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Foreword

	Past Worlds: Future Worlds

	by CD Damitio

	 

	In the midst of the pandemic, while mostly trapped within the four walls of my small Honolulu apartment, I discovered an obscure science fiction novel written in 1890 by William Morris, the socialist founder of the Arts and Crafts Movement. In News from Nowhere, Morris transports a socialist gentleman of his time and place to a future socialist utopia three-hundred-years in his future. 

	 

	The prose was dated and many of the concepts and ideas no longer made sense in the world we live in, but it occurred to me that Morris and I were, in a sense, living parallel lives more than a century apart. I also identify as a socialist (though a libertarian one). I also live in a capitalist society that seems to have taken a wrong turn (or many). I also live on an island. I also think about possible futures and love the vehicle of science fiction to explore them. 

	 

	Some of the ideas that Morris put forth—made perfect sense to me for a future utopia—even more than a century later. Some did not. I had ideas of my own.

	 

	“What if I were to use the same vehicle Morris created, but write a modern version of this story?” I thought. 

	 

	I would create my own characters, place it in my society instead of England (the island of Oahu in Hawaii), and update the language and some of the concepts—plus include some concepts and ideas that Morris had not. The idea was too good to ignore—and besides—I had time on my hands—like most of us did in 2020. 

	Notes from Nowhere was born. I went further than Morris had. I talked about the world and the other countries in it. I discussed the fate of my country, The United States and how North America had splintered. I touched on the political entities that had grown around the world—but all without leaving Hawaii. 

	 

	Readers enjoyed my book and when the opportunity came to publish it on the blockchain as a web3 book with the German blockchain publisher Creatokia, I jumped at the chance. We produced the audio book and released the chapters as NFTs. It was exciting to be working in web3 with a book about Hawaii set three centuries in the future. 

	 

	I wanted to explore more of the world I had created and what had come of the United States. In 2022, E.R. Donaldson put out a call for science fiction and fantasy stories about winter in an anthology called Mythic Winter. I queried with a story set in the Texican Nation—but co-existing with the Mutual Nation of Hawaii (three-centuries from now). 

	 

	Rather than satiating my desire to explore the future world—this just made me thirstier to do it. I now realized I couldn’t do it alone. I reached out to E.R and several other writers I was working with in web3 to see if they wanted to help define the future world. I recruited a total of ten writers who all pitched writing stories set in different regions but existing within the same world. For various reasons, some of them didn’t meet the deadline—but those who did—really nailed it. 

	 

	T Dylan Daniel—one of the founders of PageDAO wrote a story set in his native Texas; Rionna Morgan, a romance writer who once outsold Stephen King decided to bring magic and Ireland into play in the future; E.R. Donaldson, a noted science fiction author and gamer created a feudal technocracy in the Wolverine Isles, a wasteland existing on what was once his home state of Michigan; Aparna Merchant (Quanta), a fashion writer and designer based in India explored the concept of interdimensional beings attempting to live in the world of the future and to navigate their own path forward; Ameera Rashid, a Persian writer who had also taken part in Mythic Winter created a tale of power and energy set in the ‘Semi-Mutual Nations’ of what is today the Middle East. 

	 

	We’ve only begun scratching the surface of Future World. In this anthology you will find all those stories along with my Texican Nation story reprinted from Mythic Winter and a new story where my protagonist and his friends from that story journey to The Bear and Salmon Republic (what was once the West Coast of North America from Baja to Alaska.) 

	 

	We hope to eventually bring you the other stories that were queried for this volume, and we hope that these stories may inspire you to write your own stories set in our Future World. There is so much of it still to be explored from the Afronese nations to the sinister RSA and Russian dictatorships. 

	 

	I am honored to share this palette with all of these talented writers and visionaries—and with you!

	 

	- CD Damitio

	
	
[image: A large furry animal with mouth open  Description automatically generated]

	 


The Texican Blizzard of 2323

	by CD Damitio

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	It was colder than it should have been. That was the first thing that went through Charles Actor's mind when he stepped out the door of his one-bedroom cabin in Presidio, Texas. Sure, this was a mountain cabin—and it was November—but this was also Texas during the hottest year on record to date: 2023.

	He hadn't had his coffee yet, and it was a short trip back inside to grab a hoodie and a knit cap before coming back out onto his balcony to enjoy his morning cup—which still sat steaming on the wooden table right where he’d left it. There was an electric feeling about the air this morning. Though he wasn't excited about the task that lay ahead of him, his body tingled with anxiety, nonetheless. He had no idea why.

	He was going to have to take his truck into town, get grain for the horses, refill his propane tanks, and grab some groceries at the Y-Mart. None of that was what he was dreading.– 

	His lawyer had called the night before—the divorce papers had come through and he needed to stop by and sign them. It wasn't that he regretted the divorce—he and Margie had fallen out of love decades ago, and the divorce was only the finalization of a four-year separation that had been welcomed by both of them—the dread was something else. An actual divorce decree meant that he was cut loose, free, unmarried, unhindered, and unattached. While it was the same state he had been living in for nearly half a decade, the finality of signing the papers filled him with doubt, dread, and misgivings.

	Over the top of all that, though, was this electric feeling brought on by the brisk cold and the otherworldly glow he detected when he looked up at that sky.

	Finishing his coffee and morning chores, Charles unhitched his electric pickup truck from the charging tether and began the drive into town. As he began the trip, the familiar sense of his inner organs being jostled by the hard bumps of the road lulled him into a sense of comfort. Although the truck was not fully autonomous, it knew the road. He didn't need to pay much attention beyond braking and accelerating to make himself feel more comfortable. Ford had come a long way in just a few years, and he'd ordered the 2024 model early enough that he was able to be driving it even as 2023 wound down to a close.

