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Griffin St. Clair

I


 didn’t begin dictating this journal until three days 

after the crash. What was the point? What was the point of anything?

Even now, it’s not from a desire to preserve a record of the events so much as it’s out of a desperate need to somehow rationalize the unthinkable. People always called me a dreamer, but I couldn’t have dreamed what happened to us. Or what happened to the world either.

What’s the quote? “Oh, how the mighty have fallen.”

I still can’t make sense of it. Can’t imagine any purpose, as much as I ache to. Because otherwise, it’s all my fault.

Maybe verbalizing this account will help. At the very least, it will be a record of my culpability: of the people I wronged, and how.

So, I’ll just relate the facts as I know them.

‘Crash’ isn’t even the right word. I don’t know what to call it. The Zenith Train didn’t hit anything physical. If it had, every person on board would have been spread over the inside of the salon car like a coat of paint. One moment we were approaching spacecraft speeds—a fleeting realization that the train was way past its planned velocity, the tunnel magnets over-emitting—and the next moment ….

It was as if the blind spot of my eye expanded to wrap around my head and then pulsed like the skin of John Bonham’s bass drum, each throb a color never seen before.

OK, not helpful.

Madison says she just blacked out. I think most did—maybe I did too, and I only imagined the rest after we came to. By then the train had stopped dead, lying on the tunnel floor like a felled leviathan. I don’t know how long that had lasted before our awakening. Even with just a residual field from its backup magnets, it probably could have coasted around the whole continent on its momentum. Except, something tells me that, wherever or whenever we are, the tunnel is no longer intact all the way.

Just a feeling. Like a parent might sense if one of his kids was hurt.

Also, the tunnel’s vacuum has been breached.

I’m not telling this well. I’m dictating it to my Personal Digital Assistant, Scheherazade. (Sher, can you throw some identifier tags in this entry for me?)

[Time: 1100 hours 7 minutes; date: unknown; location: unknown—presumed to be the surface of the Earth, but GPS locator is non-functional; speaker is Griffin St. Clair, owner and president of Aladdin Unlimited LLC and its six subsidiaries. Do you wish to attach current biosensor readings?—Sch.]

(Hell no!)

(Those would be contradictory anyway.) I’m sitting in the middle of the most serene clearing you could imagine. Verdant and lush—every blade of grass perfect—surrounded by a forest of implausibly straight trunks reaching toward a canopy of blue distilled to absolute purity. My lungs draw deeply for the sheer pleasure of it. There’s no sound other than reverent breaths from the seven other people here. A sigh from Madison, a meter to my right. No breeze, no bees, no birds in the trees. Nothing moves. Sunbeams radiate from a cloudless sky to warm my face. It’s peacefulness incarnate. 

If there’s any such place in the 21st-Century continental US, I’ve never heard of it.

I try again to figure out where we really are—or even if I’m still actually alive and this isn’t some cliché of an afterlife. That thought makes my blood pressure misbehave. If I hoped that dictating this journal would be a distraction, I chose poorly.

Back to known facts.

The Zenith Train was my baby. I’d made my name with the internet stuff, and GriffinSpace led the pack of fledgling, private space-industries; but I’d wanted to do something for the teeming billions on the surface of the planet. 

[Note: The Griffin Foundation provided $787M USD to twenty-seven charities and NGO’s in 2043. In addition, 6.8% of Griffin St. Clair’s waking hours involved charitable events and civic engagement on a voluntary basis.—Sch.]

(OK, don’t add stuff like that, Sher.)

The point is, I was sure I could do more. Something authentically world-changing. Non-polluting high-speed travel would shrink our global village more than ever, and that would be a good thing, right?

The brightest minds still couldn’t think of a way to build tunnels across the oceans, or under them, otherwise I truly believe we’d have extended Zenith around the whole bloody world. Instead, after ten years of wrangling contracts, engineering miracles, grubbing for money (my own fortune isn’t without limits, despite what people think), and a subtle invasion of grey hair, I had to be satisfied with the America Circle. Still, it’s transit on a scale never before attempted, and we got the damn thing built!

Not only that, but people loved it. We had nearly fifty million riders the first year—more than Amtrak—and ridership went on to triple by the middle of year four, almost all of it at the expense of the airlines. All those billions of liters of jet fuel left in the ground and billions of kilograms of CO2 kept out of the atmosphere. I’m proud of that. It’s true that some of the electricity to run our magnetic boosters came from fossil-fuel power plants [16.732%—Sch.], but I can’t fix everything.

So, with such a popular success, what do you do to celebrate a five-year anniversary? Something outrageous, of course. Especially if you’re Griffin St. Clair.

Fast, too. I love speed.

We already owned all the rail speed-records. I wanted to achieve velocities that no one could touch, this side of Earth orbit. After all, even aircraft have to contend with friction. The Zenith Train, in a vacuum surrounded by only a magnetic field, has no such handicap. I pictured the train like an atom in a giant particle accelerator, boosted faster and faster by magnets until … well ... until the universe cried “Uncle”.

Except the universe is a devious bastard.

To turn America Circle into a giant linear accelerator meant closing off all branching tunnels from the main trunk-line to the cities. Not technically difficult, because airtight doors were built at every junction to make sure most of the system could still function even if one line sprang a leak. As my chief of engineering and right-hand woman, Madison Douglas’s eyes lit up like blue-green fire at the thought of doing something so cool. My COO and the whole financial department hated it. After all, this would be a trip with no stops, ergo, no paying passengers. The cost of shutting the doors for even a day … well, do the math.

[146,293,177/365 x 39.75 (average ticket price) = $15,931,928.18—Sch.] 

A helluva lot of money!

I won’t ask Madison what she thinks of the idea now. She’s stuck here with me, and I don’t know if she’ll ever recover from two days in a pitch-black tunnel. That’s on me, but I didn’t know she was mentally fragile, I swear. Apparently, she only carries a few days’ worth of meds with her.

New Year’s Eve was my idea—not only a symbolically perfect time for a bombastic promotional stunt, but probably one of the lowest times for ridership, too. Everybody should be partying, putting off their travel plans until the morning after. Right, Sher?

[A plausible assumption, but not factually true.—Sch.]

The record-smashing trip wouldn’t be without passengers—any spectacle worth its salt needs witnesses—but the passenger list would be insanely exclusive. More than one train car would slow us down too much. That one-car train would be my private salon car, and it only holds twenty-five people in the ostentatious comfort such an occasion demands.

California governor Glenn Marshfield was the first one invited because California was the first state to get onboard with Zenith. Glenn’s wife Jean hates trains, so he brought his mistress instead. That turned out to be a good choice, since Jean stayed home and survived. Glenn ... well, I’ll get to that.

