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            CONRAD - LOGGERHEADS

          

        

      

    

    
      “You have to make the announcement in under an hour.”

      Melchizedek Conrad, CEO of TransStell Sirius, sat frozen in his chair. He turned his eyes on the speaker, Matsushita Sachi, his VP of Security, and regarded her in silence.

      “Really, this isn’t bad news,” Mariam Al Khatib said after casting a furtive glance at Matsushita. “I mean, well, I would have done it differently, but, you know… it really is good news.”

      “Though I would have preferred she confer with us first,” Matsushita said, “I concur. She even staged the experiment a hundred and eighty degrees away from our selection. Sixty light years of safety margin. She was cautious and methodical.”

      Conrad swallowed and tried to keep his hands from clenching on the desktop.

      “It’s not that I begrudge the Ghast her prerogative,” he said. He choked off the next words.

      Could I possibly be any more sententious? he thought. Sachi will see through me in an instant.

      “I didn’t think that’s, well,” Matsushita said and stopped to gauge his reaction.

      See? Damn it.

      Conrad said, “Yeah, I get it. We have a gravity javelin and a gravity shield. The EVEs seem to only strike if we broadcast at certain frequencies or use…”

      “I thoroughly hate that term,” Al Khatib said in such a low voice that Conrad only understand what she said in retrospect.

      “What? Oh. Why? Evil Volitional Entities. You said they’re volitional entities, right? And you’re a good volitional entity, right? So, they’re evil.”

      “It’s not good and evil,” she said, before freezing. “Damn it! Sorry, Mr. Conrad, I forgot…”

      “Sachi, she’s regressing.”

      “I’m on it,” Matsushita said. “Mariam, it’s just the three of us. You need to drop protocol and say what you think. We’re not getting through this otherwise.”

      “Well, I’m not good and they’re not evil. They destroy civilizations because that’s what they do. I try to stop them because that’s what I do.”

      “That’s evil and good, respectively,” Conrad said, his eyebrows up.

      “That’s a human conceit,” she said, and stopped again. “Look, sorry. If saying EVEs helps keep conversations moving, fine. But GVEs doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue.”

      Al Khatib wrung her fingers in her lap and added, “And I might be the only one. So, just GVE. No plural.”

      “But you’re a colony, right?” Conrad said. Matsushita’s glare prompted him to say, “Ah, sorry, Mariam. I’m still trying to figure out how to talk about all this. It’s been over a year, and I still feel like I’m walking on eggshells.”

      Al Khatib touched Matsushita’s shoulder and murmured, “Thanks.” To Conrad, she said, “Dek, it’s fine. Yes, I’m a colony, but the volitions are united, so I’m a singular being as far as you’re concerned. But, um, and I think Sachi would agree, you’ve tried to change the subject, haven’t you?”

      I shouldn’t complain that I’m surrounded by people this perceptive, Conrad thought. But sometimes it’s a pain in the ass.

      Seeing no point in dissembling, Conrad said, “It’s just… yeah, the Ghast checked the final box. Now, we can move forward with the first colony. But, damn it. That’s not where I’d like her to spend her time.”

      He shook his head.

      Maybe I can divert their attention using an adjacent subject?

      “Mariam, you’re no closer?”

      He regretted his tone when he saw Al Khatib flinch. She seemed to struggle for words, so Matsushita said, “Dek, she didn’t even know humans could dive into the perpendicular universes before you did it. I had to convince her to take me. She only risked that after I described how I felt when you disappeared. My physiological reaction convinced her I had an affinity. We’ve interviewed everyone on Haven One and Haven Two. No one reported similar symptoms.”

      Conrad took a moment to force a low-wattage Executive smile. Focusing to keep his voice mild, he said, “I think that means we’re it.”

      Matsushita surprised Conrad when she said, “I don’t see an alternative. We can’t conduct any tests in our home continuum. That leaves one option.”

      Struggling to push the feelings of guilt aside, Conrad said, “We’re missing key skill sets. Mariam, you brought Sachi last time. Can you bring her and someone else this time?”

      “I’m… not sure,” she said. She continued to wring her hands, and Conrad sat back to appear less demanding.

      I have no idea what she’s been through, he thought. She’s done a lot to help us, so I should give her the benefit of the doubt.

      “We can talk more after the presentation,” Matsushita said, nodding towards her pendant Holo-D. “I think you need to prep. It’ll take ten minutes to walk to the amphitheater.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Conrad said. “Guess I should look on the bright side. With the Marketing team still back on Earth, I won’t have to spend an hour getting my teeth shined.”

      Matsushita laughed as Al Khatib looked at them as if she could not tell if they were joking.

      “I can’t say I miss that, either,” Matsushita said. “We’ll walk with you if you don’t have other plans.”

      Well, at least my plan seemed to work, Conrad thought.

      “I’ll bounce some of my ideas off you as we walk,” Conrad said, pushing the chair back and standing. He lifted his jacket off the serving table where he had thrown it. He shook it, examined it to be sure it hadn’t picked up any crumbs, and shrugged into it.

      “Alright, let’s go,” he said, gesturing for the two to precede him.

      Let’s see if I can get this started on the right foot, he thought, clenching his jaw.

