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FOREWORD

When I was nine years old, my father took me to Cape Canaveral to watch the launch of the Voyager 1 probe.

Dad was an engineer at NASA and that got me, a wide-eyed, space obsessed girl, a front-row seat to the send-off. I never forgot the experience of witnessing one of mankind’s greatest achievements. And that memory was the spark that pushed me to be better. It was what led me to speak to you now, as the President of what used to be called the United States of America.

That was all long before the world was transformed, before the panic.

Before we witnessed the very first Elevation of a human being . . .

In 1977, the whole world turned towards the stars. We wanted to believe there was intelligent life somewhere out there. And we hoped that if we could reach them, maybe they’d reach back. Voyager 1, this satellite dish with bristling antenna, was a message in a bottle. Our way of letting the galaxy know we existed. That we were out here if anyone wanted to find us.

Over the next forty years, the probe flew past Jupiter and Saturn before it drifted into the void, swallowed up by a silent universe. Or so we thought . . .

Truth is, our message didn’t go unheard.

The universe reached back and changed everything. Not with war or an invasion but with a whisper. Almost overnight, all that we knew transformed.

And I saw it happen.

In 2023, we witnessed the first Elevation of a human being.

It began, as most dramatic things do, with a single person.

I’m looking at a photo of Dr. Dahlia Mitchell right now. It is sitting here, framed on my desk. She is younger, mid-twenties, in the photo than when I met her. Her eyes are green, her hair long and crimped, and she’s smiling. Happy. I have no idea when it was taken, but my guess is shortly after she got her professorship at the University of California, Santa Cruz.

Dahlia’s history is a tragic one.

She was an army brat. Her family moved fourteen times over the next eighteen years. Her father, Arthur, an African American chemical engineer with the Army Corps of Engineers, fell for a German girl, Giselle, while he was stationed in Europe.

Dahlia only enjoyed Fort Polk for two years, barely long enough to learn to run, before the family—Dahlia, mom, dad, and her older brother, Nico—uprooted to Augsburg, Germany. A whirlwind followed: Oklahoma, Kansas, Hawaii, Virginia, Bavaria, Seoul, and back to Augsburg.

During the brief time we spent together, she told me she was introspective growing up, obsessed with books and history. A curious kid, she uncovered new and exciting things in every place the family encamped. And, like her mother, Dahlia learned languages easily. She spoke three by the time she was ten. She remained a bright, easily awed child well into her early teens, when her mother committed suicide.

Dahlia took her death hard.

After her mother’s suicide, Arthur withdrew and Nico and Dahlia had to fend for themselves. While Nico rebelled, Dahlia focused on her studies—primarily astrophysics and chemistry.

An ambitious and clever student, Dahlia impressed her professors and received a full ride to earn a PhD in astrophysics from Cornell. After graduation, she took a professorship at the University of California, Santa Cruz, where she was, by all accounts, very productive but not very happy.

But I’ll let you hear that from her.

This book is a testament. Not to my presidency or my administration but to the people behind the scenes, the people who averted us from even bigger disasters or steered us out of harm’s way. When Keith Thomas first approached me about participating in this book, I told him I was hesitant to get involved. The times he wanted to document were trying for me politically and personally. Revisiting these events, even after five years, was emotionally draining and, in some cases, quite upsetting. Still, I agreed and I’m convinced he’s been able to capture some, if not all, of what made the Finality the sea change of all sea changes.

While I know a lot of people who’ve been left broken by the Elevation, I have also met just as many who are excited by the prospects of starting over. Future generations depend on us not making the same mistakes our ancestors did. Regardless of which political philosophies you ascribe to or what religion you practice, I think we all can agree we’d like to see less bloodshed and more kindness. We have an opportunity to rejuvenate our planet. A lot of folks around here, they’ve already begun: all the food I eat, all the water I drink, it comes from down the road. From local farms, local reservoirs, and the air . . . well, it’s amazing how clean the air is.

Of course, we’re not without lingering, serious problems. Nearly 70 percent of the western United States is still without power and more than 50 percent of the South suffers from rolling brownouts. Medical care is still an ongoing emergency, and fuel issues limit our growth.

But we are a strong people. We’re clever; we’re resourceful. And, like those who have left us, the 122 million souls who joined the Ascendants five years ago, we are brave.

I hope that, going forward, we can learn from the events before, during, and after the Elevation. I know the world is a much smaller place. But it was a small place before, and I am confident it will become a much bigger place again. It won’t happen in the next five or ten years but five hundred and a thousand. I sincerely hope that when we rebuild—and we will—we do it a little more carefully.