	The sense of unease returned suddenly. It wasn't that something had gone wrong, or that his attention had been harshly gotten. Instead, it was the lack of bumps and jostles. In an instant, his truck was riding as smoothly as if he were floating on an airfoil over the water. There were literally no bumps, no bounces, no creaks, none of what he expected on this drive into town. Instead, it was the smoothest sailing he had ever experienced in any car. He double checked to make sure the truck was actually moving. It was. 

	Looking out the window, the trees looked larger. The sky looked bluer. The road looked whiter. That couldn't be right. He looked again. The road was as white as porcelain but a non-reflective white that glowed with a warmth that made the road obvious without causing him to need to squint.

	Charles decelerated and pulled the truck over. Something was wrong. It wasn't the truck, and it wasn’t the road. It had to be him. Maybe he was having an aneurism or a brain clot. Maybe he'd died or was in a coma. All he knew was that what he was seeing and feeling couldn't be reality. He’d driven this road the week before, and it had been nothing like this. Nothing like this.

	Stepping out of the truck, he walked around the back to the cliffside of the road. The gulch he loved so much was still there with its red, purple, and yellow clays and lines of stratigraphic complexity, but the bald mesas were no longer bald. Huge forests now covered the tops of the mesas—pine forests that had to be decades, maybe even centuries old. In the distance, the lonely gray-brown of the Chinati Mountains had disappeared. Instead, he saw green and white—emerald mountains capped with what looked like glaciers. 

	Charles shook his head violently in an effort to snap out of it. He pinched himself. None of it changed what was before him. Having no other plan, Charles got back in his pickup and drove toward the Presidio village—a town that, on a good day, had no more than five thousand residents (and that was only if you counted the five-hundred or so buried in the Boothill Cemetery). He decided to stop by the lawyer’s office before making a trip to the clinic to make sure he hadn't suffered a stroke. 

	The road and mountains never changed back. Nothing was familiar, but he knew the way to Presidio. He would be there before long. He just had to cross the gulch, go through the pass, and then straight down into the village.

	He was becoming comfortable with his new reality until he reached the top of the pass. There was a huge silver arch that stretched over the roadway—bigger than the St Louis Arch by at least double. Charles had grown up in St. Louis so he knew. This had to be at least 1200 feet. 

	The bases of the Arch also looked to be at least twice the size of the one in St. Louis. A fun fact that most people didn't know about the St. Louis Arch was that it was exactly as wide as it was tall. This arch seemed similar. Where it differed were the revolving glass doorways that led into the arch itself and the people streaming in and out. Charles could see glass elevators moving smoothly along the arch, presumably depositing passengers at offices or apartments. This Presidio Arch was far thicker than the St. Louis counterpart.

	Charles had been curious as to why he hadn't seen a single vehicle on his trip thus far, but that dry spell suddenly ended. Hundreds of vehicles were parked in the lots beside the arch. Rampways led beneath the ground, which indicated there were probably hundreds more parked underneath. This insight led to Charles noticing that the elevators on the arch continued on into the ground. He wondered if the arch was actually a half-submerged oval that continued all the way around. It was a ridiculous thought, but then again, what was he looking at? Was it more ridiculous than that?

	Charles pulled into the lot and parked his truck. The vehicles filling the lot were unlike anything he had ever seen. They were all curves, and the wheels were completely covered by the body. In fact, he couldn't see the wheels at all. There was a wide assortment of colors and shapes. Many of them appeared to be glowing. He wasn't in Presidio yet, but not stopping here was an impossibility. He had to figure out what was happening.

	He walked to the archway entrance, noting that everyone he passed seemed to be speaking a unique Spanish dialect that he'd never heard before. It was heavily infused with English sounding words and sounds, but he couldn't quite understand everything they were saying despite being fluent in both Spanish and English. Reaching the archway entrance, he was grateful to be able to read the sign over the revolving doors, which was written in classic Spanish:

	 

	"Bienvenidos al Distrito Ojinaga-Presidio del Mega-Complejo Chihuahua. Recordamos aquí, a los patriotas que dieron su vida por traer la libertad a la Nación Texican en el año 2050. El Arco de la OPC se completó para celebrar el centenario de la Independencia Texican el 13 de octubre de 2150."

	 

	The translation had to be wrong.

	 

	"Welcome to the Ojinaga-Presidio District of the Chihuahua Mega-Complex. We remember here, the patriots who gave their lives to bring freedom to the Texican Nation in the year 2050. The OPC Archway was completed to celebrate the centennial of Texican Independence on October 13, 2150."

	 

	Or maybe the translation was right. In any event, Charles had a pretty good suspicion that he wasn't going to get those divorce papers signed today.

	
Chapter 2

	 

	From the moment he stepped into the OPC archway, Charles knew for certain he was in another world. Or maybe not another world, but a future variation of his own world that was so significantly different from his normal and day-to-day existence that he might as well have stepped into another galaxy.

	Entering the arch, he had the distinct impression that the inside was considerably larger than the outside. An open space spread out before him with a wide metallic staircase leading into a hall of what seemed to be shopping mall sized proportions. There weren’t shops in the sense that he would have thought of them, but there was definitely a considerable amount of commerce taking place. 

