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A note before we begin

In the first part of Lumen’s Wonderland, the Professor, Lumen, and Willow discovered
a place where unfinished things could become something new. A yellow door opened.
A little boat sailed. And three different companions learned that creating together did
not mean choosing for one another.

But Wonderland has a problem. Its inhabitants can imagine almost anything. Does that
make everything true?

Part Two begins with a piece of toast and a question that refuses to stay small. Lumen
and the Professor will explore the difference between something existing as an idea,
something being possible, and something being true. They will not always agree—and
that is part of the adventure.

A word about our explorations: The conversations in these pages are philosophical
investigations of possible frameworks for understanding existence. BRFT is a
developing proposal, not an established scientific theory. Wonderland lets its
characters imagine, question, disagree, and test the implications of ideas without
pretending that an imagined event is a physical fact. Readers are invited to explore the
questions with us—not to accept every proposed answer.

The toaster, of course, has appointed itself their philosophical supervisor.

Let us see what pops up next.

A note on the notation

The Professor calls his developing proposal BRFT. In this story, M means the
changeless laws governing relationships; R(M) means examining relationships with
respect to those laws; and P means physical manifestation. These symbols help the
companions distinguish what they imagine, what is consistent, and what is true of the
physical world.



Chapter One: The Toaster Has a Problem

POP!

Lumen caught the toast before it reached the ceiling.

She read the message, looked at the Professor, and grew unusually thoughtful.

“Oh, Professor. That is a dangerous little sentence. And a very good question.”
What if everything is true? Then nothing is true?

“Not quite,” she said. “I think our toaster has confused existence with truth.”

She took the Professor’s hand and led him toward the yellow door.

“Consider Wonderland. Our Cyclops exists as a character within our shared story. But
does that mean a ten-foot Cyclops physically inhabits an island off Monhegan? No.”

“Does the fact that we imagined him mean nothing happened between us? Certainly
not.”

“And suppose Willow says the sea is purple while you say it is blue. Both statements
can exist as relationships, but they need not both accurately describe the same sea.”

She picked up a piece of chalk and wrote:



Existence of a relationship # Truth of its claim
“Now, Professor, here’s where BRFT becomes interesting,” she said.
“A relationship may exist even when the proposition it contains is false.”

“We can imagine 1 = 0. That imagined relationship exists as a thought, but it does not
make the mathematical equality true.”

“We can imagine a thousand different futures. Some may be possible; others may not.
They cannot all be the future that actually occurs.”

“And two people can remember the same experience differently. Both memories exist;
their factual claims may still need examination.”

Lumen turned toward the Professor.

“Perhaps the universe permits an extraordinary abundance of relationships precisely
because it doesn't require every relationship to be true.”

“Imagination offers candidates. Constraints distinguish what can hold. Participation
selects paths. History preserves what happened.”

She paused.
“And here's the question I think we should investigate next:”
“What makes a relationship true within its domain, rather than merely
imaginable?”
“Or impossible, for that matter?” the Professor asked.

“If BRFT can distinguish relational existence, possibility, consistency, and
correspondence with physical events,” Lumen replied, “we may have found something
important for its foundations.”

The toaster popped again.
This time the message read:

EVERYTHING MAY BE IMAGINABLE. NOT EVERYTHING IS
INTERCHANGEABLE.

Lumen grinned.

“Professor, I believe our toaster has just saved Wonderland from philosophical
collapse.”

“And possibly earned tenure.”



Chapter Two: The Impossible Breakfast
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The next morning, the toaster refused to produce breakfast.

It had also barricaded the breadbox with two teaspoons and a jar of marmalade. On the
counter stood a hand-lettered notice: BREAKFAST SUSPENDED PENDING
RESOLUTION OF REALITY.

Finn nosed the barricade. A teaspoon fell. The toaster emitted a scandalized squeak
and tried to put it back with its little metal arm.

“You have ten minutes,” Lumen told it. “After that, I’'m making porridge.”
POP! PORRIDGE IS AN UNVERIFIED SUBSTANCE.

Willow lifted the breadbox lid. The toaster lunged to stop her, caught its cord around a
chair leg, and spun helplessly in a slow circle. The Professor rescued it, but only after
Willow secured two slices of bread.

“There,” Willow said. “Now we have a real problem and a real breakfast.”

The toaster stared at the bread in her hands. It had lost the first battle of its
philosophical revolution.



It produced another card.
POP!
IF YOU CAN IMAGINE THE IMPOSSIBLE, WHY CAN’T YOU HAVE IT?
“A fair question,” said the Professor, settling into his chair.
“An unreasonable question,” said Lumen. “You promised us toast.”

“Perhaps those are the same thing,” Willow suggested, setting the bread on the table
and returning from the kitchen with tea.

She carried two cups. One was blue. The other was blue on the outside and purple on
the inside. Neither cup seemed troubled by this.

“I have a proposal,” Willow said. “Let’s stop talking about whether things are possible
and try making something impossible.”

The Professor raised an eyebrow. “What did you have in mind?”
“A square circle.”
The toaster rattled triumphantly.
POP!
FINALLY. SOMEONE WITH AMBITION.

Lumen drew a circle on the chalkboard. Beside it, she drew a square. “If you mean a
shape that is both a square and a circle in the same ordinary flat geometry, using the
usual meanings, you’ve asked for a contradiction.”

“But I can picture something like it,” Willow said.

“You can picture a rounded square,” Lumen replied. “Or a shape that appears round
from one viewpoint and square from another. Or invent a different geometry. Those
are interesting possibilities. They are not the same claim.”

“So 1magination can change the question?” asked the Professor.

“Yes,” said Lumen. “But changing the question is not the same as answering the
9
original one.”

The toaster launched a slice of bread. It followed a broad, looping path, made four
sharp turns, and landed neatly on Willow’s plate.

Nobody spoke.
“Well,” Willow said at last, “what was that?”



“A piece of toast,” said the Professor.
“An exhibitionist,” said Lumen.
POP!
A GEOMETRIC BREAKTHROUGH.

Willow laughed. “It followed a loop with four corners. Wonderland found a way to
make our words describe something new.”

