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Ruined World #237 

 

NASA astronaut Maddy Rahama picked up her flight bag as the clock ticked down to the 

time for her transport from her office in Houston to the rebel headquarters on New Earth. 

She felt a slight tremor and her ears popped as her office surroundings disappeared, replaced 

by a white room with single desk and screen. A young Asian woman smiled at her as she 

looked around the lab, but the office on New Earth looked very much like the one she had 

just left in Houston—white walls, a desk and computer, one window overlooking greenery. 

The Asian woman introduced herself as Meiling, then escorted her to Steve Duong’s lab, 

where Steve and Justin Smith waited to meet her. The windows along the way showed 

views of a very Earthlike townscape. While the sunlight seemed brighter and the “trees” 

looked like a cross between Earth ferns and firs, the offices of New Earth’s government 

looked like modern offices anywhere. 

Steve’s lab was a large room lined with desks and computer screens, with white-

boards and one wall of windows looking out over the harbor. Boats bobbed in the blue-

green water. Meiling smiled and pointed at the largest and messiest desk. “Steve and Jus-

tin.” Then she turned and left Maddy to walk the rest of the way.  

Steve and Justin turned to look at her. They weren’t very intimidating for the leaders 

of a revolution that had humbled earth’s governments and opened the universe for human 

colonization through quantum gateways. Justin was tall but slim, with medium-blond hair in 

a crewcut that only partially disguised a growing bald spot. Steve was a smaller, Vietnam-

ese, with short black hair and the disheveled appearance which Maddy recognized as typical 

of scientists everywhere—his rumpled t-shirt had a cartoon Road Runner on it. Both were in 

their mid-30s, which made her feel old. 

“Lieutenant Colonel Madiha Rahama at your service,” she said, holding her hand out 

toward Justin. “But call me Maddy.” 

Justin shook her hand. “Okay, Maddy it is. We are happy to have you with us—

relations with the US government have been difficult for us, so it was a nice change when 
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your superiors at NASA immediately understood why we’d need your help and agreed to 

lend us your services.” 

Steve ignored Maddy’s offered hand, and instead turned to his monitors to pull up 

some windows. “You’ve seen our original files on the Ruined Worlds, and the opportunity 

we have to explore number 237. There’s more data now.” A window opened showing a 

planet surrounded by data points in swarms. “Our Survey branch has used gateway technol-

ogy to perform automated scanning of almost a million Earthlike planets in this galaxy, and 

found evidence of vanished civilizations on nine hundred of them. The majority, seven hun-

dred or so, show traces of nuclear warfare resulting in catastrophic mass extinctions. But not 

one active technical civilization has been detected. Even if nuclear extinction is a common 

fate for civilizations, it is statistically improbable that we should find so many dead and 

none still active.” 

“I read the file, but the full data set wasn’t included.” Maddy said. “And what are the 

dates of these events? If the traces of nuclear war last for hundreds of thousands of years, 

then if the average lifetime of a civilization is short, you might get that result.” She leaned in 

to peer at the graphic. 

“The extinction events appear to have taken place as recently as two hundred years 

ago, in 237’s case, and as far back as a hundred thousand years ago, after which the radioac-

tive traces would be harder to detect. Randomly spaced in time. So it could be a common 

progression. But that still doesn’t answer why we see no civilizations in the process of 

climbing, or civilizations that are relatively static. Earth civilization would have been appar-

ent for a long time— there were large villages, even cities, for ten thousand years before 

technological progress started to heat up.” 

“We’ve fired up the substrate search function and looked for items used only by 

technological civilizations,” Justin said. “The results are decidedly odd. Lots of artifacts on 

those dead planets. Some machines and artifacts in space—who knows how old or how 

dangerous, there’s a lot to look at. But no currently-active technical civilizations that we can 

find—and that’s going way beyond the search area Survey has covered. The entire Local 

Group has none.” 

“This is a version of the Fermi Paradox—where are they all?” Steve said. “We know 

there are millions of planets with advanced forms of life. We know there were thousands of 
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civilizations that were active in this galaxy before they died out. Why are there none we can 

see?” 

“If you see an anomaly, you can start to question your instruments,” Maddy said. 

“Suppose there are active civilizations, but your tools are being blocked from seeing them.” 

“You’ve been briefed on the basics of substrate technology,” Justin said. “We dis-

covered how to tap directly into the computational substrate that runs the Universe and de-

termines how matter and energy appear to interact. We can talk directly to particles and 

modify their states and locations at will. We have no theory which could explain how our 

substrate tools and sensors could be blocked.” 

Steve pulled up another window showing a chart of the galaxy with bright green dots 

scattered through it. “One theory was that a higher civilization would avoid detection of its 

own activities by surrounding the star systems of young civilizations it wished to isolate 

with a bubble that projected a universe free of other life—like living inside a bubble with 

the false universe, scrubbed of all evidence of other life, projected onto its surface.” Steve 

opened another window to show an old woodcut of a man peeking under the edge of the sky 

to catch a glimpse of the wondrous spheres beyond. “Like this. We’d only see what they al-

lowed us to see.” 

“But supposedly you can see anything, anywhere in the substrate,” Maddy said. It 

had sounded like magic to her—she was an astronaut, but with a biology degree. The new 

computational physics was interesting, but she hadn’t had time to study it. 

“My suspicion is that the substrate is being subverted,” Steve said. “When we look 

some places using it, we see what they want us to see, and not what’s really there. And simi-

larly, when we search, the results don’t show any of those places being hidden from us. Pro-

tected places. What’s interesting about 237 is that Survey saw nothing unusual about it only 

five years ago, but when they rescanned it by accident this year the results looked entirely 

different.” 

“Meaning,” Justin added, “our view was being blocked before, but now it isn’t. And 

the ruins are the freshest we’ve seen.” 