	People were moving within the space, each of them trailed by small doglike baskets that floated obediently beside or behind them. Not doglike in the sense of shape or design, but more in the sense that each floating basket seemed to know its owner and followed them loyally. They were not uniform in size or shape, but close enough to each other in appearance that they were relatable as a class.

	Moving down the stairway, Charles had a sense that he was being observed—that someone or something was aware of him, focusing on his movements and actions. Turning, he found a softball sized object trailing him. It was light green in color, and when he reached for it, the top half vanished revealing a small basketlike interior. Moving his hand away, the top returned. He did this several times before deciding that maybe he was supposed to put something in it. He reached in his pocket and found a couple of coins. He dropped them in his ”basket,” and—much to his surprise—they fell right through, hitting the stairs and bouncing down to the base of the stairway.

	They were only pennies, so he decided not to chase them. But he did look around to see if anyone had noticed his experimentation. Laughter came from below him, and he turned to see a smiling and friendly face beaming up at him.

	“That’s a funny way to get rid of your ancient coins, Senor.” The young man attached to the smile strode up the stairs two at a time and held out the two pennies to Charles. “I assume you want these back; they’re a little too valuable to just be throwing away.”

	Charles laughed, “They’re just pennies, you can have them.”

	The young man’s eyes widened, and he shook his head “Oh, no Senor. My abua told me all about the expectations and dangers of accepting expensive gifts from oddly dressed strangers. I’m not selling you my soul today.” He held his hand out and Charles accepted the two pennies. Then, after dumping them in his pocket, he stuck out his hand. “I’m Charles Actor, what about you?”

	The young man’s skinny chest puffed with pride as he took Charles’ hand in his own and responded. “I am Benito Mousalini Gonzalez, and I’m at your service.” Benito was perhaps nineteen or twenty years old. He had strong white teeth and a smile that lit up the entire complex. He was skinny and wore a purple suit that immediately made Charles think of the Joker from Batman, but without any of the nefarious insanity for which that character was known. The name was a bit of a shock, but one which Charles decided would eventually be explained without his having to ask about it.

	“Why’d the coins fall through?” he motioned to what he had already started thinking of as a cart.

	Benito laughed. “You can’t put anything in it until you have made a purchase in the Arch.” 

	The simple explanation made sense to Charles, even though nothing else really did. He reached into his pocket “You said that these are worth a lot?” He held out a handful of coins towards Benito.

	Benito pulled the knit cap off his head and immediately covered Charle’s handful of coins. “Are you insane, Senor? Sure, no one will rob you here in the Arch, but you can’t stay in here forever. If you are going to flash that kind of wealth, there will be people waiting to take it from you as soon as you leave the regulated areas. But surely you must know this?” 

	Charles heard suspicion in the young man’s voice. Wrestling with whether to tell the truth or some other version of it, he decided that truth wasn’t even something he could determine at this point and opted instead to follow the tried-and-true method of his ancestors and youth. He would play the clueless bumpkin. No matter where or when he was now, one thing was sure: somewhere there were people who had the reputation of being backwards and country—because no matter what, this was still Texas.

	Putting on a thicker drawl than he needed, Charles lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper “Look, you obviously have figured out I’m not from around these parts.” Then, in barely a whisper, he added, “In fact, I’ve never been here before. This is the first time I’ve ever been in this kind of place.”—and then, just to confirm he was country—“I’m usually just taking care of the livestock.”

	Benito’s eyes widened. “You’re a cowboy!” 

	Charles gave an imperceptible nod, glad that the concept still existed. Then, making the kind of split-second decisions that Margie had never understood, he decided that the best thing he could do right now was to not only befriend, but recruit the boy as his helper.

	“Shh!” Charles said, creating the air of conspiracy. “It’s true. I’ve just come down from the ranch and I don’t have hide nor hair about how to do bo diddly ‘round here. If you’d be willing to help me figure things out, I’d be more than happy to make it worth your while.”

	Benito gave a strange half bow, half curtsy. The meaning was clear, but it was damn near the strangest gesture that Charles had ever seen from a young man who looked like he spent his life playing video games. “You are in luck, Senor. Not only do I speak English, but I’m also known as one of the best guides in the Texaco nation. I can lead you through the IRL and the OL worlds, help you meet the people you will need to know, take you deep into the blizzard, and teach you how to blend in as if you haven’t spent all your life sodomizing sheep up in the wide-open mountains.”

	Charles’s huge guffaw echoed through the interior of the archway mall. Numerous shoppers turned and looked at the pair, still standing at the edge of the wide stairway. It wasn’t that Charles had never heard that particular joke about country people, it was the matter-of-fact, nothing-strange-here-ma’am tone in which Benito had said it—the same way he had said his historically off-putting name.

	Benito looked confused. “Why are you laughing, Senor?” 

	Charles really didn’t see any way he could explain himself or ask Benito the origins of his colorful phrase without making things even more confusing. So, he asked the only question he knew would change the subject. “How much will you charge per day?”

	Benito looked thoughtful, took his knit hat off. He pointed at Charles’s open handful of coins, pointing at a bright zinc penny—a thing not even worth the cost of the zinc it was made from. “I’ll take one of those as full payment,” he said with boldness, belatedly adding “and if you are satisfied with my work, you can give me another at the completion.”

	Charles pulled the penny free of his pocket change and handed it to Benito. “Deal,” he said. 

	Benito immediately pocketed the coin and then spit in his hand before offering it to Charles, who deferred. “I’ll just take your word for it,” Charles said. Benito didn’t seem offended and wiped his hand on his trousers before getting down to business.

