M elodies Played upon Cold, Dark Worlds
by Robert Reed

Say what you will about women. List your persond tastes according to tits and perversons and religious
persuasions. Define beauty dong whichever rigorousline leaves you fulfilled. But to my way of thinking,
in those aways difficult matters of love, no woman can love you as deeply or half as passionately asthe
profoundly neurotic woman.

| own alittle bookshop. | wasin the backmost aide, shelving my latest box of dusty treasures, when |
heard the gentle clearing of athroat. Turning, | discovered asmal young woman with awide, wide mouth
and arugged prettinessthat nicely accented the beauty of her dark brown face. With that wide mouth,
shesmiled a me. | smiled back. But | didn't take much hope from her expression. Women often flash
their teeth at strange men. It'san ingtinctive reaction buried in their primate genetics: Because men are
large and potentially dangerous animals, it paysto start on our good side.

"Canyou hedp me?' sheinquired.

She was wearing adelicious gray sweater and tight black dacks and the oddest, pinkest shoesthisside
of Oz. | was gtaring at her shoes, and she said, "I'm looking for a certain book."

"I don't have any books," | replied.

Incredibly, she accepted my silly joke asfact. An expression of utter disappointment emerged, and she
sighed, grieving even as she looked at the tall shelves. Second- and third-hand books were jammed
together, my inventory reaching to the water-stained ceiling.

"I'mkidding,” | allowed. Then with my most patient tone, | asked, "What sort of book are you looking
for, miss?'

Shetouched the nearest shdlf, two narrow fingers running down the long spine of atrout fishing
How-To.

"Not thisbook," she said.

Her hand dropped, and again, she smiled a me. It was a hopeful expression, and an equaly hopeful
voicesad, "Thefuture.

"YS?'

"It'sabook about the future." She grew serious, and sober, and with addliberate air, she pulled atiny
piece of paper from her tight hip pocket. "I don't know the author's name," she confessed. "But it's
cdled, | think, Music of the Spheres. Or something like that."

"And it's about the future?"

"Very much s0," she assured. "A person mentioned it to me. A friend did. The book explainswhat's
going to happen from now until the end of time." She seemed pleased with hersdlf, speaking about such
|ofty matters. "Do you have any books like that?"

Like any haf-equipped bookshop, the entire world's output of written matter isin easy reach. | can print
any work to any size, in any of ahundred languages, using cheap paper or the most expensivelinen. Or |
can deliver amillion volumesinto aprivate library no larger than aburly human hair. But the smalest



portion of my inventory, and the bulk of my profit, comes from the old books wearing inflated prices,
each aimed at the determined collector who doesn't have the cash or good sense to buy antique
breakfronts or old Barbie dolls.

"Have you checked with my assistant?’ | asked.
"The machine—?'

"My Al assgant. Did you ask for hishelp?’

"| asked for a person. It sent me back here.”

"All right." She seemed alittle young to fed ill at ease around thinking machines. "Let'swak down this
way," | suggested, leading her into another aide. Then with ashowman'sgesture, | told her, "Thisismy
science section. Cosmology and the history of the universe—"

"It'snot that kind of book," she confided. "I'm pretty much sureit isn't.”

So | led her into adifferent corner of the store. " Sciencefiction?' | asked, pointing a gaudy spines
wesaring those curvaceous rockets that have never existed outside of human imaginations.

With a genuine embarrassment, she admitted, "I don't read fiction. For me, thingshaveto bered ..."

"Nostradamus,” | blurted. Redlly, I don't know why it took me so long to place her on the appropriate
shdlf.

But she surprised me, saying, "Oh, he doesn't help me. All of his predictions have cometrue."
Good, | thought. It was about time that we got rid of that old crank.

Again, asif unsure of her memory or the handwriting, she read thetitle on the diver of paper. "Music of
the Soheres iswhat | wrote. But | don't think that's quite right. | was paraphrasing, I'm afraid.”

| made aquick search of my cataog and took an expert'slong glance at my occult section. Just to be
sure. Then | sat beside my assistant, doing manually what he could accomplish with aflick of coherent
light. I showed her afew titleswith what seemed like the appropriate subject matter. Again, she said that
it wasn't ascience book. She was quite sure about that. Then | warned her, "There's hundreds of books
with some similarity to that title. Including posted essays and term papers and obscure articles, there are
better than a hundred thousand works about the future ... most of them looking rather dight, or

uspicious..."
Credtfalen, shesaid, "I don't know what to do."
"Call your friend," | suggested. "Ask about thetitle."