I spent several years working on an autobiography but refused to use a ghostwriter for assistance. At the end of the day, I realized that I just didn’t have the patience or the temperament to see it through. I’ve agreed to let Mr. Thomas use excerpts from this unfinished work in this book. The portions he’s chosen are fairly wide-ranging but I think get at the heart of what I was attempting to record.

When Voyager 1 was launched, we were optimistic that the future held only great things for humanity. While it is true that the Voyager is still drifting out into the vaster reaches of space, with no signal back, no sign of ever having existed at all, I want us to get back to that original optimistic place. While we know we are not alone in this universe, we also know that we are unique. That should be celebrated. And in the pages to follow, I think you will find quite a bit to celebrate.

Sincerely,

President Vanessa Ballard

June 25, 2028



INTRODUCTION

This is an oral history of how the world ended.

It took me twenty-three months to write this book.

The world we knew ended in just two.

On October 17, 2023, an astronomer, not particularly well-known or widely published, named Dahlia Mitchell discovered a signal emanating from a distant point in the galaxy. That signal was a pulse, sent by an unknown intelligence, and came to be known as the Pulse Code, as it contained data in incredibly advanced cryptographic cipher.

The Pulse Code was not a message. It was not an attempt at communication from some distant civilization. It was a Trojan virus—a biological tool that altered the brains of roughly 30 percent of the human population. Those changed by the Pulse Code could see and hear things the rest of us couldn’t: gravitational waves, ultraviolet light, the very movement of the Earth itself. And that was only the beginning of their capabilities . . .

This event was dubbed the Elevation.

Many of the Elevated died—their bodies unable to keep up with the incredible transformation going on inside their heads. Some of those that survived went insane. Others isolated themselves from the rest of humanity, sequestering themselves in anticipation of an event that would see them transition from our world to another.

That event was called the Finality.

There have, of course, been many books written about the Elevation and the Finality—some focused on the science, others on the sociology; all of them approached the subject in suitably reverential ways. This was, after all, the biggest event in human history, changing humanity forever. Three billion people—gone.

So why add to the pile of books about this ultimate event?

Especially as someone known primarily as a novelist and filmmaker?

The other books, documentaries—even the disastrous feature film that came out last year—attempt to tell the story of the Elevation as a whole; they take the 20,000-foot view. But I think this is a story that needs to be told from a personal place. At the end of the day, it’s the story of us—all of us. This oral history provides a platform for the voices of those who were there from the very beginning.

But there is one additional thing that makes this project unique:

This book contains portions of Dahlia Mitchell’s diaries.

For a long time, they were presumed lost. While many people made it clear in interviews that Dahlia was a consummate diarist, no one had ever seen the books. Because they weren’t books. Dahlia, true to the digital age, recorded her diaries via posts on a private website only accessible via a password. To my knowledge, Dahlia never shared that password with anyone.

About three years ago I got an email from a professional hacker who goes by the sobriquet S4yL4Frit3. Like a lot of hackers put out of work by the tech collapse that followed in the wake of the Elevation, S4yL4Frit3 was looking to make some side money by trawling through abandoned servers. (As an aside, it is estimated that over 3 quindecillion bytes of data—that’s a 3 followed by forty-eight zeros—remain un-accessed in world servers.) S4yL4Frit3 stumbled onto Dahlia’s diaries quite by accident; it was just one of several million private blogs archived on a “dead” social media platform (similar to the largely forgotten Twitter and Facebook) swept up in one of S4yL4Frit3’s data hauls.

Being a fan of a certain horror thriller I’d written a couple years ago, S4yL4Frit3 sent me the diaries. Being something of a news and science junkie, S4yL4Frit3 knew this was something special. Not the sort of thing to just dump on the Net or toss to a few of the remaining news networks. The message I got from S4yL4Frit3 was simple: “Do this thing justice.”

After I read the diaries, I knew that was exactly what I had to do. I spent the next eleven months traveling the country and compiling interviews with people who had witnessed the incredible changes that roiled our country firsthand. I was fortunate to talk to powerful voices like President Ballard, the country’s first Independent president, and unsung characters like Thomas Franklin Bess, a witness to one of the first Elevations.

I also gained access to recorded interviews and transcripts from numerous sources. Some were transcripts from recordings made surreptitiously by both government and nongovernment actors. All of these pieces, intermixed with the one-on-one interviews I personally conducted, paint a true picture of transformation.

On both a global and also a personal level.

As Dahlia changed, so changed the world.

Telling the story of the Elevation was never going to be easy.