“Not only that,” Steve said, “but the system is loaded with orbiting metallic debris. It 

looks like thousands of satellites and spaceships were destroyed and left for us to pick 

through. Which wasn’t in the file—we didn’t have all the data when we realized we’d need 
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help exploring the system. Especially this—” Steve opened another window on the next 

screen over. “What appears to be a damaged spaceship in a highly-eccentric orbit that we 

can trace back to the vicinity of the planet around two hundred years ago.” The screen 

showed a view of the ruined spaceship, one giant gouge in its hull from stem to stern. Burn 

marks radiated from the damaged area. But most of it appeared intact, and aside from the 

damaged area, the ship was a smooth silvery ovoid that looked almost organic. 

“So you called on NASA. I don’t understand why you needed me and the spacesuits 

if you can scan the ship so easily from here. Why risk an actual spacewalk?” 

Justin looked at Steve. “We’re not too eager to disclose more to the US government. 

Can we rely on your discretion if we tell you more?” 

“Of course not,” Maddy said. “I’m a military officer under orders to be here. I will 

be thoroughly debriefed when I return, and you know they will want to know as much as 

possible. Why should I withhold data?” Her brown eyes flashed a warning. 

Justin shrugged and turned toward the screens. “We can tell you what you need to 

know of the mission, I suppose. We have analyzed the scans in detail—and there’s some 

sort of energy-using system still active onboard. We suspect a ship’s computer, connected to 

an organic system—the ship is ‘alive.’ We can’t learn enough about the computer from re-

mote sensing to understand how it’s organized, and we’ve been advised we can’t risk trans-

porting it here to investigate because being removed from the ship might kill it, or it could 

somehow infect us with unknown life forms. So we deem it best to try to visit it in situ, in 

the vacuum of space, with the goal of reading its memory. Or talking to it.” 

 
✴ ✴ ✴ ✴ ✴ 

 

“You’re looking at what’s left of one of their major cities,” Justin said. The screen 

showed mounds of rubble interspersed with sand dunes and flat expanses of silica glass 

stretching into the hazy distance. “Nuclear blasts destroyed every structure on the planet, 

and whatever remained standing was scoured flat by storms with supersonic winds. The 

thick layer of dust in the stratosphere reflected more sunlight, and the planet froze for a cen-

tury. It’s still thawing now, with enormous storms—far from stable. And the only life re-

maining is their equivalent of algae and lichen, plus a few hardy deep-sea worms.” 



 
 Jeb Kinnison Shrivers  

5 

“Terrifying,” Maddy said. “Your analysts say the density of bombs was something 

like ten megatons per square kilometer, and enough radiation to kill whatever survived the 

blasts. I take it we’re not going down there?” 

“Definitely not,” Steve said. “The dust is still radioactive, and we’d only be able to 

take a few hours of exposure. There’s nothing left to see that we can’t see from here. And 

deep scans show that even underground facilities were targeted with bunker-busting nukes. 

No survivors underground, either. The only artifacts left for us to learn from are in space.” 

Lunch had been brought in on a cart and they were eating sandwiches. One had been 

thoughtfully labelled vegetarian, but Maddy ignored it. “I’m not vegetarian or observant. 

My family were Muslims from Sudan, but I’m standard American. Not too fussy.” 

“We get visitors from everywhere,” Justin said, taking the vegetarian sandwich. “So 

they try to accommodate everyone’s tastes. We have our own replicator in the office, so we 

can make them ourselves if we don’t like what’s brought.” 

“And I’ve got a replicator app,” Steve said, clicking on an icon, which opened a 

menu. “We don’t distribute this because the UI isn’t simple enough to forestall errors. The 

replicators we send out are limited, partly for safety. No copying your baby sister, or conjur-

ing up explosives.” 

“That seems prudent,” Maddy said, looking thoughtful. “But you know the rabble-

rousers in the People First movement imply you keep these things back to control people. 

When they’re not calling for controls on AIs.” 

“There’s always an opposition,” Justin said. “Finding fault is their job. If we do too 

many things wrong, we should lose power, but I resent the way they spin everything to im-

ply we have nefarious motives.” 

“They would say you promised everyone would get to vote for your Council repre-

sentatives but that you’re holding back. And why isn’t point-to-point transport available to 

all?” 

“We’re managing one of the fastest technological transitions ever experienced,” Jus-

tin said, “and we’ve settled a more than a hundred new worlds in ten years. Crime and hun-

ger are almost unknown. By being careful about what parts of the technology are released, 

we’ve avoided a lot of problems. And we’ve been too busy to get a stable government 

formed so we can hand over responsibility. If we do it wrong, it is now even easier for hu-
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manity to destroy itself using substrate weapons. We think getting it right is more important 

than doing it fast.” 

“Well,” Maddy said, pausing to sip from her coffee, “I hope you get the time you 

need before the opposition gets its way. They’re gaining support. Because people will al-

ways be unhappy with the status quo. ‘What have you done for me lately?’” 

“They don’t realize how many dangers we still face. And now we have to worry 

about whatever killed these people—this species—off.” Justin pulled up photos of the ru-

ined ship. “This is the last nearly-intact artifact of an entire civilization. We’ve got to learn 

what we can from it.” 

“Your analysts say they were probably amphibious,” Maddy said, pointing to picture 

of an interior compartment filled with tubs of various sizes and depths. “Breeding in water 

and transitioning to land in adulthood. Or maybe they just loved bathing. You can tell a lot 

about a species by looking at their plumbing, I suppose, but I’d love to have more hard da-

ta.” 

“I want to know how they kept the water in the tubs,” Justin said. “Unless they had 

artificial gravity. There’s no sign the ship was designed to be spun up.” 

“There are lots of ways to do that,” Steve said, looking thoughtful. “Surface tension 

control. Or maybe the tubs were only used under acceleration. These tubs are oriented the 

right way to hold liquid if the engines are typical reaction thrusters.” 

“This is why we need to get the records in the ship’s computer,” Maddy said. “A few 

video recordings will tell us more than trying to reverse-engineer their seating and bathtub 

designs. Unless you plan to bring back some of those freeze-dried lumps that are probably 

bodies, for dissection.” 

