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To Grandma Tree

I love you. You made me. Please don’t read this book.

To You

You will always be with me, even if not

in the way either of us once hoped.

There’s too much sun where I’m from, I had to

give some away. And so I gave you away.
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PART ONE

“In the far reaches of an infinite cosmos, there’s a galaxy that looks just like the Milky Way, with a solar system that’s the spitting image of ours, with a planet that’s a dead ringer for earth, with a house that’s indistinguishable from yours, inhabited by someone who looks just like you, who is right now reading this very book and imagining you, in a distant galaxy, just reaching the end of this sentence. And there’s not just one such copy. In an infinite universe, there are infinitely many. In some, your doppelgänger is now reading this sentence along with you. In others, he or she has skipped ahead, or feels in need of a snack and has put the book down.

In others, he or she has, well, a less than felicitous disposition and is someone you’d rather not meet in a dark alley.”

Brian Greene, The Hidden Reality





Chapter One

When the multiverse was confirmed, the spiritual and scientific communities both counted it as evidence of their validity.

The scientists said, Look, we told you there were parallel universes.

And the spiritual said, See, we’ve always known there was more than one life.

 

Even worthless things can become valuable once they become rare. This is the grand lesson of my life.

I’m at the base of a mountain, looking over a landscape I was never meant to see. On this Earth—number 197—I died at three months old. The file only lists respiratory complications as cause of death, but the address on the certificate is the same one-room shack where I spent most of my life, so I can picture the sheet-metal roof, the concrete floor, and the mattress my mother and I shared on so many different Earths. I know I died warm, sleeping, and inhaling honest dirt off my mother’s skin.

“Cara, respond. Cara?”

Dell’s been calling me, but she’s only irritated now and I won’t answer until she’s concerned. Not because I like being difficult—though, there is that—but because her worry over a wasted mission sounds just like worry over me.

Behind me, information is downloading from a stationary port into a mobile one. When it’s done, I’ll take the mobile back to Earth Zero, our primary Earth, the one the others think of as real. The information I gather is divided up into light data—population, temperature fluctuations, general news—and dark data—what is affecting their stocks that might affect ours, or, if it’s a future world, a full listing of where every stock will close on a given day. The existence of the dark data is a big secret, though I don’t know why anyone would care. Insider trading doesn’t even sound like a crime—not a real one, one with blood.

“Cara . . .”

Still just annoyed. I check the download’s progress. Sixty percent.

“Cara, I need you to answer me.”

There we go.

“I’m here.”

There’s a pause while she resets to apathy, but I heard the panic. For a second, she cared.

“You don’t always have to leave me waiting.”

“And you don’t always have to plant me two miles from my download port, but I guess we’re both a little petty, eh Dell?”

I can hear her smiling but not smiling from 196 worlds away. I’ve dodged the physical training for my job since just after my hiring six years ago. She’s so uptight, you’d think she’d just report me, but forcing me on these long walks is her answer.

“You’re wanted back. There’s a file on your desk.”

“I already have my pulls for the week.”

“Not a pull. A new file.”

“No, but . . .”

I put my hand against my chest, expecting to feel a divot, some missing chunk of flesh.

I want to tell her it can’t be true. I want to tell her I would have known. Instead, I tell her I need an hour and cut the link.

If I have a new world, it means that particular Earth’s me isn’t using it anymore. I’m dead again, somewhere else, and I didn’t feel a thing.

I’m not sure how long I sit, staring out at a horizon that’s like mine, but not. The download dings its finish. I could traverse out from here, since there’s no one to see me, but I steal a little time exploring the place fate tried to keep from me.

Another me is gone. As I walk into the valley, I’m a little more valuable walking down the mountain than I was walking up.

 

When I was young and multiverse was just a theory, I was worthless: the brown girl-child of an addict in one of those wards outside the walls of Wiley City that people don’t get out of or go to. But then Adam Bosch, our new Einstein and the founder of the institute that pays me, discovered a way to see into other universes. Of course, humanity couldn’t just look. We had to enter. We had to touch and taste and take.