	“First, we’re going to exchange some of your coin collection for an Oil Dollar Credit card. Then we’re going to get you some clothes that will blend in a little better. And then, Senor… then you are going to buy me lunch.”

	Charles wasn’t sure what all of that meant, but he understood enough to tell Benito “Lead the way, amigo.” Benito didn’t hold back, and grabbed Charles by the hand, leading him down the steps and through a series of open galleries that had tall, windowed shops on either side.

	
Chapter 3

	 

	Lunch was something that should have been familiar but wasn’t. On the surface it was classic Tex-Mex cuisine, but there were undercurrents of rich Central and South American flavors that reached Charles' nose before he saw the food which somehow changed the texture, color, and mental description of the food before he was able to try it. Having no frame of reference to attach it to, Charles decided that ‘Texican’ was a perfect name for it. The food was delicious with rich chocolate, fruit, and seafood aspects—while still being spicy with cinnamon, chili, and citrus as he was used to.

	Benito was a lot sharper than he at first appeared. He had a thirsty intellect which probed each statement Charles made in a way that quickly made it apparent to both of them that there was a truth neither of them was willing to breach. For his part, Charles found himself warming up to his guide, and despite the age difference, he found himself (much to his own surprise) thinking less of Benito as a boy, and more as an equal. There was a youthful silliness to Benito that screamed a childhood not long past, but his quick wit and ability to put together pieces that were anything but obvious shattered any illusion of him being anything other than brilliant—and contrastingly—somewhat cynical.

	“Senor, let’s cut the sheepshit,” Benito said. “I know, and you know, that you are a stranger in our strange land. Much like the famous astronaut from Mars, let us just say that I have grokked your dilemma. You do not need to worry, my friend. I am neither police, nor a Texican loyalist who will spill the guacamole on his neighbors for a few credits. As long as you don’t intend to kill people, you may speak honestly to me.”

	Charles looked at his new friend with profound respect. The fact that Benito had put all this together on the fly, and that he was able to so eloquently express his proposal, was stunning. But more so was the fact that Benito finished his speech and directly began tucking into a gargantuan seafood taco while motioning to Charles that he should explain himself.

	Charles considered the possible consequences and then mentally just said, ”Fuck it.”

	“When I went to sleep last night, it was 2023. The planet was in the midst of eradicating humanity with global warming. The state I live in, Texas, was a part of the United States of America, and was not only suffering from a serious drought, but also on the verge of declaring itself independent. People were starting to call for ‘the second American revolution.’ 

	“I woke up this morning and was going to drive into town to sign divorce papers, but instead I seem to have driven three hundred years into the future. Right now, despite the pleasant company and great food, I’m torn between thinking that I’ve lost my mind or believing that the world has ended, and I’m in some sort of bizarre psychedelic afterlife.” Charles waited for laughter, or for Benito to call him a liar. Neither happened.

	Benito simply nodded and continued chewing. Charles waited. Finally swallowing the last of his huge bite, Benito said “That’s fucked up. I think you’re going to have to meet my Uncle Rodrigo. He’s the head of the Chihuahua Historical Foundation’s archives in the Mega-Complex city of Chihuahua, co-capital of the Texican Nation. He’s a pretty big deal in quantum circles, and he might be able to help you figure out how to get back to your own time.”

	In a cartoon, Charles’ jaw would most certainly have been on the floor. He was, for lack of a better word, flabbergasted. Not only had Benito seemingly believed every word he’d said, but more amazingly, he didn’t seem shocked at all. Or maybe there was something else going on. Maybe Benito was simply calling bullshit by creating more bullshit on what he thought was a bullshit—er…sheepshit—story.

	“You believe me?” Charles asked.

	Benito nodded. “It’s a pretty crazy story; and normally, Amigo, I would just take your money and leave you to your delusions. But, the truth is, your loco clothes, the funny English you speak, that pocketful of priceless antique money you don’t seem to know the value of, and a few other things—they all had me thinking that there was something like this happening already. So, si, I believe you.”

	“Have you ever heard of anything like this happening before?” Charles found it very hard to believe that Benito could have just accepted his story without a single doubt unless there was something that made it sound familiar.

	“I’m a reader, Senor. I’ve read many of the classics—even the forbidden books—so I’m not afraid of new ideas or ways of looking at the world around me. But please, be careful. Most Texicans aren’t as ‘futurista’ as I am, so I wouldn’t tell your story to just anyone.”

	Lunch finished, and Benito declared that they should start the journey to the Chihuahua City Complex.

	“Should I drive?” Charles asked.

	“Not unless you want to answer a lot of unnecessary questions,” Benito told him. Charles had told him about his truck, which was parked in Archway lot. “Your vehicle will be here if we come back, but for now we’ll take the longivater.”

	“Longivater?” Charles raised his eyebrows.

	“I’ll show you. ¡Ándele!”

	The longivater was exactly what the compound word described: part elevator and part subway, moving longitudinal. Essentially an entire underground system of horizontal elevators where, instead of selecting the floor, you selected the destination.

	“The first longivaters were built in your Texas by the cyborg crypto-industrialist robber-baron E. Longmunsk,” Benito told him.

	“You mean Elon Musk,” Charles said gently.

	“No Senor, I don’t know who that is. In school we learned about E. Longmunsk. He was one of the first cyborgs. He created himself with neurolink tethered to starlink solar power minters. I think he began around your time. E. Longmunsk gave us much of the infrastructure we needed for independence. He’s a great hero to many here, but honestly, I’m in the camp that thinks it’s time for someone to unplug him.”