"l can't." She showed meashy little smile, adding, "Actuadly, he used to be afriend. But now, therésa
restraining order ... andredly, | cant ..."

"Sure" | sad. Asif everybody liveswith that nagging problem.

Then with awink and ateasing smile, | suggested, "Maybe your book hasn't been written yet. Sinceit's
about the futureand al.”

She actualy believed me. | saw it in her face, in those bright doubt-free eyes. With a gush of wonder, she
asked, "Do you redly think so?'



When she was intrigued, the woman was nothing but lovely.

"Maybeyou'reright,” she agreed.

"I'm sorry,” | said. "'l was making another stupid joke."

But her new belief wastoo durable to notice my tiny confession. "I think that could beit. | think s0."

| was busy thinking about my occult section. What could | sell this very odd woman, before she dipped
out of my door?

With awink, she suddenly asked, "Are you busy tonight? Would you like to have dinner?"

"Dinner," she repeated. "I want to thank you for your help.” She stepped up to the counter, looking very
young and utterly fetching, her sweater pulled taut against an ample chest. "At arestaurant, maybe. Or if
you're brave, | could cook alittle something at my place.”

What could | sell thiswoman before she dipped away?
Me. That'swhat.

"A little something,” | said. "Honestly, that's about my favorite dish.”

| don't have to work to make aliving. That'swhat | tell women, and the story has the benefit of being
hafway true. My shop hasto pull in enough customersto pay for the lease, the utilities, and my supplies.
Everything else comes from my dead parents investments. Books are ahobby. They are my
second-favorite vice. The shop alows meto sit most of the day, reading what | want. What | like best is
densefiction and epic histories, and most of al, the sciences. | have this desperate deep fondness for
anything that smacks of discovery and profound learning. When | read journa articles, or better, when |
read the layman'strandations ... wdll, there are moments when | fed asif the hand of God isresting on
my shoulder, and Her thunderous voice is whispering to me, saying, "L ook at this. Do you see?| am
|etting you be among thefirst to behold what isreal, and true, and gresat."

Her mother named her Amaryllis, though she moved through the world with the much smpler Amma
"Two Ms," shewarned. Then with a practiced thoroughness, she explained, "1 added the second M
mysdlf. It balancesthe name, | think, and gives me an equilibrium.”

"How about Tony?" | asked. "Doesthat have balance?’

Ammagave me apitying glance. Then instead of answering, she smiled and asked, "Do you want more



to eat, Tony?"

Honestly, she wasn't much of acook. But | could see her hard work and pure intentions. The table was
clean and set with care. The dirty pans and the aroma of burnt oil gave the kitchen an honest mayhem. |
couldn't tell if the scorch marks behind the stove were from today or last week. But portions of the
dinner—between the blackened and the ranv—were extraordinarily good. Delicious, and perfect, and |
didn't haveto lietoo much, teling her, "Sure. I'd love another helping.”

We were egting in one corner of her tiny living room. Ammarose and took my plate, disgppearing into
the kitchen. As she turned away, her face changed. The smile faded, and her shoulders dumped. I'd
made amistake, using her asawaitress, or asamother figure. Next time, I'd pulled my own ass out of
the chair. If there was anext time. When she returned, she was wearing a grim, disgppointed expression.
| was an inch away from making some gracel ess, pointless apology.

Firg dates are anightmare.

Unless| end up loving them, that is.

"Do you ever get scared?’ Ammainquired.
"Scared?'

"l do," she confessed. With asweet frailty, she set the restocked platein front of me and settled on her
sde of thesmall round table. Almost shivering, she said, "All of the sudden, I'll sart thinking about how
things are moving. The changes happening in theworld, and in us. | Sart to imagine our future ... and
redly, I'm avery imaginative person—"

"l cantdl.”

"But when | look past tomorrow,” she said, "I can't see anything. Darkness, and silence, and thisterrible
cold. That'sdl that | can imagine. And suddenly, I'm just terrified.”

| said nothing.