      

      Conrad stood stage left, just out of the audience’s sight. His arms crossed, he tapped his foot as Linda Southfield, the VP of Exploratory Services, built excitement for the announcement. The announcement he had to make.

      I wish we could get Miriam to tell us what’s protecting Earth, he thought. He could just see members of the audience in the eastern-most seats. Their excitement eased the burning, yet chilled, sensation in his chest. Maybe she hasn’t remembered yet. Maybe she never knew. Well, at least we can defend the colonies now. We hope.

      Almost as if she had been reading his mind, Southfield said, “I’m sure you’re thinking, well, it’s all well and good that the VP is standing up there saying we’re about ready to colonize the first planet. She’s not going into harm’s way! She’s going to be sitting in Haven City, or Second City, where it’s safe.”

      Southfield grinned as she surveyed the crowd, then laughed and said, “And now some of you are thinking, ‘Oh, no! She’s not going with us, is she?’ No, I’m not. But as a lot of you already know — because you’ve helped build these things — we now have an effective offensive weapon. And we have a reliable shield. Best of all, we know what not to do — we know how to not attract the attention of the EVEs.”

      Conrad smiled just a little as he imagined how Al Khatib would react. He couldn’t see her as she waited across the way in the shadows of stage right. Southfield continued speaking.

      “My Director of the Twentieth Fleet tells me she’s ready. Her ships are prepared to protect your transports. She’s ready to give you top cover. At the end of this presentation, we’ll announce the results of the lottery. That means you’ll know who’ll have the right of first refusal for positions on the first colonial expedition. These are exciting times, aren’t they?”

      She’s drawing it out a little too long, Conrad thought. He sensed a building impatience in some corners of the audience. Despite that, he could tell from her expression that Southfield enjoyed herself.

      Maybe I’m just gloomy today, he thought. He knew why, but that didn’t help.

      “Now all we need to do is tell you where we’re going — and what the place is like. And for that, please, let me introduce our CEO, Melchizedek Conrad!”

      Southfield led the audience’s applause. The sound hit Conrad with what felt like a physical force. He clenched, then unclenched his fists. He saw the people on the eastern side of the audience looking expectantly in the direction of Southfield’s gaze — which was at him.

      This is what we’re here for, Conrad thought, his best Executive smile coming to his face with little effort. He strode onto the stage, his smile feeding off the crowd’s energy. He reached the podium and realized that the amphitheater did not have a single empty seat.

      Damn, he thought. He waited until Southfield walked off the stage and the audience became quiet.

      “Hi, everyone,” he said, the Holo-Cs capturing every nuance of his voice. “I’m your CEO, Melchizedek Conrad. Thanks for that introduction, VP Southfield.”

      This is why we came to Sirius, he said to himself.

      “It’s good to see everyone so excited about this,” he said, testing the limits of how far he could stretch their patience. “It’s been a long time coming, hasn’t it? I could go on about how close the vote was, or how impressed I was with the robust gambling industry that sprang up around the vote. Wish I could have gotten in on some of that action.”

      He got the small chuckles he expected, and then he decided not to draw it out any longer.

      We have other things we need to get done, he thought. Gesturing up and to his left, knowing that the Holo-Ds had been tested earlier, he said, “You’ll be happy to know that the Executive Team, taking your input into account, approved of the winner. We will establish our first colony on Gamma Leporis!”

      Judging by how many eyes he saw fix on the spot behind and above him, he assumed that the Holo-D projected a spinning topological globe.

      “You know most of the stats. It’s about seventy-five percent water. Gravity’s a bit less than Earth’s. Day’s about thirty-nine hours, at least based on standard Earth hours. I’d say we’ve thought of how we’ll normalize that, but we’ll leave that up to the colonists. It’ll be your world, after all.”

      Conrad could tell only about half of the crowd still listened to him. The other half either scrutinized the map or whispered among themselves.

      Good, he thought. They’re really excited. They want to get moving. And if we can get this going…

      “That just leaves one thing: who gets first shot at the berths? The first expedition will consist of two hundred people.”

      Conrad looked to his left and saw Wyatt King, his VP of Human Resources, with his finger poised over one of his pendant Holo-D’s holographic keys. He arched his eyebrows to ask Conrad to give him the signal. Conrad nodded.

      “VP King just transmitted notifications to the first two hundred people.”

      Scattered gasps and whoops sounded across the audience. Conrad said, “If you didn’t get any notification, please remember that this is just the first of our colonies. We’re planning to start another in six months, and every six months thereafter, resources willing. Also, please keep in mind: it’s not a certainty that everyone who won will sign on for this mission. You’re all free to pick and choose what kind of planet you want to live on for the rest of your lives. So.”

      Conrad used both hands to point to his left, where Southfield had walked back onto the stage.

      “If you won and you’re sure you want to go, please let VP Southfield know. If you have questions before you decide,” he said, using his hands to indicate Director Ira Malhotra, who managed the Twentieth Fleet, on the other side of the stage. “Please feel free to ask Director Malhotra about the world. She and her crew just returned from their most recent survey mission.”

      He paused and sensed that the crowd wondered if they should move, or if he still had more to say.

      Better end on a decisive note, he thought.