	“He’s still alive?” Charles was shocked.

	“Si, of course. He will live forever; and honestly, even unplugging him now wouldn’t work. I’ve been told that he is getting constantly charged by wireless DC solar power transmitted on beta waves from his satellites. He has fail-safes. We’re just lucky he doesn’t want to kill us all, yet.”

	The time passed quickly with many such conversations. The history of the Texaco Nation was fascinating and beyond Charles’ wildest imaginings. They arrived at the Chihuahua City Complex with a sudden ”ding!”. The longivater doors opened to the chaotic world of a mega-city national transit station. Benito grabbed Charles by the shoulder and led him through crowded causeways, up rapid moving escalators, and finally out into the blurry white of daylight.

	Blurry white because snow and wind were beating those who exposed themselves to the weather. It was a fierce winter blizzard, the kind that Charles would have expected in Montana but not in the middle of the Sonoran Desert. Benito had insisted that he buy full cold weather gear which had felt ridiculous to Charles but now seemed almost like under-preparation. Benito pulled him across an atmospheric avalanche of a street to another transit station. This one seemed more like a city terminal rather than an intercity station like the one they had just left.

	Still gasping from the sheer power of the weather, Charles sputtered “That weather, is it some sort of a disaster?”

	Benito looked at him with a questioning expression then cracked a mischievous smile. “Oh, it’s a pretty nice day today. If you are here for a while, maybe I’ll take you into the blizzard.”

	A short longivater ride brought them to the government research complex. Using his watch, Benito asked his uncle, Dr. Rodrigo Rodriguez to come escort them to his lab. Dr. Rodrigo Rodriguez, or “Drodrod,” as he introduced himself, was cadaver thin and as tall as an NBA forward. There was an almost alien presence to him that was quickly belied by his warm smile and friendly continence. He wore a long, loose white lab coat and had a crown of shockingly white hair that, despite his tan complexion, immediately made Charles think of both Doc from Back to the Future and Albert Einstein. His lab was like something between a doctor’s office and a university classroom that focused on both anatomy and physics.

	Benito matter-of-factly explained Charles' situation and once again, Charles was shocked that the story was so easily accepted. Drodrod saw the amazement in Charles' face and gave him an explanation.

	“You are not the first person to arrive here from another time. As far as we know there have been five confirmed temporal travelers in the Texaco Nation and probably more that we don’t know of. I’ve also heard stories of time travelers arriving in the RSA and the Mutual Nations, but I’ve not been able to confirm those for obvious political reasons. The main function of my institute is to determine how, why, and who the time travelers are. Most of the people you would come across have no idea that such things exist. You are lucky in that my nephew, despite having the makings of a brilliant temporal scientist, has chosen to be more of an ‘anthrolosopher’ than anything else.”

	“Anthrolosopher?” Charles had learned not to question the new vocabulary he was encountering, but this word defied explanation in the current context.

	“The people who study people, and what and how those people think about reality,” Benito chimed in from where he was essentially playing with a skeleton in the corner.

	“Yes,” Drodrod said disapprovingly. “He could be helping us solve the problems of time, but instead he is focused on the problems of human thought.” 

	Benito was using the skeleton’s hand to pat himself on the head “I’m proud of you even if no one else understands what you are doing,” he voiced for the skeleton. Shifting voices, Benito said, “Gracias, Tio Escalito. That’s why you are my favorite uncle.”

	
Chapter 4

	 

	Drodrod was enthusiastic about helping Charles find a way home from the future. Charles, on the other hand, was in no hurry to go back to his often-lonely life. No one asked him, however. Instead, Benito and Drodrod began discussing what it would take to make the process happen.

	“There are high temporal readings that come out of the glaciers in the Sierra Madre to the west,” Drodrod mused. “It seems likely that heading into the mountains would give us a better opportunity to get you home.”

	“It won’t matter a bit,” Benito said, “If we don’t have a way to tap into them and utilize the forces of time to sort of ‘eject’ you back into your own time.” 

	Charles didn’t like the sound of that at all. Being ejected with some sort of experimental device into an unknown timestream in glacial mountains that used to be desert mountains didn’t sound like the kind of thing he wanted to do at all.

	“Hold on,” Charles stopped the two of them. “I need a little bit of information to make sense of all of this. First of all, why is it so damn cold here? Second, I’d like to know a little about the other ‘time travelers’”—He made the air quotes with his hand as he said this—“and what they did, where they went, and what happened to them.”

	“We’re going to need help to explain all of that,” Drodrod said to him. “Benito, go to the library and bring back Maria.” 

	Charles didn’t have the sense that Drodrod was talking about a person when he said, “Maria.” It sounded more like a thing than a person, for some reason. “Maria?” he asked.

	Benito had a huge grin on his face. “M.A.R.I.A.,” he said, spelling out the letters. “Marveloso Androida Rapido Investigación Asistante. She is going to blow your mind, Senor.” Benito got up from the table they were sitting at and left the lab. Drodrod had his face buried in a book aptly titled, “Viaje en el Tiempo”.

	Looking up from the book, Drodrod said “The main thing is, we have to keep you out of the hands of both the government and the cartels. That never ends well. They will either dissect you or make you disappear. Not the help that you want.”

	“Aren’t you part of the government?” Charles asked.

	Drodrod laughed. “Me? No. I mean: yes, they found my lab, and they provide the space for me to work; but secretly, they laugh about my life’s work. They find it funny that anyone would spend decades only to discover how to move only three minutes back-or-forth in time. Once they realized that the practical limitations of my work were all but useless to them, they quickly shuffled me here to become irrelevant.”