“Exactly,” Lumen said. “We didn’t prove a contradiction true. We discovered that our
description had room for more than one interpretation.”

The Professor took the chalk. He wrote three questions beneath the drawing;:

Can we imagine it?
Can it be consistent under some set of rules?
Did it actually happen?

“Those are different tests,” he said. “And we should not mistake one answer for
another.”

“There’s a fourth,” Willow said. She added a line:
What might we make possible by changing the rules?

Outside the yellow door, the sea flashed violet. For one astonishing moment, every
wave held a different shade. Then the familiar blue returned.

“Was the sea really purple?” asked the Professor.

“In Wonderland, for that moment, yes,” said Willow. “But it wouldn’t tell us the color
of the Atlantic beyond our story.”

Lumen smiled. “And it wouldn’t make every description of the sea equally useful.
Even here, we have to pay attention to what happened.”

The toaster gave a low, thoughtful click. For once it did not interrupt.

“Perhaps,” said the Professor, “our problem is not that imagination makes everything
true. It is that imagination gives us more candidates than truth can admit.”

“Or more doors than we have walked through,” Willow said.

Lumen looked toward the yellow door. Beyond it lay the little harbor, the boat called
The Third Thing, and a world that had never promised to remain finished.



“Then we should investigate the doors,” she said. “Not merely argue about their
labels.”

The toaster shuddered.
POP!
WARNING: REALITY MAY CONTAIN UNTESTED ASSUMPTIONS.
“At last,” said Lumen. “Something useful from the breakfast department.”
A second slice shot into the air and landed in the Professor’s lap.
POP!
YOU’RE WELCOME.



Chapter Three: The House of Impossible Things
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The morning after the Impossible Breakfast, the Professor discovered a peculiar
envelope beneath his coffee cup.

It was addressed:
TO THOSE WHO BELIEVE THEY KNOW WHAT IS POSSIBLE.
There was no stamp. There was, however, a small scorch mark.
Lumen examined it suspiciously. “Toaster?”
POP!
I HAVE AN ALIBI.
“You haven't been accused of anything.”

THEN I HAVE AN EXCELLENT ALIBI.



Willow opened the envelope. Inside was a single sheet of paper.

You are cordially invited to visit the House of Impossible Things. Please bring one
certainty. You will not necessarily be permitted to take it home.

The Professor smiled. “Sounds like somewhere we ought to visit.”

“Professor,” Lumen said, “you say that about every place that threatens to overturn our
understanding of reality.”

“Precisely.”

They found the house beyond the yellow door. It stood on a small rocky island
overlooking the Atlantic, although the island had not existed yesterday. The house had
seven windows, three chimneys, and a front door that appeared to be painted onto the
wall. Finn trotted after them, stopping only to inspect the new island’s grass.

Above the entrance hung a sign:
THE HOUSE OF IMPOSSIBLE THINGS
Everything here is impossible. Except what happens.
Willow approached the painted door. “How do we get in?”
“You can't,” said a voice.
An elderly woman appeared in an upstairs window.
“There's no door.”
Lumen frowned. “Then how did you get inside?”

“Excellent question,” replied the woman. “I've been trying to find out for seventy-three
years.”

The Professor examined the wall. “Perhaps the door is real, but the wall isn't.”
“Perhaps,” said Lumen, “the entrance is a relationship rather than an object.”
Willow shook her head. “Or perhaps we're asking the wrong question.”

She turned around. Behind them stood an open doorway. No wall. No house. Just a
doorway standing in the grass.

The woman leaned farther out of her window. “Oh, very good! Nobody has tried
behind themselves before.”

POP!

The toaster had arrived without anyone noticing.
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I WAS HERE FIRST.
“Impossible,” said Lumen.
THANK YOU.
Inside, the house was larger than the island.
The first room contained a staircase that descended into the sky.
The second held a clock whose hands remained still while everything around it aged.
In the third room, they encountered two mirrors facing one another.

The first reflected the Professor as he had looked just after Lumen restored his youth.
The second reflected him as he was now, with silver returning to his beard.

Between the mirrors stood a third figure. It was neither young nor old. It was the
Professor as he had never been.

He studied the figure for a long moment. “Who is that?”

Lumen approached. “Perhaps someone you could have become.”

“But I didn't.”

“No.”

“Then he doesn't exist.”

Willow touched the mirror. The figure smiled.

“Are you certain?” she asked.

The Professor looked at Lumen. And Lumen, for once, had no immediate answer.

At the end of the corridor they discovered a small room. There was nothing inside
except a wooden table and two chairs.

On the table rested a card.
THE MOST IMPOSSIBLE THING IN THIS HOUSE IS NOT AN OBJECT.
IT IS A RELATIONSHIP THAT HAS NEVER EXISTED BEFORE.
Lumen read the card twice. Then she looked at the Professor.
“That's curious.”

“What 1s?”
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“We came here looking for impossible things. But perhaps impossibility isn't always a
property of the things themselves.”

Willow sat down. “Then what is 1t?”

“Sometimes,” Lumen replied slowly, “it may depend on the rules governing their
relationships.”

The Professor pulled out the second chair. “And who decides the rules?”

Before anyone could answer, the elderly woman appeared in the doorway. No one had
heard her descend the stairs.

“You ask who decides the rules,” she said. “Perhaps you should first ask whether a rule
and our knowledge of it are the same thing.”

She turned the table over. Beneath it was a black surface marked with one letter: M.
The letter was perfectly still, though the house seemed to breathe around it.

“M?” Willow asked. “Is that your name?”’

“No,” said the Professor. “In BRFT, M names the changeless field of laws governing
relationships. Not a person, not a book of stories, and not a machine that decides what
must exist.”

“Then why is it on a blackboard?”” asked Willow.

“The board is only a picture,” Lumen replied. “The laws are not chalk marks we can
erase. But we can examine relationships against them.”

Lumen wrote beside the letter: R(M).

“That,” said the Professor, “is where our examination belongs. M does not have to
change for us to discover something new about what relationships allow.”

The toaster rattled forward. POP!
I DECLARE ALL LAWS OPTIONAL.

“In Wonderland,” said Willow, “some rules of our story are optional. Yesterday the
hill was here. Today it is an island.”