But the universe said no.

The first people sent to explore a parallel Earth came back already dead or twitching and about to die, with more broken bones than whole ones. Some actually did make it through, and survived on the new world just long enough to die from their injuries and have their bodies recalled.

It took a lot of smart people’s corpses before they learned that if you’re still alive in the world you’re trying to enter, you get rejected. You’re an anomaly the universe won’t allow, and she’ll send you back broken in half if she has to. But Bosch’s device could resonate only with worlds very similar to our own, so most of the scientists—with their safe, sheltered upbringings in a city that had eliminated childhood mortality and vaccinated most viral illness into extinction—had living doppelgängers on the other worlds.

They needed trash people. Poor black and brown people. People somehow on the “wrong side” of the wall, even though they were the ones who built it. People brought for labor, or come for refuge, or who were here before the first neoliberal surveyed this land and thought to build a paradise. People who’d already thought this was paradise. They needed my people. They needed me.

Of the 380 Earths with which we can resonate, I’m dead in 372. No, 373 now. I’m not a scientist. I’m just what they’re stuck with. The higher-ups call us “traversers” on paper. Using ports put in place by the last generation of traversers, we download the region’s information and bring it back for greater minds to study. No better than pigeons, which is what they call us, not on paper.

One day, the Eldridge Institute will figure out how to remotely download information across worlds, and I’ll be worthless again.

 

Back on Earth Zero, I go straight to my floor after changing into my office clothes. Dell stands out tall in the herd of desks, more than two-thirds of them empty now. Her face is all tight because she’s been kept waiting by the only person who ever dares inconvenience her.

“Slumming it, Dell? I thought coming below the sixtieth floor gave you hives.”

She smiles, less like she thinks I’m funny and more like she wants to prove she knows how.

“I’ll survive.”

Of that, I can be sure. Survival is Dell’s whole problem. Here, on Earth Zero, she wanted to be a traverser. She was set up for it too: an air force pilot who’d had her eyes on space before the possibility of other worlds opened up. But Dell comes from a good family, one with money a long way back. In some worlds her parents never emigrated from Japan. In some she joined the private sector instead of this government-research-institute hybrid. But she survived in over 98 percent of other worlds, and in most of those she thrived. I’ve seen three dozen Dells, and all but one wore clothes more expensive than mine.

When I take off my jacket, we both hide our wince. Bruises line my arms in jagged stripes, and those are just the parts she can see.

“It shouldn’t be this bad,” she says, her eyes moving between quadrants of my body like she’s doing hard math.

“It’s only because I’ve been doubling up.”

“Which is why I advised against it.”

“I need the long weekend.”

We’ve had this conversation five times this week and it always ends right here, where her concern is outweighed by the effort it takes to argue with me. She nods, but the look she gives my arms lasts long enough for me to notice. It’s when she notices my noticing that she finally looks away.

Early on, the professionals on the upper stories, scientists like Bosch and watchers like Dell, told me the bruising was from the resistance of an object from one world being forced into another, like the violence of north and south magnets being shoved together. Other traversers, and they are a superstitious lot, told me the pressure we felt had a name, and it was “Nyame.” They said her kiss was the price of the journey.

Dell touches the clear screen that’s been delivered to me. It looks like a blank sheet of plastic, but once I activate it I’ll know the basics of the world that’s just been assigned to me. I learned quickly after moving here that the city loves plastic the way my town loves metal. Everything here is plastic. And it’s all the same kind. When a plastic thing stops working, they put it down a chute and turn it into another plastic thing, or the same thing but fixed. Plastic here is like water everywhere else; there’s never any more or less of it, just the same amount in an endless cycle.

“Do you know what your new world is?” she asks.

“You haven’t given it to me yet.”

