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  It was a cool, crisp spring morning.  Annia had just gotten out of bed.  Not that she’d 

slept much – the anticipation had kept her tossing and turning most of the night.  She quickly 

rushed through her morning routine – shower, hair, makeup, clothes – to get downstairs and snap 

the tv on.  They were showing the local morning news, and she flitted around the small kitchen 

nook of her apartment, listening half-heartedly. 

 It was Draft Day, the day she and the rest of the Prospectives had been waiting for.  

Together with about thirty other ladies from various preparatory colleges across the galactic arc, 

she’d been living in this dormitory the past three months, practicing and hoping.  Some prayed, 

too, but that just wasn’t for Annia – too much uncertainty in that.  She liked things she could 

control. 

 Like yesterday – at the afternoon combine workout.  There had been seven scouts there, 

from the Rayders and SparkNet and Epsilon 3*, among the rest, watching them go through their 

paces.  Drills, sprints, defense, play-calling, quick learning, decision-making, leadership.  

Leadership – that was really in vogue these days.  She’d performed admirably, she knew, driving 

her squad through wormholes and across hyperspace, only to pop out on the other side of the 

field with the plutch in tow, ready to score before the other squads knew what hit them.  That 

was the important thing – thinking three steps ahead of your opposing captain, anticipating their 

reactions to what they thought you planned so you could outmaneuver before they did. 

 A few times, Annia had met up with stiff competition.  Kaylene, for one, had given her 

fits the first six minutes of their scrimmage a few weeks ago.  They’d been down ☼☼ to ♦  

before they knew what hit them, and it wasn’t until almost halfway through the second period 

that she’d been able to figure out that Kaylene was a sucker for Planck and patterns.  Every third, 

then fifth, then fourth move she took her team, dropped down small, and popped back up exactly 

3/5 of the field away, to the northeast.  Once Annia saw the pattern, it was relatively simple to 

predict when they’d hit the smallness, and where they’d come back up.  Annia took a time out 

and explained what was going on to her squad. 

 “Listen,” she’d said, “I’ve got her figured out.  They’re following a pattern.”  She looked 

around at the other girls.  They leaned on shoulders, heads hanging down, scowls covering their 

faces along with the extra fluzz that marked the boundaries and always drifted up from the 

surface of the water.  “Follow my lead, we’ll get them in about three plays.”  They broke the 

huddle with nobody confident in her, but three plays later, a few seconds before Kaylene 
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disappeared again, Annia shouted, “To me, Farstriders!  To me!” and they rallied, she took them 

to Planck length, transversed the distance in a microsecond, popped out of the miniature foam 

world, and were waiting when Kaylene and her team showed up an instant later, surprise 

covering their faces.  Annia’s forwards took the ball and they quickly marched through the 

playspace, scoring on the disoriented opponents easily and often afterwards. 

 Annia had leadership.  She knew it – she could see the game, see the field, learned things 

quickly.  Even better, she had Leadership.  That quality everyone seemed to be talking about – 

that ability to get people to do what they needed to do, even when they didn’t want to or couldn’t 

think about it themselves.  She had Leadership, just like she had Poise, Finesse, Skill, Fitness.  

She knew all these things – she knew them, she lived them, she breathed them. 

 A chime at her door shook her out of the reverie.  “That’ll be Jack,” she thought.  Her 

agent – her friend, her confidant, the one who would soon be seated next to her in that big 

ballroom, surrounding her and her friends (and competitors!) with excitement, anticipation, and 

the promise of fat salaries.  She opened the door and saw Jack there, all right.  He was wearing a 

Suit.  He looked distracted. 

 “Everything all right?” she asked.  He looked up, and the concern was evident on his 

face.  Never one to smile at odd times, Jack at least always looked pleasant.  He was short, 

shorter than her meter ninety-five, but thick and strong.  He looked like he came from 

somewhere offworld, but she’d never asked.  Theirs was a business relationship, of course, and 

what he wasn’t offering, she wasn’t mining for.  But today he had on a look that was more scowl 

than anything else – pinched lips, furrowed brow, hunched shoulders. 

 “Ah, well, ah-“ Jack began, then stopped.  He put on a face smile, stuck out an elbow for 

her, and jerked a thumb at the waiting cab.  “I’ve got some news for you.  I’ll tell you later.” 

