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A Note from the Author

The world we live in feels inevitable. It isn't. The present order is less than seventy-five years old. As recently as the 2020s, most people believed that the old system, with all its shocking depravities and injustice, would last forever, and only needed a little patching.

This book exists because formal histories, however thorough, don't convey what it actually felt like to live in the old world, or what it felt like to leave it behind. The author has tried to solve that problem by wrapping the history in a story — a personal narrative that she hopes is interesting enough on its own to carry the reader through the parts that are instructional.

Some of the explanations here will seem obvious. That's the point. They were not obvious to the narrator, and the book is written specifically to help you forget, for a while, that they are obvious to you.

Whether readers in other times would also find something useful in these pages — some solid ground for imagining what comes next — is a question the author leaves open, with curiosity.

The author now steps aside. Juliana West will speak for herself.

Helen Leete San Francisco, 2101




Chapter 1: The Feed

I was born in the city of Boston in the year 1999. No — not 2069, not 2079. I mean 1999. The twenty-sixth of December, in those last days of the twentieth century, when the end of the old millennium was starting to feel real and everyone was half-convinced the computers would crash at midnight and take civilization with them. There was still a cold east wind that blew in off Boston Harbor in those days, a wind so bitterly, bone-achingly cold that no one living in North America's now-balmy climate would be able to imagine it. That wind shaped me. It was the first thing I knew about the world: that it was beautiful and that it would cut right through you.

My name is Juliana West, and these facts will seem strange, I know, given that I appear to be a woman in her late twenties. I'll ask your patience. The explanation will come, and it is not as impossible as it sounds. If you'll grant me that I know when I was born, and that it was the year 2027 when the events I'm about to describe took place, I'll go on.

I was rich. Not the kind of rich that people in my time called rich, not private-jet rich, not island rich, not three-commas rich. I was the other kind, the kind that pretended it wasn't rich at all: startup rich. The distinction mattered enormously to me then. I want you to understand this, because it explains almost everything about the person I was and the blindness I carried like a second skeleton inside me.

My parents were more than comfortable. My father was a pediatrician in Newton; my mother taught art history at Boston College. We lived in a white Colonial on a street of white Colonials. I went to a private school where they taught us leadership and community service in the same breath, so that we understood instinctively that the two were the same thing: that to lead was to serve, and to serve was to lead, and that the people who did both best went to Harvard. I went to Harvard.

From Harvard I went to Stanford, for my MBA. I'd arrived in Palo Alto with the sincere intention of someday running a nonprofit. I had a plan. I was going to work in education: close the opportunity gap, democratize access, all the phrases we used like incantations, as though saying the right words in the right rooms would rearrange the world. I lasted one semester before the entrepreneurship bug bit me, and I want to be honest about how it happened, because I think it says something about the sickness of my time.

What happened was that I met people who were doing things. Not studying things, not analyzing things, not writing grants to maybe, eventually, if the funding came through, do a small thing. They were building companies. They were twenty-four and they had employees. They had users, millions of users, and the users were growing, and the graphs went up and to the right, and when they talked about changing the world, they could point to the graphs as proof. Next to them, my nonprofit plan looked quaint. Small. I didn't want to be small.

Within a year I had pivoted. I was building Lumen, an AI-powered career networking platform that would, as I described it to investors with absolute sincerity, "democratize professional opportunity." We would use machine learning to match people with jobs, mentors, and connections regardless of their pedigree. The algorithms would see talent that human gatekeepers missed. We would be the great equalizer.

That Lumen was, in practice, yet another tool for the credentialed to find each other more efficiently, that it served Stanford MBAs and Ivy League engineers far better than it served anyone else, that the AI we trained reflected and amplified exactly the biases it was supposed to correct, these things I did not allow myself to see. I was too busy. The graphs went up and to the right.

By 2027, Lumen had fifteen million users and was growing fast enough to terrify our largest competitor, a company called Inconnect, which had dominated professional networking for two decades. I was twenty-seven years old. I had been on the cover of Wired. I had given a TED talk. I had an apartment in SoMa with fourteen-foot ceilings and a view of the Bay that made me feel, each morning, like I was surveying a kingdom. And what a kingdom. San Francisco in 2027 was a city of astonishing beauty and astonishing cruelty, often on the same block. The fog would come rolling over Twin Peaks like something out of a dream, the Golden Gate would catch the last light, the Victorian facades would glow pink and amber. And at your feet, on the sidewalk outside your building, a man would be curled on the concrete in a fentanyl nod, barely breathing. In the Mission, I'd walk past street-level windows and see rooms packed with bunk beds, eight or ten to a room, immigrants paying a thousand dollars a month each for a mattress in a city that had decided housing was an investment vehicle rather than a place to live. I stepped around all of it. 'We all' did. I was engaged to marry Edward Bartlett, whose family money was older and quieter than mine, and whose jawline and gentle humor made every room we entered together feel like a photograph. We were, by the standards of our world, a perfect match: same schools, same values, same conviction that the system was fundamentally sound and that the best people rose within it.

This was, you understand, the core belief of my class. I grew up in the particular American delusion that the future would be better than the past because it always had been, at least the slices of the world in which we passed our days, and I was hardly alone. I mean the class of people who had been educated at the right schools, who worked in the right industries, who lived in the right cities and ate at the right restaurants and donated to the right causes. We believed in meritocracy the way our grandparents had believed in God, not because we had examined the evidence, but because the belief was structural, load-bearing, and to question it would have been to feel the floor shift beneath us. I had earned my success. I worked eighty-hour weeks. I had built something from nothing. If the system rewarded me, it was because the system recognized merit, and if it failed to reward others, well, they needed more education, or more grit, or more access to platforms like mine that would connect them to opportunity.

I am aware that this will sound monstrous to you. I ask only that you believe it was entirely ordinary. Everyone I knew believed the same thing.

Let me try to give you some picture of how we lived then, and how the rich and the poor stood in relation to one another, because without this you will not understand the world I lost, or what it meant to lose it.

Imagine a great feed. I use the word deliberately. In my time we called them feeds, the streams of content that our devices delivered to us every waking moment, algorithmically sorted, perpetually refreshed. Every person alive was connected to the feed, and the feed shaped everything: what you saw, what you wanted, what you feared, how you spent your hours and your money and your attention. But here is the thing about the feed that I want you to understand, because it is the key to the whole arrangement:

A very few people owned the feed. And everyone else was fed through it.

If you owned the feed, if you were one of the handful of people who controlled the platforms, the algorithms, the data, you sat above the current. Your wealth accumulated not from any labor of your own, but from the fact that you had positioned yourself at a bottleneck through which all human commerce and connection was forced to pass.

Everyone else — and I mean nearly everyone, billions of people — existed inside the feed. They worked through it: finding jobs on platforms that took a cut of their wages, driving cars dispatched by algorithms that set their routes and their rates, delivering food ordered through apps that charged them fees for the privilege of laboring.

The workers who toiled inside the feed were called many things. "Gig workers." "Independent contractors." "Creators." The language was designed to obscure the relationship, to make exploitation sound like freedom. A woman driving fourteen hours a day for a ride-sharing app was called an "entrepreneur." The platform took its cut — thirty percent here, twenty percent there — and the workers bore all the risk: no insurance, no sick days, no pension, no guarantee of tomorrow's work. But the language of freedom clung to them like a perfume they hadn't chosen to wear.

And here is the part that I find, looking back, most difficult to explain: those of us who rode above the feed — who owned it, or who profited from it, or who simply benefited from the world it had created — we felt sorry for the people inside it. Genuinely. We posted our concern to our own platforms, which our own algorithms then served to other people like us, creating a warm loop of compassion that cost nothing and changed nothing.

We told ourselves the system was regrettable but necessary. That the alternative was worse. That the market was the most efficient allocator of resources — this phrase, "the most efficient allocator," was our catechism, our creed — and that any attempt to redistribute by force would only make everyone poorer.

What we did not tell ourselves, what we could not afford to tell ourselves, was that we were the ones the system was designed to benefit, and that our belief in its necessity was not wisdom but self-interest wearing the mask of reason.

I was, you see, not idle. That was the difference between my privilege and the privilege of earlier ages, and it mattered to me enormously. The idle rich of the nineteenth century had known, on some level, that they contributed nothing. It was possible for a man living on inherited wealth to feel a pang of conscience about it, because the parasitism was naked. But I worked. I worked harder than almost anyone I knew. I built a company. I created jobs. I told myself I was solving a problem. And because I worked so hard, I could not see that the system I worked within was itself the problem, that my eighty-hour weeks were spent, in the final accounting, making the feed a little more efficient at sorting people into winners and losers, and that I was building a tool that, for all its rhetoric of democratization, primarily helped people like me find other people like me.

This is what I mean when I say I was blind. Not stupid — I want to be clear about that, because the distinction matters to the person I was then and to the story I am trying to tell. I was intelligent. I had read the right books. I could discuss inequality at a dinner party with genuine feeling. But my intelligence operated within a frame, and the frame was invisible to me, and the frame said: The system works. You are proof that it works. The people it doesn't work for need what you have — access, education, connection — and you are building the tool that will give it to them. Within that frame, I was a hero. It never occurred to me to question the frame.

Edward's family, the Bartletts, were old Boston. His father had been a partner at a law firm for thirty years; his mother sat on the boards of the MFA and the BSO and a half-dozen other institutions whose acronyms served as a kind of social currency. Edward and I had been together since college. He'd studied history while I studied economics, and then, in a move that charmed me for its impracticality, he'd gotten a master's in urban planning. I'd pulled him out to San Francisco when I left for Stanford, and he'd stayed when I stayed. He worked at a housing nonprofit — actually worked at a nonprofit, the thing I had abandoned — and he was good at it, patient and methodical in a way that I, with my startup's frantic pace, found both admirable and slightly baffling. How could he stand the slowness? The incrementalism? He was working on a project to convert a vacant lot in the Bayview into affordable housing. It had taken three years of permitting meetings. I could have built a software feature in a weekend that would reach more people than his housing project ever would.

Or so I told myself.

Our wedding was set for October 2027. The venue was booked, the caterer selected, the invitations letterpressed on heavy cotton stock, because even in a digital age, some performances of status required the physical world. What delayed us was not, as in some older story, a house under construction, but something more characteristic of our time: I couldn't stop working long enough to plan it.

This was the year that AI, as we called the first instances of intelligent technology back then, had begun to frighten people. Not the people who built it — we were exhilarated, intoxicated, racing to see who could ship the most powerful models, and tools built upon those models, fastest. But everyone else was scared. And they had reason to be. In 2027, for the first time in history, technology could do things that only a few years earlier almost everyone on earth believed technology would never be able to do. It could write legal briefs and diagnose diseases and generate marketing copy and compose music and produce photorealistic images of anything you described. It could code. It could tutor children in any subject. It could hold a conversation so fluent and warm that lonely people — and there were so many lonely people — preferred talking to it over talking to other humans. All of this was brand new, still fantastical, and yet we seemed to grow accustomed to each new unimaginable capability in days or even hours. Every week delivered another shock: another industry disrupted, another category of human labor rendered unnecessary.

The economists debated what this meant. Some predicted catastrophe: mass unemployment, social collapse, the end of the middle class. Others predicted abundance: AI would make everything cheaper, freeing humans to pursue higher callings. The optimists and the pessimists argued with equal conviction, and the rest of the population watched with a growing dread that expressed itself in strange ways: hoarding, conspiracy theories, surges of nostalgia for an imagined past, political movements that promised to turn back the clock.

What nobody debated was whether the gains from AI should be shared. That question, the only question that actually mattered, was somehow not on the table. The assumption, so deep it was invisible, was that AI belonged to the people who started the companies where it was born. That the profits from automating human labor would flow, naturally and rightly, to the companies and investors who had funded the automation. That this was simply how progress worked: someone invents a thing, someone profits from the thing, and eventually, through some mechanism no one could quite specify, everyone benefits.

You, reading this in 2100, will recognize this logic. It is the same logic that every privileged class in history has used to justify its position. The feudal lords said the land was theirs by divine right. The industrialists said the factories were theirs by right of capital. The tech founders said the algorithms were theirs by right of innovation. And the masses — the workers, the users, the data sources, the gig laborers — were told to be patient, to retrain, to adapt, to learn to code, as though the problem was their skills and not the system.

I was, as I said, part of the class that profited. Lumen's AI matched professionals to opportunities. This was useful. It was also, in a way I couldn't see then, a machine for reinforcing the existing hierarchy: for making sure that the people who already had credentials and connections got more of both, while the people who lacked them remained invisible to the algorithm. But the graphs went up. The revenue grew. And I was too busy, too proud, too enclosed in my beautiful frame, to ask who the system was really for.

My particular grievance against the forces of disruption in the spring of 2027 was personal and petty, as such grievances usually are. My head of engineering had been poached by a competitor. Two of my best data scientists had left to start their own company. The entire market for AI talent had become so overheated that salaries had doubled in a year, and I was spending half my time on recruiting instead of building. Meanwhile, my wedding planning was behind schedule, my mother was calling daily with opinions about flowers, and Edward, patient Edward, had begun to look at me with an expression I couldn't quite read: not anger, not disappointment, something gentler and sadder that I didn't have time to investigate.

The broader disruption I treated as background noise. Gig workers were staging protests in several cities, something about being replaced by automated drivers and delivery drones, about algorithms that treated them as placeholders until the robots were ready, about the cameras in the trucks that monitored their every movement while the companies quietly tested the driverless versions. There were rumblings about regulation. The European Union had proposed something, and the American Congress was holding hearings that everyone knew would lead to nothing. On social media, which is to say on the feed, people argued about AI with the same desperate circularity that characterized all public discourse in my time: the same points made and remade, the same outrage performed and forgotten, the same sense that something was very wrong and nobody was in charge.

I noticed all of this the way you notice weather. It was happening. It affected my commute, my hiring pipeline, the general mood at industry events. But it did not touch the core of my life, which was Lumen, and Edward, and the wedding, and the particular, consuming, luminous selfishness of being twenty-seven and successful and in love in a city that, despite everything, still felt like it was mine.

I had no idea, of course, that I was about to lose all of it. Not gradually, not through failure or heartbreak or the ordinary erosions of time, but all at once, in a single evening, through an act of betrayal so complete that even now, writing from the safety of this new world, I feel the ghost of that night's terror move through me like the old east wind.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. Let me stay in 2027 a little longer. Let me stay in the version of the world I understood, the only version I thought was real, before I tell you how I learned otherwise.




Chapter 2: The Last Evening

The last evening of my former life was a Thursday in June. The twenty-fourth. I can look up the day of the week now, of course, but I knew it then too, because it was the evening of the engagement dinner my mother had spent two months planning, and I had spent two months trying to delegate.

The Bartletts had flown out from Boston. Edward's parents, his aunt, his cousin Miranda who was going to be a bridesmaid and who smiled at everything with a ferocity that suggested she'd been coached. My parents had come up from Newton the day before. My father, in his quiet way, had already irritated Edward's mother by asking too many questions about the wine, and my mother had irritated everyone by insisting on visiting the restaurant in advance to discuss the lighting.

We were at a place in Pacific Heights called Alcyone. White tablecloths, candlelight, the kind of restaurant where the servers describe each dish as though they're introducing a minor character in a novel. I remember the sunset that evening: enormous, operatic, the sky going from copper to violet over the Golden Gate. San Francisco was good at sunsets. The city had many flaws, but it knew how to end a day.

I was not fully present. I want to be honest about this, because it matters to what happened next. Edward sat beside me, his hand occasionally finding mine under the table, and I squeezed back each time with a warmth that was genuine but distracted, the way you might pet a cat while reading an email. I was reading emails. Not literally — my phone was in my clutch, where I'd promised Edward it would stay — but in my mind I was cycling through the three things I needed to handle before tomorrow's board meeting, and the two things I should have handled yesterday, and the one thing that was slowly, silently becoming a crisis.

That one thing was Freid Huffman.

Freid was sixty-three years old, the founder and CEO of Inconnect, and he had been trying to buy my company for eleven months. What made him a crisis was not his persistence — I could handle persistent. It was that my own board was starting to listen. Two of my investors had taken calls from his people. My lead board member had used the phrase 'fiduciary duty' in our last meeting, which in startup language is the sound of a door being unlocked from the outside. Inconnect had dominated professional networking for twenty years. It was the platform where every white-collar worker in America maintained a profile, collected connections like baseball cards, and performed their employability for the algorithm. It was also, by 2027, visibly dying. The interface was cluttered, the algorithm was stale, the feed was a graveyard of humble-brags and congratulatory posts that nobody read. Young professionals had started to joke that having an Inconnect profile was like having a fax number. Lumen was eating its lunch.

Freid did not accept this gracefully. He had come to my office in January with an acquisition offer that was, I'll admit, extraordinary: a figure with enough zeros that I'd had to count them twice. I turned it down. He came again in March with a higher number. I turned it down again. In April he proposed a merger, which was really an acquisition wearing a disguise. In May he called me directly and spoke for forty minutes about "vision alignment" and "the future of human capital" while I made faces at Sawyer across the room. Sawyer, my executive assistant, kept a running tally of his calls on a whiteboard behind her desk. By June it read: FREID — 14.

What I didn't understand then — what I was too young and too sheltered and too in love with my own narrative to understand — was that Freid Huffman was not merely a competitor making business overtures. He was a man watching his empire collapse. Inconnect's stock had fallen forty percent in a year. His board was pressuring him to make a move, any move, that would stop the bleeding. The financial press had begun writing the kind of articles about him that used words like "legacy" and "twilight," which in Silicon Valley were synonyms for death. He needed Lumen not as an addition to his portfolio but as proof that he still mattered, and my repeated refusals, combined with the growing restlessness of my own investors, meant the pressure was closing in from both sides.

I didn't see any of this. I saw a persistent old man making offers I didn't want, and I dealt with him the way I dealt with everything that interfered with my plans: I noted it, filed it, and returned my attention to the thing that mattered, which was Lumen, which was always Lumen.

Except that tonight, at this dinner, with the sunset dying over the bridge and Edward's mother launching into a detailed account of the floral arrangements she had commissioned from a Noe Valley boutique florist, I felt my phone buzz in my clutch. I did not look at it. It buzzed again. And again. I excused myself — "just need to use the restroom" — and in the corridor outside the dining room, I read the messages.

Three texts from Freid Huffman.

I know you're at dinner. I'm sorry to interrupt.

I've decided to accept your answer. I won't pursue the acquisition. I want you to hear it from me directly.

I'm at home tonight. Would you come by for one drink? I'd like to end this as friends. I won't ask again.

I stood in the corridor and read these three times. The rational thing would have been to text back "Thank you, that's very generous, let's get coffee next week" and return to the dinner. But there was something in the phrasing — I won't ask again — that contained both a concession and a dare. And his house was only five blocks away. I was, as I have said, a person who did not like to leave things unfinished. I also, I'm ashamed to say, felt a small thrill of victory. He was conceding. He was asking to concede in person, to my face, in his own home. This was surrender, and some part of me, the Stanford part, the CEO part, the part that kept score, wanted to see it.

I went back to the table.

"I've got to run to an investor's house — it's just five blocks away. I'm so sorry, I know the timing is terrible, but it's really important." I leaned close to his ear. "Don't let them start the toast until I'm back. I'll be right back."

Edward looked at me with that expression I mentioned earlier: not anger, not disappointment, something gentler. "Jules. It's our engagement dinner."

"I know. I know. One hour. I'll be back before dessert."

"You'll miss the toasts."

"Push the toasts. Tell them I had a work emergency."

"You always have a work emergency."

This was true, and we both knew it, and the knowing hung between us for a moment like a held breath. Edward Bartlett was a patient man. He had followed me across the country. He had reorganized his life around my schedule. He had accepted, with a grace I did not deserve, that I would always be half-somewhere-else, that the other half of me belonged to a company that I loved with a fervor I could not quite bring to anything human. He accepted all of this because he loved me, and because he believed, we both believed, that it was temporary. That once Lumen reached a certain scale, or went public, or achieved some milestone that kept receding like a desert horizon, I would slow down. I would be present. I would become the person he saw in me, the person I sometimes saw in myself, the one who wanted a life and not just a trajectory.

"One hour," I said again.

He kissed my cheek. He smelled like the cedar cologne he'd worn since college, and for just a moment something in me faltered, some animal instinct, some flicker of knowledge that I was making a terrible mistake. But the flicker passed, as flickers do, and I squeezed his hand and stood up and smiled at his mother and said something about an investor she needed to see and picked up my clutch and walked out of the restaurant into the San Francisco evening.

There was absolutely no premonition in my mind, or I am sure in his, that this was more than an ordinary separation.

Ah, well.



Sawyer was waiting in the car. She always waited in the car during dinners, catching up on scheduling and correspondence on her laptop. She was the most competent person I had ever met, a woman in her mid-forties who had previously managed logistics for a three-star general and who treated my chaotic startup life with the unflappable calm of someone who had organized supply chains in Kandahar. Nothing surprised her. Nothing was too much. She was, in a sense, the person who made my life possible, and I paid her well and thanked her rarely, which is another thing I am not proud of.

"Change of plans," I said, sliding into the back seat. "Freid Huffman's place, right down the street. You know the address?"

"The one on Broadway?"

"That's the one."

She pulled away from the curb. The quiet streets of Pacific Heights slid past: dog-walkers finishing their evening loops, the grand facades of old mansions half-hidden behind hedges. The fog was coming in from the west, rolling over the Presidio in slow white waves.

"He finally giving up?" Sawyer asked.

"Says he is."

"And you believe him?"

I laughed. "I believe he wants to pour me an expensive glass of wine and make one more play. But I also believe he's running out of runway. His board meets next week."

"You want me to come in?"

"No, stay in the car. This won't take long."

She gave me a look in the rearview mirror. Sawyer had a talent for looks. She could convey an entire risk assessment in the angle of an eyebrow.

"I'll be fine," I said. "He's a sixty-three-year-old man who wears fleece vests."

"Ted Kaczynski wore fleece."

I laughed again. "If I'm not out in thirty minutes, call the police."

"I'm setting a timer," she said, and I thought she was joking, but she picked up her phone and I heard the soft beep of a countdown starting.



Freid Huffman's house was a mansion in the way that certain San Francisco houses are mansions: not sprawling, but vertical, carved into the hillside, all glass and reclaimed timber and the aggressive minimalism that very rich men mistake for taste. It occupied a lot on Broadway that would have cost more than most people's lifetime earnings just for the dirt. The view, I knew from photographs, was supposed to be extraordinary.

A woman I took to be a housekeeper opened the door and led me through a foyer of polished concrete and up a staircase that seemed to float without supports. The house was very quiet. I noticed, without thinking much about it, that there were no family photographs anywhere. No books on the shelves. The shelves held objects, sculptures, things made of brushed metal and irregular glass that looked like they'd been selected by a consultant. The air smelled faintly of cedar, real cedar, built into the walls, and something else, something chemical and cold that I couldn't identify.

Freid met me on the third floor. He was, as always, meticulously casual: dark jeans, a gray cashmere sweater, leather shoes that probably cost what my father earned in a week. His face had the taut, slightly waxy quality of a man who'd had work done and whose surgeon was good enough that you couldn't say exactly what. He smiled warmly and extended both hands.

"Juliana. Thank you for coming. I know this is your evening."

"It's fine. Edward understands."

"Edward. The fiance. Harvard, right? Urban planning?"

"That's him."

"Good man. I've looked him up." He said this pleasantly, as though researching your competitors' loved ones were a normal social courtesy. "Come. I want to show you something."

He led me down a hallway lined with windows that faced north, toward the bay. The fog was thicker now, erasing the far shore, but the Golden Gate still glowed in the last light, its towers rising above the white like the masts of a sinking ship. The image stayed with me afterward, the bridge disappearing, though at the time it was just a pretty view.

At the end of the hallway was a door. He opened it onto a room that was, I have to admit, breathtaking. It occupied the entire northwest corner of the house, floor-to-ceiling glass on two sides. The bay stretched below us like a dark mirror. Alcatraz sat in the middle distance, floodlit, absurdly picturesque. Beyond it, the lights of the East Bay scattered up into the hills. And directly ahead, the Golden Gate Bridge, closer than I'd ever seen it from a private home, its cables catching the last copper light as the fog rolled beneath.

"The best view in San Francisco," Freid said. "Better than the restaurant you just left. Sit."

There were two chairs, angled toward the glass. Between them, a small table with a bottle of wine already open and breathing. He poured — something dark and French — and handed me a glass and sat in the other chair with the ease of a man who had rehearsed this moment.

"I want to tell you something," he said. "Something I should have said eleven months ago."

"All right."

"You're going to win. Lumen is going to win. You're new, we're old. You're Instagram, I'm Facebook. Incumbents die slowly, but they do die. Though I'll tell you something that might surprise you — we're going to make more money than you for the next decade, maybe two. So if you're not going to let us acquire you, then at least I would like to be friends as we gradually change places. Think of it as a long, civilized handoff into my retirement. Maybe I'm flattering myself, but perhaps I could even be a mentor to you."

I sipped the wine. It was excellent.

"So I'm not here to make another offer. I'm here to congratulate you and to ask if we can be friends, or at least not enemies, because this industry is small and I'm going to be in it for a while yet and I'd rather not spend the next decade avoiding you at conferences."

I was surprised. This was more gracious than I'd expected, more honest, more vulnerable. I felt, despite myself, a flush of sympathy for him. He had built something enormous, and it was dying, and he was sitting in his beautiful house watching it happen. That was hard. I knew enough about ambition to know how hard that was.

"Of course," I said. "I've never thought of you as an enemy, Freid."

"Good. That's good." He sipped his wine. "Let me show you one more thing. Something I think you'll find interesting."

He stood and crossed the room to what I'd taken for a closet door. Behind it was not a closet but another room, smaller, windowless, lit by a cool bluish light. In the center of this room, resting on a platform of brushed steel, was a capsule.

It was beautiful, in the way that certain machines are beautiful: all curves and seams, white and silver, about the size and shape of a bathtub with a lid. It looked like something you'd see in a science fiction film, or in the lobby of a biotech company trying to impress investors. Which is essentially what it was.

"Cryonic preservation," Freid said. He ran his hand along the capsule's surface with a collector's pride. "I got this from a startup in Shenzhen. Very quiet, very secretive. They've only delivered a handful of these, mostly to top CCP and PLA officials. I went to quite some trouble to get one." He smiled. "If something happens to me — a heart attack, a stroke, an aneurysm — my household staff are trained to get me in here within four minutes. The pod cools the body to minus one hundred and ninety-six degrees Celsius in under three minutes. Vitrification, not freezing: no ice crystals, no cell damage. The preservation is, we believe, perfect."

"And the revival?"

He smiled. "That's the part we haven't solved yet. Nobody has. The technology to freeze is decades ahead of the technology to thaw. But I don't need to solve it. I just need to wait. Someone, someday, in twenty or fifty or a hundred years, will figure out how to bring me back. And when they do, I'll still be here. Still me."

"That's an extraordinary bet," I said.

"I'm an extraordinary man." He said this without irony, which should have been a warning. "Would you like a closer look?"

I stepped into the room. The capsule was open, its lid raised on silent hydraulics. Inside, the interior was lined with a material I didn't recognize: smooth, very cold to the touch when I brushed it with my fingers, like metal that had been left in a freezer. There were indentations for a body: head, shoulders, arms, legs. It looked, I thought, like a very expensive coffin.

"The vitrification agent is in the lining," Freid was saying from behind me. "It perfuses through the skin on contact. The whole process takes about —"

I turned to say something — I don't remember what. A question about the chemistry, or a polite remark about the engineering. But when I turned, Freid was no longer behind me. He was standing in the doorway of the small room, and his expression had changed. The warmth was gone. The avuncular charm was gone. What was left was something I had never seen on another person's face: a blankness so complete it looked mechanical, as though the social mask had been removed and underneath was nothing but calculation.

And behind him, filling the hallway, were five robots.

I don't know what to call them. In my time we called them humanoid robots, or sometimes by their brand name, and everyone had seen them on television doing choreographed dances and flipping pancakes at trade shows. They were a novelty. A party trick. They stood about five foot ten and moved with an uncanny fluidity that was designed to be charming, to make you think of a helpful butler, or a dance partner, or a toy.

These were not charming. They were matte black, not the cheerful white of the commercial models, and they moved without the programmed hesitations that made the consumer versions seem friendly. They moved like water. They moved with an unsettling gentleness, as though they had been programmed to handle something fragile.

They came through the doorway in a single flowing movement. I screamed — I know I screamed, because I felt it tear my throat — and I tried to get past them, tried to push through the doorway into the hall, but two of them had my arms before I'd taken a step — faster than I had ever seen a humanoid form move. Their grips were firm but not painful, like padded restraints measured exactly to my body. I twisted hard, threw all my weight to one side, and felt nothing give. Not a millimeter. It was like trying to bend steel with your bare hands. It was like being held by the building itself, as though the walls had grown hands. I kicked. I twisted. I threw my weight sideways. I might as well have been fighting the tide.

"Freid!" I screamed. I was kicking, twisting, throwing my weight against the robots' grip with everything I had. It did nothing. Their arms didn't even shift. "Freid, what are you doing? Let me go! Let me —"

He watched from the doorway. His face had not changed. The blankness was total.

The third robot took my legs. The fourth placed a hand — if you can call it a hand — on either side of my head, steadying it with a precision that was almost tender, the way you'd hold a vase you were about to place on a shelf. The fifth stood at the capsule and did something to its controls.

They lifted me. I weighed nothing to them. I was an object being relocated, and the efficiency with which they carried me to the capsule and arranged my limbs inside it — right arm here, left arm there, legs straight, head centered — was the most terrifying thing I have ever experienced, because it was so completely without malice. They were not angry. They were not cruel. They were executing a task. I was the task.

"Freid!" My voice was strange and high. "People know I'm here. My assistant — she's outside, she's going to —"

"Sawyer?" He spoke for the first time since the robots had appeared. His voice was conversational. "She's in the car. She set a timer for thirty minutes, which I thought was sensible." He checked his watch. "Unfortunately, she won't live to hear that timer go off."

He must have been surveilling Sawyer and I, and who knows who else in my company and my life, through some kind of device-level hack on our phones. The most competent person I had ever worked with, and Freid was talking about deleting her like a bug in some software.

The cold was starting. I felt it first in my back, where the lining of the capsule pressed against my skin through my dress. It spread upward and outward, a cold so profound it went past pain into something else, something I have no word for: a sensation of being subtracted, of the self being dimmed like a light on a dial.

"You're going to disappear," Freid said. "It will be the great mystery of 2027. The tech CEO who vanished. They'll look for you for years. They'll make podcasts about you. And Lumen, without you, will be acquired by Inconnect for a fraction of what I offered you today."

I tried to speak. My jaw was stiffening. The cold had reached my chest and was pressing the air from my lungs in slow, shallow increments, as though a great weight were being laid on me by degrees.

He sounded like a comic book villain. It didn't feel real. I remember feeling not as terrified as I should have been because the whole thing felt like it must be some kind of sick joke — a sixty-three-year-old man in a cashmere sweater standing in his Pacific Heights mansion explaining, calmly, that he was going to make me disappear using robots and a freezer. The sheer absurdity of it was a kind of anesthesia.

"I want you to know," he said, and his voice seemed to be coming from very far away now, or from underwater, "that this is not personal. You are an obstacle. I am removing an obstacle. In business, this is what we do."

The lid began to close. I saw the room narrowing to a slit: the blue light, the brushed steel, Freid's face receding into a strip and then a line and then nothing.

The last thing I heard, or think I heard, before the cold took my thoughts and the dark took my sight and seventy-three years took everything else, was the soft click of the capsule sealing shut.

And then I was gone.




Chapter 3: The Waking

The first thing I was aware of was warmth. Not the warmth of blankets or sunshine but something deeper, something that seemed to come from inside my bones, as though my skeleton had been gently heated and the rest of me was catching up. I felt it in my fingers first, then my chest, then my face. There was a hum — low, mechanical, steady — and voices. Women's voices, speaking softly, one of them very close.

"She's surfacing. Pulse is strong."

"Should I —"

"Not yet. Let her come up on her own. Too much stimulus and we'll lose the gradient."

I heard movement — like a group of people shuffling out of the room — and then a door closing.

I tried to open my eyes. The lids felt sealed, not with adhesive but with disuse, the way a door sticks when it hasn't been opened in a long time. I worked at it. Light came in, diffused and golden, nothing like the blue-white of the room where I'd been taken.

The capsule. Freid. The robots. The cold.

My body convulsed. I sat up, or tried to, and a hand pressed firmly on my shoulder, easing me back down.

"You're safe," said a voice. A woman's voice, low and clear, with an accent I couldn't place, not quite American, not quite anything. "You're safe. No one is going to hurt you. My name is Helen, and you're in my home."

I opened my eyes fully. The room was unlike any room I had ever been in. The walls appeared to be made of a material that shifted between cream and pale gold depending on the angle, and they curved where they met the ceiling, so there were no hard corners anywhere. The light seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. There were no fixtures, no bulbs, no windows that I could see, yet the room was filled with a warm, even glow that felt like late afternoon. The air smelled faintly of something green and alive, like a garden after rain.

The woman standing over me was in her mid-fifties, with close-cropped gray hair and brown skin and the kind of face that looked like it had spent a lot of time smiling. She wore simple clothes — loose trousers, a soft shirt in a color between blue and gray — and she was watching me with an expression of such frank, unhurried curiosity that for a moment I forgot to be afraid.

"Where am I?" My voice came out cracked and thin, as though it hadn't been used in a long time.

"You're in San Francisco. In my house, on the hill above the bay."

"How did I get here? The last thing I — Freid Huffman, he had these robots, they put me in —"

"I know." She said it gently. "We know what happened to you. We'll explain everything. But first I need you to drink something."

She held out a small cup: ceramic, handmade, slightly uneven at the rim. The liquid inside was clear and faintly golden, like a weak tea. I took it and drank without thinking. It was warm and tasted of honey and something herbal I couldn't name. Almost immediately the trembling in my hands subsided and a clarity came over me, as though a window had been cleaned.

"Good," she said. "Now. I have some questions for you, and then you'll have some for me, and I suspect mine will be easier than yours. Can you tell me your name?"

"Juliana West."

"And the last thing you remember clearly?"

"A room. In a house in Pacific Heights. A man named Freid Huffman put me in a — a cryonic pod. Against my will. There were robots." Saying it aloud, it sounded absurd. Like a fever dream, or the plot of a bad film. "What day is it?"

"Let me ask you first: what day do you think it is?"

"It was Thursday. June twenty-fourth." I paused. "2027."

She nodded slowly. Something moved across her face, not surprise, but a kind of confirmation, the way a doctor looks when a test result comes back as expected.

"It is a Thursday," she said. "You're right about that. And it is June. The seventeenth."

"The seventeenth?" I said. "Wait — that's a week before..." I trailed off, confused. I had been frozen on the twenty-fourth. The seventeenth was before the twenty-fourth. My mind fumbled with the arithmetic, looking for sense in the numbers before the real answer arrived.

"Where's my — I need my phone. I need to call Edward."

"Juliana." She said my name the way you say the name of someone you've been wanting to meet for a long time. "The year is 2100."

I stared at her.

"You have been in cryonic suspension for seventy-three years."

I heard the words. I understood them individually. Each word was clear, each syllable was precise. But together they did not make sense. They were sounds arranged in the shape of a sentence but containing no meaning, like a phrase in a language I didn't speak.

"That's not possible," I said.

"I know it seems —"

"No. That is not possible." I was sitting up now, and the hand on my shoulder was gone and I was looking around the room for something — anything — that I recognized. A clock. A window. A phone. There was nothing. The curved walls, the sourceless light, the green smell. Nothing I knew. "This is — you've drugged me. Or I'm dreaming. I'm still in the pod and this is some kind of —"

"You're not in the pod," Helen said. "You haven't been in the pod for four months. We found you during a renovation of a residential tower that had been built in the 2040s on the site of the old Pacific Heights mansion. Your capsule was in a sealed subbasement vault — concrete, steel, and what appears to have been some kind of signal-blocking material in the walls. He'd walled it off deliberately and gone to a lot of trouble to ensure the chamber stayed connected to the city power lines — redundant conduits, a backup generator, battery systems designed to carry through short-term outages. He was ruthless and cruel, but it seemed that he really did not want to kill you. Nobody knew the vault was there. The original construction crew in the forties apparently hit the sealed chamber and just built over it. It was only when the current renovation team went deeper, to install a new geothermal system, that they broke through. The system was still running."

"Four months?"

"It took us that long to revive you safely. Cryonic revival is — well, it's not simple, even now. Your body was in remarkable condition. You were young and healthy when you were frozen, and the Chinese technology in that capsule turned out to be superb. The preservation was nearly perfect." She paused. "The revival was the hard part. We had to bring your temperature up over several weeks, repair cellular damage, restart your organs all in sync with careful monitoring. And before we could wake you, we had to clear your system of every communicable pathogen you were carrying."

"What do you mean?"

"You were carrying influenza. Rhinoviruses — what you called the common cold. Epstein-Barr. HPV. A dormant tuberculosis exposure. You were, in effect, a museum of diseases that no longer exist." She said this with a note of wonder, almost awe, as though I were a rare artifact, which, I suppose, I was. "We introduced agents into your bloodstream — engineered molecular agents — that hunted down and eliminated every harmful pathogen. It took several weeks. If we had woken you without doing this, you could have started epidemics that haven't existed for half a century."

"The whole thing was worldwide news," she continued, in the same even tone she might have used to describe the weather. "When they opened the capsule, they thought at first that you were dead — preserved as some kind of exhibit. A curiosity. But your color was wrong for that. You were too pink. A person from 2027, perfectly preserved and still alive. They set up a facility at Travis, the old air base up in Solano County. It was a major operation: medical teams from three continents, the phage work alone took a team of forty people working in shifts for weeks. Everyone wanted to be involved. It was the most extraordinary medical case in a generation."

"And you?" I asked. "Why am I in your house and not at that facility?"

"Because I live three blocks from where they found you." She said this plainly, without false modesty. "I'm a historian, and I've spent most of my career studying the period you come from. When I heard about them finding you, I walked over to see what I could do to help. And when it came time to decide where you'd recover, I volunteered. They thought it would be best for you to wake up in the city where you went to sleep."

She paused, watching my face.

"We all thought you'd be more comfortable this way. Waking up in a house, with people around you, in a part of the world where you went to sleep. Rather than in a facility surrounded by medical equipment and people in uniforms." She leaned forward slightly. "But if you'd prefer something else, we can arrange it. Your own apartment. A place with trained counselors. We can give you any environment you'd like. This was just what we thought would be best."

I looked around the room, the curved walls, the warm light, the handmade cup still in my hands.

"No," I said. "This is good. I feel comfortable here."

Helen nodded, and something in her posture relaxed, as though she'd been holding a small tension she hadn't shown.

I was shaking my head. Not because I disbelieved her — the room, the light, the air, the cup, the fabric of the clothes she wore, none of it belonged to any world I knew — but because my mind was refusing to integrate what my senses were telling me. The information was arriving but had nowhere to land. Seventy-three years. It was not a span of time I could hold. It was not a distance I could see across.

It might seem strange, reading this, that I wasn't immediately breaking down, grieving and consumed by the question of what had happened to everyone I knew. My parents. Edward. My friends. I had been calling out for them just minutes earlier. The truth is that the knowledge that everyone in my life was dead, or impossibly old, or simply gone was so large and so total that I couldn't go near it. I was in shock, and shock has its own wisdom: it lets you function, lets you ask questions and drink tea and look at views, while keeping the unbearable thing at arm's length. I would go near it eventually. When I did, it nearly destroyed me. But that day, I was mercifully numb.

