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"Thank you very much for your interest in the project, Miss-"

"Wenscombe."

"Yes, thank you. Julia, right?"

"Yes."

"Well, got that one right, at least. What is the world coming to when a man can't read 

his own handwriting? In any case, would you mind answering a few questions? Just 

basic background information, general profile, that sort of thing."

"If this is going to be an IQ test, you might end up a bit disappointed."

"I'm sure you're just being modest, but no, this has nothing to do with test scores or 

college degrees. The machine doesn’t care if you're a Harvard professor or an illiterate 

tribeswoman. But the more we know about you, the more precisely we can calibrate it, 

and the more efficient the whole experiment will be."

"Whatever. Fire away."

"Let's see here, then. Wenscombe, Wenscombe…  That sounds a bit British. Were 

you born in the United States?"

"As good as. My parents traveled a lot. I think they had me in Europe, but every 

memory I have is already of being here."

"What's your earliest one? Memory, I mean. This isn't for the list, just professional 

interest."

"A big white dog, licking my face."
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"Family pet?" 

"No, I actually have no idea whose it was. We didn't have any pets in the house, and 

our neighbors had cats. Maybe it was with someone walking past in the street, or playing 

in a park. I don't really remember anything else about that day. Just the dog."

"Well, memory tends to work like that… How old do you think you were at the time?"

"Five? Maybe four."

"Right… Says here you're twenty-seven now. That means you were, what, seventeen, 

at the time of the war?"

"Just turned eighteen. Got out of high school."

"Were you planning to continue your education?"

"Yes. I was going to be a lawyer. Had a few colleges to choose from. Nothing too 

fancy, I mean, I was never Ivy League material, but had a decent enough GPA and didn't 

worry too much at the time. Figured I'd have a gap year before enrolling. Turned out to 

be a gap decade."

"Good, very good… I mean, not the part about the war,  of course, but… Anyway. 

Where were you when it happened?"

"You want a zip code?"

"No, of course not… Just, you know, were you in a city? In the country? Did you see 

any of the bombing first-hand, or only on the news?"

"Do you even remember where we were when the bombs fell, Jack? Do you?"

"Yes, I damn well remember! It's not every day you see the Golden Gate Bridge fall  

over and try to get  your head around it  – that  it's  really  happening,  that  it's  not  

another goddamn movie! But that isn't the POINT!"

"Miss Wenscombe?"

"I'm sorry, I got distracted."

"I understand it's a sensitive subject, even after ten years, so if you'd rather not talk 

about it-"

"No, it's fine. I was in a city, and I did see the bombing first-hand."

"Very we- I mean, yes, thank you. That should be all we need to know about your 

past. Just a few more questions left, about present day. What do you do for a living?"

"I'm an iron monger."

"Do you mean, like an arms dealer?"

"No, like an actual  trader  of actual  pieces of metal.  We- I  mean,  I  travel  around 
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looking for abandoned bits of metal, then take it to people and places that can use it for 

something."

"That sounds fascinating. I had no idea there were people out there who did this sort 

of thing… Then again, I guess there's no end to things I don't know, always locked up in 

my lab, eh. But back to you. Isn't it a difficult job for a woman, hauling chunks of metal 

around? Not to sound chauvinistic, but…"

"Please. It's not like I move the stuff by hand. I've got a truck, and a crane, and a 

forklift. When you get the hang of it, it's no more difficult than driving."

"Fair enough, fair enough. Like I said, I can be a bit out of touch with reality, sitting 

here all the time. So, do you have any sort of home base, or do you move around all the 

time?"

"Most of the time, really. No point settling down anywhere if I'm not going to be 

there much. I'm away for months at a time, so I'd just have to kick out whoever will have 

moved in by then. And I could never afford a place in a city."

"So you're, what was that word… a roamer?"

"Yes."

"Is that different from a clinger?"

"Very."

"Right… We're almost done. One last thing – are you single?"

"I'm not married, if that's what you mean."

"Oh, well, marriage's not very popular these days. Any kind of long-term relationship 

you're in?"

"No."

"No children either, I understand?"

"None."

"Thank you. Oh, and I know I said that question was the last one, but just one more. 

Could you describe in a few words what sparked your interest in Project Athena in the 

first place?"

"Actually, I'd rather keep that to myself. If that's okay?"

"Certainly. Thank you very much. You should get some rest before tomorrow, Miss 

Wenscombe."

"Julia, please."