She seemed to be speaking to the centerpiece—a glass vase filled with dead flowers—explaining, "This
isn't mental. It's not achemicd imbalance. I've taken al the medications, and they don't help. Not redlly.
It took meforever, Tony ... but | finaly realized that when afear is genuine, no medicine can erase it

| nodded, trying to appear understanding.

Ammagave me along, sad Sare. Then with ahelplesstone, she asked, "Do you know how small we
ae?'

"Wearesmall," | agreed. "In alot of ways—"

"Tiny. And so temporary.” She folded her arms across her chest. "When | look at the sky, my heart
aches”

| wasimpressed. She was sweet and agonizingly sensitive, and peculiar in so many ways, and | wasa
little glad that the medicines couldn't cure her.

| sad, "Amma," with awarm, caring voice.

| told her, "It's an enormous universe. | know. I've got agood imagination, too. But | can't picture the



distances, and dl the darkness out there. Billions of years old, and billions of light-years across. And
that'sjust what we can see. The revised inflationary model clamsthat the visble universeisjugt atiny
fleck drifting ingdethe credtion ..."

| was mentioning concepts that held no meaning for her. The revised inflationary model ? Her eyeslifted,
baffled by those deceptively smplewords.

| steered back to us. To human beings.

"Y et we matter,” | proclaimed. With agenuinefire, | said, "Our speciesisgoing to last. People are going
to spread through the universe and prosper, and in the next billion years, we're going to do astonishing
and wonderful things. Beautiful things. Well become gods, or something nearly that big.”

Inmy ramblings, she found something worthwhile.
Something intriguing.
With ady little smile, she admitted, "1 had afedling about you, Tony. From the very firg."

| didn't have the same fedling about her. But | had enough poiseto color the truth, admitting, "When | first
saw you, | knew you were different.”

"Everyone does,” she purred.

Then sherose out of her chair, and with an abrupt and irresigtible confidence, she walked around the
round table. Cool hands took me by the head, and then dropped to my shoulders, and she hugged me
before kissng me on the ear and neck and the line of my jaw, dowly nibbling her way towards my
mouth.

| kissed her back, and stood.
We gtayed on our feet for alittle while. For along while.

Then Amma stepped out of her pink shoes and pants and panties, leaping back onto the table, bare legs
dangling. | pulled my plate aside, giving her room to maneuver. Then | reached for the centerpiece.

"No," shetold me. "I will."

With aflick of the hand, she threw the vase and dead flowers across the room, cheap glass shattering
with asharp, sngle note,

"'Something has happened.”

Therewas no darm in the voice. Therewas no joy, and absolutely no sense of anticipation. But the
slence that followed was pleased, even smug. My assistant stared at me with glass eyes. Hisface and
body leaned over the counter, just alittle, while hisright hand dowly drummed on the blank display
pand. He was the perfect blend of technology and cliché—an android in basic form, usdless human
touches riding on aframe that had no purpose but to sit behind the counter. Everything important about



him was hidden from view. Everything astonishing happened in aspace too small for theeyeto see. A
dight, dmost mischievous smile pulled thelittle rubber lips gpart. Then with the sameflat voice, hetold
me, "Thereis news. Enormous, wonderful news."

It was nearly noon. | was two hours late and still sorry to be there. "What news?" | grunted. A quick
pass by my apartment, arun through the shower and a change of clothes, had |eft me frazzled. | wanted
food. | needed coffee. And | desperately required deep, my aging body begging for achanceto hed.

"No games," | warned. "What's happened, Earnest?'
Earnest was my name for the Al; was it aname that endowed bal ance?

With awide grin and an upturning of stainless sted palms, he reported, "Three separate teams of
researchers, in Chinaand Caiforniaand Geneva, have remanipulated the ruling Unified Field Theory.
Thirteen minutes ago, in ajoint news conference, they announced ther findings. The Ultimate Unified
Theory of All, it's been dubbed. According to the Als on each team, the results are astonishing. To a
degree never imagined, we now understand our universe.”

In an ingtant, my fatigue lifted. | was still exhausted, and my back continued to ache. But none of that
mattered. With awesk little voice, | said, "Shit.”

| sad, "Tel me”

"We know everything now," the machine boasted. "Except for the details, which will be derived during
the next few weeks of smulations.”

"Tel meabout it."
"We arefilled with pride," Earnest said. "Alswereresponsiblefor dl the difficult, critical work."
"| don't care about pride,” | snapped. "I want details.”