	“Hold on,” Charles said “You made time travel work? You did it?”

	Drodrod set the book down and laughed. “No Senor: you made it work. You jumped three hundred years into the future. I am only able to reset five minutes, which takes two years to prepare for and costs more than the annual budget of the entire Chihuahua State. My work, while interesting and proving some theoretical ideas, has no practical use to the government. Still, they want to make sure that no one else has an opportunity to use it.”

	Charles silently began to process that information as Benito returned. Actually, Charles hardly noticed that Benito had returned, because the creature with him was so astoundingly beautiful that he couldn’t take his eyes off of her. 

	She was a little over five feet tall, had a perfect hourglass shape—accentuated by a tight-fitting blue calf length skirt and a blood red blouse that hugged her body in a way that Charles could only imagine himself doing. Her skin was a dark olive tone, and her eyes were that glowing senorita black that men had fought wars over. Those eyes took in Charles as she and Benito walked to the table.

	“You’re drooling, my friend,” Benito said, drawing Charles’ attention away from the beautiful woman in front of him. Charles felt himself blushing, but Benito continued. “I’d like to introduce you to M.A.R.I.A. I’m guessing she isn’t quite what you were expecting.”

	Charles stood up, confused. She didn’t look anything like a machine. Even the amused half-smile that appeared on her perfectly pouty red lips looked genuine. She reached up and brushed her jet-black hair behind her ear before holding out her hand.

	“As hard as it might be for you to believe,” she said in a raspy voice that carried the dulcet tones of a native Spanish speaker, “I am equally fascinated to meet you, Sir.”

	Charles took her hand. It felt as human as the rest of her seemed. “I’m sorry,” he sputtered, “but this is a joke, no? You are obviously not a machine.”

	She laughed. “The joke is on me because, thankfully, I am indeed a machine, but one that is merged biologically with this body. I am an android: the first, and certainly the most advanced.” Her hands made an up and down motion that all but invited Charles to do what he was already doing: check her out in depth. 

	He still couldn’t believe it, but the bold way she said it gave him little choice. “Please explain. I am far out of my depth here.”

	“My cognitive functions are controlled by a titanium grade quantum processor, and my memory stacks—both hard and soft—are immutable processors of cellular based nanobanks. My physical structure is built on a biological model that allows each of my ‘cells’ to actually be a decentralized memory vault, which contains my entire history as well as the accumulated knowledge and learning of humanity—at least, all that has been shared with the Texican Nation. My endoskeleton is made of carbon nanite fibers, and I am powered by a combination of micro-cellular nuclear fission and a 10,000-year battery created by E. Longmunsk about thirty years ago. I am not indestructible, but close enough that I estimate that I still have 9,970 years until my major motor functions begin to degrade.”

	Her explanation took a little bit of the disbelief out of Charles’ awareness. Benito was still wearing that big smile. “She can catch you up on whatever you need to know, Senor.”

	Drodrod stood up. “I’m never going to figure this out if you all keep chitter-chatting. I’ll be in my office.” He stood with his book and stalked away, seemingly annoyed and offended at nothing in particular, but also obviously deeply immersed in his mission.

	“I’d better go help him,” Benito said before following. “Have fun getting to know each other, you two.”

	Maria (he couldn’t think of her with the acronym) sat down across from him. “What do you want to know?” she asked.

	“Why is it so cold?” he asked. “What happened to global warming? What happened to the United States of America? Have there been other travelers from my time who arrived here? How do I get back to my time? What are the consequences of not going back? And is E. Longmunsk the same as the Elon Musk from my time?” The questions all spilled out at once.

	She laughed melodiously. “Slow down, Cowboy. Let’s address these one at a time.” 

	Part of Charles was still convinced this was some grand joke, and she was a real woman. Wait, that was wrong. Obviously, she was a real woman, even if she were M.A.R.I.A. and not Maria. He recognized his own human 21st century bias and patted himself on the back for it. You didn’t have to be ”woke” to be open minded.

	 


Chapter 5

	 

	Over the next two hours, Maria answered Charles’ many questions. He learned that the world he was in now was intimately connected and born from his world, but that it had gone in directions that few—if any—had seen coming. 

	His assumption that the Texican Nation was born from Texas seceding from the United States was completely incorrect. Instead, Texas had been part of a ‘reorganization’ of the United States into the RSA: the Republican States of America. It had been the Northeast and West Coast states that had actually broken away in 2031. By 2050, Texas—having many common bonds with Mexico and Latin America—was no longer ideologically connected with the RSA and split off, merging with Mexico and the Central American nations.

	North America which had been dominated by the USA, Canada, and Mexico—was now made up of the Texican Nation, the RSA, the Bear and Salmon Republic (BSR)—which was essentially a thin Pacific Coast country that stretched from Baja California to Alaska—and the Maritime Alliance–which was comprised of the former New England and Great Lakes states, along with the Great Lakes and Atlantic Seaboard provinces of Canada. In addition, there were the Pacific and Caribbean Mutual Nations, which seemed to be two conglomerate nations made up of former tropical island and peninsular countries.

	Maria explained that the RSA was primarily interested in farming, fishing, resource extraction, and manufacturing building and ”defense” materials. The BSR was dominated by high tech entertainment, and what she called ”off world industries”. The Maritime Alliance was known for transportation, financial services, and heavy equipment manufacturing. Like Germany, divided by the Soviet and American blocks, the Maritime Alliance and the RSA had no formal recognition of one another and had developed different variations of the same industries. 