I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to touch on each and every angle—the wars that erupted in the Middle East, the disasters in Singapore and Austria—but I covered the history as best I could. And have provided footnotes as well.

There will be surprises here.

Some of what I discovered hasn’t yet been exposed.

And some of it will be disturbing.

While many of us were aware that there were people inside President Ballard’s administration fully against her plans, we couldn’t have known how many of these agents were entrenched in our government, like hidden cancerous cells, for many, many decades. I know I’m not the first to discuss the existence of the Twelve, but I am the first to speak to several of its former members.

There will be controversy in these pages as well.

Some of my contacts are people that history will not remember fondly. A lot of you might be angered to see their names again in print. I assure you that I am not airing their opinions to generate buzz but to give rationale, a way of seeing the Elevation, which very nearly ended our existence.

As the folk anecdote goes: The worst divisions are from within.

However, this is in many ways Dahlia Mitchell’s story. I didn’t want that to be lost in all the political or scientific turmoil. Just like all of us, Dahlia was someone caught up in the chaos of the Elevation, someone looking for safety, looking for comfort. Despite her scientific breakthroughs and the startling abilities she discovered within herself, Dahlia was a dreamer and remained one until the end.

I dedicate this book to all the other dreamers out there.

Keith Thomas

February 2028
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EDITED TRANSCRIPT FROM AN FBI INTERVIEW WITH DAHLIA MITCHELL

PALO ALTO FIELD OFFICE: RECORDING #001—FIELD AGENT J. E. MUDDOCK

OCTOBER 23, 2023

AGENT MUDDOCK: Please state your name, brief biographical history, education, marital status, and profession.

DAHLIA MITCHELL: My name’s Dahlia Mitchell. I was born at Fort Polk. Louisiana, but was raised all over the globe, pretty much. Army brat. I have one brother, Nico. My parents were divorced. My father died about ten years ago from an illness. My mother . . . uh, my mother committed suicide. I went to UPenn and then did my graduate studies in astronomy at Cornell. I am single and I’m . . . well, I was, an astronomer at the University of California, Santa Cruz.

AGENT MUDDOCK: And what was your area of expertise there? What were you researching and teaching students?

DAHLIA MITCHELL: I did my dissertation on how we can use gravitational lensing to map the distribution of dark matter in relation to galaxies. We use gravitational lensing to find galaxy clustering, and if we look at that clustering in relation to dark matter fields, we can get a sense of the position of the galaxies. If that makes sense . . .

AGENT MUDDOCK: I’m not an expert. Please tell us what your most recent research subject was. The work you were doing before the event.

DAHLIA MITCHELL: Same topic. Just . . . just studying it differently. You know the expression about not seeing the forest for the trees? Well, it was sort of the opposite of that. I was too focused on the forest, on the larger whole. While I was looking at galaxies, what I really needed to do was focus on the spaces in between to find out how dark matter ties together the universe. Even though dark matter’s still essentially theoretical, there are ways to study the effect that dark matter has on gravitational waves and other . . . well, transmissions that are beaming their way across space. I was scanning as much of the sky as I could, collecting radio bursts and hoping those would give me a better understanding of how dark matter was operating. That’s it in a nutshell.

AGENT MUDDOCK: And how was this work received at the university?

DAHLIA MITCHELL: You know, it’s tough doing research on something that, for the most part, is only rumored to exist. I mean, that’s been changing pretty rapidly, but there’s still this bias out there against research that’s seen as fundamentally impractical on a basic science level. Harder to get the funding and the grants when you’re looking into something people can’t see, computers can’t even measure, and that might not actually exist the way you imagine it does.

AGENT MUDDOCK: So it’s safe to say that your work hasn’t been championed within your department? We’ve interviewed Dr. Kjelgaard and he doesn’t speak as highly of your work as he does of your colleagues’. Is it true that you were asked to suspend your dark matter work in the days leading up to discovering the Pulse signal?

DAHLIA MITCHELL: Yes, that’s true.

AGENT MUDDOCK: And so the night that you made this discovery—technically you were not supposed to be at the radio telescope observatory. You were not approved to run an experiment—

DAHLIA MITCHELL: That isn’t exactly correct. I had been approved, just a few weeks earlier, to run the tests that I was running that night. At the last minute, my . . . my superior decided that I should just shut the program down—

AGENT MUDDOCK: It was in fact the board that made the decision.