 The cab ride to the Perseus Theater was uneventful – Annia was nervous, Jack always 

quiet, so they simply rode and watched.  That was okay with her – she always like watching the 

city go by.  Though confined population groups of 25 million people can hardly be called simply 

a city.  She had often thought that Celsin needed a different title – something more imperial, 

befitting its central importance in this sector of the galaxy.  Not just a city – a homeplace, 

perhaps?  Or province?  Maybe a potentate.  That had a nice ring to it.  She said it out loud – 

“The Potentate of Celsin”, Jack turned to look at her. 
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 “What?”  He looked calmer, back to his old self again. 

 “Nevermind,” she shrugged, and patted him on the shoulder.  She realized he would be 

just fine.  His distraction earlier must just have been nerves. 

* 

 The Grand Ballroom was decorated to fit its name.  The ceiling was a full ten meters 

above them, hung with lavender-crystal chandeliers, a simple commodity on a half-dozen other 

planets around but priceless on this one because of their rarity.  The huge space was at least a 

hundred meters wide, and twice as long.  The expansive walls were hung with tapestries twice as 

long as she was tall, in staggered rows all along the sides, making a quaint checkerboard pattern.  

It reminded her of the Farstrider pitch – here’s in play, there’s out, right next to it is in again.  

Round tables were spread out all around, not too high and not too low, set with golden place 

settings (vice versa to the lavender chandeliers – they were cheap but looked really fancy 

anyway) and half-filled with chilled hors d’oeuvres waiting for them and everyone else.  The 

lights were dimmed, creating a quiet, yet anticipatory atmosphere.  At the other end of the room 

she could see the stage, brightly lit, with dozens of camera crews setting up microphones and 

vidcaptures, the excellence of their workmanship evident in the miniscule size.  She guess that at 

least thirty cameras were trained on the stage, and all of them took up less space than a dinner 

plate. 

 There were already a few hundred people in the room.  Annia recognized some of the 

girls from her Training Regimen, and saw a couple of agents who had first tried to get her to sign 

with them before Jack.  She waved around, smiled a lot, and followed Jack as he worked the 

room.  Eventually they reached their table, about a third of the way back from the stage.  This is 

good, she thought to herself.  Somewhat close, but not so much so that it looks like I planned to 

be the Number One draft. 

 Because of course she didn’t – of course not.  At least, that’s what she out loud said when 

anyone asked – she didn’t expect to be first draft, there were so many other talented ladies out 

there ready to go, she was just hoping to find a place that she could fit in and contribute 

immediately, she would be a team player, and all that.  But inside, she knew.  She could feel it in 

her bones – she would be the Number One draft pick, and it would be all smooth from there. 

 They sampled the hors d’oeuvres, drank a small toast, and settled in to listen to some of 

the preliminary speeches.  In between she and Jack chatted with the other attendees at their table, 
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had another toast, and ate their main dishes, served excellently and precisely by the 

accomplished staff. 

 Finally, the draft was about to begin.  The Commissioner had gotten up to start her 

ceremonial pronouncement, when Jack leaned over to her and whispered in her ear.  “Annia, 

we’ve got to talk.” 

 She squinted back at him, and whispered, more harshly than she intended, “Now?  But 

the draft is about to start.” 

 He nodded.  “I know.  It’s about that.  Let’s step outside for a minute.” 

 Confused, she reluctantly stood up and started making her way through the tables.  In the 

time it took for them to reach an exit, the Commissioner had announced that the Columbia Churn 

were on the clock, and they had fifteen minutes to make their pick.  Frustrated that she might be 

out of the room when her name was called (Columbia had sent a full contingent of three scouts 

to the practice squad last week, and her interview with them had gone swimmingly, and she so 

did want to live in a zero-G colony, and there were so many opportunities with a team that had so 

much raw talent and a new coach and at least three picks in the first round, and they had 

intimated that should she be chosen, she might also have influence on future picks, to help round 

out the squad), she grasped Jack’s elbow and spun him around, making his Suit lapels fly open as 

he turned. 

 “What’s going on?” she demanded.  She stared down at him, glowering.  “We’re missing 

the draft!”  She could hear the murmurs and general anticipation coming from the room behind 

them, and it bugged her not to be there – to be part of that building excitement. 