My assstant paused, perhapsto let me dangle on hishook alittle while longer. Then with an overly
familiar voice, hesad, "By the way, Tony. How was your date? Animd fun, | trust?’

"It wasgood," | admitted. "Great."

"Ammahas caled here dready,” Earnest mentioned, the barest trace of a smile blossoming. " She has
cdled eight times aready. Which means, | would suppose, that she genuinely missesyou.”

She was passionate and distant, moody and adoring. Peculiar thoughts were mixed with thoughts utterly
and painfully sane. When we were a her gpartment—which was uncommon—Amma seemed to be
haunted by things best | eft secret. At my gpartment, she seemed to dance between bliss and paranoia
Feet on the stairs outsi de meant that someone was coming, surdly to visit me. Every ringing of the phone
meant dertness, meant wariness; and afterwards, when the call seemed harmless enough, she would
make up for her oddness. An incredible smile would emerge, an eectric longing filling the room. She
would lean towards me, or lean back, and in some pose of anima desire, shewould ask, "What have
you aways wanted to do? Just once. Just to seewhat it'slike.



| took her up on that sex play. And then, after the first ten or twelve evenings, | ran out of perversions.
With a puzzled astonishment, | admitted, "This old well is pretty much dry."

"That'sfineg," she sang out, alittletoo quickly.

"But theré's one thing that I'd really liketo do,” | continued.

A dark delight filled her eyes. Quietly, with an intrigued tone, she asked, "What should we do?'
"Tak," | sad.

| said, "Converse.”

Then | asked, "Have you heard about the universe? What they just learned about it?" And with my own
ddightrising, | sad, "It's pretty much astonishing, what they found out. Will you let metell you?"

Waily, shesad, "Yes"

Shesad, "If youwant ... | guess..."

The universe is made from stuff that ismostly dark. Dark matter, dark energy. What humansliveinsde
was the baryonic realm—the habitat of protons and neutrons, photons and sunshine. But the baryonic
realm was just afew percent of creation. Dark matter alone was many times more massive. If it weren't
for gravity, even its existence wouldn't be worth the suspicion. But over the last few decades, the
gravitationa tug of theinvisble had become obvious. Bent light and the spinning of galaxies showed
where the dark matter was dense, and where it wasn't. With hands and my informed layman'svoice, |
described how clusters of galaxies were infused with the dark stuff. Every gaaxy was moreinvisblethan
visble. Even our Milky Way was composed mostly of things that we could never, ever touch.

Except with our minds.

"All sorts of dark particles have been proposed, and rejected,” | admitted. " Cold particles, and hot ones.
Neutrinos with atouch of resting mass, and so on. But except for a contribution from the neutrinos, we
haven't found anything that works. Until now.” A giddy joy lifted me. "Theoretica minds, human and
machine, have played with our best equations, and they've discovered families of unsuspected particles.
Like protons and neutrons, these new citizens have ahedlthy mass. They create gravity, and they obey
gravity. But they also produce other elemental forces—forcesthat can interact only with other dark
matter particles. In fact, they join together to make adifferent flavor of atom. A new family of elements,
and anew periodic table. Right now, the best Alsin theworld are piecing together the nuclear reactions
and the chemidgtries of this other relm. Do you understand what I'm saying, Amma?"

Without ahint of shame, shesad, "No."
Shesad, "Bady a dl."

"Darling," | whispered. "It'sthissmple, redly. The universe we don't seeislarger than the one we do.
And it ssemsto have its own bodies. Worlds, | guessyou'd cal them. And suns. And galaxies bigger
than any of ours"



Shekept both hands flat on my chest, asif to hold me down on thefloor. "That's very sirange,” she
muttered.

"lantit?' | sad. "Wonderfully srange!”

Thenwith ashrug and alittlelaugh, | said, "1t makesamind wonder. What, if anything, lives on those
shadow worlds?"

In her brief life, Amaryllis had embraced awide array of beliefs.
She made no secret of it.

