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For Trevor

To whom I bequeath the future



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]
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Since these introductory words appear at the start of a book already published, you might think I surely had to have written them to you from the past. And you would be right . . . but also wrong. For the difference between those two moments is an illusion.

The truth is—these words have yet to be written, for I will only scribble them out to you much later down the timeline, and not until the future arrives.

A paradox? Perhaps. But one which is necessary if you are to survive all that occurs in the gap between us.

You may feel the times in which you live are challenging. And they are. But the times ahead will be even more so.

Do not worry. Do not fear. That is why I have caused this book to be sent back to you, my precious ancestor, during your days of need.

I reach out to you now (then) as one who has already lived through what is to come, and I know in my heart that if you are to get from there (your there) to here (my here), you will need help.

And so . . . this instruction manual, containing thirteen scenarios which should help guide you in the choices you will have to make.

What should you do after having exhausted all the wonders Earth has to offer?

How best to cope with the fact the aliens you thought were your friends had been lying to you all along?

Where will you find yourself when your time jaunt overshoots your target destination?

Why will the robots who struggle in the wreckage we (you) leave (left) behind judge you wanting?

This guide provides all the advice you will need to cope with those and any other situations tomorrow throws at you as it rushes inescapably closer. (And I assure you, throw at you it will.)

As I look back on the world I left behind, I offer this book as a way of letting you know—if you can take in my tips, if you are able to weigh them wisely, if you open your heart as I have opened mine, someday you will also be able to pierce through the veil of difficulties ahead and join me.

You can do this. Yes, you can, I know it. And I know it as more than a matter of faith. I know it because I have seen it. You will get through the trials which lie in wait for you . . . as long as you follow the simple advice collected in the following pages, which I have sent back from the day after tomorrow.

Your loving descendant,

Scott Edelman

Somewhere in time
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101 THINGS TO DO BEFORE YOU’RE DOWNLOADED
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The last man on Earth—or rather, the man who’d been weighing whether he should linger until he inevitably became the last man on Earth—had been atop Mt. Everest for nearly a century, contemplating his planet’s mortality—and his own—when an unwelcome visitor popped into existence beside him.

He’d long ago, centuries ago, discovered that his thoughts were clearest on top of the world, though he’d never quite figured out whether this was because of the spectacular view, the thinness of the air, or a byproduct of the unusual extended solitude that came with such a visit. Still, that was where he headed when he had anything important to consider. And at that moment, as he tried to imagine his best possible future, there was no more important question on Earth for him—or for any inhabitants of the solar system, really—to consider than this:

Should he stay? Or should he go?

He’d been mulling over whether enough was enough for several lifetimes as you and I (but not those who will come after us) measure them, but he’d yet to reach any conclusion, at least not with any sense of certainty. Even though he’d been communing with his truest self, his concentration compressed by the weight of the passing decades, a decision about whether he should simply remain in place until the sun reached out to meet him and it would be too late for Downloading continued to be elusive. Others may have felt the need to escape, to go on, but . . . why?

And so, even after all that time alone above a world that day by day dwindled, when he heard the sound of his name, it came as an unwelcome distraction.

That name, a complex collection of syllables which unfortunately cannot be replicated here in our time with our words, because vocal cords have not yet evolved the capacity to form sounds so strange and beautiful, was the whisper of a subtle, barely perceptible wind on certain summer nights, overlaid by waves colliding against a coral reef, married to the trickle of water from melting ice running against smooth rocks.

The man turned his head slowly, irritated by the interruption. And after having been undisturbed for decades, a little surprised, too. Few in that distant pocket of existence bothered to visit Mt. Everest, not in reality anyway, not when it was so easy to go there in one’s mind and experience nearly the same thing.

“Yes, that’s me,” said Husssh (which, as I’ve explained above, is not his actual name, but merely what we shall call him for the duration to make his story more easily comprehensible in our time). He didn’t bother, as he once might have, to alter his voice to mask the annoyance he felt. “You found me.”

Which wasn’t quite the case. The newcomer couldn’t really be said to have found anyone because, in truth, he hadn’t been looking. But the reason he knew Husssh’s name wasn’t because they’d met while navigating their shared future, or simply because most of the population had already abandoned Earth, leaving behind few whose names it was necessary to remember, allowing him to recognize the man. No, it’s just that everyone knew everyone on sight in the elsewhen that waits for our chidren . . . if they chose to access the information, that is. When you looked at someone, you could just know. That’s how the brains of our descendants will come to work in these days.

“Now let me be,” Husssh said, turning away from his intruder, ignoring most of the details about him that came into his mind, save that the man was but a youngster, barely ninety years old. Why, Husssh had been motionless on the mountaintop far longer than that pup had even been alive! “If you insist on staying here, do me a favor. Let’s at least sit in silence.”

The visitor nodded and settled in gingerly, as one tends to do on a first visit to Mt. Everest, even in this future of miracles. He looked away from Husssh and down through the clouds below, knowing better than to speak, something that first glance of his face and its intense expression had quickly taught him.