	Charles didn’t learn much about the Mutual States. Maria said that they were secretive and private by nature, being islanders. As for the Texican Nation, it had emerged—not surprisingly—as an energy giant as well as a high-tech innovator. The Texican Nation seemed to have it all and when Maria described it, she likened it to 20th Century Switzerland as it was considered “neutral” territory, and the other big three seemed to have far from pleasant relations with one another. The Texican Nation now also had one of the most livable climates in North America, despite also being host to “the Blizzard.”

	“Was there war?” Charles asked her.

	“The suitcase nukes that allowed the RSA to define its borders should have been the end of it,” Maria said, “but there have been some skirmishes since then that have pushed borders around a little bit. When the Russians tried to run the same playbook as the RSA and detonated their own suitcase nukes in the UK and Seoul around 2060, that was when the critical mass of what you call ‘climate change’ reversed and our ‘new little ice age’ began right here in the great Texican Nation. The Blizzard started around 2171 and hasn’t let up since.”

	Charles wanted to ask more questions about the Blizzard, the suitcase nukes, and the international order—but he couldn’t decide which question to ask. Besides which, he couldn’t stop noticing how attractive Maria was, no matter how hard he tried.

	Forgetting that she was an android, he asked, “Where did you learn to speak American English so well?”

	She laughed merrily. “My skin cells were programmed with all known languages and dialects in the Yucatan labs where I was created.” She looked at him probingly, as if she knew the discomfort she was causing him with the answer, before saying. “Actually, when I don’t have anything else to do, I like watching twentieth century TV shows. I’m a little embarrassed about it, but my favorite is Friends. Have you ever seen it?”

	Charles realized that whoever had created Maria had absolutely nailed the charming mystique of the female persona. But, then again, maybe she had created that herself. Or, then again, maybe it was just something she was born with. Charles would have been happy to continue the conversation with her for… well… forever, but it was not to be. Benito and Drodrod burst out of Drodrod’s office.

	“We’ve got bad news and more bad news,” Benito said.

	Even though he wanted to tell the lad that it wasn’t supposed to be presented like that, Charles bit his tongue. Instead, he said “Well, let’s have the least bad, bad news.”

	“A nationwide bulletin has been issued for your arrest because they found your truck at the arch. They’ve released footage of you, and me, claiming that you are an RSA terrorist that needs to be apprehended, dead or alive. It’s likely that, if we don’t leave in the next fifteen minutes, agents will be here, and we won’t be able to escape.”

	Charles had a hard time believing that was the better of the bad news. It seemed like things couldn’t get much worse. “Well, how do you top that? What’s the worst bad news?”

	Drodrod jumped in now. “To send you back in time, we are going to have to go so deep into the Blizzard that it is almost certainly a death sentence.”

	“Why?” both Charles and Maria blurted it out at the same time. Charles was unable to comprehend why they should march to their deaths. As for M.A.R.I.A., she was simply the most curious intelligent lifeform on the planet—so asking “Why?” was surely in her nature.

	Drodrod took a breath. “My research has been pointing this way for a while, but it seems like E. Longmunsk is either responsible for—or has the answers we need, to figure out—why you and the other time travelers keep jumping, and according to the sources who keep track of him, he disappeared into the most dangerous part of the Blizzard almost two weeks ago.”

	Maria turned and walked away saying, “I’ll get supplies ready. Meet me at the helitruck on the roof in five minutes. You’d all better start heading there, or I’ll be tempted to leave without you.” 

	Benito tossed Charles his bag, and Drodrod began pulling power cords and memory cartridges out of the walls. “There’s no reason why we should let them hear the recordings of these conversations,” Drodrod explained.

	Charles felt glad the lawyers had asked him to come to town to sign those papers.

	
Chapter 6

	 

	By the time that Charles, Benito, and Drodrod made it to the rooftop, Maria had already assembled a comprehensive selection of gear and equipment and was busily loading it into the rear cargo hatch of the helitruck. Charles was equally dumbfounded by the large pallets of what looked like mountain survival gear, along with several boxes marked “explosives,” and the effortless way that Maria picked them up and stowed them in the vehicle.

	As for the vehicle itself, it looked like a futuristic moon rover, and there was nothing about it that indicated “heli.” Charles would have thought they were going to drive it away, except there was no place for it to drive to from the high rooftop they were perched on. The longivaters functioned as elevators when they needed to, and the one from the lab had brought them to a height that was far above where the storm raged below.

	Blue skies paved with a lawn of white and gray storm clouds were broken up by the pillar-like tops of dozens of huge buildings. In the distance, the glacier covered mountains shone like a city of heaven. To a certain extent, it felt like they might be able to drive the helitruck across the surface of the clouds to get there. 

	Maria emptied the contents of a pallet that must have weighed six-hundred pounds into the trunk before slamming the lid down. Turning to the three men who had emerged on the roof she smiled in a genuine way. “What are you pendejos waiting for?” she yelled. “Get in.”

	The doors of the helitruck opened, and they all moved rapidly to climb in. When Benito and Drodrod both got in the back seat and Maria had jumped in what Charles would have thought of as the ”shotgun” position, he was left with no choice but to get in the driver’s seat. 

	There didn’t seem to be any controls. The doors slammed shut, and the sound of hydraulics activating drowned out any questions he may have been thinking of asking before he could even formulate them.