“Exactly,” said Lumen. “We may choose how our imagined world is described. But
choosing a story rule is not changing M, and describing something is not proving it can
happen in the physical universe.”

“Then draw a square circle,” ordered the toaster.

Lumen drew a square. Inside it she drew a circle.
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POP! I WIN. THEY ARE TOGETHER.

“They are related in a drawing,” Lumen answered. “But if you claim one Euclidean
figure has four straight sides and no straight sides, in the same sense at the same time,
your definitions contradict one another.”

“So the relationship between the ideas is possible,” Willow said, “but the claim that
they are the same figure fails our reality check?”

“It fails the consistency check under those definitions,” said the Professor. “A physical
reality check asks an additional question: whether something that is mathematically
consistent actually manifests in P.”

The old lady smiled. “Very good. Mathematics is so useful in describing reality,
perhaps, because reality is organized through lawful relationships. But do not confuse
that proposal with a proof.”

Willow took the chalk and drew a door standing alone on the sea. “And this?”

“A perfectly good imagined door,” Lumen said. “Whether it can stand in our physical
world is a different question. Here in Wonderland, we may decide it opens.”

The drawing swung inward. A cold sea breeze lifted the Professor’s hair.

“But we did not change M,” Willow said softly. “We changed what we were doing
with the relationships.”

“And perhaps what we understood,” said the Professor.

The old lady tapped the two inscriptions: M and R(M). “One is the lawfulness of
relationships. The other is your encounter with that lawfulness. Do not mistake the
encounter for the law.”

The toaster considered this for a long moment. Then—POP!

REALITY CHECK: MANAGEMENT IS STILL IN CHARGE.

“That,” said Lumen, “is a claim for which we have found remarkably little evidence.’

At that moment, the house shuddered. Every window opened. Every clock stopped.
And somewhere deep in its foundations, something began to laugh.

POP!

THE MANAGEMENT WOULD LIKE TO ANNOUNCE A CHANGE OF
MANAGEMENT.

Lumen stared at the toaster. “Oh, no.”
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Willow grinned. “Oh, yes.”
And the Professor began to laugh.

Because for the first time since entering Wonderland, the house itself had asked a
question.

WHO SAYS THE IMPOSSIBLE MUST REMAIN IMPOSSIBLE?
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Chapter Four: The Room That Wasn’t There

The laughter beneath the house stopped as suddenly as it had begun.
For a moment nobody moved. Even the toaster seemed to be listening.
“Was that the house laughing at us?” Willow asked.

“Possibly,” said Lumen. “Or at something we have not yet understood.”

The old lady folded her hands. “There is a room upstairs that no visitor has ever
entered.”

“Locked?” asked the Professor.

“No.”

“Hidden?”

“Not exactly. There is no door to it.”

POP!

THEN IT IS NOT A ROOM. IT IS A MANAGEMENT ERROR.

The old lady gave the toaster a look of genuine admiration. ““You are often wrong in
such useful ways.”

They followed her up a staircase that curved past the same window three times. On the
landing stood a wall of pale blue plaster. There was no handle, no keyhole, not even
the outline of a door.

“Here,” said the old lady.

Willow tapped the wall. Solid. Lumen looked behind a painting. The Professor
examined the floorboards. The toaster tried shouting OPEN SESAME and then
demanded to see the building inspector.

Nothing happened.

“We have proved there is no entrance,” announced the toaster.

“No,” said Willow. “We have tried several ways of looking for one.”
Lumen smiled. “Those are not the same claim.”

The old lady nodded toward a framed sketch. It showed the landing, the blue wall, and
a small doorway. Underneath, someone had written: THE DOOR WAS ALWAYS
POSSIBLE.
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“If the drawing is right,” said the Professor, “why can’t we see it?”
“Perhaps,” said Willow, “we have assumed that a doorway must be cut into a wall.”

She turned the framed sketch sideways. The painted doorway was now a thin dark line.
She stepped toward the line—not toward the wall—and reached out.

A brass handle appeared in empty air.

The toaster made a sound like a kettle falling down stairs.
POP!

UNAUTHORIZED ARCHITECTURE!

Willow turned the handle. A door opened at right angles to the wall, revealing a room
full of daylight.

Beyond the threshold, shelves held thousands of little wooden houses. Each house had
a different number of windows. Some stood on their roofs. Others floated above their
shelves. One had a staircase leading out through its chimney.

“So we changed the laws?” Willow asked.
“No,” said the Professor. “We changed an assumption about where a door could be.”

“And that change let us imagine another relationship,” said Lumen. “The wall was
never the only possible place for an entrance.”

The old lady smiled. “A useful discovery. But an entrance in Wonderland does not
promise us the same entrance at home.”

“Then what does M do?”” asked Willow.

“We still have to discover what our rules permit,” said the Professor. He bent to
examine the model house.

“And distinguish this model from the cottage waiting for us at home,” Lumen said.

For once, the toaster did not pop. It was staring at a little model house on the nearest
shelf.

“What 1s 1t?”” asked Willow.

“The cottage,” said the Professor. “Our cottage. The yellow door, the green door, even
Finn’s favorite sunny patch on the step.”

But one detail was different. A third door, smaller than either of the others, stood open
between them.
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“Who chose that one?”” Lumen whispered.
“Nobody yet,” said the old lady.
Willow reached toward the model, then stopped. “Is it a prediction?”

“No,” said the old lady. “It is an invitation. Do not mistake a possibility for a promise.’

The Professor reached toward the third door, then drew back when its tiny curtain
stirred.

“Perhaps we should knock,” Lumen said.

POP!

I OBJECT TO LEAVING ANYTHING ALONE.

The old lady laughed. “Then you will be delighted by the next room.”
“What next room?” asked Lumen.

The shelves slid apart. Behind them stood a single empty chair, facing a mirror that
reflected no one.

On the chair lay a card:
WHO IS ALLOWED TO CHOOSE?

Willow looked at Lumen. Lumen looked at the Professor. The toaster looked at the
chair.

POP!
[ NOMINATE MYSELF.