DAHLIA MITCHELL: On my superior’s recommendation, yes. But I had prior approval and I saw it only as a chance—like a last-ditch effort, really—to complete a project that I had spent the majority of my professional life working on. You have to understand, there are very specific criteria that go into these sorts of observations. If the weather is off or the dishes aren’t properly calibrated, then you’re looking at significant, potentially disastrous delays. I couldn’t afford to miss the moment. No matter—

AGENT MUDDOCK: No matter the fact that your boss had told you to stop. He had specifically told you not to continue the experiment that night.

DAHLIA MITCHELL: Yes. That’s true.

AGENT MUDDOCK: Seems a little convenient, doesn’t it? You’re told not to pursue this avenue of exploration, and you dismiss your superior’s judgment as flawed, you go ahead with the project as you had originally intended, and then you make the single most important discovery in recorded history . . .

DAHLIA MITCHELL: No. No, it didn’t happen . . . What exactly are you suggesting?

AGENT MUDDOCK: That it is possible that there is a very good reason you made this discovery. You went up there that night, in direct violation of an order not to proceed with the experiment, the readings, the manipulation of equipment, for the express purpose of, quote, unquote, “making this discovery.” Is it possible, Dr. Mitchell, that you created the data that you claim to have stumbled across?

DAHLIA MITCHELL: Of course not. That’s outrageous. I would never do anything like that. I take my work as seriously as anything. I can’t believe—who would even suggest something like that? You’ve seen the data, right?

AGENT MUDDOCK: The data you were studying—

DAHLIA MITCHELL: The data from the Pulse. You’ve had it for weeks; you’ve been studying it the whole time. If not you, then the people on your team. I couldn’t fake the math found in that signal. I couldn’t fake that level of sophistication—

AGENT MUDDOCK: You’re intelligent. Transcripts from undergrad and graduate school show exceptional levels of dedication. And, let’s see, one of your advisors here wrote, and I’m quoting, “More than any of my students, Dahlia has the ability to think far beyond the edges of the box. She sees things most of us, even myself, miss. Dahlia is the sort of student who will in time discover great things.” Perhaps this signal is something you, quote, unquote, “discovered” as well?

DAHLIA MITCHELL: That is absurd. You’re taking a random quote that has nothing to do with this and trying to reapply it. The information contained in that pulse, the code at the heart of it, is . . . even the most out-of-the-box thinker could never come up with something like that.

AGENT MUDDOCK: Or maybe it just seems that way. Maybe it’s just gobbledygook, like glossolalia. Are you familiar with the Voynich manuscript, Dr. Mitchell?

DAHLIA MITCHELL: No.

AGENT MUDDOCK: It’s a manuscript, singular and strange, that has been dated back to the 1400s. Supposedly, it is some sort of alchemical textbook filled with medieval science experiments, anthropological observations, a treatise on botany and zoology, and explorations of human reproduction. I use the word “supposedly” because no one, no expert, knows for sure. The Voynich manuscript is written in an unknown, likely made-up language. It has never been translated and likely never will be.

DAHLIA MITCHELL: Okay . . . I don’t understand what you’re getting at . . .

AGENT MUDDOCK: It won’t even be successfully translated because it isn’t a language at all. It has all the corresponding structure and look of a language, but it isn’t. It’s gobbledygook. Glossolalia. Speaking in tongues. And yet brilliant mathematicians, linguists, cryptographers, still try to decipher the Voynich. People have given up decades of their lives attempting to crack the uncrackable. This code you discovered, maybe it is the same thing.

DAHLIA MITCHELL: No. You’re wrong. I didn’t make it; I couldn’t have made it. I suggest you take a good look at the Pulse Code. A good, hard look. You’ll say—and your experts are going to tell you the same in a matter of days, maybe hours—that this wasn’t a hoax or from a deranged astronomer.

AGENT MUDDOCK: Then what is it, Dr. Mitchell?

DAHLIA MITCHELL: It is the one thing you’re not willing to open your mind to; the one thing that you want desperately not to believe . . .
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FROM THE PERSONAL JOURNAL OF DAHLIA MITCHELL

ENTRY #312—10.17.2023

I think I found something tonight.

Writing that sounds ridiculous.

Like I’m back in undergrad, convinced I’d just made some huge breakthrough when I “discovered” an unusual fast radio burst out of Centaurus A.I How silly, right? Thankfully, Dr. ZivkovicII let me down easy. He didn’t want to quash my enthusiasm. Of course, the burst I’d found was first seen in 1934. It was rediscovered every day, a thousand times a day. Still, that thrill when I first heard it—there was nothing to match that. I wanted to feel it again. To think that maybe, just maybe, I’d discovered something no one else alive had ever come across. Unmapped territory. The great beyond . . .