"Have a good night, Julia."
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***

The place given to me by the nice people from the research center was a veritable 

palace  –  two  rooms,  a  separate  bathroom with  running  water,  hot  and  cold,  and  a 

kitchen containing enough food to feed a family for a week. Delicious though it looked, 

gorging myself  probably  wasn't  a  good idea.  I  limited my dinner to a sandwich and 

nibbled on some of the more interesting-looking fruit. There was even some alcohol in 

the fridge, but I decided against it after a few minutes' consideration. When Jack and I 

traveled together, we'd have an occasional drink, while making sure that at least one of 

us was sober enough to drive if we needed to leave somewhere in a hurry. Alone, I didn't 

feel secure enough to let my guard down, so I hadn't had a drop of anything stronger 

than coffee in months. Even a can of beer would probably give me a hangover now, and 

tomorrow of all days, I could use a clear head.

A long bath was a much safer way to relax. I spent almost an hour there, playing with 

bubbles and pouring sweet-smelling shampoo on my head as well as in the water. In the 

end, the foam went over the edge and I had to mop it up, feeling horrible for using a 

clean towel for a rag. Putting my long-unwashed clothes on felt almost as bad, but I 

didn't want to walk around the apartment naked, and the clean pyjamas I found on the 

bed made me feel  like a patient  in a mental  hospital,  for  some reason.  They would 

probably insist I changed into something for tomorrow, anyway, but my old stuff would 

have to do for now.

Getting some sleep was a good idea that also turned out to be impossible. I lost count 

of the times I had changed position on the all-too-comfortable bed, wishing my trailer 

was somewhere within reach, not parked on the other end of the city. Finally, I managed 

to doze off after moving my pillow and blanket onto the floor. My dreams that night I 

couldn't remember, which was probably for the best.

***

"Did you sleep well?"

"Yes," I lied to the smiling face of the same young man who had interviewed me 

yesterday, a Dr Reese. He looked so genuinely happy to see me that I would've hated to 

let him down.

"Excited about today?"

"Very." That one was at least partially true. I felt a mixture of anxiety, curiosity and a 
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weird resignation that I couldn't put my finger on. I could understand being resigned to 

a fate chosen for me by someone else. But I had volunteered. This was my choice, made 

with full awareness of the risks… and the rewards.

Contrary to my expectations, I was not asked to change clothes, or answer any more 

questions.  On  the  way  from the  entrance  to  the  experiment  room,  Reese  chattered 

excitedly  about  the  machine  being  fully  prepared,  the  information  provided  by  me 

yesterday being very helpful,  oh, and did he mention how fortunate it was to have a 

participant without any academic training, oh no, that came out all  wrong, he never 

meant  to  offend  me,  who  was  a  very  bright  woman,  all  he  meant  was  my  lack  of 

background in exact sciences, with more inclination towards, ah, practical application. I 

assured him that no offence was taken and that collecting scrap metal for a living didn't 

require  a  degree.  He  seemed  to  be  appeased  by  the  knowledge  that  I  hadn't  been 

insulted.

The room itself  wasn't anywhere as big as I had been expecting, nothing like the 

various impressive setups of old science fiction movies. In fact, it was actually a movie 

theater that the place made me think of – a movie theater with only one seat, that is. I 

told as much to Reese, who was busy attaching some wires to my wrists and temples.

"Your analogy actually isn't very far off. Except that you're more of a projectionist 

than a viewer here. Your mind is the film reel. And these," he gestured at the walls at 

either side, "are the projectors."

"They look a bit like amps, actually."

"Amps?"

"You know, speakers. Amplifiers."

"Oh, that's another delightful analogy there. In a way, they are. They will amplify 

your thoughts, your mental processes, and we will see the result in the actualizer. That 

will be our movie screen. And yours, too."

"So what are the wires for?"

"Just to monitor your vitals. Now, I'm going to leave you here-"

"Wait, you never told me what to actually do!"

"Nothing. You don't need to do anything. You can't do anything, for that matter. The 

machine will simply use what it finds in your mind."

"Well, do I need to think of anything in particular, at least?"

Reese shook his head.

"Think of anything you want. It won't make a difference. Your unconscious will do all 
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the work, and you can sit back and watch what it creates. No one can enter the room 

while the machine is working, but I will keep in touch with you through this earpiece."

I put the earpiece on and leaned to the back of the chair. Somewhere behind me, a 

door closed. A short time later, I heard a humming noise. Looking around, I realized it 

was  coming from the speaker-like  panels  on the  walls,  which seemed to  be moving 

closer to me.

They were moving closer to me. I looked around nervously, trying to estimate how 

far it was to the door, and how long it would take me to leap out of the chair and reach 

the exit, were the walls to keep closing in.

"Don't be alarmed," Reese's voice informed me from the earpiece. "The walls will 

create an enclosure about ten feet wide, then stop."