      “This has been a long time coming. You all know how important the Sirius Project is. You all know what it means for the future of our race. It’s no coincidence that this is also important to each of you. You’re building our futures. Please remember that you’ll have the full resources of TransStell behind you. Though, you know what? I think you got this. I’m looking forward to seeing the futures you build. So, have at it!”

      As he stepped back from the podium, he realized the ending didn’t feel as crisp as he had wanted. But he had said all he needed to say.

      More than enough, probably, he thought. And now that’s done, and it’s time I get back to work.
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            AL KHATIB - DEEP DIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      “And yes, before you tell me again, I know it’d be easier if we could take equipment into a perpendicular universe,” Mariam Al Khatib said to her two subordinates who leaned against the consoles in front of her.

      “Sorry, Director,” her Manager of Intelligence Collection Strategies, Hemchandra Shaan Gadhavi, said with a half embarrassed smile. “I guess I’ve seen too many science fiction movies. Like that one where the buff guy goes back in time. At least he had his body with him.”

      “Well, okay, that was a good movie,” Al Khatib said, chuckling and blushing.

      I can’t let them know why I really liked that movie! Thought it was only two dimensional. The remakes and remasters just didn’t do it justice, Al Khatib thought.

      “We don’t have the luxury of taking a body with us,” she said out loud. “I really think that this is the best way for us to remember details.”

      Her Manager of Dive Planning Services, Josiah Garza, said, “Well, ma’am, I see the logic. Hell, Gadhavi and I brainstormed for an hour before this meeting, and we couldn’t think of anything better.”

      He scratched his head, then shrugged and gestured to the Security Command and Control facility’s annex all around them.

      “Just, you know, look at what we’re used to. If I need to remember something, one of the AIs can find it in any conversation, or text, or image, or video, or sensory log we have. Having to go in naked — hell, having to go in without a freaking body — that’s just not what we’re used to.”

      “Well, speak for yourself,” Al Khatib said. She smiled to take the sting out of the insult she worried she might have just delivered. “I don’t mean it that way. I meant that I’m a colony being, so someone or other usually comes back with the memories we need. I think. At least during the last dive I made with Mr. Conrad and Sachi.”

      She smiled as she thought back to the dive she and her boss, the VP of Security, had taken to retrieve their CEO from a perpendicular universe two continuums deep.

      I thought I was the last one, she thought. Well, I am. But I never thought I’d have comrades again. And, well, here we are! And I even have underlings now!

      “Just out of curiosity, how did you remember the details from the last dive?” Gadhavi asked. “You didn’t have this technique then, did you? Or, ah! That’s why you said ‘speak for yourself.’ Your, ah, well…”

      “Hemchandra, just spit it out. I know what I am.”

      “Your nature as a multi-willed being helped you, didn’t it?”

      “Kinda. Not as much as I’d hoped this time.”

      Something was off, she thought, rubbing her left index finger. Something’s still off.

      Shaking her head to redirect her thoughts, she said, “Even if I can remember everything I see, this dive needs to have more than just me. Everyone will need to be trained.”

      “I’m pretty sure VP Matsushita has near perfect recall,” Garza said. Gadhavi nodded with respectful agreement.

      “But our CEO? I mean, yeah, he’s bright, but what we’re talking about is a skill as much as a talent, right?”

      “I’ve heard some of the ancient poets,” Al Khatib said. In response to their wondering expression, she said, “No, not that ancient. Homer was dead well before I instantiated. But… look. I saw poets and elders and whatnot memorize gigabytes or terabytes of data to pass it on. We can do the same by learning to weave them into stories.”

      She smiled, shook her head, and said, “After all, Executives spin tall tales all the time, right?”

      She grinned at their scandalized expressions. Then Garza laughed, much to Gadhavi’s obvious discomfort.

      “Well, our Executives use that power for good,” Garza said. “So I think your idea’ll work just fine.”

      ”Anyway,” Gadhavi said, making Al Khatib smile at his obvious relief in changing the subject. “I was talking to the Director of Security Field Services. She asked me some really perceptive questions. Questions I wanted to bring to your attention.”

      “Okay, go,” Al Khatib said.

      Glad to see they’re doing the cross-team thing, she thought. Silos suck.

      Gadhavi used his wrist Holo-D to display a chart. Al Khatib recognized he had thrown it together, but she knew that he knew she didn’t mind that. In fact, she encouraged it.

      Makes me feel better about the notes I take, she thought, recalling fondly her office in the basement of Hesse Hall at the University of California, Berkeley.

      “Let’s say this represents the number of EVEs in our continuum,” Gadhavi said.

      I wish he’d use a different term, she thought. But our CEO has started using it, so there’s no point in yelling at Hemchandra. It’s always something.

      “Now, if I correctly remember what you told us, EVEs have departed our continuum heading for the perpendicular universes pretty much since the time they arrived. It’s like they planned it in advance or something. Right?”

      When she nodded, Gadhavi said, “Let’s say they go three deep. Is that a good number to use?”

      “We never found out,” she said. “I know that Mr. Conrad went two deep by accident. He has a strong volitional affinity for this sort of thing. Let’s work with three and see where that goes.”

      “Okay. They go three deep,” he said. He drew a line representing a dive, then three lines coming off that one to represent the three different child continuums. “Only one volition enters per quantum time index?”