I got the same feeling tonight.

And so far, I haven’t found a single reference to this location, this signal, before. I’ve checked the University databases, SIMBAD, SDSS, NASA’s ADS, NASA/IPAC’s NED, and come up with nothing. This location isn’t a new stretch of space. It’s old territory, pored over for centuries. Dead space, as they say. Literally the last place you’d expect to pick up something new. That’s why, despite what happened, I still have my doubts. I always have my doubts . . .

—-

My day didn’t start well.

“Sucked” is a better word for it.

During my morning lecture on dark matter—the same intro lecture I’ve given for nearly three years and could recite verbatim in my sleep—Frank walked in.III By the look on his face, he wasn’t thrilled at the thought of catching my attention. The board meeting had been two nights earlier, and I’d been waiting on pins and needles for him to tell me what was going on. Ominous silence, no matter the situation, is never a good sign. Especially with Frank.

So I stopped by his messy office—does this guy ever straighten up?—after the lecture let out and sat in front of his desk. He fiddled with his pen for a moment, pretending to look over some papers as he got up the courage to break the news to me: “Dahlia, the board’s scaling back your dark matter project.”

I reacted like he’d just swung a bowling ball into my stomach. It really was that dramatic. Hurt. Frank shook his head and waved his hands, trying to make it seem like none of it was his idea, but that didn’t last long. He eventually just set his teeth and gave me the bad news. “The interim analysis isn’t supporting your thesis.”

No shit.

That was why I’d fought the board about doing an interim analysis in the very first place. It was unnecessary and likely to result in some significantly skewed numbers. Turns out I was right, of course. I told Frank that I was dealing with 300 terabytes of data. In only three months I’d more than doubled our mapping progress. Looking for dark matter wasn’t exactly easy; it’s called dark for a reason, because, in the vastness of space, it’s pretty much invisible. But sometimes it’s the invisible that matters most. Goofy thought, but it’s true.

Think of all the things we can’t see that touch our lives every day: air, gravity, emotions, faith . . . Dark matter is the equivalent of these things but in outer space. More than that, we think it makes up most of the known universe; it is the very fabric that holds the celestial bodies in their places, the source of gravitational waves.

Not that Frank was listening. He never is.

No, he just went on with his speech, expecting me to roll right over. Not only did he bring up the fact that I’ve got “a heavy course load for the year”—I bet he’d never point that same fact out to Colin or FredrickIV—and that shifting my focus might actually be advantageous. He didn’t suggest, as he had before, that dark matter wasn’t the worthwhile endeavor the rest of the astrophysics community had built it up to be. That always grated on me most. Still, I bet if I’d pressed him he would have told me I’d been wasting my life. Don’t even go there, Dahlia . . .

So I suggested that I run one more test: the Bullet Cluster.V

Frank scoffed and said Milgrom had ruled it out years ago.VI

I argued Milgrom wasn’t using the right tools.

But Frank was beyond listening. Whether the board had truly made a decision or it was just that Frank was tired of defending my work, he was passive-aggressively telling me that I was done. It took pushing but finally he just said it: “I need you to start shutting down your project tonight.”

And that, as far as he was concerned, was that. I left the room in a huff and Frank could call the board and tell them it was done—that their little problem child astronomer was being relegated to the back of the class. Not only was tenure likely going to be delayed if not taken off the table outright, but I was looking at a long slog to get approval for any additional project. Could the day get any worse?

As I walked back to my office from Frank’s, I realized what I needed to do. I wouldn’t be shutting down the dark matter observation of the Bullet Cluster. I decided I would run it and damn the consequences. I was given time at the observatory, allocated the staff and the computer time, and I was going to use it.

Dad would’ve been horrified. Sorry, Dad.

After wrapping up some additional paperwork and grading some papers, I jogged the three-mile loop around West Cliff. My time was mediocre but I got my miles in. It felt good to move, just sweat out that stress. At home I showered, poured a glass of red, and then considered which microwave meal to eat (pasta or masala) when NicoVII called. Right on time, big brother.

I told him what had gone down and like usual he tried to talk me out of doing anything rash—a little too late for that, though. “I’m going to fight this thing, Nico.” He suggested, always playing Devil’s advocate, that maybe, just maybe, I had made a mistake and Frank was onto something.

“Nico,” I said, “I need you on my side.”

He laughed and asked if I wanted him to kick Frank’s ass for me. I said that wouldn’t be necessary and that if Frank’s ass had to be kicked, I could certainly be the one to do it, thank you very much.