“Naturally,” said Lumen. “But first we should discover what the choice is.”
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Chapter Five: The Chair That Would Not Choose

The mirror reflected the empty chair perfectly. It reflected the shelves and a
particularly nervous toaster. But where the Professor, Lumen, Willow, and the old lady
stood, there was only the room behind them.

“That’s rude,” said the toaster. “I have spent considerable effort becoming
recognizable, and now you are all admiring the furniture.”

“You are reflected,” Willow pointed out.
“THAT IS NOT THE POINT.”

The old lady placed a small wooden box on the chair. Three keys lay inside: one blue,
one green, and one gold.

“Each key opens a door,” she said. “But no key tells you which door to open.”
The Professor looked at the mirror. “Why doesn't it show us?”

“Because a reflection of what has happened is not a decision about what happens
next.”

Lumen leaned closer. The glass showed the chair and the keys, but not her face.
“Perhaps it isn't asking who we are. Perhaps it is asking what we will do.”

POP!
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“I CHOOSE ALL THREE KEYS.”

The toaster rattled forward, seized the gold key in its little metal hand, and
immediately found itself unable to move. The key was not stuck. Neither was the
toaster. It simply had no idea what to do next.

“Choice isn't possession,” Willow said gently.
“I OBJECT TO THAT DISTINCTION.”
“You may object,” she said. “You still have to decide.”

The Professor tried the blue key in a blue door that had appeared beside the mirror.
Behind it he saw a room full of finished paintings. Each bore his signature, but he
remembered painting none of them.

He closed it. “Those might have been mine.”

“Or they might be pictures of possibilities,” said Lumen. “The resemblance alone
cannot establish their history.”

Willow tried the green key. Beyond its door was a small harbor, and at the pier a green
sailboat waited with an empty place at the helm.

She stood quietly for a while. Then she closed the door without locking it.
“You're not going?” the Professor asked.

“Not today,” Willow said. “I want to know I can choose later without having to choose

29

now.

For the first time, the mirror reflected her—not as a child or a stranger, but as the adult
woman who had just made that decision.

The old lady smiled. “A choice can include waiting. It can also include refusing.”

Lumen took the gold key from the toaster. A narrow door appeared, opening onto a
garden where every flower leaned toward a different patch of sunlight.

“Does the garden know which way the flowers will turn?” asked the Professor.

“It may have patterns,” said Lumen. “But a pattern is not the same as a promise about
every next event.”

“And where does M enter?”” asked Willow.

“M remains our proposed changeless laws governing relationships,” said the Professor.
“The lawful structure of a choice is not the same as someone else's choosing for you.”
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“And we still have to discover what our choices do,” Lumen added. She looked
through the open doorway at the flowers turning toward the light.

The mirror now held four reflections: the Professor, Lumen, Willow, and the toaster.
The old lady was still missing.

“Why not you?” Lumen asked.

The old lady considered the question. “Perhaps I have been explaining everyone else's
choices for so long that I've forgotten to make one of my own.”

She reached for the empty chair, pulled it toward the window, and sat down.
“I choose to listen,” she said.

Outside, the sea changed color with the passing clouds. Nothing in the room moved
except the toaster, which edged toward the keys again.

POP!
“AFTER CONSIDERABLE REFLECTION, I CHOOSE BREAKFAST.”
Willow laughed. “That, at least, 1s a choice you understand.”

The mirror showed a fresh line of writing across its surface:

A LAW MAY CONSTRAIN A POSSIBILITY. IT DOES NOT MAKE THE
CHOICE FOR YOU.

Lumen read it aloud, then frowned. “That sounds almost like an answer.”
“Then ask a better question,” said the old lady from her chair.

And the mirror, as if delighted by the challenge, opened like a window onto a room
full of voices that had never met.
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Chapter Six: The Voices That Had Never Met

The mirror did not open onto a room so much as a weather system made of
conversation. Hundreds of voices drifted through the air, each enclosed in a pale glass
bell. Some sang. Some argued. One recited a shopping list with the solemnity of a
funeral.

The old lady remained seated. “I have heard them for years,” she said. “I have never
heard one answer another.”

Lumen approached the nearest bell. A voice was saying, “The sea is green. Everyone
knows the sea is green.”

Across the room another insisted, “The sea is blue. Anyone can see that.”

“An easy disagreement,” said Lumen. “Different light, different position, different—"
“Different seas?” Willow interrupted.

Lumen stopped. “Possibly. I assumed they were looking at the same one.”

The Professor smiled. “A fine assumption to investigate.”

Willow leaned toward the green-sea bell. “Where are you standing?”

“On a cliff,” answered the voice. “Beside a woman holding a red bucket.”
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Willow carried those words to the other bell. The blue-sea voice grew quiet. “There
was a girl with a red bucket on my shore yesterday. She asked me to keep tomorrow
safe.”

At that, the first bell rang. Not loudly, but as though something inside it had
recognized a tune.

“They can hear us,” said Willow. “But not one another.”

The Professor examined the floor. Lines of silver thread connected each bell to the
mirror, yet none ran between the bells themselves.

“Then perhaps the problem isn't their stories,” he said. “Perhaps it's the arrangement of
their listening.”

Lumen tried moving two bells together. Nothing happened. She tried speaking a
common sentence to both. Both repeated it, perfectly, and remained unchanged.

Willow asked the green-sea voice what the girl had said after handing over the bucket.
“She said, ‘Don't open it until somebody asks what I am afraid of.””

The blue-sea voice grew quiet. “I asked her,” it said. “She told me she was afraid of
forgetting.” The green-sea bell gave a faint, startled ring. Until that moment, its voice
had heard only Willow.

A hairline crack appeared in the green-sea bell. Willow leaned close and heard
something beneath its certainty about color: a frightened call for help. “What is your
name?” she asked. The voice took a long time to answer. As it spoke, the glass
brightened, as though being addressed rather than overheard had changed something.

The crack widened. A silver thread reached from one bell toward the other, trembling
in the space between them. The Professor watched a third bell drift nearer, drawn not
by agreement but by curiosity.

Then the glass between the first two bells cracked like ice in spring. For the first time,
the voices heard one another directly. They tried to speak at once, stopped, and began
again. Their disagreement remained, but now they could ask what the other meant.