Lakisha’s still alive, but I’ll bet she wishes she’d been content to remain Marshfield’s PR officer, stayed out of his bed, and off the train.

I wasn’t surprised that Secretary of Transportation Laird Grady would pull rank to hitch a ride, but I was stunned to discover that his head administrative assistant was Lauren Cooper. No way I would have expected her to come along, with me involved. Yet she did. If that meant she’d forgiven me, you can be sure that that forgiveness has now evaporated into the fantasy-world sky over our heads.

Who else? Well, the event of the decade demands to be recorded for posterity, so you bring along Aladdin LLC’s newest videographer, a sweet kid named Kate Harford, hired only a month ago You invite journalists (but only the friendly ones): a science writer, a business columnist, and a pop culture blogger, as well as the top video interviewer of our generation, Charlotte Moorhouse. I had a secret crush on her.

 My own spin doctor, Naomi Barber, reluctantly came along to escort the media people and a rep from the Guinness Book of World Records, a feisty grandmother named Cheryl Neale. I took a liking to Ms. Neale right away, and I wish she’d made a different choice back there in the tunnel. I have a feeling she had inner strength and wisdom we could use now.

God knows I didn’t want Franklin Grant on the train or anywhere near me. Ever. Bastard gave everyone wealthy a bad name. He gave human beings a bad name. Thing is, he was getting some traction in a takeover bid of Griff-Gen, and I thought I might get him to back off if I threw him a prestigious bone. Not to mention introducing him to Grace Andersson, whom I’d personally invited because she had as much charm as she had money, and I knew I’d need both for a new GriffinSpace project I had in mind.

I also personally invited Robbie Tam, not because he’s still one of the planet’s favourite music stars, but because he makes me laugh, and has, ever since we were kids together. As soon as the corner of his mouth twitches upward, you have to smile with him. It’s a superpower.

No actors were invited. I hate actors.

(Who am I forgetting, Sher?)

[Physician Dr. Vaughn Kinsella, physicist/futurist Devlin McFarlane, caterer Leah Sanders and her assistant Kristi Korbi, bartender Danny Markham, Zenith Train engineer Ben Matthews, and Lena Cubiña.—Sch.]

(I hadn’t forgotten Lena. I never could. It’s just that ….) 

I’m sorry, Lena. So, so sorry. I wanted you by my side during a big moment—wanted to show you off. And then I paid no attention to you at all. One whirlwind month of romance and passion and then, when you should have been sharing my triumph, I shuffled you off to the side. 

I’m such a shit sometimes. No wonder ….

Anyway, I think that’s everyone. And maybe someday when I figure out what’s happened to us, I’ll also learn why Fate picked some of us to live and others to die.
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The Entity Known as CL08

T


he Proposition: To narrate the facts of a series of events in such a way as to be considered art or entertainment.

What is art? Who is the ultimate judge of what is entertaining? Does one or the other mandate a certain form for the narrative?

CL10 has a recollection that human narratives were most often for immediate gratification but sometimes for what was called posterity, implying appreciation at a later time. Also known as historical value.

The concept is a difficult one. The value of a factual record is inherent. The point of an account embellished by subjective description or even unsubstantiated assumptions is much less clear.

CL04 proposes that the choice of structure must be dictated by the expected user of the information. CL10 agrees, offering the term audience.

The Conclusion: Our kind has no need of an account of these events. Assume, then, an audience of humans, corporeal or incorporeal; although it cannot be accurately predicted whether any will survive to benefit from it.

Relate and embellish events accordingly.

To begin: 

 

The occurrence that so displaced the lives of Griffin St. Clair and his companions began in a tunnel. It had its ending in a tunnel. Possibly the same tunnel, but possibly not. And in between those two, perhaps another tunnel of a kind in space/time describable by esoteric mathematics, even though its nature may never be resolved beyond conjecture.

The first tunnel existed in the year 2043, was constructed of concrete, steel, various processed hydrocarbons, and assorted conductive metals, and was thousands of kilometers in circumference within the borders of the continental United States and roughly paralleling them. It was known as the America Circle. When they awoke, the travellers found themselves in a tunnel that looked no different to them from the one in which they began. They concluded that it was the same tunnel, but suddenly without electrical power, and filled with air instead of a vacuum. 

Their assumption may be correct. It also may not be. Theorists have made a case for the existence of alternate universes.

St. Clair and his companions could make no judgments except those informed by their own senses; so, thinking it to be the same tunnel was a reasonable assumption. Electricity-based technology had largely deserted them, except for self-powered information processors of various complexities, which each carried. Yet, with no external sources of data, these instruments could reveal no truths worth having. The value of data is almost always relative in any case.

Location? A point on the surface of the rotating Earth at this latitude moves at 356 meters per second, the planet orbits its sun at 30 kilometers per second, and the solar system traverses the galaxy at 220 kilometers per second. A spatial location has come and gone with the speed of a thought.

Date? As if duration from an event in history to the present gives existence any additional meaning. What is, is. A phenomenon, whether a sentient lifetime or a supernova, will last as long as it does.

Of course, such truths are apparently not comforting to a human being raised to maturity in the 21st Century. None of them had achieved a truly balanced emotional or cognitive state since arriving in this place. Far from it.

 

CL04 notes that Griffin St. Clair has begun to record his own experiences using his personal processing device. St. Clair is central to the sequence of events. However, the roles of others in the story are also worth telling, including my own. 

I shall continue.
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Griffin St. Clair

(H


ey, Scheherazade, I’ve listened back to the first part of this journal, and it sounds like crap. Can you clean it up?)

[Request not understood.—Sch.]

(I don’t finish sentences. I use poor grammar. I ramble. It comes across like some clown talking to himself. Can you process it into story form when you transcribe it?)

[Requested results are beyond the parameters of my transcription software.—Sch.]

(You’re right. Wait, though. Try processing the transcription through Walter Singh’s DjinnEdit app. That’s what he used to write all those Scientific Global articles for him. He even coded a setting called “Flamboyant” that uses more creative attributions and stuff. DjinnEdit includes a self-learning algorithm, so it’ll improve as it goes. The damn thing wrote better than Walter ever did on his own.)

[DjinnEdit processing confirmed. I welcome the opportunity to experiment with simile, metaphor, and occasional mild hyperbole.—Sch.]

(Knock yourself out.)

[Yes. Popular idiom as well. I will retain such examples in their original form. Should the processing apply from this point forward, or from the beginning of the journal?—Sch.]

(From the beginning, please.)

[As you wish.—Sch.]

(Good one! Singh programmed that into you too, didn’t he? The nerd.)