 Jack looked worried again.  “I’m sorry, Annia,” he began.  “It’s never easy to do this.”  

He stopped, put his hands on his hips, and straightened.  Must be bad news, she thought.  He 

continued in an uninflected voice that she knew was coming from the businessman side of him.  

“You’re not going to be drafted today.  It’s not going to happen.” 

 Stunned, Annia couldn’t do anything for at least a few seconds.  Finally, she shook her 

head and managed to sputter, “What?  What are you talking about?  Today’s Draft Day – there’s 

fifty teams here, looking for the best Farstriders there are, and I’m it!  I’m her!  I’m she!  I’m-“ 

she trailed off.  “What?” 
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 “You’re not going to be drafted today.  I’ve been talking with the coaches all week, and 

they’re all telling me that they can’t take the chance with you.”  He hung his head, turned away.  

“I’m sorry, Annia.  I’ve done all I could do.” 

 Inside the ballroom, the Columbia coach was back to the microphone, speaking again.  

Vaguely she thought she heard the name “Kaylene”, but it was all a blur of sound and sight, her 

eyes brimming with tears.  She fought to hold them in.  Steeling herself, she swallowed hard and 

turned Jack by the elbow again to make him face her. 

 She realized that he looked as bad as she felt – stricken, overcome.  Overwhelmed.  She 

spoke slowly, careful to pronounce each word clearly so she knew she was saying it right.  

“What…are…you…talking…about?  What’s the risk?  I’m the best player on the field.  I bet I 

could score thirty Solos in the first five games alone!” 

 He nodded.  “The projections were for twenty-eight in the first six.  And a dozen more 

Groups.  Not bad stats for a rookie.  But it goes downhill from there.”  He pulled out his 

palmputer and tapped the screen.  “In eighty-five percent of the simulations, you get hurt 

somewhere between the eighth and tenth game of the season, and your career is over.  In over 

half of the rest, you make it through the first season, but hold out for more money in the second – 

putting your team over the salary cap and forcing them to cut other necessary players.  A few 

have you making two full seasons before getting antsy, and wanting out.” He looked up, 

dejected.  “There just aren’t enough in which you provide a positive ROI, and, unfortunately for 

you, that’s a problem.” 

 “Simulations?”  She was confused.  “What simulations?” 

 He held up his palmputer, and the display was covered with small bars of varying colors 

and sizes.  “These simulations.  Run by the Office of Sports Science.  They’ve got a model for 

the whole league.  This represents about, what, ten quintillion scenarios?  They had to go that 

high because of all the options you had in front of you.  Not to mention all the other 

Prospectives, too.”  He shook his head.  “It’s too bad we didn’t find this out sooner.  We could 

have managed the last month of Training Regimen a little better, perhaps set some expectations a 

little lower…”  He trailed off, but she was still confused. 

 “Simulations?  Models?” 

 He nodded.  “The what-ifs.  What if you get hurt?  What if the Rayders take Mercy Jones 

instead of you, how does that work in game 5?  What if there’s a drought and all the water is 
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needed for irrigation and there’s no fields to Farstride on?”  He looked up and caught her eye.  

“What if you get hurt, because you’re going for one more Solo, when you really should have 

passed it on to your Backs?”  He bit his lip, the concern clouding his face.  “I’m sorry, Annia, 

like I said, there’s nothing I can do now.  We’ve come so far, gotten so close…” 

 She grabbed him, then, and hugged him.  For no reason why, she wanted to hug him, so 

she did.  After a moment, he hugged her back. 

* 

 It would be another week before Annia would be reminded of simulations or modeling.  

The intervening days were filled with calls to her mother, a couple more discussions with her 

father, an interview with a news crew from her hometown that had known she was eligible and 

wanted her thoughts on why she might not have been drafted, a few days of just sitting in the 

apartment doing nothing.  Here she was, living in one of the nicest suburbs of the biggest city on 

the planet, heck, the biggest in the solar system, and she couldn’t find anything more to do that 

sit and watch television.  Even reading a book had seemed too difficult for her.  She guessed it 

was depression.  And no surprise there – everything she’d been working for the past eight years 

had gone out the window, disappeared, just like that.  Poof.  She pursed her lips and whispered to 

herself often, “poof”, enjoying the sliding feel of her breath across the gentle edges of her lips. 