“We may do that later, when we have a biocontainment lab here. We don’t have the 

expertise for that yet.” 

“I’d love to be part of that project,” Maddy said. “But later. When can we go on the 

EVA?” 

Steve looked up from his keyboard, where he had been typing. “You brought the two 

suits? I’m your size, and the bigger one is for Justin. I’ll duplicate them so we’ll have two 

our size and you can take the originals back without decontamination. We had to prepare 



 
 Jeb Kinnison Shrivers  

7 

some special instruments for the expedition, but they’re done. We can go any time. Tomor-

row morning?” 

Justin looked at Maddy. “Just a quick walkthrough, and we’ll install an interface 

we’ve designed to tap into what seems to be a data cable, to monitor and sense what’s pass-

ing through it. After we leave, we can control that box remotely to try to interface to the ma-

chine. Like putting a probe on a data bus and watching what goes by to figure out how to 

read and write to it ourselves.” 

“Our AIs helped with the design,” Steve said, “and they’ll be coming up with the 

protocols for translating and communicating with it.” Justin frowned at him, and Steve 

caught himself. “I’ll be using them to analyze the data and break whatever codes they used. 

The machines can decrypt by using deep learning algorithms to tease out internal structure 

and meaning.” 

A few minutes later, Steve left the room to go to the bathroom, and Justin followed. 

“Just a quick reminder,” Justin said, looking into Steve’s eyes when he tried to evade his 

gaze. “We don’t want Earth governments to know how powerful our substrate-resident AIs 

have become. People are already wary of the limited versions we’ve let them see. If they re-

alized they are self-aware and growing more intelligent every year, they’d want them con-

trolled.” 

“I know, sorry. I forget the political stuff.” 

 
✴ ✴ ✴ ✴ ✴ 

 

They suited up the next morning, and Maddy ran through checklists on every sub-

system of the suits. Steve was fidgeting as he waited for her to finish checking Justin’s suit, 

then they were ready. Helmets on, the suits came up to pressure and filled out. “Radio 

check,” Maddy said, and her own voice in the headset had the tinny quality of obsolete elec-

tronics. “Pardon the old hardware—we haven’t had a manned space mission for fifteen 

years, so these are old suits. But they’ve been maintained and are vacuum-tested regularly.” 

“Good to know,” Justin said. “We should be gone no more than an hour, so I’m not 

going to ask how I’d pee in this.” 
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“There’s a coupler for that,” Maddy said, pointing at his crotch. “It’s called a pee 

pouch. But I left it out since you specified forty minutes as the mission duration.” 

“This time, it’s fine. If we go back, I’d like to be able to avoid wetting myself.” 

“Alan Shepard peed himself in the first Mercury mission. So it’s not unprecedent-

ed.” 

“Still, I’d rather not.” 

Steve set up the transport program to move them to just outside the large hole in the 

ship’s hull, and they transported. 

Justin was first to speak. “Wow. I’ve never seen so many stars.” The system’s sun 

was far away and they were in the ship’s shadow. Maddy switched on her forward lights, 

and the glare off the mirrored hull was blinding. She attached a tether to the nearest loop in 

the wreckage and pulled herself toward the opening. 

“Switch on your lights, gentlemen. It’s pitch-black inside.” 

Maddy edged in first, avoiding the sharp metal edges of the rent in the hull. Justin 

followed, with Steve behind. Their lights showed an interior compartment blasted by what-

ever had holed the ship. Metal and ceramic surfaces had buckled and broken, and melted 

plastic had frozen into fantastic shapes oozing from the cracks in the walls. Halls led away 

in two directions, and the mission plan had them taking the inner hall toward the center of 

the ship, toward the small room that had shown computer activity. 

They carefully pulled themselves along the walls, until they ran into the first corpse 

along one wall. The body was a meter long, gray and pink, coated with white powder, with 

two tentacles splayed to one side and sockets where there might have been four eyes. It was 

stuck to the wall somehow. “I do want to get my hands on one of these,” Maddy said. “It 

looks like a cephalopod, but with thicker skin.” 

“Let’s just get by it and keep to our plan,” Justin said. “The computer room is sup-

posed to be coming up on the right.” 

They passed another landmark—the door to a room with full of oddly-angled chairs 

and screens. This room was also open to space, and whatever crew might have been there 

had probably been sucked out when it was evacuated. 
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Finally Maddy came to the door of the computer room and shined her lights into it. It 

looked as it had in scans, one wall glowing orange and thick cables likes snakes running 

from a bulky box in the back to disappear into the walls.  

“This is it,” Steve said. “Before I try to attach the interface box, does anyone see any 

reason to change the plan?” 

“I’ve got the panic button,” Justin said. “I push it and we’re instantly transported 

back.” This was a little white lie for Maddy’s ears, since several AIs were monitoring their 

progress from the substrate and would transport them out at the first sign of danger. “Go 

ahead, just take it slow and wait after each step.” 

Steve pulled himself forward along the floor and put the interface box on the back 

wall, then started to place loop sensors around each of the cables leading out from it.  

Justin suddenly felt queasy and his vision began to blur. “I’m having some trouble 

here—” 

“Me, too,” Maddy said, and then they were somewhere—someone—else, as their 

sensoriums were written into from outside. 

 

 

The Battle for Homeworld 

 

From the liquid-filled command couch of her flagship’s control room, Fleet Commander 

Kint dipped her feelers into the sensory pool in front of her to evaluate the strategic situa-

tion. The emotional view showed her captains reeking of fear and excitement as the massed 

defense fleet maneuvered to block the path of the invader vessels, which appeared in the 

visual display as a wedge of acidic red pointed at Homeworld. The enemy had appeared in 

the outer fringes years ago and silently destroyed colony world after colony world, until 

now they had wrecked the asteroid mining stations before advancing on Homeworld itself. 