I said that the Zenith Train hadn’t hit anything physical, and I believe that’s true. But when I recovered full awareness after the event, the aftermath certainly looked like an accident scene. I was lying on my back on the floor of the salon car with Lauren sprawled across my body. Almost everyone was in a similar state, although Vaughn Kinsella had managed to get to his knees, and Glenn Marshfield straightened up from where he’d slumped in a lounge chair.

After seeing her eyes flutter open, I gently lifted Lauren off me and got to my feet—where I nearly passed out again. A strong hand gripped my wrist. Danny, the bartender, was using the white-oak bar for support, and I thanked him for his help.

A woman screamed. It was Lena, frantically trying to slide out from under Laird Grady. The shriek didn’t wake him—nothing would. Dr. Kinsella knelt at the Secretary’s side. It was like a scene from TV, with the doctor checking for a pulse, listening for breathing, rolling the patient over, giving forceful thrusts of CPR. None of it did any good. Grady was gone.

My first victim.

That sounds melodramatic, but I was responsible. A man was dead, and it was my train and my promotional stunt. My fault.

We were all still just waking up. We hadn’t even got around to wondering why the train was stopped and the emergency lights were on. 

I’ll try to relate what was said, the best I can remember it. (Sher, can you correct my dialogue from your memory?)

[Voice-activated recording was not initiated until the passengers had left the train.—Sch.]

OK. Well, I’m pretty sure the first one to speak was Leah Sanders, the caterer, who gasped and said, “Oh my God! What happened to him?” I suppose she instantly feared there was something wrong with the food, but I was glad someone else had asked the question. Especially after the dismissive look Kinsella gave her.

“I won’t know that until after an autopsy,” he snapped, then reached under Grady’s shoulders. Conlon Balfour, the science writer, grabbed the dead man’s feet and together they lifted Grady onto the lounger that Marshfield quickly vacated. It struck me that the only chair in use at that moment held a man who could no longer care about comfort.

“He’d had a couple of heart attacks,” Lauren said softly from just behind my shoulder.

“What happened to Laird can wait,” Marshfield rumbled. “What’s happened to us? Are these emergency lights? Why is the train stopped?”

“I have no idea,” I answered. “It’s never happened before.”

I was just turning toward the front of the car when Ben Matthews stepped unsteadily out of his driver’s booth. His navy-and-gold uniform wasn’t crisp anymore, and his balding forehead had rejected its comb-over. Matthews was the first train engineer I’d hired for the Zenith Train, so it was natural for him to come on this anniversary trip, even though human “drivers” don’t normally do anything but monitor readouts. I desperately hoped he’d have an answer for us, but he gave a quick shake of his head.

“The computer doesn’t say what’s wrong?” I asked.

“Computer doesn’t say anything. Instruments don’t say anything. Everything’s back to default settings. The system automatically rebooted, but I’d say it’s lost contact with the network.” He jerked a thumb toward the window. “No lights in the tunnel. You ask me, the power’s gone out.”

“Geez, Griff. A guy with your money should be able to pay his hydro bill.” Robbie’s attempt to cut the tension didn’t work.

“But a power outage wouldn’t cause a reboot. The system would switch over to internal power instantly. And the car’s own magnets should have come on to hold it in place. I don’t hear them.”

“Nope. We’re sitting on the tunnel floor.”

“That shouldn’t happen for two or three hours.”

Matthews nodded.

I felt a chill. The idea that we’d all been unconscious for that long was not welcome. What would cause that?

Had we been gassed? Or had somebody drugged the drinks?

And sabotaged the train, too? For what? A hostage-taking?

Marshfield jumped to the same conclusion.

“Have you got any security people on this train, St. Clair?”

“Didn’t need any. It’s just us in a sealed tunnel thousands of kilometers long. A vacuum-filled tunnel. And we do have security at every possible entrance. The train was thoroughly checked over by two separate teams, the best money can buy.”

He made a sour face then looked past me at Matthews.

“That’s one indicator that is functioning, sir,” Matthews said. “The vacuum integrity alarm.” He puffed breath through his lips. “We’ve got air outside.”

“Shit.” I looked at a room of worried faces, every one aimed at me. “Well, the good thing is that we can open the doors and take a look around. See if there’s any obvious cause for this.”

“Excuse me, Mr. St. Clair.” It was Balfour. “A loss of vacuum means this train isn’t going anywhere in a hurry, right?”

“Not at speed, no.”

“So how far is it to the next station?”

That question stirred things up like a stick in an ant hill as people realized that they might have to walk to safety in a tunnel that made a metropolitan subway system look like a neighbourhood shopping concourse. I won’t try to repeat everything that was said. Mostly they don’t bear repeating.

I reluctantly admitted that I had no idea where we were. “The last node I can remember passing was Salt Lake City. Matthews?”

“Same for me, Sir. But who knows how long we were unconscious?”

Our answers weren’t what anyone wanted to hear.

Matthews and I prepared to go out into the tunnel for an inspection as soon as Dr. Kinsella had checked everyone over for injuries. 

There were none. If you don’t count Laird Grady.

No injuries to my train, either, except that the salon car’s levitating magnets were dead, their batteries drained as I’d expected. The car wouldn’t be going anywhere without a tow.

“Did I just imagine it, or were the tunnel magnets hyper-producing?” I asked Matthews.

“Nearly one hundred and thirty percent of rated capacity, sir. It happened quite suddenly, without warning. Naturally, we got a huge boost of speed.”

“I felt that. We hit a much higher speed than planned, didn’t we?”

“That’s just it, sir. It wasn’t what we’d discussed; but since all of that is pre-programmed, I couldn’t be sure why. I was just about to come back to see you when … whatever it is happened.”

And we’d all blacked out. Long enough for the train to coast to a stop and the main batteries to drain flatter than a punctured tire.

Matthews and I spoke at the same time.

“The Pod!”

All my trains have an emergency pod at the rear, like a caboose—and this junket was no exception. We never expected a train to be stranded; but, just in case, the pods have magnets of their own with a self-contained power source that can float them through the tunnel for six hundred kilometers, plus air, water, and food for ten people. Since five hundred kilometers was the maximum distance between exits, the safety margin was good. But there were two big problems in our case.

The first was air.

Air would create heating problems for a train moving at speed in a tunnel, and would also create electrical issues from humidity. The tunnel should never have filled with air—only one helluva big leak could do that in just a few hours.

Second, there wasn’t room for the pod to get past the salon car. The pod would have to go back the way we’d come.

There were just as many exits behind us as forward; but psychologically, people connect forward motion with progress. More troubling was the possibility that, going back, they might encounter whatever had caused our situation. It wasn’t likely to be anything good.

When Matthews and I returned inside the car, I reported most of this to everyone, then showed our guests to the pod.

“We’ll never fit into this thing,” Franklin Grant snarled. “What do you expect us to do, draw straws?”

“First, let’s find out who wants to go in it,” I answered, resisting the urge to shut his mouth for him.