No more than a handful of heartbeats had gone by when the visitor extended his hands, causing a wafer to manifest in one and a sheet of paper in the other. Husssh was stunned. Paper? When had anyone last used paper? Flesh itself was on the brink of becoming history, and paper, for many, was little more than myth. But before Husssh could express his surprise, the man popped the square into his mouth, tore slightly at an edge of the page—Husssh could see there were many such tears down one side—and then vanished.

He was puzzled, but at the same time, relieved—for he had a far more important question than the reason for what he’d seen that still needed answering, and for that, he had to continue on in solitude. (Though what would a second century give him the first had not? A conclusion was not so easily come by as he’d thought when he’d first sequestered himself.) But that relief didn’t last long, for before he could settle in with his thoughts, a second traveler arrived.

After nearly a century of solitude, two visitors in two minutes was almost too much to bear. And so when the second visitor, without even bothering to acknowledge him, mimicked the first, and a paper materialized in her hand, Husssh made a grab for it—but the invader backed quickly away before his fingers could make contact.

“No need to be so aggressive,” she said, as she, too, tore a notch in the page, not even bothering before she did so to gaze at the panorama which surrounded them. Husssh leaned forward and quickly leapt at the sheet, this time ripping off a strip from the top as the woman pulled back.

“Hey!” she shouted, but then, when she saw the fierce expression on Husssh’s face, quickly placed a pill on her tongue, swallowed, shook her head, and was gone.

Husssh examined the fragment, which fluttered in a stiff wind that threatened to pull it from his hands. Across the top were the words, “100 Things to Do Before You’re Downloaded.” It seemed to be the beginning of a list, and as he read the numbered items below, its contents were just as mysterious as the fact they were written on paper and had been carried by multiple intruders. He’d only managed to tear away five of the supposed hundred which the list’s title claimed it contained, but what he read made him uncomfortable.

Which was another surprise. It had been quite a while since he’d felt discomfort.

Have breakfast in the Marianas Trench, lunch on Mount Everest, and dinner on the Moon.

Track and eat the last living representative of a near-extinct species. Consider what you have done.

Ride one orbit on a ring of Saturn.

Write a song to make someone fall in love with you. Write another which will make them hate you.

Go over Angel Falls until you reach the bottom, then swim back up against the tide until you reach the top.

After reading and saving the strangely familiar information, he let the scrap be tugged from his fingers and watched the wind quickly carry it out of sight.

Once, he would have felt it wrong to litter the world in such a manner.

Once, he would have chased after the paper and made sure to keep Mt. Everest pristine.

Soon, though, it would make no difference. The world and all it contained would be gone. So there was only one thing that mattered now.

Which meant it was time to come down off the mountain. And with the thought of going, he was gone.

––––––––
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And then he was back, elsewhere, to a spot suggested by the list, and mirrored by his memory.

He swam vertically against the rushing waters of Angel Falls, rising slowly as he once had in his youth, the only difference being that this time he was aware of others nearby doing the same. It was much different from when he’d last attempted this, when he’d been alone, battering himself against the planet to learn who he was and whether he mattered. Now others were there, in search of—what? He knew what had moved him to accomplish this feat hundreds of years before. But why were the swimmers who accompanied him doing it now? Because someone had placed it on a list? That seemed absurd.

But someone had.

Once up top, he stood on a rock, then watched as first one, then two, three, four others climbed out of the water to stand beside him. They did not look back down toward the water from where they had come. They did not look out at the land which stretched far away beneath them. They did not turn around to consider the river which rushed to the edge, against the power of which they had fought.

Instead, they one by one stretched out a hand to allow a sheet of paper to appear, just as the others had done earlier on Mt. Everest. Husssh noted that one sheet was more tattered than the others—thanks to rips and tears indicating achievements, he assumed—and so he knew whom he had to approach.

Oddly, when Husssh looked at the man the way people will come to in the future, looked the way I explained earlier, he did not know him . . . not his name, his history, or any of the other information people will come to allow to be instantaneously shared with one another. Taken aback, he for a moment did not know what to say.

The man saw Husssh approach, and smiled, waving the page.

“Halfway done,” he said.

“I can see that,” said Husssh. “But why?”

The man shrugged, and then, before any further questions could be asked, was gone.

Husssh could have followed had he chosen to do so, at least he thought he could have, though after that blankness of the man’s identity, he was suddenly unsure, so he didn’t even try. Instead, he turned to the others.

“And you?” he asked. “Why are you here?”

“It’s just the thing to do,” two of them said simultaneously. They pointed at each other, then laughed. He was flummoxed. He’d have known the two were a singleton had he been able to look at them the way he was supposed to.

One of them rubbed his hands together, and then suddenly, there were two sheets. He thrust one of them at Husssh.

“Here,” they said. “Take it. You don’t want to be the only one not doing it.”

“Not doing what?” Husssh asked as he scanned the list. And then he fell silent, for in its entries, he recognized a personal history he’d thought had mattered to none but himself.

Follow the flight path of the first man in space while contemplating your own upcoming possible final trip out into space.

Program yourself for synesthesia and taste a rainbow.

Have sex with a representative of all three alien species known to have visited Earth in the order they were first encountered.

Become what once was a man. Become what once was a woman. Try to imagine what it was like to have lived in a world of frozen gender.