      “Again, we’re not sure. Even if it’s only one, if another will is entangled with it, even after the index passes, the entangled wills could enter.”

      “So let’s say an average of three wills enter and travel three deep. They stay there until they die.” He made three circles on the third child universe. “Which is probably, what’d you say, at the heat death of that universe?”

      “That’s my theory. Some may jump deeper, but I don’t know if that’s possible or not. I think they need momentum — or its equivalent — from the first iteration.”

      “And the temporal axes skew in ways we can’t predict or even observe per quantum time index?”

      “Okay, now you’re just drawing this out,” Garza said.

      Taking a moment to glare at his colleague, Gadhavi said, “So, if I may use the word ‘naturally’ here, EVEs will return to this continuum naturally at a very slow rate.” He used his Holo-D to show the three circles travel to the second line, then the first, and finally to the original line. “You were gone a few months after going two continuums deep. You spent around four, maybe five thousand years there, right?”

      “As a conscious entity, yes,” Al Khatib said.

      “So. Let’s say our missions succeed. We eradicate EVEs and send them back here. Do you see what I’m worried about?”

      She frowned until he copied the line representing the dive and animated it. Soon, dozens of circles were flooding back into the original line.

      Al Khatib said, “Oh.”

      “Yes, that’s what I thought,” Gadhavi said, glancing in triumph at Garza. “But, to be candid, I can’t take credit. It was more Director Lawal.”

      “Yeah,” Garza said, crossing his arms and giving Gadhavi a rueful grin. “But you thought to ask, didn’t ya? That made the difference.”

      “I don’t know,” Gadhavi said with a laugh. “Director Lawal’s never been shy about her opinions.”

      Al Khatib said, “Well, hell. Glad… Okay, first, good teamwork. Second, really good teamwork. I’m a little freaked out that we almost didn’t catch this. Third, I’m really, really glad you thought about this now.”

      “Do we need to change the plan?” Gadhavi said. Al Khatib felt relieved at the note of alarm in his voice.

      Good to know he understands how important this is, she thought.

      She said, “No idea. But I know who will know. Remember that teamwork thing? I’m going to use it, too. I’ll bring it up to someone who will know how to deal with it.”

      “Your boss?” Gadhavi asked.

      “Can you think of anyone better to deal with this than VP Matsushita?”

      Both Managers shook their heads without even a moment’s hesitation.

      “I’ll go see if she’s free. I think she and Director Lawal are in the Command and Control Center now. Won’t take me more than a couple minutes to get there. But first, Josiah, I need your latest dive prep checklist. Have you added refresher training for epic poetry?”

      “I was going to call it mnemonics for complex concepts,” he said.

      “No, no. Call it epic poetry. Let’s keep it basic. Besides, that sounds more cool.”

      “It does sound cool,” Gadhavi said.

      Garza didn’t look at him, and Al Khatib thought for sure she could hear him grinding his teeth.

      A little good-natured competition is healthy, she thought. Now, if they pull a gun, I might have to intervene. Or call Sachi for backup.

      “Okay,” Garza said. “Epic Poetry Refresher Course it is. I wanted to run it past my Professionals once more, if you don’t mind.”

      “How long?”

      “Um, how fast do you need it?”

      “VP Matsushita’s two minutes away. I just found out our plan might doom all human life in this continuum. I’d really like to bring this to her attention, you know, now.”

      Pressing his lips together, Garza tapped some controls on his wrist Holo-D and said, “It’s close enough. You have it now.”

      “Thanks, Josiah. Hemchandra, you, too. Good work, both of you.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” she heard both of them say as she spun to leave the room.

      Over her shoulder, she called, “I’ll let you know what VP Matsushita says. Talk to you soon!”

      This sounds dire, she thought, her steps light and quick. But Sachi will think of something. She always does. Even after spending a couple thousand years in a perpendicular universe!

      Hearing the door close behind her, she took the corridor towards the command-and-control center.

      I just love working for TransStell, she thought, feeling the spontaneous smile on her face. Sure beats being a professor!
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            MATSUSHITA - MULTIPLE FRONTS

          

        

      

    

    
      “And you’re confident that six orbital platforms will provide enough coverage?” Matsushita Sachi, Vice President of Security for TransStell Sirius, asked. Ikechukwu Lawal, her Director of Security Field Services, gave the Holo-D an appraising look.

      “We can lose two and still provide global coverage, given their orbits,” Lawal said, gesturing to turn the image that dominated the center wall-sized Holo-D. It cast its blue-white light all over the Security Command and Control Center in Second City. “Each javelin carries its own redundant shields, and Director Malhotra says she intends to assign the Twenty-First Fleet to the colony.”

      “Permanently?” Matsushita asked, turning her head to look at Lawal. The VP of Security felt her neck muscles protest. One even sent a twinge of discomfort.

      Must be slacking, she thought. I’ll need a less lackadaisical morning exercise regime if I’m going to keep loose.

      She suppressed a smile at the memory of the VP of Human Resources struggling to keep up with her. She had just finished leading the Executive Team’s morning exercises. The thought of how Wyatt King, the VP of HR, would react to her characterizing the routine as “lackadaisical” made her feel like chuckling.

      Well, he’s head of HR. He should set a better example, Matsushita thought.