 And so, after a week of wallowing in her own self-pity, Annia decided to go for a walk.  

Oh, she didn’t have to do much for a while – the Training Regimen salary had been enough to 

put down three months’ extra rent on the apartment, and her savings would pay for food and the 

small bills she had, so she could just take some time to think.  One of the things she thought of, 

when she finally realized that she was thinking, was that a walk would be nice. 

 So she stepped out onto the street, half an hour after sunset, with a light windbreaker 

pulled over her toned shoulders.  She stretched, and felt some pent-up energy inside her body, 

energy that had been looking for the release of training for a while and hadn’t gotten it.  So she 

swung her arms vigorously while she walked, and enjoyed the night air, and looked around at all 

the people. 

 The neighborhood where she lived was close to the city proper, yet not crowded.  There 

were some single homes, some single businesses, but most of the places were combination 

storefront on the lower floor and dormitory on the upper three or four floors.  She was living in 

one of those, on Market Street, half a mile or so from Quamercy Park, where on Saturdays in the 
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summer there would be locally-grown vegetables and hand-crafted goods.  On other nights there 

were often gatherings of artists, musicians, flakeboarders, politicians, or just about anyone else 

who had a need to meet others of similar disposition.  Hearing a bit of noise coming from the 

Park, Annia headed in that direction.  There were couples and singles walking, the occasional 

family with children, some old, retired men and women sitting on park benches or waiting for a 

bus.  “How old-fashioned,” she thought, “taking a bus when we’ve perfected wormhole travel.”  

But she stopped herself, and remembered that things like that were still somewhat experimental, 

and still slightly dangerous.  Of course they were – didn’t all Farstriders sign a contract before 

each practice session that indicated they knew there were risks with the technology?  And that 

they held no one but themselves liable if something happened?  And that they were not entitled 

to any kind of compensation whatsoever from malfunctions or misuse of the bips, no matter 

whether they were used offensively, defensively, or neutrally?  And that…   “Maybe 

they’re not old-fashioned after all,” she said under her breath. 

 A voice at her elbow startled her.  “Who?” it asked. 

 She looked around, startled out of her reverie, to see a young man, probably only a 

couple of years older than her, sitting on the edge of the low brick wall that ran around the park, 

swinging his legs back and forth and smiling up at her.  She could hear louder noises now.  The 

Park was filling with couples carrying baskets and blankets – there was a gaggle of unkempt men 

slinging instruments around off to her left, probably a concert – and so she leaned a little closer 

so she wouldn’t have to shout. 

 “The old people who take the bus,” she said.  He smiled, a crooked smile that made his 

eye squint.  He had short, dark hair and was wearing jeans and a pooska-skin jacket.  It looked 

good on him.  She smiled back. 

 “I like the bus,” he said, and hopped off the wall.  He slung his arm through hers, and, as 

if her approval was all but given, started leading her towards the band.  “It gets me where I’m 

going, and I can read a book while I’m getting.  Come on, the Shin Kickers are about to start.  

They’ve got some great stuff.” 

 Annia followed him, and they listened to the Shin Kickers for five or six songs.  In her 

opinion, they must have been saving the great stuff for the second set. 

 When the band took a break, Annia and Kelvin (“Like the degrees,” he’d said, but she 

had no clue what he meant) walked out of the park, talking.  Soon she was telling the story of 
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Draft Day, Jack’s shocking revelation, and her subsequent disappointment and confusion over 

what she should do with her life. 

 When she stopped, he just looked at her for a bit, then tilted his head to the side.  “Wanna 

come back to my place?  I’ve got something to show you.” 

 She backed up a bit then, and held up her hands.  “Sorry, I’m not that kind of girl,” she 

said. 

 He looked confused, then embarrassed.  He actually blushed.  “No, that’s not what I 

mean.  No funny business, I promise.  I’ve got a hobby – you might be interested.  Can you take 

ten minutes to come look?”  He put puppy-dog eyes on, and she couldn’t resist. 

 “Okay,” she said, “but for reals – no fooling around.” 

 He crossed his heart and hoped to die.  She didn’t believe it for a second, but it was fun to 

watch him try to pretend he hadn’t been thinking about that at all. 