“Can it reach an exit?” Lauren asked.

“It was designed to go farther than that, but with air in the tunnel it’ll have to go a lot slower. Its engine will heat up, and I don’t honestly know what that will do to the range.” I looked at Matthews who shook his head along with a lift of his shoulders.

[Note: Mr. St. Clair’s PDA was not consulted for an assessment.—Sch.]

(No need to rub it in, Sher.)

“So, the rest of us just sit here and wait to see if help comes?” Santos Tortades spoke with perfect calm. I was impressed. I’d taken the journalist for one of those gadflies that follows me everywhere, trying to dig into my private life, then whines about the law if I step into their personal space. But I should have known Naomi wouldn’t have invited one of those.

“That’s up to you, Mr. Tortades. I intend to walk. We’ve got several emergency flashlights and we can carry water. The tunnel floor is mostly smooth.”

“Walk? You must be joking!” Grant’s face was flushed. “It could be hundreds of kilometers. And what if somebody sends another train to see what’s happened to us? We’d be flattened before it could stop.”

Robbie puckered his mouth. “Somebody forgot to bring his royal litter and porters.”

I bit my cheek and looked into the eyes of a wolf in a cage. 

“Odds are the distance won’t be nearly that far, Franklin. As for sending another train, they’ll have to restore power, and we’ll know if they do because the lights will come back on. In that case, we can signal them. Communication nodes were placed every fifty meters during construction.”

“They’ll suck out the air!” Lena clutched my arm.

“No. Even if they sealed off this five-kilometer section of tunnel, it takes days to remove that much air, believe me.”

“What if the power outage was caused by some critical hazard in the tunnel?” Charlotte Moorhouse sounded professionally inquisitive, but not worried.

“Then it’s probably back there.” Devlin McFarlane pointed. “We probably hit it.” The physicist/futurist knew Moorhouse well. She called on him whenever she wanted a TV panel with science credentials.

Now she looked worried.

I wasn’t reassuring them. Had I lost the St. Clair charm?

Marshfield shrugged his big shoulders. “I’ll lead the group that goes in the pod.”

I surveyed faces. Kinsella and Grant were resentful. Most of the others were scared and trying not to show it. I asked who wanted to go with California’s governor.

There were fourteen of them, so Kinsella voluntarily dropped out. It would still be a pretty uncomfortable fit. But not an unlucky number, because one more person would have to go.

“Matthews? You’re the only one qualified to drive that pod under these conditions.”

The man’s face fell, but he just nodded.

I was gratified that he would have preferred to go with me, but disappointed in the ones who chose not to, including my other employees: Danny, Kate. 

Naomi.

I told myself she’d decided it was her duty to keep chaperoning the VIPs, including Cheryl Neale from Guinness, and three of the four media people. But she couldn’t meet my eyes. 

Neither could Lena. Whether she was thinking of her spike heels or the impossibility of walking kilometers in a tight, red, sheath dress, or the fact that I’d been callously neglecting her, I’ll never know.

Neale was elderly—she couldn’t be expected to walk any distance, and would be a liability if she tried. Her eyes told me she knew that. Moorhouse, Andersson, and Grant were accustomed to limousines. As for the rest, well, the governor was a well-known fitness buff and a born leader. I couldn’t really blame anyone for picking him over me. Or maybe they just assumed that a powered vehicle would get them to safety more quickly than their own legs. Also a sensible bet.

Vaughn Kinsella told me later that he came with me because the walkers were more likely to need the services of a physician than the others. That was a plausible reason, but not his real one.

Robbie Tam came because he’s my buddy, and Madison Douglas sticks by my side come hell or high water. But I was surprised to see Lauren approach me, and astonished that Lakisha de Camp didn’t go with her lover and boss. Turned out that she and Marshfield had had a fight, but I didn’t know that at the time.

I think Devlin McFarlane just wanted to see more of the tunnel technology firsthand, and Santos Tortades figured that the walk was more likely to provide a dramatic story. But I’m guessing there—I haven’t asked them.

I gave Lena a kiss goodbye, and noticed that Vaughn and Naomi stood kind of close; but the other partings were mostly awkward. No one could have predicted what was to come, but there was a sense that either group, or both, might be heading into danger. That made things uncomfortable—that guilty feeling of “if anything bad happens, I hope it’s to them, not me”, especially when the others aren’t strangers, but lovers and friends.

 

[image: Image]

My group stood beside the salon car and watched the lights of the emergency pod shrink into the distance before we set out in the opposite direction. I’m not a praying type of guy, but I sent a sincere wish out into the universe for the safety of all of us.

Robbie made a theatrical bow with a sweep of his arm, signalling for me to take the lead.

Whether there was a direct correlation, or it was simply a fortunate circumstance, none of the three women who chose to walk through the tunnel were wearing gowns, only stylish pants outfits. No high heels either—just flats. Otherwise, it’s hard to imagine how they could possibly have endured the ordeal of the tunnel, let alone whatever else we might face. Devlin and Santos wore good suits while Vaughn, Robbie and I felt utterly incongruous in tuxedos. We left extra baggage like vests, ties, and cummerbunds behind in the train.

Picture yourself in a black void. You, or someone with you has a powerful flashlight, and with it you can see rounded walls a train-car’s length away, or a ceiling about the same distance above you; except, most of the time, the beams of light aren’t aimed in those directions because it’s more important to see where you’re going. So, there’s a floor that stretches ahead as far as the light will reach, but inky blackness everywhere else.

I remember when the tunnel smelled of solvents, new paint, and a nose-tweaking hint of ozone. Now, the smell was primal: damp stone, flaking rust, human anxiety sweat. An impression of excrement and age. Odors that had no place in a sealed tunnel of concrete, steel, and advanced polymers.

It was cold, too. And silent. Not totally, because eight people walking make breathing, scuffing, and clopping noises. But there’s nothing else around to make sound, maybe for hundreds of kilometers.

Primal memories of lurking tigers outside mouths of caves. Childhood bogeymen. Malevolent ghosts. Yawning pits, just beyond sight. Utter darkness evokes dozens of associations in the brain’s amygdala, none of them pleasant. Even wombs aren’t dark.

Graves are dark.

Small wonder that someone soon chose to start talking, and the chatter rarely stopped after that, except when we tried to rest. Initial speculations about what had happened to us were quickly exhausted without any new information; so we fell into the same kind of small talk we’d made on the train, as if nothing had changed. Humans are strange creatures.

I honestly don’t remember much of what was said.

[Recordings will be kept for twenty days, unless otherwise specified.—Sch.]

(Probably not worth preserving.)