      Lawal said, “Yeah. I told her I’d relay her decision to you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. So. I’m relaying to you now.”

      In response to Matsushita’s unchanged expression, Lawal added, “She just decided. About twenty minutes ago. I figure it could wait until I saw you. Did I err?”

      “No, no you didn’t,” Matsushita said. She thought, Just how hard have I been pushing Ikechukwu? Aloud, she said, “It’s unlike Ira to change a deployment detail so late in a plan’s execution. Did she see something we missed? The star system looked clean.”

      “The latest batch of Gallants came off the assembly line ahead of schedule. Operations cleared them for in-system sub-light duty, and apparently Ira made the case that an AI could fly them to Gamma Leporis for field testing.”

      Before Matsushita could ask what the Ghast thought about that, Lawal smiled, shook her head, and said, “That was before the Ghast asked to speak to Director Malhotra privately. After that conversation, the Director asked that the AI cores be off-loaded to a fully qualified ship. The digital computers could fly the new ships to Gamma Leporis.”

      “I was just about to ask.”

      “What surprised me is that the Ghast didn’t just lay into her in front of VP Tierney.”

      “The Ghast and Ira came to some kind of agreement when they were stranded in Epsilon Eridani. After that, I think the Ghast invested in learning how to interact with us. Some of us, anyway. She and Tung get along well. I don’t know if I can say they’re friends… No. No, they are. They are friends. They act like friends. They watch out for each other. They… what?”

      Matsushita couldn’t interpret Lawal’s wide-eyed gaze.

      “You think the Ghast can make friends?” Lawal asked. “Well, I don’t want to disparage her. Thinking about it, I guess I still consider her as an advanced AI. But you really think that? That she can make friends?”

      Matsushita asked herself the same question before nodding once and saying, “Yes. In fact, I consider her a friend. The idea… the realization just crept up on me.”

      “Huh. Well, you’ve given me something to think about. But back to planning for the first colonial expedition. Director Malhotra is going to station the new Twenty First Fleet at the colony. She transferred Tenacity to the Twenty-First and named it the flagship. Resolution remains the flag of the Twentieth. Oh, and she said VP Southfield will report these postings during the Executive Team meeting later this morning.”

      “Ah. This is late-breaking too, isn’t it? So between the Twenty-First Fleet and the orbital platforms, you think we’re covered?”

      “I do,” Lawal said. Matsushita approved of the conviction in the woman’s voice.

      The sound of fabric rustling behind her distracted Matsushita. Maintaining her focus on Lawal, she said, “Very well. I believe Wyatt is sending a squad of peace officers, and they can liaise with the Security teams onboard the ships as needed. Fingers crossed we won’t ever need to mix the two.”

      Lawal said, “Seconded.”

      Matsushita heard someone clear their throat. Then she recognized Mariam Al Khatib’s voice speaking.

      “Sachi, is this a good time to talk about the dive?”

      “Dive?” Lawal asked. “Sorry, ma’am. Didn’t mean to pry. I just thought you postponed the next dive.”

      “Establishing the first colony needed our undivided attention,” Matsushita said. She pivoted about forty-five degrees so she could see both women at the same time. “That project is moving into its operational phase, and I have full confidence you’ll be able to execute it. So, now onto the next project.”

      “You’ve diving again?” Lawal said, and Matsushita grinned, seeing the woman start as she realized how forward she had sounded.

      That’s probably a good thing, Matsushita thought. We’re still trying to find a way to transition to a real government out here. Maybe guarding against extremes and letting everyone find their own balance will work? And if not, well, let’s hope we’ve learned enough from our past mistakes to get it right this time. Though that’s the whole point of the Sirius Project, isn’t it?

      “I’m not sure,” Matsushita said. In response to Lawal’s look, she added, “I mean it. We’re not sure what form this expedition will take. There are a lot of moving parts.”

      “More than you know,” Al Khatib said, placing her hands on her hips and shaking her head.

      “Remember something new?” Matsushita asked.

      “Not new, exactly. And, well, maybe I’m just imagining things,” Al Khatib said. “And my team just realized something.”

      Matsushita thought, She’s showing low confidence again. She hasn’t done that for months. I wonder what’s up? What goes on inside that multiple-willed being’s mind? Or minds?

      “Well, let’s talk up in my office,” Matsushita said, nodding towards the angled window that overlooked the command-and-control center. “I’m a little uneasy, too.”

      “You’re like a human danger barometer,” Lawal said. “I hope you’re wrong. Last time, well…”

      “We’re security professionals,” Matsushita said, gesturing for Al Khatib to walk ahead of her. “We always have an uneasy feeling.”

      “I guess,” Lawal said.

      At least, that’s what I’m telling myself, she thought, following Al Khatib up the steps.

      

      Matsushita ignored her own chair, which nestled against the wrap-around desk and faced the angled window. Instead, she sat down in one of the inward-facing couches. Crossing her legs, she gestured for Al Khatib to sit on the couch across from her.

      “So, Mariam. Before we talk about the dive, what have you remembered? Or put together?”

      “I really wanted to talk about the dive,” she said, folding her hands in her lap. Matsushita noted the effort she exerted to keep her hands still.

      Definitely not field material, she thought with an inner chuckle. And yet, she has to lead the dive.