"Could've told me before," I muttered, still shooting a nervous glance at the walls. 

Soon enough, they stopped just as Reese had predicted, and the hum died down when 

movement ceased. Silence persisted for a while, and then there was light.

It was probably coming from the walls, but it seemed to come from everywhere, and 

be everywhere at once, not bright enough to blind, but just enough to become irritating 

after a while. I closed my eyes and found that it made no difference whatsoever. Now I 

fully understood what Reese meant by comparing my mind to a film reel – I was well 

and truly projected through, by the light that felt almost tangible, seeming to electrify 

my body, one cell at a time.

The resulting feeling, even though it took a little getting used to, wasn't pain or even 

anything more than slight discomfort. Keeping my eyes open was easy now that I knew 

that  closing  them didn't  change  anything.  Besides,  I  now had  every  reason  to  keep 

looking. Something was happening on the screen.

"Look!" Reese's excited voice sounded in my ear. "Look closely!"

But I was already looking as hard as I could. In front of me was the image of a tree, 

appearing to be projected onto the screen, but it took me a few seconds to realize it was 

three-dimensional  rather  than  flat.  A  miniature  maple  tree,  its  leaves  and  branches 

moving with non-existent wind, was on the screen that I could now see was not a screen 

at all, but a large glass box with a white back wall.

"This is extraordinary," Reese from my earpiece just as a metal hand appeared from 

somewhere beyond the top of the box and retrieved the tree. "It's in front of me now, it's 

fully  tangible,  and  it  shows  no signs  of  deterioration  after  being removed  from the 

actualizer. Ladies and gentlemen, Miss Julia Wenscombe and I have just created a life 

form."
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I could hear applause at the other end, a different male voice saying 'that’s one way 

to do it, I suppose', and an explosion of laughter.

I was staring ahead of me blankly. This was something I had been told. That was 

what Project Athena was all about. Materializing thought. Creating tangible things out of 

the intangible.

What I had not been told was that life could also be created this way.

"Julia? Julia, are you alright? Your heart rate went up. Can you hear me?"

"Yes, yes, I can hear you. I'm fine. Excited, that's all."

"Oh, you should be. Would you like to stay there for a little longer and see if anything 

else happens- I mean, it shouldn't be dangerous, all your vitals are still in check, and the 

tree is looking great, too, but if you'd rather leave-"

"I'll stay."

'That's one way to do it', the unseen man had said. For me, that was the only way.

"Julia, what have you DONE?"

I stared at  the white screen at  the back of the actualizer.  Now that it  was empty 

again, it seemed impossible that something had been created in it, out of nothing but my 

thought. I had been expecting the experiment to be a complete failure, further proof of 

the fact that I had nothing left in me capable of creating anything at all. Let alone life.

A matchstick would've made me happy. It would've been just enough for me to see 

that there was a spark left there somewhere, that I wasn't yet dead throughout.

And instead, there was the tree. Real. Living. A life form. A life.

"It was a LIFE, Julia, a life that we had created!"

"It would not have HAD a life!"

I closed my eyes.

"Julia? Can you hear me?"

"Yes, I can hear you."

"Maybe we should stop for now."

"Is there nothing?"

"Uh… I don't think it's working out. We can try again later. Julia? Julia?"

Reese's voice sounded more worried by the second, but I wasn't answering, staring 



8

into the glass box of the actualizer, at the thing that was floating in mid-air in it. Halfway 

recognizable as a child- no, a baby- no, a fetus, but malformed, misshapen, as if it had 

been taken apart and then put back together by an inexpert hand that forced things to 

mold together when they wouldn't fit otherwise.

"Not the point? First there, and then ten years of running around the wastelands!  

Ten years of  fallout,  Jack!  What kind of  a  child  do you think we could POSSIBLY 

have?"

"Julia, listen to me. Don't worry. Everything's fine. We'll just remove this, and then 

you can go get some rest. Don't worry. We'll take it away. It'll only take a few moments. 

Then it's going to be okay. You-"

"-won't feel a thing."

I screamed as a red-hot metal grip closed around my wrist. Another one grabbed my 

head. Through the pain, I could smell burning hair.

"What's happening? This shouldn't be happening, what- why- Julia! Take the object 

out of the actualizer, quick!"

The malformed creature flailed against the metal hands holding it. Gash after gash 

appeared on my arms.

"No, wait! Let go of it! Let go of that thing right now!"

I collapsed back into the chair, feeling my spine relax. The burning pain was still 

there, as were the wounds on my arms, but at least no new ones appeared.

"Julia, can you hear me?"

"Yes."

"I don't know how this happened, I don't know what went wrong, but I don't think 

we can take you out of there yet. The machine can't be switched off when there's still 

something in the actualizer, and it looks like we can't take that thing out without- er…"

Killing me.