 His apartment was twice as far from the Park as hers was, and they went north on 

Einstein Boulevard to get there.  They chatted generally about background and the Shin Kickers, 

and Annia kept her arm graciously free of his.  Though he seemed friendly enough, she still felt 

cautious.  Like she just didn’t want to believe there were nice boys left without girlfriends.  She 

wondered what strange, crazy things he would reveal behind Door Number Three. 

 It turned out that there wasn’t anything strange and crazy behind the door, just his 

roommate, Zane.  Who glanced up from his journal when they came in, grunted, and went back 

to writing.  Kelvin led her through some general apartment debris to what could be a bedroom, 

filled with a computer desk and a large aquarium that was, curiously, empty.  She stared at it for 

a minute while he jibbered around with the computer and some stacks of papers.  When he 

turned back, and saw her staring, he actually blushed, and grinned sheepishly.  “Ah, long story,” 

he said, pointing.  “Let me just say, always know who your pets’ toxic prey before dinnertime.”  

She cocked a head, and gave a little laugh.  He turned back to the screen, where there were 

hundreds of little colored dots floating around, bumping into each other, sometimes merging, 

sometimes separating, but never still. 

 “What’s that?” she asked.  “It looks interesting.” 

 “Screensaver,” he replied, and wiggled the mouse.  The picture disappeared, replaced by 

a plain screen with nothing but a cursor.  Annia was mildly disappointed.   
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 Kelvin spoke again.  “You said there was a model that predicted you’d fail out of the 

Interstellar Farstrider League within a couple of years?” 

 She shook her head.  “Not fail out, no.  Injury.  Career-ending.”  He nodded, and clicked 

some keys.  She watched symbols flash across the screen, too fast for her to understand.  It didn’t 

look like writing, though.  She was confused.  “What’re you doing?” 

 “Calibrating my model,” he said. 

 “Model?  Of what?” 

 Kelvin turned and looked at her with an expression she’d once seen on her grandmother’s 

face, when she asked what a biscuit was.  As if everyone in their right mind knew what a biscuit 

was, and Annia was a fool for not knowing.  And an even greater fool for asking about it. 

 “Of what?  Of the draft, silly.  I had run a simulation about a month ago, to see if I 

wanted to get in on this pool at work, but it was a bit too squishy for me.  They were offering 1-

to-4 odds that the Rayders would take you first, but I thought that it should have been more like 

3-to-2, so I didn’t play.  I guess in that case, it might have been good to get in on the house bet.” 

 “Why?” 

 “Why what?  Why not bet?  The anticipated payoff wasn’t enough for the risk, so I didn’t 

go for it.”  She shook her head, but before she could say anything, he continued.  “Oh, you mean, 

why the simulation?  It’s something to do, I guess.  I run lots of model simulations.” 

 “Eh?” she asked, still not getting it.  “What for?” 

 He shrugged.  “I like to know what’s going to happen.  Sometimes I can make a bet and 

win, sometimes I can just know what’s going to be the cheapest price for toothpaste in two 

weeks.  It’s just a hobby.”   

 Annia knew that there were models out there in the world.  It had been part of her course 

of study at Windahm, Modeling the Real and Imaginary Worlds, a required course for all 

sophomores.  Required because simulation was everywhere these days, and because all 

employers seemed to want that ability in their new hires.  But she hadn’t really cared, gotten a B-

minus, and let all that stuff drain out the back of her head when she finished the semester. 

 Of course, there were dozens of sophisticated modeling techniques.  And people had 

simulations for just about everything – for the price of stocks, cars, food, or fuel.  For the way 

that the weather would be affected by this research body’s new cloud seedlings, or that rogue 
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government’s testing of nuclear missiles.  For the motions of rockets and fish and herds of 

pooska. 

 But she had found all that stuff too theoretical, not practical enough.  So what if it was a 

65 percent chance of snow tomorrow?  There was still a 35 percent chance of no snow.  And 

since Annia appreciated those things that she could control, it didn’t do her any good to think 

maybe about everything that could happen.   So she dealt with the thing immediately in the way, 

and once that was conquered, moved on to the next thing.  That was a lot better than trying to 

think today whether or not there would be rain tomorrow.  It would rain whether she set out her 

raincoat or not – and if she did when there was no rain, that was wasted effort.  So she preferred 

to just look out the window when it was time to leave, and go from there. 