Nico, being Nico, followed up with something about him and ValerieVIII and the kids coming down for a visit. I couldn’t think of anything worse. But, really, it was just another excuse for him to be worried about me. Ever since Mom . . . well, we know how that whole situation played out. Nico worked through all those emotions no problem; he got a therapist, he confided in his wife, and worked it all out. Not even a year after and he was like he was before—maybe wiser, maybe more humbled, but himself. Me, not as much.

It was like we were riding out a storm together. He navigated it perfectly, got to the other side, in the warmth and the sun. But I’m still back there, right in the heart of the storm—beat down, frozen. Nico expects me to turn it around overnight. He expects me to pick myself up and say, “That was rough but I learned a lot about myself.” Right, like that’s how I’ve ever approached things. I pick myself up but I keep moving straight ahead. Introspection isn’t one of my charms.

Two hours later, I left for the desert.

I got to Big EarsIX early, just to get started on some of the experiments my grad students were running. Clark WattsX was there, working on Dr. Jacob’sXI field triangulations but likely saw the night as a way to catch up on his reading. Clark’s smart but has never been the most motivated student. I doubt he’d argue the point. I wonder if that’s how my profs saw me. Trying but not really.

When I arrived at the control building I found Clark using fitsplodeXII to pull spectral line data for one of the other grad students. He was busy enough that he barely noticed me. I cleared my throat, said good evening. Clark looked up at me, a bit bleary-eyed. Clearly he’d been catching some z’s.

“Didn’t think you were coming up,” he said.

“Need to finish something.”

Clark just nodded and went back to his work but watched me out of the corner of his eye as I pulled together some printouts of my spectrum analysis of the anomaly we’d picked up in October.XIII I showed Clark the area I’d isolated and asked him what he made of it. Like Frank, he thought the Bullet Cluster was old news and the anomaly was just that—an incongruity.

“It doesn’t mean there’s something there,” he said.

“I’m not suggesting there’s something there,” I replied. “I just need to understand why we’ve gotten this data. I don’t think it’s an error and I’m not jumping to conclusions either. Aren’t you in Dr. Rafael Tirso’sXIV class? I took his class, too, just eight years ago. I’m sure he hasn’t changed much.”

He nodded.

I reminded Clark that Rafael had one point he hammered into the brains of his students: a section of space, no matter how small, can never be fully ruled out. Dead space is never really dead. With that, I pulled rank and asked Clark to recalibrate the K4 telescope. We were going to scan the Bullet Cluster again. That’s when the truth came out. Or at least part of it . . .

Clark confirmed that Frank had told him not to let me redirect the telescopes. He figured I might try to run this last look and wanted Clark, a grad student, to stop me, a professor, from doing it. As soon as those words left Clark’s mouth, he knew how silly and demeaning they sounded. I wasn’t to be trusted with this equipment? Why not just change all the locks in the lab? Why not blacklist me on some astronomy website for heretics? It was unbelievable.

Clark keyed in the codes and turned the K4.

I didn’t even want to talk to him again after that. I was too angry, too worried I’d just explode at him. That wouldn’t look good. It’s never professional to let out your rage on students. Just had to suck it up and refocus. So I did.

And three hours later, it happened.

Three sixteen to be exact. The machines were ticking away, I was going over some of the axion clump research that Hertzberg at TuftsXV had been doing while Clark was making his way through a never-ending pile of Frank’s undergrad essays. Ready for my second coffee of the evening, I went out into the hallway to grab a cup. Clark didn’t want one; he was happy with his Red Bull.

The espresso machine, however, was finicky.

It was one of those ancient vending machines with the horrible Styrofoam cups that held scalding-hot, watery coffee. My only dollar was at least ten years old and had clearly been through someone’s wash. It was soft and folded and there was no way the machine was going to accept it. Every time I put the dollar in, it slid back out silently. I’m not sure why I’ve been so fixated on that moment. It’s so meaningless, so banal, and yet, when I think back on that moment—the one minute that changed everything—I see the coffee machine and the failed dollar. I was frustrated and growing angry. I’d never kicked a vending machine before, but just as my sneaker was about to crash into the side of the machine, an alarm went off.

It’s not unusual to hear alarms at the radio telescopes.

Sometimes it’s a calibration issue; sometimes there’s something picked up by one of the other pieces of equipment. This, however, wasn’t an alarm I’d heard before. Not loud like a smoke detector, not wailing; it was more an insistent and irritating chirp. Sounded like a toy bird. The kind a cat plays with.

I ran back into the control room, where Clark was freaking out.

“We got an anomaly here!” Clark shouted.