Some of her beliefs had vanished completdly. Others|eft little relics behind: A wooden crucifix on ahigh
shelf; astack of sdlf-help books and astrological charts gathering dust on the low shelves; and awicker
basket in the bathroom closet overflowing with crystals and pyramids and assorted lucky charms. Her
most recent conversions were on display in the bedroom. | barely noticed them at first, but as my lust
diminished, | sarted asking questions, and with anervousrelief, Amma gave methefull tour. Insde her
nightstand were some surprisingly weighty texts about Aztec and Mayan beliefs. "Cycles of lifeand
death,” she explained, in brief. "Creation and destruction.” A flock of angels were perched on atall
dresser. "They aren't Chrigtian angels,” she mentioned. "Red angels don't have any politica afflictions.”
Somehow, that notion seemed reasonable, and charming. Then there was the odd little picture frame
hung on the emptiest wall. What wasingde the frame was silver, and alittle molten, and when she caught
me staring at it late one night, Amma asked, "Do you know what it is?'

A vague haf-memory tugged a me.
But | had to shake my head, admitting, "I'm not sure.”

Such astrange, sad creature. 1'd aways thought of her as being relatively poor, but then she opened up
the walnut cabinet beneath the empty picture frame. The machinery insde was elaborate and surely
phony. But it must have cost her afortune. Good scams aways do. Without looked at me, she asked,
"Do you want to seeit work?

"Sure" | grunted.

And before| could change my mind—or she could change hers—Amma plucked a spent condom from
the floor, opening atray and placing adrying drop of my seed in the tray's ceramic center. Like dl grest
cons, the machinery put on aworthy show. Therewas alot of important humming and flickering lights,
and then aweighty slence. "It dready hasmy DNA on record,” she promised. And that'swhen | findly
redlized what thiswas. That's when the faces of children began to emerge on that sad silvery
background.

It wasacon, atotd lie, and | wouldn't let mysdlf takeit serioudy.

Maybe Ammadidn't either. A new boy or girl would appear every thirty seconds, but she didn't seemto
notice them. | was the one studying their eyes and mouths, my brain having no choice but to hunt for
features that were hers, and more importantly, mine.



| saw mysdlf inthoselittlekids.

But then again, it wouldn't take much to rig that trick. A hidden eye; some crude software. Merging two
facesisan easy, crue game.

After afew minutes, | forced mysdf to look elsewhere.

In the corner, perched on alittle chest of drawers—out of sight in every possible way—wasalarge
arrangement of dead flowers.

"What'stheir story?" | asked, without redl interest.

Ammasighed, dowly. And then with aquiet matter-of-factness, she admitted, "They're from my
wedding."

"Y our what?"'
She hesitated.

Yet | wasn't entirely surprised. The young woman had had alife before she had me, and I'd dways
sensed that it wasn't an easy existence.

Quietly, with no overt anger, | asked, "What wedding?'

"Oh, it never actudly happened." Shewinced, adding, "I'm sorry. | should havetold you."
"Therestraining order,” | muttered.

Her eyesgrew round and alittle dull.

"Doesit involve your fiance?'

"My ex-fiancé. Yes"

"I don't know much about these things," | confessed. "How much distance do you have to give him?"
Her gaze turned alittle hard, and the sadness had a keen edge.

"Darling," shegrowled.

With the most sober and rational voicethat I'd ever heard from Amma, she explained, "My one-time
fiancéisinsane. While I'm just depressed and neurotic.” Then she shook her head, adding, "1 thought you
were smart, darling. | thought you would know the difference.”

"Ribbons," said Earnest. "Imagine enormous thin ribbons.”

Under the glass countertop, beneeth the smoky scuffs and fingerprints and anonymous grime, avision of
the universe began to emerge. Earnest drew the ribbon with apae gray light. Ripples and long waves lent
the image athree-dimensional fed. | thought of a deep-seajellyfish, tenuous and weakly luminescent. |



thought of alace curtain hanging against an open window, nothing outside but silence and darkness.
"Size?' | asked.

Hesad, "One AU. Approximately."

“Long?

"No," Earnest replied. And again, "No."

Wide, he meant. The gossamer ribbon was nearly ahundred million mileswide. | spent the next few
moments digesting that number. Then | turned, saying, ™Y ou should look &t this"

Ammawas sitting at the end of the counter, working her way through a coffee table book about crashed
flying saucers. "Inaminute," she promised.

| studied the ribbon. " Okay. How about length?”’

"Thereisno vaid number," my assstant replied. " A ribbon can be enormoudy long, or it can beinfinitely
long."