“Can you guess?”

I should say no, because I resent being asked to do parlor tricks, but instead I answer, because I want to impress her.

“One Seventy-Five,” I say. “If I had to guess.”

I know I’m right by the way she refocuses on me. Like I’m interesting. Like I’m a bug.

“Lucky guess,” she says, sliding the screen to me.

“Not really. There’s only seven options.”

I sit and pull out the drive that contains the payload from my last job. As soon as I plug it in, the dark data will upload to persons unknown and delete itself. I send the light data to the analysts who will interpret and package it for the scientists.

Eldridge thinks we traversers don’t know about the first package of intel. Like the organizations responsible for space exploration in the past, Eldridge is technically an independent company, though it’s heavily funded by the government of Wiley City. There is an industrial hatch outside the city walls, in the empty strip of desert between here and Ashtown, which brings in resources from other worlds. Taxpayers, government officials, and especially Eldridge’s lesser employees are supposed to believe that is how the company supplements the income it gets from research grants. Sure, bringing in resources from another world so we don’t have to harm ours is probably worth a mint. But that doesn’t add up to tenth-richest-man-in-the-city money, which is what our CEO and founder has.

Because no traverser has ever made a report to enforcement or asked questions, they think they’ve pulled this elaborate ruse on lower-level employees. But really, we just don’t care. A job’s a job, and people edging out other people to make money buying and selling something invisible just sounds like rich-people problems.

I look up at Dell, still standing beside me. She’s a rich person, but the kind who’s always going to be rich. Rich so far back it’d take two generations of fuckups for her family to go broke. There’s a lot of this up here in the city. Not new-money rich people, like Adam Bosch, but whole rich families where the wealth is spread out among the members so it doesn’t attract attention.

“Something else?”

“Saeed is gone,” she says.

“Star? They fired her?” When she nods, I ask, “Did she mess up?”

I hope she did. Starla Saeed is one of the last traversers remaining from before I started. She was born in what they call a civil war but was really just a ruler systematically killing his subjects. When she was twelve she took a journey across the sea that drowned more people than it delivered. She could travel to over two hundred worlds.

If she screwed up, it’s just a firing, only interesting because we have the same job and were close once. If she was downsized, she’s a canary in the mine.

“One Seventy-Five was the last world only she had access to. When your death on that world registered . . . Why pay two salaries and benefits when they can just put 175 in your rotation?”

What she doesn’t say, but thinks: Why pay a decent salary at all for a glorified courier?

“One Seventy-Five won’t be scheduled for at least a week, but it wouldn’t hurt for you to familiarize yourself over your long weekend. And pay attention to the bruising. I want to make sure it’s clearing before your next pull.”

Again, I can interpret her fear over a wasted asset however I want, and I choose to pretend it’s affection. The long look she takes at my arms and chest makes me shiver, and for a second I wonder if I am just pretending. But then she sees my reaction and backs away, nearly running into Jean.

“Ms. Ikari,” he says, formally, the way she likes.

“Mr. Sanogo,” she says, also formally, the way he doesn’t like.

The famous Jean Sanogo has always just been called Jean, or Papa Jean by the papers.

“How is our best girl today?” he asks.

“Stubborn. She’s bruising more than usual, tell her to pay attention to it.” Dell glares over her shoulder. “She might actually listen to you.”

“I assure you, she ignores us both equally,” he says, and Dell walks away.

I’ve finished uploading the information packet under my username, so I log out and log back in with my superior’s credentials. I use the stolen access to send a copy of the light data packet to my cuff so I can read through it later.

Jean has pulled over an empty traverser’s chair.

“Dell is tense. You need to stop teasing her when you’re off-world.”

“But then how will she know I like her?” I say.

“You’ve been flirting with her for five years. She knows.” He leans forward, setting down a steaming cup, and adjusts his glasses to look at my progress screen. “Am I witnessing company theft in my name? My wounded heart.”