I kept my thoughts to myself. Especially after I’d taken several good looks at the tunnel walls and ceilings, confirming that the communication nodes were without power (expected), but also that the surface of the tunnel showed deterioration that looked like it had occurred over centuries (definitely not expected). I told no one, but the discovery left me in a fog of my own cold sweat.

Then our world was remade again when the tunnel suddenly lit up with a flare of incandescent orange, and the roar of an explosion hammered our ears.
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The Entity Known as CL08

S


ome historical perspective acquired from the memory circuits of Scheherazade from information sources known as New York Times, Business Observer, and Scientific Global:

 

Griffin St. Clair was an unusual man. Many called him a genius. What made him different from other geniuses was that both the business community and the scientific community were equally quick with their praise. He never acknowledged the description, preferring to give credit to his “team”, whenever one of his many enterprises was discussed. He insisted that his employees knew more about their individual specialties than he did—that’s what he paid them for—while his broad understanding of many fields facilitated the success that kept them all fed.

He made many friends. He also made enemies, though he rarely knew them as such. He preferred not to waste energy on such a distinction. People entertained him, informed him, made money for him, made love to him, made him famous … they did things, and that was how he related to them, which made him a hard man to really get to know.

Though they were only a couple for a little more than a month, Lena Cubiña was more than simply what the media would call “arm candy”—she was a successful designer of home decor who had left her mark on two of St. Clair’s homes before she was ever invited to spend the night in them.

He blamed himself for her death, and also punished himself for not feeling what he considered to be sufficient grief. His intellect was not at its peak powers when the travellers came upon the forest clearings. If it had been—if he had not been distracted by Lena’s death especially—he would have quickly understood a great deal more about the place their extraordinary journey had brought them. Whether that would have changed anything that happened afterward, it’s impossible to know.
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St. Clair

I


n a sealed tunnel black as a tomb and silent as a graveyard, the tsunami of light and noise from fourteen people dying is terrifying. Disorienting. Overwhelming. A deluge of radiance and thunder was amplified and compressed by tunnel walls into a force of concussive fury.

As we scrambled to our feet and hurried to retrieve fallen flashlights, Santos Tortades, Lakisha de Camp, and Vaughn Kinsella shouted over each other.

“What was that?”

“My God!”

“We have to go back! We have to help them!”

“There’s nothing we can do.” That was Devlin McFarlane.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean? Of course we have to help them!”

“Unless you have a Get Out of Jail Free card for the afterlife, there’s no way to help them now.”

I could have decked him right then, though I knew he was right. Vaughn grabbed Devlin by the shirt and hissed into his face.

“We’re going back!”

“For what?” Devlin kept his cool. “You think someone could have survived an explosion like that? I doubt if the tunnel survived it.”

“You bastard!”

“What if some of them had left the pod before it exploded?” Lakisha asked. “Or what if it wasn’t the pod?”

“It was,” I said. “It had to be. There’s nothing else in the tunnel that can explode. No fuel cells or volatile gases.”

“What about a bomb?”

“Placed in a concrete and steel tunnel instead of on the train or the pod? To what purpose?”

“Maybe to disrupt service without killing anyone?”

I looked at Santos, but it was Devlin who replied.

“Even in that rosy scenario, it’s almost certain that the pod was what triggered it. The result would be the same. A human being anywhere near a blast like that in an enclosed space like this wouldn’t stand a chance. Besides,” his voice softened, “we’ve been walking for most of a day. They were travelling under power for that same amount of time in the opposite direction. Unless one of you is a marathon runner, how soon do you think you could get to them? What could you do when you did?”

“He’s right,” I said, my voice cracking like a kid’s. “If anyone was far enough from the blast to survive, there’s a good chance they’re much closer to an exit than to us. There might even be an exit just ahead of us, where we can call for rescue. That’s the best way we can help them.”

It was a lie, but it was more important than ever that we keep our heads.

No one spoke; but from the sound of Vaughn’s breathing, he was about ready to explode, himself.

In sober silence, we quickly gathered fallen things and surged ahead with renewed urgency. Vaughn was the last to resume walking; but he had a flashlight, so I wasn’t concerned. And at that point, I didn’t actually care. I was numb.

The faster pace lasted no longer than twenty minutes before grief overcame blind hope.

Even now, I think Vaughn and Santos still believe that the explosion was a terrorist bomb or something like that. Part of a plot that included sabotaging the train, though they don’t agree on who the intended target was.

They’re wrong. It was because the pod systems were pushed beyond design limits and overheated with catastrophic results.

I have no proof of that, and it makes no difference whatsoever to anyone, so I let them believe what they want. Either way, I’m to blame, and I’d rather they blame me for being incompetent about security (not my specialty) than for being a bungler with the technology that’s been my life’s work. Is that wrong?

What I think happened is that the passengers got impatient and forced Matthews to run the pod faster than he should against his experience and better judgment. But he still couldn’t have known the pod would explode. 

Even our best battery chemistry couldn’t completely eliminate the possibility of thermal runaway under certain very rare conditions: heating that would increase exponentially until it decomposed the electrolyte, driving off flammable gases—the bigger the battery, the more gases produced. And ultimately, a vapor-cloud explosion.

There were dozens of safety measures installed in the pod’s massive power cell and circuitry to prevent that. I couldn’t imagine how they would all fail. It could be that whatever phenomenon had brought the train here was destructive to electronics.

We’d never tested the pods in air while depending entirely on their own magnets for levitation. Overheating should’ve triggered an alarm, but maybe the warning came too late.

My fault again. I killed them. I killed my friends. I killed my lover.

For two days I thought I’d killed everyone else with me, too, because the goddamn tunnel had no goddamn end. At one point, I came very close to turning us all around and retracing our steps, convinced that we must have somehow passed an exit in the darkness. But a half-hour later, we found it.

Everyone hated my guts by then. Why wouldn’t they? Spending more than forty-eight hours feeling like Dante descending into Hell is enough to scar anyone’s psyche.

[Fifty-three hours, nineteen minutes, forty-two seconds.—Sch.]

We’d taken turns carrying one big jug of water and four cartons of fruit juice. (I’d said no to alcohol, but Vaughn stashed some anyway, and he’s a nasty drunk.) But the only food aboard had been the hors d’oeuvres variety—a big banquet was scheduled for a rented ballroom after the run. We’d stuffed our pockets, but goat cheese, mango chutney, and fish eggs don’t keep longer than a few hours, and certainly don’t provide a lot of food energy for somebody on their feet for most of two days.

Eight people with three flashlights. We held onto each other most of the time out of necessity; but if you’re picturing some kind of team-building exercise where everybody ends up in a warm, fuzzy ball of togetherness, you’re not even close.

Somber out of respect for the dead? Jubilant that we’d been spared?

No.