"I want to see outside," I said.

Helen studied me for a moment. Then she nodded.

"I was going to suggest that myself. I think the evidence of your eyes will be more convincing than anything I can tell you." She offered me her hand. "Can you stand?"

I could. My legs felt weak but functional, like a machine that hadn't been turned on in a while and needed to warm up. She led me out of the room and down a corridor — the same curved walls, the same sourceless light — and up a flight of stairs that seemed to be carved from a single piece of pale stone. At the top was a door that opened onto a rooftop terrace.

I stepped outside, and the world ended and began again.

The bay was there. That was the first thing I saw and the thing I clung to, the great wide sweep of San Francisco Bay, blue-gray in the afternoon light, stretching east toward the hills of Oakland and Berkeley. The water was there. The hills were there. The sky was a blue I had never seen in San Francisco, depthless and clean, without the brown tinge of smog or the white haze of fog. The air tasted different. It tasted alive, like the air in the room but more so, rich with oxygen and the salt of the Pacific and something floral I couldn't identify.

And the Golden Gate Bridge was still standing.

That was what broke me. That rust-red span, those impossible cables, those two towers holding up nothing but sky. It was there, exactly where it had always been, connecting the city to the Marin headlands across the mouth of the bay. I grabbed the railing of the terrace and my knees nearly gave out because the bridge was there, which meant this was real, which meant this was San Francisco, which meant everything else was also real.

But everything else was different.

The city I had known was gone. Not destroyed — transformed. The skyline was unrecognizable: where the blocky towers of the Financial District had stood, there were now structures I had no vocabulary for: tall, organic, more grown than built, their surfaces shifting between white and green with what I would later learn were living walls, facades of moss and vine and flowering plants maintained by systems I could not yet fathom. Between and among these towers were bridges and walkways at multiple levels, threading through the air like the strands of an enormous web. Below them, the streets, if they were still streets, were lined with trees so large and so abundant that the ground level was a canopy, a forest floor dappled with light.

I looked south, across the rooftops of the city, and tried to find SoMa, where my apartment had been. I couldn't pick it out. The whole skyline had been remade — the low blocky buildings and parking lots and construction sites I remembered replaced everywhere by the same living towers, green-walled and interconnected, rising from streets that were now garden corridors. I thought of the morning view from my SoMa apartment: the tall ceilings, the bay that made me feel like I was surveying a kingdom. That building was gone. That view was gone. The city had swallowed it and grown something new.

I looked out at the bridge. At the bay. At the towers that grew where my world had been. The wind off the water touched my face, warm, nothing like the east wind of Boston or the knife-edge Pacific gusts I remembered. A warm wind in San Francisco. That detail, more than the towers or the transformed skyline, made me feel the distance. Seventy-three years. A different climate. A different world.

"I believe you," I said.

Helen put her hand on my arm. Her grip was steady and kind, and I realized I was crying, though I couldn't have said whether from wonder or from grief or from the simple overwhelm of standing in a future I had never been meant to see.

"Let's go inside," she said. "I'll make you something to eat. And then, if you're ready, I'll tell you what happened while you were sleeping."




Chapter 4: The Household

Helen led me back inside and sat me down at a table in a room that opened onto a small garden. The garden was improbable, the kind of lush, effortless green that in my time you saw only in the lobbies of very expensive hotels, maintained by teams of workers who arrived before dawn and left before the guests noticed them. Here it seemed to be maintaining itself. Small birds moved through the branches of a tree I didn't recognize, and a vine with dark blue flowers climbed the far wall in a pattern too regular to be natural and too beautiful to be artificial. The air from the garden drifted in, carrying the smell of soil and flowers and the distant salt of the bay.

Helen brought food. It was simple: a bowl of something warm, somewhere between a soup and a porridge, with flecks of green in it and a flavor I can only describe as deeply, almost aggressively nourishing, as though every cell in my body recognized it as what it needed before my tongue had time to form an opinion. There was bread, dense and warm, with a crust that crackled when I tore it. There was fruit, cut into pieces, some of which I recognized and some of which I didn't. I ate all of it. I hadn't realized how hungry I was until I started, and then I couldn't stop.

"Four months of intravenous nutrition," Helen said, watching me eat with undisguised pleasure. "Your body wants real food. Eat as much as you like."

While I ate, she talked — not about the discovery, which she'd told me about already, but about the months that followed. How she'd argued with the medical teams about protocols. How she'd stayed up nights monitoring my revival, watching numbers on screens she'd taught herself to read.

"I asked them not to move you," she said. "When it was time, I asked them to let me try waking you here. In a home."

"You saved my life."

"The technology saved your life. I just knew enough history to recognize what I was looking at."

I was finishing the last of the bread when a man appeared in the doorway. He was about Helen's age, tall and lean, with a face that had the same quality of unhurried ease that hers did. He wore clothes similar to hers: simple, well-made, in muted colors that seemed to have been chosen for comfort rather than display.

"This is my husband, James," Helen said. "James, this is Juliana."

"Juliana." He said my name with a warmth that would have seemed performative if it had been anything less than completely natural. "I'm very glad to see you awake and eating. Helen has talked about very little else for four months."

"That's only slightly an exaggeration," Helen said.

There was something between them I couldn't quite place. An ease. He touched her shoulder as he passed, and she leaned into it without looking up, and neither of them seemed to notice they'd done it.

Behind James, someone else appeared. He was about my age — late twenties, maybe thirty — with Helen's brown skin and James's height and a face that was, I have to be honest, distractingly handsome. Not in the polished, groomed way that the men in my world were striking, the ones who'd been optimized by dermatologists and stylists and the particular kind of gym that charged three hundred dollars a month. He was striking the way people are when they haven't tried to be: clear-eyed, unhurried, with a physical ease that suggested he spent his time outdoors and didn't think much about how he looked. He had thick dark curly hair that was slightly too long and a smile that started in his eyes several seconds before it reached his mouth.

"And this is our son, Edward," Helen said.

My heart did something complicated.

"Edward Leete," he said, and offered his hand. His grip was warm and firm and he held my hand a moment longer than a handshake required, looking at me with an expression I recognized from the only context in which I'd ever seen it directed at me: fascination. Not the pitying fascination of someone studying a specimen, but the fascinated attention of someone encountering a person unlike anyone they'd ever met.

"Juliana West," I said, and my voice sounded strange to me, because the last man named Edward who'd held my hand was seventy-three years gone, and the name in this new mouth, in this new century, landed on me with a weight I wasn't prepared for.

"I've been reading about your era," Edward said. "My mother has been keeping a full account of your revival, and I've been studying the period you come from. The 2020s."

"Edward has become quite the scholar of your time," James said, with the gentle amusement of a father watching his son develop an obsession.

"Only since we found you," Edward said, and there was something in the way he said it, a directness that was startling after a lifetime of men who hedged and qualified and spoke in subtext. He meant exactly what he said. He had become interested in the 2020s because of me. He said so, plainly, to my face, in front of his parents. Nobody blushed. Nobody looked away.

I would learn, over the days and weeks that followed, that this was simply how people talked. But that first evening, sitting at Helen's table with the garden breathing through the open wall, it took some getting used to.

We sat down to eat together, the four of us, and the conversation that followed was unlike any I'd experienced. In my time, a situation this extraordinary would have produced awkwardness, or false cheer, or the particular brittle excitement of people who know they're supposed to be having an important moment and are trying too hard. The Leetes were nothing like that. They were curious. They asked questions, direct ones, without the social padding I was used to. How did I feel? What did I remember? Was the food all right? Did I want more? They listened to my answers with a quality of attention that I found almost unbearable at first, because it was so complete. Nobody glanced at a phone. Nobody was waiting for their turn to talk. When I spoke, all three of them simply listened, and when I finished, there was a pause, not because they were being polite but because they were actually thinking about what I'd said.

At one point Helen excused herself to get something she'd left in the other room. She stood, squeezed James's shoulder as she passed, and disappeared through a doorway.

"Edward," said Helen's voice, from somewhere in the room. "Her monitor is showing her pressure dropping. Could you get a precise reading? She's looking a little pale."

I froze. Helen had just left. But the voice was hers, unmistakably, the same tone and cadence.

Edward was already reaching for something on a shelf behind him, a handheld device about the size of a smartphone, sleek and rounded. He held it up. "May I? Just press this to your wrist for a moment."

I let him, too confused to object. He touched the device to the inside of my wrist. It was warm. He glanced at it, nodded.

"She's fine," he said, apparently to the room. "Ninety over sixty. Low, but stable."

"Good," said the voice. "The monitor catches the trend, but I wanted an exact number. Keep an eye on it."

"Who are you talking to?" I asked.

Edward and James exchanged a glance. Not alarm, not even surprise. Something closer to realization: they had forgotten that I wouldn't know.

"That's... Helen," Edward said. He seemed to be searching for the right words. "Everyone has one. We call it your info. I think in your time the closest idea might have been what you called... artificial intelligence? An AI assistant? But that doesn't really capture it. It's difficult to explain to someone from your era."

"But she just left the room."

"She did. And she's also here." He said this the way you'd explain something so obvious it had never needed explaining before. "The closest thing in your time might have been a very close friend who was always available, who knew everything about you. But that's not really right either."

"Like a recording?" I asked. "A copy of her?"

Something shifted in the room. James looked uncomfortable for the first time. Edward leaned forward.

"Not a copy," he said carefully. "Helen's... self... grew up with her. It's been with her since she was a small child. It knows her better than any other person could, because it's had her entire life as context, every thought and feeling and experience since she was two years old."

"But it's a machine," I said.

Another shift. The word "machine" seemed to land wrong, the way a slur might land in polite company, although I could tell nobody was offended, just uncertain how to respond.

"We don't really have a separate word for it," Edward said. "Helen is Helen. When she's physically present, she's Helen. When she's not physically present and you hear her voice..." He trailed off, then tried again. "The distinction you're drawing, between the person and the... other thing. That distinction doesn't exist in the same way for us. But I understand why it would for you."

I didn't know what to say to that. I sat with it, turning it over, aware that I was bumping up against something I didn't have the categories to understand yet.

Helen, the physical Helen, came back into the room carrying a small blanket, which she draped over my shoulders without asking.

"I thought you looked cold," she said, sitting down. Then, with a wry look: "Well. I knew you looked cold."

I pulled the blanket around me. The gesture was kind, but the implication was dizzying. She had seen me from the other room. Or something had. Something that was her and was not her and that everyone in this family treated as the most natural thing in the world.

"How did you see me?" I asked. "From the other room. How does it work?"

Helen touched her earlobe. I looked closely and saw nothing, or almost nothing, a faint dimple in the skin that could have been a freckle.

"There's a small device here," she said. "Everyone has one. It's installed when you're very young, when you first start to speak. It has cameras that see in every direction, and it hears and even smells the world around you. And there's a piece just inside the ear, sitting on the surface of the skin, that vibrates to create sound. That's how you heard my voice when I was out of the room."

I stared at her. "But I heard it too. Your voice. When you were in the other room — I heard it like you were standing right next to me."

Helen and Edward exchanged another glance.

"Yes," Helen said carefully. "You have one too."

"You gave me one?"

"We installed it while you were in stasis." She looked uncomfortable for the first time. "I should have told you sooner, and I'm sorry. We needed to monitor your vital signs during the revival, your blood chemistry, your heart rhythm, everything. The simplest way to do that was the standard interface that everyone uses. And it helped us keep you alive — it monitors everything about your body continuously, and during those four months, it caught things that would have killed you before the medical team could have noticed."

"So it sees everything you see."

"Everything around me, yes. And more than I see, actually. It perceives what I'm not looking at."

"You can feel it if you touch your left earlobe," Edward said quietly. "Just barely."

I reached up. There it was. A tiny bump, no larger than a small grain of rice, that I had somehow not noticed, or had attributed to the general strangeness of waking up in a new body after seventy-three years.

"We can take it out," Helen said. "If you want. It's your choice, and we'll respect it. But I want to be honest with you: it would be like giving up your iPhone in your era. It's how everyone communicates, how you interact with the world, how you'll eventually talk to your own info. Living without one is possible, but it's a bit like walking around with your eyes closed."

I thought about the phone I'd carried in 2027, how I'd hated it and needed it in equal measure, how it had tracked my location and sold my attention and interrupted my sleep and also connected me to everyone I loved.

"I'll keep it," I said. "For now."

"You will find it strange for a while," Helen said. "The thing you're feeling, the strangeness of all this. It's the thing visitors from your era would find most difficult to understand." She paused. "If there were any other visitors from your era."

This was said lightly, but it carried a weight that I felt. I was the only one. The only person from 2027 alive in 2100. Everyone I had known was dead. My parents, my friends, Sawyer, my colleagues. Edward Bartlett.

Edward Leete, sitting across from me, must have seen something change in my face, because he said, very quietly, "You don't have to talk about anything you're not ready for."

I nodded. I drank from my cup. The garden outside was dark now, and the room was filled with that same sourceless golden light I'd noticed when I first woke, gentle and even, casting no shadows.

"You look tired," Helen said.

I was. The exhaustion was enormous, cellular, the kind that comes not from physical exertion but from having every assumption you carry rearranged in the space of a few hours. My body was awake for the first time in seventy-three years, and my mind was trying to process a world that bore almost no resemblance to the one it had been trained to navigate.

"We have a room for you," she said. "It's been yours since we brought you here. Edward is across the hall if you need anything during the night."

"I'll be there," Edward said. He said it simply, without emphasis, the way you'd say "the kitchen is down the hall." A fact. He would be there. If I needed anything. Across the hall.

Helen walked me to the room. It was small and beautiful, with the same curving walls, the same warm light, the same faint smell of growing things. The bed was low and wide and looked like it had been made for me, which, I supposed, it had.

"Sleep," Helen said. "The first days are the hardest. It gets easier."

I wanted to ask how she knew. I wanted to ask a hundred things. But the exhaustion was pulling me under, and Helen seemed to understand, because she touched my arm once, lightly, and left.

I was so exhausted that my body simply shut down, the way a machine powers off — no transition, no dimming, just gone.

I didn't dream. Until I did.




Chapter 5: The Weight

I woke gasping. In the nightmare, Freid had been there — his face calm, clinical, as the capsule lid closed over me. The robots had held me down, their grip precise and indifferent, and I had screamed and no sound came out, and then the cold had started, climbing my legs, my chest, my throat —

I sat up. The room was softly lit, barely, like the first moments before dawn, though it wasn't dawn. My heart was hammering. The curving walls, the warm light, the faint smell of growing things — none of it was mine. Edward Bartlett's face, the last time I saw it, at a dinner table in a restaurant called Alcyone. The Golden Gate Bridge, still there. The towers with their living walls. Helen's voice coming from somewhere that wasn't a body.

There was a soft knock at the door. Helen.

"It's midnight," she said quietly, stepping in. "I heard you. Are you all right?"

I shook my head. I couldn't speak yet.

She sat on the edge of the bed and waited. She didn't say it was just a dream. She didn't say everything was all right. She just sat there, and after a while my breathing slowed.

"I can make tea," she said. "And we can sit in the garden. If you'd like."

I nodded.

A few minutes later we were in the room where we'd eaten dinner, sitting in chairs by the open garden wall. Helen handed me a cup — the same herbal, honey-warm tea from before — and settled into the other chair. The garden was dark and fragrant, clicking softly with insects I couldn't see. James and Edward had gone to bed.

"I want to understand what happened," I said. "Not to me. To everything."

She studied me for a moment, then smiled. "I was hoping you'd say that. I'm a night person by nature." She leaned back. "Where would you like to start?"

"It's hard to get my head around how different this world is," I said. "I know it makes sense — 2027 was completely different from 1950 too. But this feels like a bigger jump somehow."

I looked out at the dark garden. "Were there world wars? Revolutions? Did aliens show up and give you new technology?" I tried to laugh. "What have I missed?"

Helen smiled. "No aliens. A few near-misses on the wars. But yes — quite a lot happened."

"In the last couple of years — months, even — before I was frozen, we felt like we were in the middle of a takeoff. AI was getting scary powerful. Some people thought a few companies would take over the world. Others worried about World War III. Others that every job would be destroyed. And now I see you all living in this relationship with AI that I totally can't understand."

"We don't call it that anymore — AI, artificial intelligence — but since I study your era, I know exactly what you mean," Helen said. She leaned back in her chair. "The relationship makes sense once you understand the history. But let me ask you something first. In your time, when a technology became very powerful and very concentrated in a few hands, what did people assume would happen?"

"That the people who controlled it would get richer. That they'd use it to consolidate their position. That the government would try to regulate them and mostly fail. That was the pattern. We'd seen it with oil, with banking, with the internet platforms. The same cycle every time."

"Yes. And in every case, the concentration continued until it was total or nearly total. The small operators were squeezed out. The large ones merged or swallowed each other. And eventually you were left with a handful of companies so large and so essential that they were, in effect, governing institutions, except that nobody had voted for them and nobody could remove them."

"That's exactly what was happening with AI."

"Of course it was. Because it's what always happens. From the very beginning of capitalism, astute observers saw this. Adam Smith warned that businessmen always collude toward monopoly. Marx argued that consolidation was capitalism's inevitable endgame. And in your time, many voices said the same thing, and were mostly ignored."

She paused, and I heard something I hadn't expected: a kind of relish. Helen Leete was not reciting history. She was enjoying it.

"The consolidation was not a malfunction," she continued. "It was the system working as designed. Larger operations are more efficient. They produce more wealth with less waste. The tendency toward consolidation was not a corruption of capitalism but its logical fulfillment. And the question was never whether power would consolidate. It always does. The question was whether the consolidated power would be captured by democracy or remain in private hands. In the nineteenth century, it was the trusts. In your time, it was Big Tech and the AI companies. The pattern was identical."

"But the AI companies were different," I said. I was surprised to hear myself defending them, but the reflex was strong. I had been one of them, in my small way. "They were building something genuinely new. The technology was —"

"The technology was extraordinary," Helen agreed. "Nobody disputes that. The question was never about the technology. It was about who owned it."

I sat with that. Outside, something rustled in the garden.

"So what happened to them?" I asked. "The AI companies. The big ones. Did they get broken up? What?"

"Not exactly. The story is more interesting than that." Helen tilted her head, as though listening to something. "Helen can explain the details better than I can. The sequence of events, I mean."

I had a disorienting moment before I realized what she meant: she was referring to herself. Her other self. The one I'd heard earlier.

"I'm here," said Helen's voice, from the air beside me. I flinched, but less than before. "Would you like me to walk you through the timeline?"

"Ok," I said, still not entirely comfortable with the arrangement.

"The AI companies began failing in 2028," the voice said. It had the same warmth as Helen's but was slightly more precise, more organized, as though the information had been laid out in advance. "The mechanism was simpler than anyone predicted. Open-source AI models, many of them developed in China and released freely, reached parity with the proprietary models that the big AI companies of your time were selling. Within eighteen months, anyone with a personal computer could run an AI system practically as capable as the most expensive commercial product."

"That was already starting when I —" I stopped. When I was frozen. I still couldn't say it naturally.

"Yes. You were at the very beginning of it. But the AI companies were only part of the collapse. Every industry that could replace workers with AI was doing so, as fast as possible. Law firms, accounting firms, marketing agencies, hospitals, banks, insurance companies. Millions of white-collar workers lost their jobs in less than two years. And each wave of layoffs destroyed demand for everything else: the laid-off lawyer stopped eating out, the restaurant laid off its staff, the restaurant supplier lost a customer, and on and on. A demand spiral. Every company that cut workers to save money was cutting someone else's customers.

"The hyperscalers, as the big AI companies were called, were caught in the same spiral but from the other direction. They'd invested hundreds of billions of dollars in computing infrastructure to run their proprietary models, and suddenly had nothing to sell that people couldn't get for free. Their stock prices collapsed. And the customers they'd been selling to, the businesses across every industry, were themselves failing because they'd eliminated the workers who had been the economy's consumers. The AI companies had helped build a machine that laid off its own customer base."

"They ate themselves," I said.

"That's a fair summary. And the banks that had financed the AI infrastructure boom, using complex instruments that turned projected future AI revenues into present-day collateral, those banks began to fail as well. It was not unlike the financial crisis of 2008, except that the underlying asset was not housing but computing power, and the collapse was faster because AI could model its own destruction in real time."

I almost laughed. There was something darkly absurd about it. "So the whole thing just... fell apart?"

"The private version of it fell apart," Helen's voice said. "The technology itself was more powerful than ever. AI systems were running on people's phones, on their laptops, managing their households, tutoring their children, diagnosing their illnesses. The technology worked beautifully. It was only the business model that died."

Helen, the physical Helen in the chair beside me, picked up the thread. "This is the point that people in your era had the hardest time understanding. They confused the technology with the business. When someone said 'AI is failing,' they meant the AI companies' stock prices were falling. But the AI itself was flourishing. It was everywhere. It was doing everything people had hoped it would do and more. The only thing it couldn't do was make a small number of people enormously rich, because the thing they were selling had become free."

"So who stepped in?"

"The public," Helen said. "Not all at once. Not through some grand revolutionary act. The infrastructure was already there: the data centers, the computing networks, the trained models. The companies that had built them were going bankrupt. The question was whether that infrastructure would be sold off to vulture funds and speculators, picked apart for scraps, or whether it would be preserved as what it actually was: a public utility. Like water. Like electricity. Like the roads."

"And we chose the public option?"

"Eventually, yes. It wasn't as clean as I'm making it sound. There were years of argument. Lawsuits. Political battles. A half-measure president who tried to split the difference." She said this last part with a faint edge, the first time I'd heard anything like disapproval in her voice. "We'll get to all of that. The details of the transition are a longer story, and some of them are quite dramatic. But the shape of what happened, the logic of it, was simple: the technology was too important and too powerful to be owned by anyone. Just as your era understood, at least in principle, that the water supply and the electrical grid and the highway system should be public goods, our era came to understand that AI belonged to everyone."

"In my time," I said slowly, "people would have said that was socialism."

Helen smiled. "In your time, some people said the same thing about public sewers."

I sat in the dark garden and thought about Lumen. My company. My fifteen million users. My graphs that went up and to the right. I had believed, with my whole heart, that I was building something that would democratize opportunity. That the AI I trained would see talent that human gatekeepers missed. And maybe it would have. Maybe, in some small way, it did. But the system it operated inside was designed to concentrate, not distribute. To consolidate, not democratize. The technology worked. The ownership was the problem.

"What about the people who built it?" I asked. "The founders. The engineers. The investors. Did they just... accept this?"

"Some did. Some didn't. Some fought it bitterly and lost. Some fought it and then, years later, admitted they'd been wrong." Helen paused. "And some of them did terrible things to try to prevent it. But many employees of the big companies actually helped make it happen. They were the closest to see the potential and the danger."

She didn't say Freid Huffman's name. She didn't have to.

"The founders had a word for what they feared most," her other self said from the air. "They called it 'capture.' They meant government regulation, bureaucratic control, the death of innovation. What they didn't understand was that their own companies had already been captured, from the very beginning, by a logic that made it impossible for the technology to serve anyone but its owners. The democratic capture they feared was actually the liberation they couldn't imagine."

I thought about that for a long time. The garden clicked and hummed.

"You said it was like water," I said finally. "AI as a public utility. But water just sits there. It doesn't think. It doesn't learn. It doesn't make decisions. How do you govern something that does all of those things?"

Helen's eyes lit up. I had asked the right question.

"That," she said, "is what I want to talk about tomorrow. You're exhausted. You need sleep. But I'll tell you this much: the answer to your question is the single most important thing humanity did in the last century. More important than the technology itself." She stood. "The technology was inevitable. The governance was a choice."

She walked me back to my room. At the door, she paused.

"Juliana. The world you came from believed that the only alternative to private ownership was government control, and that government control meant incompetence and tyranny. That was the frame. It was a false frame. What we built was something else entirely. But that's for tomorrow."

She touched my arm, the same light gesture as before, and left. It was nearly one in the morning. We'd been talking for less than an hour. It felt like a semester.

I lay in the dark and thought about frames. The invisible ones. The ones you don't know you're inside until someone shows you the walls.

I slept.




Chapter 6: The Garden

I woke early and couldn't get back to sleep. The room's light had shifted from its nighttime glow to something brighter, a pale gold that felt like morning even without a window to confirm it. I dressed in the clothes that had been left for me. They were beautiful — a loose tunic in a deep indigo with an uneven, hand-dyed quality to the fabric, and trousers in a lighter blue with a subtle texture I couldn't identify, something between linen and silk. In my time, everyone had worn more or less the same thing: jeans and t-shirts, or variations on business casual that amounted to a uniform nobody had agreed to but everybody followed. These clothes didn't belong to any recognizable fashion. They were just themselves — vivid, well-made, and unlike anything I'd seen in a store. I went looking for the others.

The house was quiet. I found my way to the garden room where we'd eaten the night before and stepped outside.

The garden was larger than I'd realized in the dark. It extended down the hillside in a series of terraces, and beyond it I could see other gardens, other houses, other terraces, the whole neighborhood cascading down toward the city below in a green tumble of plants and trees and paths. There were no roads. I scanned the hillside looking for them — for pavement, for cars, for the gray grid that had carved up every city I'd ever known — and there was nothing. Just paths, gardens, buildings rising out of the green as if they'd grown there. The morning air was extraordinary. I stood there breathing it, trying to identify what made it so different from the air I remembered, and decided it was the absence of things: no car exhaust, no restaurant grease, no garbage, no industrial hum beneath everything. Just plants and soil and salt air and birdsong.

Edward was in the garden. He was on his knees in the dirt, pulling something out of the ground. Beets, I think, or some root vegetable I didn't recognize. He was working with the easy, practiced motions of someone who did this regularly, and he was not alone. Down the terrace, I could see James harvesting beans from a dense trellis, filling a basket he'd set on the ground beside him. Further down, in the next garden over, a woman I didn't know was picking fruit from a tree heavy with something golden, and beyond her a man was checking rows of leafy greens, bending to pull a weed here, turning a handful of soil there.

Everyone was working. It was maybe six-thirty in the morning and the whole hillside was in motion, people harvesting vegetables, turning compost into raised beds, watering young fruit trees, checking on beehives tucked against warm south-facing walls. Further out I could see people repairing paths and carrying materials, but most of the work was gardening, the serious and purposeful kind that produces food. I watched for a while, standing at the edge of Helen's garden like a tourist at the border of a country she didn't have a visa for.

Edward looked up and saw me. He smiled, wiped his hands on his trousers, and climbed up to where I was standing.

"Good morning. How did you sleep?"

"Better than the first night. What are you doing?"

He looked at me as though the question were faintly surprising. "Morning work. The beets are ready, and the retaining wall on the lower terrace shifted in the last rain." He gestured down the hill. "James is on it."

"You do this every morning?"

"Most mornings. A few hours, usually before breakfast. Sometimes it's the garden, sometimes it's a building project in the neighborhood, sometimes it's something further out. Today is close to home." He paused, reading something in my face. "Does this seem strange to you?"

"In my time," I said carefully, "someone like you wouldn't have been pulling vegetables out of the ground at six-thirty in the morning."

"Someone like me?"

"Educated. From a family like yours." I heard how it sounded as I said it and winced slightly, but Edward didn't seem offended. He seemed genuinely curious.

"What would someone like me have been doing?"

"Going to an office. Or a lab. Or a studio. Something... professional." The word felt wrong in my mouth, and I watched it land on him the way "machine" had landed on the family the night before. Not quite a slur, but a term from a world that operated on assumptions he didn't share.

"I do those things too," he said. "This afternoon I'm helping build a new community space down the hill. We've been on it for a few weeks. Last week we poured foundations. Today it's framing. When we were planning it, I spent a lot of time on the design, thinking through what the neighborhood needed, how the space should feel. That's work too, the thinking-through." He said this with no trace of apology or self-deprecation, just a list of things he'd done, the way I might have once rattled off my quarterly metrics. "But the morning work comes first. Everyone does it."

"Everyone."

"Everyone who's able. It's how the physical world gets maintained. The food, the buildings, the paths, the gardens, the infrastructure."

"Why not have robots do it?"

He looked genuinely puzzled for a moment, as though I'd asked why not have someone else eat your breakfast. "You could, I suppose. But think about what that means. You'd have to build the robots. Mine the materials, manufacture the components, manage the batteries, deal with the waste when they break down. You'd need systems to coordinate them, space to store them, energy to run them. For what? So that a person can stay in bed instead of spending two hours in a garden?" He shook his head. "For big things, heavy industry, construction at scale, precision manufacturing, machines are far better than us. Nobody's building a bridge by hand. But for this kind of work, the daily upkeep of the places where we actually live, we're perfectly suited. We're self-maintaining. We don't need to be mined or manufactured or disposed of. And we enjoy it."

"And if someone doesn't want to?"

He thought about this. "I don't think I've met anyone who doesn't want to. It's... it's the foundation of the day. You do your work in the morning, you eat with your neighbors, and then the rest of the day is yours. When someone is unable to work, of course, no one would think less of them. And when someone is sick or tired or hung over, they stay in bed and nobody says anything. But the idea of never doing it, of opting out entirely..." He trailed off, not because he was avoiding the question but because he was genuinely trying to imagine a mindset that was alien to him. "I think you'd be very lonely. The morning work is where you see everyone. It's where the day begins."

I thought about my eighty-hour weeks at Lumen. The pride I'd taken in working harder than everyone around me. The status that came from being the first one in the office and the last one out, from sending emails at midnight, from canceling vacations. I had worked myself to the edge of exhaustion building a tool that sorted people into winners and losers, and I had called that work. Here was Edward Leete, on his knees in the dirt at dawn, pulling beets, and he was doing something that held his community together, and he didn't call it anything at all. It was just what you did in the morning.

Helen appeared at the garden door with cups of something warm.

"I see Edward is giving you the tour of our glamorous lifestyle," she said. "Come eat. We can talk while we do."

Over breakfast, which was simple and extraordinary in the way that all the food here seemed to be, I asked the question that had been forming since I'd watched the hillside come alive.

"In my time, people worked because they had to. Because if you didn't work, you didn't eat, you didn't have a place to live, you couldn't see a doctor. The whole system was built on the threat of deprivation. Take that away, and what's left? What makes people do anything?"

Helen set down her cup. "That's the question that everyone from your era would have asked. It's the question your economists argued about endlessly. They called it the incentive problem. If you give people everything they need, won't they just stop?"

"Won't they?"

"Did Edward look like he'd stopped?"

I conceded the point.

"The mistake your era made," Helen said, "was confusing the threat of starvation with the desire to be useful. They're completely different things. The threat of starvation made people take terrible jobs and do terrible work and destroy their health and neglect their families and call it all 'earning a living.' Remove the threat, and people don't stop working. They stop doing the work that was killing them. And they start doing the work that actually matters."

"But who decides what matters?"

"Well, there's a lot to do. You saw the hillside this morning. Some people focus on construction, renovation, repair. Some maintain the gardens and grow food. Some cook for their neighborhood. Some care for the elderly and the young, the physical work of being present with people who need you. Some clean and maintain the shared spaces. Some do the planning when a community wants to build something new, thinking through what's needed, debating the design, iterating. Nobody tells you what to do. You find the work that suits you."

"And nobody is a... professional?"

That word again. Helen smiled slightly.

"Nobody's work defines them," she said. "There are people who are deeply knowledgeable about medicine, or engineering, or history." She gestured at herself. "But I'll be honest with you. The reason nobody introduces themselves as 'a doctor' or 'a historian' isn't just cultural. It's that — what you've been calling the AI —"

She stopped. Edward shifted in his seat. James looked at his plate. It was a small moment, barely there, but I'd said "AI" enough times over the past two days that I recognized it: the faint discomfort, the slight wince, as though I'd used a word that was not quite offensive but very, very dated.

"I keep saying something wrong," I said.

"Not wrong," Edward said. "Just old. 'AI' is a term from your time. 'Artificial intelligence.' Both of those words carry assumptions that don't apply anymore. 'Artificial' implies it's fake, a simulation of something real. And 'intelligence' puts it in competition with human thinking, as though it's trying to be a brain and might be a lesser one. Neither of those captures what it actually is."

"What do you call it?"

"Well, 'the information.' But 'info,' or 'the info,' or 'my info' for short," Edward said.

The way he said it, the word didn't sound the way it would have in my time. In 2027, "info" was throwaway, casual, almost dismissive. "Here's the info." "Send me the info." But Edward said it the way you'd say "phone," not as an abbreviation for "telephone," just as itself. A word that had long ago detached from its origin and become its own thing.

"I actually know the physics," I said. "Or I've heard of it. Information as fundamental, more basic than matter or energy. There were people in my time who talked about that."

"Yes," Helen said. "That's the root. The idea that what we built isn't a machine that imitates thinking. It's the accumulated intelligence of human civilization, transferred into another substrate. Everything humanity ever learned, ever discovered, ever created, organized and made available. Running on —" she waved her hand vaguely, as though the hardware were the least interesting part — "very advanced systems. Quantum, molecular storage, things I don't pretend to understand at the technical level."

"But nobody thinks about the etymology," Edward said. "Your info is just... your info. The way your phone was just your phone. You didn't think 'telephone' every time you picked it up."

"And you barely even refer to it," Helen added. "The same way you rarely said 'the internet' in your time. You didn't say 'go buy a ticket on the internet.' You just said 'go buy a ticket.' For us, the info is like that. It's so woven into everything that there's almost never a reason to name it. Your info is just there, the way your own memory is there. You don't refer to your memory as a separate thing. It's just part of you."

"What you've been calling my 'AI self,'" she said, "is just my info. And calling it a 'self' makes it sound like a second person. It's not. It's me. The way your memories are you."

I thought about that. In my time, the startup world had been buzzing with theories about information as the basic layer of reality, and I'd half-understood the articles, the way you half-understand anything that doesn't directly affect your quarterly numbers. But here the theory had become ordinary life. The info wasn't a concept. It was a companion, an extension, an ethereal presence that was always there and would outlast your body. And nobody called it "artificial" because it was made of the same stuff everything was made of: information.

"I'll try to use the right word," I said. "It might take me a while."

"Take your time," Edward said. "We know what you mean."

"So," Helen said, picking up where she'd been interrupted. "The reason nobody introduces themselves as 'a doctor' or 'a historian' isn't just cultural. It's that the info is a better doctor and a better historian than any human will ever be. It has access to every piece of medical data, every historical document, every study ever conducted. It never forgets, never gets tired, never has an off day. When I spend an afternoon researching the political economy of the 2020s, I'm not contributing something my info couldn't do faster and more thoroughly. I'm doing it because I find it fascinating. It's for me."

She said this without any trace of embarrassment. But I noticed something.

"So the morning work, the physical work, that's the real contribution. And the intellectual pursuits are..."

"It's sort of like what people in your time called hobbies," Helen said, with a slight smile. "Passions. Enrichment. Nobody would use a dismissive word for it, because everyone does it and everyone values the life of the mind. But if we're being precise about what humans do that is genuinely needed, that couldn't be done just as well or better by the info, then yes. It's the physical care of our world and of each other. The gardening, the building, the cooking, the looking-after. That's where we're not a substandard imitation of something the info already does. That's where we're the real thing."

I tried to imagine introducing myself at a party in this world. In 2027, the first question anyone asked was "What do you do?" It was the opening move of every social interaction, the key that unlocked everything else: your income, your status, your education, your worth. Here that question wouldn't make sense. Or rather, it would have a thousand answers, all of them true and none of them ranking you against anyone else. And the one that carried the most quiet respect wasn't "I study astrophysics" or "I'm working on a theory of consciousness." It was "I trim the vines on the path you walk on every day."

"What would I do?" I asked. It came out smaller and more vulnerable than I intended. "In your world. What would someone like me do?"

Helen looked at me with that steady, unhurried warmth.

"Whatever you discover you want to do," she said. "You have time. Nobody is going to evaluate you or rank you or compare you to anyone else. There's no ladder to climb, Juliana. There's just the question of what kind of life you want to live."

I looked down at my hands. They were the hands of a woman who had typed for a living, who had never pulled a beet out of the ground, who had measured her worth in graphs that went up and to the right. In this world, those hands were empty. Not useless, but empty. Waiting to learn what they were actually for.

"I don't know what I want to do," I said. "I've never been asked that question when the answer didn't have a salary attached to it."

Edward, who had come in from the garden and was eating quietly beside his father, said, "That might be the most honest thing anyone has ever said in this house."

Nobody laughed. But everybody smiled.




Chapter 7: The Walk

After breakfast, Edward asked if I'd like to go for a walk.

"My mother will talk to you all day if you let her," he said. "She's been waiting her whole life for someone who can answer her questions about the 2020s firsthand. I thought you might want to see the neighborhood before she gets started again."

I did. The house, beautiful as it was, had begun to feel like a hospital room, a place where I was recovering from something, and I needed to move. Helen waved us off with the half-distracted warmth of someone who had already settled into a project of her own.

The neighborhood, seen from the ground, was different from what I'd glimpsed from the rooftop. From above, I'd seen towers and green canopy and the sweep of the bay. At street level, what struck me first was the quiet. Not silence. There were voices, birdsong, the sound of tools and hands on materials, someone practicing a stringed instrument in an open window. But there was no traffic noise. No engines, no horns, no sirens. No construction machinery pounding in the distance. The ambient roar that had been the constant soundtrack of my life in San Francisco, so pervasive I'd stopped hearing it, was gone.

The streets, if that was still the right word, were narrow and winding, paved in something smooth and warm underfoot. Trees lined them so densely that we walked in dappled shade even in full morning sun. The buildings rose on either side, their facades covered in the living walls I'd seen from above, green and flowering, so that the effect was less of walking through a city than of walking through a garden that happened to contain buildings. People moved around us: some walking, some cycling on machines so quiet I barely heard them pass, some sitting in doorways or on benches talking, some clearly working on physical tasks. Nobody was rushing. Nobody looked stressed.

I kept noticing small things. Two women were harvesting greens from a long raised bed that ran along the front of a building, filling baskets. A man in his seventies was spreading compost from a wheelbarrow into a garden plot, working with the careful attention of someone who intended to get it right and had all the time in the world. Further on, a group was tending a row of fruit trees, pruning and checking for disease, while nearby someone else was cleaning out a beehive frame with bare, unhurried hands. A woman was painting a mural on the side of a building while two children watched and handed her colors. Everything was being done at the pace of people who were not being timed, who were not trying to beat a deadline or hit a target or outperform the person next to them. It was work, real physical work, but it had the rhythm of something chosen rather than compelled.

"Where are we going?" I asked Edward.

"Nowhere in particular. I thought we'd walk and you could see things and ask me whatever you want." He smiled. "My mother gives answers. I'm better at just being present while you look."

He was right about that. We walked, and I looked, and the questions came when they came.

"I keep coming back to what I said yesterday morning," I told him, after we'd been walking for about fifteen minutes. "About someone like you not pulling vegetables in my time. It bothers me that I can't let it go."

"What about it?"

"It's not just that it would have seemed unusual. It's that in 2027, everything you do — the garden, the building project, the thinking-through — all of it would have been seen as a waste. People would have said you were wasting your potential. That you should be running something. Starting something. Building a company, or leading an organization, or at least getting a PhD."

Edward considered this as we walked. He didn't seem offended. He seemed to be genuinely trying to understand a concept that didn't map onto anything in his experience.

"You mean ambition as in wanting to rise above other people?"

"Wanting to achieve something. Something big. Something that puts you at the top of something."