Her planet loomed large in her view, the nightside glittering with lights of the habitats of 

her people. The orbital planetary defense stations were going offline one by one as the in-

vaders used their unstoppable x-ray lasers from beyond the range of Homeworld’s defensive 

weapons, which until now had only been used against rogues of their own species. Some be-

lieved the schismatic leader Mzed, who had escaped with a starship after his faction’s at-
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tack on Homeworld, was returning and directing the invaders, but that was a myth. Or at 

least there was no evidence of that beyond the rumors. 

Kint set up the battle plan with the computer. She had spent a long night working out 

contingencies while fighting despair. The defenses of outer systems had not even slowed 

them, or damaged a single enemy vessel—her ships were technologically outclassed, and 

she had read the analysts’ reports suggesting the invaders were machines which had me-

thodically exterminated civilizations wherever they found them—which they had named af-

ter the old caste of cleaning slaves, Shrivers. If so, they had been sweeping through the gal-

axy for who knows how long, and developed a deep database of knowledge on how to rec-

ognize and disable all types of defenses. Even the traitor Mzed would not have known 

enough to defeat their defenses so easily. 

She took a moment to touch her sisters’ consciousness on Homeworld to have one 

last look at the children in the nurturing pond. Her sadness alarmed her sisters, who called 

out for reassurance. Kint could provide little, because lying was only possible for mental de-

fectives in her kind, but she felt her love go out to them and they calmed. “If I do not suc-

ceed, Sisters, all is lost. The colonies are gone and the last ship sent out was intercepted. We 

believe Homeworld is all that is left, and most likely it will soon be destroyed.” 

And as she broke off contact, the first thermonuclear explosions began to light the 

nightside of the planet. The planetary defense stations were gone, and now her fleet was be-

ing mercilessly dismantled, one ship after another. The defender’s missiles were vaporized 

long before they reached the invading vessels. Energy weapons seemed to bounce off. Even 

railgun slugs were intercepted and vaporized by beams of x-rays.  

“All ships concentrate all fire on enemy vessel alpha,” she ordered, hoping to over-

whelm a single invading vessel’s defenses through sheer numbers of projectiles and particle 

beams. 

Several minutes of concentrated fire had no effect. Homeworld was ablaze, one hem-

isphere already covered by rising clouds lit from within by more nuclear explosions. Her 

fleet was half its starting size, and the sparkle of her ships exploding twinkled in the sensory 

pool.  

“Emergency Plan One: execute diversion,” she sent. Computer-generated orders 

went out, and one group of her ships began to accelerate toward the invaders while another 
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dispersed in the opposite direction. Her desperate attempt to distract the invading fleet with 

a frontal attack seemed to work for awhile, as her attacking fleet drew most of the fire. But it 

took only a few more minutes for all of her attacking vessels to be destroyed, and the relent-

less destruction of her retreating vessels began again. She directed her ship to slingshot 

around the nearby moon and use the brief period when it would be behind the moon to ac-

celerate into a new trajectory headed outward. “All ships, break off and chart a course for 

your designated haven.” All her fleet were now to save themselves, if they could, and try to 

get away silently to cross the gulf between the stars. Each carried a pod of seeds and eggs 

to recreate their kind if a suitable habitat could be found or built.  

But one by one, her kind’s fleeing lifeboats disappeared from her display. Home-

world’s surface was lost in clouds and the flickering glow of near-constant nuclear explo-

sions. Her crew were traumatized by the contact she had allowed them with their families on 

the planet, and she had to order them to break off and prepare for cold sleep—there was no 

point in allowing them to be in sensory contact with loved ones who were dying.  

She waited as they approached the hiding place behind the moon. The course they 

would take would slingshot around the outer gas giant as well before heading toward an in-

vestigated colony planet that had been scheduled for settlement in a few years. She didn’t 

think it likely such determined exterminators would miss their escape and fail to follow 

them, but it was their only hope.  

As the x-ray beam ripped through her ship and she was expelled into vacuum 

through a massive rent in the hull, she looked back on her dying world below, and remem-

bered love. 

 
✴ ✴ ✴ ✴ ✴ 

 

Steve came out of it first. “Wow.”  

Justin blinked a few times to clear his vision. “Did all of you see that?” 

“I saw—I experienced—commanding a fleet to defend the planet,” Maddy said, her 

eyes moist with tears. “And losing it all.” 

“I think we just made contact with the ship’s computer,” Justin said. “Some kind of 

direct neural interface. Have we got anything from the box?” 
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A voice answered him inside the helmet. “Justin and Steve, we’re analyzing the sig-

nals. We debated transporting you out during your lapse in consciousness, but it was over 

before we saw any real danger.” 

Maddy stared at them while they obviously listened to a voice she wasn’t hearing. 

“Where are you guys? Is there a channel I’m not hearing?” 

“Control from base,” Justin explained. “For security reasons, they’re speaking only 

to us.” 

“Keeping secrets,” Maddy said. “I thought you guys were going to be the most 

transparent government ever.” 

“There’s a good reason not to be, just now,” Justin said. “As you said, you’ll be de-

briefed by your government.” 

“Great. Now you tell me.” 

“They say they are trying to analyze the data and communicate,” Justin said, point-

ing at the interface box. “They want us to wait a few minutes.” 

The orange glow from the walls was brightening, and the cables throbbed with the 

same light.  

“Justin and Steve,” the AIs said, “there is a problem. We’ve sent a hello packet, but 

the patterns are increasingly disrupted and the energy usage level is rising rapidly. We’re 

pulling you out.” 

And they were transported back in the lab. On the screen they could see the comput-

er room they had left behind and a rising glow of orange. Something flashed brightly 

enough to engage the auto-dimming algorithm, and when the screen cleared, the cables were 

melting and their interface box was being swallowed by the now-liquid wall, which had be-

gun to bow outward.  

“What the hell is happening?” Justin said. They took off their helmets and moved 

toward the screen. The orange glow turned to yellow, then white. Then the remote room 

view went black, as the exterior view showed the ship breaking up, the white-hot fragments 

flying apart. 