He pointed over to a monitor displaying a spiky, EKG-like line, and there, right at the peak of one of the waves, was a break in the line, a spot where the background data was missing because something new, different, had punched its way through. Here is little squiggly drawing of it I did. Terrible, I know.
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Clark said, “I think it’s a fast radio burst.”

“Could be,” I said. “Or some other random signal. Get me some specs.”

Clark started analyzing it.

“Looks weird to me,” he said.

“Don’t jump to conclusions.”

“I’m not but . . . Seriously.”

He was right. This wasn’t a fast radio burst. It was pulsating.

I made sure Clark was recording it, then ported the signal over to visualization. It didn’t look like much; it was coming in blurry. Clark and I did some on-the-fly engineering to rig a monitor that would show us what was coming in. Dad would have been proud. It took a few minutes, but when the Pulse finally showed up on the screen it . . . it was beautiful. That sounds funny, talking about data on a monitor. But it was. Even someone who couldn’t tell a fast radio burst from a pair of old socks would think so. It was elegant . . . so organic . . .

And buried inside the Pulse, contained within its oscillations, was a code. A series of numbers, letters, and symbols like dots and triangles. Clark and I watched with our mouths open as these digits streamed across the monitors. I wrote as many of them down as I could, but . . . the series was incredibly complex and long.

“This is coming from deep space,” I said.

Clark was too stunned to speak.

“Where’s the ETI confirmation binders?” XVI I asked.

He had no idea what I was talking about, so I had to pull myself away from watching the monitors and dig in a closet. Luckily, I found them. These were instructional binders given to the University by the SETI InstituteXVII a few years previously. They were covered in dust and I doubt anyone had looked at them since they’d arrived. I flipped through one and found the page I needed.

“ ‘Hypothetically, in interstellar communication, a radiation pulse would appear in more than one iteration with consistently massive maximum dispersion measures,’ ” I read aloud, then looked up at Clark. “It’s data. A message . . .”

Clark was befuddled, “You’re not actually suggesting—”

“I’m not suggesting,” I said. “I’m saying. This pulse was broadcast by something or someone outside of our galaxy.”

His response was perfect: “Holy shit.”



I. First noted in 2007, fast radio bursts (FRBs) are transient but intense radio pulses from deep space. Usually lasting only a few milliseconds, the vast majority of recorded FRBs are of unknown origin. Many originate from distances as far away as 1 gigaparsec, or 3 billion light-years.

II. Dr. Emil Zivkovic, an astrophysicist at Cornell University. He was Elevated.

III. Dahlia is referring to Dr. Frank Kjelgaard, an astrophysicist and dean of astronomy and astrophysics at the University of California, Santa Cruz.

IV. Dahlia is talking about two other, younger astronomers at the University of California, Santa Cruz. Both male and both, at the time, less accomplished.

V. The Bullet Cluster consists of two groups of galaxies slowly smashing into each other a few billion light-years from Earth. A lot of astrophysicists think the Bullet Cluster provides very compelling evidence for the existence of dark matter; it’s complicated how, exactly, but it has to do with the mass of the Bullet Cluster.

VI. Mordehai Milgrom, a physicist, argued there are other explanations for the mass “issues” related to the Bullet Cluster. Some people agreed with him, others didn’t.

VII. Nico Mitchell, Dahlia’s older brother.

VIII. Valerie Mitchell, Dahlia’s sister-in-law.

IX. “Big Ears” is a nickname for the Owens Valley Radio Observatory in Big Pine, California. It consists of several massive radio telescopes—white “dishes” arrayed in a valley. These are used to “listen” to the universe.

X. Clark Ashton Watts was a graduate student at Santa Cruz. His research with Dr. Kjelgaard involved X-ray binaries. After the Finality, he chose to pursue a career in landscape architecture.

XI. Dr. Andrew Jacob, a senior lecturer at Santa Cruz, was an expert on the Wild Duck Cluster, a group of over two thousand stars. Dr. Jacob was well liked by his students and peers. He died in the early stages of the Elevation.

XII. A program that pulls spectral line (used to identify molecules present in stars, galaxies, and gas clouds) data from binary FITS (Flexible Image Transport System) tables, the most commonly used digital file format in astronomy.

XIII. Dr. Mitchell is referring to a “signal” or “spike” that she’d identified previously. Classified as an anomaly, it was determined to be a fast radio burst unrelated to the Pulse and likely emanating from a supermassive black hole in the Milky Way.

XIV. Dr. Rafael Tirso was an astrophysicist at the University of California, Santa Cruz. He studied neutron stars and passed away during the early stages of the Elevation.