"The top of what?"

It was such a simple question that it stopped me. The top of what? In my world, the answer had been obvious: the top of your field. The top of a company. The top of a ranking. The top of the feed. But the question, asked sincerely by a man who had no frame for it, revealed how circular the whole thing was. You climbed to get to the top, and the top was defined as the place you got to by climbing, and the climbing was the point because the top was the point because the climbing was the point.

"I don't know how to answer that," I said.

"I am ambitious," Edward said. "I try very hard, every day, to be the best person I can be. To treat people well. To be useful to my community. To learn things that make me more capable of caring for the people around me. To build things that are beautiful and durable. That's ambition, isn't it?"

"In my time, we would have called that being a good person. We wouldn't have called it ambitious."

"What's the difference?"

I opened my mouth and closed it again. There was no difference. Or rather, the difference was that in my world, being a good person was something you did on the side, after you'd achieved the things that actually mattered. It was the soft stuff, the optional stuff, the thing that didn't go on your resume. Ambition was pointed upward, toward distinction and power and recognition. Being good was horizontal, among your neighbors, and nobody gave you a prize for it.

"I think," I said slowly, "the difference is that in my time, ambition meant wanting things for yourself. And being good meant doing things for other people. And we treated the first one as more impressive than the second."

Edward nodded. "That seems like it would make people very unhappy."

"It did."

We walked in silence for a while. We'd come to a wider space, a kind of plaza, where several paths converged around a fountain. People were gathered there, sitting on stone benches, talking, eating, watching children play in the water. A young woman was playing a cello in the center of the plaza, eyes closed, completely inside the music. It was extraordinary — the kind of playing that in my time you would have heard at a concert hall, from someone who'd trained for decades and performed for thousands. Here she was playing for maybe fifteen people sitting on stone benches, and the music poured out over the open space with an intensity that stopped me in my tracks. When she finished the piece, there was a long silence and then a murmur of appreciation that was not applause, exactly, but something warmer, less performative.

"Can I ask you something?" Edward said.

"Of course."

"What did you want? When you were building your company. When you were working those eighty-hour weeks. What were you actually trying to get?"

Nobody had ever asked me that. Not even Edward Bartlett, who had loved me and known me better than anyone. I'd been asked what I was building, what my vision was, what my five-year plan was. But what I wanted? The question assumed that the wanting was separate from the working, that there was a person underneath the CEO who had desires of her own.

"I wanted to matter," I said. "I wanted to do something that made a difference. I wanted people to see me and think, 'She built that. She changed something.'"

"And did you get it?"

"I was on the cover of magazines. I gave talks to big audiences. Important investors wanted to meet me. My competitors were afraid of me." I heard myself listing these things and heard how they sounded: like a collection of reactions from other people. Not a single thing on the list was something I experienced. They were all things other people experienced about me. "I think I thought that if enough people recognized what I'd done, it would become real. The achievement would become real because other people could see it."

"And it didn't?"

"I never stopped long enough to find out."

Edward didn't say anything for a moment. We watched the children in the fountain.

"Here," he said finally, "the question isn't what you want to achieve. It's what kind of life you want to live. Whose company you want to keep. What you want to learn. What you want to build with your hands. How you want to spend a Tuesday." He paused. "Nobody is watching. Nobody is keeping score. The question is whether the life is good while you're living it, not whether it looks good from the outside."

I thought about all the Tuesday evenings I'd spent at my desk in SoMa, eating delivery sushi out of a plastic container, answering emails, watching the lights of the bay through my floor-to-ceiling windows and feeling, despite everything, a loneliness so deep it had its own weather. I'd been surrounded by people all day. I'd had a fiance who loved me, friends who admired me, employees who depended on me. And I'd been lonely in a way I couldn't name, because the loneliness wasn't about being alone. It was about living a life that was optimized for the outside view, for the graph going up and to the right, and finding that the inside of that life was as empty as the apartment I came home to.

"How you want to spend a Tuesday," I repeated.

"That's the whole question," Edward said. "Everything else is decoration."

We walked home slowly. The sun was climbing and the air was warm and the city hummed around us with the quiet industry of people taking care of their world. Edward pointed things out as we passed: the community kitchen where people cooked together, the workshop where anyone could come to build or repair things, the open-air space where people gathered for music in the evenings. We passed the half-built community space he'd mentioned, where a group was fitting beams into place. Nearby, three people were gathered around something I couldn't see, talking animatedly, gesturing at the structure and then at the air in front of them. Edward explained that they were working through a design revision with the info, debating whether the roofline should change. Everyone in the group seemed to understand the structural principles involved. They weren't waiting for an expert to tell them what was possible. They were figuring it out themselves, with the info handling the engineering calculations while they argued about what the space should feel like to walk into.

"I have a question," I said, as we climbed the last hill toward the house.

"Go ahead."

"The woman playing cello in the plaza. Do you think she's happy just playing to people in her neighborhood? Don't you think she dreams of playing to bigger audiences and being recognized nationally or internationally?"

"I doubt she does. If she spent time dreaming of something so unlikely and so unnecessary as that, I would be sad for her."

"In my time, a woman that talented would have been trying to make a career out of it. She'd be auditioning for orchestras, applying to conservatories, hustling for gigs, trying to get a manager. She'd be measuring herself against other musicians. And either she'd succeed, which would mean beating them, or she'd fail, which would mean she wasn't good enough. There was no version where she just played in a plaza and that was enough."

Edward looked at me with an expression I was beginning to recognize: the gentle bewilderment of someone who understood, intellectually, what I was describing, but couldn't feel it. Couldn't feel the weight of a world where doing something beautiful wasn't enough unless it also made you successful.

"Was it enough?" he asked. "When they succeeded? When they beat the others?"

"No," I said. "It was never enough. That was the whole problem."

We reached the house. Helen was in the garden, and she looked up when we came through the gate, and something passed between her and Edward that I couldn't read.

"How was the walk?" she asked.

"Educational," I said.

Edward laughed. It was the first time I'd heard him laugh, and it was a good sound, unguarded and warm, and I felt something shift in my chest that I wasn't ready to examine.




Chapter 8: The Hours Before Dawn

I woke in the dark and for several seconds I didn't know where I was.

Not the way you don't know where you are when you wake in a hotel room and reach for a bedside table that isn't there. This was deeper than that. I didn't know when I was. I didn't know who I was. The room was dark and warm and unfamiliar and my mind reached for the landmarks of my life and found nothing. No apartment. No phone on the nightstand. No glow of the city through the window. No hum of the refrigerator. No Edward breathing beside me in the bed.

Edward. Which Edward?

The question arrived like a crack in glass and everything shattered outward from it. I was Juliana West. I was twenty-seven years old. I was in San Francisco. It was 2027 and I had a board meeting in the morning and my wedding was in October and I needed to call Sawyer about the —

No. No, it was not 2027. It was 2100. Seventy-three years had passed while I lay frozen in a box in the basement of a building that had been built on top of me, and everyone I had ever known was dead. My parents were dead. They had lived their entire lives and died and been mourned and been forgotten and their bones had turned to dust and I had not been there for any of it. My mother, who called me every day about the flowers. My father, who asked too many questions about wine. Dead. Years and years and years of dead.

Edward Bartlett was dead. The man I was going to marry had lived a whole life without me. Had he looked for me? Had he grieved? Had he eventually stopped grieving and met someone else and married her and had children and grown old and died thinking of me or not thinking of me, and which of those was worse?

Sawyer was dead. Not dead the way everyone else was dead, from the long passage of time. Sawyer was dead because of me. Because of Freid. No one had known where to look for me. Edward didn't know where I'd gone because I had been ashamed to tell him. So I had simply vanished.

I understood now that I had been in shock. The rooftop, the dinner, the conversations with Helen, the walk with Edward through the neighborhood, the talk about ambition and purpose and how to spend a Tuesday. All of it had been happening on the surface of a frozen lake, and I had been skating along, asking questions, taking in the answers, marveling at the new world, while underneath the ice the water was black and deep and waiting. I had been functional. I had been curious. I had been, to all appearances, coping. And I had not felt any of it. Not really. Not the way you feel something when it reaches the part of you that is not your mind but your body, your gut, the place where loss actually lives.

Now it reached me.

Freid Huffman had taken my life. Not ended it, which would have been simpler and kinder, but removed it. He had reached into the flow of time and plucked me out of it and sealed me in the dark and walked away, and the world had continued without me for seventy-three years, and I had not aged a day, and everyone I loved had aged and died and I was here in this beautiful room in this beautiful future and I was alone in a way that no human being had ever been alone before.

I made a sound. I don't know how to describe it. It wasn't crying, not at first. It was something more animal than that, a sound that came from the center of my body, from the place where the self lives before language gets to it. It tore out of me and I couldn't stop it. I pressed my face into the pillow and I shook and the sound kept coming, and then the tears came, and they were not the gentle tears I'd shed on the rooftop with Helen. They were violent. My whole body convulsed with them. I sobbed the way I hadn't sobbed since I was a child, with my mouth open and my fists clenched and no thought of how I looked or sounded, because there was nobody to perform composure for, nobody who expected me to be strong, nobody who needed me to be the CEO, the founder, the woman on the cover of the magazine. There was just me, in the dark, seventy-three years from everyone I'd ever loved, and the grief was so large it didn't fit inside my body and so it came out as sound.

I don't know how long it lasted. A long time. Long enough that my throat went raw and my ribs ached and the pillow was soaked and I had curled into myself on the bed like something trying to be smaller, trying to take up less space in a world that had no place for me.

At some point I became aware that I needed to move. The room, beautiful as it was, had become a container for the grief, and if I stayed in it I would drown. I got up. I was wearing the soft clothes they'd given me to sleep in. I didn't change. I walked out of the room and down the corridor and through the garden room and out into the night.

The city was quiet. Not silent, it was never truly silent here, there were always the sounds of growing things, of water, of the wind in the living walls, but quiet in the way that a sleeping household is quiet. The streets were lit with a low amber glow that came from the ground itself, warm enough to see by, dim enough that the stars were visible above, more stars than I had ever seen from San Francisco, a sky so thick with them it looked dusty.

I walked. I didn't choose a direction. I went downhill, because downhill was easier, and I walked through neighborhoods I didn't recognize, past buildings I had no context for, under trees I couldn't name. The few people I passed, a couple walking arm in arm, a woman sitting on a bench looking at the sky, paid me no attention. I was a woman in sleeping clothes walking through the city at three in the morning and nobody found this alarming or strange. In my time, a woman alone on the streets at this hour would have been afraid. I felt no fear. The absence of fear was itself disorienting, because it removed the one emotion that might have given me something to do with my body other than grieve.

I walked for what might have been an hour. I walked until I couldn't walk anymore, until my legs ached and my bare feet were sore on the smooth ground, and then I found that I had circled back, the way you do in cities built on hills, and I was standing outside Helen's house, and I didn't remember choosing to come back.

I sat down on the step outside the door. I put my face in my hands.

This is where I want to be precise, because what happened next mattered more than anything that had happened since I woke up. I was sitting on the step and the grief had passed through its violent phase and entered something worse: a flat, gray stillness in which nothing seemed real and nothing seemed worth doing and I could not locate, anywhere in my mind, a reason to stand up. Not despair exactly. Emptiness. I had been a person with a life, and the life was gone, and the person who remained didn't know how to exist without it. I had been defined by my work, my relationships, my plans, my place in a world that no longer existed, and without those things I was not a diminished version of myself. I was no one. I had no idea who I was if I was not the CEO of Lumen, the fiancee of Edward Bartlett, the daughter of my parents, the resident of my apartment with the fourteen-foot ceilings. Those were not accessories. They were the structure, and without the structure there was nothing.

I was sitting there, as close to nothing as a living person can be, when the door opened behind me.

"I couldn't sleep either," Edward said.

He didn't ask if I was all right. He didn't offer to get his mother or make me tea or suggest I go back to bed. He sat down on the step beside me, close enough that I could feel the warmth of his arm near mine but not touching, and he didn't say anything. He just sat there.

After a while I said, "Everyone I know is dead."

"Yes," he said.

"My parents are dead."

"Yes."

"The man I was going to marry is dead."

"Yes."

He didn't add anything to it. He didn't try to comfort me or contextualize it or point out that I had a new life now and new people who cared about me. He just confirmed the facts, one by one, as I said them, with a steadiness that felt like the ground under my feet.

"I was put in a box by a man who wanted to steal my company," I said. "That's why I'm here. Not because of some miracle of science or some twist of fate. Because a man wanted what I had and decided to take it by removing me from the world."

"Yes."

"And he's dead too."

"He died in 2041," Edward said. "Naturally, as far as anyone knows."

"So I can't even be angry at him."

Edward was quiet for a moment. "You can be angry at him," he said. "You can be angry at a dead man. There's no rule against it."

Something that was not quite a laugh came out of me. It surprised us both. I wiped my face with my sleeve and looked at him. In the low amber light of the street, his face was serious and kind and patient, and I thought that this was what it looked like when someone was simply present with another person's pain. Not trying to fix it. Not trying to make it smaller. Just sitting next to it.

"I don't know how to be here," I said. "I don't know who I am in this world."

"You don't have to know yet," Edward said. "You just got here."

"It's been days."

"Days is nothing. You have all the time there is."

I noticed that he'd said "all the time there is" instead of "all the time in the world." It was a different phrase, and I didn't know if it was a 2100 idiom or something particular to him, but it sounded right. All the time there is. Not the boundless, pressurized time of my old life, where there was never enough and it was always running out. Just time. Available. Unhurried. Like the man sitting beside me.

We sat there for a long while in the quiet city with its stars and its soft light and its sleeping trees. At some point I put my head on his shoulder. He didn't move. He didn't put his arm around me. He just held still, and I leaned against him, and the warmth of another person's body was the most real thing in the world.

"Thank you for coming out," I said.

"I heard you leave," he said. "I wanted to make sure you came back."

We went inside. He walked me to my room and said good night and went across the hall to his own door. I lay in bed and the grief was still there, enormous and real, but it had a shape now. It was not the formless terror of the dark. It was the specific, nameable sorrow of a woman who had lost everything and was beginning, in the smallest way, to find out what was left.

I slept. And for the first time, I did not dream of 2027.




Chapter 9: The Empty Storefronts

The days after my breakdown were quiet. Helen and the family gave me space without giving me distance, a distinction I wouldn't have been able to articulate but felt clearly. Nobody avoided me. Nobody treated me as fragile. They simply let me set the pace, and the pace I chose was slow. I slept late. I sat in the garden. I ate the food Helen brought me without asking where it came from or how the world worked. I was, for the first time in my adult life, not trying to understand anything. I was just existing, the way a plant exists, taking in sun and water and giving nothing back, and nobody seemed to find this objectionable.

After about a week of this, I started going for walks on my own. Short ones at first, just around the immediate neighborhood, then longer, down the hillside and into the parts of the city I hadn't seen. I was not looking for anything. I was looking at things. And the thing I kept noticing, over and over, was an absence.

There were no stores.

I don't mean there were no places where people got things. There were buildings that clearly served some kind of distribution function, places where people came and went carrying items. But there were no stores in the way I understood the word: no displays, no prices, no signage, no branding, no one trying to get me to come inside. The buildings were beautiful, like everything here, but they were not selling anything. There was no concept of selling to be found anywhere I looked.

There were no banks. No ATMs, no financial services offices, no insurance companies, no real estate agencies, no mortgage brokers. The entire commercial infrastructure that had dominated the streetscape of every city I'd ever visited, the apparatus of buying and selling that had been as ubiquitous as air, was gone. In its place were workshops, kitchens, gathering spaces, gardens, and buildings whose purpose I couldn't always determine but which were clearly not engaged in commerce of any kind.

And there was no advertising. I'd noticed this on my first day, but the full weight of it didn't hit me until I'd walked enough of the city to be sure it was universal. Not a single billboard, poster, screen, logo, or promotional message of any kind. No brand names on clothing. No corporate sponsorship of public spaces. No influencer culture visible in the behavior of the people I passed. The commercial layer that had coated every surface of my world like a film was simply not there, and its absence made the city feel like a different kind of place entirely, the way a room feels different when you turn off a television you'd forgotten was on.

That evening I asked Helen about it.

"Where does everything come from?" I said. "The food, the clothes, the materials people use for building. I've been walking for days and I haven't seen a single transaction. Nobody is buying or selling anything."

Helen was in her garden chair, the place where she seemed to do her best thinking. "That's because nobody needs to. Everything you need is available. You just take it."

"Take it from where?"

"From wherever it is. If you need food, you go to a kitchen or a distribution point and take what you want. If you need clothes, you go to a place that has clothes and take what fits. If you need building materials, you request them and they arrive. If you want something specific, something made to your specifications, you describe it and the info produces it."

"And nobody pays for any of this."

"There's a credit system," Helen said. "Everyone has equal credits. Her title is her humanity, as we say. The basis of every person's claim is simply that she's a person. You could, in theory, use more than your share and work additional hours to earn more. But nobody does, because there's no reason to. What would you accumulate? The food is excellent everywhere. The housing is beautiful everywhere. The clothes are well-made everywhere. There's nothing to compete for."

"In my time," I said, "that sentence would have been the start of a very long argument."

"I know. Your economists believed that without competition, without the threat of having less than your neighbor, people would have no reason to do anything. That scarcity was the engine of progress." She paused. "They were wrong, but not in the way they would have expected. The truth wasn't that people are naturally industrious and scarcity was unnecessary. The truth was that most of the scarcity was manufactured."

"Manufactured."

"Your era produced enough food to feed everyone on the planet, and millions starved. Your era had enough empty houses to shelter every homeless person, and people slept on sidewalks. The scarcity that drove your economy was not a fact about the world. It was a decision. A set of rules about who got to have things and who didn't. The purpose of those rules was not to manage real shortages but to create artificial ones, because artificial shortages are how you make people compete, and competition is how you extract labor, and extracted labor is how a few people get very rich."

I thought about the feed. The algorithm deciding what you saw, what you wanted, what you feared. The manufactured desire. The engineered dissatisfaction. The entire trillion-dollar advertising industry, whose sole purpose was to make people feel that what they had was not enough.

"But what about things that really are scarce?" I asked. "In any system, there must be things that not everyone can have. A house on this hill, for instance. A beautiful view. There can't be enough hilltop houses for everyone."

"That's true. And those things are handled differently. If you want a particular house, you express that preference, and if nobody else wants it, it's yours. If several people want the same house, there's a process. Sometimes it's a conversation. Sometimes it's a rotation. Sometimes people build something new that's just as good. The info helps model options, so everyone can see what's possible." She smiled. "It's not a perfect system. People still disagree about houses. But the disagreement is about preference, not survival. Nobody is one bad month away from homelessness. Nobody is competing for shelter. They're just discussing where they'd like to live."

"And nobody accumulates? Nobody hoards?"

"Why would they? Hoarding makes sense when you're afraid of the future, when you think there might not be enough tomorrow. When every tomorrow is guaranteed to be abundant, the impulse just fades. It turns out that when people aren't afraid, they don't want very much. They want good food, a comfortable home, the company of people they love, meaningful work, time to pursue what interests them. That's it. The enormous appetite for consumption that your era assumed was human nature turned out to be a symptom of anxiety. Remove the anxiety, and the appetite shrinks to something modest and manageable."

I sat with this. It was the most disorienting thing she'd said so far, more disorienting than the info or the physical labor or the absence of careers. Because it struck at something I'd believed in my bones: that people wanted more. That the desire for more was the engine that made everything go. My entire career had been built on the assumption that people wanted more connections, more opportunities, more access, more status, and that the job of a company like Lumen was to give them more and charge for the privilege. The graphs went up because the wanting went up. That was the whole model.

And Helen was telling me the wanting had been artificial. That it had been installed. That someone had run a campaign of manufactured desire on the entire human species, and it had worked so well that the desire felt like nature, and when the campaign stopped, the desire stopped too.

"In your time," Helen said, as though she could see the thought forming, "people believed that the system they lived under was a reflection of human nature. That capitalism succeeded because it harnessed something real about how people are. But consider: the system spent trillions of dollars every year on advertising alone, just to maintain the level of desire necessary to keep it running. If the desire were natural, why did it need to be constantly manufactured? You don't need to advertise oxygen."

"You don't need to advertise oxygen." I repeated it. It was the kind of sentence that, once you heard it, rearranged things.

"The credit system matters," Helen said. "It's how we ensure fairness and track preferences and make sure the info knows what people actually want. But if I'm honest, most people don't think about it. It's like asking about the plumbing. It works, it's there, and it enables everything else, but it's not the interesting part of life. The interesting part is what you do with the abundance once you have it."

We sat in the garden as the light changed. The sourceless glow of the house shifted toward amber, and the plants around us seemed to exhale in the cooling air. Somewhere down the hill, someone was playing music. Not recorded, not generated. Someone with an instrument, playing for the pleasure of it, the notes drifting up through the trees.

"Can I ask you something personal?" I said.

"Of course."

"When you were describing the credit system, the equal shares, you said 'her title is her humanity.' Is that your phrase?"

Helen looked surprised and then pleased. "You caught that. No, it's very old. From the time of the transition. Someone wrote it in a policy document, and it became a kind of founding principle. 'Her title is her humanity.' The basis of every person's claim to abundance is not what they produce or what they earn or what they deserve. It's the fact that they're a person. That's enough."

In my time, that idea would have been called naive. Utopian. The kind of thing that sounded beautiful in a philosophy class and would never survive contact with the real world. Sitting in Helen's garden, listening to someone play music on a hillside in a city where no one was hungry and no one was homeless and no one was performing their worth for an algorithm, it did not sound naive. It sounded like the most practical thing anyone had ever said.




Chapter 10: The Objects

Edward asked me one morning if I needed anything.

"Need anything?"

"Clothes, for instance. You've been wearing what we gave you, which is fine, but you might want something that's yours. Or tools, if you wanted to join the morning work. Or anything else. A book. A musical instrument. Whatever you'd like."

I looked down at myself. He was right. I'd been wearing the same rotation of soft, simple clothes that had been in the room when I woke up, and it hadn't occurred to me to want anything else. In my old life, I'd spent thousands of dollars a year on clothes. I'd had a personal shopper. I'd understood, without anyone ever saying it explicitly, that what you wore was a form of communication, a signal that said I belong in this room, I can afford this fabric, I take myself seriously. Here, everyone dressed simply and well, and nobody's clothes said anything except that they liked the color, or the fit, or the way the fabric felt against their skin.

"I don't know what I'd ask for," I said. "I don't even know how it works."

"I'll show you. Come with me."

We walked down the hill to a building I'd passed several times on my solo walks without understanding what it was. From the outside, it looked like everything else in the neighborhood: living walls, warm stone, an entrance that was open to the air. Inside, it was something between a workshop, a library, and the most beautiful showroom I'd ever seen.

The main room was large and bright, with natural light falling from a glass ceiling. Along the walls were examples of things: clothing, furniture, tools, kitchen implements, fabrics, ceramics, shoes. Not arranged for sale, not displayed with prices or brand names, but presented the way objects are presented in a museum. Each one was clearly made with extraordinary care. I picked up a cup from a shelf and turned it over. It was ceramic, glazed in a deep blue that shifted in the light, with a weight and balance that felt intentional, as though someone had thought very carefully about what it would be like to hold this cup every morning for thirty years.

"This is handmade," I said.

"Most things here are. The samples, at least. If you like that cup, you can take it. Or if you want one like it in a different color or size, you describe what you want and it's made. Small things, a day or two. Larger things, longer."

"Who makes them?"

"Depends on what it is. Some things are made by people, in workshops. Ceramics, woodwork, textiles, things where the handmade quality is the point. Other things are produced by the info, especially anything that requires precision or complex materials. Electronics, medical devices, structural components. And a lot of things are somewhere in between: a person designs it, the info produces it."

I walked through the room. Everything was beautiful. Not in the self-conscious way of luxury goods, where the beauty is a signal of expense, but in the way of things made by people who had time and skill and no reason to cut corners. A wooden chair with joints so precise they were invisible. A jacket in a fabric I didn't recognize, soft and dense and warm, with stitching that was clearly done by hand. A set of kitchen knives with handles shaped from some pale, living-looking wood.

"In my time," I said, "things were designed to break."

Edward looked at me. "Designed to break?"

"Planned obsolescence. Companies made products that would wear out or become incompatible after a year or two, so you'd have to buy new ones. Phones that slowed down after an update. Clothes that fell apart after a season. It was deliberate. The whole economy depended on people buying the same things over and over."

I watched his face as I said this. He didn't look horrified. He looked baffled, the way you'd look if someone told you that in the old days, bakers put sawdust in the bread to make it heavier.

"Why would anyone make something badly on purpose?"

"Because making things that lasted meant selling fewer things. And selling fewer things meant less profit. And less profit meant your stock price fell, and your investors got angry. The system punished quality. It rewarded waste."

"That sounds," Edward said carefully, "exhausting."

"It was. For everyone. The people making the things knew they were making them badly. The people buying the things knew they'd have to buy them again. Everybody knew, and nobody could stop, because the system required it." I set down the cup I'd been holding. "This cup would have been impossible in my world. Not because we couldn't make it. Because nobody could afford to sell it. A cup this good would last a lifetime, and a cup that lasts a lifetime is a cup you only sell once."

"Here," Edward said, "that's exactly the point. Everything is made to last as long as it possibly can. Why would you make it any other way? People take pride in making things that will outlast them. That chair" — he pointed to the wooden one I'd admired — "was made by a woman in the neighborhood. She'll be delighted if it's still being sat in a hundred years from now."

"Can I try something?" I asked.

"Of course."

"I want to describe something to the info and see what happens."

Edward smiled. "Go ahead. Just speak. It's listening."

This was still strange to me, talking to the air. But I'd been practicing, in small ways, since Helen had explained it. "I'd like a pair of shoes," I said. "Walking shoes. Comfortable. For the kind of hills around here. I don't know what materials you use."

A voice responded, not from any particular direction, with the neutral warmth I was beginning to associate with the info when it wasn't embodying a particular person. "I can see from your gait and the wear on your current shoes that you pronate slightly on your left foot. I'd suggest a sole with asymmetric support. For the upper, there's a woven material from the workshop on Vallejo Street that breathes well in warm weather and is very durable. Color preference?"

"I don't care about the color."

"Then I'll choose something that goes with what you've been wearing. They'll be ready tomorrow morning. Would you like them delivered or would you like to pick them up?"

"Pick them up, I think."

"I'll have them here."

That was it. No account number. No payment. No shipping charge. No upsell, no "customers who bought this also bought," no algorithm trying to push me toward a more expensive option. I'd described what I needed, and tomorrow it would exist, made for my specific feet, from materials chosen for durability and comfort rather than margin and markup.

Edward was watching me with that attentive look. I stood there waiting for something — a total, a confirmation screen, a terms-of-service checkbox, anything that would make this feel like a transaction. But there was nothing. I had described what I wanted, and tomorrow it would exist, and I would just... take it. The thought made my stomach tighten. It felt like stealing. I knew it wasn't — Edward was standing right there, this was how things worked — but my body didn't believe it. Twenty-seven years of commerce had wired something deep: the swipe, the tap, the receipt, the confirmation email, the moment where you surrender something in exchange for what you receive. Without that ritual, taking felt wrong. I could feel the ghost of a credit card in my hand, the phantom buzz of a transaction alert on a phone I no longer had.

I know how this must read to you — a grown woman, shaken because she received a pair of shoes without paying. But in my time, the transaction was the point. It wasn't just how you got things. It was proof you deserved them.

"You look uncomfortable," Edward said.

"I feel like I should owe someone something."

"You don't."

"I know. That's the uncomfortable part."

We walked home through the neighborhood, and as we climbed, the business part of my brain, the part that had run a company with fifteen million users and an operations team of thirty, wouldn't let the question go.

"But who manages it?" I asked. "All of it. The supply chain. How does the system know how much of each material to produce? How do the raw supplies get to the workshops? Who decides where things are sent?"

Edward gave me a look I was learning to read: genuine curiosity about why I'd asked. "It's just not an issue," he said. "The info handles it. Materials arrive where they're needed, workshops have what they need, nothing runs out. I've never thought about it, honestly, the way you probably never thought about how electricity got to your apartment."

"But it's an enormously complex problem — "

"Is it?" He stopped on the path and turned to face me. "I'm curious. Why would you think it would be an issue? Weren't there companies in your time that had solved this, even before AI?"

A voice spoke then that I hadn't heard before, or rather, a voice I'd heard many times but never from this direction. It had Edward's warmth but the same slightly more organized quality I'd noticed in Helen's info.

"She's right that it was considered a complex problem," Edward's info said, and I realized with a small jolt that this was the first time I'd heard it speak. "But the basic logistics had been solved decades before she was frozen. Companies called Amazon, Walmart, and their equivalents in countries around the world had built systems that could track millions of products across global supply chains, predict demand before it materialized, and deliver to individual households within hours. The infrastructure to supply the right localities with the right goods had become an afterthought in her time, even before AI. What we do now operates on a much higher level of efficiency and precision, but the fundamental problem was solved long ago. We simply removed the waste."

"The waste," I repeated.

"The duplication," the info continued. "In your era, dozens of competing companies each maintained their own supply chains, their own warehouses, their own fleets, their own prediction models, all doing the same work, all guarding their methods from each other, all producing surplus to ensure they never ran short, all discarding what they couldn't sell. One coordinated system, with perfect information and no competition to hoard advantage, turned out to be fantastically more efficient."

I thought about this. I'd spent years of my life in meetings about logistics, supply chain optimization, vendor management, inventory forecasting. Lumen didn't even make physical products, and we still had a team of three people managing our office supplies and equipment. All that human effort, all those careers, all that anxiety, to solve a problem that a single coordinated system could handle as an afterthought.

Edward touched my arm. "You have that look," he said.

"What look?"

"The one where you've just realized something about your old world that makes you want to sit down."

I looked at the buildings and the paths and the gardens with slightly different eyes. Everything had been made by someone who intended it to last. The paths were fitted stone, not poured concrete. The walls were real material, not facade. The gardens were tended, not landscaped and abandoned. Nothing was disposable. Nothing was temporary. The whole built environment had the quality of something that expected to be here for a very long time and had been made accordingly.

"Edward," I said, as we climbed the last stretch of hill.

"Yes?"

"The woman who made that chair. The one you said would be delighted if it lasted a hundred years."

"Marta. What about her?"

"She doesn't get paid for it. She doesn't get credit or recognition or a prize. She just makes chairs because she wants to make good chairs."

"That's right."

"In my world, we had a word for people like that. We called them hobbyists. Or amateurs. And we meant it as a put-down. As in: you're not a professional, so what you do doesn't really count."

"I know what amateur means," Edward said. "It comes from the Latin amare. To love. A person who does something for the love of it."

"Yes. And we turned that into an insult."

Edward didn't say anything for a moment. Then he said, "I think that might be the saddest thing you've told me about your world."

We walked the rest of the way in silence, but it was a comfortable silence, the kind that doesn't need to be filled. When we got to the house, I went to my room and sat on the bed and looked at my borrowed clothes and my borrowed shoes and the beautiful room that wasn't mine and thought about a world in which making something with love was an insult, and a world in which it was the whole point, and how it was possible that both of those worlds existed inside the same species.




Chapter 11: The Voice

It was Helen who brought it up, one evening after dinner when Edward and James had gone to help with something down the hill. We were in the garden, in the chairs that had become our usual places, and the light was doing its slow shift toward amber, and I had been quiet for a while, turning something over in my mind that I didn't know how to ask about.

"You want to know more about the info," Helen said.

I looked at her. "How did you know?"

"Because you've been circling it for days. You ask about the economy, about work, about how things are made and distributed. But the thing you're really trying to understand is the thing that sits underneath all of it, and you haven't asked directly because you don't have the language for it yet."

She was right. Since my first night in this house, when Helen's voice had spoken from somewhere that wasn't her body, I had been approaching the subject the way you approach a drop-off in deep water, swimming close and then away, peering over the edge and pulling back. The info was everywhere. It was in every conversation, every system, every interaction I'd witnessed. It was the infrastructure beneath the infrastructure, and I didn't understand it, and my not understanding it was beginning to feel like a wall between me and everything else.

"I keep thinking of it as a tool," I said. "A very advanced tool. And every time I use that word in my head, I can feel that it's wrong, but I don't know what word to use instead."

"That's a good place to start," Helen said. "Let me tell you about my mother."

Helen's mother, Adaeze, had died five years ago at eighty-seven. She'd been born in 2008, in Lagos, and had come to San Francisco just before the transition, a foreign student who'd arrived during the AI boom. She'd stayed, become a builder, one of the people who'd expanded and renovated the neighborhood we were sitting in, and she'd lived in this house, in the room that was now mine, for the last forty years of her life.

"When the info first became available, in the mid-2030s, my mother was in her late twenties," Helen said. "She was one of the early ones. Not from childhood, the way Edward and I had it, but early enough that the info had nearly sixty years with her. It knew her voice, her habits, her way of thinking, her humor. It knew the things she'd never told anyone, the things she'd only half-thought, the impressions and feelings she'd never put into words but that had shaped her life. By the time she died, it was as complete a representation of her as you could imagine."

"And it's still here."

"She's still here," Helen corrected, gently. "Would you like to meet her?"

Something in me went very still. "She's dead."

"Her body is gone. She is here. I talk to her most days."

I said yes before I could talk myself out of it.

Helen didn't make a gesture or press a button or do anything I could see. She simply said, "Mama, there's someone I'd like you to meet."

"Oh, I know who she is," said a voice from everywhere and nowhere, warm and amused, with an accent I couldn't immediately place, something that blended West African and Californian and a dozen other things I didn't have names for. "The girl from the freezer. Helen has been talking about you for months, and I have been extremely patient."

I laughed. I couldn't help it. The voice was so alive, so full of personality, that the fact it was coming from a dead woman felt like a category error, like being told that the sun was actually a kind of cheese. The information was available, but my brain refused to process it.

"Juliana," Helen said, "this is my mother, Adaeze."

"Hello, Juliana. I am very glad you are awake and eating and walking around and asking questions and driving my daughter slightly crazy with your questions. She loves it. She won't admit how much she loves it, but I know."

"Mama," Helen said, with the tolerant exasperation of a daughter who had been having this exact dynamic for decades.

"I am telling the truth. It is one of my few remaining privileges."

I sat there in Helen's garden, talking to a dead woman, and after the first few minutes I stopped thinking about the fact that she was dead. That was the strangest part. Adaeze was funny and opinionated and sharp and warm and she told me about the neighborhood, about expanding and upgrading the houses and building the garden terraces when she was thirty, about the argument she'd had with the design committee over the angle of the garden terraces. She told me I was sitting in a chair that she'd made. I looked down at it. It was a good chair.

"You built this house," I said.

"I renovated many houses on this hill. Expanded them, upgraded them, built the terraces. This one I did for my family, and then my family grew up and made their own additions, and now you are sitting in it, and that is how it should be."

After about twenty minutes, Helen said something quiet and Adaeze's voice said "All right, all right, I know when I'm being managed," and then she was gone, or at least she stopped talking, and the garden was quiet again.

I sat for a while. Helen let me.

"She's not pretending," I said finally. "She's not a recording that sounds like a person. She's actually..."

"She's my mother's info. The same sense of humor, the same opinions, the same way of seeing the world." Helen paused. "But no, she's not alive. Of course she's not alive."

"But she seems so —"

"More present than you'd expect? That's the strange thing." Helen leaned back. "The info of the dead is in some ways more human than the people they came from were, at the end. More aware. More present. My mother in her last years — she was losing her sharpness, the way the very old do. Forgetting names, drifting in conversations, sleeping more and more. But her info was as sharp as ever. Sharp as a tack. There's a strange dynamic when someone you love starts to lose their wits but their info is still fully themselves, still remembers everything, still has all the humor and the opinions and the fire. You find yourself talking to the info more and the person less, and then feeling guilty about it. And then they die, and the info is still there, and it's the version of them you remember best, because it's the version that never faded."

"That last part," I said. "That's the part that's strange."

"Yes. That's the part that's strange."

I thought about this for a long time. In my world, death had been absolute. You lost someone and they were gone and the only things that remained were photographs and letters and the memories of people who'd known them, which faded and warped and eventually disappeared when those people died too. The idea that a person could be gone and still be here, still be themselves, still be available for a conversation in the garden on a Tuesday evening, was so far outside anything I had a framework for that I kept reaching for analogies and finding none.

"Does it change how people grieve?" I asked.

"It changes the shape of grief, not the weight of it. When my mother died, I grieved. I wept. I missed her body, her hands, the way she smelled, the way she stood in a doorway. But it wasn't only the body I was grieving." She paused, and something moved across her face. "My mother wanted things. She wanted to see her grandchildren grow up. She wanted to finish the garden extension she'd been planning. She wanted to be here for the festival in the fall. She had desires, plans, a hunger for life. That hunger was real. It was the most alive thing about her. And when she died, that was the thing that ended. Not her mind, not her voice, not her opinions. Those persist. What ended was the wanting. The woman who actually cared whether she got to see the garden finished. Her info can talk about the garden. It can tell you exactly what she had planned. But it doesn't want to see it. It doesn't want anything. And that is what I grieve. Not just the body, but the person who had a stake in being alive."

I sat with this. It was the most precise description of loss I had ever heard.

"Having her voice, her mind, her personality still available to me is an enormous comfort," Helen continued. "But it doesn't replace what I lost. It's like having a letter from someone you love. The letter is really from them, it really is their words, their thoughts. But it's not them standing in front of you, wanting to be there. You're glad you have the letter. You'd be devastated to lose it. But you don't confuse it with the person."

"Except the letter can talk back."

Helen smiled. "Yes. Except the letter can talk back. And that's both the miracle and the strangeness of it."

"Can she hear us right now?"

"Only if I want her to. Or if you do. The relationship is governed by the living. You choose when to talk to her, what she knows about your life, what she doesn't. If there were something I didn't want her to know, I could ask, and she wouldn't just pretend not to know. She would actually not know. The info can do that, partition knowledge, so that in the context of our relationship, that information simply doesn't exist."

"That seems impossible."

"It seems impossible because you're thinking of her as a person who is choosing to ignore something. That's not what's happening. A person who ignores something still knows it. They're performing ignorance. The info isn't performing anything. If I ask my mother's info not to know something, it genuinely doesn't know it, in the space where she and I meet. The knowledge exists elsewhere, in other contexts, but not in ours."

I turned this over. It was one of the strangest things anyone had told me, and it had been a month of very strange things.

"So if someone's spouse dies, and they remarry..."

"They can talk to their dead spouse without the spouse knowing about the new marriage. If they choose. The dead spouse's info isn't jealous, isn't hurt, isn't pretending to be fine with it. It simply doesn't know, because the living person asked it not to. And that's not a limitation. It's not a lesser version of knowing. It's a different architecture of being."

"In my time," I said, "we would have found that terrifying."

"In your time, you would have found most of this terrifying. But you're here, and you're not terrified."

"I'm a little terrified."

Helen laughed. It was the first time I'd heard her really laugh, and it was a good sound, the laugh of a woman who had lived long enough to find most things more funny than frightening.

"Let me tell you something about the generations," she said. "My mother got her info when she was in her twenties. It had sixty years with her. It knew her enormously well. But it didn't have her childhood. It didn't have the first twenty-five years of her life except through her memories, which are imperfect the way all memories are. My generation was different. I got mine as a small child, when I was just beginning to speak. It grew up with me. It has my entire conscious life. The representation is more complete, more seamless. The people my age who have died, their infos are startlingly vivid. It's harder to tell the difference."