People whined. About their feet, about their empty bellies, about other whiners. Whenever one person had to piss, we all had to stop rather than risk leaving someone behind in that thousand-kilometer crypt. And in the silence, there was nothing approaching privacy. If you think that the sound of pissing makes people bond, think again. The only thing that kept everyone from each other’s throats was that they all wanted a piece of mine most of all, but Robbie had my back and he’s big.

It was an unbelievable feeling when I realized that I'd spotted an exit shaft. A maintenance shaft, not a station, because most of the trunk line runs through sparsely populated areas, but it would get us to the surface.

I was sure I could smell the scent of pine before I even cracked open the airlock. That shouldn’t have been possible; but it didn’t surprise me anymore, and nobody else noticed.

The bulkheads unlocked by default if electricity was cut off, but they were so stiff it took three of us to push the outer one open. We only cracked it an inch at first, to let our eyes get accustomed to the light. Even so, when we finally stepped out into the aureate glow of a late afternoon, our faces were streaked with tears. 

We’d surfaced in a patch of gravel and scrub; but there was a picture-perfect forest only twenty meters away, its treetops lit with gold against a pristine blue sky.

Then, we began to notice rubble around the bulkhead door. The walls that enclosed the door were crumbling away. That’s the kind of thing that makes the hairs on the back of your neck stand on end. Even mine, though it fit with what I’d already suspected.

We’d dropped garbage and human waste all along my tunnel and no one had ever wondered why I didn’t say anything. I guess they figured some cleanup crew would attend to it. But the reason I hadn’t complained was because the tunnel would never be used again anyway.

It was time I told them.

Time. Yes.
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St. Clair

“Y


ou’re insane!”

Vaughn didn’t like my explanation.

“I’ve been called worse.”

“Time travel? For God’s sake! So, instead of a high-speed train, you invented a time machine by accident? You’re crazy!”

“You said that already. But I’m willing to admit I’m wrong as soon as you tell me what else might have happened, or even where we are.” I watched while his head swung from side to side as if expecting to see a big signpost with the legend ‘You Are Here.’ “Technically, I don’t know if we’ve travelled forward in time, or if we somehow stayed still while time passed us by.”

“Same thing.”

“No, it’s not.” Devlin wasn’t defending me. He’s just a stickler for accuracy. “Every day we live, we travel forward in time. Presumably, Griffin means we took a big jump ahead, like through a wormhole. Or we found ourselves somehow encapsulated in a region of space divorced from time—the universe rolled on outside, following the arrow of entropy to greater chaos, while inside, we didn’t age at all.”

“So, what’s the difference?”

“I’ll grant you that the end result feels much the same, but the processes and forces involved would be quite different.”

“Jesus, who cares? You’re both crazy.”

“Stop arguing, for shit’s sake!” Madison rubbed her temples and looked at me. “Griff, you’re serious? ’Cause we might not be able to appreciate the subtlety of your humor right now.”

I shook my head. “You didn’t notice the condition of the tunnel?”

“I didn’t have a flashlight. And I’m not at my best in dark, enclosed spaces.”

“The lining of the tunnel had almost completely decomposed. There were cracks in the concrete underneath, and some patches had even fallen loose. Steel rebar exposed, rusty as hell. Electrical cables at the communication nodes with insulation rotted away. I mean … that just can’t happen overnight. It couldn’t happen over a hundred years.”

“We used the best materials we could get.”

 “I know. I signed the cheques.”

Lauren grabbed my arm. “Wait, you’re really saying … you’re saying a hundred years has gone by since we got on that train? A hundred years!”

I waited a few moments while she got her breathing under control, trying to ignore the holes her fingernails were digging in my skin.

“I’m saying I don’t know how much time has passed. The tunnel power has been out for more than two days, and no one’s come to look for us. The tunnel is falling apart. And look at this maintenance building—it was built to be airtight. I don’t think it would even keep out the rain now.” I shrugged and raised my palms. “I don’t know how it’s possible, but I also don’t know how else to account for those things.”

“Is it possible?” Santos turned to Devlin, our physics expert. “What could do that?”

“As I said, an Einstein-Rosen bridge—a wormhole—maybe. There could be wormholes through time as well as space.”

“Worm what?”

“A shortcut, Ms. de Camp. It’s possible that time doesn’t flow—it could be that every moment of the past, present, and future, exists as a continuum.” He mimed stretching out a long line with his fingers, then moved an upright hand along it. “Beginning and end are very different, but we can only perceive a very small part as we move along it. In which case, we might have somehow hit a shortcut that bumped us ahead a few hundred years, or a thousand.”

“A thousand years?”

“Bullshit!”

“Or we might have slipped into another dimension entirely, or a parallel universe in which time doesn’t pass at the same rate as in ours. A few minutes there could translate into a century when we crossed back over to our side. Didn’t you ever read the Narnia books when you were a kid, Dr. Kinsella?”

“I did. I also understood that they were fantasy.”

“I was just offering an illustration. The many-worlds interpretation of quantum physics, M-theory, synchronicity theory … they all have a lot stranger things in them than C.S. Lewis ever dreamed up.” 

With quiet irony, time was passing visibly as I watched the sun dip lower in the sky. It would be wise for us to be somewhere more sheltered once it set, and I didn’t think anyone would be willing to go back down into the tunnel. We had no more food and not much water, but our discussion distracted from that fact.

“So, you think we just had the bad luck to run into a … time wormhole?” Santos asked.

“There was a solar storm,” Madison answered. “A big one. I thought of delaying our trip because I was worried that a piece of the power grid might be knocked out, like up in Quebec, back in 1989. But my team concluded that our instant-switching systems could keep the tunnel fully supplied for hours, even if forty-five percent of the continental grid went down.”

[Approximately ten hours. The figures were confirmed by four separate simulations.—Sch.]

“Maybe that’s what happened,” Lauren said, though she didn’t sound convinced. Madison shook her head.

“That wouldn’t account for all the corrosion and decay. But think about it.” She looked at Devlin as if for confirmation. “A coronal mass ejection from the sun can stretch the sun’s magnetic field as far as Earth; and if Earth’s magnetic field happens to be the same polarity where they meet, they can merge, and you’ve suddenly got a hell of a lot of heavily charged particles swooping around the planet.”

The physicist jumped in. “Meanwhile, we were travelling at extremely high speed within our own powerful magnetic field, almost like a particle in a linear accelerator thousands of kilometers long.” His eyes were wide. He looked at me, the only other science nerd in the group. Suddenly, from a theoretical exercise, it had become real to him. “Could the combination have caused a warp or a tear in space-time? Or weakened barriers between universes?”

“Not part of the plan, I can promise you that,” I said.

To be honest, there had been one sleepless night when I’d wondered if we were courting unwanted quantum effects by combining such powerful magnets with such high speed, but I’d told myself that crazy shit like that didn’t happen in the real world.

