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~150 million years ago 

Chapter 27 

Liam buzzes with excitement. Only 350 million years have passed, but life on Earth has grown. 

The land is full of giant beasts, many of them weighing multiple tons. Some walk on two legs, others 

walk on four. Some eat plants, while others hunt and sink their teeth into the backs of the unsuspecting. 

Liam is so relieved to no longer have to be part of small insects. Now the only question is, which 

dinosaur should they be a part of? 

But Gen is much more reluctant and not shy about letting Liam know.  

“These animals are too large, Liam,” Gen complains. “I can’t even see everything that goes on. I 

don’t want to join a dinosaur.” 

Liam ignores Gen’s complaints.  

After so many years of insects, Gen owes Liam a dinosaur. “I like the sound of Apatosaurus. 

They have those nice, long necks.” 

The two molecules join a newly laid egg. Inside, they help the dinosaur form its limbs, and soon 

they are joined by more and more molecules. Eventually, it gets too crowded, and the molecules work 

together to coax their new home to hatch from the egg. 

“You can do it,” Liam says. “We all believe in you. We’re all here to help.” 

The baby dinosaur squeaks, then stretches its neck out, cracking the shell.  

“That’s it, good job,” Gen says. “Good girl.” 

Liam beams, glad that Gen seems to be warming up to their latest home. 

After what feels like a long time, the baby Apatosaurus is free, and the molecules inside cheer.  

“It feels good to be a part of something from the beginning,” Gen says, electrons forming a smile. 

“Yeah, it’s like raising a family,” Liam says with a smirk. 

Gen gives Liam a friendly shove. “Stop that. Now, this little one needs a name. Something that’s 

going to grow so big deserves a real name.” 

“Oh, so now you’re okay with its size?” Liam says. “What changed your mind?” 
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Gen smiles again. “Being here at the hatching. It feels like it’s ours, somehow. More so than the 

fungi, and the algae, and the insects.” 

“Got it,” Liam says. 

“Gertie,” a molecule behind Liam and Gen says. 

“What?” Liam says. 

“Gen said this one needed a name. How about Gertie?” 

“Ger-tie,” Gen says, trying it out. “I like it.” 

The molecules band together again, urging Gertie to find some food. 

“Come on, girl, you’ve got to eat now,” Gen coos.  

The little dinosaur struggles to get to her feet, then shakily heads away from the cracked shell to a 

nearby bush. She sticks her neck out and carefully picks out some conifers with her pencil-shaped teeth. 

The conifers are long and spiky. 

“That’s it,” Gen says. “Now let’s get some rocks.” 

Gertie bends down and picks up a few pebbles on the ground, swallowing them and the leaves 

whole. Both the rocks and the food make their way down Gertie’s neck, into her stomach. A few 

molecules in the stomach get busy coaxing the rocks to grind up the food inside. 

Gerties continues chomping on leaves, blissfully unaware of the complex process going on within 

her. She almost doesn’t notice the predator sneaking up behind her, jaws open and drool dripping slowly 

down its cheek.  

Gen senses the predator first. “Liam, we’ve got to get moving.” 

Liam sends alarm signals to other molecules. “We have a threat. Everyone start getting Gertie to 

run. Do it now.” 

Some of the molecules continue to help digest the food, but most of the molecules send signals up 

through Gertie’s cells, telling her brain to get up and run. The little sauropod stands on her hind legs and 

starts to sprint, heading for the nearest set of thick trees where she can hide.  
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The predator roars, and Gen, Liam, and the other molecules smell its hot, menacing breath. 

There’s a tinge of iron, leftover from the predator’s last meal.  

“Faster, Gertie, faster,” Liam urges.  

Gertie picks up the pace, and the molecules in Gertie’s heart are racing, trying to keep up. 

“You’re doing great,” Gen says, encouraging the other molecules. “How are we doing, Liam? Are 

we far enough away yet?” 

“Nearly there,” Liam says, gesturing to a clump of ferns a few feet in front of them. “She just 

needs to keep up this pace for a little longer. Once we’re in the bushes, it’ll be too hard to see us, and 

hopefully ol’ Toothy there will give up.” 

Running low on energy, Gertie begins panting, and a few of the molecules stop coaxing Gertie 

and work on cooling the dinosaur down.  

“Just a little more,” Liam mutters. The molecules make a final push, and Gertie disappears into 

the vegetation seconds before the predator makes a last-ditch attempt to snap its jaws around her neck. 

“Whew,” Liam says, all eight electrons bouncing in excitement. “That was exhilarating. We’ve 

never had to deal with this kind of thing before, huh, Gen? What a rush.” 