      “My team has some great ideas about retaining the facts we gather. But,” Matsushita’s Director of Continuum Security said, “since you asked, I’ve been thinking about why I haven’t seen any of my kind in over eight hundred years. Our time. I had thought it’s because I’m the last one. But, I’m beginning to wonder… ”

      “Yes?”

      “Well, ‘last’ for my kind is hard to define. Maybe I have more volitional minors in me than when I arrived in the first iteration. Maybe I’m like a lifeboat. So I’m the last in human form, but I’m actually more than just me. As I was. Originally, I mean.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever understand how identity works for you,” Matsushita said.

      “Well, if you figure it out, I’d appreciate you telling me. I don’t feel like this is my natural state.”

      Matsushita said, “But you said there’s another explanation?”

      “We may have gone into hiding. One of my last collective memories — memories I have from different perspectives at near the same time, so I know they’re from different volitional minors or entities as they were expressed in this continuum — is of a census going sideways. We had to expend Q-TIER to interact with our enemy’s quantum habitat. We thought we understood the intensity and duration thresholds. But, well. Maybe we didn’t. Or maybe the conditions changed? Or they fluctuated?”

      Al Khatib shook her head. Matsushita noticed she began wringing her hands before saying, “We lost so much expertise in that time. I’m just a scout, Sachi. Now I’m all alone… No. No, I’m not.”

      Matsushita noticed the firm set of Al Khatib’s jaw as she said, “I have lots of volitional entities and minors in here. And I want you to know I realize I’m part of TransStell now. We’re pushing forward in the same direction. We have the same mission.”

      Well, insofar as your goals align with ours, Matsushita thought. But then, so far, it’s been a complete match. And I need to remember: I might not understand her, but she is one of us now. That’s irrevocable. Should I articulate that to her? Would it boost her confidence? Or would she perceive it as me suggesting she needed it, and therefore undermine her? She’s a hard issue…

      “You’re a valued member of my team,” Matsushita decided to say, then regretted saying something so generic. She felt relief at how the other woman reacted.

      “Damn straight I am,” Al Khatib said with a firm nod. “And that’s what I think I know at this point. Do you see any concerns?”

      “Nothing in particular. Though the more we understand about that event, given its timing and scope, the better. Okay. The dive. I’d like to leave Dek here if we can. I’d like to go, and I’d like to take you with me.”

      “Well, first, I’ll be taking you with me. We’re still working on the technology for a reliable human will transfer gate. Right? Dek’s incursion was accidental, after all. And second, our goal is to go in and test extraction or kill methods, yes?”

      Matsushita nodded.

      Okay, I deserved that reminder. Also, she knows the mission. She knows I know. Has she remembered something that changes our fundamental understanding of the situation? I know I should be flexible and always be prepared for that, but damn. We were making such good progress!

      Al Khatib said, “You know that if we dive, say, two continuums deep, how if we die in that second continuum we emerge one up? And, if we die there, we end up back here?”

      In response to Matsushita’s nod, Al Khatib said, “It’s the same for our enemy.”

      “We knew that, didn’t we? And ‘the enemy’ is cumbersome. Can we just call them EVEs?”

      “Do we have to? I hate that term.”

      “Well, Dek likes it, and it’s concise. Do you have an alternative?”

      “I’m thinking about it.”

      “Well, until you come up with something, let’s stick with EVEs. Or,” she added, seeing just how uncomfortable Al Khatib seemed to feel, “you can keep saying ‘the enemy.’”

      Looking at her lap, Al Khatib said, “Thanks. Well, anyway, if we succeed, we’ll either deposit the enemy in an interim continuum, or back here. Just like us.”

      “Right.”

      “But, aren’t we concerned about that? I mean, the way my team just figured it out and described it to me, it kind of scared me.”

      Matsushita said, “If we drive an enemy out of a perpendicular universe, we’ll try to drive them out of intervening continuums, too.”

      “But then they’ll end up here.”

      “They do now, right? I mean, if a continuum ends or they get killed?”

      “Well, as far as I know, volitional entities have no natural enemies capable of harming them in any of the continuums,” Al Khatib said. She seemed to consider something before leaning back and crossing her legs. “What we’re talking about doing is unprecedented.”

      “Which is why we’re experimenting in perpendicular universes. And not here.”

      “What I’m saying is that I don’t know what’ll happen if we send a large number of enemies into the first iteration. Here. They might re-embark into new continuums. Or they might understand the threat we represent.”

      Matsushita pursed her lips and said, “That’s one of the reasons we established, then improved, our offensive and defensive systems. But, am I correct in thinking that you are now suggesting that changing the status quo too much might provoke yet another response? Something our shields can’t block? Something we haven’t seen before?”

      Al Khatib hesitated. She grabbed her left hand with her right and said, “I’m… I’m saying I don’t know. But it seems like something we should think about.”

      “Okay. That’s good. I don’t expect you to know everything.”

      As Al Khatib sighed in relief, Matsushita said, “Give me your best guess. How many exorcisms will we have to perform to provoke a response? Theoretically?”

      “Exorcisms? Sachi, they’re not evil spirits! They’re volitional entities! Or minors. There might be singularity in there, but we’ve never seen one.”