“Come now, old man. It can’t really be theft if I’m just reading. You can’t steal something that’s still there when you’ve taken it.”

“You’ll find a large portion of the judicial system here disagrees with you.”

I wave my hand. Judicial is a Wiley City word if I’ve ever heard one, and it has no place between us.

Jean knows what I’m doing. Not only was it his idea, but it’s his credentials I use to send myself the info. He thinks if I study the figures and look for patterns the way analysts do, I’ll be valuable to the company for more than my mortality rate. He thinks I can be more than a traverser, that I can be like him. With the number of desks sitting empty around me, I am desperate to believe he’s right.

Jean was in the first group of surviving traversers. Before that, he lived through a rebel army’s ten-year border war on the Ivory Coast. As a traverser, he could visit more than 250 Earths. He used to walk the worlds with us, but now he sits in a room and makes the policies surrounding traversing. When he goes out in public, people repeat his famous quote—I have seen two worlds now and the space between. We are a wonder—from the moment he landed safely on a new world. They shake his hand and take his picture, but he is quick to remind me that he was once worthless too.

Jean is the one who told me about Nyame, just like he tells every new traverser. It’s the name of a goddess where he comes from, one who sits in the dark holding the planets in her palm. He says the first time he traveled to another world, he could feel her hand guiding him. I’ve never had much use for religion, but I respect him too much to disagree.

“This is 197, yes?” he asks, nodding to the screen showing the info I’ve just pulled. “The sky scientists were braying over it.”

“They’re called astronomers, Jean. And yeah, they put a rush on it. They want pictures of some asteroid that’s too far away and they didn’t want to wait a week for.” I try to rotate my arm and wince at the ache.

“They paid a premium to rush a few pictures?” Jean makes a dismissive clucking sound. “Too much money, not enough purpose.”

Jean’s dislike of astronomers is an occupational hazard, and the dislike is mutual. Those working strictly in the field of space exploration haven’t been fond of interuniversal travel, the new frontier that came along and snatched up a chunk of their funding. In return, those who work at Eldridge treat space exploration the way a young male lion looks at an older, sickly male lion—no outright violence, but maybe showing too much excitement in anticipation of the death.

Jean nudges the mug I’m ignoring toward me again. Sighing, I take a sip and barely keep from spitting.

“I was really hoping for coffee,” I say, forcing myself to down the dark mixture of vitamin D, zinc, and too many other not-quite-dissolved nutrients.

“Coffee is not what you need,” he says in the accent my limited world experience first thought of as French. “Nyame kissed you hard this time.”

“With teeth.”

“So I see. Dell marked you for observation.”

Of course she did. “I’ve only been scheduling pulls close together so I can take a few days off. I told her that.”

“A vacation? I should think staying in place would have more appeal for you.”

“Not a vacation. It’s . . . it’s a family thing.”

At the mention of family he smiles, which just goes to show what he knows. In the worlds where he survived—where he wasn’t a child soldier, where he didn’t die trying to stow away into Europe—he did so because of the strength of his father and the bravery of his mother. From the worlds I’ve studied, his deaths are usually despite their best efforts.

Most of my deaths can be linked directly to my mother.

“Enjoy this time off. Don’t do too much studying.”

“I’ll try.”

But not very hard.

I’ve been staying up too late studying world stats and the company’s internal textbooks since he first mentioned the possibility of a promotion to analyst. My mother used to say I was born reaching, which is true. She also used to say it would get me killed, which it hasn’t. Not yet, anyway. Not here.

 

Before I head home, I swing by Starla Saeed’s place. I’m nearly too late, and I approach her apartment among a stream of people in uniforms moving out boxes of her stuff.

She’s standing in the yard, flanked on either side by immigration enforcement. Her eyes are glassy, but clear. She might have been crying earlier, but she’s done with it now. She looks strong, defiant, head held high like she hasn’t lost everything in the world. I hope I look like that when they come for me.

