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      Project Valhalla takes place between the books Rise of Polaris and Legacy of Ariul, the first and the second book in The Omnilogos Singularity series.

      To avoid spoilers I suggest you read the first book, before diving into this novella.

      Happy reading!

      Michele
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            INTERLOOP

          

          (2023)

        

      

    

    
      “I’ve put two years of my life into this project, Ben. You can’t do this.”

      The man sitting behind the desk spread his hands on the leather ledger in front of him. “Look, it’s been a tough year for the Institute, Selene. The board of directors strangled our funds. I’m sorry. We need to pick what’s going to sell. I can’t afford to use what we’ve got left for anything we’d like.”

      “Anything?” Selene walked up to him, hands shaking. “This is the Institute’s flagship project you’re talking about.”

      “Was.” Ben’s voice was calm, soothing even. “The council wants to focus on projects with practical applications. I can’t argue with that. It’s their money we’re spending.”

      Selene narrowed her eyes. “Interloop is the most practical project in the goddamn world!”

      “Not for them, it’s not. They think that moving objects via interlink isn’t exactly the best use of their funds.”

      “And what do you think?”

      “Doesn’t matter. The money isn’t mine.”

      “I asked you a question.”

      Ben shrugged. “Okay. Interloop has potential, but it needs a lot more time, funding, and attention than the Institute can give it. You’ve proven this in the past few months.” He picked up the ledger, opened it, and started reading. “Two interconnected control stations, a phase detector for energy exchanges, intrasynaptic occurrence plates… Do I need to keep going? You have any idea how much this costs?”

      Selene slammed her hands on the desk. “You have the money. You’re just deciding not to use it for Interloop. At least have the decency to answer my question.”

      Ben sighed. He ran a hand over his head. “Do you really want me to spell it out to you?”

      Selene opened her arms. “Hit me.”

      “Okay.” Ben leaned forward, looking at her with eyes so brown they seemed black. “Selene Sato, you are the most brilliant person I know. This Institute owes you awards, recognition, and prestige. I have no problem admitting that.”

      “But?”

      “But you’re also a pain in the ass, and see only what’s in front of your nose.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that Interloop is a projection of your blindness. It doesn’t matter how brilliant it is if no one can put a price tag on it and sell it to the highest bidder.”

      “What are you talking about? I sent a detailed analysis of the⁠—”

      “It’s not enough,” Ben cut her off. “You gave the board a couple reports and some useless statistics. These aren’t things that can pay the bills. We’re no charity, for Christ’s sake. We need rock-solid results and⁠—”

      “Look, if I just had a little more time⁠—”

      “No.” Ben almost shouted the word. “It’s over. Interloop is dead. End of story.”

      “I—”

      “But there’s good news.”

      “Good news? What good news?”

      “The archons have assigned you to the Samjon calibrator, the one Professor Woming is working on.”

      “What?” Selene barked a laugh. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “The Samjon? A monkey with a goddamn wrench could take care of that.”

      “It already has a buyer. It’s more than you can say for Interloop.”

      “You’ll get twenty, maybe thirty thousand dollars.” Selene waved a hand dismissively. “Pittance compared to Interloop’s potentials.”

      “Did I stutter? Interloop is over, Selene. Make peace with the decision and move on.”

      Selene clenched her jaw. “Tell me, Ben Reno Somoza, when was the last time you looked at a project not for its price tag, but for the difference it could make for the entire human race?”

      “Poetic speeches won’t pay your mortgage.”

      “What?” Selene’s frown was deep. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I know you bought a new apartment.” Ben crossed his arms as he looked at her. “Devin told me. Are you paying for that with wishful thinking? Hmm? Bet you need hard cash for that one.”

      Selene recoiled as if someone had slapped her. “That’s none of your goddamned business.”

      “Really? Maybe it’s not. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you can’t be squeamish. It wasn’t easy convincing the archons not to give you the boot.”

      “Oh. Really? You want me to kiss your ass? You think screwing up two years’ worth of work and relegating me to the Institute’s dungeon to tighten screws makes you my savior?”

      “Settle down, Selene. It’s over. At least for now. Look, I’ll tell you what. Why don’t we wait till next year? By that time, the board might have enough funding for⁠—”

      “Hell no.” Selene could feel her heart slamming against her chest. “Don’t fucking insult my intelligence. You can sell that bullshit speech to a first-year grad who hasn’t been around the block and knows shit about how projects die. If you cut Interloop now, it’s over forever.”

      “I’m just trying to meet you in the middle.”

      “Really? You’re doing a shitty job at that.” She turned and stalked toward the office’s door.

      “Selene—”

      “Tomorrow,” she cut him off, her hand on the door handle, “when you receive my letter of resignation, sign it knowing that you’ve turned down this Institute’s greatest chance of going down in the history books.”

      “You’re making a poor decision and you know it. Why don’t you⁠—”

      “A poor decision was sticking around in this place for two years,” Selene cut him off. “Now this is the best choice I’ve made in a long time.” She gave Ben the middle finger, then slammed the door and stormed out of the building.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            POSSIBILITIES

          

          (2024)

        

      

    

    
      A year of failures.

      Four words with which Selene could sum up the moment she had quit working for the Evan Den Bawer Institute to go look for investors by herself until now.

      She had tried to sell Interloop’s technology to research centers, universities, start-ups, government agencies, and wealthy individuals.

      Everyone had shown interest in her flashy presentations, but when it came to writing the six-figure check she needed to continue her research, they had disappeared faster than a politician at the end of an election campaign.

      A lot had changed after she’d slammed the door in Ben’s face to go her own way.

      For starters, she’d had to sell her apartment and move into the suburbs, where she now shared a half-century-old basement with two students half her age.

      Her bank account was overdrawn, weighed down by a credit card debt so massive, she wasn’t sure one lifetime would be enough to pay it off.

      What else? The last three job interviews had gone south faster than an airline charter hit by a missile. She’d sent her resume to dozens of institutions across the States, but apparently at the moment researchers and faculty members were as common as sand in the desert. Nobody needed her.

      She had reached the bottom long ago, now she was scraping her way down to hell.

      Selene entered the shithole she called home, tossed her purse on the kitchen counter, and sank on the brown couch that a thousand years before might have been red.

      She rubbed her wrists with a groan and put her legs on the footrest. Her part-time job was killing her. The coffee shop at Denven and Suarez Street was supposed to be a temporary fallback, something to keep her afloat while she was looking for a real job.

      What she thought would be a few days’ gig turned into a month, then two months. Well, the months added up pretty quickly. She’d been wearing the expresso-stained, cinnamon-smelly maroon apron for six months.

      Selene pushed herself up from the couch and hit the bathroom.

      She took a long, hot shower and finished just in time to feel hungry. She took a slice of Margherita pizza from the fridge—a leftover from the day before. Or was it two days before? The bread crust was stale, but she had survived worse things. She put the pizza in the microwave and set the timer.

      While she was waiting for her dinner, she grabbed her cellphone and checked her inbox.

      “Awesome. More good news.” She went through her messages quickly, scanning the content and then moving on to the next message. None of the research centers in the Midwest cared for her hands-on demonstration of Interloop, and only one of the five universities she’d contacted to send a job application responded by declining her offer. Right. Another slap in the face. If she’d had a dime every time she got a no, she’d
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