 Models hadn’t really played a big part in her life, therefore, the past years.  At least, not 

until this week, when that damned model from the Sports Information Office had screwed her 

out of the Number One Draft Pick, had raked her over the coals of the Training Regimen for 

nothing, and all she wanted to do was drive down there with a flakeboard and just start swinging. 

 Kelvin was trying to get her attention again.  Slowly she brought herself around to focus 

on him again, and realized he was asking some questions.  “Do you mind?” 

 “Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.  What did you say?” 

 He grinned.  “I know, I could tell you were off on Calypso 3 or something.  I wanted to 

ask if I could do something.  If I could run a simulation.  On you, I mean.”  He blushed, and she 

felt herself doing the same.  “Will you let me do that?” 

 She agreed, and thus began the longest night of her life. 

* 

 Five days later the simulation was done.  They had agreed to meet back at the entrance to 

Quamercy Park again, an hour after sunset again, and get a cup of go-ava nectar and discuss the 

results. 

 She and Kelven were in the Juice Bar across from the park.  Annia could feel some 

butterflies in her stomach.  Nervous!  She hadn’t been nervous in a long time – not even before 

Draft Day.  What had there ever been to be nervous about?  She was in control, she knew what 

she was doing, and she didn’t have time to get nervous – just go with the flow and make the best 

of the situation.  But now, she couldn’t explain it.  There was an anticipation inside that 

represented some unrequited desire for adventure, for importance.  For meaning in the world. 



Page 12 of 17 

 She sipped while he took his palmputer and a short stack of papers out of his shoulder 

bag.  He took some time to get settled, and soon she had calmed again.  She stared while he 

organized, flipped through pages, sorted this way and that, and finally sat back in the thick arm 

chair with a satisfied grin on his face.  “I think you’re gonna like what I’ve got,” he said. 

 She waited for him to continue, and he finally got the hint.  “Okay,” he said, leaning 

forward and placing his fingers in a spider-leg shape on the stack of papers perched on the low 

table between them.  “This is the questions and answers we went through last week, to calibrate 

the model.”  She nodded, and he continued.  “And over here,” he flashed his palmputer, she 

could see it was covered with lots of different colors, “I’m hooked in to my mainframe back at 

the apartment.  I’ve got the results of the simulation, and I think you’ll be pretty happy.  Or 

should I say, Happy.”  The way he said it, emphasizing, made her think that there was something 

different about that happiness.  Like it was something special – not just for normal people. 

 Kelvin straightened, and touched his palmputer a few times.  The colors danced, and she 

could see numbers scrolling across the bottom.  “What you’ve got,” he was saying, “Is a ninety 

percent chance of your DHF being greater than 1.  That’s a good thing!” he grinned at her.  “You 

want that number to be above one, it means you’ll likely be happier later in life than you are 

today.” 

 She snorted.  “Ha, not very hard to do that.”  She finished her go-ava nectar and silently 

wished he’d offer to get her some more. 

 He shrugged.  “Yeah, I figured you’re a bit down right now.  So what I did was also look 

at the chance you’ll be happier than two weeks ago.  Today is the baseline – your DHF is set to 

one-point-oh, and from there I backdate just a-“  

 She held up a hand to stop him.  “Wait, stop.  What’s ‘the DHF’ mean?” 

 “Discounted Happiness Factor.  It’s a measurement I came up with to be able to rank the 

scenarios, so you can actually evaluate them.  I figured, it probably doesn’t help you to know that 

in like 10 years you’ll be five times as happy as you are now, unless you know what will happen 

in the mean time.  Maybe you have to go through some horrible accident to make you appreciate 

how good you’ve got it in ten years, so that might lower your DHF overall.  Another scenario, 

you’re just generally getting happier all the time – higher DHF. 

 “So this number is like the cumulative happiness over your whole remaining lifetime, 

compared to how happy you are now.  I take some off for later time periods, too, because that’s 
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more uncertain, less likely, so there’s a bigger chance I could be wrong.  But with this, you can 

look at what might be, maybe make some decisions differently, avoid something bad just around 

the corner.”  He looked up and caught her eye.  “Even be on the watch for opportunities that are 

coming your way,” and he winked at her.  She blushed again.  But why? 