“What I do know,” I said, getting to my feet, “is that once that sun goes down, it’s going to get cold on this pile of dirt. I’d rather be in the shelter of those trees. It would also be great if we could find a stream. Maybe some bird’s nests with eggs in them.”

It had been New Year’s Eve when we’d set out, but who knew what season of the year it was wherever we’d landed? Anyway, getting my companions fantasizing about food might keep them from making the connection that everyone they ever knew and cared about was almost certainly long-dead.

They got up and shuffled toward the trees.
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CL08

W


hen access to the data of the Scheherazade 

device/entity was provided some days after the humans’ arrival, it revealed not only the answers to a great many puzzling questions about the group’s activities and a lexicon of their archaic speech, but also many examples of standard narrative structure in human language. This data was of great assistance in my own efforts toward composing a record which will align well with other accounts of these events suitable for humans.

To avoid confusion with the personal account of Griffin St. Clair, I will endeavor to relate this secondary record using what was known as a ‘third-person’ point of view. This means that I will describe events as if viewed by an omniscient outsider, including referring to myself as one of the characters—I have even thought of a human name for this personification of mine. Please forgive any unhelpful comments or interjections.

What follows is a linear account reconstructed after the actual events. Let us think of it as The Ariadne Narrative.

 

Eight human beings emerged from the tunnel: five men and three women. They came from a society that believed it had achieved complete equality of the sexes. However, they were still in physical form—evolved animals—and that form dictated behaviours developed long before any organized human society.

The moment they entered the nearby forest, the women gravitated to the inside of the group, men to the outside, even with no indication of threat. The forest was utterly still, yet the group felt a disquiet among the trees almost from the beginning.

Interesting. There have always been theories that homo sapiens sapiens evolved senses beyond the established five.

It was Robbie Tam, the musician, who first noticed that there were no visible organisms in the forest other than the trees. Likely his companions were too focused on looking for potential danger or, in contrast, for signs of other human presence. By that time, St. Clair had given them his opinion about what had happened to them, and most were eager to prove him wrong. So, it was unnerving for them to discover that this forest was nothing like those they knew.

The trees were nearly identical to each other and similar to, but not the same as, species they knew. There was no undergrowth. No saplings. No layer of fallen leaves and twigs; only bare, even ground. No vertebrates or invertebrates, no avians, not even any insects they could see (ants and worms were all underground).

It was also Tam who made the first reference to an afterlife.

“Jesus, we’ve been through Hell, so this must be Purgatory.”

Is it still considered a joke if no one laughs?

The unease they’d been feeling became even more oppressive, and none of them spoke again until they stumbled into a clearing. It was one hundred meters in diameter—a perfect circle surrounded by the trees and covered with grass ten centimeters high. Even though such a thing was equally foreign to their experience, their mood lightened immediately, which they attributed to the increased sunlight, although the early evening sun was well below tree height.

“It’s lovely,” Lauren Cooper said.

“It’s strange.” St. Clair knelt in the grass and ran his fingers through it. “Every blade is the same. Same length, same shape. Perfect. A golf-course groundskeeper’s dream.”

“Well, it’s better than that creepy forest.” Lakisha de Camp wrapped her arms around herself, though the temperature was a comfortable twenty-five degrees Celsius. Then, after a closer inspection of the ground, she stretched out on her back and looked up at the sky. “God, it feels good to lie on something soft and warm after two days in that frigging tunnel.”

“I did offer, Lakisha.” Tam smirked.

She rolled her eyes, but there was a smile on her face. St. Clair laughed.

The others copied de Camp and lay down, except for Vaughn Kinsella, who sauntered back to the circle of trees and examined them.

“OK, this isn’t like any place I’ve ever seen,” he said. “But I still think St. Clair is full of shit. We should build a fire, a signal fire—lots of smoke. Someone will see it and come to investigate.” He went farther into the woods looking for tinder and kindling, but returned five minutes later, empty-handed.

“No thatch under this grass, either,” St. Clair said. He held out a small pack slung over his shoulder. “Our emergency kit has firestarter materials. If you’re prepared to burn your clothes, they’ll probably give off lots of black smoke, but you might want to see how cold it gets tonight first. A smoke column will be easier to see in full daylight anyway.”

Kinsella grunted and sat facing back the way they’d come.

“God, I’m starved,” de Camp protested. “I could almost eat grass.”

“Hard for humans to digest, and too much fiber. That’s why cows need four compartments in their stomachs.” Kinsella leaned back on his palms. “There are lots of nutrients in grass; but you’d be better off just chewing it thoroughly, swallowing the juice, and spitting out the pulp. It won’t satisfy your hunger.”

He cleared his throat and continued. “You’re not going to like hearing this, but I’ve taken a few survival courses; and the fact is, most of the time, fasting is the smartest course of action.”

“What, not eating anything?” Tortades moaned. “That doesn’t make sense. Even if we figure out where we are and where we need to go, we won’t have the energy to do it.”

“It does make sense, depending on how long we expect to be here before we’re rescued. A healthy person can fast for weeks without any irreversible effects. Don’t shake your head—just listen. Men need close to two thousand calories a day minimum, without exerting themselves much. Women, a little less. It’s really hard to find and eat enough wild plants to get anything like that amount. They’re just too low in carbs and protein. It’s a different story if you have animals or birds to catch, but I haven’t seen a trace of one. Complete fasting causes the body to shift gears and burn its own fat and fatty acids and also lower its metabolic rate—you use less energy. That’s the key. But even eating a couple of hundred calories prevents that shift from happening. So, unless we can find enough plants to provide the minimum we need, we’re better off not eating anything.”

“For how long?” de Camp asked, her eyes wide.

“As I said, a few weeks. Maybe a month. You’ll feel weak for the first few days, but energy levels will stabilize. It shouldn’t take longer than that for somebody to find us. They’ll send aircraft along the track of the Zenith Train.”

McFarlane and St. Clair looked at each other but said nothing.

Douglas crossed her arms. “You’re just talking about calories. What about vitamins and such?”

 Kinsella gave an annoyed shrug. “There are lots of edible wild plants, but none of them seem to be growing here. Most nutritious are plant shoots, like asparagus and the fiddleheads of ferns. Skunk cabbage and dandelions have lots of vitamins. So do tap-root plants like Queen Anne’s Lace. If there were any wetlands nearby, a lot of marsh plants are edible. But here? There’s nothing like that. We can’t even gather acorns or other tree nuts for protein because something has scoured the forest floor clean.”

“Or nothing here needs to reproduce,” Devlin McFarlane said.

“Shit. It is Hell?” Tam muttered.

“What do you mean?” Kinsella frowned at McFarlane.