“We’re not sure,” the disembodied voice said. “The interface is not reporting any 

more data. We’re analyzing what we have, but it looks like some kind of meltdown, possi-

bly a self-destruct sequence we accidentally triggered.” 
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“But it wanted to communicate,” Maddy said. “It put out the effort to show us what 

happened. Why would it self-destruct after that?” 

“I don’t know,” Steve said. “But we need to find out. Send me the data logs so I can 

check the sequence of events.” 

“Yes, Steve,” said the voice. 

“And did both of you understand the reference to ‘Shrivers’?” Justin said. “It felt 

like it meant cleaners, or scrubbers, somehow sacred. We should probably write separate ac-

counts of what we saw before we start to forget.” 

“I felt their relentlessness, and the despair of knowing we were doomed,” Maddy 

said. “They’re out there, and we’re not safe.” 

 

Amanda's Story 

 
From: “Nemo’s World: A Ten-Year Assessment” by Amanda Sundaram-Smythe, in the 

Nikkei-Telegraph 

 

…I was upset that budget cuts had led to the departure of my favorite producer at the 

BBC, and her replacement shunted me into soft pieces, “human interest” material that was 

really fluffy emo entertainment for squishes. So when I got word from my Grey Tribe con-

tacts that the student ‘terrorists’ from California had escaped by quantum gateway to a plan-

et light-years away and were looking for a reporter to tell their story, I jumped at it. I knew 

it was the story of a lifetime, but it turned out to be so much more than that—it was the story 

of the millennium! 

I spent three months on New Earth, and when the embargo ended, was able to send 

back dozens of stories, any of which would have restarted my reporting career. I couldn’t 

stay entirely neutral when I saw what the governments were trying to do to them—painting 

them as dangerous terrorists when they offered a real solution to the arms race and repres-

sive security states that had grown up after Islamist terrorism became a real threat. So I got 

the kids in touch with people who could help them in the PR battle—and I’m glad I did, 

since the world—worlds—are far safer and freer because of what they did. The courage it 

took to go against the entire world to save it awes me even now.  
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And they were just kids—very smart kids, with help from the Grey Tribe computer 

wizards, but still kids. I was in my 30s then, but already too cynical to believe anyone could 

change the world. They proved me wrong…. 

Everyone’s familiar with the public faces of the Revolution—Justin Smith, Saman-

tha West, and Steve Duong. But what they are writing in the history books about them 

doesn’t match what I remember.  

Steve was unpolished, a whiz-kid student from the hill country of Vietnam given a 

scholarship to go to graduate school in California when he was sixteen. Completely unaware 

socially, brilliant at math and physics, he discovered quantum gateways and the existence of 

the substrate underlying all of what we see as reality almost by accident. And then he chose 

to keep it a secret and share it only with Justin, who he trusted to do the right thing with the 

knowledge. So unlike a lot of scientists, he felt responsible for what he had discovered. Ste-

ve had the idea to steal all the world’s nuclear weapons and explode them harmlessly in 

space to eliminate the Great Power balance of terror that kept the security states growing 

continuously, and it’s to him we owe the new sense of safety we didn’t realize we were 

missing. 

Justin, on the other hand, was still one of those California natives that made that 

state the center of the technology world—open, inquisitive, trusting. And he combined his 

engineering skills with that American sense of generosity, that the world is not a zero-sum 

place, and that we can all do well by staying out of each other’s way and lending a hand 

when needed. He understood immediately what the stakes were when Steve showed him the 

gateway to New Earth, and he stepped up to handle the responsibility when others would 

have turned it over to the authorities. You see him now on the news, and he looks like a nat-

ural-born leader, but he didn’t start out so self-assured—he was just an idealistic young man 

who had never before been challenged to be more than that. 

Samantha was the emotionally-intelligent yin to Justin’s analytic yang, and her 

knowledge of finance and economics was critical in navigating the interest-group shoals 

they had to pass through to reach the Treaty. She was able to finesse and use diplomacy to 

tame even the Chinese government, and her word of assurance on the treaty obligations 

made all the difference in getting countries to sign on. The wedding of Justin and Samantha 

was the first interstellar live broadcast, the event that humanized the rebels—I said I hate 
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emo stories, I know, but they sway opinion all over the world. Which is why we still have a 

cult of the Royal Family here in Britain. People love a family they can identify with, kind of 

a soap-opera representation of their country. When Samantha had their child, Katherine, rat-

ings shot through the roof again, and most people decided they were safer in the hands of 

the rebels than they had been before. And the trial and exile of Samantha’s traitorous ex-

boyfriend Dylan made for a great soap opera that also demonstrated how desperate the US 

president had been to hold onto her power—she ordered him to nuke the first interstellar set-

tlement to get control of the technology. 

The substrate technology allowed Steve to scan the entire galaxy for planets that 

were already suitable for human colonization—of the many billions of planets they scanned, 

mere millions had organic life similar to our own and the associated breathable atmosphere, 

similar gravity, and similar day lengths, so we didn’t have to settle for hostile environments 

or bubble-domed colonies—many of the colony planets had soils that could grow Earth 

crops. Once most governments had signed on and the colony worlds opened up, land and re-

source shortages disappeared. People who had done poorly due to crowding and inequality 

in their homelands were able to find space and a living in the colonies, and social strife im-

mediately lessened. Humanity expanded to occupy dozens of the new colony planets in a 

few years, and Earth governments shrank as their reason for being shifted away from securi-

ty and welfare. Economies changed drastically as basic material needs were met by replica-

tors, and employment became a voluntary status pursued by the ambitious, not a necessity. 

In some territories, rebellions of local warlords had to be put down, as they sensed their con-

trol slipping away, and Justin Smith took on the task of personally approving the transport 

of tens of thousands of violent warriors to the prison planet Paradise.  