XV. Dr. Wallace Hertzberg was an astronomer whose research at Tufts revolved around dark matter axions. Dr. Hertzberg lost both his eyesight and hearing during the Elevation.

XVI. “ETI confirmation” refers to extraterrestrial intelligence. Dahlia is talking about a binder of information from SETI (see below) used to determine if an “intelligently generated” signal has been sent by an extraterrestrial culture or mind.

XVII. “SETI” stands for the “search for extraterrestrial intelligence.” The first modern SETI experiment was set up in 1960, while the nonprofit SETI Institute itself was established in 1995.
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TRANSCRIPT FROM A GOVERNMENT INTERVIEW WITH CLARK ASHTON WATTS

PALO ALTO FIELD OFFICE: RECORDING #002—FIELD AGENT G. RANGER

OCTOBER 25, 2023

AGENT RANGER: Take us through the night, as far as you remember it.

CLARK ASHTON WATTS: Okay, well, I was up at Big Ears for my shift. This was just a normal night. One of three nights a month that I’d go up there, make that long drive, and then crunch numbers, analyze some of what we’d picked up during the week, and try and get some of my other work done. Just routine work.

AGENT RANGER: And you weren’t expecting Dr. Mitchell to be there?

CLARK ASHTON WATTS: No. I, uh, I wasn’t sure who else might be up there. The professors rotate on their own schedule and sometimes swap shifts, depending on the project they’re working on. I wasn’t surprised to see Dr. Mitchell come in but I expected her to be there to look over some of the other projects that we’d been running, maybe catch up on the dark matter data scan.

AGENT RANGER: But she wasn’t there to look over other projects or catch up on older data, correct? She wanted to run an experiment.

CLARK ASHTON WATTS: She asked me to recalibrate and move one of the radio telescopes.

AGENT RANGER: And what did she say the purpose was?

CLARK ASHTON WATTS: To look at the Bullet Cluster. It was related to her dark matter research. She knew that Frank had asked me—well, told me—not to let her move the telescopes. But I did. I moved number three and, uh, a few hours later we picked up the signal. That’s when it happened.

AGENT RANGER: Where was Dr. Mitchell when the signal was intercepted?

CLARK ASHTON WATTS: She was in the building getting coffee. We heard the alarm at the exact same time. I’ll be honest with you, I didn’t know what it meant at first. I figured something was wrong with the equipment. But it was functioning normally. The alarm was us picking up the signal, getting a reading. I’d never actually been in the building for one of those. It was a rush.

AGENT RANGER: Were you at all concerned? Frightened? Nervous?

CLARK ASHTON WATTS: Me? No. No way. Cool as a cucumber. Nothing really spooks me.

AGENT RANGER: And the two of you analyzed what you’d received?

CLARK ASHTON WATTS: Yeah. Right away.

AGENT RANGER: Though it didn’t go as planned, right?

CLARK ASHTON WATTS: I wouldn’t word it that way. No one plans to get a thing like this. I mean, maybe the folks over at SETI would have been prepared—they have protocol for these sorts of things—but I assumed at first that it was something terrestrial bouncing back. We’ve seen that before; it’s common. But it was clear within minutes of analyzing the signal that it wasn’t beamed from Earth.

AGENT RANGER: How, then, did you determine this signal wasn’t from, say, a celestial event like the explosion of a supernova or two colliding stars?

CLARK ASHTON WATTS: We ran the metrics, but it wasn’t until we’d gotten the signal through some of the more advanced software, particularly using time delays on some of the correlated particles emitted from the astronomical sources near our site in the Bullet Cluster. What I’m saying is we ran all those tests and the results came back negative for celestial events. This FRB, this pulse, was clearly not a natural event. Dr. Mitchell said it seemed it was intentional. That’s the word she used.

AGENT RANGER: Can we shift gears for a moment? You mentioned in an earlier interview with several of our colleagues that you had concerns about Dr. Mitchell.

CLARK ASHTON WATTS: That was related to what Dr. Kjelgaard had mentioned. Like I said, he didn’t want her touching the telescopes. He’d already asked her to stop her research, and he thought . . .

AGENT RANGER: Thought what?

CLARK ASHTON WATTS: That she might push it, you know? Like she wasn’t going to give up too easy on finishing her dark matter research. She’d spent months preparing for it. Dr. Mitchell’s hardheaded. I mean that in a good way. Frank knew it too. He told me to not let her go ahead with it. But having me protect the place is like using a Chihuahua as a guard dog.
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