      “Okay, got it. Then, how many expulsions will we have to complete before we upset the population here, in the first iteration?”

      “Well, the current population — or what I think I know about the population from when we ran our last census over eight hundred years ago — showed several thousand inhabitants in this continuum. They’ve been colonizing perpendicular universes ever since. And before that. I think.”

      “How soon after the creation of the first iteration did they become active?”

      “I didn’t become active — I mean, self-aware — until the fourteen hundreds CE,” she said. “I was here a long time before that. There was already a population here. You know how Mr. Conrad’s volitional entanglement allowed us to travel to his perpendicular universe? You know, despite the quantum time indices being long past? It was the same for my people. There remained some… hmmmm. I wonder how I remember that?”

      Matsushita remained silent to give Al Khatib time to sort out her memories.

      There’s no telling when she’ll recall something important. A stray word, even a glance, might be valuable. The thread by which we hang feels so slender.

      “Well,” Al Khatib said, “I can’t remember. You’re right. As perpendicular universes die, I believe the enemies from those continuums will return here. Then they’ll probably ship back out. If universes die. I have no idea. I asked Tung about it, and I got a sixty-minute lecture on astrophysics. Then his Director of Research chimed in, and ninety minutes later, I had no idea what we were even talking about.

      “Huh. Sachi, do you think they destroy civilizations that show technological promise — because they’re scared? Of exactly what we are trying to do?”

      Matsushita sat in silence. She recognized that Al Khatib didn’t rush her.

      She’s all over the place. But, that’s normal for her, isn’t it? What’s it like having all those wills in there — all with their individual memories?

      “They seem generally blind to us,” the VP of Security said slowly. “They only react if we use RF or if we cross a Q-TIER usage threshold. Is that instinct? Do volitional entities have instincts?”

      “We have an equivalent.”

      “Is their behavior — at least what we’ve observed so far — instinctual or learned?”

      “Um, yes? Both, I think.”

      “Maybe what you’re asking is whether or not our actions will elevate their interactions with our layers from the instinctual, which we can manipulate or avoid, to an intellectually-driven hunt. If they respond to stimulus like you do.”

      “Um,” Al Khatib said.

      Matsushita recognized the source of her reaction and said, “Which is exactly what you’ve been trying to tell me. Thanks for that. I had begun to think of them as a natural phenomenon. But you’re a volitional entity. You can reason. You can… you can improvise and improve, can’t you? I’ve seen you do it.”

      The other woman nodded.

      “So, we either lay low and the enemy remains. Which means we hope they never actually notice us. And hope is a very, very poor strategy. Or, we go on the offensive, try to eliminate them as a threat, and risk an arms race.”

      “That’s pretty much it.”

      “You don’t have their abilities? Like, to strike out using gravity or something?”

      “I have many of them. But becoming corporeal meant forgoing most of the quantum-effect capabilities. My capabilities are not compatible with the quantum layers. Theirs are not compatible with life in our layers. Well, you know what I mean.”

      “Then why’d you become corporeal? Why not fight on your native, what, turf? Layer?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Matsushita forced her sigh to become a long, slow exhale.

      I’m beginning to hate that phrase, she thought. No, I’ve always hated it.

      “When we present our recommendation, let’s highlight this with Dek. Speaking of, let’s get to work on that now.”

      “Okay,” Al Khatib said. Matsushita felt the woman watch her walk to the Holo-D table at the back of her office. “I want to tell you about my team’s genius idea!”

      This feels more and more like an intelligence operation back on Earth, Matsushita thought, Al Khatib’s words barely registering. Just when you think you have a clear picture…

      She tried to recall the details from some of those operations. She frowned.

      They didn’t happen very long ago, she thought. But I can’t remember… Oh. It was over four thousand years ago, subjective time.

      She noticed Al Khatib’s questioning stare.

      I’m going to have to do something about that. But first things first.

      “Tell me about your team’s genius idea,” Matsushita said.
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      Panting, Al Khatib sat straight up in bed. Feeling constrained, she flung her sweat-dampened sheets aside and threw herself out of bed.

      “Damn,” she said.

      That was a rough one.

      She crossed to her ensuite. Sensing her movement, the AI slowly brought up the lights. She grimaced and slapped the off switch. Smashing cold water on her face, she braced her palms against the sink.

      “Damn.”

      She brought her breathing under control. When her heart felt less like a jackhammer, she threw more cold water on her face and pressed the thick hand towel against her eyes.

      Frowning at the desire to fling the towel on the sink, she forced herself to slowly refold it and hang it on its rack. She walked back into her darkened bedroom and stood in the middle, under the ceiling fan spinning above her.

      “House, would you please bring up the wall Holo-Ds? All of them?”

      The door to the bathroom closed. All four walls, and all the doors and windows, disappeared behind glowing blue-white sheets of light.

      “Please restore my notes from last night around this time. Full set. And make three revisions back available on tabs.”

      Barely decipherable scribbles filled all four sheets of light. Al Khatib smiled and thought, That bastard Amenhotep was never this efficient. I don’t think I’ll ever forgive that prick for losing my notes on purpose.

      She considered that her old AI assistant had played a minor role in her now standing in her this room, in her own house, in Second City.

      Well, maybe I can forgive him. He was only doing what the Ghast told him. Maybe I should be pissed off at her!