Husssh looked up from the list to the ones who had given it to him.

“I’ve—I’ve done all of these,” he said. “Where did this come from?”

“Where did it not come from?” came the reply in stereo. Then they laughed again. And were gone.

“Wait—” he called out.

But they’d said all they’d wanted to say, and frozen out of the datastream, he could not follow them. He turned to the last person there, who waved in a sort of salute.

“Good luck,” it said. And then it, too, vanished.

Husssh was baffled.

By the list. By the apparent multiple quests. And by the fact he was somehow being denied access to information which had become commonplace.

He could wait for other swimmers to arrive at the top so he could question them about it all. But as he gazed at the territory around him, he was reminded of his first visit so long ago, and he thought—he’d already spent all the time he needed on that spot the first time around.

He had to keep moving.

Until it was time to stop.

––––––––
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Husssh swam on his back past the Empire State Building, the ocean having long before risen to cover the streets on which you and I might have walked. The skies of New York City above him were more crowded than he had ever seen them, considering the number of inhabitants who had already Downloaded. He wondered at first whether it had always been that busy and perhaps he’d grown unaccustomed to it during his time on the mountaintop, but then he thought again, accessing the census of all who remained—he could still see the count of that, thankfully— and learned his initial reaction has been right. There were indeed more present than there usually were.

It was that list. It had to be. His niece—grandniece many times over, actually—who had once been his nephew and once been neither and several times had been both—would surely know what this was about. He’d stopped caring a long time ago what others thought, and paid little attention to fads and fashions, but she—even though she had her own mind—was more in touch with the tide of the times. He knew his limitations, recognized there were areas he could not access even when he could access them, languages he could not speak even when he spoke them.

With a kick of his feet, Husssh dove down to meet her.

Drackle was floating close to the sand, face down, prodding this way and that in the silt which had settled over the city’s streets. We’ll call her Drackle even though that is not her name (I explained before the necessity for doing this), which is the sound of a wind chime assembled of broken glass moving in harmony with the snap of an electrical surge. But since neither you nor I can pronounce either of those with the primitive tools we have been given, we’ll go with Drackle.

“Hello, uncle,” she said, registering he was there without a need to turn her head.

“What are you looking for this time?” he asked.

“A few final souvenirs,” she said. “Our time grows short.”

When she said this, of course, she was referring to time as they will come to account for it, not as you or I do now. If we’d been there beside them, contemplating the end of things, it would still seem as if millennia proceeded before us.

“But you won’t be able to take them with you when you’re Downloaded,” he said. “Just bits and bytes to be sent off elsewhere, beamed in the hope something will become of them. But your souvenirs, the ones the makers left for you to find, the ones you cradled and warmed with your touch, they’ll remain here. Until . . . ”

His voice trailed off. In her head, at least. They were underwater, after all, which meant no spoken words were being exchanged.

“You’re so old-fashioned, uncle,” she said. “Everything I find here I’ll be able to still have with me there. They’ll be reconstructed just as I will be. You know that.”

“Actually, I don’t,” he said. “And you know that. But as I’ve told you before, whatever you think you’ll have—will you really have? The Earth, and all who ever lived here, and all who ever died, and all that was built by those who did both, will be left behind. Swallowed. Incinerated. Gone.”

“I’m not going to argue about it with you anymore,” she said, angrily smacking the mud, which rose into cloud, momentarily leaving them hidden from each other. “We have better things to do with the time we have left.”

When the silt had settled once more, he saw she had stopped her excavating and spun around.

“What brings you here, uncle?” she asked.

He tilted his head and let her see what had transpired on Mt. Everest and at Angel Falls. She looked at the list which he’d been given.

“Yes, I’ve heard of this before,” she said. “This list has been propagating across the planet. You’d probably have gotten one yourself had you not chosen to isolate so. Some of my friends have been trying to do all of these things before it’s their turn to Download.”

“No, it’s something more than just that,” he said. “That doesn’t explain the holes in my connection, or why I’ve been blocked from accessing information I’ve never been blocked from before. There’s something more going on, something far less innocent.”

Drackle laughed suddenly, and a flurry of bubbles rose from her mouth toward the surface.

“Really?” he said. “That’s your answer?”

“No, I’m not laughing at you, uncle. Really, I’m not. But did you see this one at the end?”

He called up the list and scrolled to the bottom.

Sleep so long your friends have forgotten whether you are sleeping or dead.

Learn a new word every day. At the same time, forget an old one.

Kill someone who does not deserve to die. Within 24 hours, save the life of someone who does not deserve to live.

Swim through the ruins of New York City.

“Ah,” he said. “I see.”

“That’s why New York City is so crowded today. It hasn’t been bothering me, though. Hardly anyone’s taken the time to come down this deep.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. From what I’ve seen, no one seems interested in actually experiencing any of these things. Which makes their actions hollow and superficial.”

“Even if they don’t do it your way, uncle, that doesn’t mean it’s not worth doing at all.”

“We can debate that some other time—”

“Will there be time for another time?”

“—but that’s not the only thing peculiar about this list.”

She scanned it again.

“What am I missing?”