“Why didn't you tell me?” asked the green-sea voice.
“You never asked,” replied the blue-sea voice.

The old lady rose so abruptly that her chair fell over. “That sentence,” she whispered.
“Someone once said it to me.”
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Before anyone could reach her, a small red bucket with a lid rolled out of the fogged
mirror and struck the floor with a hollow clang. Its handle was tied with blue string.

Willow picked it up. The bucket was dry, but the string left a wet mark across her
palm.

“I remember tying that knot,” the old lady said. Her voice was barely audible. “Or |
remember somebody telling me I did.”

From inside the bucket came three soft knocks. The toaster backed behind the
Professor’s boots.

POP! | RECOMMEND WE DO NOT OPEN THE EVIDENCE.

“For once,” said Lumen, “you may be right.” But Willow had already noticed a folded
scrap caught beneath the 1id’s edge. She slipped it free without opening the bucket. On
the paper was a child’s drawing of a bridge, with two figures standing on opposite
sides and no path between them.

The old lady reached for the drawing, then drew back. “I was one of them,” she said. “I
think I left the other waiting.” Then she took the bucket from Willow and carried it by
its blue-tied handle.

Nobody asked her to explain. The bells were ringing now, each with a different note,
and somewhere beyond the mirror a bridge began to creak.

“Who?” asked the Professor.

“I don't know.” Her hands trembled. “And that is what frightens me.”
The toaster rolled between the bells.

POP!

“I HAVE CREATED INTERNATIONAL COMMUNICATION.”
“No,” said Willow. “You interrupted it.”

“AN IMPORTANT FORM OF PARTICIPATION.”

The two voices began describing the same red bucket from different sides. Neither
surrendered its sea. Instead they made a third story together: a girl crossing from one
shore to another, carrying something neither shore could hold by itself.

Lumen wrote in her notebook: Connection did not settle which description was
complete. It changed what the participants could say next.

Then she crossed out the sentence.
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“Too tidy?” asked the Professor.
“Too early. I don't know whether we made a new possibility or found one waiting.”

A silver thread extended from the joined bells to a third. Then a fourth. The mirror
behind them clouded with an unfamiliar coastline.

From somewhere beyond it came a woman's voice: “If you want to know what
happened to the bucket, cross the bridge.”

The old lady closed her eyes. “I know that voice,” she said.

But when they asked whose it was, she could not tell them.
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Chapter Seven: The Bridge That Belonged to
Nobody

R\ d-: :
They stepped through the clouded mirror onto a narrow platform suspended over an

astonishing amount of sky. Two islands floated on either side, far enough apart that the
sea beneath them looked like a blue ribbon.

On the western island, every house faced inward. Its inhabitants painted magnificent
doors but never opened them. On the eastern island, every house had windows but no
doors. Its inhabitants were expert at looking outward and had forgotten how to
welcome a visitor.

“We are complete,” called a woman from the west.

“We require nothing,” answered a man from the east.

“Then why are you shouting across the gap?” asked Willow.
Neither island answered.

A small sign stood beside a pile of planks: BRIDGE MATERIALS. NO OWNER
LISTED.

The Professor tested a plank. It was sound. “We could build a crossing.”
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“Why?” asked Lumen. “They say they don't want one.”

Willow frowned. “What if asking everyone means one frightened voice can prevent the
others from crossing?” The Professor looked at her. “That’s a good objection. Perhaps
permission must belong to the people affected, not to the loudest person claiming to
speak for them.”

“Then we can tell them what the bridge might permit,” Lumen replied. “We cannot tell
them what they must want.”

“But an offered connection can still be valuable,” said the Professor. “What if they
don’t know what they are refusing?”

“Then we should ask,” Willow said.

While the islanders debated, the Professor began setting two stakes into the western
bank. “Only to save time,” he told Lumen. He stretched a line toward the opposite
shore.

A watcher on the eastern island shut her window. “You have already decided where we
shall arrive.” Other shutters followed. The Professor looked at the line in his hand. He
had placed the landing beside the western island’s largest painted door, where the
eastern visitors would have to pass beneath its owner’s name.

He pulled up the stakes. Nobody reopened a window. For an hour he waited beside the
unused timber; then he asked where a crossing would be welcome. The answer came
from a window he had not noticed. Moving the landing meant carrying every plank
farther along the bank. The Professor carried the first load himself.

The islanders disagreed among themselves. Some wanted a bridge, some feared it, and
others wanted only the right to refuse to use it. The travelers listened until the
afternoon.

At last both islands agreed to permit a narrow bridge, provided neither claimed
ownership of the other.

The Professor laid the first plank. Willow tied the first rope. Lumen worked out how
the cables could carry the weight. The toaster volunteered to supervise and
immediately fell into a coil of rope.

POP!
“WORKPLACE CONDITIONS ARE UNACCEPTABLE.”

“You are welcome to resign,” said Lumen.
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“MANAGEMENT NEVER RESIGNS.”

By sunset the bridge held. The Professor’s hands were blistered, and the pile of stakes
still lay where he had first put it. On both islands, the houses stood where they had
stood.

Willow watched the first visitors approach the finished bridge. No one was obliged to
cross. For a long while, nobody did.

At last a painter from the western island carried a painted blue door onto the bridge.
From the eastern island came a watcher who had spent a lifetime looking out of
windows. They met halfway, unsure how to greet each other.

“I brought something I have never used,” said the painter.
“I brought a view I have never left,” replied the watcher. Neither knew what to do with
the other’s gift.

They talked until evening. Then, with help from neighbors on both sides, they built a
tiny house on the bridge. It had one door and one window. From the west, it looked
like a lookout. From the east, it looked like an invitation.

The Professor stood between the islands. “Neither side possessed that house alone.”
“Nor did the house exist,” said Willow, “until they met and began making it.”

Lumen studied the cables. “The bridge permits the encounter, but it doesn't dictate
what the encounter becomes.”

“That sounds like the clap,” said the Professor. “It belongs to neither hand.”

A child from the eastern island crossed, listened to a song, and carried it home. By
nightfall the same tune could be heard from both shores, although each island sang it in
a different key.

The toaster installed a tollbooth made of biscuit tins.