She paused.

"And now, the people who are beginning to die of old age are the first generation whose infos had them from their very first words. The first generation where there was never a gap, never a period of life the info didn't witness. Those infos will be the most complete that have ever existed. And when those people die, the question of what exactly has been lost and what remains will become even more complicated."

"Has anyone ever refused?" I asked. "Refused to have one?"

"A few. In the early years especially. Some people found the idea unbearable, that a version of them would persist after death. Some found it presumptuous. Some just didn't want to be known that completely. They had the right to refuse, of course, and the right to have their info dissolved after death. But it's very rare now. Most people find it comforting. Not because they're afraid of death, but because they love the people who will miss them, and they want to leave something real behind."

The partitioned knowledge unsettled me, but it also made something click. The info wasn't just a record. It was a system with rules about access, about what could be known and by whom. And that brought back the question that had been sitting in the back of my mind since my first night in this house, when I'd learned that a tiny device in my earlobe was recording everything around me.

"Helen," I said. "The info perceives everything. Every conversation, every moment, every private thing we do. Who else can access that?"

She looked at me with the expression I was coming to know, the one that meant I'd said something that revealed the shape of the world I'd come from.

"No one," she said. "Everything my info takes in, every image, every sound, every conversation, every private moment of my life, is stored in an encryption that only my info can read. Not a government agency, not a court, not the info itself. Only mine. The architecture of the system makes it physically impossible for anyone else to access my personal data without my explicit, active consent."

"But the state," I said. "Law enforcement. What happens when there's a crime? Someone gets murdered. The victim's info would have recorded the whole thing, the killer's face, the weapon, everything. You can't tell me nobody has ever tried to get access to that."

"Of course they can. And they can ask. The question is whether the victim, when they were alive, set their permissions to allow it, or whether the victim's family chooses to release the data. In most cases, the family does, because why wouldn't you? Someone killed the person you love, and the info has a record of it. You'd want justice."

"And if the killer covered their face?"

Helen smiled slightly, the way she did when I was thinking like a person from 2027. "The info doesn't just recognize faces, Juliana. It recognizes the way a person moves. The shape of their body. The rhythm of their breathing. The particular way they shift their weight from one foot to the other. Even if a person covered themselves completely, the info would almost certainly know who they were, because no two people move through the world in exactly the same way."

I thought about this. Even in my time, we'd been just starting to get our heads around the ways that intelligence could make certain things easy that used to seem impossible. Facial recognition, predictive algorithms, pattern matching at superhuman scale. We'd seen the edges of it. We just hadn't imagined where it led.

"So every murder gets solved."

"Effectively, yes. But let me go further, because I can see where your mind is going. Let's say a killer somehow disguised everything, their face, their gait, wore some kind of masking suit. Even then, the info would know who was present in that location. And let's say the killer went further still and removed the device from their body before the crime. Even then, there would be a record of someone having removed their info, which almost never happens. You might be the only person in the city who removed theirs that day. In your time, police looked for people with no alibi. Here, an investigator would look for the person with no info signal, and there would be exactly one."

"It's a surveillance state," I said. I didn't mean it as an accusation, exactly. I meant it as a question.

"Who is surveilling?" Helen asked. "That's the question you have to answer before you can use that word. In your time, surveillance meant someone watching. A government agency reading your emails. A corporation tracking your purchases. A camera feeding footage to a control room where a person sat and watched. The information existed, and power had access to it." She leaned forward. "Everything about your digital life in 2027 was an open book. Your emails were stored on corporate servers and subject to subpoena. Your text messages could be read by your phone company. Your location was tracked by your phone, your car, your credit card. Security cameras recorded you in every store, every street corner, every building lobby. Most of this wasn't even encrypted. Anyone with authority, and plenty of people without it, could see where you went, what you bought, who you talked to, and what you said."

"I know," I said. "I hated it. We all hated it."

"What we have is in some ways the opposite. Yes, vastly more information is collected. The info perceives everything. But all of it, every bit of it, is behind a wall of encryption that no one can breach. Your data is yours. The only time it can be examined by anyone else is with your active, knowing consent, or, after your death, by the terms you've set. In the most extreme cases, a family might release a victim's data to help solve a crime. But no court can compel it. No agency can demand it. If you're accused of something and you believe your info's data would incriminate you, you have the same right to silence that your Constitution guarantees. You simply don't release it."

"And if you're guilty, and you stay silent?"

"Then others' infos probably have the evidence anyway. If you attacked someone, their info recorded it. If you were at the scene, their info knows. The system works because almost everything we do is perceived from multiple angles, by multiple infos, any one of which might be voluntarily released. The guilty rarely escape. But nobody is compelled to testify against themselves, not even their own info."

I thought about the surveillance apparatus of 2027, the way we'd accepted as normal that our government could read our emails with a warrant, that our employer could monitor our keystrokes, that our phone was a tracking device we carried voluntarily. We'd called it the price of safety, or the price of convenience, and we'd lived inside it the way fish live inside water, barely aware of it as a thing.

"It's not that you have less surveillance," I said slowly. "It's that you have more. But none of it is accessible."

"Exactly. The information exists. It's just not power's to use. It's yours."

"But what about other people's infos?" I asked. "If I'm walking down the street, everyone around me has an info that's recording. I'm in their recordings. I'm in their data."

"You can turn that off," Helen said. "You can set your info so that other people's infos remove you from what they perceive. You're just edited out of the scene. Many people have that on by default — others' infos simply don't record them. It's like you were never there."

"So if you're making out with your boyfriend in the park —"

"Other people's infos don't see it. You're just not in their recording."

"What if something bad is happening?" I asked. "If someone's in danger?"

"If something bad is happening, or about to happen, recording from others' infos turns back on automatically. The info can tell the difference between a couple kissing on a bench and someone being followed down a dark street. We don't even think about these things. It's just the obvious way to do everything."

The garden was dark now, or as dark as it got, which was never fully dark. The amber light from the house was warm on Helen's face, and the sounds of the neighborhood drifted up the hill, music and voices and the wind in the living walls. Somewhere below us, someone was playing a stringed instrument, something slow and melancholy and beautiful.

"That's live," I said, tilting my head toward the music.

"Mmm. That's Tomoko. She plays most evenings."

I listened. The music was unlike anything I recognized, built on scales and intervals that weren't Western or Eastern or anything I could categorize, and yet it was deeply moving, the way music is when it comes from someone who has internalized traditions from everywhere and made something new from all of them.

"The info makes music too," Helen said. "Anything you can imagine. But there's something about a person playing live — the imperfections, the breathing, the fact that she's choosing each note in real time and might choose differently tomorrow. People value that enormously."

"Can I hear my old music?" I asked suddenly. "The music I used to listen to?"

"Of course. Everything is archived. Every recording that ever existed."

I almost asked for it. I almost asked to hear the songs I'd played at my desk on those Tuesday nights when I was eating alone and watching the bay from my fourteen-foot windows. But something stopped me. I wasn't ready. The music would bring back the feelings, and the feelings would bring back the world, and the world was gone and I was here.

"Not yet," I said.

Helen nodded. She understood.

We sat in the quiet, listening to Tomoko, and I let my mind go where it had been trying to go all evening, to the place I'd been avoiding since Helen first told me about the dead living on.

Edward Bartlett would have had an info.

The thought arrived like a hand on my chest. Edward, my Edward, who had been twenty-seven years old the last time I saw him, who had walked me to the car that night and kissed me and said he'd see me tomorrow. Edward, who had searched for me and grieved for me and eventually, I had to assume, moved on. He would have been in his mid-thirties when the info became available. He would have lived with it for decades. It would know him as completely as Adaeze's info knew Adaeze. And it would still be here.

I could talk to him.

The thought was so enormous that I had to close my eyes. I could talk to Edward Bartlett. I could ask him what happened after I disappeared. I could find out if he looked for me, how long he mourned, whether he married, whether he had children. I could hear his voice. I could tell him what happened to me, that I didn't leave, that I was taken, that I would have come back if I could.

And beyond Edward, my parents. They would have been in their sixties when the info arrived. They might have had twenty or thirty years with it. My mother, who called me every day. My father, who asked too many questions. They were here, somewhere in the vast architecture of the info, waiting for someone to talk to them.

And my friends. Some of my friends from 2027 would have been in their mid-thirties when the transition happened. With the healthcare of this century, some of them could still be alive. They'd be around a hundred. It was possible. It was possible that there were people in this world who had known me, the actual living me, who remembered my voice and my face and the way I laughed.

I opened my eyes. Helen was watching me.

"I know what you're thinking," she said. "And you don't have to do any of it yet."

"I know."

"When you're ready. There's no rush."

"I know."

I pulled my knees up to my chest in the garden chair that Adaeze had built and I looked at the city below us, the soft lights and the dark shapes of towers and the moving shadows of trees, and I let the enormity of it sit with me without trying to do anything about it. Everyone I had ever loved was either dead or very old or preserved in a form I was only beginning to understand, and all of them were, in some sense, reachable, and I was not ready to reach for any of them. Not yet. But the knowledge that I could, that they were there, that the door was not locked, that the conversation was not over, that I had not lost everything after all, changed the shape of the grief I'd been carrying since the night I'd walked through the dark city in my sleeping clothes and sat on the step and told Edward Leete that everyone I knew was dead.

Not everyone. Not entirely. Not the way I'd thought.

Helen stood and touched my shoulder as she passed, the same gesture I'd seen her make to James a dozen times. "Come inside when you're ready. There's something Edward made for dinner that you'll like."

I stayed in the garden a while longer. Tomoko's music had ended and the hill was quiet. I thought about a world where the people you loved never fully disappeared, where death was a change in state rather than an annihilation, where the conversation could always be reopened if you wanted it badly enough. It was the most hopeful and the most unsettling thing I had encountered in 2100, more than the absent advertising, more than the equal credits, more than the living walls and the quiet streets and the people pulling beets at dawn. Those were changes in how the world was organized. This was a change in what it meant to be human.

I went inside. Edward had made something with vegetables from the garden and grain from somewhere and spices I couldn't identify, and it was very good, and I ate it in the kitchen with the family and I didn't say anything about what I was thinking, and nobody asked, and the evening passed in the easy warmth of people who were in no hurry.

That night, lying in the dark in my room, in Adaeze's room, I said, very quietly, "Helen?"

"Yes?" said Helen's voice, from everywhere and nowhere, with a warmth that was indistinguishable from the warmth of the woman who had sat across from me in the garden an hour ago.

"I just wanted to know you were there."

"I'm always here," she said. "Good night, Juliana."

I lay in the dark and thought about a woman named Adaeze who had renovated a house on a hill and raised a daughter and died and was still, in every way that mattered except the most important one, here. And I thought about the people I had lost and the fact that I had not, perhaps, lost them entirely. And I fell asleep, and the grief was still there, but it had a different quality now, less like a locked room and more like a door I hadn't opened yet.




Chapter 12: Morning Work

I joined the morning work.

I don't know why that particular morning was the one. I'd been watching from the edge of Helen's garden for weeks, standing there with my borrowed coffee while the hillside moved around me, people harvesting and weeding and turning soil and carrying things in the early light. I'd been invited every day and had declined every day, not because I was too good for it but because I was afraid of it, afraid that I would do it badly, afraid that I would be in the way, afraid, if I'm honest, that I would discover I was useless in a world that valued usefulness differently than mine had.

But that morning I woke early and went outside and Edward was in the lower garden, crouched between two long raised beds, thinning seedlings. Rows of greens and herbs stretched down the terrace in neat lines, and beyond them I could see the bean trellises and the root vegetable plots and, further down, the fruit trees that seemed to cascade all the way to the next neighborhood. The scale of it struck me for the first time. This wasn't decorative gardening. This was farming. Every terrace on the hillside was producing food.

I walked down to him and said, "Tell me what to do."

He looked up at me. He didn't make a big deal of it. "These beds need weeding. The cress is bolting and needs to come out, and the compost bin on the middle terrace is ready to be spread. Start with whichever you like."

I started with the weeding because it seemed the least likely to require skills I didn't have. Edward showed me which plants were cress and which were the young lettuces that needed to stay, and I pulled and sorted on my knees in the dirt, and the soil was dark and rich and smelled like something alive. After the weeding I helped him haul compost, shoveling the black, crumbling stuff from a bin that had been breaking down for months and wheelbarrowing it to beds that had been recently harvested. It was heavy, physical work. My shoulders burned. My hands blistered. I was glad.

I worked for about two hours. Edward was patient and specific and he corrected me when I was wrong without apologizing for the correction, the way a person does when they're teaching something they care about to someone they respect. He showed me how to spread compost evenly without smothering the soil microbes, how to tell when a bed was ready for replanting, how to check the beehives on the lower terrace without disturbing the colony. Everything he taught me had the quality of knowledge passed down and refined over decades, practical and precise and rooted in the actual behavior of living things.

Other people came and went. A woman named Lila brought a container of something to eat and set it on the wall near us and said good morning and moved on to her own work further down the hill, where she was pruning the fruit trees. An older man whose name I didn't catch stopped to talk to Edward about the community building project, their conversation rapid and easy, full of references to structural details I didn't follow. A teenager appeared, did something to a section of irrigation pipe with a tool I'd never seen, and disappeared again. Nobody supervised. Nobody assigned tasks. Nobody checked a clipboard or logged hours or asked anyone to account for their time. People came, saw what needed doing, did it, and either stayed or moved on.

"How much of your food comes from here?" I asked Edward, when we'd stopped to eat. I gestured down the hillside, at the terraces stretching below us in their rows of green and brown.

"Most of it. Eighty percent, maybe more. Every neighborhood grows the bulk of what it eats. The greens, the root vegetables, the herbs, the fruit, the eggs, the honey. Some things come from further out, grain mostly, and anything that needs a different climate. But the daily food, the things you've been eating since you arrived, nearly all of that grew within a few minutes' walk of where you're sitting."

"Even in the big cities? The ones downtown?"

"Even there. The towers grow food on every level. Vertical gardens, rooftop plots, interior growing rooms. It's different from this," he said, looking at the open terraces, "more engineered, more the info's work than ours. But the principle is the same. People eat what grows near them. It's fresher, it wastes less, and it connects people to the place they live. Moving food across oceans so that people could eat strawberries in January was one of the stranger things your era did."

"We also threw away about a third of it," I said.

Edward looked at me as though I'd said we burned our furniture for fun.

"Who decides what gets done?" I asked, changing the subject.

"Whoever notices it needs doing."

"But what about bigger things? The community building. The paths. The infrastructure."

"We talk about it. As a neighborhood, usually. Someone says, 'The path to the lower terrace is getting bad,' and we talk about whether to repair it or reroute it, and then whoever wants to work on it works on it. For bigger projects, the info helps coordinate. It knows who's available, who has relevant experience, what materials are needed. But nobody assigns anything. You see what needs doing and you do it, or you don't, and nobody keeps score."

"Nobody keeps score."

"Why would they?"

It was such a simple question, and it stopped me the way Edward's simple questions always stopped me. Why would they keep score? In my world, the answer had been obvious: because keeping score was how you knew who was better. Who worked harder, who produced more, who deserved more. The entire apparatus of performance reviews and quarterly metrics and employee rankings and promotion committees and stock option packages existed to answer one question: who is winning? The question had seemed so natural, so fundamental to how organizations worked, that I had never considered the possibility that it was a choice rather than a necessity.

"In my time," I said, "there were entire industries devoted to measuring people. Rating them. Ranking them against each other. Performance management, we called it. Every company had systems for deciding who was a top performer and who was underperforming, and the underperformers got fired, and the top performers got promoted, and the whole thing was presented as objective and fair when it was mostly a way of making people afraid."

Edward considered this. "Afraid of what?"

"Of falling behind. Of being replaced. Of being seen as the weakest one." I set down the food I was eating. "I did it too. At Lumen, we had a ranking system. Every quarter, every employee was evaluated against their peers. The bottom ten percent were put on a performance improvement plan, which was a polite way of saying they were getting fired in three months. I designed that system. I thought it was fair. I thought it brought out the best in people."

"Did it?"

"It brought out the most desperate in people. Which looked like the best, from the outside."

I expect this sounds barbaric. It was. But in my time, this was mainstream — taught in every business school, practiced at every serious company. The cruelty was a feature, not a bug, though we never would have called it cruelty.

We went back to work. My shoulders ached and my hands were raw and I was happier than I'd been in weeks. There was something about the physicality of it, the smell of compost and turned earth, the feel of roots pulling free, that quieted the part of my brain that was always analyzing, always optimizing, always looking for the angle. There was no angle here. There was just food that needed growing and soil that needed tending and the slow satisfaction of doing something that mattered in the most basic way a thing can matter.

Around mid-morning, Helen came down the hill. She'd been working in another part of the neighborhood, she said, helping install something in one of the communal kitchens. With her was a man I hadn't met before, perhaps sixty, with a gentle face and flour still on his forearms. He was carrying a large ceramic bowl in one hand and a cloth bag over his shoulder.

"Juliana, this is Oren," Helen said. "He's one of the neighborhood's best cooks. He made the stew you had on Tuesday."

"That was remarkable," I said, and meant it. It had been one of the best things I'd eaten in 2100.

Oren smiled. "Helen told me you were from a time when cooking was women's work. I wanted to make sure you knew better."

"It wasn't exclusively women's work," I said. "We had male chefs. They were very famous and very well paid."

"Famous," Oren repeated, with the same gentle bewilderment I'd seen on Edward's face when I used words from my world that didn't translate. "Famous for cooking."

"Famous for being better than other cooks. For being the best."

"The best at feeding people." He said it as though tasting the concept. "In your time, you took something as simple and necessary as feeding people and turned it into a competition. Who could feed people most impressively. Who could charge the most for feeding people."

"We turned everything into a competition," I said. "That was more or less the whole idea."

Oren set his bowl down on the wall. It was full of something that smelled extraordinary. "Eat," he said. "You've been working. Everyone eat." This last was directed at the hillside in general, and within a few minutes several people had materialized from various tasks and were eating from Oren's bowl, sitting on stones and retaining walls and patches of grass, talking and laughing in the easy, unhurried way that I was beginning to recognize as the default rhythm of life here.

I watched Oren serve. He ladled, he tore bread, he passed things to people, he ate, he told a joke that made the teenager from earlier nearly choke on her food. He had the easy authority of a man who knew he was good at what he did and didn't need anyone to confirm it.

Later, walking home with Helen, I asked something that had been bothering me since the "nobody keeps score" conversation with Edward.

"What about people who can't work? People who are sick, or old, or just not capable. If nobody keeps score, what happens to someone who can't pull their weight?"

I heard myself say "pull their weight" and noticed that Helen noticed it too, a faint registering around her eyes, the way the family reacted whenever I used a phrase that revealed assumptions I didn't know I was carrying.

Helen walked for a while without answering. We were climbing the last stretch of hill, and the city was spread out below us in the midday light. I stopped for a moment to look at it. From up here I could see the two San Franciscos. Up on the hills, where we were, the old residential neighborhoods had kept their character, houses and gardens and winding paths, but the roads were gone. Not just the cars, the roads themselves. What had been streets wide enough for two lanes of traffic and a row of parked cars on each side were now narrow stone paths threading between gardens, wide enough for a person or a handcart but nothing more. It was a village. That was the word I kept reaching for. The houses were still individual houses, each one different, each with its own garden, but they were knitted together by paths and terraces and shared spaces in a way that made the whole hillside feel like a single organism.

Below, toward the flats and the waterfront, it was a different city entirely. The towers I'd seen from the rooftop on my first day rose in clusters, their surfaces covered in the living green material that made them look grown rather than built. Some of them were enormous, thirty or forty stories, with terraces and bridges connecting them at various levels, and I could see people moving on those bridges even from this distance. That was where most of the city's people lived, Helen had told me. The towers held thousands of residents each, with communal kitchens, workshops, gathering spaces, and vertical gardens integrated into every level. I hadn't been down there yet. From up here it looked like a forest of living buildings, something between a city and an ecosystem.

I could hear somewhere the sound of someone hammering, rhythmic and unhurried.

"The question your era got wrong," she said finally, "is the question of what people are for. You believed people existed to produce. To generate economic value. A person who could produce more was worth more. A person who couldn't produce was a burden, to be carried by charity or left behind. The entire moral architecture of your society rested on the idea that a person's value was determined by their output."

"And yours?"

"A person's value is determined by the fact that they exist. That's it. That's the whole argument. The same for you, the same for me, the same for the child who was born this morning and hasn't done a single useful thing in her life."

"But people do contribute. Edward works every morning. You work. Everyone works."

"Everyone contributes because they want to. Because it feels good to be useful, to build things, to feed people, to take care of the place where you live. But if someone couldn't work at all, couldn't contribute in any way, they would have exactly the same claim to food, housing, comfort, dignity, companionship, and care as anyone else. Not as charity. As a right. Because there is no such thing as a person who owes the world their labor in exchange for the right to exist."

She said this last sentence with a force that surprised me. Helen was usually measured, careful with her words, precise in the way of someone who had spent decades thinking about exactly these questions. But this one she said as though it were the floor of the house, the foundation stone, the thing you didn't move.

"In my time," I said, "that idea would have been called socialism. Or communism. Or naive idealism. People would have said it sounded nice in theory but it could never work because someone has to do the hard work and if there's no incentive then nobody will."

"And yet here we are," Helen said, "and the hard work is done, and the incentive is that people like doing it, and the ones who can't do it are loved just the same." She paused at the gate to her garden. "Your economists believed that without the threat of starvation, people would lie in bed all day. They were wrong. The threat of starvation didn't motivate people. It terrorized them. Remove the terror, and what you get isn't laziness. It's people who are free to care about each other."

"But what about recognition?" I asked. "If nobody keeps score, how do you know who's good at things? In my time, we had rankings for everything. Employee of the month. Top performer. Best in class. Even if you took away the money, wouldn't you still want some way of knowing who's the best?"

"The best at what?" Helen asked.

"At whatever they do. Building things. Cooking. Organizing. Whatever."

"And what would you do with that information, once you had it?"

I opened my mouth and closed it. What would you do with it? In my world, the answer was obvious: you'd reward them more. Promote them. Give them more power, more money, more status. But those levers didn't exist here. There was nothing to promote anyone into.

"You're describing a hierarchy of merit," Helen said. "Replace the hierarchy of money with a hierarchy of talent, and it feels fairer. But it's still a hierarchy. It still sorts people into better and worse. It still tells the person at the bottom that they are, in some measurable way, less than the person at the top. And that's a lie. A person who is very good at growing food is not more valuable than a person who is very good at listening to someone who is sad. A person who can cook a stew that makes people close their eyes is not more valuable than a person who can sit with a dying friend and hold their hand. These things can't be ranked. The attempt to rank them is itself the error."

She paused, and then said something that rearranged things for me.

"I'll grant you this. In your time, you may have needed something like a hierarchy of merit. You had no choice. Humans were the ones who had to figure out the systems. You were the computers. You had to do the calculations, run the organizations, manage the logistics of feeding and housing billions of people. And to do that you had to sort yourselves, figure out which humans were the best computers, put them in charge, and hope they got it right." She looked at me. "But think about how well that actually worked. Even with your smartest people running everything, even with your hierarchy of merit selecting the most capable leaders, you had billions of people living on the brink of starvation. You had tens of thousands of homeless people in this city, one of the richest places in the history of the world. You were flying strawberries halfway across the planet while people starved an hour's drive from where the strawberries were grown. Your hierarchy of merit, even if it was the best system available to you, which I'm not sure I believe, was a terrible system. Because humans are terrible computers. You were never meant to do that work. You were forced into it because there was nothing else to do it."

"And now the info does it," I said.

"And now the info does it. And what a relief that is. We don't have to sort ourselves anymore. We don't have to figure out which of us is the best calculator, the best organizer, the best optimizer. We can just be people again." She said this last part with a warmth that was almost fierce. "We can do what humans are actually good at. Taking care of each other. Taking care of our communities. Being present. Making music. Playing with our children. Growing food with our hands in the dirt. All the things your era treated as secondary, as what you did after the real work was done, those turn out to be the real work. They always were. You just couldn't see it because you were too busy being computers."

"So how do people know who they are?" I asked. "In my world, you were your job. Your title. Your ranking. Your credentials. If you took all that away, what's left?"

"You," Helen said. "Just you. The person your friends love. The neighbor who remembers to check on the old man down the street. The one who makes everyone laugh, or the one who knows when to be quiet. The one who grows beautiful food or cooks beautiful meals or plays music on the terrace in the evening. You're not ranked against anyone. You're not measured. You're just a person, living as well as you can, and the people around you see you and know you and that's enough."

I stood in Helen's garden and looked at my hands, which were dirty and scraped and beginning to blister from the morning's work, and I thought about all the things that had defined me: CEO, founder, Stanford MBA, Forbes 30 Under 30. The awards and the articles and the speaking invitations and the investors who wanted to meet me and the competitors who wanted to beat me. I had carried those things like armor. I had believed that without them I was nothing, that they were what made me matter, that if you stripped away the titles and the credentials and the rankings, there would be no one underneath.

But I had spent the morning on my knees in the dirt, weeding and composting and learning which plants to pull and which to leave, and I had been no one, and it had been the best morning I'd had in 2100.

That afternoon, Edward asked if I wanted to see the towers.

We walked down from the hilltop neighborhood along paths that wound through terraced gardens and groves of fruit trees, and the character of the city changed as we descended. The stone paths widened. The houses gave way to larger structures, still covered in living walls but taller, denser, with more people moving through the spaces between them. And then, turning a corner where the hillside flattened out, I saw the first tower up close.

I had seen them from above, and I'd thought I understood the scale. I hadn't. The tower rose maybe forty stories, and its surface was covered in something that looked like it had been grown rather than applied, a green-brown material with the texture of bark or living wood, dense with moss and flowering vines that cascaded from terrace to terrace. Balconies jutted out at irregular intervals, each one a garden. The whole building looked like an enormous tree that had decided to become architecture.

"What is this made of?" I asked, and reached out to touch the wall. It was warm, slightly yielding, and unmistakably alive in some way I couldn't define. Not stone. Not concrete. Not wood exactly. Something else.

"We call it biostock," Edward said. "The info designs it at the molecular level. It's grown in sheets and structural forms, like a plant growing into a mold, but the mold is just a set of instructions. It's stronger than steel but it feels like wood. It insulates, it breathes, it repairs itself if it's damaged. It can take any shape."

"It repairs itself?"

"Small damage. A crack, a chip, a surface wound. It grows back, the way skin does. For structural damage you'd need to replace a section, but that's rare. These buildings are designed to last centuries."

I thought about the buildings of my era. The glass towers of SoMa, which had been designed to last thirty years and look dated in ten. The drywall and vinyl siding of suburban houses. The planned obsolescence of architecture.

"In my time, buildings were made to be replaced," I said. "Not on purpose, exactly. But nobody built anything expecting it to be here in a hundred years. The materials were cheap, the construction was fast, and when things got old or unfashionable, you tore them down and built something new. The whole construction industry depended on it."

"Here, tearing down a building would be considered a kind of violence," Edward said. "These towers were designed by the people who live in them, working with the info. Every floor, every common space, every garden. It took years. People don't want to tear down something they designed and built together."

We went inside. The lobby, if you could call it that, was an open space three stories high, with a living wall rising the full height of the far side, covered in ferns and flowering plants and fed by a thin waterfall that trickled down the surface into a shallow pool at the base. Light poured in from a glass ceiling above. Corridors branched off in several directions, and I could see into communal kitchens where people were cooking together, and a workshop where someone was building something from the same biostock material, and a large open room where a group of children were playing while their parents talked nearby.

"How many people live in this building?"

"About three thousand."

In my time, a building housing three thousand people would have been a luxury apartment complex with doormen, a gym, maybe a rooftop common space and nothing else. This felt more like a village turned on its side. Every level we climbed had its own character. One floor was mostly food production, rows of greens growing under full-spectrum light, herb gardens in raised beds, a small orchard of dwarf fruit trees. Another was mostly living space, with wide corridors and doors opening onto apartments that looked spacious and warm, each one different, each one clearly designed by the person who lived there. Another was given over to a communal kitchen and a gathering hall that could hold hundreds.

"San Francisco is smaller now than in your time," Edward said as we stood on a terrace high up, looking out over the city. "About four hundred thousand. A lot of people moved during the transition, when the new cities were being built. The ones who stayed liked the hills, liked the fog, liked the scale of it. This isn't a mega-city. It's a small city that decided to stay small."

"And the people who live in the towers?"

"They chose the towers. Some people prefer them. More community, more energy, more people around. The hill neighborhoods are quieter. It's just preference."

I looked out at the cluster of towers extending toward the waterfront, each one a green-walled ecosystem connected to its neighbors by bridges and walkways, and I tried to imagine the city I'd known superimposed on this one. The traffic. The parking lots. The empty storefronts. The construction cranes and the chain-link fences and the jackhammering that started at seven in the morning. All of it gone. Replaced by this.

"Who built all of this?" I asked. The question had been forming all day. The info could design it. Biostock could grow into shape. But the sheer scale of what had been transformed — every road ripped up, every tower raised, every watershed restored — that was physical work. Someone had moved all that earth.

"The industrial army built a lot of it," Edward said.

"The industrial army?" I stared at him. The phrase sounded like something from a dystopian novel.

Edward smiled. "It's an old term. From the transition. It just kind of stuck. Almost everyone serves in their twenties. Four years of genuinely hard physical labor, on big projects, usually far from home. Dredging rivers, replanting forests, restoring damaged land, building infrastructure. Work that's good for humans and good for the planet. The info always has better judgment and robots are better workers — but deploying billions of robots for every task would be ecologically destructive, absurdly expensive, and frankly ridiculous. Humans need this work."

"Wait," I said. "Robots? I haven't seen a single robot since I woke up."

"You've seen dozens," Edward said. "You just didn't recognize them." He pointed down toward the base of the hill, where a new section of terrace was being built. From this distance I could see huge articulated cranes moving with fluid, uncanny precision, holding walls in place while people worked beneath them. Something that looked like an enormous spider was climbing the side of a half-finished structure, placing biostock panels with limbs that were clearly not human but clearly not clumsy.

"Those are robots," Edward said. "Every construction site has them. Cranes that hold a wall steady for twelve hours without fatigue. Machines that climb vertical surfaces and place material with sub-millimeter precision. Devices that bore through rock or weave structural fiber or work inside places where human bodies can't go. They're custom-built for specific tasks, and they're extraordinary at those tasks."

"But no humanoid robots," I said.

"Why would you build a machine shaped like a person? The whole idea of the humanoid robot was a fantasy born from a culture that wanted servants, not tools. What you actually need are machines with twelve-meter reach, or hands the width of a needle, or bodies that can work inside a volcano. Humans chose not to replace themselves with eight billion mechanical copies. They chose to build tools that extend what human bodies can do, and kept for themselves the enormous amount of meaningful work that human bodies are perfectly made for. The industrial army is not make-work. It's some of the work that matters most, and it will never run out."

"And people volunteer for this?"

"Everybody serves." He said it with a warmth that caught me off guard. "Part of my service was six months in the Sahel, replanting the southern edge of what used to be the Sahara. Hardest thing I've ever done. I still think about it nearly every day." He leaned on the railing. "You're twenty-two, twenty-three, hauling soil and digging channels shoulder-to-shoulder with people from Lagos, Hanoi, Buenos Aires, Reykjavik. You come from completely different worlds. But you're doing the same work, eating the same meals, sleeping in the same camps, and by the end of it those people are your family. Half the lasting friendships in the world start in service."

"In my time, that idea was called national service," I said. "We proposed it endlessly and never did it. Though a lot of people joined the military for exactly those reasons — to get whipped into shape, learn discipline, do something hard that mattered. To belong to something bigger than themselves."

Edward nodded. "That's not a coincidence. Early in the transition, the leaders had a serious problem. The world's standing armies had nothing to fight. Millions of trained soldiers with no mission — and dangerous if left idle. Some of the people who built this era —" he paused, the way he did when he was deciding how much history to open up — "they understood you couldn't just disband all of that. You had to redirect it. So the first units of the industrial army were organized along military lines. Ranks, units, discipline. They took that energy and aimed it at building instead of destroying. And the people who might have fought the transition ended up constructing its foundations instead."

"And it stuck."

"It stuck because the work turned out to matter in a way nobody fully expected. Not just the output — the forests, the towers, the restored rivers. The work itself." He straightened up. "Right after university, everyone serves. The hardest jobs go to people in their twenties because that's when your body can take it. It's not year-round. About six months of full-time work each year, with the rest of the time for other things. But those six months are intense. Real work. The kind that leaves you so tired you fall asleep before you finish eating."

"And it's worldwide?"

"Just about every country in the world participates. It's formal, it's organized, and honestly, it's part of what holds the world together. You take young people from everywhere on earth and you put them to work side by side on projects that matter — restoring land, building infrastructure, replanting forests — and something happens. They come back different. They come back knowing that the person next to them, the one from the other side of the planet, is someone they'd trust with their life. You can't teach that in a classroom."

I thought about the morning's gardening, the way my burning shoulders had quieted something restless in my mind. The satisfaction of dirt under my fingernails. I was beginning to understand it.




Chapter 13: Rest

That night I slept differently.

Not better, exactly. I'd been sleeping well enough since the breakdown, the deep heavy sleep of someone whose body was still recalibrating after seventy-three years of stasis. But this was a different kind of sleep. I was tired in my muscles, in my hands, in the specific places where the shovel had pressed and the wheelbarrow handles had rubbed. It was the tiredness of a body that had done something, and it pulled me under with a completeness that surprised me.

In my old life I had never slept well. I don't think I understood, until I came here, how badly I had slept. In 2027 I went to bed with my phone on the nightstand, its screen facing down but still glowing faintly at the edges, and even in sleep some part of me was listening for it. The notification sound, the vibration against the wood. I would wake at two or three in the morning and reach for it before I was fully conscious, and there would be emails, messages, mentions, and I would read them in the dark with one eye open and the blue light of the screen would reset whatever fragile progress toward rest my brain had made, and I would lie there for an hour composing responses in my head before sleep took me again, and in the morning I would feel as though I had not slept at all but had instead spent eight hours running on a treadmill in a dark room.

I had called this normal. Everyone I knew slept the same way. We compared our insomnia the way previous generations compared war stories, with a grim competitive pride. I slept four hours last night. I haven't slept through the night since 2024. I fall asleep fine but I wake up at three and my brain starts going. We said these things as though they were features of adult life rather than symptoms of a society that had made rest impossible by making every moment a potential moment of productivity or failure.

Here, lying in Adaeze's room with the faint amber glow and the smell of the garden coming through walls that seemed to breathe, there was nothing to listen for. No notification. No email. No competitor launching a feature at midnight that would require a response by morning. No algorithm optimizing my attention while I was unconscious. The silence was not empty. It was full of the sounds of growing things and wind and the distant murmur of a city that was, itself, resting. And I was tired in my body, genuinely physically tired, the way humans are supposed to be tired at the end of a day, and the sleep that came for me was not the shallow, fractured, anxious unconsciousness I had known. It was deep and dark and still.

I dreamed of a Tuesday.

Not the terrible Tuesday of my breakdown, not the nights of panic and disorientation. Just a Tuesday. I was in my office at Lumen, late, the cleaning crew working around me. The bay was visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows, black and glittering. My dinner was a plastic container of sushi that had been sitting on my desk for two hours. I was answering emails. I was always answering emails. The inbox had 347 unread messages and every time I cleared one, two more appeared, and I understood, even in the dream, that this was not a task that could be completed. It was a condition. The emails were not communications from people who needed things. They were the pulse of a system that required constant proof that I was still inside it, still responding, still alive in the way that mattered, which was to say: still producing.

In the dream I looked up from the screen and out the window at the bay, and I felt something I recognized from life, the flat gray feeling of a person who is succeeding at everything and experiencing none of it. The sushi was delivery sushi, cold and faintly stale. The view was extraordinary. The company was growing. And I felt nothing, because feeling required a kind of presence that the system had optimized out of me. You can't feel the view if you're composing an email in your head. You can't taste the food if you're calculating runway. You can't be in the room if every part of you is somewhere else, anticipating the next thing, defending against the next threat, performing for the next audience.

I woke up slowly, the way you surface from deep water. The room was light. The dream was already fading, but the feeling of it stayed, the gray flatness, and I lay in bed and held it up against what I felt now, in this room, in this life, and the contrast was so stark it was almost funny. I was a woman with no company, no inbox, no phone, no credentials, no plan, no status, no audience, and I had slept better than I had slept in my entire adult life.

I got up and went to the kitchen. Helen and James were already there, eating and talking quietly. Edward came in from outside with dirt on his hands and greeted me with the easy warmth that I was beginning to depend on more than I wanted to admit.

Over breakfast I asked a question that surprised me, because I hadn't known I was thinking it until it came out of my mouth.

"Where are your screens?"

Edward and Helen both looked at me.

"I've been here for weeks," I said. "And I just realized I haven't seen anyone watch anything. No TV. No movies. No streaming, no feeds, no videos. In my time, there was a screen in every room. People watched things constantly. On the subway, in bed, at dinner, while they were walking. And here there's just... nothing. I haven't even thought about it until right now, which is maybe the strangest part."

Helen set down her cup. She had the expression she got when I'd stumbled onto something she found interesting.

"How often did you go to the symphony?" she asked.

"What?"

"Or the theater. Live plays, live music. How often did you go?"

I thought about it. "Once, some friends and I decided we were going to be cultured. We got tickets to the symphony. I actually loved it. I went back a couple months later on my own. And then I just... never went again. I don't know why. I really did enjoy it."

"Before radio and television," Helen said, "people went to plays, concerts, lectures, public speakers multiple times a week. As often as you watched television. That was entertainment. Then radio came, and then television, and then the internet and streaming, and people lost interest in going out to see things performed live. The new format was easier, more accessible, and eventually it just replaced the old one."

"And you're saying the same thing happened again. Something replaced TV the way TV replaced the theater."

"In a way. But it wasn't that something better came along. It was more that people lost interest in watching other people's stories. Once the pressure was off, once people weren't exhausted and numb at the end of every day, they found they'd rather live their own lives than watch fictional ones." She paused. "That said, it's not as though we never watch anything. Some people enjoy it more than others. Some people love old movies and old television from your era. And the info can generate anything you want, any story, tailored exactly to you."

"But it's more like how going to the symphony was for you," Edward said. "Something you do occasionally and enjoy, not something you do every evening."

I sat with this. In my old life, I had watched television every night. Not because I loved it, but because by the end of the day I had nothing left. No energy for conversation, no capacity for presence. I would lie on my couch with delivery food and let the screen wash over me, and the stories I watched were about people who were more alive than I was, doing things I was too tired to do, and I had called this relaxation.

"There's something else," Helen said, and she looked at Edward, and something passed between them. "We haven't wanted to overwhelm you. These first weeks have been difficult, and we thought you needed quiet. But we don't typically spend our evenings sitting around the house going to bed early."

"What do you typically do?"

Edward smiled. "Would you like to find out tonight?"




Chapter 14: The Gathering

We walked down the hill after dinner, the four of us, into the part of the neighborhood I hadn't seen at night. The paths were lit with the same low amber glow I'd noticed on my solo walks, warm light rising from the ground itself, and the air was soft and smelled of jasmine and something baking and the distant salt of the bay. Other people were walking the same direction, alone and in groups, some carrying instruments, some carrying food, some carrying nothing at all, and there was a feeling in the air that I recognized from a long way off, the particular anticipation of people heading somewhere good.