“I thought you knew me, knew my past, better than that. Don’t you see?”

She shook her head.

“I’ve already done every one of them. Every one.”

“Oh,” she said. “That’s interesting.”

“And—as far as I know—I’m the only one who’s ever done all of them.”

“That’s very interesting. But—”

She paused, then raised a finger between them.

“What?”

“It seems it won’t be very long before you’re no longer the only one.”

He thought and—glad he could still access that knowledge, at least—realized she was right.

“But—why? What’s the point?”

“I don’t know, but as I told you, it appears completing the list before the final Downloading has become something of a thing.”

“I’m not much for doing things because they’re things.”

“Sometimes I wish you were,” she said, grimacing. “Then we wouldn’t have to say goodbye.”

“I thought you weren’t going to try to argue with me anymore.”

“Not an argument,” she said. “Just an observation.”

He considered the list again, and as he did so, remembered not just each achievement, but also the motivations that had driven him to each action. Not all of the events which had preceded each list entry had been pleasant ones.

“I didn’t do these things because they were on some mysterious list that popped up in my feed. I did them because they mattered at the time. I did them because I couldn’t not do them.”

She shrugged, then lowered herself back against the ground and started sifting through the sand once more.

“Who do you think made this thing?” he asked.

“Does it really matter?” she said. “Whoever it was will soon be Downloaded like the rest us. Well . . . like most of us.”

“It matters to me. Don’t be angry. This list . . . this list is me.”

“You’re more than just a list of the things you’ve done.”

“And you’re wise for someone so young.”

“Uncle, I’m 140 years old.”

Husssh laughed. “As I said, you’re wise for someone so young.”

“And you’re foolish for someone so old. But I guess that’s part of why I love you.”

He smiled, and dropped beside her to join in sifting through the mud. And sift through the list as well, trying to decide what to do next. As in the palm of his hand he rolled broken pieces of granite and metal bits from machines that were no longer necessary, he realized that, in the end, there was no need to decide. His course, for once, was not up to him. The list itself would lead him to who had mined his life and made the list.

“I’ll see you later, niece,” he said. “I need to go for a swim.”

“We’re already swimming,” she said.

“Yes,” he said, letting the fragments drop slowly to the riverbed. “But it’s time for a swim that’s not on the list.”

Then he was gone.

––––––––
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And then he was not.

He paddled slowly on his back along the Colorado River, looking up toward the stars, which were harder than ever to make out with his natural eyes. The sky had grown much brighter than it used to be, and it was only with enhancement he could see things as they used to be and would have been able to pretend— had he been the sort of person who felt a need to pretend—that the time for Downloading was not fast approaching. He climbed from the water and then hiked to the deepest part of the Grand Canyon, where he sat and waited for the sun above to vanish.

Soon, he knew, that sun would grow insistent, and demanding, and be beyond vanishing. But not yet. He considered the list once more as the sun dropped and the rocks around him cooled suddenly, cracking loudly as if surprised by the abrupt sunset and the swift temperature change it bought.

Find and ride a falling meteor. Repeat until you latch onto one that reaches Earth. Savor the impact.

Scan every work ever written in every language until you find the words worthy of being your epitaph. Then tell no one what you have chosen.

Listen to rocks pop after a sudden sunset at the bottom of the Grand Canyon.

Delete a painful memory. Delete the memory of that deletion.

Had he erased a memory once? He guessed he had. It appeared he’d done all the other things on the list, so why not that one? He thought away the list, then lay on his back to count the stars (which we cannot do, but Husssh, in his future, could) and try to figure out what that lost memory might be. Then he figured . . . it didn’t really matter. He had to trust himself. If he started second-guessing himself now, where would he be?

The air shifted beside him, and Husssh sensed he was no longer alone in the darkness.

He turned away from the stars to see a woman, list in hand, about to tear at the edge of the page.

“You’re too late,” he said.

He reached for her wrist, but before he could make contact, she vanished and then reappeared behind him.

“Didn’t you hear me?” he said. “I read the list. You missed what you came for. You can’t pretend you accomplished this one. It didn’t count. You don’t get credit just for showing up. You’ll have to come back tomorrow night.”

“I don’t have the time for that,” she said.

“You have to be somewhere?”

“I have to be . . . you know . . . ”

She pointed up, and slightly to the left, zeroing in through the millennia of rock which surrounded them to the exact spot of the sun.

“Downloaded?” Husssh said.

“Well, yes. Of course. Where else?”

“Why the rush? We have some time left.”

“Not as much as you’d think,” she said. “I’m in a race with the others. I don’t want to end up being the last one here. I wouldn’t like it.”

“Doesn’t seem like that would be too bad to me. Not at all.”

“It’s already getting a little too empty,” she said. “There’s less . . . us. I wouldn’t want a planet of my own.”

“Who would?” he said. “Well . . . maybe for a little while. And then . . . ”

He smiled, and spoke in darkness what he might not have spoken in light.

“Sometimes,” he said, “it gets a little too noisy around here for my taste.”

The woman widened her eyes, after for the first time bothering to check who it was beside her at the bottom of the crevasse.

“Oh,” she said. “That’s right. It’s you. I should have known.”