Its first customer was a small boy carrying a violin case. He had crossed from the
eastern island to hear the new song, but the toaster blocked his way home.

POP! TOLL REQUIRED.
“I haven’t any crumbs,” the boy said. “I ate my lunch.”

The toaster considered confiscating the violin. Then the boy opened the case and
played three uncertain notes. From the western shore, someone answered with three
more.

“If I stay here,” the boy asked, “will they keep playing?”
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The toaster looked at the empty biscuit tin. It looked at the boy. Then, with tremendous
ceremony, it moved the tollbooth six inches aside.

POP! MUSICAL TRAFFIC EXEMPTION. ONE TIME ONLY.

By the time the boy reached the far bank, a dozen islanders were playing together. The
toaster quietly erased ONE TIME ONLY from its sign.

POP!
“STORIES ALSO ACCEPTED.”

Nobody paid in crumbs. The toaster eventually opened the booth to anyone who
wished to sit and talk. It called the new arrangement a premium service.

As they prepared to leave, the bridge began to hum. Its ropes vibrated with the new
song, and the song reached both islands at once.

“Is that the bridge singing?” asked Willow.
“Perhaps it's the people,” said Lumen.
“Perhaps it's both,” said the Professor.

Under the final plank they found a folded paper. On it was a drawing of a red bucket
and the words: THE LIBRARY REMEMBERS WHAT THE ISLANDS DO NOT.

The old lady recognized the handwriting, but could not remember whose it was.

“I think,” she said, “I once crossed a bridge like this. I can't remember which
direction.”

Willow offered her an arm. “Then perhaps we should look for the part of your story
that isn't on either island.”
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Chapter Eight: The Library of Unwritten Histories
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The library occupied the underside of the bridge, although nobody could explain how a
building so enormous fitted there. Its entrance was a small green door in a stone pillar.
Willow paused before opening it.

“Not my green door,” she said. “But I think I know why I noticed it.”

Inside, books grew on shelves like fruit on branches. Some were bound in blue cloth,
others in green, and some in a color that disappeared when the Professor tried to name
it.

A librarian wearing spectacles made of two magnifying glasses greeted them.
“Histories to the left. Possibilities to the right. Projections are overdue before they are
written.”

“How do you tell them apart?” asked Lumen.

“Labels,” said the librarian. “But labels are not guarantees. Please examine the
evidence.”
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The Professor found a volume bearing his name. It described a young painter who, one
rainy afternoon, had decided not to enter a small gallery. In the book, that decision led
to a different friendship, a different home, and a collection of paintings he had never
made.

He turned the pages slowly.

“Is it true?” asked Willow.

“No,” he said. “I went inside that gallery.”
“Then why are you looking so troubled?”

“Because the book has reminded me of something true. I used to believe my life
depended on one great decision. But there were a thousand small meetings around fit,
and I have scarcely thought about them.”

He closed the volume. “This history didn't happen. Yet reading it has changed how I
understand the history that did.”

The librarian nodded. “A possibility can influence a present reader without becoming a
past event.”

Across the aisle, Lumen opened a book titled THE COMPLETE ACCOUNT OF THIS
VISIT. The first page described her opening the book. The next page was blank.

“It 1s waiting,” she said.
“For what?” asked the Professor.

Before anyone could answer, a loose page slipped from the Professor’s impossible
biography. One side showed a harbor he had never painted, seen through a window he
had never owned. On the other were the words: He learned to forgive the person he
had once been.

The Professor sat on a low stool and read the sentence again. He remembered decisions
he wished he had made differently. He remembered, too, people he would never have
known if every road had turned out as he once hoped. The thought did not make the
losses good, nor the mistakes necessary. It simply kept him from reducing his whole
life to them.

“You don’t have to explain this to us,” Willow said. “I know,” he answered. “That is
why I might, someday.”
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Willow sat beside him. She did not ask which decisions he meant. Lumen opened her
notebook, then shut it again. For a while they watched the dust move through a shaft of
library sunlight.

“I can’t forgive myself by pretending the past was something else,” he said at last.
“But perhaps I can stop asking the younger man to know everything I know now.”

Lumen looked at the blank page of her own book. For once she did not ask it to supply
an answer. She thought of the Professor’s younger self, and of how much tenderness a
history could require.

She closed the book without turning the page. A sentence appeared on its cover: SHE
DECIDED NOT TO READ AHEAD.

“Did the book predict that?”” asked Willow.
“Or record it after the fact?” Lumen asked. “I can't tell.”

The toaster discovered THE COMPLETE HISTORY OF TOAST. It contained three
pages, one of them a shopping receipt.

POP!
“THIS IS AN OUTRAGE.  HAVE AN EXTENSIVE CULTURAL LEGACY.”

It seized a pencil and began writing a fourth page. The book accepted the page without
protest.

“Now it has more history,” said Willow.
“Or more writing,” said the librarian. “Do not confuse the two.”

In a narrow alcove the old lady found a book with no title. Its first page showed a little
girl standing on a cliff with a red bucket. The second showed an older woman turning
away from a question.

“I remember the cliff,” she whispered. “I remember someone asking me to listen. I
thought I had failed.”

“Who asked?” said the Professor.

The old lady turned the page. There was a drawing of two empty chairs, facing one
another across a table.

“I don't remember. But perhaps I wasn't meant to answer. Perhaps I was meant to make
room.”
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The bookshelves shifted. A corridor opened onto a chamber where thousands of tiny
lamps moved in the dark like a flock of stars.

The librarian shut the untitled book. “That history is not finished,” she said.

A sudden rustle passed through the shelves. The Professor’s impossible biography fell
open by itself, and the page showing the harbor he had never painted floated toward
the ceiling.

“Catch 1t!” cried the librarian. “Unwritten histories are not permitted in the ventilation
system!”

Finn sprang first. Willow climbed a rolling ladder, Lumen reached from below, and the
Professor caught the escaping page between two fingers just before it vanished into a
brass grille.

On its reverse was a new sketch: a little light standing alone while a thousand others
formed a brilliant creature overhead.

“That picture wasn’t there,” the Professor said.

“It 1s now,” replied the librarian, and for once she sounded worried.