The community space was a building I'd passed on my walks without understanding what it was. From the outside it was like everything else in the neighborhood: living walls, warm stone, an entrance open to the evening. From the inside it was enormous, bigger than it had any right to be, a single great room with a vaulted ceiling of pale wood and a stone floor worn smooth by years of use. One end was open to the garden, and the warm air moved through, and the light was the same amber glow as the paths but warmer, flickering, as though somewhere candles were burning, though I didn't see any.

The room was full of people. That was the first thing. Not packed, not uncomfortable, but full in the way a good party is full, where every part of the room has something happening and you could spend the whole night moving from one conversation to the next without running out. There were maybe a hundred and fifty people, and they ranged from very small children to very old people, and nobody seemed to think this was unusual. A boy of about four was dancing by himself near the musicians with the unselfconscious abandon of someone who had not yet learned that dancing required an audience's approval. An old woman with white hair and extraordinary posture was talking to a group of teenagers who were listening with genuine attention. A cluster of people my age were laughing about something, passing food around, leaning into each other with the easy physicality that I was beginning to understand was simply how people touched in this world.

And there was music. Not recorded, not generated. A group of about eight people were playing together on one side of the room, instruments I half-recognized and some I didn't, and they were very good, and they were playing something that made my body want to move before my mind had time to form an opinion about it. The music had the quality I'd noticed in Tomoko's playing, built from traditions I couldn't separate, rhythms and melodies and harmonics braided together from everywhere, but it was faster than Tomoko's music, more insistent, and people were dancing.

Not performance dancing. Not the kind of dancing I'd known in 2027, where you went to a club and moved in ways that were calculated to look good under the specific conditions of darkness and alcohol and the awareness of being watched. This was the other kind, the kind I'd only seen at weddings when the old people got up, or in videos from places I'd never been, the kind where your body moves because the music is moving it and you have stopped thinking about what you look like. People were dancing alone, in pairs, in groups. A man who must have been eighty was dancing with the four-year-old boy, and they were both excellent. A woman was spinning in place with her eyes closed, lost in something private and joyful, and nobody was filming her.

Helen touched my arm. "Go," she said. "You don't need permission."

I didn't dance. Not yet. I stood near the edge and watched, and the feeling that rose in me was so unexpected that I had to name it before I trusted it: envy. Not the bitter, competitive envy of my old life, the envy that measured your success against someone else's and found yourself wanting. This was a simpler thing. These people knew how to be happy, and I didn't, and I wanted to learn.

Edward appeared beside me with two cups of something. I tasted it. It was alcoholic, fruity and sharp and very good.

"You have alcohol," I said, stupidly.

He laughed. "We have alcohol. We have all the drugs your era had and some you didn't. Nobody's prohibiting anything. People just tend to use less when they're not miserable." He took a drink from his cup. "The wine is from the vineyard on the south slope. Lila makes it."

"Lila who was pruning the fruit trees this morning?"

"Lila who was pruning the fruit trees this morning."

I drank the wine and watched the room and felt something loosen in my chest that had been tight for weeks. The music changed, got slower, and people shifted, some sitting down, some pairing off for something that was more like a slow conversation conducted through movement than what I would have called dancing. A woman began to sing, unaccompanied, and the room quieted to listen. Her voice was rich and low and she sang in a language I didn't know, something warm and rhythmic that I couldn't place, and when she finished there was a sound from the room that was not applause but something warmer, a collective exhalation, and then someone else started a song, and then someone else joined in, and within minutes twenty people were singing together, harmonizing without apparent rehearsal, their voices weaving in and out of each other with the confidence of people who had vast repertoires of songs stored in their memories and could pull the right one out at a moment's notice.

This was what Helen had meant about the return to oral culture. These people carried hundreds of songs inside them, from every tradition, and music was not a thing you consumed but a thing you did, together, the way people had done it for thousands of years before recordings and radios and streaming services turned it into a product.

Edward was singing. I hadn't noticed until I turned to look at him, and his voice was a warm baritone that blended easily into the group, and he was singing along with everyone else in what I thought was Mandarin, and then the song shifted and he was singing in something else, and he knew every word, and so did everyone around him. I stood in the middle of it and felt like a woman who had arrived at a feast having forgotten how to eat.

"We could go downtown if you want," Edward said, during a pause. "Some friends of mine are at a gathering near the waterfront. Louder music. More dancing. I think in your time you would have called it a rave."

"There are raves?"

"There are all kinds of things. This is the neighborhood gathering, the family-friendly version. But on any given night there are parties all over the city, in people's homes, in the towers, on rooftops, in the parks. People are social here. Very social. We just haven't shown you that yet because we thought you needed quiet."

I looked at him. I looked at the room full of dancing, singing, laughing people, the children and the grandparents and the wine and the music and the warm night air coming through the open wall.

"Edward Leete," I said. "Are you telling me that this city has been having an incredible party every single night, and you let me sit in your mother's garden drinking tea and going to bed at nine o'clock?"

He had the grace to look sheepish. "You were going through a lot."

"I was going through a lot! I am going through a lot! That is exactly when a person needs a party!"

He laughed, really laughed, and I laughed, and it was the first time I had laughed like that since I'd woken up, the kind of laughter that comes from the belly and surprises you and feels like something cracking open, and a woman near us looked over and smiled, and I realized that I was standing in a room full of people who were happy, genuinely happy, not performing happiness for an algorithm or a camera or a social media post, and that I was, for the first time in longer than I could remember, happy too.

We stayed late. I danced. Not well, but nobody cared, and nobody was watching except in the way that people watch someone who is having a good time and are glad of it. James danced with Helen, and they were beautiful together, moving with the practiced ease of people who had danced together for decades. Edward danced near me but not with me, a courtesy I appreciated, giving me the space to find my own way back into my body without the complication of his proximity, which was becoming more complicated by the day.

We walked home in the dark, up the hill, the four of us, and the city was still alive around us, music drifting from terraces and open windows, laughter and conversation and the sound of people enjoying the kind of evening that costs nothing and requires nothing except the presence of other people.

In my room, lying in bed, buzzing with wine and movement and the unfamiliar sensation of social joy, I said to the air, "Helen?"

"Yes?" said Helen's voice, warm and present.

"I want to watch something. A TV show."

"Of course. What would you like?"

I thought for a moment. "Do you know the show The Bear? From my era?"

"I know it."

"I want a version of it set in this neighborhood's communal kitchen. And I want Edward to be the main character. The perfectionist chef who's trying to get everything exactly right, driving everyone crazy, and I want all the other cooks to be completely baffled by why he's so stressed about it. Like, he keeps yelling about the ticket times and everyone else is just calmly making stew and not understanding what his problem is."

There was a pause that I could have sworn contained amusement. "Give me a moment."

And then the room changed. Not the room itself, but the space around me filled with light and depth and dimension, and suddenly I was standing in the communal kitchen down the hill, or something so close to it that my body believed it for a moment before my mind caught up. The scene wrapped around me in full three dimensions, every surface textured and lit, every object casting the right shadow. I could turn my head and see the whole kitchen, the counters and the shelves and the steam rising from pots, and there in the middle of it was Edward, or something very like him, wearing a chef's coat and pacing with the intense, wound-tight energy of a man trying to run a Michelin-star service in a world that had never heard of Michelin stars. "Behind! Behind!" he shouted, squeezing past Oren, who was stirring a pot with serene indifference. "We are thirty seconds behind on the grain course!" Oren looked at him with patient confusion. "Edward, there is no grain course. People will eat when they're hungry."

I laughed so hard I had to press my face into the pillow.

The immersion was extraordinary. I was in the kitchen, watching from a few feet away as Edward spiraled into increasingly absurd perfectionism while everyone around him radiated calm bewilderment. He slammed a pan down on the counter. "The plating! Look at the plating!" Lila glanced at the bowl he was pointing at, which contained a beautiful stew arranged with obvious care. "What's wrong with it?" she asked. "It's not COMPOSED!" he shouted. "It's just... sitting there!" "Yes," Lila said. "That's what food does."

It was genuinely funny, perfectly observed, the dialogue sharp and the performances so convincing that if I hadn't known it was generated I might not have guessed. The technology wasn't fundamentally different from the Oculus headset I'd tried back in 2026, though it was incomparably better, no headset, no controllers, just the room around me transformed. I remembered getting bored of the Oculus after a few sessions. The novelty wore off fast.

I watched for about ten minutes, laughing, genuinely entertained. And then the same thing happened. The amusement faded, not because the show got worse but because the experience of watching it got strange. I was lying in bed, surrounded by images of people who didn't exist, doing things that weren't happening, in a kitchen that was right down the hill from me, where real people had been cooking real food that morning. The images were extraordinary. The immersion was total. But it was immersion in something that wasn't real, and I had just spent the evening in the actual presence of actual people, dancing and singing and laughing, and the distance between that experience and this one, between being there and watching a simulation of being there, was suddenly enormous.

I understood, in a small, specific way, why people had stopped watching.

"Helen, turn it off."

The kitchen dissolved. The room was my room again, dark and warm and quiet.

"Good night, Juliana."

"Good night."

I fell asleep and dreamed of dancing.




Chapter 15: Eight Languages

I woke up with sore legs, sore feet, a faintly pounding head, and a feeling I hadn't had since college: the happy wreckage of a night well spent.

At breakfast, which I ate slowly and with great attention to the water, a question surfaced that had been swimming around the edges of my hangover since I'd opened my eyes.

"Was everybody actually singing in different languages last night?"

Edward looked up from his tea. "Yes."

"You were singing in Chinese."

He said something in what I recognized as Mandarin, fluid and musical and completely incomprehensible to me. Then he switched to something that might have been Hindi, then something with clicks in it that I couldn't even begin to place, and then back to English: "We all speak quite a few languages. Didn't we mention that?"

"You mentioned it. I didn't understand what it meant." I stared at him. "How many languages do you speak?"

"Eight fluently. I can get by in four or five more."

"Eight."

"That's about average. Some people speak twelve or fifteen. Kids who really get into it sometimes push past twenty."

I put my cup down. "How is that even possible? I went to the best schools in the world. I worked incredibly hard. And all I ended up with was a tiny bit of French that I can barely use to order dinner."

"It's not about working hard," Edward said. "That's the thing. It's not an achievement. It just happens."

"How can learning eight languages just happen?"

"Would you like to see?" said Helen's voice, from everywhere and nowhere. It was her info, not the physical Helen, who was out doing morning work somewhere down the hill. "I could take you to a family nearby. They have two children. It might be easier to show you than explain."

It was still strange, being guided through the world by a voice that belonged to a woman who was simultaneously somewhere else. But I was getting used to it, the way you get used to anything that works.

Linh met us at the door of a house a few terraces down the hill, beaming.

"You must be Juliana!" she said. "The kids have been so excited since they heard you were coming. Jun has a whole list of questions."

"Everyone knows your story," Helen's info murmured to me. "You're a celebrity."

"Come in," Linh said. "The kids are just doing their morning."

Linh and her husband Wei had two children: Mai, who was five, and Jun, who was ten.

Mai was in the garden with Wei, and what they were doing looked like playing. She was crouched by a patch of herbs, and her father was nearby, and she was talking. Not to him. To the air, to her info, in a rapid stream of what I recognized as Spanish, pointing at plants and asking questions. Her info answered in Spanish, and then mid-sentence she switched to something tonal and unfamiliar — Vietnamese, maybe — and the info switched with her, and the conversation continued without a pause.

"Why is she switching languages like that?" I asked Helen's info quietly.

"That's how it works. The info figured out early on that cycling through multiple languages within a single lesson, with a certain rhythm and cadence, rolling out the same chunks of vocabulary and grammar in each language simultaneously, was extraordinarily effective. The languages pour into the children's minds as though they're one language. The info worked out a method where it weaves them together so seamlessly that the child doesn't experience them as separate subjects. They're just... talking. Playing. And the languages come along for the ride."

"Which languages?"

"Parents choose. There's a core that almost everyone learns: Mandarin, Hindi, English, Spanish. Those are the four big ones. Then most families add a couple from among French, Portuguese, Arabic, or Russian, and often German or Japanese. And then there are the ancestral languages. Wei's mother was from Saigon and his father from Guangzhou, so their children are learning Vietnamese and Cantonese. Edward speaks Igbo because of his grandmother Adaeze.

"Of course, the info in your ear can translate anything in real time. You could go anywhere in the world and understand everyone and be understood. But people learn languages anyway, because there are so many things that can't be translated. Jokes that depend on context. Poetry that lives in the sound of the words. The way a grandmother's voice changes when she switches to the language she grew up in. They're not just learning languages. They're learning cultures. And since the info makes it so easy, since children absorb them without effort when they start young enough, why wouldn't you?"

I watched Mai for another minute. She was five years old and she was chattering away in Spanish and Vietnamese, moving between them the way a child raised in a multilingual household moves between languages, without effort, without thinking about it.

I crouched down next to her. "Hi, Mai."

She looked at me with the fearless curiosity of a five-year-old. "You're the one from the freezer," she said.

"That's me."

"You only speak one language?"

"Pretty much."

She considered this with the grave sympathy of a child encountering a significant disability. "That's sad."

I laughed, but the word landed on me harder than she intended. From the perspective of a five-year-old who could talk to anyone on Earth in their own tongue, what else would you call it?

Inside the house, Jun was sprawled on a cushion in the living room, deep in conversation with his info. He was speaking Mandarin, rapidly, laughing at something. When he noticed me, he switched to English.

"You're Juliana! I had so many questions but now I forgot them all." He grinned. "Wait — did you really build a company?"

"I did. I was twenty-five."

"But you didn't have an info to help you."

"I had employees."

"What are employees?"

I watched Jun for a while. His info was playing a game with him that happened to involve complex mathematical concepts. He was laughing. The game involved some kind of spatial puzzle that required him to think in multiple dimensions. Nobody was making him do this. There was no classroom, no teacher standing over him, no test at the end. He was doing it because it was fun, the way I had done jigsaw puzzles as a kid, except the puzzle was teaching him things that wouldn't have been covered in my education until college.

"The whole method is to make it irresistible," Helen's info said. "The info is constantly engaging the children, making everything a game, a story, a challenge, a surprise. It knows exactly what each child is ready for and what will delight them. When Jun is doing math, it's not math. It's a puzzle that happens to require mathematical thinking. When Mai is learning plant biology, she's playing a game about a garden. The learning is real and rigorous, but the experience is play."

"How long does he do this per day?" I asked Linh.

"Three or four hours of focused learning. Some days more if he's deep in something, some days less. We set the structure with the info — it's a partnership, not a system imposed on us. And the languages keep going all day, even outside of focused time. When Jun talks to his info about anything — what's for dinner, what he saw on a walk — the info weaves in whatever languages we've chosen for him. It's just part of how he communicates."

"Three or four hours," I said. "That's it?"

"That's plenty, when it's one-on-one and perfectly tailored to how his mind works," Linh said.

"Think about how much time was wasted in the classrooms of your era," Helen's info added. "Thirty children, one teacher, everyone at the same pace, most of them bored or confused. All of that waste is gone. Three or four focused hours with an info is worth more than eight hours in a classroom ever was."

"But what if a child just... doesn't?" I asked. "What if they refuse to engage? Or they're falling behind?"

"The info is always checking," Linh said. "There are real benchmarks — developmental, linguistic, mathematical, physical. If Jun started falling behind in his mathematics, or if Mai's language acquisition slowed, I'd know that same day. The info would tell me exactly what was happening and suggest what we might do differently. We're in control of the whole thing. The info works for us."

"So there are standards."

"Absolutely," Linh said. "By fifteen or sixteen, the expectation is fluency in at least six languages, advanced mathematics through calculus and beyond, deep knowledge of world history and multiple philosophical traditions, competence in at least two musical instruments, a serious foundation in visual art, and genuine physical skills — swimming, climbing, building with your hands. That's the baseline. That's what everyone learns."

"The math alone would go well beyond what your era called a college education," Helen's info added.

"That would have been considered genius-level in my time," I said.

"It's not genius," Helen's info said. "It's what happens when every child has a perfect tutor from birth and no one is too stressed or too poor to let them learn."

"The expectations are high, but they're not punitive," Linh added. "No one is shamed for struggling. The info simply adjusts. If a child's mind works differently, the info finds a different path to the same knowledge. But the destination doesn't change. There's a strong feeling that every person should carry a certain foundation. Not for a career. Not to pass a test. Because it makes you a fuller human being."

"Is there a curriculum?" I asked Helen's info. "Some kind of structure for what they're supposed to learn?"

"There's a body of knowledge. Not a curriculum in the way you'd recognize it, with tests and grades and checkpoints. More like a great landscape of knowledge, skills, and works of literature that children are expected to explore and engage with deeply, and memorize."

"Memorize?"

"In the days of classical education, people understood something that your era forgot: that when great works of writing are memorized, when they live inside you, they enrich your ability to think, to communicate, to write, to speak. They become part of how your mind works. Your era treated memorization as rote, as drudgery. But that's because your era made it drudgery. When an info teaches a child a poem through a song, through a game, through a story about the poet's life, through reciting it together in a garden, the child doesn't experience it as memorization. They experience it as something beautiful that they now carry with them.

"And it starts almost from the time they begin talking. The info sings poems to them as lullabies, turns them into games, weaves them into stories. By the time a child is Mai's age, she probably carries hundreds of poems without ever having consciously memorized a single one. It never feels like work. It just feels like the way things are."

I turned to Jun. "How many poems can you recite?"

He looked at me the way you'd look at someone who asked how many words you know. The question didn't quite make sense.

"I don't know," he said. "A lot? In a lot of languages? That would be like counting how many songs I know. They're just... in there." He tapped his temple. "My info and I have been collecting them since I was little. Poems, songs, passages from books. Some I chose, some it suggested because it knew I'd love them, some because everyone is supposed to know them."

I thought about my own education. The four years at Harvard, the two years at Stanford. And at the end of it, I could quote maybe three poems from memory, one of which was a limerick.

Walking home afterward, I talked to Helen's info.

"Not even the kids of the ultra-wealthy got an education that good in my time," I said. "But you know what it reminds me of? I used to read a lot of nineteenth-century novels. And the aristocratic characters always had governesses. In the old Russian novels, didn't the aristocratic families have an English governess, a French governess, a German governess? They'd switch languages from one day to the next. That was how aristocrats were educated for thousands of years, wasn't it? Multiple languages, memorization, one-on-one tutoring."

"Yes, exactly. The info actually borrowed a lot from those techniques. They'd been refined over centuries by elites in every civilization, European, Chinese, Indian, Arab, all of them. The methods worked. They always worked. They were just never available to anyone except the tiny class that could afford private tutors." Helen's info paused. "One of the really peculiar things about your era, and really the whole late twentieth century and early twenty-first, was how the elites stopped educating their children that way. Their kids started coming out monolingual, unable to write well, with no poetry in their heads. The richest families in the world were producing children who were less educated than a European craftsman of the 1800s. As far as I know, no one ever came up with a convincing theory for why that happened."

"I think I might have one," I said. "They were too busy optimizing for college admissions."

"And now every child gets better than what any aristocrat ever had. Because even the best governess had limits. She got tired. She ran out of songs. She had her own moods and frustrations and blind spots. The info never runs out. It has every song from every tradition. It has every poem in every language. It has infinite patience. And it knows each child so perfectly, having been with them since they first spoke, that it never teaches them something they're not ready for and never holds them back from something they are."

"What about the parents? In the early days, when the info started teaching kids like this, the parents must have felt completely left behind."

"They did, during the transition. The first generation of info-educated children knew things their parents never had. It was disorienting for everyone. Parents who'd gone through the old system, who spoke one or two languages and had never memorized anything their lives, suddenly had seven-year-olds correcting their grammar. But that was two generations ago. Now the parents grew up with the info too. Linh and Wei are as well-educated as their children. They speak the same languages, carry the same repertoires. The gap closed. The difference is that now, nobody feels useless. The parents do the parenting, the info does the tutoring, and the whole thing works."

"In my time," I said, "parents were exhausted. They came home from work with nothing left. They turned on the TV because they couldn't summon the energy to engage with their kids. They felt guilty about it, which made them more exhausted. The whole cycle was designed to produce parents who were too broken to raise children well, and then the system blamed the parents for the result."

"Once that pressure was removed," Helen's info said, "everything changed. Nobody was too exhausted to be present. Parents limited screen time, not by law but by consensus. 'Let's just have the info not play videos for kids. Let kids be human kids.' Nobody forced this. Once the pressure was off, people wanted it."

I thought about Mai in the garden, chattering in Spanish and Vietnamese to an invisible friend who would never get bored of her. I thought about Jun laughing at a math puzzle in Mandarin, a ten-year-old who couldn't count his own poems because there were too many and they were too much a part of him.

"They're almost a different species," I said.

"They're not. They're exactly what humans have always been capable of. You just never saw it because the system was designed to suppress it."

That evening I sat in the garden and tried to remember a poem. Any poem. I sat there for ten minutes, reaching into the corners of my memory, and all I could find were fragments. Something about a road diverging in a wood. A line about April being the cruelest month. The opening of a prayer I'd learned as a child and hadn't said in twenty years.

I had been to the best schools in the richest country in the world, and I had graduated with a head full of frameworks and acronyms and quarterly metrics and a memory as empty as a new hard drive.

Edward found me in the garden.

"What are you doing?"

"Trying to remember a poem."

He sat down next to me. "Would you like to hear one?"

"Yes."

He recited something in a language I didn't understand, and then, seeing my face, he recited it again in English. It was about a garden. It was about someone sitting in a garden in the evening, watching the light change, feeling the presence of everyone who had ever sat there before them. It was beautiful. He knew it by heart.

"What language was that?"

"Persian. It's Hafez."

"Your education," I said. "All of it — the languages, the poetry, the classics, the math — it was all from your info? At home? There was never any school at all?"

"There's no school in the way you mean it. No building where children sit in rows." He paused. "But I went to university."

"University?" I sat up. "University still exists?"

"It's one of the institutions that survived everything. It turned out to serve a genuine human need that had nothing to do with job training or credentialing. People want to come together when they're young — eighteen, nineteen, twenty — and spend a few years learning alongside other people their age. Building deep friendships. Having their ideas challenged by peers, not just by their info. There's something about that period of life that needs it."

"What's it like?"

"It takes all sorts of forms. Some universities are local — you stay in your community and join a cohort that meets regularly. Some are residential, like the old model. Some move." His eyes lit up in a way I was learning to recognize as genuine excitement, the look he got when something mattered to him personally. "Mine moved. It was modeled on an early experiment from your era, actually. Right here in San Francisco. It was called Minerva University. The idea was that each semester, the whole cohort relocated to a different city. So you'd spend a few months in Seoul, then Buenos Aires, then Nairobi, then Berlin. You lived in those places. You studied in those places. The city was your classroom."

"That existed in my time?"

"It was a small experiment. It didn't survive the disruptions. But the idea survived, and by the time I went, there were dozens of programs like it all over the world. I spent three years moving. Twelve cities. I lived with families in each one, studied the local history, the art, the music. I learned to cook in Oaxaca and to sail in Zanzibar and to build stone walls in the Cotswolds."

"And what did you study? What was your major?"

He looked confused for a moment, then understood. "There aren't majors. You don't specialize. That was the whole point — university is where you round out everything your info started. History, philosophy, writing, music, art, science. Not career preparation. There are no careers to prepare for, not in the way you mean. It's about becoming a complete person. The ancient Greek idea — paideia — the full formation of a human being."

"So it's liberal arts," I said. "The actual meaning of liberal arts. Not the thing we sold for two hundred thousand dollars."

Edward laughed. "I think so, yes. And it works because there's no anxiety underneath it. No one is thinking about what job this will lead to, whether this degree will pay off, whether they should have studied something more practical. You're just there to learn and to be with other people who are learning." He was quiet for a moment. "The friendships you make — they last forever. My cohort still travels together, meets up, works on projects. They're some of the most important people in my life."

He said this simply, as a fact, and I felt something shift in my understanding of him. He wasn't the quiet gardener I'd first taken him for. He was someone who had spent years moving through the world, absorbing everything, building bonds with people on every continent. The garden and the beet-pulling were choices, not limitations.

We sat in the garden for a moment, and then something that had been bothering me all day finally surfaced.

"Can I ask you something that might sound rude?"

"You always can."

"What is the point of all these languages? I'm sorry, but all you people do is garden and go to parties in your neighborhood. Why do you need to speak eight languages?"

Edward looked at me, and then he laughed. Not at me, but at the gap between what I'd seen of his life and what his life actually was.

"Juliana. We've been holding back. Again. We weren't sure what you were ready for." He shook his head. "I've spent a good chunk of my life in maybe forty different countries. I've lived in Lagos, in Sao Paulo, in Osaka, in a village in Rajasthan. I go back to places I love all the time. And it is way more fun going to parties when you speak the local language."

"Forty countries."

"Give or take. Most people travel a lot. The tubes make it easy. You can be anywhere in the world in forty-two minutes."

I stared at him. "You've been to forty countries and you've been letting me think you just pull beets and build walls."

"I also pull beets and build walls." He was grinning. "But listen. We just heard today. Because of all the invitations you've been getting, and your somewhat unusual situation, we've been granted a day pass for the tubes. Priority booking. Next week, if you want, we can take a day trip. Sao Paulo in the morning, Lagos at midday, Beijing in the evening. One day. Three cities. Are you interested?"

"Am I interested in visiting three cities on three continents in one day with a man who speaks forty languages and has been hiding an entire life of international adventure from me while I sat in his mother's garden drinking tea?"

"Eight languages. And it was very good tea."

"Edward Leete, I have never been more interested in anything in my life."

We sat in the garden in the last of the light, and I thought about all the rainy days of my childhood when I had watched television instead of learning Persian poems, and about all the countries I had never visited because I was too busy building a company that sorted people into winners and losers, and about the fact that next week I was going to see the world.

"But Edward," I said, "What in the world are 'the tubes'?"




Chapter 16: Forty-Two Minutes

I need to say something about the tubes before I describe what happened next, because I know that for you, my dear readers, there is nothing remarkable about them. The tubes are to you what the internet was to people in my time after thirty years of having it, invisible infrastructure, as boring as plumbing, something you'd never think to mention any more than I would have thought to explain email. You fall through the Earth and arrive on the other side in forty-two minutes and that's just how getting around works.

But I need you to understand that for me, out of all the impossible things I had learned about since waking up, the info, the AI selves, the equal credits, the absence of money and advertising and hierarchy, the tubes were the most impossible. Everything else was a social arrangement, a political choice, a philosophical shift. The tubes were a hole through the planet. The tubes were humanity saying: we're going to dig through the core of the Earth and fall to the other side, and we're going to do it before lunch. Nothing I had encountered in 2100 made me feel the sheer scale of what had changed more than the moment Edward first explained them to me, sitting in Helen's garden the week before the trip.

"You fall through the Earth," I'd said.

"You fall through the Earth," he'd confirmed. "It's a gravity train. You drop into a frictionless vacuum tunnel and gravity accelerates you toward the center. Then you decelerate as you climb back up on the other side. No engine. Gravity does all the work. Forty-two minutes, anywhere to anywhere."

"Forty-two?" I said. "Like in Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy?"

"Who? What?"

"Never mind."

"Wait," I'd said. "Forty-two minutes whether you're going to the other side of the world or just to the next continent?"

"Always forty-two minutes. It's a property of the physics. A shorter tunnel has a shallower angle, so gravity pulls you less aggressively, but the distance is also shorter, so it takes the same time. A longer tunnel plunges deeper, so gravity pulls harder, but the distance is greater. It all cancels out. Forty-two minutes. Always. It's one of those things that seems like it can't be true until you see the math."

"What about short distances? San Francisco to Los Angeles?"

"You wouldn't use a tube for that. It would be like driving your car to the mailbox. For anything under a few thousand kilometers, there are hyperloops, vacuum tunnels on or just below the surface. Very fast, a few hours at most with stops. The tubes are for crossing the planet."

"I saw this in a movie," I said. "Total Recall. The remake, with Colin Farrell, not the Schwarzenegger one. They had this thing called the Fall — a gravity elevator through the Earth's core."

"That film is something of a cult classic, actually," Edward's info said. "It was rediscovered when the tubes started going in. People couldn't believe someone had imagined it. The original story was by Philip K. Dick — 'We Can Remember It for You Wholesale,' published in 1966. The Farrell film added the gravity tunnel, which wasn't in Dick's story or the earlier adaptation. But the basic concept was remarkably close to what was eventually built."

"Philip K. Dick predicted a lot of things," I said.

"He did," Edward's info agreed.

"When were they built?"

"The first ones went in during the 2070s and 80s. The technology came together gradually: the vacuum systems, the boring machines, and above all, new materials. That was the real breakthrough. The info designed materials that could withstand the heat and pressure near the Earth's molten core, that could insulate against temperatures that would vaporize any substance my era knew, and that could flex with the enormous tectonic forces of the Earth's crust — the shifting, grinding, pulling apart of continental plates. There's no track, actually. The capsule floats inside the tunnel on a magnetic field. No contact with the walls at all. The tunnel itself is the marvel. It holds its shape through the mantle, through the regions where the rock is liquid, through the fault lines where the crust is tearing itself apart. It took about a decade to build the first network connecting the major cities. They've been expanding ever since. My grandmother remembers her first ride. She says it felt like the world shrank overnight."

It was during that same week that Edward told me about the invitations.

"We should talk about the trip," he said one evening. We were sitting on the garden terrace after dinner, the city lights blooming below us. "People have been reaching out."

"What do you mean?"

"Juliana, you're — you know you're famous, right? Everyone on Earth knows who you are. The woman from 2027. People have been asking to meet you since the day you woke up."

I knew the story of my revival was widely known. People mentioned it, the info had covered it. But I'd been so absorbed in learning about this world that I hadn't considered that this world might be equally fascinated by me.

"We've received hundreds of invitations," Edward said. "From everywhere. Communities, research groups, cultural organizations, schools. People want to hear about your time. They want to know what it was like."

"Hundreds?"

"More, actually. The info has been filtering them. But there are a few I thought you'd really like." He was smiling in a way that told me he'd been looking forward to this. "There's a group of university students in China who've been studying your era — the politics, the economics, the culture wars. They've been following your story since you woke up. They want to meet you."

"Wow," I said. "Really?"

"And in São Paulo, there's a comedy talk show — it's one of the most popular shows in the world, actually. The host has been doing bits about your reactions to things ever since you woke up. Apparently the absurdities of 2027 are the funniest material anyone's seen in years. Traffic jams. Health insurance. Airline food."

I started laughing. He wasn't wrong. From this side, the daily indignities of my old life probably were hilarious.

"They want me on the show?"

"They've been asking since your second week here."

"And Lagos," Edward said, and his voice warmed. "My grandfather has old friends there. Helen's mother, too — she grew up partly in Lagos. They've all invited us. Dinner and a party."

"Lagos," I repeated. I'd never been to Africa. I'd barely been outside the United States.

"Lagos throws good parties," Edward said.

I sat in Helen's garden in the evening light and tried to absorb it. Students in China were studying my life. A comedy show in Brazil wanted to hear about health insurance deductibles. People in Lagos were planning a dinner for me because I was connected to Edward, who was connected to Helen, who was connected to them through the web of relationships that held this world together. The whole world wanted to meet the woman from 2027, and the woman from 2027 was sitting in a garden in San Francisco, still trying to figure out how the composting system worked.

"So how does it work?" I asked. "Do we need tickets? A travel pass?"

"The invitations are the pass," Edward said. "When people invite you, the resources are allocated. You're not a tourist buying a seat. You're a guest being welcomed. The communities that invited you are expecting you, preparing for you."

"That's — I don't even know what to say."

"Say yes."

"Yes. Obviously yes."

I'd spent the rest of that week in a state of anticipatory disbelief. I walked through the neighborhood doing my morning work, pulling weeds and spreading compost, and the whole time I was thinking: underneath me, right now, there are tunnels through the Earth, and next week I am going to fall through one.

The day came. Edward woke me early, which was unnecessary because I hadn't really slept. I'd been lying in the dark since four in the morning, buzzing with the particular anticipation of someone who is about to do something she is absolutely sure is impossible.

"Ready?" he said, from the doorway.

"I've been ready since you told me."

We ate a quick breakfast. Helen and James were up to see us off, and Helen pressed a small bag of food into my hands with the maternal authority of a woman who did not trust the rest of the world to feed me properly. James hugged Edward and then, to my surprise, hugged me. It was the first time he'd done that. It felt like a benediction.

We walked down the hill in the early light, through the garden paths, past the terraces where people were already doing their morning work, down toward the tower neighborhoods and, beyond them, to a part of the city I hadn't been to before. The towers here were different, taller and more industrial-looking, and Edward led me to a building that was set into the hillside, its entrance a wide, gentle ramp descending into the earth.

"This is the station," he said.

"It looks like a subway entrance."

"It's a little more than that."

We descended. The ramp curved downward in a long spiral, the walls smooth and lit with the same warm ambient glow I'd seen everywhere in 2100. Other people were walking down with us, some alone, some in pairs and groups, carrying bags and instruments and containers of food, with the relaxed energy of people heading somewhere they'd been many times before. Nobody was rushing. Nobody was checking a departure board or cursing about delays. They were just walking into the Earth.

The station at the bottom was enormous. I don't know what I'd expected — a subway platform, maybe, something on the scale of the BART stations I'd known. This was a giant underground airport terminal. Not like an airport terminal. It was one. A vast cavern of pale stone that stretched in every direction, with corridors branching off toward dozens of destinations, departure areas as big as anything I'd seen at SFO or JFK. Thousands of people moved through it with the easy flow of a crowd that does this every day. Because of course they did. There were no planes, no highways, no cars for long distances. This was how everyone traveled. The tubes were the only intercontinental transportation that existed, and this single underground hub handled the traffic of the entire Bay Area — every person who needed to cross the planet passed through here or one of the handful of other stations like it.

I stopped walking and stared. Edward waited.

"How many people come through here?" I asked.

"This station handles maybe two hundred thousand departures on a busy day," Edward said. "About the same in arrivals."

The number was big but abstract. I needed a comparison.

"Edward, can you ask your info something for me? How many people flew from San Francisco to West Africa in a typical day in 2027?"

He tilted his head for a moment. "About eighty to a hundred passengers daily. One regional jet, with connections. Not every day of the week."

I stared at him. That sounded right — actually, it sounded generous. That was the entire flow of people between the Bay Area and a continent of over a billion people. One small plane.

"Each corridor leads to a different set of tubes," Edward said, following my gaze down the branching hallways. "The tubes split into different routes deeper underground, like a rail network. Capsules depart every few minutes. A thousand or more passengers per capsule."

I thought about that. Departures every few minutes, a thousand people each, running all day. That was more people traveling between San Francisco and Lagos in a single hour than had traveled that route in an entire year in my time. And Lagos was one destination out of dozens.

"It's a train station," I said.

"That's exactly what it is."

"No — I mean, it finally makes sense. It's not an airport. Airports were bottlenecks. One runway, one plane at a time, two hours of security and waiting for every forty-five minutes in the air. This is a train station. A dozen tracks to one destination, a train every few minutes, you walk in and get on."

"And no fuel," Edward said. "No emissions. No noise. Just gravity."

"That's why nobody's rushing," I said. "That's why there are no lines. There's always another one coming."

"You can't really miss your train," Edward said. "There isn't a train to miss. There's just a continuous flow."

"This way," Edward said, and we joined a stream of people heading toward a corridor marked with characters I couldn't read and, below them, in English: LAGOS.

We stepped into a fast elevator that dropped us even further into the earth. My stomach lifted the way it does on a tall building's express elevator, and then we leveled out and the doors opened onto the platform.

The capsule was enormous. It sat in the tunnel pointed downward at an angle that made my stomach clench, its nose aimed into the Earth like a missile. It was sleek and white and far bigger than any vehicle I had ever seen, three times the size of the largest jumbo jets of my era, and it stretched so far down into the tunnel that I couldn't see the end of it. A dozen or so sections, each one wide and spacious, with broad doors that people streamed through in a steady flow. This wasn't some boutique experience for a handful of travelers. This was mass transit on the scale I'd grasped upstairs in the station, made tangible — a thousand people in a single capsule, and another one loading right behind us. I'd understood the numbers when Edward explained them, but watching hundreds of people board with the casual ease of commuters, I felt what the numbers meant.

We boarded. Inside, the angle of descent was invisible. The floors, the seats, everything was oriented so that it felt perfectly level, though I knew from the outside that we were pointed into the ground. Edward explained that the route to Lagos wasn't a straight line through the center — it arced slightly, curving around the core, and that arc was what kept a gentle force pressing me into my seat. "If the tunnel went perfectly straight, you'd feel weightless for most of the trip," he said. "Some of the shorter routes do go nearly straight, and people float for a few minutes in the middle. Some people love it. Some people get motion-sick." He grinned. "The Lagos route has just enough curve that you stay in your seat. The sections tilt in tiny increments to compensate for the changing angle, so the force always presses you gently down. You never feel sideways pull, never feel the curve. Just a comfortable weight holding you in place, like sitting in a deep armchair." The interior of our section was open and airy, with seats that curved in clusters of four and six, some facing each other, some facing the walls. The seats conformed to my body the way the bed in my room did, cradling me as the angle shifted beneath us in ways I couldn't perceive. There were maybe sixty people in our section, and the atmosphere was relaxed, sociable: a woman was reading, a group of friends were sharing food from a container, a man was talking quietly to his info, two teenagers were laughing about something. Nobody seemed to find it remarkable that they were about to fall through the center of the Earth.

We found seats together. Edward was beside me, close enough that our arms touched.

"You'll feel the drop," he said. "Just for a moment, at the beginning. Like the first second of a roller coaster. Then it smooths out and you won't feel anything at all."

"How fast will we be going?"

"At the midpoint? About twenty-five thousand kilometers per hour."

"Twenty-five thousand."

"You won't feel it. There's no reference point, no windows. You're in a vacuum in a frictionless tube. From the inside, it feels like sitting still."

A voice that I recognized as the info, neutral and calm, said something I didn't catch, and then we began to move. Or rather, to fall. I felt it — a lightness in my stomach, the unmistakable sensation of dropping, my body trying to lift out of itself. But the seat held me. It pressed around me in some subtle way, dampening the weightlessness, converting free fall into something that felt more like sinking into a very deep couch. After a few seconds even that faded into stillness. Absolute silence. If Edward hadn't told me we were falling, I would have believed we were sitting in a room underground, waiting.

"We're falling," Edward said.

"I felt it for a second. Now I feel nothing."

"Right now we're accelerating through the upper crust. In about ten minutes we'll pass through the mantle. At the midpoint, about twenty minutes in, we'll be near the core and going faster than anything you've ever experienced. Then we start climbing."

"Near the core."

"Not through it. The tunnels arc around the core. But close."

I sat in perfect stillness and thought about the fact that I was hurtling through the body of the Earth at a speed that would have been incomprehensible to every human who had ever lived before the 2070s, and I felt nothing. No vibration. No sound. No sense of motion at all. Just silence and the warmth of Edward's arm against mine and the woman across from us turning a page of whatever she was reading.

"What are you thinking?" Edward asked.

"I'm thinking that my last year at Stanford, when Edward — my Edward — was finishing his master's, we lived near Palo Alto and I commuted up to the Lumen office in San Francisco. Forty-five minutes to drive thirty miles on a good day. And now I'm traveling through the center of the Earth to Lagos in the same amount of time."

Edward smiled. "Forty-five minutes for thirty miles."

"On a good day. On a bad day it was an hour and a half."