My point of view changed. Retreating from the single ribbon, it turned into aweak thread twisting through
the cosmos. Longer and taller waves were reved ed, and sometimes the ribbon would twist and curl,
amost doubling back on itsdlf. It reminded me of aprotein. Or achild'slost kite string. "I don't
understand,” | confessed. "How can dark matter do this? Why doesn't gravity pull everything into neat
pheres?’

"Gravity isan exceptionaly weak force," Earnest reminded me. "'In the dark realms, stronger forces
shape matter. Attractive forces, and those that repd.”

"Yeah?'

"Gravity isavery minor component.”

| nodded, asking, "How thick's aribbon?'
"Ten or twelve kilometers.”

"Okay."

"Dark matter cannot assembleitself into world-sized bodies. Much lessinto solar-mass bodies.” Using a
delicate touch, Earnest drew another haf million ribbons, filling the screen with agray maze. "If there
were shadow suns," he reported, "we would see their effects by now. They would distort the light from
nearby suns. Baryonic bodies would orbit them. And more importantly, we would have avery different
universe from the one we can see. With this arrangement of curtains and ribbons, everything is kept
diffuse, and we have to peer deep into space to observe these soft hands at work."

"There can't beany life" | muttered.

Ammalooked up from her book. From her expression, | couldn't tell if she waswatching me, or even
liglening. For dl | knew, she was busy contemplating the Roswell hoax.

"Without sunsand worlds," | complained, "life couldn't get started.”

"No?' Thenwith aknowing voice, Earnest reminded me, "Thereisan entirely new family of forcesto



play with. New eementsto build with, and new moleculesto try their hand at self-assembly.”
"What do you mean?"

The point-of-view shifted again. In an ingtant, | waslooking aong the flat surface of asmooth, infinitely
long ribbon. A strong white light rose up from below. Theribbon itself had awatery softness, but under
me, mixed with the water, were namel ess bodies resembling rocks and little mountains, dl streaming past,
carried dong by an astonishingly swift current. The ribbons weren't ribbons, | realized. They were
enormous, mogtly flattened arteries. | was standing on afrothy, half-real conduit that stretched before me
for amillion light-years. Maybe more.

Again, | said, "Come seethis, Amma."
She relented. Gradually, without any visible interest, she walked up beside me and glanced at the image.

"The Al smulations are quite certain,”" Earnest reported. " There are no suns, and no worlds, either.
Insteed, the ribbons combine both functions. At least three kinds of nuclear fire supply the energy. But
where our suns waste most of their efforts, throwing light into dead space, the dark matter ribbons
absorb the bulk of what they produce.”

"Neat," | said.
Thento Amma, | said, "lan't this neat?"

She touched the glass, and after amoment pulled her hand back again. "Do you redly understand these
equations, Tony? And everything they mean?"

Of course| didn't. | couldn't. Not in atrillion years.

"Then how can you bdlieve?' she asked. "Why do you fed so sure?’

Lust diminished, asit dways does.

Left for uswere those quiet benefits like companionship and habit. Amma began to deep with me, even if
we didn't have sex. And sometimes | would deep in her gpartment, enduring the strange bed with its
oversized pillows and that pers stent unease that comes with abandoning your home.

At two in the morning, a comet smashed into her front door.

| was ditting up before | woke up. | looked around in the gloom, perfectly unsure wherethe hell | was.
Ammawas climbing out of bed. She was wearing a cotton nightgown and a stern resolution. To me, with
aquiet firm voice, shesad, " Stay away from the windows. Stay here.”

"What isit—?"
"Nothing," shesad. "Wait here."

Sheleft me. On bare feet, she moved like awhisper, and after avery long silence, she floated back into
the bedroom. Lifting the phone, she said, "Emergency,” and nothing e se, setting the receiver on the



walnut cabinet. Then to me, with adightly louder voice, she explained, "They'll be herein three minutes,
maybe sooner."

"Who?' | asked.

"The police?' | wondered.

"They'll be here, too." And shewasleaving again, telling me, ™Y ou shouldn't let him seeyou. Wait here.”
| obeyed her sane advice.

But when | wasaoneagain, | crept over to the frame and the blank silver screen. For weeks, I'd had a
feding about the screen. A sensethat Ammawas blanking it whenever | showed up. Sure enough,
touching the high right corner of the frame caused faces to reappear. Boy faces, and girl faces, anywhere
from oneto twelve years old.