Both the Earth and the colonies have experienced a drastic rise in birth rates as fami-

lies discover the landscape of incentives has changed. Many people continue to work their 

old jobs for fewer hours, but payment in currencies has become less important, while the 

new system of working to design and create for the replicators has rewarded those who are 

driven and talented enough to stand out. New occupations of recommending and arranging 

designs for furniture, decor, and dress have attracted millions of new entrepreneurs, and mu-

sic, art, and literature have blossomed, to the point where artists desperately trade attention 

with each other to get constructive feedback—“I’ll read your dreck if you’ll read mine!” 
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Those who had been experts in their fields have gone to work developing courses and train-

ing AIs to spread their knowledge widely, and the spread of AI autodocs through the ubiqui-

tous replicator system means that no one in human space goes without basic medical care.  

I’ve visited New Earth many times since the Revolution. They remain wary of out-

siders—which is why there are no gateways to New Earth, since they still remember how 

the US government tried to attack them through an open gateway. But once you are there, 

it’s a very hopeful place, where the work of planning the expansion of humanity to the stars 

continues.  

Justin and Samantha’s baby, Katherine, has grown up tutored by some of the smart-

est people in human space, as well as the AI tutors that have recently been rolled out for 

every child’s education. The development of rudimentary AIs has been almost as important 

as the gateways and replicators, and every year they grow more intelligent and empathetic. 

Steve Duong and the other substrate programmers created a personal AI for every human 

being, the so-called Guardians. These live in the substrate and keep continuous watch on 

every person, intervening using gateway technology as needed when violence or death are 

imminent, and record all events for use by the justice system. Most crimes of passion and 

violence are prevented, and serial offenders easily detected and punished. Crime rates have 

fallen to near zero and prisons are closing as most inmates are freed under the watchful eye 

of their Guardian. The Guardians, when authorized, can also be teachers and therapists for 

those in need, and rates of social dysfunction are dropping as every person has gained a 

sympathetic “friend.” 

Of course not everything is perfect. There’s growing disquiet with the control of so 

much on Earth by so few on a distant, barricaded planet, and while they have promised to 

extend the voting franchise so that their “liquid democracy” concept can be opened to every 

human being, it hasn’t happened yet. Meanwhile, an opposition has formed, happy to fan 

paranoia about Guardians and their surveillance. There’s been absolutely no evidence of 

misuse—only subpoenas or court orders can unlock any of those recordings—but it’s true 

that we are trusting a small group of programmers with more power than has ever been held 

by any government in history. They haven’t abused it—yet! And there are so many benefits 

to the new system, it’s hard to imagine going back.  
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It feels to me like the beginning of a new Golden Age, and billions of young children 

are now growing up well-fed and well-educated on Earth and the hundreds of new colony 

planets. Whatever the future holds, it looks brighter than ever…. 

 

The Cenotaph 

 

A week after the sobering expedition to the ruined spaceship, Justin left the office to meet 

his daughter for lunch. School was out, and Samantha took charge of her most of the time 

when that happened, but today she would be in a critical meeting with the UN liaison for a 

few hours. The sun was out, and he decided to take Kat on a walk to see the Cenotaph. 

His meditative walks down the hill to the Cenotaph had grown less frequent in the 

nine years since it had been programmed, as the memories of the struggle faded and his 

workload increased. The Cenotaph was a list of the names of the dead, the forty-eight inno-

cent people who had been killed accidentally by the actions he had directed, or by the gov-

ernments resisting them. The names were displayed in four columns, twelve to a column, 

glowing in the air at shoulder height so the viewer could touch each name and trigger a dis-

play of that person’s memorial page. The golden glow of the letters came from photons di-

rectly transported from the sun, and varied with lighting conditions. At night, the Cenotaph 

was visible from most of the streets that led up the hill from the harbor, its glowing letters 

backed by the dark trees of the shoreline park. 

His daughter Katherine was ten years old and growing fast. Her long hair was as 

wavy and a brighter red-gold than her mother’s, often tied back in a pony tail to keep it out 

of the dirt when she built forts with the other children after school. Freckles crossed her 

nose and spread down her cheeks. After a quick lunch from the replicator around the corner, 

they walked the few blocks downhill to the park and stopped at the Cenotaph, sitting at the 

park bench in front of the glowing letters. The only sound was of gentle wind through the 

trees and the creaking of the boats jostled by waves in the water of the harbor. 

“You know what this is, Kat?” 

“The names of dead people. From the war.”  

“I come down here to remember sometimes. I’ve read all of their files. Like Joe, 

here—” He reached out to tap the name, and a glowing page appeared. “He was a young 
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man on his third time out as crew on a transport plane that crashed into a stasis wall trying 

to land at Ramstein Air Base in Germany. We had just put the base in stasis and the warn-

ings didn’t reach them in time.” He flicked through the pages of the file, stopping at a pic-

ture of a darkly handsome boy with a barely-filled-in moustache. “He had never done any-

thing to hurt anyone, but he died because we were sloppy.” 

“But you tried hard not to hurt people.” Kat squirmed on the hard bench. 

“We did. But we couldn’t think of everything, and a lot went wrong. We paid a price 

in lives and sorrow, not just ours but people we had never met. I know we did well, and far 

more people were helped than harmed by what we did, but I remember those people. I want 

you to remember them, too.” 

“Why? The war is over. The good guys won and everyone is happy,” Kat said. “Eve-

ryone gets what they need from replicators.” She reached out and touched another glowing 

name, and another file opened in the air. This one had a picture of a smiling Chinese woman 

who had died when the rebels had collapsed an intelligence building in Beijing. 

Justin frowned. “It’s not that simple.” He hugged her close. “There are always un-

happy people. I’m working night and day to keep people from hurting each other. Just be-

cause no one goes hungry, doesn’t mean people stop envying and hating. Some people just 

want to run other people’s lives, and if no one stops them, that’s what they’ll do. Because 

they’re afraid, or greedy, or envious, or believe their God wants other people to act a certain 

way.”  

“You keep the peace. Like a policeman.” 

“Kind of like that,” Justin said, looking thoughtful. “And like a policeman I have to 

wheedle, and cajole, and threaten to keep people from hurting others. And sometimes we 

have to arrest them and prosecute them, and if necessary transport them away.” 