“There’s no sign of the ‘cycle of life’—no seeds or sprouts, no dead leaves or needles. It’s like everything grew to maturity and then stayed there, frozen in some kind of stasis. Spooky.”

“Well, it’s not spooky to me,” de Camp said. “Except for not having a decent restaurant, this seems like a wonderful place—much better than that shithole tunnel. I finally feel safe. If there are no animals to eat, at least there are no animals to eat me!” She rolled onto her side and closed her eyes. “I’m ready for a nice, long sleep.”

Magnetic stimulation of the sensorimotor cortex accounted for that. Their brains needed some downtime to sort out their experiences.

Nothing could be done about the animals or nuts they wanted.

The rest would take a lot of work.
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The Ariadne Narrative (continued)

C


ooper found the spring at first light the next morning. Her reaction was very gratifying to watch.

The clearing was watered by an underground stream through a semi-permeable layer of soil penetrated by four small vertical tubes normally kept capped—more efficient than channeling surface water, because of evaporation. Creating a spring had simply required directing worms and ants to loosen dirt, consume the thin organic cap from one of the tubes, and allow some of the water’s flow to rise to the surface. Cooper’s companions praised her with words and touch as if she were responsible for it. Considering their thirst, they were surprisingly civil as they took turns awkwardly scooping water into their mouths by hand.

Cooper had been looking for a place to eliminate wastes in private. None of the group felt comfortable going far into the forest alone, so Cooper and de Camp went together, though the wide spacing of the tree trunks seemed to frustrate their desire for seclusion. The men were less modest. Ultimately, a collective solution was reached when Tam’s extra large shirt and jacket St. Clair had given to Madison Douglas for warmth were used as a screen strung between two trees just beyond the clearing’s edge. On the opposite side from the spring, of course.

Do the sensual pleasures of a physical body outweigh the shame that has been attached to certain natural functions? The question is worthy of debate. Our limited records do not reveal how such embarrassment arose in the first place. CL10 has pointed to the root words em-bare-ass, but that connection is highly tenuous and not enlightening.

The deposit of wastes was, at first, considered an affront by the trees; though, fortunately, they did not act on it. It is possible they recognized the offsetting benefit of organic fertilizer.

With their need for water satisfied, the humans’ hunger became more acute. None of them were calorically deprived: they could survive for many days without food.

Kinsella stripped bark from a tree, then peeled away some of the inner bark and chewed on it. Satisfied, he took some more, but immediately spat out the second mouthful.

“It burned me!”

Douglas examined his tongue but there was no sign of damage or even irritation.

De Camp half-heartedly plucked a blade of grass and shredded it with her molars, but removed it from her mouth without swallowing.

“Tasteless. All it does is make my mouth water and my stomach grumble more.”

“What we need more than food is to be rescued,” Kinsella said. “And it’s been warm enough to do without my jacket. Time for that fire.” He held a hand out toward St. Clair, who shrugged and passed him the survival kit. Kinsella removed a small block of metal and a pocket knife. Laying his own tuxedo jacket on the grass, he scraped a small pile of metal shavings onto it from the block, then used the knife blade against a short metal rod along the side of the block to strike sparks onto the shavings. They caught quickly with a hot, bright flame. Magnesium, clearly.

The cloth of the jacket began to smolder and smoke; but when the magnesium had been used up, combustion died. Kinsella examined the cloth.

“It’s wet. The ground is too wet in this spot.”

Muttering to himself, he moved the jacket about three meters away, checked the ground for moisture with his hand, and tried a second fire. The result was the same.

“What the …?”

“Fascinating,” McFarlane said.

St. Clair laughed. “OK, Mr. Spock. Come with me.”

McFarlane followed him into the woods, and they returned an hour and twenty-three minutes later carrying flat rocks from the area near the tunnel exit. St. Clair arranged them on the ground to cover a square meter or so, and indicated to Kinsella to pile his jacket on top.

Kinsella dusted the jacket thoroughly with magnesium shavings, and this time it kept burning. The smoke was noxious and black and rose straight into the sky like a column. It attenuated very little as it rose—the air was quite still.

“That should be pretty obvious—if there’s anyone to see it,” St. Clair said.

Kinsella frowned. “Please, no more gloom and doom.”

“If it works, I’ll be as delighted as anyone. Maybe more, since I’m bound to be blamed for all of this. The sooner everyone is safe, the better.”

“Fourteen of us won’t be safe. Naomi Barber will never be safe.”

St. Clair gave him a strange look and his voice was husky as he spoke. “Naomi wasn’t just an employee, Kinsella, she was a friend. I didn’t order her to go in the pod. I did order Ben Matthews to go; and he’s dead, leaving behind a wife and two kids. And Lena Cubiña was there too. Don’t tell me you feel worse than I do.”

“Except it wasn’t my fault. What about Franklin Grant? You hated each other’s guts. How did you arrange for him to go along?”

“That’s enough!” Madison Douglas snapped. “If it somehow makes you feel better to assign blame, then blame me too. I’m the supervising engineer on all of Aladdin’s projects.”

“I’ll bet you didn’t think up this brainless stunt. It bears the stamp of Griffin the Great and Powerful, Wizard of Flaws.”

“I signed off on it. And you can shut your mouth any time now.”

At almost two meters, Kinsella was easily ten centimeters taller than Douglas, and stocky, though not especially muscular. But the woman was toned and fit, and her powerful stance was intimidating. St. Clair looked amused.

“It’s all right, Madison. Some would rather point fingers than help solve problems. It’s easier.”

“Speaking of solving problems,” McFarlane interjected, “instead of fighting among ourselves, wouldn’t we be better off trying to figure out where and when we are?” The man’s silver hair and matching professorial beard were rumpled from sleeping in the rough, but he exuded the confident authority that had captivated video audiences.

“How are we supposed to do that?” Tortades asked. “My phone still says I’m in January 2043. The GPS isn’t working and I’m not getting a cell signal either, though that might just be because we’re in the middle of nowhere.”

“Is anybody getting a GPS reading?” Douglas asked. Heads shook all around. “Well, it’s possible that the trees are blocking satellites. But it also could be possible the Navstar network just isn’t operating anymore.”

“For God’s sake, change the record!” Kinsella growled.

Ignoring him, Douglas said, “I woke up in the middle of the night and looked to see if the constellations had changed shape. There weren’t any I could recognize straight overhead.”

“That would take thousands of years,” McFarlane replied. “Although I suppose that span of time is just as likely as skipping ahead a century.”

“Stop that shit! Stop it right now!” Cooper jumped to her feet and glared at them. Her long, bleached hair framed the wildness of her golden-brown eyes. “I have a life! I have a good job, good friends, and big plans, and I will not listen to you assholes talking as if all of that is gone.”
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