“Star . . .”

When she turns to me she looks neither surprised nor particularly pleased, but when she looks down at the basket of apples in my hand, she gives a little smirk.

“We’re not all Ashtowners, Caramenta,” she says. “Some of us have tree fruit in our homelands.”

I look down. Most traversers come from the encampments outside of walled cities; I just assumed the other towns were like my wasteland. Starla comes from outside of Ira City in the Middle East, one of the biggest and oldest walled structures nestled in the space between what used to be Iraq and Iran. Maybe the settlements outside of Ira are full of fruit and white bread and everything else Ashtown doesn’t have.

A man carrying a box walks too fast, and the sound of glass clinking against glass rings out between us. She watches him like he’s dragging her baby by the foot. She looks like she might yell—she’s known around the office for her quick temper—but her eyes flick to the enforcement agent standing closest to her and she swallows it down. She’s furious, but helpless.

“I just thought you’d like something. I know it’s a long flight.” I hold out the basket. “You can still resent me, even if you take them.”

She smiles again, her mouth wide and full. “I intend to.”

She takes the basket, but it’s more out of pity than wanting the fruit.

“I’ll miss you,” I say.

“So look for me,” she says. “I’m only missing on a few hundred worlds, and this is just one more. I recommend Earth 83 me. She’s my favorite.”

A woman in a jumpsuit tells the agents they’re done, and the men push Star along. She looks at me over her shoulder.

“Don’t waste your time feeling guilty,” she says. “It’ll be you soon enough.”

Over my dead body . . . but that’s not what she needs to hear. She needs my absence more than anything. A witness to the shame makes it worse, even if it’s a friend. So I nod goodbye, and turn away.

 

There are infinite worlds. Worlds upon worlds into absurdity, which means there are probably worlds where I am a plant or a dolphin or where I never drew breath at all. But we can’t see those. Eldridge’s machine can read and mimic only frequencies similar to ours, each atom on the planet contributing to the symphony. They say that’s why objects like minerals and oil can be brought in easily, but people have to be gone from the world first—their structure is so influenced by their world’s unique frequency there’s no possibility of a dop. Before we lost 382, there were rumblings of war. I’m not sure how many nuclear bombs it would take to change the song of a place until we can’t hear it anymore, but we lost 382 over the course of an hour: a drastic shift making the signal weak, then another, then nothing.

It should scare us more than it does, but they were already an alien territory anyway. That’s why the number was the highest. Each number indicates a degree of difference, a slight frequency shift from our own. Earths One through Ten are so similar they are hardly worth visiting. When I pull from there, no more than twice a year, it’s just to make sure the intel is still exactly like ours. Three of the worlds in which I still live are in the first ten Earths.

There is something gratifying about going places where I’m dead and touching things I was never even meant to see. In my apartment I keep a collection of things from those places in sealed bags on the wall. I’ve never catalogued them, but I can identify each item on sight: dirt from the lot where my childhood home would have been in a world where the slums never made it that far; smooth rocks from a river that’s been dead on my world for centuries; a jade earring given to me by a girl on another Earth who wanted me to remember her, but who only let me love her at all because she didn’t know where I came from. There are hundreds, and when I get back from Earth 175, there will be one more.

The worlds we can reach are similar to ours in atmosphere, flora, and fauna, so most of their viruses already exist here. But just in case, I seal my souvenirs in the bags Eldridge used to use for specimen collection, before they got bored playing biologists and shifted hard to mining and data collection.

I’m staring at my clothes, trying to figure out which to bring. It’s hard, living in Wiley while visiting Ashtown. Not a lot of people go between. Sure, Wileyites will visit Ashtown like tourists, and Ashtown kids sometimes get scholarships to Wiley schools, but no one ever tries to fit in both places. Wiley City is like the sun, and Ashtown a black hole; it’s impossible to hover in between without being torn apart. I’ve spent my time in the city accumulating the kind of clothes that will make me look like I’ve never been to Ashtown at all. If I were smart, I’d keep a set of Ashtown clothes for these trips instead of standing out like a mirror in the desert every time I go. But deep down, I don’t want to fit in. I don’t want to look like I belong there, because one day I want to pretend I never did.