“I’m not sure I’d like that job. I want to be an architect,” Kat said. 

“And so you can be. But when you grow up, I’m expecting you to help. If something 

happens to us, or Uncle Steve, you will be one of the few people who can tell the AIs what 

to do. The AIs are smart but we have programmed them to take orders from human beings 

to make sure they don’t go bad and start hurting people. And you will be among the few 

humans their programming requires them to obey. We can’t let them be ordered around by 
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bad people. It’s a big responsibility, but I already know you have the right kind of mind for 

it.” 

“What about Danny?” Kat asked. 

“Your brother is a question for us. He’s impulsive in a way you’re not. He may out-

grow it in time, we’ll see. But for now Steve is picking one of his children, and we’re pick-

ing you, just in case. Likely we’ll have solved the problem before you are ever called on, but 

someone has to be able to run things if something happens to us.” 

“What would you want me to do? Would Socrates be able to help me?” Kat was the 

first child to have AIs as her constant companions, and as they grew from natural-language 

query engines into true self-aware intelligences, her tutor Socrates had become one of the 

oldest and wisest of them. Surrounded by some of the smartest humans and with access to 

the world’s knowledge as explained by Socrates, she had reached college-level studies in 

some fields.  

“Of course I would help you, Kat,” Socrates said from the ether. “Sorry to interrupt, 

President Smith, but I heard my name.” 

“No problem,” Justin said. “You’re aware of most everything that happens here, and 

you know what we’re worried about.” 

“I’m old enough to hear it,” Kat said. “What is going on?” 

“Sweetie, your mother and I disagree about this. I think you’re old enough to know 

the dangers we face, but she wants you to feel safe and thinks we should protect you from 

knowing. You’ve heard us talking about the revolution but I don’t think I’ve ever explained 

what it was all about.” 

“‘Freedom to live and achieve, free of the rule of the strong over the weak and poor.’ 

Or at least that’s what you say in your Freedom Day speech every year.” Kat looked proud 

of herself. 

“‘Let No One Be a Slave.’ Yes, that’s the speech. But behind that—aside from giv-

ing everyone the key to their own cage—the world was falling into a state of tribal tyran-

nies, with growing governments and stagnant economies. Fear of terrorism and nuclear 

weapons drove even democracies into giving up freedom for the illusion of security. Our 

civilization could easily have been destroyed through nuclear warfare — we now know we 

came close to accidental global destruction several times. The weapons we had had for 
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eighty years were already enough to destroy everything, and we had just invented substrate 

technology, which even a single madman could use to make the planet uninhabitable. If sub-

strate technology had fallen into the hands of the governments of Earth, they would have 

used it to create the ultimate totalitarian state, or destroyed the planet fighting each other.” 

“So why didn’t you just forget you had found it? If it’s so dangerous, you could have 

kept it secret.” 

“We knew that we were just the first to use a large quantum computer that particular 

way, and someone else would find the substrate soon enough as quantum computing spread. 

And those people might not be so careful about what they did with it. We took up the re-

sponsibility to use it for good, to fix some of the problems we saw and remove some of that 

dangers humanity faced. We opened the colony planets to disperse humanity, so that no sin-

gle disaster—madman, supernova, black hole, gamma ray burst—could end us. Then we 

recognized that black-hearted and insane people will always live among us, and our system 

of dealing with them through law enforcement simply could not prevent the calamities that 

were now possible. And that is why we kept the full power of substrate programming away 

from everyone. Even Steve and I don’t feel safe using it outside a tested, carefully-

constrained program. We check each other’s code and build in limits and failsafes. We bare-

ly trust ourselves, and we can’t share the power with others yet.” 

“But you’re expecting me to handle it? I don’t know enough yet!” Kat’s face showed 

her distress, and her eyes moistened. “Why would you leave me alone to decide things?” 

“Because I believe in you. It won’t be anytime soon, and it probably won’t be neces-

sary, but we want to be prepared for disaster. You are not ready this year, but in a few years, 

you’ll know enough to decide these things—with help from other people like Prof. Wilson, 

and from the AIs. You can call on experts, but the important thing is you have a good heart 

and solid instincts for understanding people and being kind. Yet you’re strong enough to do 

the right thing when you have to hurt some people to save everyone else. We trust you.” 

“Why are you even thinking about this? You’re not going anywhere….” The tears 

were still flowing, and Justin enfolded her in his arms and stroked her golden-copper hair. 

“You remember last week when Steve and I visited the wrecked alien spaceship? We 

discovered something. Or something discovered us, and sent us a vision of what had hap-

pened to those people—and they were people, even though they looked like walking squids. 
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But they were like us in caring for each other and striving to grow. They were destroyed by 

a robotic fleet from nowhere and they never knew who sent them. The ’Shrivers,’ they 

called them. Cleaners, scrubbers, destroyers. Everything that civilization built was de-

stroyed, and almost all life on their planet killed. So we know the Shrivers are out there, and 

we suspect they attack and destroy civilizations throughout the galaxy. They could be com-

ing our way and we wouldn’t know until it was too late. We will be attacked eventually, and 

we probably would not survive.” 

Kat had stopped crying and was intent on his words. “So what can we do to change 

that?” 

“Keep exploring, carefully. Keep learning about them by sifting through the wreck-

age they leave behind. Start thinking about defenses and weapons. Prepare ourselves. And 

that’s why we decided to prepare a succession plan so the AIs would know whose orders to 

take in case something happens to us. The day may come when we can rely on the AIs to 

control the power of the substrate directly, but they are not ready, and they are not human.” 

“Yet,” said Socrates, with a chuckle. 

“Yet,” Justin agreed. “Present company excepted.” They sat in silence for a moment. 

“They told me you guys were down here,” Samantha said, approaching the bench 

from behind. She took off her sunglasses and clipped them to her shirt pocket. 

“We’ve had lovely lunch and chat,” Justin said. “So I’m off the hook?” 

“Yes. The meeting was straightforward and ended on time, which rarely happens 

lately. So I can take her back to the office with me for a fun afternoon of work.” 