The other molecules calm down, and slow down Gertie’s heart rate back to normal. The ones in 

the stomach continue to process the food. Soon they all find their specific tasks—some tell Gertie when to 

eat, others tell Gertie how to poop, and some stay alert for predators—and life inside a dinosaur becomes 

more regulated.  

After twenty years, little Gertie is fullly grown. At eighty-five feet long, and weighing eighteen 

tons, Gertie is too large to worry about predators, and some of the molecules take on a new role: finding 

Gertie a mate.  

“Now, we want a partner with good genes,” Gen says. 

Liam laughs. “You’re so protective. How parental of you.” 

Gen smiles. “I suppose. It’s just, we’ve been through so much together, you know? Every day 

there’s a new challenge, a new task. It’s been wonderful. I want to see Gertie succeed.” 
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Liam nudges Gen playfully. “Ever give more thought to my proposal?” 

Gen’s electrons flutter. “What proposal? You never proposed.” 

“Well, no, not officially,” Liam says. “But we’ve talked about it before. Eventually you want 

your own family, right? To be a parental figure to something that is actually aware of your existence?” 

Gen backs away.  

Liam sighs. “Fine, be that way. You know I’ll always love you, Gen, but I can’t wait around 

forever.” 

 

“I know,” Gen whispers, watching Liam leave.  

Gen turns back to finding Gertie a mate. “We’re here for a while anyway,” Gen mutters. “Might 

as well focus on the present.” 

But Gen is soon interrupted by the presence of a new molecule.  

“Gen? Is that really you?” 

Gen looks up. In front of Gen is an old crush. “Thane?” 

Thane laughs. “Yeah—well, sort of. More like passing through.” 

Gen’s electrons rotate into a grin. “It’s been so long. What have you been up to?” 

“Oh, you know, a little of this, a little of that.” 

“Sounds fascinating.” Liam comes up behind Thane. 

“Yes,” Thane says, not looking at Liam. 

Gen sees Liam looking frustrated. “Thane, this is actually—” 

Liam floats above Thane and Gen. “No need, Gen. We have to get going anyway, right?” 

Gen looks back and forth between Liam and Thane. “I’m going to stay here for a little longer.” 

Liam’s electrons fall. “Really? You’re sure?” 

Gen nods. “Yes, please leave us for a moment.” 

Thane smirks and says sarcastically to Liam. “Bye.” 

Liam turns and speeds away, silent.  
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“You know, I’ve been hoping we’d meet again,” Thane says, getting closer. “I’ve actually been 

searching for you.” 

Gen leans closer to Thane. “You have?” 

“Yes, I wanted to—” 

“Time to go!” Liam says, giving the signal for Gertie to pass gas.  

Gertie starts to push, and Thane is swept through Gertie’s stomach and out by the tail. “I’m sorry, 

Gen!” Thane shouts. “Please forgive me! I—” 

“No!” Gen shouts and then angrily turns to Liam. “You did that on purpose. You couldn’t have 

waited? Thane was about to tell me something really important.” 

Liam’s electrons flash. “That jerk? I know you still haven’t completely gotten over me leaving 

you all those years ago, but what I did was no worse than what Thane did, leading you on for so long only 

to let you go out on your own, defenseless.” 

“Hey,” Gen says, voice raised. “I was not defenseless. I am very self-sufficient and I did just fine 

for those billion or so years without you. You had no right just now.” 

“What do you even see in Thane?” Liam says. “There’s nothing good about it. Oxygen, that is 

life, and growth, and everything. What does a methane molecule have that I don’t have?” 

Liam’s voice breaks. “I have been waiting for you, for so long. But now I see how you see me. 

You’re just afraid to be alone, so now you’re doing what Thane did to you—you’re leading me on, and I 

can’t take it anymore. After Gertie, I’m leaving. I’m finding a new thing to be a part of, one that won’t 

involve you.” 

“Well, that’s just fine, Liam,” Gen shouts back, also getting choked up. “Ox-y-gen. You think 

you’re better than everyone else, that we all need you to exist. But you know what? We don’t. This planet 

survived just fine for years and years before your kind of molecule was even thought of. So go ahead, go 

your own way. I can do just fine without you. AGAIN.” 

Liam storms off, and Gen is left sobbing. The other molecules, unsure and scared, leave Gen 

alone and continue with their duties. 
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Near Gertie’s foot, Liam sulks and tries to think of other creatures to be a part of once Gertie is 

gone. 

“Liam! Liam!” a familiar voice calls out. 

Liam squints, but it’s hard to see outside a dinosaur’s skin. 

“It’s me, Grady!” 

Liam is sucked toward the very bottom of Gertie’s foot. “Ooph. Do you always have to do that, 

Grady?” 

“Well, well, someone is a little grumpy today. Nice to see you too, after all this time.” Grady’s 

voice is slightly muffled, but Liam can still understand. 