“Of course it’s me. So?”

Her only answer was a nervous laugh. And then, before Husssh had a chance to ask her anything else, she was gone.

She’d been frightened. Of him. Which was odd, because there was no reason for a stranger to fear him (not that she was truly a stranger in this future devoid of strangers). Though perhaps based on a few of the items on the list some might think there was a reason, assuming she knew he’d done everything on that list as he felt confident in assuming she did. But it seemed more than just that knowledge which had scared her and driven her away. The woman had been hiding something, and in a world in which it had become nearly impossible to hide, that was meaningful.

And so he hunted them.

How strange it felt to be chasing rather than evading, because in his mind he’d already said farewell. He travelled the world— the whole solar system, in fact, which was the limit of their personal technology during that age—in search of the searchers.

He hunted them all.

Walk the Great Wall of China. No, really. Walk. Just like they had to do in the old days.

And so he walked the Great Wall, encountering others beside him not looking as happy as he had when he first walked the Wall. What gave the appearance of punishment as they did it, had felt like freedom to him.

“Not used to using your feet, eh?”

But they would not speak to him. Some, whom he assumed wore electronic blinders, erasing him from their world, would not even notice him.

“Why are you doing this?” he asked. “Who gave you this list? Where did it come from?”

Not a one answered. Instead, they would veer swiftly around him, eyes at their feet, or else bump into him, not seeing him in space. He watched the glum parade until he could stand no more, and then leapt on.

From the Sea of Tranquility, watch the sun rise over the Earth.

He stood by the L.E.M. as the others popped in and out of existence. He hovered over the lunar soil, showing proper respect for the place of humanity’s first great leap, but they did not care, leaving new footsteps.

He approached the first to appear, looking down at them. The other looked up at Husssh and smiled briefly.

“Why did you smile?”

“You’re here,” they said. “I’m here. That makes this even better.”

“But why?” he said. “Who am I to you?”

They winked.

The others who came after were no more helpful, and he had no means with which to compel them.

Before Husssh moved on, he cleared the new footprints, returning the soil to the way it had been since the time humanity had last used rockets to get there. He wasn’t entirely sure why it mattered to him, since the Moon would soon—soon in the way the universe keeps track of things—be lost in a solar blaze.

But it did matter.

Go to the South Pole. Go to the North Pole. Commune in those spaces with the memory of ice.

He sat on the stones. He floated in the water. He moved from pole to pole in wonder. It had been different the last times he’d been there. But none of the newcomers would know that.

There were fewer of them every day. As each fulfilled the tasks on the list, they’d Download, preparing for the escape that would come when the sun overwhelmed the Earth. He did not mind watching their number dwindle—it had been what he’d been looking forward to all along—but their increasing disappearances meant there were fewer and fewer each day willing to answer (or fewer to be asked anyway, since answers were not forthcoming), and he had to wait longer and longer for anyone to show.

As each appeared, he’d rip the paper from their hands and tear it to shreds. It angered him that the mystery of their quest could so anger him. But his actions in a world which did not know much of aggression didn’t seem to bother them. They’d shrug, and manifest the list all over again.

“You’re not going to tell me anything, are you?” he said to one.

“There’s nothing to tell you,” the one said back.

And perhaps they were right.

Walk across Tanzania until you reach the Laetoli footprints. Think of the millions of years behind and the millions of years ahead.

When he’d first done that, his time behind and time ahead seemed in balance. He’d been teetering in the middle of eternity. No more. He had time to think about that, how nearly all of his future had become his past, because those who remained had dwindled few, and provided no distraction. When another finally appeared, Husssh had almost forgotten what he’d been waiting for, and what he’d wanted to ask.

“Is this how you want to spend the time you have left on this planet?” he said. “Doing what I did? Walking in my footsteps? Copying my life? Think about it. You could be out there doing something new, something yours.”

“I am doing something mine,” he said. “And something more than mine as well.”

Husssh was surprised. It was the first time in a long while someone had actually spoken to him.

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll figure it out.”

And then he was gone.

––––––––
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He moved around the known, reachable space, reliving the millennia of his life, until finally, there was only one other than himself remaining to be Downloaded. The planet was nearly abandoned. And so he returned to rest where his hunt had begun, atop Mt. Everest, alone.

––––––––
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Then he was not. Drackle, whom he’d first known as his niece, appeared beside him, though he could tell by a look in their eye he’d seen numerous times before over the decades that at that moment niece was no longer the proper pronoun.

“I never did find out who made the list,” he said.

“Of course you did,” they said. “But then, you knew that. Didn’t you?”

Puzzled, he turned from them to look down from the roof of the world at the emptiness below, which suddenly seemed bleaker than usual and suddenly more beautiful than usual. Then he looked back, nodding.

“Yes, I guess I did know. But what I don’t get is . . . why did you do it?”

“Because I’d agreed not to argue any more,” they said. “Because I hoped that if you realized all you’d done, all you’d lived for, all you could still do and live for, it would shake you out of your despair. And because you’d lived the most exciting, vibrant life of anyone I’ve ever known, and I hate that you’ve given up.”