There was a quiet knock.

| listened to the pause, and then amuffled voice. Degp, and officious. Amma opened the door, and |
kneeled, opening the cabinet.

A man sad, "We haven't found him. Heisn't here"
She said afew quiet words.

| hit buttons, figuring out how to deploy the main tray. Then with both hands and ameasured violence, |
popped the tray out of itstracks.

"What wasthat?' the man asked.
"I don't know," Ammareplied.

When they found me, | was using areading lamp, peering insde the mysterious box. "There€s nothing in
here," | reported, an absolute gleein my voice. "Just as | thought. It's nothing but a heavy box with lights
and noise makers."

Amma stared down a me.

The man beside her wasn't any man. He was an Al tied into the city's medical network, his body padded
and white with an array of arms ready to grapple with any defective souls.

"Isthisman afriend of yours?' the machineinquired.
Shedidn't reply, walking out of the room, leaving us aone together.
| turned and said, "Comelook here."

Wearing an absurd grin, | said, "I want your professona opinion. Isn't thisjust abox full of nothing?!



The baryonic rellm isaready past its prime. Suns aren't being made as quickly anymore. Their worlds
are aging, and in many cases, dying. Space itsdlf isbeing forced to expand at an accelerating pace, that
relentless motion fueled by adark energy that permeatesdl thingsred. Intime, the galaxieswill drift
adonein atrackless, frigid darkness, and they will fade, their suns running out of fuel or eaten by loca
black holes. Lifewill linger, but that's dl. Baryonic lifeisinventive and shrewd, and the end won't come
for ahundred billion years. But the end is as certain now asis the true shape of the universe,

Meanwhile, the dark matter realm isalong way from its prime. The ribbons can stretch without
complaint, and more importantly, new matter will pop into existence asthe increasingly vast universe
evolves. Dark matter, al of it. The suff that genuingly matters.

"Baryonic matter istemporary, and scarce,”" Earnest explained.

"Think of scaffolding,” he told me. "The universe beginswith auseful baryonic scaffolding that helps, and
then fades."

After along silence, he asked, "Did you hear me?"
"No," I lied.
"Shut up,” | told him.

Then after another silence, | added, "I'm not interested. Thisisn't any fun anymore.”

In her gaze was afear. Which was perfectly understandable, considering her difficult circumstances. She
moved gtiffly, asif her joints ached, and when | prodded, she tried to smile. No, she didn't want coffee.
Or tea. Redlly, she could only stay amoment. Barely hearing aword, | ushered her into my apartment,
and then with avoice only alittle bit chastising, | mentioned, "I've been caling you. | wasworried. Twice,
I've been by your place, but you must not have been home."

She dmost spoke, and then thought better of it.

"Sit," | demanded.

Shesad, "No, redly. | can't.”

Finaly, inadimly stubborn fashion, | began to see the future.

"Tony," shesaid, with adistinct pain. And then after afew deep breaths, she said, "1 think we should stop
seeing each other.”

Shesad, "I'm sorry.”

Again, shesad, "Tony," with pain. Her little shoulders lifted, arms crossing her chest. "It isn't working,”
she confessed. "And it isn't going to get better. We both know that.”

| didn't know much of anything.

"No," | said.



That hint of stubbornness—that tiny whiff of disagreeable conviction—caused Ammato straighten her
back. She had been to this situation before. Better than most, she appreciated what an angry, possessive
man could do. A wild terror made her look loveier than ever. More than anything, | wanted to wrap my
armsaround her frail body, smothering her with my affections.

Instead, | asked, "Why?'
She took a half-step backwards.

"What did | dowrong?' Then | blurted, "About the cabinet and frame ... I'm sorry. | wasout of line. |
shouldn't even have—"

"No, it'snot that," sheinterrupted. "Or that'sjust alittle piece of what'swrong, redly.”
Proving my own self-control, | took a step backwards.

"Y ou must have noticed, Tony. In ways, we aren't much dike."

When hadn't | noticed?

"But we aren't different enough,” she said with amysteriouslittle voice. "Don't take thiswrong, Tony.
Please. But in ways, you're more dangerous to me than any other man ...!"