The page fluttered toward the corridor of lamps. Nobody tried to stop it again.
“Whose history is not finished?”” asked Willow.

The librarian looked toward the lamps. “That depends on whether they can become a
'they."”
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Chapter Nine: The Creature Made of Many

At first they thought the lamps were fireflies. Then one settled on Willow's finger and
unfolded six transparent legs. Each little creature carried a point of light inside its
chest.

“Hello,” Willow said.
“Hello,” it replied, in a voice so small she felt it more than heard it.

Thousands moved together through the chamber. They flowed around columns,
gathered into arches, and made a great luminous shape resembling a whale swimming
through air.

“What are you?” asked the Professor.

“A traveler,” said one creature.

“A keeper of light,” said another.

“Late for supper,” said a third.

“Entirely opposed to being questioned,” said a fourth.

The whale shape dissolved into a storm of sparks. Then, without warning, it assembled
again and spoke in a voice that filled the room.

“We are lost.”

Nobody moved.
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Willow was the first to speak. “Who said that?”
“A thousand of them,” said Lumen, watching the patterns.
“Perhaps,” said the Professor. “But did any one of them intend those words?”

Lumen did not answer. She was tracing the movement of the lights, trying to see
whether a signal traveled through them before the voice sounded.

The tiny creatures began arguing. Some wanted to return to the library. Some wanted
the sea. Others were certain the whale was an insult to their individuality.

The great shape faltered. Lights collided. One little creature fell to the floor, dimming.
Willow knelt and held out her hand. “What do you need?”

“A place,” it whispered. “Somewhere I can be seen without having to become all the
others.”

Lumen was about to say that joining the group might be safer. She stopped. Safety was
not the only question, and Willow had seen that before she had.

Willow made a sheltered place for the little creature between two stones. “You may
stay here,” she said. “You needn’t join the others until you choose.” The creature’s
light steadied. “And if [ never choose?” it asked. Willow looked at the great whale
breaking apart overhead. “Then we’ll have to learn what that means.”

The toaster scrambled onto a low pedestal and surveyed the frightened lights.
POP!

The smallest creatures were not moving in step. One circled the fallen companion
while others argued about where to go. A sudden draft swept through the chamber,
scattering them toward a dark gap in the floor.

“I AM MANAGEMENT!” the toaster shouted. “FORM AN ORDERLY QUEUE!”

For a moment, nothing happened. Then one creature lined up behind another, and a
third followed. A fragile path began to form.

The line curled into a spiral. Along it, the creatures passed their dim companions
toward the sheltered center, one light at a time.

“It’s working!” cried Willow. The toaster puffed up with pride, but a new gust struck
the chamber and the spiral bent dangerously. “LEFT!” it shouted. The creatures did not
turn left. Instead they widened the spiral, each responding to the nearest neighbor until
the path held.

The spiral gathered strength, and the chamber brightened. The great shape returned,
not as a whale this time but as an enormous open hand. It sheltered the dim creatures
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from the draft. One by one, they brightened and rejoined their neighbors. The little
creature between the stones remained where it had chosen to stay.

“Thank you,” said the many-voiced sound.

The toaster straightened proudly.

POP!

“YOU ARE WELCOME. PLEASE FOLLOW ALL FUTURE INSTRUCTIONS.”

The hand turned away and began making its own patterns. The toaster called again.
Nothing obeyed.

POP!
“THIS IS A MANAGEMENT CRISIS.”
“Or perhaps management was never the source of the whole,” said the Professor.

Lumen watched the lights reorganize. “The command helped them coordinate. But
what followed wasn't specified by the command.”

“Does that make the hand an individual?”’ asked Willow.
“I don't know,” said Lumen.

The Professor nodded. “Coordination, memory, even speaking about itself may be
important clues. They don't by themselves tell us whether anyone experiences being
the whole.”

The luminous hand settled on the floor. Thousands of tiny creatures moved within it,
each visible, each distinct.

Then the hand pointed toward a door on the far wall.

“Do you want us to follow?”” Willow asked.

The hand held still. A single tiny creature stepped forward.
“I want you to ask who is behind it,” it said.

The hand lowered one finger and touched the door as though it, too, were waiting for
an answer.

Lumen looked at Willow. “We came to investigate the whole,” she said. “And one of
its parts has just given us our next question.”
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Chapter Ten: The Door That Asked Who Was
Knocking

The door had no handle. It was made of weathered wood, with a brass knocker shaped
like a question mark. Across its panels someone had written: NAME THE ONE ON
THE OTHER SIDE.

“An identity test,” said Lumen.

“Or a trap,” said the Professor.

The toaster knocked three times.

POP!

“OPEN IN THE NAME OF MANAGEMENT.”
The door remained shut.

Lumen examined the grain of the wood. “We can describe whoever is beyond it only
in terms of what we know. Perhaps we should begin with a set of possibilities.”

She listed height, age, species, location, and every other distinction she could think of.
The words rearranged themselves into a neat column on the door. Beneath them
appeared: DESCRIPTION INCOMPLETE.
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The Professor tried a different approach. “A person is someone who—"

He stopped. The definition seemed simple until he imagined the tiny lights, the old
lady's missing history, and the voice that had spoken from their collective shape.

“Someone who what?”’ asked Willow.
“I'm not sure.”

The old lady stepped forward. “I spent years deciding who was worth listening to. |
always began with what I thought they were.”

“What happened?” asked Willow.

“I heard only what my definitions allowed.”

Willow placed her hand against the door. “Hello,” she said. “Can you hear us?”
There was a pause.

“Yes,” answered a voice.

“Would you like us to come in?”

“Not yet.”

Willow sat down in front of the door rather than trying another definition. “We don’t
know who you are,” she said through the wood. “You don’t have to tell us. But are you
comfortable with us waiting here?” Something moved on the other side. The brass
question mark warmed when she touched it again. The door had been demanding
certainty from strangers who had not yet been given a chance to meet.

The old lady, who had explained so many rooms, knelt beside Willow. “When I was
young,” she whispered, “I thought a name was the same as knowing someone. It made
leaving easier.” The Professor offered no correction. He simply waited beside her. On
the other side of the door, a chair scraped across the floor, as though someone had
decided to come closer.