I’m fingering a blouse I can’t bring—true black synthetic silk, nothing a former Ruralite holy girl would wear—when my sister calls.

Instead of a greeting, she answers with a grunt of frustration.

“Preparations going that well, huh?” I say, sitting on the bed. Esther is still just a teenager, but the amount of responsibility she’s inherited makes her seem older.

“It’s fine,” she says, voice primly forced. Ruralites aren’t allowed to be angry, not at other people, because it would violate their code of endless compassion and understanding.

“Michael still being useless?”

No one tests Esther’s faith, or her temper, like her twin brother.

“Cara, you know all people have value and use in the eyes of God. Michael would be a valuable contribution to the dedication . . . if he’d shown up at any of the preparations.”

Ah, there it is, Esther’s rage—the venom no less potent for all its masking.

“And now we have Cousin Joriah saying he might drop in and—”

I roll off the bed. “Joriah?”

“Yes, you remember. Tall, red hair? He moved out here for a little while when we were young, but then left for the deep wastes as a missionary.”

Of course I don’t remember. I can’t.

“He’s based in some small town on the other side of the dead lands now, but Dad thinks he might make the pilgrimage.”

She goes on, but I’m not really listening. I reach under my bed, pulling out my box of journals. Esther said when we were young, so I pick a journal from not long after Esther’s father married my mother. Caramenta, age 13 is written on its cover. Esther would have been five.

“Hey, I gotta go, but I’ll see you soon.”

I hit the button on my cuff to disconnect from Esther, then begin searching through the journal. Eventually I find an entry mentioning Joriah moving in, and skim a bit longer until he moves away again, gleaning all I can about him. Apparently he was very funny, though not great at personal hygiene. I find a few more references in later journals, but then it really is time to go. My mother won’t yell if I’m late—not like she used to—but she’ll cloak herself in this sad, martyred quiet I can’t stand. I put the journals back. In them, Cousin Joriah is just called Jori. I whisper both versions of the name so that when I say them out loud later, it won’t sound like it’s the first time.

I’ve gotten rid of a lot of things from my past, but I’ll always keep the journals. I read them like data from another world, doing research on people who love me. I don’t write now. I make lists in my current journal, but that only started as a way for me to practice writing in Eldridge’s code, so I’m not sure it counts. In the box under my bed there is one journal for every year, two some years, but I’ve had the same one for six years now and haven’t managed to fill it up. Maybe it’s because there’s so little I’m sure of these days.

I’ve been in Wiley City for six years as a resident. In four more, I’ll be pronounced citizen. For now, I’m nowhere. I live in Wiley but I’m legally still Ashtown’s, and neither has a claim on me that counts. It’s a space between worlds, no different from the star-lined darkness I stand in when I traverse. The darkness is worth it, because I know what waits on the other side.

 

Reasons I have died:

The emperor of the wasteland wanted to make an example of my mother, and started with me.

One of my mother’s boyfriends wanted to cover up what he did to me.

I was born addicted and my lungs didn’t develop.

I was born addicted and my brain didn’t develop.

I was left alone, and a stranger came along.

The runners came for a neighbor, and I was in the way.

The runners came for my mother, and I was in the way.

The runners came for my mother’s boyfriend, and I was in the way.

The runners came for no one, serving nothing at all but chaos and fear, and I was what they found.

Sometimes, I was just forgotten in the shed where she kept me while she worked or spun out, and in the length of her high and the heat of the sun I fell asleep alone and hungry and forever.

Reasons I have lived:

I don’t know, but there are eight.
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