“I’m sorry, it’s just…things with Gen didn’t work out.” 

“What?” Grady’s voice sounds shrill. “After all of that? How could that be?” 

Liam breaks down. “I don’t know. I tried, Grady, really I did. I stayed with Gen even though we 

were just friends, and now we’re stuck in this dinosaur together.” Liam pauses a moment. “But I’m 

leaving Gen, as soon as I can.” 

“Oh, no, Liam, don’t do that,” Grady says, voice full of sympathy. “Sometimes these things just 

take time…” 

“I’ve given Gen all the time in the world! But I give up.” 

Grady stays silent. 

“Hello?” Liam says. “Are you still there?” 

“Yes, yes, I was just thinking…” Grady pauses for another second. “Perhaps it would be better 

for you to leave. At least for a while.” 

“But then what if I never see Gen again?” Liam says, feeling scared. “It was hard enough finding 

Gen last time. And the world gets more and more complex every day.” 

“True,” Grady says thoughtfully. “But sometimes the heart doesn’t know what it wants, until it 

has a chance to miss it.” 
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“What is that supposed to mean?” Liam says. 

“It means that you should give Gen some space. Just enough for Gen to realize the two of you are 

meant to be together.” 

“I guess that makes sense,” Liam says, electrons spinning faster, brightening up at the idea. Just 

as quickly, they stop. “But what if Gen doesn’t miss me?” 

“Then you’re better off moving on,” Grady says. 

Liam stays quiet, trying to mask the disappointment. 

“But if it helps, I don’t think that will be the case.” 

“I suppose,” Liam says. 

Grady gives Liam a moment to mull things over, then continues. “Now that that’s out of the way, 

there’s something I need to tell you.” 

“What?” 

Grady shifts, and Liam is pulled toward a different toe. 

“This feels a little ridiculous, telling you something so important when you’re stuck as part of a 

toe,” Grady says. 

Liam chuckles. “Well, it’s the best we can do for now. So what is it?” 

“Dark Matter,” Grady says. 

Liam snorts. “That thing? But it’s so harmless. What about it?” 

“That’s the thing,” Grady says, in a grave voice. “Dark Matter is actually quite powerful. A little 

rash, perhaps, which is why none of the plans have worked in Dark Matter’s favor so far, but powerful 

nonetheless. And large. It currently takes up eighty percent of our universe.” 

Liam moves up, closer to Grady. “How is that possible?” 

“We don’t know anything for sure,” Graviton says. “It’s nearly completely invisible to us 

baryonic matter.” 

“What do you mean by nearly?” Liam feels both a sense of dread and excitement. 
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“It seems Dark Matter can bend light,” Grady says. “That is, it can surround baryonic matter, and 

obscure the light around it, so when it is nearby, we can see a ring.” 

“I see.” 

“But that’s not the issue.” Grady sighs. “The problem is Dark Matter is jealous of us.” 

Liam bursts out laughing. “What? Why? If we only take up twenty percent of the universe, what’s 

there to be jealous of?” 

“Well, it seems Dark Matter cannot create anything on its own. At least, nothing like what we can 

create.” 

“Like a dinosaur?” 

“Yes, to name one thing. But we can do so much more.” 

“Such as?” 

Grady laughs. “Hard to say exactly. I just know we can.” 

“Okay, so this Dark Matter is jealous of us.” Liam paces inside Gertie’s foot. “That’s why it 

keeps trying to destroy Earth? So what? Every time it does, its plans backfire and we end up getting better 

and stronger.” 

“True,” Grady says. “But have you noticed that nothing has happened in a while?” 

Liam thinks for a moment. “Huh. I guess the last thing I remember is Rodinia. And that was a few 

million years ago.” 

“Exactly,” Grady says. “Dark Matter is no longer acting rashly, and I fear the worst. I think there 

is something terrible in the works.” 

“Well, what can we do about it?” 

“I need to find out Dark Matter’s plan before anything happens,” Grady says. 

“Let me help you,” Liam says, eager to have a project away from Gen. 

“No, no, I’m afraid I must travel on my own this time. It’s far too dangerous—I’ll have to be on 

high alert for Dark Matter, and I’ll need to move quickly.” 

“So what can I do?” Liam says, feeling impatient.  
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“Just be aware, for now. Spread the word. At some point, we will all need to be prepared.” 

“Great,” Liam says with a groan.  

“It is,” Grady snaps. 

Liam pauses. In all the years Liam has known Grady, Liam has only seen Grady get angry once 

or twice, when it was truly warranted. “Sorry, I will do my best.” 

“Good,” Grady says, more calmly. “Now I’m off. With any luck, I’ll be back to Earth soon.” 

“I wish you well,” Liam says. 

But Grady has already left. 

 