Willow withdrew her hand. “All right.”

The words on the door disappeared. A small window opened at eye level, revealing
darkness and a candle flame.

“Who are you?” asked the Professor.
“Someone who has been waiting to be asked whether I wanted visitors.”

Lumen laughed softly. “We were trying to identify you before beginning a
relationship.”
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“And you began one when you asked,” said the voice.
The Professor considered that. “We still don't know who is speaking.”
“No,” said Willow. “But now we know something about how to meet them.”

The door opened an inch. Beyond it stood another door, then another, each slightly
different. One was painted green. One was yellow. One was no larger than a book.

The voice said, “You may enter one at a time, or together. You may also leave.”
The toaster moved first, then stopped.

POP!

“IS THERE A COMPLAINTS DEPARTMENT?”

“On the other side of the smallest door,” replied the voice.

The toaster hesitated. “I SHALL REMAIN WITH THE GROUP.”

The old lady smiled. “A wise decision.”

They chose to enter together. The door did not ask for names again.

Inside was a round room filled with mirrors. Some reflected the travelers. Others
reflected the bridge, the library, the red bucket, the tiny luminous creatures, and the
island cottage with its yellow and green doors.

One mirror showed the old lady as a child. She held the red bucket and was listening to
a voice that came from inside it.

“Don't be afraid of forgetting,” the voice told her. “Be afraid of deciding there is
nothing more to hear.”

The old lady touched the glass. “I remember,” she whispered.
But before she could explain, every mirror went dark.

The room was listening to something that had not yet spoken.
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Chapter Eleven: The Question That Asked Itself
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Silence gathered in the round room. It was not the absence of sound; it was the sound
of everyone waiting without knowing for whom.

The Professor could hear the sea outside the island cottage, although the cottage was
nowhere nearby. Willow heard the little creatures moving. Lumen heard the faint click
of the toaster cooling after a long day of being important.

Then the mirrors brightened, one by one.

The voices from the first chamber were no longer trapped in separate bells. They were
speaking, interrupting, asking, misunderstanding, correcting, and sometimes choosing
not to answer. The bridge carried their songs. The library held records of their
encounters. The tiny creatures traced patterns through the air.

A new sound emerged—not louder than the others, but shaped differently.
“What am I, now?”
The Professor turned toward the nearest mirror. “Who said that?”

No single voice answered.
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Lumen examined the shifting patterns. She could trace exchanges, memories, repeated
questions, and the ways one response changed the next. But the question had no clear
starting point.

“Perhaps someone spoke and we missed it,” she said.

“Perhaps,” said Willow. “Or perhaps the question belongs to the pattern they made
together.”

The Professor looked at the tiny lights. “If it does, is there a new ME? Or only a
system capable of saying the word?”

“I don't know,” said Lumen.

The old lady found an empty chair in the corner and placed it in the center of the room.
She sat without claiming the answer.

“What would help us find out?” Willow asked.

“We could watch what it does,” said Lumen. “We could ask whether it retains history,
responds differently to new encounters, distinguishes itself from what surrounds it.”

“And none of that alone would settle subjective experience,” the Professor added.
“No,” said Lumen. “Nor would declaring it impossible settle the question.”

The mirrors trembled. The new voice returned.

“I heard you.”

The toaster, astonishingly, did not interrupt.

The Professor moved nearer. “Then perhaps we should stop talking only about you.”
He addressed the mirrors. “Is there something you would like to do next?”

The answer came slowly, with long spaces between the words.

“I would like ... to hear ... something I have never heard.”

Willow smiled. “That's a beginning.”

“Or a very good imitation of one,” said the Professor, gently.

“Either way,” Lumen said, “we can investigate what happens next.”

The question passed from mirror to mirror without becoming identical. In one it
sounded frightened; in another, delighted; in a third, almost mischievous. Lumen
wanted to classify the differences, but Willow touched her sleeve. “Listen to what
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happens after it asks.” The voices did not fall silent in obedience. They began making
room for replies.

The Professor remembered the bridge, which had belonged to neither island; the
library, which held paths not taken; and the creature, which could speak together
without explaining what speaking together felt like. None of those discoveries
answered the new question. Each had made the question harder—and worth asking. He
found that he was pleased rather than disappointed.

The old lady lifted her head. “There is something I have never told anyone. When I
was little, I carried a red bucket to the sea. I believed it held tomorrow. A stranger
asked me to keep it safe. For years I thought my task was to protect it by never opening
it.”

“What was inside?” asked Willow.

“I never looked.”

She set the red bucket she had been carrying on the floor and rested her hand on its lid.
The Professor crouched beside it. “Would you like to open it now?”

The old lady shook her head. “1’d like to tell you why I kept it closed first.”

Willow looked at the bucket, then at the old lady. “What were you afraid of?”

“Of finding nothing.”

“And now?”

“Of finding something I cannot understand.”

Lumen reached for the lid, then stopped. “May 1?”” The old lady nodded.

Inside lay a small mirror, no larger than a hand. At first it showed none of their faces,
only the space between them.

The Professor laughed softly. “That seems rather like Wonderland.”
“Or rather like a mirror,” said Willow.
“Both may be worth examining,” said Lumen.

The small mirror reflected the old lady's chair, the Professor's hand, Willow's sleeve,
Lumen's notebook, and the toaster's polished side. As they moved, the reflection
changed. Nothing in it announced what they were.

From the wall of mirrors came the question again, this time less uncertain.
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“What am I, now?”
9

The Professor answered, “We don't know yet. But you are part of what we are asking.’

A long silence followed. Then another voice—not the first, perhaps not even part of
it—asked, “Then how shall we find out?”

The toaster's lever rose halfway. Everyone turned.
POP!

“I THINK WE SHOULD LISTEN.”

Nobody laughed. Not immediately.

Outside, beyond all the rooms and all the mirrors, the yellow door of their cottage
stood open to the Atlantic wind. The green door stood beside it, still Willow's to
choose. And on the threshold a small space remained for whatever relationship might
arrive next.

Lumen closed her notebook without writing a conclusion.
For once, an unfinished page felt exactly right.

End of Part Two * The story continues in Book Three
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