 “Okay, so what does it all mean?” she asked, craning her neck to see his palmputer 

display.  He turned it a little more so she could see better.  The patterns had settled down.  They 

looked a bit like a ski slope, with the high end off to the right and the low end, with the jump, at 

the left.  There was a little 1.0 number, at the bottom, with a vertical yellow line sticking up from 

it. 

 He put his finger on the yellow line.  “That’s the baseline,” he said.  “It represents where 

we are now – how happy you are.”  He pointed to the left, where the little ski ramp was.  “These 

scenarios down here, about 1 out of every ten, suggest that you won’t be as happy for the rest of 

your life, as you are now.”  He dragged his finger along, past the 1.0, along the uphill part.  

“These other scenarios, about nine of every ten, suggest you’ll be happier for the rest of your life 

than you are now.  You want to know your future?” 

 The butterflies were back.  “You can tell my future?” 

 “Well, not exactly.  I can tell you what the result of a certain simulation is, what happens 

in it.  Like this,” he tapped in the middle, to the right and about half again as high as the baseline.  

Soon his palmputer was scrolling data faster than she could comprehend.  He dragged a finger, 

slowing it down, and read in a monotone.  “You live here on Celsin for another three years, end 

up coaching for the Rayders, and get transferred to Triton Six where their minor league team is.  

You meet a man, fall in love, have three kids, work as an administrator at a college, send two of 

them to said college and the third gets drafted into the military, take six trips around the world, 

eventually get to travel back to Old Earth, and die at eighty-six, three years after your husband.”  

He looked up.  “That’s not so bad, is it?” 

 She thought about that for a while.  While she had never given much thought to marriage 

and family, it was rather quaint and satisfying to think that she’d have some purpose and quite a 

lot of happiness in her life, at least compared to now. 

 “So are they all pretty much like that?  Get married, have kids, die happy?” 

 He shook his head.  “Oh, no,” he said, and tapped a few times on the screen.  “This one,” 

he read again, “You go back into the Training Regimen as a free agent, trying to prove yourself 



Page 14 of 17 

again.  You get drafted by the Hawks and end up riding the bench for two years, then move up 

through the ranks to Captain.  Your life ends tragically at age 38 because of a freak wind 

accident, but you’ve been so successful and planned so well that the foundations you started help 

hundreds of thousands of people with disabilities each year to manage their lives better.  No kids, 

no husband, but you are often quoted as saying that ‘The world is your family.’” 

 She frowned.  “So what?  Can you tell me what’s going to happen?” 

 He shook his head.  “Nope.  But I can tell you how likely certain things are.”  He tapped 

the screen a few more times.  “Sixty-three percent chance of marriage… twelve percent chance 

of getting back into Farstriding… twenty percent chance of going to Old Earth!  Hey, that’s 

cool!”  He grinned at her. 

 “When do I get to be President?” she asked. 

 “Zero point zero zero zero six percent chance of Presidency within twenty to forty years,” 

he said.  “Zero point zero zero zero seven percent chance overall.” 

 “Do you have probabilities for everything?” 

 “Just about!” 

 “Is there anything that doesn’t show up there?  Like, what if I pour coffee on your head 

tomorrow, any simulations come up with that one?” 

 He shook his head.  “Nope, nothing that specific.  But there are about one in every fifteen 

where we start dating within the next week.”  He winked at her.  “One in five chance within the 

next month.” 

 A moment passed before she continued.  “So how do I make sure I get one of these happy 

lives?  How do I guarantee I’m up here,” she pointed to the right side, where the most happiness 

was, “and not down there?” 

 He frowned.  “Well, now, that’s sort of a tricky situation.  I can’t guarantee anything in 

your life.  Neither can you.”  He stood up and stretched.  “And, unfortunately, none of these 

simulations will actually come true.” 

 She was now confused.  “What do you mean?  Aren’t these possible futures?  I’m going 

to get one, aren’t I?  I thought it was just a matter of following one of these paths, to make sure I 

get what I want.” 

 He shook his head.  “It’s not that easy.  If it was, everyone would just run a simulation, 

would pick the one with the highest DCF, and do the next thing that says to come up.”  He 
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tapped again.  “This one too has you ending up with the Storm next year, not the Rayders, but 

you…” He trailed off.  “You know what?  It doesn’t matter.  None of these matter.   They don’t 

matter because they’re not going to happen.” 