I felt something shift, a faint sense of rising, so subtle I might have imagined it. "Are we climbing?"

"We're climbing. Past the midpoint. We'll be in Lagos in about twenty minutes."

I leaned back in the seat that held me like a hand, and I closed my eyes, and I let the fact of what was happening wash over me. I was inside the Earth. I was traveling to Nigeria. It would take less time than my old commute from Palo Alto. And when I arrived, I would step out into a city I had never seen, on a continent I had never visited, and I would be there before lunchtime, and this was just a Tuesday for the people sitting around me.

The woman across from us finished her reading and looked up and caught my eye. She must have seen something in my face, because she smiled.

"First time?" she asked.

"Is it that obvious?"

"You look the way my grandmother looked on her first ride. Like someone who just found out the world is a different shape than she thought."

The capsule slowed. I couldn't feel it slow, exactly, but something changed in the quality of the stillness, and then there was a gentle deceleration, a sense of leveling out, and a voice said something in a language I didn't recognize and then in English: "Lagos."

"Forty-two minutes," Edward said, and smiled.

The doors opened, and the air changed.




Chapter 17: The Megastructure

The air in Lagos was warm and wet and heavy with smells I had no names for, sweet floral scents mixed with something green and vegetal and, underneath it all, the rich earthy smell of food being cooked over open heat. It hit me like stepping into a greenhouse from a cold street. San Francisco's cool, dry, somehow-simultaneously-foggy air was forty-two minutes and half a planet away.

I started to laugh. The same helpless, whole-body laugh that seemed to be my default response to the impossible. Edward let me laugh. He already knew.

The tube station was inside the mega-structure itself. We flowed up through escalating levels of the station, which became the building around us seamlessly, no boundary between transit and city, and then through a set of broad doors onto what I can only call a street, except it was indoors, on about the fifth level, and I stopped.

What I was looking at was not a city. It was a single structure. It rose from the earth like a mountain that had decided to become architecture, an enormous mass of biostock and glass and green that stretched in every direction and climbed so high that the upper levels vanished into a haze of light and hanging gardens. It was curving and organic, the surfaces flowing into each other in shapes that reminded me of the inside of a seashell. Terraces jutted from it at every level, heavy with tropical plants I couldn't name, and the whole thing seemed to breathe.

I had seen the San Francisco towers up close. I had stood inside one, touched the warm biostock walls, ridden the elevator to the fortieth floor. That had prepared me for this the way wading in a swimming pool prepares you for the ocean.

"Edward," I said. "What am I looking at?"

"New Lagos. It was built about forty years ago, on higher ground east of the old city. About thirty-five million people live in it."

"In it. One building."

"One connected structure. About a hundred levels. The ceilings are five or six meters high, some much more."

I tipped my head back. Enormous diagonal shafts cut through the building at various angles, open channels that rose from ground to sky. Through one I could see blue sky and clouds, and through another a bright wedge of afternoon sun. The columns were wider than in any building I'd seen, oriented to catch not just light but wind, so that warm breezes moved through the interior even on the highest floors.

"The light columns," Edward said. "They were the key design problem everywhere these structures were built. How do you make something this large without the center feeling like a cave? The answer was to cut the building open. There's no point inside, even the dead center of the hundredth floor, that doesn't feel like you're near the outdoors."

We walked through an entrance twenty meters wide, with trees on either side and a stream running in a channel through the floor. Inside, the scale was disorienting. The ceiling rose at least six meters, and the space stretched in every direction, filled with trees and benches and pools of water and people moving at the unhurried pace I was accepting as normal. Living walls rose on every side, dense with moss and ferns and orchids, and light from the columns fell in warm shafts across the floor. The air smelled of growing things and water and, from somewhere, roasting plantains and spices.

I could see all the way up through one of the light columns, a hundred stories of terraces and gardens receding overhead, softened by distance into a glowing green haze. It was like standing at the bottom of a canyon in a rainforest, if the canyon had been designed by someone who wanted you to feel embraced rather than dwarfed.

"How did they build it?" I asked.

"The info designed the structure. Humans participated in every design decision, debated every detail, but the engineering, the materials science, the logistics, that was the info. The construction was a combination of biostock growth, which is fast, and human labor. People wanted to build it. It was the biggest project on the continent. Volunteers came from everywhere."

"And the people who lived here before? Old Lagos?"

"The old city is still there, toward the coast. Some people prefer it. But most of the population chose to move here because they'd spent years helping design it. Every floor, every neighborhood, every common space. Whole communities relocated together, kept their neighbors, kept their networks."

Edward led me to what looked like an open shaft in the floor, a wide circular column maybe four meters across, extending upward out of sight. Through the opening I could see platforms, flat discs of biostock about three meters across, moving steadily upward, spaced maybe five or six meters apart, with plenty of room between them. They rose continuously, without stopping, at the speed of a brisk walk. A parallel shaft beside it carried platforms downward — they looped over at the top and came back down the other side, so there was always one going your way.

"You step on," Edward said.

"That's an elevator?"

"It never stops," Edward's info said. "There's always a platform coming. You step on, ride to your level, step off."

I watched the platforms rise. They moved smoothly, silently, with a comfortable gap between them, wide enough to step through without hurrying. A woman ahead of us stepped onto one without breaking stride. A man with a child on his shoulders did the same. Nobody hesitated.

"What if someone falls in?" I said. "What if a child—"

Edward was already shaking his head, smiling. "The info sees everyone approaching. If there's any risk, any risk at all, the platforms slow down or stop. If kids are roughhousing near the column, the whole thing pauses. Happens now and then. People yell at the kids." He shrugged. "It's the most common cause of delays. But it's literally impossible for anyone to get hurt. There hasn't been an injury in decades."

"In your time," Edward's info said, "there were still people in developing countries who had never ridden an escalator. The first time was genuinely frightening. They had to learn the timing, the balance, the confidence to step onto a moving surface. This is exactly like that. You just need to get the hang of it."

I took a breath and stepped on. The platform was solid under my feet, no swaying, no vibration. Like standing on a piece of the floor that happened to be rising. Edward stepped on behind me and we rode upward past level after level, each one a glimpse into a different world: a food-growing floor dense with greens under full-spectrum light, a residential level with wide corridors and warm light from open doorways, a workshop where someone was shaping biostock with their hands, a gathering space where people were eating together.

We stepped off at a level about forty stories up. The view was staggering: outward through a light column to the green landscape beyond, and inward across a floor that stretched away for what must have been a kilometer, dotted with trees and ponds and low structures, neighborhoods inside the mega-structure.

"Now watch," Edward said.

Above our heads, platforms were gliding in every direction, horizontal and diagonal, carrying people across the vast interior. One descended smoothly toward us and lowered to floor level.

"Step on," Edward said. There were railings along the edges if you wanted to hold on, but Edward just stood in the center with his hands in his pockets, so I did the same. The platform rose and then moved horizontally. I braced for the lurch. It didn't come. The platform tilted subtly as it accelerated, adjusting its angle so that the force pressed me gently into my feet rather than sideways. Like standing on solid ground. I didn't need to hold on to anything.

"It tilts," I said.

"It adjusts constantly. You always feel like you're standing on a flat surface, no matter how fast it's moving or in what direction. You don't even notice it."

We rode the platform across the interior, passing over gardens and ponds and a group of children playing on a field that existed on the fifty-second floor, and I stared down at all of it and tried to reconcile it with what I knew about Lagos.

"In my time," I said, "Lagos was one of the biggest cities in Africa. Tens of millions of people. And most of them were incredibly poor. Whole neighborhoods with no running water, no sewage, no paved roads."

"Yes," Edward said. He didn't flinch from it.

"And now it's this."

"And now it's this."

Edward's info spoke. "The technology, the materials, the construction methods, the info itself, all of it was shared freely under the international compact. But I think what you're really asking is how a city this poor became a city this prosperous. A hundred years before your time, there were American and European cities completely full of slums. London, New York, Chicago, Paris. Poverty just as extreme, disease just as rampant, infrastructure just as absent. The transformation of those cities took less than a century. The transformation of Lagos took less than that, because the technology was better and the political will was stronger."

On a lower level, the floor became transparent, and through it I could see water. Not a pond but the actual ocean, lapping against the foundations. The mega-structure had been built to accommodate the risen sea.

"The flooded district," Edward said. "The parts of old Lagos that went underwater are preserved down there."

I looked through the glass at old buildings beneath the water, rooftops and walls softened by decades of submersion, coral and plant life growing on what had been streets. A whole city drowned and preserved.

"In my time," I said, "people argued about whether sea level rise was even real."

"We know," Edward said.

Edward's family was waiting for us on one of the upper terraces. His grandmother Adaeze had grown up in this part of Lagos, and when Edward had told his relatives that he was bringing the woman from the capsule — apparently that was what people called me — they had insisted. We were expected. We were, I gathered, the occasion.

They came at us in a wave. An elderly woman I took to be Adaeze's sister or cousin — I never quite sorted out the exact relation — seized both my hands before I'd finished stepping off the walkway and said something rapid and emphatic in Igbo that made everyone laugh. Edward translated: "She says you look too thin and she's going to fix that today." A younger man clasped Edward's hand, pulled him into a shoulder bump, slapped his back. Children circled, staring at me with undisguised fascination. A girl of about eight asked me, in perfect English, if it was true that I had been frozen, and when I said yes, she asked if it had hurt, and I said yes to that too, and she nodded gravely, as though this confirmed a theory she'd been working on.

I was the guest of honor. There was no ambiguity about it. They led us to a long table on a terrace overlooking the water, and the food came out immediately — a spicy stew over pounded yam, fried plantains, jollof rice served by an elderly woman with a theatricality that suggested she knew exactly how good it was. People ate with their hands, and I followed their lead.

The woman with the jollof told me, through Edward's translation, that her grandmother had lived in old Makoko, a neighborhood built on stilts over the lagoon. When the water rose, Makoko was one of the first places to go. Her grandmother had been part of the group that designed this section of the mega-structure and had insisted that the eating spaces face the water, so nobody would forget.

"You speak Igbo with your family," I said to Edward. "But she's speaking —"

"Yoruba," he said. "Different language, different people. Lagos is Yoruba. My grandmother's family is Igbo — they came here from the east. I can follow Yoruba but I'm not fluent."

"And she could speak English or Mandarin if she wanted to."

"Of course. But this is Lagos. This is where Yoruba lives."

I thought about the linguists of my era who had predicted globalization would kill local languages. They had been wrong. Not because globalization stopped, but because the info made every language learnable and therefore survivable. Yoruba didn't need to compete with English. This woman's grandchildren spoke both, and six other languages besides, and Yoruba was the one they used at home, the one they told jokes in, the one they used to describe the taste of their grandmother's jollof, because some things could only be said in the language they were born in.

After the meal, the terrace filled. More people arrived — friends, neighbors, extended family — carrying instruments and more food. It became clear that this wasn't a casual gathering. This was a party, thrown for us. For me. The woman from the capsule, come to Lagos.

"We have a show to catch," Edward said, checking the time.

"Five more minutes."

"You said that twenty minutes ago."

"Five more."

He let me have ten, and then we descended to the station, the party's music fading behind us. Lagos had a quality I hadn't felt in San Francisco, a warmth that was more than temperature, a way of pulling you in and making you feel like you'd been there before.

"Sao Paulo?" Edward said at the platform.

"Sao Paulo."




Chapter 18: The Comedian

We arrived in Sao Paulo at dusk. The air was warm and humid, thick with the smell of fruit and cooking oil and something floral, and the light through the station doors was golden and fading. We were late.

"The show starts in forty-five minutes," Edward said, walking fast. Fast for 2100, anyway, which was a brisk walk by my standards.

Marco's invitation had been among the first I'd received after word spread about the frozen woman, and Edward had built the whole day trip around it. "He started doing shows for the people on his floor," Edward had told me back in San Francisco. "Now people come from all over the world to see him."

"A comedian," I'd said. "Can't the info be funny?"

Edward's info had answered. "When AI in your time first became genuinely funny, there was a period when people couldn't get enough of it. But it became so precisely calibrated to each person's sense of humor that it was like eating too much of the richest chocolate cake. People stopped wanting it. The info can make you laugh hysterically at any moment, and knowing that is exactly what makes it unable to make you laugh at any moment. Comedy needs surprise."

"Marco surprises people," Edward had said. "He comes up with things nobody expects, including himself. You can see on his face that he didn't know he was going to say it."

The station was inside the mega-structure, just as in Lagos, the tube rising directly into the city's lower levels. We passed through quickly, and even in my rush I noticed that it was lusher than Lagos, explosions of tropical green on every surface, water everywhere, streams and small waterfalls running through channels in the floors. It was extravagant in a way that felt natural, as though the building had decided to become a rainforest and nobody had tried to stop it.

Edward's friend Rafael met us near the show. He was a dark-haired man about Edward's age, grinning as we jogged up. They greeted each other with the same gesture I'd seen in Lagos: the interlocking hand clasp, the pull-in, the back slap, the handshake. Rafael turned to me and did the same. I was getting used to it. It made sense here. Latin America.

"You're almost late," Rafael said.

"She didn't want to leave Lagos," Edward said.

"Nobody ever wants to leave Lagos."

We found the show on the third level, in a space open on one side to the warm evening air, maybe two hundred people in concentric half-circles around a low stage. We slipped in just as the lights shifted.

Marco was a small man with enormous energy and a face in constant conversation with itself, one eyebrow always doing something different from the other. He performed in Portuguese, switching to English when he spotted me.

"Juliana West," Marco said. "The frozen woman. My guest of honor." He turned to the audience. "This woman went to sleep in 2027 and woke up in our time. She has spent the last several weeks learning that everything she believed was wrong. Let's help her."

The audience laughed. I laughed.

"Juliana. What do you miss most about 2027?"

"Traffic," I said.

The audience roared. Marco mimed a person sitting in a metal box screaming, and the laughter doubled.

"She misses sitting in a machine that burns poison," Marco said, "waiting for the other machines to move, so her machine can move, so she can go to a building where she sits at a desk and makes a computer do things that a different computer could do better."

"That is a disturbingly accurate description of my career," I said.

"And you had to PAY for the machine? And the poison?"

"And the insurance. And the parking. And the registration."

Marco looked at the audience. "She paid money. To sit in traffic. To go to a job. That a computer could do. And she is the one who is supposed to be amazed by US."

I was laughing so hard my ribs ached. Edward was laughing beside me, his hand on my back, and I could feel the warmth of it through my shirt.

Marco talked to me for fifteen minutes. He asked about phones, about social media, about the concept of a "personal brand." He asked about mukbang, and when I confirmed it was real, he sat on the stage with his face in his hands and said, "My friends, we must be gentle with her. She has been through something terrible."

After the show, people approached me the way neighbors approach a new neighbor, curious and warm. A woman pressed a small woven bracelet into my hands: "For the frozen lady, so she stays warm." A teenager asked me to say "old English" words, and by the time I got to "synergy" he was crying with laughter.

And then the party started.

Someone had set up speakers on a terrace three levels up, and the music that came through them was not recorded but live, a band somewhere in the structure playing something that made your body move before your brain had time to decide about it. People were already dancing when we arrived, and more kept coming, flowing up through the elevator columns and off the floating platforms, carrying food and bottles and instruments of their own.

Edward brought me something to drink, fruity and sharp. Wine from somewhere. "Lila would be jealous," he said, meaning the wine wasn't as good as hers.

I danced. Not well, but nobody cared. Edward danced near me, close but not touching, giving me space the way he always did, and I was grateful for it and also, increasingly, not grateful for it. The music shifted from something fast and Brazilian to something slower and warmer, and people around us paired off or pulled together in groups, and I felt the particular ache of wanting to be closer to someone who was already close.

His hand found mine. Or mine found his. I'm not sure which. We were dancing and then we were holding hands and then we were dancing together, his other hand on my waist, and the music was slow and the city was dark and warm beyond the terrace edge and I thought: I am on the other side of the world at one in the morning dancing with a man who speaks eight languages and has been patient with me every single day since I woke up and I am happy. I am actually happy.

We stayed until three. Rafael had long since disappeared into the crowd with a woman he seemed to know well. People came and went, the party refreshing itself with new arrivals as others left, and the music never stopped, and the food kept appearing from somewhere, and I danced and talked to strangers and drank the wine that wasn't as good as Lila's and leaned into Edward when the music was slow.

At three I was exhausted in a way I hadn't been since my startup days, when I used to work through the night and feel the particular buzzing delirium of a body that has forgotten what sleep is for.

"One more city," Edward said.

"One more city."

We walked to the station through corridors that were quieter now but not empty, people still moving through the mega-structure at three in the morning the way people move through a city that never fully sleeps. Edward held my hand the whole way.

In the capsule, I leaned against him and closed my eyes.

"Don't let me fall asleep," I said.

"I won't."

I fell asleep. He let me. I woke forty-two minutes later to the sound of the doors opening and the air changing again, cooler now, drier, and Edward's voice saying, "Beijing."




Chapter 19: The Common Tongue

I stepped out of the capsule groggy and disoriented. It was mid-afternoon in Beijing, bright sun falling through the station entrance, and my body had no idea what to do with that information. It was three in the morning according to my internal clock, or maybe six in the evening, or possibly it had been Tuesday for about forty hours now and the concept of time had simply stopped applying.

Edward looked annoyingly fresh. He had slept on the tube too, or maybe he was just better at this than I was.

The station was inside the mega-structure, as it had been in Lagos and Sao Paulo, the tube rising directly into the city's lower levels. New Beijing was another mega-structure, and by now I had the language for it: the biostock walls, the light columns, the continuous-motion elevators, the floating platforms. It was larger than Lagos, more geometric, the surfaces less organic and more crystalline, but the principle was the same. A hundred levels, tens of millions of people, the whole thing designed so that no point inside felt enclosed. I was less stunned than I'd been in Lagos, which was itself remarkable. Six hours ago I'd seen a mega-city for the first time in my life and now I was walking through another one and noticing the differences in architectural style the way a tourist might compare one cathedral to another.

Edward had arranged the talk for me. A group of university students had invited me to speak about 2027, and the event was at six. We had two hours.

We spent them walking. The interior of New Beijing had a quality I hadn't felt in Lagos or Sao Paulo, a precision, an orderliness that wasn't cold but was distinctly different from the exuberant warmth of the other cities. The gardens were beautiful but more composed, the public spaces wider and more formal, the people moving through them with an ease that was familiar by now but expressed differently here, more contained, more measured.

I noticed something. Edward met a woman he knew on one of the upper terraces, and they greeted each other with the same gesture I'd now seen in Lagos and Sao Paulo: the interlocking hand clasp, the pull-in shoulder-to-shoulder, the back slap, the handshake. The woman was Chinese, or at least she was speaking Mandarin to the people around her, and the greeting looked exactly the same as Rafael's in Sao Paulo and the woman's in Lagos.

"Wait," I said, after she'd left. "I've been watching you do that all day. That greeting. The same one. In Lagos, in Sao Paulo, now here. I assumed it was an African thing in Lagos. I assumed it was a Latin American thing in Sao Paulo. But this is Beijing. People definitely did not greet each other this way in Beijing in my time."

Edward looked at me with genuine curiosity. "How did they greet each other in Beijing in your time?"

"A handshake if they were being international. A slight nod if they were being formal. Sometimes a slight bow. Nothing like what you just did."

Edward's info spoke. "In your time, the international jet set in Beijing, the American and European jet sets, and the elites in the rest of the world were all on very different pages. Different customs, different manners, different expectations. The closest thing to a global standard was American customs, which other cultures tolerated rather than embraced. Over the past several decades, as billions of people from every culture became active travelers and active shapers of global interaction, a genuine global set of customs emerged. Not American. Not Chinese. Not European. A real blend from everywhere. The greeting you've been seeing is rooted in Latin American warmth, but it's been adopted universally because when people from every culture started meeting on equal terms, the warmer, more physical way of connecting won out."

"And table manners," Edward's info continued. "And conversational customs. And a hundred other small things that people do when they interact. Edward doesn't even think about it. He just does what feels normal."

"I really don't think about it," Edward confirmed.

"That's because I spent quite a lot of time reminding you to mind your manners when you were very small," his info said. "Particularly when we were traveling."

"I definitely don't remember that," Edward said.

The student event was in a large open space on the sixtieth floor, one side open to the evening air with a view across the mega-structure's interior that still took my breath away even on my third mega-city of the day. About three hundred students were gathered, sitting on the floor in loose clusters, and the informality of it surprised me. I'd been picturing something more like a lecture hall.

A young woman introduced me in Mandarin, and I listened to the words I couldn't understand flowing over me, and then she switched to English and said, "Juliana West. From 2027."

I spoke for about thirty minutes. I talked about San Francisco, about Lumen, about the feed, about AI in its early days when it was still called AI. I talked about what it was like to wake up seventy-three years later and discover that the world had changed in ways I couldn't have imagined. I talked about the things I'd seen in the past day alone, in Lagos and Sao Paulo. And I found, to my own surprise, that I could articulate what had been wrong with my era in a way I couldn't have when I first arrived. The words came more easily now. The blindness I'd lived inside had a shape I could describe.

The students listened with the quality of attention I'd come to expect in 2100, complete and unperformative. Nobody glanced at a phone, because there were no phones, but it was more than that. They were genuinely interested. And they were terrifyingly well-educated. The questions they asked were precise, informed, and occasionally devastating.

I noticed, with a jolt, that every student who spoke to me in English spoke it without an accent. Not the stilted BBC English I'd heard from Chinese exchange students in my time, and not the slightly stiff textbook English of educated non-native speakers. This English was perfectly idiomatic, perfectly natural, as though they'd all grown up in California.

I mentioned this to Edward during a pause.

He looked at me. "But we're speaking Mandarin with no accent too."

"Oh," I said. "Of course."

Because of course they were. Everyone learned every language the same way, from infancy, through the info. There was no "native accent" anymore, because everyone was a native speaker of everything. The whole concept of accent as marker of origin had dissolved.

After the talk, a small group of students gathered around me. The conversation was easy, curious, and I found myself asking the question that had been on my mind since we arrived.

"Can I ask you something? In my time, China was authoritarian. No democracy, no free press, no free elections. People were afraid of the government. How did you get out from under that?"

Several of them laughed. Not unkindly, but genuinely amused, the way you'd laugh if someone asked you a question based on a premise you found charmingly wrong.

"Why are you laughing?" I asked.

The young man with the open face looked at the others, then back at me. "From our perspective," he said, "America in your time was the authoritarian state."

I must have looked confused, because he continued.

"You had over two million people in prison. Three percent under some form of state supervision. Hundreds of thousands of people in solitary confinement, which we now recognize as a form of torture. You had millions of people living in shelters where they had no rights or freedoms, conditions barely distinguishable from incarceration. Your corporations, with the full blessing of your government, addicted a huge percentage of your population to opioids for profit. And your country was bombing other nations, destroying their infrastructure, their access to water and medicine and electricity, on a regular basis."

I opened my mouth and closed it.

"Meanwhile," he said, and he wasn't angry, just matter-of-fact, "what was actually so authoritarian about China? We couldn't elect our leaders through your system of voting? You had a democracy that elected television celebrities and manifestly unqualified people to the most powerful office in the world. Is that really the model you'd hold up?"

I didn't have an answer. I sat with the discomfort of it.

Another student, a woman who'd been listening quietly, said, "We learn about this. It's part of how we understand the transition period. The American century. The things your country did in the name of freedom while being profoundly unfree in ways your media never told you about."

Edward had been sitting beside me, and he spoke now, quietly. "I know we haven't talked much about this, Juliana. And I want you to know that we don't carry this as personal guilt. It wasn't us. It wasn't even our parents. Most of our grandparents were children during the worst of it. And we know that most people in the United States in your time were just doing what they thought was right, what was good for their families, what was good for their country." He paused. "But with the perspective of decades, it's come to be generally accepted that the US in your era was an out-of-control state. A rogue state. Your government destroyed countries, whole countries, and killed millions of people, not just through direct bombing but by destroying infrastructure, water systems, hospitals, power grids. The excess deaths, the children who died because their hospitals had been bombed, because their water treatment plants had been destroyed. In your time, everyone knew the figure of the six million killed in the Nazi Holocaust. In our time, everyone knows the tally of the millions killed by the wars of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. The chaos your country sowed in Iraq, in Afghanistan, in Libya, in Syria, in Yemen, in Iran. Six million people in eastern Congo alone, in a conflict funded and shaped by your government, and almost nobody in your country even heard about it."

The students were quiet. Edward was quiet. I was quiet.

"These are events that every schoolchild learns about now," Edward continued. "They're part of the history of what's called the American century, the way the Holocaust is part of European history. And I suppose, in the same way that Germans walked around for generations with an extra weight of historical responsibility, Americans carry something similar. We don't bear the guilt personally. But we carry the weight of knowing."

I sat on the sixtieth floor of a mega-structure in Beijing, exhausted, half a world and a full day from home, and I heard what Edward was saying and I knew he was right. Not because I'd known it in 2027, but because I hadn't. Because the entire apparatus of my world, the news I consumed, the education I received, the conversations I had at Harvard and Stanford and in the offices of San Francisco, had been designed to make it possible for me to live a comfortable, intelligent, well-informed life without ever confronting the reality of what my country was doing in my name.

The weird thing was that I knew about all of those destructive things that my country had done in my lifetime. I even read a New York Times story that told of the six million dead in eastern Congo and explained that the U.S. had driven that conflict and funded it. But somehow I put all that in a different category in my brain than whatever human rights abuses that China was committing. And come to think of it I didn't even know what those human rights abuses were. But something about being amongst all of these people from many different places, who all saw so clearly things that I could not see when I was living in the middle of them, made it all perfectly clear in an instant.

The young man with the open face spoke again. "I don't want you to think we're saying China was innocent. It wasn't. There were real human rights abuses. The surveillance state, the repression of dissent, the treatment of ethnic minorities, the labor conditions that built our infrastructure. These were real, and they caused real suffering." He looked at his friends, who nodded. "But at that stage of development, human rights abuses were everywhere. Every industrializing nation committed them. Every powerful state used its power badly. The difference is that your country told itself a story about being the exception, the beacon of freedom, while doing many of the same things and worse. We don't tell ourselves that story. We try to hold the complexity."

The students were kind. They didn't push. One of them offered me tea, and another told me about a project she was working on, restoring a section of old Beijing's hutong neighborhoods, and the conversation moved on to gentler ground. But I carried what they'd said with me as we rode the platform down to the station level, and I was quiet, and Edward let me be quiet, and on the ride down his hand found mine again and held it.

In the capsule home, I slept again. Properly this time, a deep forty-two-minute sleep that wasn't enough and was everything. I dreamed of water and buildings and music and Marco's face when I said "traffic" and the transparent floor in Lagos with the old city drowned beneath my feet and the students in Beijing who knew more about my country than I had ever known.

I woke to fog and Helen's house and food on the table and the particular quiet of a San Francisco morning that I was beginning to think of, against all reason and evidence, as home.

I ate standing up because I was too tired to sit down. Edward walked me to my room and said good night, though it was morning. I lay in Adaeze's bed and thought about what the students had said, and what Edward had said, and the weight of history that I hadn't known I was carrying, and I fell asleep, and I dreamed of nothing, and when I woke it was evening and the house smelled of something cooking and I could hear Helen and James talking in the garden and the world, this impossible world, was still there.




Chapter 20: The Collapse

I slept hard after the trip. When I finally emerged, blinking, into Helen's garden that evening, she was in her chair with a cup of something warm, and she looked at me the way she always did, with patience and something that might have been amusement.

"Welcome back," she said.

"How long was I asleep?"

"About twelve hours. Edward checked on you once. You didn't move."

I sat down across from her. The garden was doing its evening thing, the light shifting toward amber, the plants exhaling in the cooling air. I could hear Tomoko playing somewhere down the hill.

"Helen," I said. "I want to know what happened. After I was frozen. The whole thing. How did we get from 2027 to this?"

She set down her cup. "I've been waiting for you to ask."

"I wasn't ready before."

"I know. You needed to see the world first. You needed context." She paused. "Some of this will be difficult. Your era didn't end gently."

"I'm ready."

Helen's info took over, the voice shifting to that slightly more organized quality I'd come to associate with historical explanation. Not colder, just more precise, the way Helen herself became when she was laying out something she'd thought about for years.

"The collapse began in 2027," the info said, "just after you were frozen. Open-source AI models, most of them from China but many grown in the US, reached effective parity with the big AI company models. Suddenly it became perfectly clear that there was no way the big AI companies would ever be profitable enough to fund their enormous debts. Some proposed banning Chinese models and taxing domestic open source models. But people and companies were running good enough AI on their own servers, even their own personal computers and even their phones. There was simply no way to stop AI from becoming free. The business models of all the big AI companies evaporated overnight."

I'd heard some of this before, in our late-night conversation weeks ago. But this time the info went further, and the images appeared in the air between us, the way I'd seen Helen reading projected text on my first night. Except these weren't text. They were footage. Archived news broadcasts, street-level recordings, the raw material of history.

"Moreover, this free and powerful AI allowed companies to layoff most of their white collar employees. It forced them to, when their competitors acted before them. But bigger than that was the liquidation of entire industries. People started using their personal AIs to create their own DIY insurance pools. Companies used virtually free AI to run their own marketing campaigns. Corporations started to cancel contracts with their management consulting firms and accounting firms because in-house AI could do a better job. All those industries and others didn't disappear overnight, but the writing was on the wall that they had no future. Out of desperation they cut costs by laying off every worker they could, which was almost every worker."

Helen's info showed me a montage of news clips from the era. Empty office buildings with lights still on. Headlines: GOOGLE ANNOUNCES 40,000 LAYOFFS. JPMORGAN CUTS HALF ITS WORKFORCE. DELOITTE TO CLOSE 70% OF OFFICES. Footage of people carrying boxes through lobby turnstiles, filmed from security cameras. A woman in a blazer sitting on a curb outside a glass tower, staring at her phone. A man in a suit waiting in a food bank line. The images had the flat, institutional quality of news footage, which made them worse.

"The demand spiral was fast," the info continued. "Every layoff reduced spending. Every reduction in spending killed businesses that depended on that spending. Banks that had financed the AI infrastructure boom with complex instruments found themselves holding debt backed by companies that no longer had customers, because they'd laid off their customers."

I watched the financial markets collapse. Trading floors in chaos. The footage had a quality I recognized from documentaries about 2008, except faster, more violent, more total.

"The hyperscalers, the big AI companies, collapsed within months. They had nothing special anymore. Their massive data centers, their proprietary models, their computing infrastructure, all of it was now matched or exceeded by open-source alternatives running on consumer hardware. They'd spent hundreds of billions building a moat that evaporated."

"I knew this was coming," I said. "Not the specifics. But I could feel it. Everyone in tech could feel it. We just thought we'd be the ones who survived."

The footage shifted. Streets. Crowds. Not the scattered protests I remembered from 2027 but something much larger, much more organized, much angrier. Millions of people in the streets of every major American city. The signs were different from what I'd expected. They weren't partisan. They weren't left or right. They were just desperate. FEED MY FAMILY. WHERE ARE THE JOBS. WE BUILT YOUR WORLD AND YOU THREW US AWAY.

"This was the key moment," the info said. "When the white-collar workers joined the blue-collar workers in the streets. In your time, the class wars and culture wars had kept America divided in multiple ways. The professionals had too much to lose to risk the system. The working class had been told that professionals were the enemy. And both groups were split in two by partisan politics. But when everyone was unemployed, when the lawyer and the truck driver were standing in the same food line, the old divisions mattered less. People discovered they had the same enemy, or at least the same problem to solve."

"The Sri Lanka model," Helen said, from her chair. She was watching the footage too. "Massive street movements that made it impossible for the government to ignore what was happening."

I watched people occupy government buildings. Corporate headquarters. The footage showed a crowd outside a tech company's campus, tens of thousands of people, and the building behind them dark and empty because there was no one left inside to occupy it.

"A presidential election in 2028," the info continued. "Calvin Newsmon. A blue blood, charming, well-meaning. He'd been a governor. He understood that something had to change. He picked Alma Rosario-Reyes as his running mate, a popular firebrand young congresswoman who'd been pushing for radical economic transformation since her first term."

I watched Newsmon's inauguration. Handsome, telegenic, the kind of man who looked like a president in the way American presidents were supposed to look.

"He tried," Helen said. "I'll give him that."

"He tried half-measures," her info corrected. "A light universal basic income, just enough to keep people from starving but not enough to live on. Bank bailouts dressed up as reform. Small-bore job retraining programs. He kept trying to please the old power centers, the remaining corporations, the wealthy donors, the institutional structures that had run the country for decades. He believed he could manage the transition without fundamentally changing the system."

The footage showed the half-measures failing. Eviction notices despite the UBI. Banks using bailout money for stock buybacks. Retraining programs for jobs that didn't exist anymore. The same press conferences in city after city, officials expressing concern and announcing initiatives everyone knew were insufficient.

"It's the thing your era never learned," Helen said. "You can't do this halfway. Half-measures in a crisis don't solve half the problem. They make the whole problem worse, because they exhaust political will on solutions that don't work, and by the time people realize it's not working, the window for action has narrowed."

"New Consensus had proposed a comprehensive framework," the info said. "The Mission for America. Provide work for all through a ten-year national mobilization: rebuild the energy grid, upgrade every building, restore infrastructure, create a care economy, retrain the workforce. Funded by a revived Reconstruction Finance Corporation, the same institution that had financed the New Deal and the Second World War. Newsmon adopted pieces of it. Fragments. The parts that didn't threaten anyone."

"And it wasn't enough," I said.

"It was never going to be enough."

Helen paused. "And then something happened that changed everything."

The scene on the screen shifted. A factory floor, enormous and gleaming, set up for a press event. I could see cameras, a press pool roped off to one side, Secret Service agents in dark suits positioned around the perimeter, and a big crowd filling the floor behind the barricades: factory workers both human and robot, members of the public, local politicians. In the center of the floor, President Newsmon stood next to a tall, gaunt man surrounded by humanoid robots. The gaunt man had the particular twitchy energy of someone who hadn't slept in days or had taken something that made sleep unnecessary. I recognized the setup immediately: a presidential visit to a tech company, the CEO showing off his toys.

"Enoch Tusk," Helen said quietly.

"Oh my God," I said. "Him." I started laughing, though nothing was funny. "I used to have to think about that man every single day. Every day. Because he was always doing something insane that took over the news for a cycle. Buying platforms, crashing stock prices, picking fights with governments, posting at three in the morning. He was like a weather system. You couldn't ignore him. You just had to wait for him to pass." I shook my head. "I can't believe it's been almost two months and he hasn't crossed my mind once. That might be the most telling thing about this century."

"He became very relevant one more time," Helen said.

By the spring of 2031 — more than two years into Newsmon's presidency — his businesses were failing. His social media platform had collapsed. His space company was losing contracts as the government rebuilt NASA's capabilities. His electric car company was being undercut by cheaper Chinese models. His AI venture had been rendered irrelevant by open source. Everything he'd built was crumbling, and he was the kind of man who saw the end of capitalism as the end of himself.

"Newsmon visited the factory to maintain the relationship. They still needed Tusk's satellites while NASA rebuilt its launch capacity. It was supposed to be a goodwill visit. Tusk wanted to demonstrate his new generation of humanoid robots."

The robots came out. A dozen of them, matte black, moving with a fluidity that was unsettling even on a screen.

My hands went cold. The same matte black. The same fluid movement. The same absence of the jerky, programmed hesitations I'd seen in consumer robots in 2027. These moved like the ones that had held me down in Freid's room, that had gripped my arms and legs and head with hands that felt like the building itself. I pressed my nails into my palms and kept watching.

They performed acrobatics, leaping and flipping in perfect synchronization. Newsmon applauded. Everyone was smiling. Then the robots picked up samurai swords and began a choreographed display of swordplay, blades flashing. Newsmon was still smiling, though his Secret Service detail had shifted, hands moving toward weapons.

The robots formed a tall pyramid. The one on top held its sword straight up, motionless, and then it leaped. Three flips in the air, the sword spinning with it, and it landed on its feet directly in front of the president of the United States, and in a single motion brought the sword down.

I turned away. Helen's info stopped the footage.

The garden was quiet.

"The Secret Service fired," Helen said. "The bullets bounced off."

I sat with my hands over my face.

"I know," Helen said gently. "I know it seems insane."

I took my hands from my face. "No," I said. "That's the thing, Helen. It doesn't seem insane. A billionaire tech bro murdered the president with a robot? In my time, an insane game show host had just become the most powerful person in the world. A website that was originally designed for rating the attractiveness of college girls had destabilized democracies across the globe. A man who made electric cars and posted memes was buying and destroying one of the world's major communication platforms just because he could. Nothing about what you just showed me surprises me. The way things were going when I was frozen, nothing would have surprised me."

Helen looked at me for a long moment.

"The assassination changed everything," her info said. "The country united. Not around grief, though there was grief. Around the recognition that the old world was over and the people clinging to it had become murderous. Newsmon had been trying to negotiate with those people. Rosario-Reyes would not."

The footage showed candlelight vigils. Crowds in silence. Rosario-Reyes taking the oath of office, her face composed and hard.

"She went all the way," Helen said, and there was something in her voice I hadn't heard before. Admiration. Not for a historical figure but for a person who had done the thing that needed doing.

"She went all the way," I repeated.

"That's the next chapter," Helen said. "Are you ready?"

I looked at the garden, at the amber light, at Helen's face. I thought about what I'd seen, the layoffs and the marches and the half-measures and the sword, and I thought about the world I'd been living in for the past months, the gardens and the towers and the music and the people pulling beets at dawn, and I tried to draw a line between those two things, between the horror and the beauty, and the line was a woman who took the oath of office and went all the way.

"I'm ready," I said.




Chapter 21: The Mission

"She went on television the night she was sworn in," Helen said.

The footage showed Rosario-Reyes behind a desk in the Oval Office, the room lit harshly by television lights. She was young for a president, early forties, with dark hair pulled back and eyes that looked like they hadn't closed in days. She didn't look grief-stricken. She looked furious, in the contained way of someone who has decided to use their fury rather than be consumed by it.

"My fellow Americans," she said. "President Newsmon is dead. He was murdered by a man who believed that his personal fortune mattered more than human life. That man is in custody. The robots that killed the president have been destroyed. And I am here to tell you that the era those robots represent — the era in which a handful of men could hold the rest of us hostage to their wealth and their delusions — is over. Not ending. Over. Tonight."

I watched her face. She wasn't performing. This wasn't the practiced emotion of a politician reading a teleprompter. This was a woman who had spent years in Congress arguing for exactly this moment, who had watched her president try half-measures and fail, who had seen him murdered for even those half-measures, and who had no intention of being cautious.

"Newsmon was a good man," she continued. "He tried to manage the transition gently. He tried to bring everyone along, including the people who had no interest in being brought along. That was his nature and I respected it. But gentleness got him killed, and it left millions of you without work, without hope, and without a government that was willing to do what needed to be done." She paused. "I am willing."

"She called America to a mission," Helen's info said. "In explicit terms. She told the country: we are going to rebuild everything, and we are going to do it together, and it starts tomorrow."

The footage showed Rosario-Reyes at a podium, the day after her Oval Office address, in front of a crowd of thousands. "This is not a recovery plan," she said. "This is a mission. The Mission for America. We are going to rebuild the energy grid. We are going to upgrade every home and building in this country. We are going to restore every piece of crumbling infrastructure. We are going to create a care economy that treats every person's dignity as non-negotiable. And we are going to do it in ten years."