"It's not ready yet. Give me some time. I can-"

"Make it right? How can you make it right? There's nothing LEFT to make right!"

"I can make it right…" I didn't care if Reese, or anyone else, heard my whisper.
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The digital clock in the corner of the actualizer blinked green, showing two ones and 

two zeros. 

The digital clock in the corner of the actualizer blinked green, showing a one and 

three twos.

The digital clock in the corner of the actualizer blinked green, showing a one and 

three fives.

"Jack…"

"What? What did you say?"

"Bring Jack here."

"But where- how-"

"BRING HIM HERE!" I screamed with what strength I had and fell to the back of the 

seat again, sobbing quietly.

The thing- no, the fetus- no, the baby was still floating in mid-air. I heard that new 

mothers always said their child was beautiful. Mine wasn't. It was no longer the molten 

lump of flesh, but neither was it a regular shape of a human newborn. The arms seemed 

too long, and there was something wrong with the legs. But it- she had a face. And she 

was looking at me.

I knew I was going to die. I just wished they could find Jack. So I could give back to 

him what I had taken away. It might not be the same, but it was the best I could do.

The digital clock in the corner of the actualizer blinked.

"-can't go in there, it's too dangerous, sir-"

"Julia!"

For the first time in hours, I was hearing a human voice that didn't come through the 

earpiece.

"Julia, my god, what's- Your arms! We need to get you out of here- what?"

I  didn't  have  the  strength  to  speak,  so  all  I  could  do  was  keep  pointing  to  the 

actualizer with my eyes, until Jack's head turned to follow my look.

"A- Athena…"

The one word I managed to get out seemed to be enough for him to understand.

"Just hold on."

There was no way to stay out of the light in the small enclosure created by the walls 

of thought amplifiers, but Jack pushed my chair as far back as it would go, taking my 

place in the middle.  It  was almost as if  the machine was more eager to feed on his 

thought,  fresher  and  stronger  than  mine,  as  the  light  around  him  seemed  to  grow 
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brighter,  taking on a silvery blue shade. Electric light.  Of course. Funny how I never 

realized what it was before.

My first memory was of a big white dog licking my face. As first memories went, one 

could do worse. My last one would be of Jack standing there bathed in lightning that 

reflected in the eyes of our daughter. As last memories went, one couldn't do better.

***

"Morning."

I squint at the light pouring in from the open tent flap.

"Morning, Jack. Where's Thene?"

"Running around with some kids. Turns out that the place we picked for the night is 

also where one of the caravans stops on the way north."

"Are they okay? They won't hurt her or anything?"

"The last  I  saw of  them, they  were  begging  to  be  taken  on a  ride  'in  that  shiny 

wheelchair  that's,  like,  awesome,  seriously,  man,  totally  rad'."  Jack  chuckles.  "You'd 

think 'rad' wouldn't be a good word anymore, but maybe it's a bit like 'sick' or 'crazy'. 

Both of which they already declared her to be, by the way."

"They called her sick?"

"Yes, and she shone like an isotope when she heard it, so I think they meant it in a 

good way."

I clamber out of the tent and don't even have enough time to stretch before being 

knocked to the ground by a ballistic wheelchair.

"Whoops! Sorry, Mom!" Thene giggles and delivers a light smack to the back of the 

head of a boy who is picking himself up from the ground. "I TOLD you not to mess with 

the speed controls! No more rides for you."

"Oh, come on…" the boy whines. Thene ignores him as she drives in circles around 

me and Jack.

"Can I ride with the caravan kids for today? Please, Mom? They're going in the same 

direction anyway!"

"Only if your father thinks it's okay."

"Daddy?"

"Oh, alright. Just be careful and don't knock anyone else over, okay?"

"Promise!"  She's  gone  in  a  flurry  of  shiny  wheel  spokes.  The  boy  follows  suit, 

shouting for her to wait. Jack lifts me back to my feet.
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"She seems so happy," I say quietly,  looking at the dust clouds raised by Thene's 

wheelchair as she is now playing tag with the no-longer ignored boy.

"She is happy, Julia."

"Do you think she hates us? Or just me?"

Jack shakes his head.

"No."

"Not even a little? Not even sometimes?"

"Not even a little. Not even sometimes."

"What about you?"

"What about me?"

"What do you think?"

"I think…" Jack strokes the uneven skin on my arms and kisses me just above my left 

ear, where the hair never quite grew back. "I think that you're the bravest and most 

beautiful woman I've ever met, and Athena is the most amazing child in the world."

"Do you really think so?"

He nods. I believe him.
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