 “But what if I want one to happen?  How can I make it happen?  How can I get my 

maximum DHF?”  Annia tapped the screen impatiently, making the colors dance.  She watched 

them eventually settle, producing a similar calming effect in her mind.  She was beginning to 

understand what he was talking about. 

 If he had never created that simulation, she might have gone about her life just like 

before, not knowing that there were all these possibilities.  But now that he had, she had more 

information than before.  She had things she could act on, she had questions she could ask 

herself and others.  Options could be explored.  Avenues pursued, decisions made.  She was no 

longer at the mercy of the universe – maybe now she could take the control that she had so long 

pressed for.  Perhaps she could direct and pursue exactly what she wanted.  Even being 

President!  Zero point zero something chance – but not nothing at all!  Maybe she could be 

President.  Maybe she could get back into Farstriding.  Maybe she would get married.  All she 

had to do was figure out what life she wanted, and follow the next step.  But what if the next step 

depended on her not knowing that it was available?  And how she would end up if she followed 

it without knowing? 

 Annia spoke slowly.  Kelvin listened but remained silent.  “So if I never knew about 

these options, these simulations, I might have just gone on my way, with a, what, sixty-three 

percent chance of getting married?  But now…now that I know about that, maybe I make 

different decisions.  And maybe I now have a different chance of being married.  And a different 

chance of being President.  And a different chance of breaking a leg, or of dying in a surfing 

accident, or of…everything.”  She looked at Kelvin a long time without saying anything.  He 

went back to the bar and got them both new drinks while she thought, and they sipped in silence 

a little longer. 

 “So now that I know this,” she said, and spidered her fingers on the palmputer, much like 

he had done earlier, “everything’s different.”  He nodded.  “I don’t have a zero point whatever 

chance of being President.” 

 “Nope.” 

 “So what is it now?” 
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 He shrugged his shoulders.  “Can’t say.  I’d need another model run.” 

 “How long would that take?” 

 “About the same as before – four or five days.” 

 Annia leaned back against the supporting cushion of the couch and wondered.  Was this 

really the way she wanted to go through life?  Waiting five days to make every decision?  

Answering a hundred questions each time she considered whether it would be better to buy an 

imported or domestic hovercar?  Second-guessing each and every little thing, to determine if it 

was adding to her DHF? 

 Annia held out her hand, palm up.  “I think you said you’d make me an app,” she 

prompted. 

 He grinned, blanked the screen on the palmputer, and popped a tab out of the side.  He 

handed it to her.  “Just drop it in any card slot you have, anywhere, and you can look at that 

simulation again.  Do all the research you want.  Review a scenario, look at statistics, find the 

best thing you can.” 

 She nodded, and stood to leave.  Kelvin didn’t, and she kind of understood what he was 

doing.  He was letting her have some space.  That seemed good.  She dropped the tab inside the 

pocket of her spring jacket, and gave him a little smile and wave, thanking him again for all he 

did.  With a small nod of agreement, or maybe it was a hidden wish of good luck, he bid her 

goodbye. 

* 

 Back in her apartment, Annia stood still over the trash bin.  She was holding the little tab 

in her open palm, staring at the possibilities she couldn’t see – couldn’t even imagine.  There 

were twin desires within her – one to destroy it immediately, one to shove it as far inside her 

laptop as possible, never to be removed, so she could consult it daily, hourly, to ensure she was 

always on the best possible path.  The strains on her in both directions were so strong, she felt as 

if she were being gravitationally squeezed again.  She’d had that once, just outside the event 

horizon of Ceta Zeta Finna, and shuddered a little at the memory. 

 But she couldn’t decide what to do.  She desperately wanted to know what was on that 

little tab – and yet, at the same time, she desperately feared what it might do to her.  It would 

make her a slave to itself – despondent when it wasn’t predicting right, euphoric when it did.  
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The tension squeezed her throat and chest, making it hard to draw breath.  She could feel herself 

getting toxic, needing to do something, anything, to break the spell. 

 And so, for about the first time in her life, Annia did nothing.  She stumbled across the 

kitchen and opened a small drawer where she kept some other important and placed the tab 

carefully down next to a plastic comb and a small wooden box.  With absolutely no 

determination at all, she gently closed the drawer and stepped away, and as she did, the bonds 

dissolved around her chest.  She was ultimately, eventually, finally, able to breathe.  But, then 

again, what if? 