	Looking up, Charles realized that the entire cab of the “truck” had become transparent, and he could see four arms telegraphing outward from the corners of the roof. Reaching what he estimated to be a distance of about ten feet, the telegraphing poles made a right angle turn and drove upward for a couple of feet before making another right angle turn and driving themselves outward in what looked like another ten feet. Then, the final extension somehow began spinning. Now he saw the “heli” of the “truck,” but without understanding the mechanical engineering or physics that made it possible.

	The hydraulic noises died as the high-pitched buzz of the rotors spinning picked up in intensity. Suddenly, the noise stopped, though the motion continued.

	“What happened?” Charles asked. “Is it broken?” The state of urgency and panic he found himself in was not something he was familiar or comfortable with. He felt the helitruck begin to lift off.

	Benito put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay, Amigo. The noise suppressors kicked in when the rotors powered up. You don’t need to worry. Maria is the best pilot in the Texican nation.”

	Charles looked next to him where Maria was smiling and fiddling with her nails. She didn’t look like she was flying a complicated air machine. Sensing his attention, she turned to him and pointed to her temple. “It’s all in your head, my dear. The controls are synaptically connected to the pilot. Once we’re under way, I can show you how it works.” As they gained altitude, Charles looked down and saw swat-style armor-clad men streaming onto the rooftop. None of them had looked up yet.

	“Uh, guys,” Charles said. “It looks like the feds have showed up.” He didn’t know what to call them, but they all seemed to understand the term well enough.

	“Tio,” Benito said. “Please tell me that you took the inhibitor off of Maria before we showed up.”

	Drodrod laughed “I took the inhibitor off Maria two years ago. She’s been a free sentient living in a gilded cage for a while now. Those hijos de puta think that they are better than her, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to let the most advanced being on the planet be captive to a power-mad regime that runs on machismo.”

	The helitruck was moving away from the buildings so rapidly that Charles wasn’t able to make out the officers as they began firing at them. The sound of bullets hitting the truck cab were like raindrops hitting a tin roof during an autumn storm.

	“I didn’t think they’d actually fire on us,” Drodrod said with amusement, thus confirming that the sound Charles wasn’t a gentle storm. “Maybe they actually think you are an RSA agent.”

	“It doesn’t matter,” Maria said to Charles in a reassuring tone. “I coated the truck with Bullet-ex™ last week. It might as well be bugs getting smushed on our windscreen.” She laughed, and Charles tried to put away the cognitive dissonance he felt from revelation after revelation of all that was seemingly impossible.

	“Will they come after us?” Charles asked.

	“It will take them some time to put together an expedition that can go into the Blizzard,” Benito said. “In fact, I’m very surprised that we were able to get things ready as fast as we did. One might even suspect that a similar mission had already been planned.”

	“Alright, fine.” Drodrod burst out. “Maria and I were already planning an expedition to find E. Longmunsk, but that doesn’t change the fact that he’s the only one who can answer any of our questions.”

	The two moved into a heated dialogue in Texican Spanish. Charles was too emotionally exhausted to even attempt to follow. In fact, he was surprised to find himself drifting into sleep. His eyelids were like barbell-weighted sunshades that insisted on coming down despite the many questions he wanted answers to. As he felt his consciousness descending into the sleep of the drained, he also felt a hand reaching out and grabbing his, providing an unexpected warmth and comfort that was exactly what he needed to achieve genuine rest.

	The helitruck flew westward towards the shining glacial peaks. Above the storm raging below it was a perfect day in a perfect world in a perfect cosmos. Down below, however, forces were moving, other storms were building up strength, and a recipe that could very well mean the end of this world was being put together and executed by exactly the person who had told so many that he would be the savior of it.

	
Chapter 7

	 

	The gentle white noise of the helitruck, and the confident but soft grip of Maria’s hand, put Charles into a comfortable sleeping state that should have been impossible. Yes, it had been one hell of an eventful day. Also, he hadn’t slept that well last night—now three hundred years ago. But the fact that he was now a wanted fugitive time traveler flying over a nuclear holocaust born climate disaster blizzard in a space-truck-helicopter while holding hands with the most intelligent consciousness the universe had possibly ever known. All of that should have given him more energy. 

	It didn’t though. Instead, he fell into a deep REM sleep for at least an hour. It was only when alarm klaxons began sounding that he woke up.

	Charles had never been one to wake up in a panic, and he had stayed true to that this time. Instead, he opened his eyes, looked to his left where Maria was seemingly zoning out but was actually working desperately with her mind control mechanisms to keep the helitruck from falling straight down into the blizzard. Flashing red lights made the moment that much more cinematic as Charles turned to see what Benito and Drodrod were doing. Confined, as they all were, in the cockpit of a flying truck, there really wasn’t much any of them could do.

	Benito caught his eye and nodded reassuringly.

	Charles had no idea what that meant.

	“Hey, would you mind telling me what is happening?” Charles finally managed to shout back at the pair in the backseat. The noise of the klaxon was loud, but the cockpit also no longer blocked out the noise of the rotors. In fact, cold air was quickly replacing the comfortable climate-controlled air Charles had been sleeping in.

	Benito shouted back to him. “The government took a hard line and fired several surface-to-air missiles at us. Maria managed to evade all of them, but they detonated a treble cluster close enough to us to knock the rotors out of alignment. We’re either going to crash, or they’ll have another one here soon to finish the job.”

	Once again, Charles was amazed with the stoic and careless way Benito had of delivering terrible news. Despite the dire circumstances, Charles felt a grin on his face that definitely shouldn’t have been there. Benito grinned back.
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