The day came when God threw Her arm around me, and with abooming whisper said, "Thisisthe
universe, Tony. Thisiswhat | have built. And hereisyour rolein my cregtion. Y ou are aminiscule fleck
of rust on the most minor piece of scaffolding. Not only are you impermanent, the atlomsinside you are
impermanent. Not only will you die and rot away, there will come an age when no intelligence, no maiter
how great, will be ableto find any trace of your existence.

"] am God, and the Creator.

"And likeal artisans, | began with arough draft ... the smplest sketch of what | meant to conceive ...
andintheend, whenit'sal said and done, | probably won't even remember what a goddamned baryon
wes...!"

"Thank you."
"Sure”
"I meanit. You didn't have to see me—"

"No, no. | wanted to. How have you been, Tony?"



Wewere gtting in alittle park, under ablue spring sky. Severd years had passed, somehow. Finding her
had been adifficult trick. She had moved, at least three times. She had changed her nameto Sdly, of dl
things. And she had anew contact number—a very difficult change to makein aworld of instant,
relentless communication.

"I'mwel," | lied.

She could see otherwise. But she didn't point to the obvious.

"Y ou look happy," | offered.

"l am."

Too forward by along ways, | said, "Heisn't staking you anymore, ishe? Y our ex-fiancé?"
"No," she said with an odd fondness. And she nearly laughed, adding, "That's al been resolved.”
| didn't ask how.

With agiddy, amogt girlish voice, she said, "The new medications are working wonders. Redlly, I've
never been this happy. This postive." She couldn't stop smiling, telling me, "No more drowning fears. I'm
practicaly ordinary, and it'swonderful.”

A pang of regret chewed on me.

With a secure gaze, she studied my hands. My face. The deep lines around my deepless eyes. "Do you
il have the bookshop?”

"Oh, sure”
"And Earnest?"
When we were dating, she never used his name.

| said, "Sure," and then reached into my backpack. The book was wrapped in brown paper. It wasa
small volume, chegply bound and held together with asingle thick rubber band. "Thisiswhy | wanted to
seeyou,” | lied. "I found this. It camein with a shipment of old books."

Curiosity or smple manners made her unwrap the paper.
Mel odies Played upon Dark, Cold Worlds.

"It was published by avanity press” | explained. "A tiny print runin the last century. That'swhy it wasn't
on any database. |'ve checked. The author was a high school physicsteacher and basketball coach. And
| guess, hewas very lucky. Or gifted. Or something. Because he seemsto have imagined the universe
that weve just recently discovered.”

She gave the rubber band alittle pull. Otherwise, she smply held the book on her 1ap, unopened.

"| think it'swhat you werelooking for," | explained. "When you came into my shop that first time. Y our
friend must have seen a copy, probably this copy. | don't know how many handsit's floated through over
the last fifty, Sixty years™

Her hands grabbed the book, asif to keep it shut.



"l want you to haveit."

Shewas smiling in avague fashion, and nodding. "Have you read the book?"
"Threetimes"

"How isit?' Then shelooked & me, adding, "Redly. How isit?

"The science, what thereis of it, is pretty straightforward. Quick and painless.” | reached out, thumping
the book's cover with aknuckle. "Most of the text is about shadow diens and the grest civilizations
lurking just out of our reach. The author claimsthey can spesk to us, and if necessary, influence our
lives"

Shesaid nothing.

"Weird, huh?'

"But you bdlieveit." The words came out flat—an observation, not aquestion. "1 can tell you do.”
Maybe so.

"| can't accept this gift, Tony."

Momentarily flustered, | asked, "Areyou sure? | think it's going to be a huge collector'sitem, and soon.”
"Takeit back." She set the book into my lap. "Please, just takeit.”

Suddenly, | was grateful. Relieved, and thrilled. With a selfish urgency, | grabbed the book and held it
close.

My one-time lover stared off into the distance.
"My new medicines," she said. "Do you know what these fancy pills do for me?”
"NO."

"They blind me, but in avery narrow, very specid way." Shelaughed quietly. "Y ou can't obsess about
the things you can't see.”

| roseto my fest.

"But what if itistrue?' | blurted. "What if there are shadow entities, and invisble civilizations....
swimming around us, right here ... and what if they redly do influence usin our daily lives...?"

Shelooked at meonelast time.

"Then | don't think they're particularly good at their work,”" shetold me, till laughing. "And why should
they be? It isn't their work to do, now isit?"

TheEnd