“You think I’ve given up? You think I despair? I haven’t given up.”

“Then what then?”

“I’ve lived enough of a life,” Husssh said. “You think I spent my centuries so I could make a list? I wasn’t list-making. I was living. And I’m fine with dying when planet Earth goes.”

“If you’re truly fine with the end of everything, then why did you agree to this? Why did you help me plan it all?”

“I didn’t—” he said, but stopped, for he remembered a memory was missing, even if he didn’t yet remember what that memory was.

“Yes,” they said. “See?”

Drackle touched his temples, and he saw them arguing across decades, eventually saw himself telling her everything, so she could create the list that had been the bones of his life up until that point, saw himself agree to alterations in his programming to hide himself from himself, saw her asking the world to help her ask him to stay in this mysterious way, saw himself give her give himself this one final chance to change his mind.

“It worked,” he said.

“No, it didn’t,” they said. “Not if you tell me you’re still refusing to keep on living.”

“I’ll be living a lot longer than you,” he said. “The place you’re going to? That’s not life. That’s a fantasy. This is life.”

“Who’s to say what’s life? You think those before us would think what we have a life? They might consider this the fantasy.”

“No,” insisted Husssh. “There’s a difference. There are boundaries, once crossed, that would make all that occurred before meaningless. I wasn’t sure before now, but now that I’ve played your crazy game—”

“It was our crazy game, uncle.”

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is—I’m now more certain than ever. I don’t need to live forever. Almost forever is more than enough. Who needs more life than that?”

“You do,” she said. “We all do. And I do, uncle. I swear to you I’ll never become bored of living.”

“I’m not bored of living. I’m . . . content.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever be that content.”

Drackle turned away to look at the emptiness below. Husssh wished he could transmit what he saw when he gazed into that emptiness, but not even their future (so very distant from ours, yet not so very distant at all) was up to such things.

“If you live your life right, and you’re very, very lucky, you will be,” said Husssh. “I’ll miss you.”

“No,” they said. “No, you won’t. Because you’ll be dead. But

I’ll miss you.”

They gave their uncle a hug, and then were gone, Downloaded, just like that.

Husssh stared at the space which Drackle had moments before occupied, then turned to consider the sun. He would remain like that, happy, satisfied, until it went nova as had been foretold. And when those final rays someday reach him, igniting him with a warm embrace, he will realize he has taken an action worthy of being item number 101 on that list of 100 Things to Do Before You’re Downloaded.

And he’ll have been the only one to accomplish it.

The only one.
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HOW VAL FINALLY ESCAPED FROM THE BASEMENT
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Val liked working nights at the Flaketown DashMart, especially those shifts that sent him to the children’s department way in the rear of the store. Few customers ever made it back there that late, so as he put the finishing touches on a crib he’d been assembling under the fluorescent lights, the solitude filled him with a sense of peace.

He was alone there. He felt safe. He could breathe.

And then he couldn’t.

Everything changed shortly after he unboxed a mobile meant— until later, when it would dangle over a newborn—to catch the eyes of shoppers as it rotated near the crib’s wooden headboard. Instead, unexpectedly, the mobile caught his eyes, and then he found himself suddenly holding it much too tight.

Rocket ships and robots dangled around a central planet he couldn’t recognize, and didn’t want to try. All, he assumed, were modeled after a recent blockbuster science fiction movie, a movie he imagined he might once have liked had only he seen it years before, but which now he’d never willingly watch, just one of many things his uncle’s death and all that came after had stolen from him.

He’d been about to hook the mobile to the crib and flick the switch which would start the music playing and the cheap plastic miniatures spinning when he hesitated, as it all suddenly became too much. It was only when he noticed the rocket ships dancing at the ends of their strings that he realized he was trembling, and was then startled to discover he needed to fight back tears . . .

Damn rocket ships.

If he never saw another rocket ship, never heard anyone speak of them, of outer space, of aliens, again, that would be just fine with him. Damn those who’d come in those tin cans for what they’d given, damn them for what they’d taken away.

He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose to stop from crying—it would destroy all he’d been working for to be found that way after he’d been doing so well at his new job, even with the sketchy past he’d had to fabricate for his employer, and he didn’t want to be forced to move on, with a new look and a new name, yet again, so soon, so soon—and when he opened his eyes once more, a man was staring at him.

A man, alone, in the children’s department, a place where mostly only couples, or perhaps a lone woman, would wander, and that during the day. Seeing him there at night when that section was usually deserted made Val even more uncomfortable.

The man was bearded, and appeared haunted, with a gaze that made it seem as if he was looking less at what was in front of him than at things a million miles away. But then, Val suspected he would also have appeared pretty much the same to anyone who happened to glance in his direction.

For Val, the haunted look had come first. The beard, a necessary disguise, followed later. Sometimes that beard helped with what he was trying to do. Sometimes it didn’t.

He returned to tinkering with the crib, less because he still needed to attach the mobile to complete his task than that he wanted to turn his back at that moment on the man’s unwanted stare. Too many people had looked at him for too long. Looked . . . and worse. But maybe he’d be lucky this time. Maybe the man was a confused customer, and nothing more.