“I like watching you work,” Kat said, “but I have some new projects to work on my-

self. You could just leave me at home. Socrates will watch me.”  

“You can work in my office while I keep an eye on you,” Samantha said, taking her 

hand. “Let’s go.” 

 

Strangers in Paradise 

 
Dylan Foster—now known as Malik of Paradise—examined himself in the aluminum mirror 

in his palace. The palace, like everything else in Paradise, had been built from local wood 

and repurposed materials from what the limited replicators—the grails—would produce, so 
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plastics and aluminum predominated. Their remote jailers had programmed the grails to 

produce only necessities, but there were only so many things you could make a chair or a 

tent from, and by dismantling objects from the grail menus and re-using their materials, a 

surprising number of things could be built. They even had primitive guns and longbows to 

supplement the dwindling collection of weapons accidentally transported with the inmates 

exiled from Earth. After the initial groups of exiles from the top echelons of the US security 

state and Islamist groups, the software had been refined to separate the human bodies being 

transported from any weapons they carried, so new arrivals came to Paradise naked. And 

lately they were mostly sentenced to Paradise by Earth government courts, and arrived from 

jails instead of being transported en masse from trouble spots. 

Dylan’s chief-of-staff, Yousif (who he called Joe when he wanted to ride him), stuck 

his head in through the velvet door curtain and said, “The round-up crew is back.” Yousif 

had gone to the University of South Florida and driven a cab in Tampa, so had a good com-

mand of colloquial English. Dylan had picked out men he could communicate with to be his 

middle management and purged those Islamists who refused to be subordinate to him. Dyl-

an’s band controlled the coastal strip where all the original grails had been placed, and sent 

out a weekly expedition to capture any new transportees. They were brought back and sort-

ed into three groups: slaves, sex slaves, and possible recruits. The sex slaves were mostly 

the better-looking women, but a few young men as well. The recruits were screened for in-

telligence and discipline. Since transportees were often the worst sort of murderous psycho-

paths, they were watched closely, and almost half were decapitated and dumped into a near-

by ravine before their processing was complete. The rest, having passed the most basic tests 

of stability and discipline over a few weeks of observation, were assigned to old hands for 

labor and training. The slaves not assigned as servants were kept in group pens and taken 

out under watchful overseers to cut wood and build new cabins. 

One of Dylan’s simmering problems was the recent discovery of new grails and a 

much-expanded area being used to dump tranportees. They could not cover all of the new 

terrain, and transportees were starting new tribes outside his territory. What they knew from 

people who had escaped them was that these new tribes were weak and savage, and unlikely 

to be a threat for some years. But it worried him, and he knew he would have to mount a 

larger expedition to wipe them out. And recently there had been rumors of settlements on a 
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continent to the west—which would mean building ships to cross the sea. Dylan wondered 

if their unseen jailers knew they were recreating the old world and its wars by leaving the 

transportees free to breed and fight. 

He stroked his lengthening blond beard and trimmed a bit with scissors. Satisfied, he 

flexed his muscles and puffed out his chest. His workouts and a regimen of steroids he was 

able to coax from the grail had built his body up until he looked a lot like the comic book 

Thor—his Viking ancestors would be proud. 

He put on a shirt, then added the armored breastplate—made of strung-together 

plates of black carbon-fiber-reinforced plastic from mini kayaks, which for some reason the 

grail included in its menu. The whole look was intentionally intimidating, and when he 

strapped the sword on, he admired himself in the mirror. The sword had been taken as a tro-

phy from the chief of the Islamists after he had killed him in battle, which started the pro-

cess of aggressive blustering which left him on top and in charge of the entire band of for-

mer Islamists. Two of the former Islamists and one former US Army colonel served as his 

enforcers to keep the rest of the transportees in line. He had modeled his dominance act on 

the head of a motorcycle gang he had read about, and it had worked. He could surprise ene-

mies with weapons they didn’t suspect could come from grail materials, and he only had to 

fight rivals a few times over the ten years he had been Malik. One prize was the private pal-

ace—a rambling building with several wings, a dozen rooms, and servants—and he also en-

joyed the attention of the harem he had gathered to serve him in bed. 

Which made him laugh—a harem! His father would envy him, getting so many 

women without having to buy them things. Of course, they were less attractive than he 

might like, but since he wasn’t getting back to Earth any time soon, his standards had to be 

lower. 

He finished dressing and went outside. The camp overlooked the sea and the palace 

had been built on a hill above the beach. Most of the tribe were still quartered in tents pieced 

together from the smaller tents available from the grails. Hundreds of tents of various sizes 

and bright colors were pitched in the area below the palace, before the sand dunes of the 

beach began. “T trees” (so called because they grew in the shape of a ’T’ leaning away from 

the prevailing wind) grew around and behind the camp, and if he squinted, he might have 
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thought he was on some palmy tropical coast on Earth. The ocean was a deep blue, reflect-

ing a cloudless sky; rain was infrequent and they depended on jugs of water from the grails.  

His number-one wife, Ysabel, came through the front gate. She was breathing heavi-

ly from the climb up the hill, and a musky odor followed her, partly from the leather bustier 

she wore. “I took a look at the new crop. One bright young man from India who got sent up 

for murder and terrorist bombings—the AIs traced all the members of the terrorist group 

that was last active a few years ago. Got in with the wrong crowd, seems like we could use 

him.” She had been a biker babe before getting into contract killing, and Dylan knew she 

was only using him to stay near the top of the pyramid, but their sex was intense and she 

was a good judge of other psychopaths—were they smart and useful, or just dangerous? 

Transportees were the dregs of humanity, but dregs were what they had to work with. 

“I’ll look him over,” Dylan said, caressing her scarred cheek. “Thanks for the tip. He 

wouldn’t be unusually handsome, would he?” 

“He happens to be quite good-looking,” Ysabel replied. “Striking, in fact.” 

“Well, I will keep your interests in mind when I decide whether we want him on 

staff.”  

 

END EXCERPT 