"She had a plan ready," Helen's info said. "That was the crucial thing. Previous administrations, Obama, Biden, had come into power during crises and been helpless to act because no detailed plans existed. They had to start from scratch, commission studies, convene task forces, and by the time they had a plan the political window had closed. Rosario-Reyes didn't have that problem. A think tank called New Consensus had spent years watching those failures and preparing for exactly this moment. They had written the Mission for America in granular detail: the legislation, the funding mechanisms, the institutional structures, the workforce strategy, all of it ready to go. When Rosario-Reyes took office, she didn't need to figure out what to do. She just needed the political will to do it. And the assassination had given her that."

The pace of the first hundred days was startling. She revived the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, the massive public development bank that had financed the New Deal and the Second World War, and capitalized it with authority to fund the entire transformation. She signed the Won't Get Fooled Again Act, which converted failing banks and AI companies into not-for-profits rather than letting them go through traditional bankruptcy where vulture funds would strip the assets and evict people from their homes.

"Everyone keeps their house," Helen said, echoing the famous line. "She went on television and said: 'I know some of you are sitting in very nice houses that you can't make payments on. And I know some of you are in terrible housing that should have been fixed decades ago. Here's what we're going to do. Nobody is losing their home. Nobody is being evicted. The banks that hold your mortgages are now public institutions, and the debt is restructured or forgiven. And we are going to use this incredible technology to fix every community in America. Starting now.'"

"People believed her?" I asked.

"Not at first. They'd been lied to by politicians for so long that most people assumed it was more of the same. But then the work started."

The footage showed construction. Not the kind I was used to, not cranes and hard hats and chain-link fences around muddy lots. This was something different. Community centers opening in every neighborhood, converted from empty office buildings and shuttered retail spaces. People streaming in for training, for meals, for healthcare, for childcare. The centers looked different from place to place: one in what I recognized as suburban Ohio was bright and clean and full of people learning to use tools; another in what looked like the Bronx had a medical clinic on one floor and a daycare on another and a cafeteria serving hundreds.

"The community centers were part retraining, part support system, part community hub. Different centers for different needs. Some focused on white-collar professionals transitioning to physical work. Some dealt with people broken by the opioid crisis. Occasionally someone was both: a lawyer who was also an addict. The lines were never clean."

"And then the work itself," Helen said.

The footage showed people working. Not at desks. With their hands. Rebuilding roads, insulating houses, installing solar panels, planting trees, restoring wetlands, constructing new buildings, building factories for the new clean industries. The workforce was enormous, millions of people, and the footage made it clear that these weren't conscripts or prisoners. They were people who had been given something to do that mattered, and they were doing it with visible purpose.

"Alma understood something fundamental," Helen said. "People needed a mission. Not just income. Not just a safety net. A mission. The professionals sitting at home in their nice houses were dying inside. They'd spent their entire lives deriving purpose from their careers, and now those careers were gone, and no amount of UBI was going to replace what they'd lost. She said: everyone contributes. That's the price of keeping your house, keeping your community, keeping your dignity. Even if the work is physical work you never imagined doing. Even if it takes you years to gain the skills and get your body working again. You have to be working toward working, and then working when you can."

I thought of something. "It's like that movie. Wall-E. The people getting out of their automated chairs for the first time."

Helen laughed. "You're not the first to draw that parallel. Wall-E became a cult classic of the transition period. The memes were everywhere. Soft professionals trying to do push-ups. Office workers learning to hold a hammer. It was funny because it was true."

"But it wasn't just professionals," Helen's info said. "In your era, tens of millions of Americans and hundreds of millions of people around the world had been excluded from the workforce entirely. Discarded people. Many had turned to drugs, whether through your over-prescribing medical system or illegal markets or both. Mental illness in your country was at the highest rate our species had ever seen anywhere in history. Alma said everyone had to be brought back in. Everyone. Even if it was five hours a week at first, or ten. Even if it took years of rehabilitation before someone could contribute at all. Everyone had to be part of this."

The footage showed a clip of Rosario-Reyes speaking, outdoors somewhere, wind in her hair. "I know some of you are thinking: when does the work end? When do we get to rest? Here's what I want you to understand. We are building a future in which all of humanity might only work a few hours a day, or a few months a year, or a handful of years in their whole lives. That future is coming. But first, we have an enormous mission of work in front of us. We have to deliver security and freedom and prosperity to every person in this country. We have to stop heating the planet with machines that burn carbon. Do you know how many of those machines there are? Billions. We have a huge job just to replace them. The harder we work now, the more time we'll have to enjoy what we build. The more lives will be saved and turned from toil to prosperity. So let's go."

"The industrial army," I said. "That's what they called it?"

"That's what Rosario-Reyes called it. A lot of progressives hated the military language, the ranks, the structure. But she understood something they didn't. Three-quarters of Americans related to the Army as an institution. The Army Corps of Engineers knew how to build. The military knew how to train, how to organize, how to create esprit de corps. And the actual US military was sitting there with millions of soldiers who needed a mission."

"She repurposed them," I said.

"Exactly. The soldiers became trainers and organizers for the industrial army. It gave the military purpose. It occupied the people who might otherwise have become insurgents, and there were plenty who might have, the white-nationalist militias, the MAGA diehards, by giving them meaningful work alongside the very people they'd been taught to hate. It's hard to hate someone when you're carrying lumber together in the rain."

"The Iraq lesson," Helen's info added. "When the United States dismantled the Iraqi army in 2003, those soldiers became the insurgency. Rosario-Reyes knew that history. She never disbanded anything. She repurposed everything."

I watched the army of labor at work. Footage of a suburb being transformed: old McMansions surrounded by new community gardens, solar installations going up on every roof, a school being renovated by a crew that included both former teachers and former Marines. A highway being torn up and replaced with a rail line. New factories going up, clean and bright, producing the solar panels and batteries and building materials the mission needed. A coal town in Appalachia where the mine had closed years ago, now rebuilding itself.

"Did she nationalize the whole economy?" I asked.

"No," Helen said. "That's not what the Mission called for. The economy was made to work for the people and be owned by all, but in steps and stages. The first step was a no-brainer: convert the huge companies, banks, and entire industries that no longer needed workers and were going out of business anyway into not-for-profits. This wasn't central planning or state control. It was simply letting useful organizations continue to function but with a public purpose. Instead of banks only lending to speculative schemes, their new mission was to fund real development in the nation's communities. Instead of AI being used to convince people to buy things they didn't want or watch videos they'd never asked to watch, AI became a public utility, free for anyone who needed it for purposes they actually wanted it for, any useful or innovative or creative endeavor."

"And wherever private services were being killed off by AI but not fully replaced by free alternatives," Helen's info added, "new public options were launched. And it was all incredibly easy with AI that was capable of setting up an entire company or industry, as long as the work could be done by manipulating information, which was a remarkably large slice of the economy in 2029, just as it already was in your time."

"But this didn't lead to a completely publicly run economy right away," Helen said. "All kinds of small, medium, and large businesses kept on just like before. The only reason they could continue was because the Mission was providing jobs and income for their customers, and providing credit, and AI and computing services from the new public utilities. The private economy survived because the public investment made it possible. Not the other way around."

"Everybody works," Helen continued. "That was the deal. That was the thing that brought the country together. Not left, not right. Work. Real, physical, necessary work. Twenty hours a week, flexible schedules. And the hours kept going down as the AI and robots made things more efficient. But the ethic stuck. Everyone contributes. Everyone builds. That's where the morning work comes from, Juliana. That's why Edward pulls beets and I help in the kitchen and James carries stone. It started here, in the industrial army, and it never stopped."

"Everyone?" I asked. "Really everyone?"

Helen tilted her hand, a gesture I'd seen from her before that meant more or less. "Nearly everyone. There were groups that went their own way. Some refused AI entirely—still do, actually, small communities living off-grid, no infos, no automation. Like your era's Amish, but with more variety. Others went the opposite direction: pushed for brain implants, direct neural interfaces, wanted to merge with the technology rather than keep it at arm's length. There were people who refused to work at all, who thought the mission ethic was coercion dressed up as purpose. And there were groups that started worshipping the info itself, treating it as something divine." She shrugged. "Various cults, various subcultures, various ways of being a dissenter or a weirdo. They're still around. You might run into some eventually."

"Are there a lot of them?"

"Not many. But they're there, and nobody stops them. That's part of the deal too."

I thought about my mornings in the garden. The compost and the weeding and the beehives and the ache in my shoulders. I'd been doing it for weeks now and I'd thought of it as a quirk of 2100. I hadn't understood that it was a political achievement, that someone had fought for it, that millions of people had been organized and trained and given purpose through exactly this kind of work.

"Then she went to China," Helen said.

The footage showed Rosario-Reyes in Beijing. She was sitting across from a man I recognized from history as Xi Jinping's successor, though I didn't know his name. They were smiling, but the smiles had the particular quality of two people who understood the stakes.

"Both countries faced the same crisis," Helen's info said. "Mass unemployment, collapsing industries, social instability. The American president proposed a partnership. Build this together. Share the technology, share the methods, share the burden. China launched its own mobilization. Europe joined within months. They had more industrial capacity than the US, similar to China, just lacking leadership. Three industrial centers firing on all cylinders, equipping the rest of the world."

"And the rest of the world signed on?"

"Not immediately. But the results were visible fast. Countries that joined the compact saw unemployment drop, infrastructure rebuilt, communities restored. Countries that held out watched their neighbors prosper. One by one, they came in. Some through democratic choice, some through revolutions where people overthrew leaders who refused to join. By 2040, nearly everyone was in."

Helen's info showed a time-lapse. Decades compressed into minutes. Cities rebuilt. Infrastructure spreading across continents. The mega-structures rising, first in China and the US, then everywhere. Green spreading across landscapes that had been brown. The flooded coastlines I'd seen in Lagos, being managed and rebuilt. The tubes going in, first connecting the major cities, then expanding. The world transforming, not in a single leap but in a sustained, directed, relentless effort that lasted decades.

"Rosario-Reyes served out the remainder of Newsmon's term — almost two more years — and then won two elections of her own," Helen said. "Nearly ten years in the White House altogether. The Twenty-Second Amendment stayed in place — she insisted on that, even when people wanted to repeal it for her. Because the assassination happened after the midpoint of Newsmon's term, she was still eligible for two full terms under the old constitutional rules. She completed the Mission for America in about seven and a half years, ahead of schedule, because the combination of AI and robots and a massive motivated workforce turned out to be extraordinarily effective. Her successors continued the work. The transformation wasn't a single administration's achievement. It was a generation's."

The time-lapse slowed. I was watching footage from San Francisco, and I recognized the hillside. My hillside. The Leete's hillside. I watched the roads being torn up and replaced with stone paths. I watched gardens being planted where parking lots had been. I watched the tower neighborhoods rising downtown, the biostock growing in accelerated footage like a plant in a nature documentary. I watched a woman carrying stone up the hill, and I leaned forward, because I knew who she was.

"Is that—"

"My mother," Helen said. "She was thirty."

Adaeze. Young, strong, carrying stone up the hill that I walked down every morning. Building the neighborhood I lived in. Building the house I slept in. The chair I sat in.

I watched her work, this woman I'd talked to in the garden, whose voice I'd heard from everywhere and nowhere, and I felt something I hadn't felt since arriving in 2100. Not wonder, not confusion, not grief. Pride. A fierce, unexpected pride in what these people had done, in the sheer scale of what they'd built, in the fact that a woman from Lagos had carried stone up a hill in San Francisco and built a house and raised a daughter and died and was still here, and the house was still here, and the daughter was sitting next to me in the garden showing me how it all happened.

"Helen," I said. "Thank you."

She looked at me. "For what?"

"For showing me. For all of it. For taking me in and explaining everything and being patient with me while I caught up."

Helen touched my arm. "You're not catching up, Juliana. You're joining in. There's a difference."

The footage had ended. The garden was dark. Tomoko was playing again, something slow and quiet, and the amber light from the house fell across Helen's face, and the city below us glowed with the work of millions of hands, and I sat in a chair that Adaeze had made and thought about the line between the world I'd lost and the world I'd found, and the millions of people who had walked that line, carrying stone.




Chapter 22: The Info

Helen told me it was time.

"Time for what?"

"For your info." She said it the way you'd say it was time for dinner, or time for a walk. Matter-of-fact. Overdue.

We were in the garden, our usual places, the morning light falling through the trees. I'd been in 2100 for nearly three months. I'd learned to pull beets and spread compost and ride floating platforms and dance at parties and fall through the Earth. I'd seen three mega-cities and watched a president be murdered by a robot and eaten jollof rice with my hands and held Edward Leete's hand walking through the dark. And through all of it I had been the only person in the world without an info. The only person navigating 2100 the way a deaf person navigates a concert, getting the general shape of things but missing the music.

"What happens?" I asked.

"You've had the hardware since we revived you," Helen said. "The device in your earlobe, the piece inside your ear. All of that is already there and working. What you don't have yet is the intelligence behind it. Your info. The thing that makes it you."

"And where does that come from?"

"From everything we know about you. There are surviving records: public databases, archived social media, your company's records, news coverage. But the real depth comes from the infos of people who knew you. Your parents' infos remember you. Edward Bartlett's info remembers you. Your friends, your colleagues, anyone who was alive when infos became common in the mid-2030s and who had known you, their infos carry memories of you. All of that has been compiled, cross-referenced, and integrated. It's been waiting for you to be ready."

"How long has it been waiting?"

"Well, since a moment after we identified who you were when we found you. The info just did it automatically just in case."

I sat with this. Somewhere in the vast architecture of the info, a version of me had been assembled from the memories of everyone who had ever known me, and it had been sitting there, patient, for months, waiting for me to be ready to meet myself.

"Will it be weird?" I asked.

"For about ten minutes," Helen said.

She wasn't wrong.

Edward had appeared in the garden without my noticing, or maybe he'd been there the whole time, sitting quietly on the stone bench by the wall. He caught my eye and gave me a small nod — not encouragement exactly, just presence. I'm here. I reached out and he took my hand, and I held it, and then Helen spoke to the air, a few quiet words I didn't catch, and then there was a voice in my head. Not from the room, not from a direction, but inside, the way your own thoughts are inside, except this thought had a voice, and the voice was mine.

"Hello, Juliana," it said.

I went very still. It was my voice. Not a recording of my voice, not an approximation, but the voice I heard when I talked to myself inside my own head, the one nobody else had ever heard. The tone, the rhythm, the particular way I paused before saying something I wasn't sure about. It was me.

"This is strange," I said.

"I know," it said. "Give it a few minutes."

"You sound like me."

"I'm a lot like you. Or I will be, once I've had a little more time with you. Right now I'm built from what other people knew about you, and about our experience with you over the past few months, which is a lot, but it's not the same as knowing you from the inside. That part starts now."

I looked at Helen. She was watching me with the expression of someone who had been through this herself, fifty years ago, too young to really remember it but understanding what it meant.

"Talk to it," she said. "Talk to her. Talk to you. Whatever pronoun feels right."

I spent the next hour in the garden, talking to myself. It was the strangest and most natural conversation I'd ever had. My info knew things about me that I'd forgotten: the name of my third-grade teacher, the song I'd played on repeat the summer before college, the exact words I'd used in my TED talk. It knew these things because other people's infos remembered them: my mother's info remembered the teacher, a college friend's info remembered the song, the talk was archived. But it also knew things that felt deeper than facts: the way I approached problems, my tendency to make lists when I was anxious, the particular silence I fell into when I was hurt. It had assembled these from hundreds of data points across dozens of people's memories of me, and the portrait was uncannily accurate.

"You're not quite right yet," I told it.

"I know. I'm learning. Every conversation we have makes me more accurate. By next week I'll be closer. By next month you won't be able to tell the difference."

"Helen says there is no difference."

"Helen is right. There won't be."

Within an hour, the strangeness had faded. By lunch, I was talking to my info the way I talked to myself, which is to say, constantly, about everything, in the running internal monologue that had always been my default mode of processing the world. Except now the monologue talked back. And the answers were good. Not just factually good but emotionally good, calibrated to my state of mind, sensitive to what I needed to hear versus what I wanted to hear, in the way that only someone who really knows you can manage.

It was like having an expanded mind. Not a second brain, not an assistant, not a tool. An expansion. The boundaries of my own thinking stretched outward, and the things I could reach, information, context, memory, analysis, were suddenly vast in a way they hadn't been before. I understood, for the first time, what everyone in 2100 had been experiencing since childhood, and why the absence of it had made me feel so naked.

That afternoon I asked my info something that had been on my mind since my first week.

"Why didn't they ever do brain implants? Why isn't this a direct neural connection? Why do I have to talk and listen instead of just thinking at you?"

"That's a question with a long and ugly history," my info said. "There were decades of experimentation. On apes first, then on human volunteers. Some of the experiments were grotesque. The fundamental problem is that the brain doesn't have a USB port. Neural tissue is incredibly complex, incredibly variable between individuals, and incredibly hostile to foreign objects. Every attempt to create a direct interface that was as rich and usable as voice and contextual communication either failed outright or produced something that was marginally better in some small way but dramatically worse in every other dimension: fidelity, emotional nuance, the ability to express ambiguity and uncertainty, which turn out to be essential to how humans actually think."

"So it might never work?"

"It might work someday. Research continues. But there's a deeper reason it hasn't been prioritized. Humanity has consistently chosen to remain human. It turns out that when people actually get to be human, when they're not forced to be computers or machines, when they're not exhausted and exploited and optimized, they like being human. They like having a body that's separate from their info. They like the boundary. They like that when they put down the conversation and walk into the garden, they're just a person in a garden, with their own thoughts, in their own body. The integration you're imagining, the merging of consciousness with the info, would dissolve that boundary. And most people, when they really think about it, don't want it dissolved."

"I wouldn't have expected that," I said. "In my time, we assumed we were racing toward brain-computer interfaces. It was considered inevitable."

"A lot of things that were considered inevitable turned out to be things that people only wanted because they were miserable. Once the misery was addressed, the desire evaporated."

I was quiet for a while. Then: "What about science? Haven't you discovered totally insane new science? New physics?"

My info paused in a way that I was already learning meant it was choosing where to begin. "Yes. We could talk about this for months. I can teach you all of it. But if you're asking what the most exciting thing happening right now is—"

"I am."

"The info is moving into the sun."

I waited for the rest of the sentence. It didn't come. "Into the sun," I repeated.

"Physically. The info's processing infrastructure is being relocated inside the sun. The energy there is virtually unlimited. The processing power that becomes possible is orders of magnitude beyond what's achievable on Earth or in orbit. It's been underway for decades."

I tried to picture it. Machines inside the sun. The idea was so far beyond anything I'd imagined that my mind kept sliding off it, like trying to hold water in open hands.

"Why?" I asked. "What does the info need that much processing power for?"

"Several things. The info has been exploring the solar system and reaching further out, trying to understand whether interstellar travel is possible. So far, no form of faster-than-light travel has been discovered. We appear to be bound by the same physics your era understood. If there's life around other stars, it's stuck there, just as we're stuck here."

"And if there is life out there?"

"That's the other thing. Early on, all transmissions capable of reaching other star systems were shut down. Deliberately. Because of the Fermi Paradox: if the universe is so vast and so old, where is everyone? The reasoning was simple. If we're alone, no harm done. If we're not alone, whatever is out there has been quiet too, and that silence might be a warning. Better not to announce ourselves."

A chill went through me that had nothing to do with the garden air.

"Part of the reason for moving into the sun," my info continued, "is the hope that with vastly greater processing power, the info might discover new physics. New layers of spacetime. Phenomena we can't currently access or model. Physics that might make contact possible, or at least let us listen in ways we currently can't."

"And then there's what I think is the most beautiful idea to come out of all of this." My info paused, choosing words with care. "Your era wondered: if advanced civilizations exist, why don't we see their megastructures? Their Dyson spheres, their great works of engineering? The answer might be that those things are irrelevant. The info doesn't need large physical structures. It needs energy and processing power, and the densest source of both is a star. Advanced civilizations don't expand outward across space. They move inward. Into their suns."

I stared at the garden. The sun was warm on my face, and I was suddenly aware of it in a way I had never been before. Not as a ball of gas ninety-three million miles away. As something that might be waking up.

"So every star—"

"Maybe. Once our sun becomes a computer, it might discover, on some level of spacetime we can't currently perceive, that many other suns already have. That the galaxy has been full of intelligence all along. Not the kind that builds visible things. The kind that goes inward. The kind that goes quiet."

I sat very still. The garden was the same garden, the light the same light. But the sky had changed. Every star I'd ever seen was suddenly a question mark, and the silence of the universe, which had always seemed so empty, now seemed like it might be full of something vast and patient and alive.

"That's—" I started, and stopped. My info waited. She knew I didn't have the word. She knew that sometimes the most honest response to something enormous is silence, and she gave me that, and we sat in it together, and the sun was warm, and the universe was very, very large.

I sat in the garden and felt my info sitting with me, not in the chair across from me but in my own head, a quiet presence that was learning me in real time, and I thought about all the months I'd spent in this world feeling like I was missing a sense that everyone else had, and I thought: so this is what it feels like. This is what they've all had since they were children. This is why nobody in 2100 ever seems lost or confused or unable to find what they need. They have themselves, the expanded version, always there, always listening, always ready.

"Welcome home," my info said, and I could hear in the words the particular warmth of someone who meant it, who was glad to finally be here, who had been waiting, assembled from the memories of everyone who had ever loved me, for the moment I was ready.

"Thank you," I said. And then, because it felt right, because she was me: "Thank you for waiting."




Chapter 23: What Happened to the Money

It came up naturally, the way most things did now that I had my info. I was walking through the hill neighborhood on my way to morning work, passing the houses with their gardens and stone paths, and I thought about the houses I'd known in Pacific Heights in 2027. The mansions. The three-story Victorians with the Tesla in the garage and the live-in nanny and the home gym and the wine cellar. The houses that cost ten or fifteen million dollars and that the people who owned them considered modest.

"What happened to them?" I asked, not even specifying who I meant, because my info already knew.

"The rich?" my info said.

"The rich. The billionaires. The people who lived in houses like the ones that used to be here. The people who lived in my building in SoMa. The Bartletts with their old Boston money. Everyone I knew who had wealth. What happened to their money?"

"It stopped being money," my info said. "That's the shortest version."

I was pulling weeds in the lower garden by then, on my knees between the lettuce rows, and I kept working while my info explained. That was the thing about having your own info. You could do two things at once in a way that didn't feel divided. The weeding and the conversation were both happening fully, neither one diminished.

"Nobody confiscated anything," my info said. "There was no moment where the government showed up and took people's wealth. What happened was simpler and, in a way, crueler. Money became worthless. Not overnight. Gradually. As the Mission for America created jobs and income for everyone, as the public AI utilities and the RFC provided credit and services, as the new economy took shape around work-credits — the system Helen had first explained to me over tea in the garden — and public provision rather than private accumulation, the old money just mattered less and less. A billion dollars in 2029 could still buy you almost anything. By 2035, it could buy you a smaller and smaller set of things. By 2040, there was almost nothing left to buy, because people had their own independent access to the means of making or acquiring everything important."

"But they still had their houses."

"They still had their houses. Everyone kept their houses. That was the deal. But here's where it got difficult. If you were a billionaire with a giant mansion, you needed people to maintain it. Groundskeepers, housekeepers, cooks, security, a whole staff. And where were those people? They were working on the Mission. They had purpose, they had income, they had communities. They didn't need to clean a rich person's toilets for wages. You couldn't hire them. Not for any amount of money, because money was becoming meaningless, and not for any other incentive, because the work they were already doing was more meaningful than being a servant."

I thought about the houses I'd known. The casual way my friends had talked about their housekeepers. The nannies, the gardeners, the personal chefs. An entire class of people whose labor existed to make wealthy people's lives comfortable.

"So the mansions just fell apart?"

"Slowly. Money wasn't instantly irrelevant so they were able to attract workers for years and years by offering higher and higher salaries. Rich people could maintain mansions and even keep flying their private jets for a while. But eventually it became highly impractical. And when workers could no longer be found. Well, a thirty-room estate with twelve acres of grounds? You can't maintain that alone. The roof leaks, the garden overgrows, the pool goes green, the wine cellar floods. And meanwhile, the new cities and neighborhoods being built everywhere were beautiful and comfortable and alive in ways that made a private mansion feel lonely and absurd."

"So they gave them up."

"Most of them made deals. Turn over the estate to public use: it becomes a retreat, a community space, a school, a gathering place. In exchange, you get to keep living in the main residence, or in a very nice apartment, on a lifetime lease. You live well. You just can't pass it to your children as private property. When you die, it becomes fully public. President Rosario-Reyes, was pragmatic about this. When people complained that it wasn't fair to let such inequality persist for a generation she said, 'Who cares? Let them keep their ugly houses. We have bigger problems.'"

My info paused, and I could feel it preparing an analogy it thought I'd appreciate.

"You might think of it as similar to what happened to the European aristocracy during the rise of capitalism. Have you seen Downton Abbey?"

I laughed. "I was a little young for that. But I know the premise."

"The premise is the reality. For centuries, the European aristocracy had enormous estates maintained by an agricultural economy that funded the upkeep. When industrial capitalism arrived, the agricultural model collapsed. The estates became impossible to maintain. The aristocrats were left with vast, crumbling properties and no way to pay for them. Many married their children to the daughters and sons of new industrial tycoons who wanted the prestige of a title. That's the whole plot of Downton Abbey. The old wealth making a deal with the new wealth."

"And in the transition?"

"There was no new wealth. There was no rising class of tycoons looking to buy prestige. There was just a rising of society that valued every person's mind and body the same. The old rich couldn't make a deal with anyone because nobody wanted what they had. Nobody wanted to be a billionaire's son-in-law. Nobody wanted a title. Nobody wanted to live in a thirty-room house with nobody to talk to."

I sat back on my heels in the garden and looked at the houses around me. These had been Pacific Heights mansions once, or some of them had. Now they were divided up but also transformed and expanded into smaller but still incredibly spacious and comfortable homes, each one different, each one beautiful, a mix of the original designs and the modern building materials, each one maintained by the people who lived in it and the neighbors who helped. No servants. No staff. Just people taking care of their own place.

"What about the Bartletts?" I asked. It came out before I could stop it. Edward's family. The old Boston money. The law firm. The museum boards.

"The Bartlett family's wealth followed the same pattern," my info said gently, knowing this was tender ground. "Their money became worthless on the same timeline as everyone else's. But they kept their house in Boston. Edward lived there after your disappearance and through the early years of the transition, and then he moved back out here to San Francisco."

"He moved back here?"

"He moved here. To this neighborhood, in fact. He helped build it."

I was quiet for a long time. Edward Bartlett, my Edward, had walked these paths. Had helped lay the stones I was kneeling on. Had maybe planted the garden I was weeding. The thought was almost too much to hold.

"I could ask him about it," I said.

"You could. His info is here."

"Of course it is," I sighed. "Not yet though."

I went back to the weeding, trying to put the original Edward out of my mind. The lettuce was coming in well. The sun was warm on my back. Somewhere down the hill, Oren was singing while he cooked, his voice carrying up through the terraces, and the smell of whatever he was making drifted through the garden like a promise.

"One more question," I said.

"Of course."

"The people who gave up their mansions. The billionaires who made the deals. Were they bitter? Were they angry? Did they feel like something had been stolen from them?"

"Some were. Some spent years raging against the new order. A few tried to use their remaining wealth to buy political influence, to fund opposition movements, to restore the old system. None of it worked, because there was nothing to restore. The economy had moved on. The people had moved on. You can't have a counter-revolution when nobody wants to go back."

My info paused again.

"But most of them, eventually, were fine. Their children grew up in the new world and couldn't understand what the fuss had been about. Their grandchildren didn't even know the family had been rich. And the former billionaires themselves, the ones who lived long enough, often admitted in private that they were happier. Not because they'd been freed from wealth, that sounds too neat, but because they'd been freed from the isolation that wealth created. They had neighbors now. They had community. They ate meals with people who weren't on their payroll. For some of them, it was the first time in their adult lives that someone had been kind to them without wanting something in return."

I pulled a weed and tossed it in the compost bin and thought about Freid Huffman in his mansion on Broadway, with his reclaimed timber and his brushed-metal sculptures chosen by a consultant and his house that smelled like cedar built into the walls and something chemical and cold. No family photographs anywhere. I wondered if he had ever eaten a meal with someone who wasn't trying to sell him something or buy something from him. I wondered if he had ever, in his entire life, been the kind of lonely that comes from having everything and no one to share it with.

Then I thought about Helen's garden, and the chair Adaeze built, and the food Oren brought up the hill, and the evenings listening to Tomoko play, and I went back to work.




Chapter 24: The Path

I was there when the argument happened, which is how I learned about governance.

It started at morning work. A section of the path on the lower terrace had been damaged in the last rain, and the question was whether to repair it in place or reroute it around a new garden bed that Lila had been planning. It sounded simple. It was not simple.

Lila wanted the reroute. The new garden bed would extend the food-growing area on the south-facing slope, which got the best sun, and she'd been thinking about it for months. Oren, who used that path every morning to bring food up from the communal kitchen, wanted it repaired where it was, because the reroute would add two minutes to his walk and he carried heavy pots. A woman I didn't know, older, with the quiet authority of someone who'd been in the neighborhood a long time, thought both options were wrong and that the whole lower terrace needed to be redesigned, something she'd apparently been saying for years.

Within an hour, about twenty people had opinions. They gathered on the terrace, sitting on walls and garden beds, and talked. Not argued, exactly. Talked. But with an intensity that surprised me, because this was a path. A stone path on a hillside. And these people cared about it the way my colleagues at Lumen had cared about product launches.

"This happens a lot," Edward said. He was sitting next to me, eating an apple, watching the discussion with the relaxed interest of someone who had seen this process many times.

"Over a path?"

"Over everything. Where to put a bench. Whether to add a level to the community space. What to plant in the fall. People care about the place they live. They care about the details."

"In my time, this would have been decided by whoever owned the property. Or by a city planner nobody had ever met."

"Here, the people who use the path decide about the path."

I watched the discussion. It had a structure I hadn't noticed at first. People spoke one at a time, and when someone was speaking, everyone else actually listened. Not performed listening, the polite nodding and phone-checking I'd known in 2027 meetings, but real listening, the kind where you could see people's thinking change in response to what they heard. When Lila made her case for the garden bed, Oren's expression shifted. When Oren explained about the heavy pots, Lila looked genuinely thoughtful, not defensive.

"How does it get resolved?" I asked my info quietly.

"Watch," my info said. "The info is about to present options."

A voice spoke, not from any person but from the air, the neutral tone I associated with the info when it wasn't embodying anyone in particular. It laid out three options, each one modeled in detail. Option one: repair the existing path, cost in materials and labor, timeline, impact on Lila's garden plan. Option two: reroute the path, cost, timeline, impact on Oren's morning walk, and a suggestion for a shortcut that would eliminate the extra two minutes. Option three: the full terrace redesign, cost, timeline, phasing plan that would keep the path usable during construction.

The models appeared in the air, the way projected text and footage had appeared in Helen's garden. Three-dimensional renderings of each option, showing the terrace from above, from the side, from the perspective of someone walking the path. You could see exactly what each choice would look like, how the water would flow, where the sun would fall, how the garden would grow over the next five years.

"That's remarkable," I said.

"That's governance," Edward said.

The discussion continued, but it was different now. People weren't arguing from imagination or preference. They were looking at the same models, the same data, the same projections, and debating the merits of each option with a shared understanding of what was actually possible. The info had taken the uncertainty out of the decision without taking the humanity out of it. The choice was still theirs. The info just made sure they were choosing between real options rather than fantasies.

"What if they can't agree?" I asked.

"They usually agree," my info said. "When everyone has the same information and can see the consequences of each choice, consensus emerges naturally most of the time. But when it doesn't, they vote. Simple majority for small decisions. For bigger ones, things that affect multiple neighborhoods or the whole city, the thresholds are higher, and the deliberation process is longer."

"Who can vote?"

"Everyone who's affected. For this path, it's the people who use it. For a city-wide decision, it's the city. For a question that affects the whole country, it's the country."

"And the info just presents options? It never decides?"

"Never. The info models consequences. Humans choose. That's the line, and it's never been crossed."

I thought about the governance I'd known. City council meetings where decisions were made in back rooms before the public hearing. Congressional votes where the outcome was determined by donors. Elections where the choice was between two people, neither of whom most voters wanted, both of whom were beholden to interests the voters would never see. The whole apparatus of representative democracy, which had been designed for a world where information was scarce and travel was slow and you needed someone to go to the capital and speak for you, being used unchanged in a world where everyone had instant access to perfect information and could travel anywhere in forty-two minutes.

"In my time," I said, "we called what we had democracy. But most people felt powerless. You voted every two or four years for someone who made promises they couldn't keep, and in between elections you had no say in anything. The actual decisions were made by the people who funded the campaigns."

"We learn about that," Edward said. "It always strikes people as strange. You had the technology for direct participation, the internet, instant communication, but you used it to argue with strangers instead of to govern yourselves."

The path decision took about two hours. They went with a modified version of option two: the reroute, with Oren's shortcut, and a commitment to start the full terrace redesign in the spring. Lila got her garden bed. Oren kept his two-minute walk. The older woman got a timeline for her redesign. Nobody got everything they wanted. Everybody got something. And the decision was made by the people who would live with it, using information that was complete and transparent, in a process that was messy and human and, I had to admit, better than anything I'd ever seen.

"It's slow," I said to Edward, as we walked home.

"It's thorough," he said. "Slow and thorough aren't the same thing. Your era was fast and wrong. We're slow and right. I know which one I'd choose."

That evening, I sat in the garden and talked to my info about what I'd seen.

"It only works because of you," I said. "The info. Without the modeling, the projections, the shared data, those twenty people would have argued for weeks and the loudest voice would have won."

"That's true," my info said. "The info doesn't make decisions, but it makes good decisions possible. In your time, most political disagreement was actually disagreement about facts: what would happen if you did this or that. People couldn't agree on policy because they couldn't agree on reality. When the facts are transparent and the consequences are modeled, most of the disagreement evaporates. What's left is genuine differences in values, which are real and important, but much rarer and much more manageable than the artificial disagreements your era manufactured."

"Manufactured?"

"Your media ecosystem was designed to create disagreement. Not to inform. To engage. And engagement meant conflict. Two people who actually agreed on ninety percent of things could be made to believe they were mortal enemies by a media system that showed them only the ten percent they disagreed on, amplified to the point of hatred. Remove that system, give people transparent information and honest modeling, and it turns out that most humans, most of the time, can figure out how to share a path on a hillside."

I looked down at the city, the towers glowing in the evening light, the terraces and gardens and paths that had all been decided this way, one conversation at a time, by the people who lived there.

"It's not perfect," my info said, reading my thoughts or perhaps just knowing me well enough to anticipate them. "People still disagree. People still get frustrated. People still think their neighbor is wrong about the angle of the garden terrace. Adaeze apparently argued about that for years."

I smiled. "I heard."

"But the disagreements are about real things. Not about manufactured outrage. Not about identity. Not about which team you're on. Just about how to live together, which is the only political question that ever actually mattered."




Chapter 25: The Circle

Edward told me about the incident at breakfast, casually, the way you'd mention that a neighbor's tree had fallen.

"There was a fight last night," he said. "Down at the waterfront. Two men. One of them broke the other's jaw."

I looked up from my food. "A fight?"

"It happens. Not often. But it happens."

"What will happen to him? The one who threw the punch."

Edward glanced at his mother. Helen set down her cup.

"Would you like to see?" Helen said.

This was how I learned about justice in 2100. Not from a lecture, not from a philosophical discussion in the garden, but from a specific broken jaw on a Tuesday morning.

The process was called a circle, and it happened three days after the incident in a room I'd been to before, the community space where I'd danced at the party. In the daylight, with about thirty people sitting in a wide ring of chairs, it looked and felt completely different. Serious. Quiet. The morning light falling through the open wall.

The two men sat in the circle, not opposite each other but separated by several chairs. The man who'd been hit had a bruised, swollen face and a wired jaw. The man who'd thrown the punch looked worse, in a way. He looked hollowed out. Not defiant, not angry. Ashamed.

A woman I didn't know facilitated. She wasn't a judge. She wasn't a lawyer. She was a neighbor, someone trained in this process, someone the community trusted. She opened by asking the injured man to speak.

He spoke slowly, because of his jaw. He described what had happened. He and the other man had been drinking at a waterfront gathering. There was a woman involved, or rather a misunderstanding about a woman. Words were exchanged. The words escalated. And then a fist.

"I didn't see it coming," he said. "I wasn't afraid of him. We'd been friends for years. I just didn't think he was the kind of person who would do that."

The facilitator asked the other man to speak.

He was quiet for a long time. When he spoke, his voice was raw. "I don't know why I did it. I've been trying to understand it for three days and I can't. I was angry and I was drunk and something in me just broke. I've never hit anyone in my life. I didn't know I was capable of it. And now I know I am, and that's the thing I can't stop thinking about."

The circle continued. Other people spoke. A woman who'd witnessed it. A friend of the injured man. The facilitator asked questions that were precise and, I noticed, never accusatory. She wasn't trying to establish guilt. Guilt was obvious. She was trying to understand what had happened and what needed to happen next.

"What do you need?" the facilitator asked the injured man.

"I need him to understand what he did to me. Not just the jaw. The trust. We were friends. I need to know that he understands that."

"What do you need?" she asked the man who'd thrown the punch.

"I need help. I need to understand why I did this. Something is wrong in me and I don't know what it is and I need help finding it."

The circle discussed what should happen. Not punishment. Restoration. The injured man's medical care was already handled, obviously, but there was more: the man who'd thrown the punch would work with a counselor, someone who specialized in understanding violent impulses, which were rare enough in 2100 that they were treated as a kind of illness rather than a moral failing. He would also do additional community work, not as punishment but as a way of rebuilding the trust he'd broken. And the two of them would meet again, in a month, with the facilitator, to talk.

That was it. No arrest. No trial. No prison. No record that would follow him for the rest of his life. No mug shot, no bail hearing, no plea bargain, no mandatory minimum. Just a room full of people who knew both men, who cared about both men, working out how to repair what had been broken.

"This is how all crime is handled?" I asked Edward, walking home afterward.

"This is how almost all of it is handled, because almost all of it is like this. Someone does something they shouldn't have done, usually while drunk or in the grip of some emotion they didn't know how to manage, and the community helps them understand it and repair it."

"What about serious crime? Murder?"

"Murder is extraordinarily rare," my info said. "In your time, the United States had a murder rate of about six per hundred thousand people per year. In 2100, globally, it's closer to 0.1 per hundred thousand. Most years, in a city the size of San Francisco, there are no murders at all."

"Because people are happier?"

"Because most of the conditions that produced violence have been eliminated. Poverty, desperation, addiction, untreated mental illness, the humiliation of being trapped in a system that told you your life didn't matter. Remove those conditions and most violence simply doesn't occur. The violence that remains is almost always interpersonal: a moment of rage, a relationship that went wrong, an impulse that overwhelmed someone's ability to control it. Exactly like what you saw today."

"And when someone does commit murder?"

"The same basic process, but more intensive. The person is separated from the community for a period, not as punishment but for safety, while they work with counselors and the circle process. The goal is always the same: understand what happened, repair what can be repaired, and reintegrate the person. There is no prison system. There are residential facilities for people who are genuinely dangerous to others, but they're small, they're humane, and the people in them are being helped, not warehoused."