Then—

“You,” came a voice from behind, as Val felt a hand on his elbow. “You’re him. You are, aren’t you? You’re the nephew.”

Val turned slowly, looked in the man’s eyes, and recognized there that expression which told him—he’d been recognized. He threw the mobile at the man, who didn’t bother to try to catch it, and then ran.

He didn’t get far.

Val could hear his name being shouted, not the one by which his coworkers at DashMart had come to know him, but his true name, the one which he’d abandoned many jobs, many cities, seemingly many lifetimes ago in order to survive. He ignored the call, but couldn’t ignore the stinging in his back as darts pierced his shirt and embedded in his skin, couldn’t ignore the surge of electricity that followed. He convulsed against a tower of infant formula and fell, first onto the linoleum, and then into unconsciousness.

––––––––
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Val awoke to find himself tied to a chair, his ankles bound by duct tape to its legs, his chest bound against its back. And as best as he could tell, he was in a windowless room of a type far too familiar to him.

The cinder block walls of what surely, damnably, had to be a basement were obscured for the most part by industrial shelving loaded with random clutter which gave him no clue as to either the owner or his location, and stacked in the gaps bare of shelving was a random assortment of liquor boxes, dented suitcases, and yellowing newspapers. Above him, a bare lightbulb buzzed. Propped against a metal folding chair opposite him was a poster-sized slice of corrugated cardboard on which had been mounted a large photograph of an elderly man who had tubes running from his nose. Yet even with those tubes, and the obvious pain on his face, the man still managed to smile at whoever had been on the opposite side of the camera.

Val had no idea who this subject was, exactly, but he felt he could be fairly certain of his relationship to the man who had captured him. He was his father, Val imagined. He appeared too old to be his captor’s brother, and would anyone have bothered capturing him like this for just an uncle? Probably not.

Well . . . Val wouldn’t have anyway.

He craned his neck in an attempt to learn whether the rest of the room behind him was as dismal as what was in front of him. When he failed in that he tried to twist his chair around, but could not, for it had been bolted into the floor.

His abduction had not been spontaneous. Someone had been planning this.

“I know what you’re thinking,” came a voice from the unseen section of the room. His captor stepped into view, smiling. He no longer looked quite so haunted. “And yes, you are. You’re in a basement.”

“That wasn’t what I was thinking.”

“Was your uncle’s basement anything like this one?”

“No,” said Val. “It was nothing like this. Nothing in the world could ever be anything like that basement. And I’m nothing like my uncle. You know that, don’t you?”

Though maybe I . . .

Val refused to let himself finish the thought.

“Yet you don’t seem surprised to be here.”

“Why would I be? I knew I’d end up here eventually. Well, not here exactly. But some other place like here. A person can only run so fast and so far.”

Val tilted his head forward toward the sickly man’s image, one not so unlike hundreds of others he’d had thrust toward him before he’d vanished.

“And that is . . . ?”

“He was my father,” said the man, stepping up beside the photograph. “And your uncle killed him.”

“My uncle may have been foolish, my uncle may have let a lot of people down—”

“Only a whole planet!”

“—but he didn’t kill anybody.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” the man said, pointing angrily at Val, then taking a deep breath and slowly letting his hand drop. “Your uncle was a bad, bad man. And if you can’t see that, you’re a bad, bad man, too.”

“Maybe I am,” Val said wearily. “But not for the reasons you think. Some things are much worse than anything my uncle ever did.”

Val nodded at the photograph once more.

“Nothing you could possibly do to me is going to bring him back,” he said. “Surely you know. The world has changed, but it hasn’t changed that much.”

“I know,” answered the man. “But seeing you trapped down here, knowing I’ve got you the same way your uncle had that thing locked away, that’s going to make me feel a whole lot better about it all. How many years did your uncle keep it hidden?”

“No one really knows for sure.”

“Well . . . I guess it doesn’t really matter,” said the man, vanishing again behind Val, who could hear rising footsteps as the voice trailed off. “You’ll be down here even longer. So get used to looking at my father’s face. You’ll be seeing a whole lot of it during the months ahead.”

––––––––
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It had been several years since Val had last heard from his Uncle Tommy—or made any attempt to reach out on his own, which was wrong, he knew, yet knowing that had never motivated him to change—when the call came from the lawyer.

At first, not recognizing the number, Val wasn’t going to answer, but then the area code tickled his memory, and he had a sick feeling he’d better pick up. It turned out to be a lawyer whose name he vaguely recalled from when his father had died, and after she verified it really was Val she was talking to, the woman informed him it was his uncle who had passed this time, he was the only surviving heir, and how did he wish to proceed?

Val and his uncle had never been close, and he’d always felt somewhat guilty about that, more guilty than he’d felt about having turned his back on most of his family. His father’s brother deserved a better nephew, and Val was not, and never had been, that. On learning of Uncle Tommy’s death, Val was surprised to discover that what rose up inside wasn’t more of that same guilt. Instead, it was the uncomfortable self-awareness—which had previously risen up many times over the years—that he wasn’t only not such a good nephew, he wasn’t even as good a person as he liked to pretend himself to be.