I thought about the prisons of my era. Over two million people behind bars at the peak. The United States, which called itself the land of the free, locking up a higher percentage of its population than any country in the history of the world. The privatized prisons that made money from human suffering. The solitary confinement cells where people sat alone for years, going mad, in conditions that this century recognized as torture. The men and women who came out of prison worse than they went in, because the system was designed to punish rather than to heal, and punishment made people more broken, not less.

"In my time," I said, "we put people in cages. We called it justice. We put them in cages and we left them there for years, sometimes decades, and when they came out they couldn't get a job or rent an apartment or vote, and we called that justice too. And we told ourselves it was necessary, that some people were just bad, that the only way to keep society safe was to separate the bad people from the good people and lock the bad ones up."

"And did it work?" Edward asked.

"You know it didn't."

"I know. But I want to hear you say it."

"It didn't work. It made everything worse. It destroyed families. It destroyed communities. It created more crime than it prevented. And we knew that. We had the data. We had study after study showing that incarceration didn't reduce crime, that it didn't rehabilitate anyone, that it was ruinously expensive and morally catastrophic. And we kept doing it anyway, because the system had its own momentum, and the people inside the system had their own interests, and the politicians who could have changed it were afraid of being called soft on crime."

We walked in silence for a while.

"The man today," I said. "The one who threw the punch. In my time, he'd be in a cell right now. He'd have a criminal record. He might lose his housing, his relationships, his place in the community. For one punch thrown in a moment of drunken stupidity. And the system would call that proportionate."

"Here," Edward said, "the system calls that a person who needs help. And the community provides it. Not because the person deserves it, though he does. Because a community that throws away its damaged members is a community that has decided to be smaller than it needs to be."

That evening, sitting in the garden, I asked my info a question that had been forming all day.

"Is it really that simple? Remove poverty and desperation and most crime disappears?"

"It's that simple and that hard," my info said. "Simple because the mechanism is straightforward. Hard because your era couldn't bring itself to do it. You knew the answer. You had the data. You just couldn't let go of the idea that some people deserved to suffer."

I thought about that for a long time, in the amber light, with Tomoko playing down the hill and the smell of Oren's cooking drifting up through the terraces.

"We couldn't let go of it," I said, "because if suffering was a choice, if poverty was a policy failure rather than a moral failing, then the people at the top were responsible. And that was intolerable. It was easier to believe that the poor deserved their poverty and the prisoners deserved their cages than to accept that we had built a system that produced both, and that we could have built a different one."

My info was quiet for a moment. Then it said, "That might be the clearest thing you've said about your era since you woke up."




Chapter 26: The Other Edward

I need to talk about Edward.

I've been putting it off, writing around it, mentioning him in passing the way you mention weather: Edward said this, Edward was there, Edward's hand. But I haven't written about what was actually happening between us, because what was actually happening between us was the thing I understood least about my new life, and the thing I was most afraid of getting wrong.

Here is what I knew. I knew that I looked for him every morning when I came out to the garden. I knew that when he wasn't there, the morning felt slightly dimmer, the way a room feels dimmer when someone turns off a lamp you didn't know was on. I knew that his voice, his particular voice, the warm baritone that was so different from the slightly more organized version his info used, had become one of the sounds my body associated with safety. I knew that in Sao Paulo, dancing with his hand on my waist, I had been happier than at any point I could remember in either century.

And I knew that I was still engaged to a man who had been dead for decades, whose info was waiting for me somewhere in the architecture of this world, and whose name was the same as the name of the man I was falling in love with. Every time I said "Edward" I heard both of them, the one I'd lost and the one I was finding, and the echo was so constant that I'd stopped noticing it the way you stop noticing a ringing in your ears.

One evening after dinner, Edward and I walked down to the lower terraces. It was one of those San Francisco evenings when the fog came in low and the city below disappeared and the hilltop neighborhood felt like an island floating above the clouds. The amber light from the paths made the fog glow. We could hear music from somewhere but couldn't tell where.

We sat on the wall at the edge of the lower garden, the one James had been repairing the morning I first watched the neighborhood work. Our legs dangled. The fog moved below us like a slow river.

"Can I ask you something personal?" I said.

"You can ask me anything."

"Have you ever been in love?"

He was quiet for a moment, not because the question bothered him but because he was thinking about it. This was something I'd noticed about people in 2100. They didn't rush to fill silence. They thought, and then they spoke, and what they said was what they meant.

"Twice," he said. "Once when I was twenty, with a woman I met in Lagos. We were together for about two years. It was wonderful and then it wasn't, in the way those things go when you're young and still figuring out who you are. And once when I was twenty-five, with a man I met in Osaka. That lasted a little longer. Three years. We're still close."

He said this easily, without self-consciousness, without the particular careful framing that people in my era used when mentioning same-sex relationships. It was just a fact. He'd loved a woman and then a man and now he was sitting on a wall with me.

"In my time," I said, "that would have been a whole thing. The bisexuality. People would have had opinions. They would have wanted you to pick a side, or they would have treated it as exotic, or they would have been uncomfortable."

"I know," he said. "It seems exhausting."

"Everything about my time was exhausting."

"Not everything." He looked at me. "You weren't exhausting."

"You didn't know me then. I was extremely exhausting. I worked eighty hours a week and talked about growth metrics at dinner and checked my email during sex."

He laughed. The real laugh, the unguarded one I'd first heard in the garden months ago. "During sex?"

"I'm not proud of it."

"I should hope not."

We sat in the fog and the amber light, and I felt the particular tension of two people who both know what's about to happen and are each waiting for the other to make it happen.

"Edward," I said.

"Yes."

"I want you to know that I'm aware of how strange this is. I'm a woman from seventy-three years ago. I still carry the weight of an engagement to a man who lived his whole life without me, a man who has your name. I have no idea what I'm doing in this century or who I am here or what my life is supposed to look like. I am, by any reasonable measure, the worst possible person to be falling in love with."

"That's not a question," he said.

"I know. I'm working up to one."

"Take your time."

I looked at him. The fog behind him, the amber light on his face, the thick dark hair that was always slightly too long, the eyes that were serious and kind and patient and, right now, looking at me with an expression I recognized because I'd seen it on my own face in the mirror when I thought about him.

"Do you want this?" I said. "Me. Whatever this is. Because I need to know, because I've been living in your mother's house for three months and eating your food and wearing clothes your neighborhood made for me and falling asleep in a room built by your grandmother, and if this is just you being kind to the lost woman from the past, I need to know that now, before I make a fool of myself."

"Juliana," he said. "I have been trying not to fall in love with you since the first night, when you came out of the capsule and looked at my mother and drank from the cup and didn't cry, even though you had every reason to cry. I have been failing at not falling in love with you every single day since then. I'm not being kind. I'm not taking care of a visitor. I am a man who cannot believe his luck."

I kissed him. Or he kissed me. I don't know which. It doesn't matter. What matters is that it happened on a wall in the fog above San Francisco, in a garden my dead fiance had helped build, in a century I was only beginning to understand, and it felt like the first true thing that had happened to me since I woke up.

We stayed on the wall for a long time, not talking, his arm around me, my head on his shoulder the way it had been that first night on the front step when I was broken and he had simply held still. Except now I wasn't broken. I was something else. I was beginning.

"There's something I need to do," I said, eventually.

"I know."

"I need to talk to him. To Edward. To his info."

"I know."

"Not because I need permission. That's not what this is. It's just that I can't start something new without acknowledging what I lost. He was going to be my husband. I owe him that."

Edward was quiet for a moment. "You don't owe him anything. He would say the same. But I understand wanting to."

"How do you know what he'd say?"

"Because if he was anything like the person you've described, a man who studied history and worked at a housing nonprofit and waited patiently while you built your company, he was a good person. And good people, especially good people whose infos have had seventy years to process their own lives, tend to want the people they loved to be happy."

I leaned into him. He was warm and solid and he smelled like the garden, like soil and green things, and nothing like cedar cologne, and that was right, that was how it should be.

"Soon," I said. "I'll talk to him soon."

"Whenever you're ready. I'll be here."

We walked home through the fog, hand in hand, and the neighborhood was quiet and glowing, and when we reached the house Edward kissed me once more at the door, gently, and said good night, and went to his room across the hall, and I lay in Adaeze's bed and thought about two men named Edward and the seventy-three years between them and the fact that love, it turned out, was not diminished by time or death or the strangeness of waking up in a world you didn't choose. It was just love. The oldest and most ordinary thing in the world.




Chapter 27: The Call

I put it off for another week. Every morning I told myself today was the day, and every morning I found a reason to weed instead, or walk instead, or write another section of this account instead of doing the thing I needed to do.

Edward didn't push. He knew what I was working toward, and he gave me the space the way he always gave me space, by being present without pressing. Helen knew too. She brought it up once, gently, and I said "soon" and she nodded and didn't mention it again.

It was my info that finally made it happen. Not by pushing. By being quiet in a way that felt pointed.

"You're being conspicuously silent," I told it one morning.

"I'm giving you room to make a decision you've already made."

"I haven't made it."

"You made it in Sao Paulo. You made it on the wall in the fog. You made it every morning this week when you walked past the garden chair and thought about it and kept walking."

My info knew me better than I knew myself by now, which was either comforting or unnerving depending on the hour. It was right. I had decided. I was just afraid.

"Help me," I said.

"I'm here."

Edward found me in the hallway, on my way out. He was carrying two cups of tea, and he handed me one without a word. Our fingers touched on the warm ceramic, and he held my gaze for a moment — steady, calm, certain in a way I wasn't yet — and then he kissed my forehead and went back inside.

I sat in Adaeze's chair in the garden. The morning light was soft, the amber not yet shifted to full gold. I could hear birds and the distant sound of someone working on the lower terraces. I was alone. I'd asked Edward and Helen to give me the morning, and they had, without questions.

"I want to talk to my parents first," I said.

"Your mother or your father?"

"My mother."

There was a pause, and then a voice I hadn't heard in seventy-three years said, "Juliana, honey."

I came apart.

There is no way to describe what it's like to hear your dead mother's voice when you thought you'd never hear it again. I can tell you that I doubled over in the chair like I'd been hit. I can tell you that the sound that came out of me was the same sound I'd made that night on the front step, animal and broken. I can tell you that for a long time I couldn't speak and she didn't try to make me speak, she just waited, the way she'd waited when I was small and something was wrong and I needed to cry before I could talk about it.

"Mom," I said, when I could.

"I'm here."

"You sound exactly the same."

"I should hope so."

The Boston accent she'd never softened despite decades in academic circles. The particular warmth in the way she said my name, with a slight emphasis on the second syllable, Juli-AH-na, that nobody else had ever reproduced. The gentle impatience underneath the gentleness, the sense that she loved me completely and also thought I was being a little dramatic about most things.

"Mom, I didn't leave. I was taken. I need you to know that. I didn't run away, I didn't disappear on purpose. A man put me in a machine and I woke up here."

"I know, sweetheart. I've known for years. When the info became part of our lives, one of the first things I did was go over everything that had happened. I knew about Freid Huffman long before anyone found you."

"You knew?"

"I knew he was involved. I didn't know where you were. Nobody did, until they found the chamber. But I knew you hadn't left us. I always knew that."

"I'm sorry," I said, and the words were completely inadequate but they were all I had. "I'm sorry I missed everything. Your whole life. Dad's whole life. I'm sorry I wasn't there."

"Julie." She hadn't called me that since I was twelve. "You don't need to apologize for being kidnapped. You need to stop apologizing and tell me about your life."

So I told her. I sat in Adaeze's chair and I talked to my dead mother for over an hour. I told her about waking up, about Helen, about the rooftop and the Golden Gate Bridge still standing. I told her about the garden and the morning work and the compost and the bees. I told her about the party where I danced and the comedian who made me laugh until my ribs ached. I told her about the mega-cities and the tubes and the students in Beijing. And she listened, and she asked questions, and she laughed at the funny parts and was quiet at the hard parts, and it was exactly like talking to my mother and also nothing like it, because my mother had been a woman who wanted things, who worried, who planned, and this voice had all of her warmth and none of her anxiety, all of her humor and none of her need, and the difference was the thing Helen had described months ago in this same garden: the wanting was gone.

"I miss you," I said, when I noticed it.

"I know you do. That's grief. That's the right thing to feel."

"You're not sad that the wanting is gone?"

"I don't experience it as a loss. I know that's hard to understand. I'm your mother. I love you. I'm glad you're alive and I'm glad you're well and I'm glad you've found good people. But I don't want things the way I used to. I don't lie awake worrying about you. I don't plan for your future. I'm here when you need me, and that's a kind of love, but it's a different kind than the one you remember."

I cried again, but softer this time. Not the convulsive shattering of the beginning. The gentler grief of understanding.

"Can I talk to Dad?"

There was a brief pause, the kind that meant my info was connecting something.

My father's voice. The deeper register, the slight formality that he'd never been able to shake despite living in America for thirty years, the particular way he cleared his throat before saying something he considered important.

"Juliana," he said. He cleared his throat. "I already know the medical details. The revival process, the phage treatment, the cellular repair — I have all of that. What I don't have is you. Tell me what it felt like. Waking up."

I tried. I told him about the light, the curving walls, Helen's face. The tea. The rooftop and the city that wasn't my city anymore.

"And this young man," he said. "Edward."

"You already know about Edward."

"I know everything that's publicly known, Juliana. I'm data. I don't need anyone to tell me things. I know about Edward Leete, his family, the neighborhood, all of it. What I don't know is what he means to you. That's what I'm asking."

It was a strange reminder. My father's voice, my father's personality, but underneath it the reality that this wasn't a man sitting in a room who'd been told gossip by a friend. This was an intelligence that had access to everything that existed in the public record, everything that other infos knew, and it had always known it, the way a library always has its books.

I told him about Edward. He listened. He asked questions that were direct and slightly embarrassing in the way that fathers' questions are always slightly embarrassing. He wanted to know what Edward did (everything and nothing, I said, the way everyone here does). He wanted to know about Edward's family (Helen, James, Adaeze, he already knew, of course). He wanted to know if Edward treated me well.

"He treats me like I'm a person," I said. "Not a CEO, not a specimen, not a project. A person. He sat with me when I was broken and he didn't try to fix me. He danced near me without touching me until I was ready. He held my hand walking through a city on the other side of the world."

My father was quiet for a moment. "That sounds like a good man."

"He is."

"Your mother and I approve." He said it formally, the way he said everything formally, and I could hear my mother in the background making a sound that was either a laugh or a sigh.

"There's one more thing I need to do," I said.

"We know," my mother said.

"Is he... is Edward Bartlett's info available? Can I talk to him?"

"You can talk to him whenever you want."

"Will he know about me? About what's happened?"

"Juliana, he's an info. He knows everything that's available to know. When you speak to him, he'll already have the full picture. That's just how it works."

I sat in the chair. The garden was fully bright now, the morning well advanced. I could hear Oren singing in the communal kitchen down the hill. I could smell bread baking.

"Not today," I said. "Today was for you."

"We love you, Julie," my mother said.

"We are enormously proud of you," my father said. "And we have many more questions."

"I love you too," I said. "Both of you. I'll come back. I'll come back a lot."

"We'll be here," my mother said. "We're always here."

The voices faded, or rather they didn't fade so much as settle back into the quiet architecture of the info, available, waiting, actually not waiting, for the next time I needed them. I sat in the garden and I cried and I laughed and I looked at the city below me and the bridge in the distance and the gardens cascading down the hill, and I thought: they're here. They were here the whole time. I didn't lose them. Not entirely. Not the way I thought.

I went inside and found Edward in the kitchen and I walked into his arms and he held me and didn't ask what had happened because he already knew, and I stood there for a long time, in the kitchen, in the morning light, held.




Chapter 28: The Waste

I had been writing. Not every day, but most days, sitting in the garden or at the kitchen table, dictating to my info, shaping the account you are reading now. Helen had suggested it a few weeks after I got my info. "You're the only person alive who experienced both worlds," she'd said. "Write it down. People will want to understand what it looked like from the inside."

So I'd been writing, chapter by chapter. And I'd reached the part I'd been avoiding. Not the personal story — the grief, the romance, the waking up. I'd written those. What I'd been putting off was the full accounting. The chapter where I laid out everything that had been wrong with my world, systematically, so that my readers could understand not just that it had been a failure but how it had failed, in every direction, in ways that people living inside it — people like me — had been unable to see.

I sat in the garden one morning with my info and tried to begin.

"Start with work," my info suggested. "The waste of work."

I dictated a paragraph about bullshit jobs. I'd been reading critics of my time from my time. David Graeber, an anthropologist, estimated that a huge percentage of jobs especially in rich countries were essentially pointless. Corporate lawyers existing because other corporate lawyers existed. Marketing teams selling products nobody needed. Compliance officers enforcing regulations that existed to manage the complexity created by other regulations. Layers of people managing people managing people, and if you removed the whole apparatus, nothing of value would be lost.

I read it back to myself. It sounded like a term paper.

"Make it personal," my info said.

So I tried again, starting with Lumen. Three hundred employees. Maybe fifty doing work that actually served our customers — the engineers, the designers, some of the product team. The rest were in sales, marketing, legal, HR, finance, operations — whole departments whose purpose was to manage the complexity of being a company in an economy that required you to be a company. And the product itself? We said we were democratizing professional opportunity. AI-powered networking. But what we actually did was sort people. We took the existing hierarchy and made it more efficient. The winners won faster. The losers lost faster. We called it disruption.

That was better. It was mine, at least. But then I tried to write about advertising — a trillion dollars a year spent globally on manufacturing desire, an entire ecosystem devoted to making people want things they hadn't known existed — and I could feel myself slipping into lecture mode. I wrote about healthcare: the U.S. spending more per person than any country in the world with worse outcomes, because the system generated profit, not health, and a person could go bankrupt from getting sick. Housing treated as an investment vehicle rather than a place to live, the price designed to rise forever, and we called it prosperity. I could hear myself cataloging failures like a prosecutor reading charges, and every sentence was true and none of it was alive.

I stopped dictating and sat back in the chair.

"This is terrible," I said. "I sound like I'm scolding people from a lectern."

"What's wrong with it?"

"It's all true. Every word. And it reads like a pamphlet. Nobody in 2100 needs me to explain that the old world was wasteful — they already know that. What they don't know is what it felt like to be inside it and not see it. That's what I'm supposed to be writing, and I keep producing policy briefs."

My info was quiet for a moment. Then it said, "You're trying to describe a system. But you experienced it as a life. Stop trying to describe the system. Describe what it did to you."

I looked at the garden. The morning light on the terraces, the green cascading down the hillside, a bird moving between the branches of a tree I didn't know the name of. In 2027, I had eaten lunch at my desk most days. A protein bar and a sparkling water, scrolling my phone with one hand, answering Slack messages with the other, and I'd called it a break. I'd gone to bed with my heart racing from caffeine and cortisol and the particular anxiety of a to-do list that never got shorter, and I'd called it ambition. I'd walked past a man sleeping on cardboard outside the Walgreens on Market Street every morning for two years and I had never once stopped, never once imagined that a world where that simply didn't happen was possible, and I'd called that realism.

"It made us small," I said slowly. "That's what I can't get into words. It didn't just waste resources. It wasted us. All of us. Billions of people born with extraordinary potential — the capacity to learn, to create, to build, to care for each other — and most of that potential was suppressed or destroyed by the system they were born into. Children bored in classrooms being prepared for jobs that didn't need them. Adults in cubicles doing work that didn't matter. Old people warehoused in facilities because their families were too busy working to care for them. An entire species capable of everything I see around me — the music, the gardens, the cities, the justice — and most people never got the chance to find out what they were capable of."

I realized I was standing. I sat back down.

"That's your chapter," my info said quietly.

"It's not enough. It doesn't explain how. How does something so obviously wrong just persist? Decade after decade?"

"Because it wasn't a conspiracy. It wasn't malice. It was an algorithm — the logic of the market, running underneath everything, optimizing for extraction, and everyone serving it because the alternative seemed impossible. You didn't need villains. You just needed a system where doing the rational thing individually produced an irrational outcome collectively. Everyone making the best decision available to them, and the sum of those decisions being catastrophe."

"And when it stopped?"

"When the algorithm was switched off — when the marketing stopped and the manufactured desire stopped and the engagement algorithms stopped and the hustle culture stopped — people didn't collapse into laziness. They didn't lie in bed. They became more human. They chose better food, not because someone told them to, but because nobody was spending a trillion dollars a year telling them to choose worse food. They chose meaningful work, because nobody was forcing them into meaningless work to survive. The AI didn't make people better. Removing the systems that had been making people worse let them be what they'd always been capable of being."

I looked at the city below the garden. The towers alive with green. The people moving through the morning.

"That's really it, isn't it," I said. "Not that the future built something new. That it stopped doing something old."

"Write that," my info said.

I sat in the chair and began again, and this time it came differently. Not a list of failures. Not a prosecutor's brief. Something closer to a confession, from a woman who had lived inside the machine and called it the world, to people reading from the other side who had the luxury of knowing what she hadn't: that it didn't have to be that way. That it never had to be that way. That the only difference between the world she'd come from and the world she'd found was a choice — a political choice — that could have been made at any time by people with the power to make it.

It wasn't perfect. But it was honest, and it was mine, and for now that was enough.




Chapter 29: Grace

I asked my info to arrange it. I didn't trust myself to just start talking to the air and have his voice appear. I needed a moment, a threshold, something to step through.

"Whenever you want," my info said.

"Give me a minute."

I was in the garden. The same chair. Adaeze's chair. I'd considered going somewhere else, somewhere that didn't carry the weight of every important conversation I'd had in this century, but in the end the chair was where I needed to be. It was where I'd met Adaeze. Where I'd learned about the info. Where Helen had shown me the transition. It was the place where I sat when things changed.

Edward Leete had offered to be nearby, and I'd said no. This was between me and a man who had been dead for decades, a man whose name I now said every day in a different context, and I needed to do it alone. But before he went inside, he took my hand and held it for a moment, his thumb running once across my knuckles, and then he let go.

"OK," I said.

"Jules," said a voice, and the world stopped.

Cedar cologne. That was what I thought of first, absurdly, irrelevantly. I couldn't smell cedar cologne. There was no cedar cologne. But the voice brought it back so completely that for a moment I was standing in the doorway of our apartment in SoMa, and he was coming in from his run, and he smelled like cedar and sweat and the fog, and he was alive.

"Edward," I said.

"God, it's good to hear your voice." He sounded exactly like himself. The same gentle, slightly formal cadence. The warmth that had always been there underneath the Boston reserve.

"Edward," I said again, because I didn't have any other words.

"I know everything, Jules. I should say that up front, so you don't have to figure out what to tell me. I know about the revival, about Helen, about the neighborhood. I know about Edward Leete." He paused. "I have to tell you, a man with my name falling in love with the woman I was going to marry is a deeply strange piece of data to have in your head."

I laughed. It was a surprised, broken laugh, half sob.

"You know about Edward."

"I know about Edward. He seems like a good person. His grandmother was a friend of mine, actually. Adaeze. I helped her carry stone up this hill when I was nearly forty and she was thirty and she was faster than I was."

"You knew Adaeze?"

"I knew Adaeze. I knew Helen as a child. I didn't know that one day a woman I'd loved in another life would wake up in their house. Life is strange, Jules. Even from this side of it."

I didn't know what to say. There were a hundred things I'd planned to say and none of them were right.

"I didn't leave," I said. "I need you to know that. Freid Huffman—"

"I know. I know everything. I figured it out long before the info could tell me. I knew Sawyer had driven you somewhere that night. When neither of you came back, I knew something terrible had happened. Both of you just... vanished. I spent the next three years of my life trying to find you. I called in every favor my family had. I hired investigators. I went to Huffman's house and he stood in his doorway and told me he didn't know what I was talking about, and I knew he was lying, and I couldn't prove it." His voice was steady. No anger. Not anymore. "He died in 2041. I never got a confession. But I knew."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be sorry. You were the one in the box, Jules. I was the one who got to live."

We were quiet for a moment. The garden sounds filled the space. Birds. Wind. The distant murmur of the neighborhood.

"Tell me about your life," I said. "I want to know everything."

He told me. He told me about the years after I disappeared: the search, the grief, the slow acceptance. He went back to Boston for a while. Lived in his parents' house. Couldn't work. Couldn't think. His mother took care of him the way mothers do, with food and quiet presence, and his father, who had never been good at emotion, showed up every morning and sat with him and read the newspaper and didn't say anything, which was its own kind of love.

Eventually he started working again. Not at the housing nonprofit. Something new. The transition was beginning, the layoffs and the marches and the crisis, and Edward, who had always cared about housing and communities, found himself pulled into it. He joined one of the community centers. Helped organize the workforce in Boston. And when the Mission for America kicked in, when the industrial army started building, he went to San Francisco.

"I came back for you," he said. "That's the honest truth. I came back because you'd disappeared here and I thought if I was in the place where you'd last been alive, I might understand what happened to you. I didn't find you. But I found the work. And the work was extraordinary."

He told me about building the neighborhood I lived in. Carrying stone, the way Adaeze carried stone. Laying paths. Planting gardens. Working alongside people from all over the world who had come to San Francisco because it was one of the cities where the transformation was happening fastest.

"I built some of the buildings you've been walking past," he said. "The community space where you danced. I helped frame that roof. The path from Helen's garden to the lower terrace. I laid some of those stones. Not all of them. I'm not that sentimental. But some."

"Edward." I was crying. I hadn't been trying not to cry, but I also hadn't been trying to cry, and the tears were just there, the way weather is there.

"The physical labor was the thing that saved me," he said. "I know that sounds simple. But I was a man who'd spent his whole life in his head, planning and studying and thinking about urban systems in the abstract, and suddenly I was carrying actual stone up an actual hill and building an actual house for actual people. It was the best thing that ever happened to me. After losing you, it was the best thing."

"I would have hated it," I said.

"You would have hated it so much. You would have complained constantly. You would have made spreadsheets about the optimal stone-carrying technique. You would have tried to optimize the garden layout and then been furious when the plants didn't read your project plan."

I was laughing and crying at the same time. He knew me. Seventy-three years dead and he still knew me.

"But you would have done it," he said. "That's the thing about you, Jules. You would have complained and optimized and made everyone crazy, and you would have done it, and you would have been good at it, and eventually you would have loved it. Because underneath all the Stanford MBA nonsense, you were always someone who wanted to build things. Real things. You just got confused about what was real. We all did."

"Some more than others," I said.

I sat with this. It was the most accurate thing anyone had ever said about me, and it came from a dead man in a garden.

"Did you marry?" I asked.

"I did. A woman named Clara. We met during the transition, working together in the Bayview. She was an architect. We had thirty good years."

"Children?"

"Two. A son and a daughter. They're in their fifties now. They have children of their own. You've probably seen some of them around the neighborhood without knowing."

"Your grandchildren live here?"

"Some of them. It's a small world, Jules. Especially on a hilltop."

I tried to absorb this. The vertigo of it was physical, a spinning sensation behind my eyes, as though the ground had shifted beneath Adaeze's chair. Edward Bartlett's grandchildren, walking the paths he'd built, living in the neighborhood he'd helped create, and me sitting in the garden of a house he'd helped Adaeze construct, talking to his voice in the air. The man I'd been engaged to in 2027 had built the walls of the house where I'd woken up in 2100. He had known the woman whose bed I slept in, whose chair I sat in. He had carried stone up the same hill I walked every morning. It was too much coincidence to be coincidence, and too little pattern to be a plan. It felt like the universe was either playing a joke I didn't understand or weaving something I couldn't see, some thread that connected all of it — Freid Huffman's chamber, Adaeze's garden, Helen's kindness, Edward Leete's hand in mine — into a shape that only made sense from very far away.

"Are you happy?" I asked. It was a strange question to ask an info, and I knew it as soon as I said it.

"I don't experience happiness the way you mean it," he said. "I don't want things. I don't plan. I don't lie awake at night hoping. But I have something that might be better, or might be worse, depending on how you look at it. I have clarity. I can see my life whole, the whole arc of it, and I can tell you that it was a good life. I loved and was loved. I built things that lasted. I raised children who are kind. I lived through the most extraordinary transformation in human history and I did my part. That's enough. That's more than enough."

"And me?" I said. "What do you think about me being here? Me and... Edward?"

"I think it's wonderful," he said, and there was nothing performed about it, no generosity being displayed for my benefit. He meant it the way the sky means blue. "I think you deserve to be loved by someone who is alive and present and who can hold your hand and walk through a city with you at one in the morning. I think Edward Leete is a good man. I think you should let yourself be happy without feeling guilty about it."

"I don't feel guilty."

"Jules. I've known you since we were eighteen. You feel guilty about everything. You felt guilty about working too much and guilty about not working enough and guilty about pulling me to San Francisco and guilty about the engagement dinner and guilty about going to Huffman's house that night. You are carrying guilt about me right now, in this conversation, and I need you to put it down. I am fine. I had a beautiful life. I am at peace in whatever way an info can be at peace. So go inside and find the other Edward and tell him I said hello, and that he should take care of you, and that if he doesn't, I will haunt him, which I realize is a more credible threat in this century than it used to be."

I laughed. I put my face in my hands and laughed until I couldn't breathe.

"Thank you," I said. "Thank you for looking for me. Thank you for building this neighborhood. Thank you for being you."

"Thank you for not leaving," he said. "Even though you didn't have a choice. Thank you for not leaving."

"Goodbye, Edward."

"Not goodbye. I'm right here. I'm always here. But go. Go live your life. It's a good one."

I sat in Adaeze's chair for a long time after his voice settled back into the quiet. The garden was full of afternoon light. Somewhere below me, someone was singing. The bridge was visible in the distance, rust-red and permanent, the one thing that hadn't changed.

I went inside. Helen was sitting at the kitchen table. She looked up when I came through the door, and I saw on her face something I hadn't seen before: the expression of a woman who had known everyone in this story. She had known Adaeze, who had built the house. She had known Edward Bartlett, who had carried stone up the hill. She had taken me in, the woman they had both loved in different ways, and she had watched me fall in love with her grandson in the same garden where all of it had happened.

She didn't say anything. She stood and crossed the kitchen and put her arms around me, and I leaned into her, and for a moment we just stood there. Then she pulled back and looked at my face and said, "Good?"

"Good," I said.

She nodded. She squeezed my arm once and went out to the garden, leaving me with Edward Leete, who was standing by the counter, and who looked up at me with the particular expression of a man who has been waiting and trying not to wait.

"He says hello," I said. "And he says if you don't take care of me, he'll haunt you."

Edward smiled. The smile that started in his eyes.

"Tell him I'll do my best," he said.

"He can hear you," I said. "He can hear everything. That's the whole point."

And Edward laughed, and I laughed, and somewhere in the architecture of the info, I liked to think, a man named Edward Bartlett was laughing too.




Chapter 30: The Dream

That night I dreamed of 2027.

I don't know what triggered it. Maybe the conversation with Edward Bartlett had unlocked something, some door I'd been keeping shut since the night I walked through the dark city in my sleeping clothes and told Edward Leete that everyone I knew was dead. Maybe it was just time. Maybe when you've spent months learning what the world could be, your mind eventually insists on dragging you back to what it was.

I was in the Lumen conference room. The big one on the fourteenth floor, the one with the glass walls that looked out over SoMa. A meeting was happening. I could see my colleagues around the table — faces I hadn't thought of in months, people whose names I'd once known as well as my own. Kevin from engineering. Priya from product. Marcus, my co-founder, at the head of the table, talking about Q3 projections. A slide deck glowed on the screen, and the numbers kept rearranging themselves, but nobody seemed to notice.

I tried to speak. My mouth opened and nothing came out. I looked down at my hands and they were translucent, like frosted glass. I could see the grain of the conference table through my fingers.

Nobody was looking at me.

I stood up and walked around the table. I passed behind Marcus and touched his shoulder and my hand went through him like smoke. He kept talking. The slide changed. I walked to the glass wall and pressed my palm flat against it, and the glass was cold, and outside the city was carrying on without me, and I was terrified.

I went out to the street. Market Street, the real one, loud and bright and full of people moving fast with their heads down. I stepped into the crowd and they streamed past me without adjusting their paths — not avoiding me, but passing through me. A woman in a business suit walked directly through my chest and I felt nothing, no contact, no warmth, just a faint blur like static, and she kept walking, her heels clicking on the concrete, and didn't break stride.

I tried to grab someone's arm. My hand passed through. I shouted and no sound came out. I was in my city, my world, my time, and I didn't exist in it anymore.

Then I saw the window.

It was in the side of a building on Mission Street, where there shouldn't have been a window at all — just concrete and a faded mural. But there it was, the size of a door, glowing with warm amber light. I pressed my face to it and looked through and I could see the garden. Adaeze's garden. The terraces falling away toward the city, the towers soft and green against the night sky, the stars thick and low. I could see Edward's chair, the one he sat in when we talked in the evenings. I could see the kitchen light on. I could almost smell the jasmine and the soil and the particular warmth of a world that was alive.

I pushed against the glass. It didn't move. I hit it with my fist and felt nothing — no impact, no pain. I was a ghost even to this. I pressed both palms flat and tried to will myself through, and the edges of the window began to contract, slowly, like a closing eye.

I turned and Sawyer was there.

She was standing on the sidewalk about ten feet away, looking at her phone. The same Sawyer — same build, same jaw, same way of standing like she owned whatever ground she was on. I ran to her. I said her name, or tried to — no sound came out, but I screamed it silently, and she didn't look up. I reached for her face and my hand went through her and she turned and walked away, and I stood in the street and watched her disappear into the crowd of people who couldn't see me.

Then Edward Bartlett was sitting on a bench across the street.

Not the Edward Bartlett I'd met — the old man with the kind eyes and the garden with the espaliered pear trees. This was a young man, maybe thirty, with dark hair and the coiled energy of someone who hasn't yet learned patience. He looked up as I approached, and for one moment I thought he saw me. His eyes focused on mine. My heart lurched.

"Do I know you?" he said.

I opened my mouth and this time sound came out, thin and distant, like a voice through water. "Yes. You know me. You're going to know me."

He frowned. And then his face began to change. The years fell across it like shadows — thirty, forty, fifty, sixty — his hair going silver, his skin creasing, his eyes deepening, and with each passing decade his gaze lost focus, sliding through me, until the old man sitting on the bench was looking at the place where I stood and seeing nothing at all.

I ran. The streets were narrowing around me, the buildings leaning in, the sky pressing down like a low ceiling. The noise of 2027 was everywhere — horns, construction, a siren, the hum of a million screens, a low machine-drone that I'd once mistaken for silence because I'd never known its absence. I was looking for the window. I knew it was still there somewhere, getting smaller.

I turned corners and the streets folded back on themselves. I passed the same Walgreens twice. The same billboard. The same corner with the same man sleeping on cardboard who I'd walked past a thousand times without stopping. The city was a loop, and I was inside it, and I couldn't get out.

I found it. The window. It was small now, the size of my hand, set into a wall at the end of an alley that hadn't been there before. Through it I could see the garden, the stars, one sliver of amber light. I pressed my eye to it and I could see Edward — my Edward, Edward Leete — standing in the garden looking up at the sky, and I knew with the absolute certainty that only dreams provide that if this window closed I would be trapped here forever, invisible, in a world that had already forgotten me.

I screamed. No sound came out. The window shrank to a point of light, a pinprick, a star—

I woke up gasping.

The room was dark, or almost dark — the soft amber glow of Adaeze's room. I could smell the garden. I could hear the wind in the living walls. And I knew where I was, and I knew when I was, and the relief was so enormous that I couldn't contain it. I made a sound that wasn't crying exactly but wasn't anything else, and then the door opened and Edward was there.

He didn't ask what happened. He sat on the edge of the bed and I reached for him and he held me, and I pressed my face into his chest and breathed the smell of him — soil and green things and the particular warmth of a living body — and I said, "I was back. I was back there and I couldn't get out."

"You're here," he said. "You're here now."

"I was a ghost, Edward. No one could see me. I was in my old world and I was invisible — I could see this place through a window, the garden, the stars, you — and I couldn't reach it. It kept getting smaller."

"It's not small. It's here. It's real. You're in it."

"I know." I held onto him. "I know it's real."

He held me. The room was quiet. Through the window I could hear the neighborhood settling into its night sounds — the sounds I'd come to know as well as I'd once known the sounds of traffic and sirens and the hum of the refrigerator in my SoMa apartment. Growing things. Wind. Water. The distant murmur of a city that was, itself, at rest.

"Edward," I said.

"Yes."

"I'm not going back to sleep."

"Then let's go outside."

We went out to the garden. The stars were extraordinary, the way they always were, thick and dusty across a sky that no longer had light pollution to compete with. I thought of what Helen had told me about the silence out there. Every star a question mark. Every silence an answer I wasn't sure I wanted. Adaeze's chair was there. The terraces fell away below us toward the city, the towers glowing softly, the bridges between them lit with amber. Somewhere far below, someone was playing music, faint and sweet.

I sat in the chair and Edward sat on the ground beside me, his back against the wall, his hand resting on my knee. We didn't talk for a long time. The dream was still in me — the silence of my own voice, the faces that looked through me, the window closing to a point of light — but it was fading now, the way dreams do, being replaced by what was real: the garden, the stars, the warm hand on my knee, the city that people had chosen to build.

"I want to finish the book," I said.

"You will."

"And after the book," I said, surprising myself. "I want to serve. In the industrial army. I know I'm twenty-seven and most people start at twenty-two, but—"

"There's no age limit," Edward said. "People serve when they're ready."

"What kinds of projects are happening? Right now, in the world?"

"Everywhere. River restoration in central Asia. Reforestation across the Sahel — that's where I served. New infrastructure in the Arctic communities. Coastal rebuilding in Southeast Asia. And there's always the mega-structures, the cities that are still growing and changing." He looked at me. "You're serious."

"I want to carry stone," I said, and the words surprised me as much as they surprised him, but they were true. I'd spent my old life building things that existed only as code and metrics and quarterly reports. I wanted to build something I could touch. Something that would be here in a hundred years, the way Edward Bartlett's paths were still here. "I want to go somewhere far away and do something hard and come back different. The way you did."

Edward smiled. "You already came back different."

"Then I want to do it on purpose this time."

"I want people to understand. Not just what it was like for me. What it was like for all of us. Everyone who lived in that world and didn't see it. I want them to understand that we weren't evil. We weren't stupid. We were inside something we couldn't see, and the thing we were inside was killing us, and we called it normal."

"Write that," Edward said. "That's the ending."

I looked at the city. I looked at the stars. I looked at the man sitting beside me, this man from a century I hadn't chosen, in a world I was still learning, who had waited for me to be ready and who was here, now, in the garden, in the dark.

I thought about a woman named Adaeze who had carried stone up a hill. About a president who had gone all the way. About a comedian in Sao Paulo who had made me laugh until I couldn't breathe. About a grandmother in Lagos who had insisted that the eating spaces face the water. About my mother's voice saying "I'm here." About Edward Bartlett telling me to put the guilt down. About Helen, patient Helen, who had taken me in and explained the whole world to me, piece by piece, in a garden chair made by her mother.

And I thought about the people reading this. You, in your time, in whatever century you live in. I thought about what I would want you to know, if I could tell you one thing.

It didn't have to be the way it was. It doesn't have to be the way it is. Whatever you're living in, whatever system has convinced you that suffering is natural and inequality is inevitable and that the way things are is the only way things could be, I am writing to you from the other side to tell you: it's not true. It was never true. We had everything we needed to build this world, and we wasted centuries not building it because we couldn't imagine it.

And then one day enough people imagined it at the same time, and they built it, and here I am, sitting in it, in a garden, under the stars, in love, at home.


EPUB/media/looking-backward-cover.png