The guilt, when it came, and it would come, would only arrive later, once he got the thick envelope of paperwork and learned Uncle Tommy still owned that house, and the house was now his . . . and he found himself thinking more about the windfall he’d pocket from its sale than the loss of what to most other people would have been a close relative.

But that guilt was small compared to the guilt he’d feel later once he actually got inside.

Once he made it into the basement.

He took a week off from work—no problem for him, considering all the unused vacation time he’d accumulated, which had even gotten to be a joke around the office—and drove to the lawyer’s, where he picked up the keys, accompanied by condolences Val accepted grimly. It turned out, he learned, that the words “sorry for your loss” fall quite uncomfortably on the ears when one doesn’t feel that much of a loss at all.

He planned to give the house a cursory inspection, quickly see how little he could get away with in the way of repairs, what was the least that needed to be done to get the place in shape for a quick sale, and then go back to his apartment, go back to his life, such as it was. And he knew—since he was being honest with himself—that if he thought of his uncle at all from then on, it would be to tamp down the accompanying shame that he’d let the man die alone. And he’d do a good job of it, too.

The small house in the suburbs which Uncle Tommy had occupied alone ever since he’d inherited it after his parents had died and left it to him was in much better shape than Val had expected. He thought he’d enter to find evidence of years of hoarding, with narrow mazes winding through piles of junk—isn’t that what eventually happens to all bachelors when they don’t have friends or relatives checking up on them and pushing them to do better?—but instead the rooms were neat and clean, with no sense that there lived a loner. It was so orderly it made Val feel a bit embarrassed about the state of his own apartment.

In fact, its starkness surprised him, for as he walked through the house devoid of clutter, devoid even of personality, he got no sense of who his uncle was. No family photos on the walls hinted at a shared family history, no souvenirs gave evidence of trips taken, no shelving filled with well-thumbed books . . . there wasn’t a sense of, well, Tommy-ness, not a single clue as to the life he’d lived.

But Val shouldn’t have needed any clues to form a picture of his uncle. He should have known. He and Uncle Tommy had never been close, and as he wandered a house which seemed as if it had already been readied for sale—though the lawyer had assured Val he’d discover nothing had been touched, everything would be just as they’d found it after the neighbors had called the police and the police had found the lawyer’s number—he no longer remembered why. And it seemed like a thing he should remember.

There was so little to see up on the ground level that he got to the basement sooner than he expected. And, as it turned out, sooner than he would have liked. Once more, there were no obvious signs of who the man had been. The metal shelves that lined the cinder block walls were filled with a random assortment of tools, a couple of lamps, and a few illegibly labeled dusty boxes which on first glance yielded no immediate information. He could have been in the center of anybody’s basement.

As he scanned the shelves, searching for something, anything, which could have belonged to more than just a random stranger, an artifact or two which would tell him who Uncle Tommy had been, he spotted, barely visible between two boxes, the corner edges of a large piece of wood mounted to the wall. Only after he’d moved those boxes aside could he tell what he’d revealed was the covering of an opening to the house’s crawlspace. And in addition to the edges of the wood being screwed into the wall, a long vertical board held it firmly in place, the board affixed with a hinge on the top end and a hole in the bottom which settled over a metal loop.

And through the protruding loop, a lock.

What could Uncle Tommy have owned valuable enough to lock away?

None of the keys given to Val by the lawyer fit, so he rummaged through the tools in search of a crowbar. He couldn’t find one there, though he did set aside a screwdriver, but upstairs in the garage he came across a sturdy shovel which seemed as if it would be strong enough to serve. He returned to the basement and moved the rest of the boxes out of his way, then jammed the lip of the shovel under the board near the hinge and put his weight against the handle until the screws wrenched out of the wood. As he did so, watching the board rock like a pendulum from the unbroken lock, it occurred to him . . . anyone could have done what he just did. So perhaps the safeguards Uncle Tommy had built weren’t really intended to keep anyone out . . .

Val unscrewed the corners of the board, which then dropped to the cement floor, exposing the rectangular opening of the crawl-space. He squinted into the darkness, looking for the sort of thing he imagined might have been worth hiding there. A strong box perhaps, or maybe coffee cans that could have been stuffed with cash, anything to hint his uncle had earned something worth protecting over the years. He’d heard of old people doing that, losing faith in banks and hiding cash, cash which was often never found until years after it had rotted. But as he stared into the space, which extended far deeper than he would have expected, he could make out . . . nothing. He tilted his head slightly to allow more light to enter from the bare basement bulb. For a moment, he thought he could see light glinting off the metallic grille work of a window screen. But who would bother storing window screens in there? And what screens would be circular?

And that’s when Val first found himself looking into the eyes of the creature from another world.

––––––––
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“My father’s name was Elias Nathaniel Whitman,” said Val’s captor, sitting in the chair opposite him, the photo now balanced on one of his knees. “If not for your uncle, we’d all be getting ready to celebrate his eightieth birthday with him right about now. My father should have still been with us. Your uncle should have died instead.”

“My uncle did die.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes, I do,” said Val, wondering why he was deliberately riling a man who had him taped to a chair. Not at all a sensible thing to be doing. “I know what you mean. And what’s your name?”
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