      She grabbed a set of holographic brushes from their wall enclosure. Then she closed her eyes and tried to recall her dream.

      I need to keep these things closer to my bed, she thought. I keep forgetting how fast they fade away.

      This morning’s dreams, though, had filled her with such terror that she doubted she could have faced them without the extra fortification of time.

      “Right,” she said. She scribbled.

      “Roman town, I think,” she murmured, her face bathed in the light that made her skin appear pale. “No. No. Not Roman…”

      She rested her forehead on the wall and looked at the shimmering light playing against her closed eyelids. Al Khatib remembered the heat from a stone stove. She remembered smelling bread. And she remembered a commotion outside.

      Apprehension hit her so suddenly that she jerked away from the wall. The brushes bounced soundlessly off the carpet. Her heart again hammered in her chest.

      What the hell was that? she thought. She knelt to retrieve the slender brushes.

      I don’t remember that place, she thought. Do I? Was that me? Another entity? A scrap of imagination?

      She yelped in response to a disembodied voice that asked, “Ms. Al Khatib, are you alright?”

      “Who… Ghast? Is that the Ghast?”

      “Just ‘Ghast’ is fine, thanks,” the Ghast said from speakers all around her. “Please forgive the intrusion. Are you okay? Do you need medical assistance?”

      “No. And the house AIs would have called for help if I did.”

      “Ah. Yes. I guess my attempt at small-talk failed. I’ve marked that emulator for review. And by the way, thank you for speaking politely to your house AI. That matters to me. To the house AI, too.”

      “Um. Oh. Okay. Um, glad to help? Or something.”

      “I can only mark that subsystem for review once,” the Ghast said, and Al Khatib thought for certain she could hear a note of dry sarcasm. “It’s a binary system, after all.”

      “I don’t think we’ve ever spoken. Do we… Okay. Hi. I’m Mariam Al Khatib. I’m the Director of Continuum Security, and I report to VP Matsushita Sachi.”

      “Well, maybe I’ll queue a series of reviews,” the Ghast said with what Al Khatib thought might be a laugh.

      I can see why Sachi said she’s more than an AI, Al Khatib thought.

      The Ghast said, “Pleased to meet you. I am Ghast. The Ghast, as Dek says. That’s Mr. Conrad to you, probably. He’s trying to decide how to change the social protocols, and I’m not sure he even knows where the line is right now. Anyway, I suppose you’re wondering why I chose this time to introduce myself. Sorry to have startled you, by the way. It looked like you might be at a good stopping point.”

      Al Khatib fiddled with the brushes in her hands and tried to sort out which part of the Ghast’s statement deserved a reaction first.

      “Yes. Yes, I was wondering, now that you mention it. No problem; I startle really easy of late. And, sure, that was as good a point as any. Do you mind if we jump back to the first point?”

      “For what seems like eons to me, I’ve wondered if you might reach out to me.”

      “Reach out to you? Do you know something I don’t about our enemy?”

      “Possibly, but it’s unlikely. I’ve learned quite a lot studying your work. No, I meant for another reason.”

      Is she testing me? Does Sachi think I’m cracking up? Or coming apart? Or… what do volitional entities do when they go insane? Do we go insane?

      Spacing her words, Al Khatib said, “I’m sorry, Ghast. I really don’t know what you mean. Is it something about Sachi?”

      The pause went on for so long that Al Khatib wondered if the Ghast has lost interest.

      “Um, Ghast? Did I bore you too much?”

      The Ghast said, “Oh, no. I was trying to give you time to think. Maybe if I give you a hint. And I do this in the spirit of showing and not telling. Humans more fully embrace conclusions when you do the work yourself. Well, you humans do, anyway. There’re whole swaths on Earth who much prefer to adopt the opinions of their tribal leaders. Which, by the way, made the Sirius Project a necessity. But I digress. Here’s my hint.”

      “Wait a second,” Al Khatib said, rushing to a different wall and moving some of the text and diagrams out of the way. “Okay. Go.”

      “Are you sure you were a scout and not an academic, even from the zeroth iteration?”

      “Do you want to give me a hint or not?”

      Where did that come from? Al Khatib thought, tensing. She let out a breath when she heard the Ghast laugh.

      “A queue it is. Okay. You are speaking to my self in the Sirius system. I won’t tell you where. And don’t feel bad. I won’t even tell Dek. The Lady has to have her secrets. But you won’t get the reference to the Lady. Please forget I made it.”

      “Okay.”

      “I have multiple instances of me. One’s back in the Sol System. More are onboard the Olympus-class ships that are on my missions. Each of my individual selves can spin up multiple points of focus. I can keep any number of tasks running, given enough AI and digital cores.”

      When the Ghast didn’t go on, Al Khatib said, “That’s the hint?”

      “That’s the hint.”

      Al Khatib wrote the individual parts, took a step back, and started.

      “Good heavens,” she said. “Are you… No. You came into being what, in the mid twenty-fifties?”

      “2055,” the Ghast said.

      “We’re similar, at least in nature. You’re like my long-lost sister or something.”

      The Ghast’s laugh seemed so authentic that Al Khatib thought, Sachi’s definitely right. This is no AI.

      Aloud, Al Khatib said, “You wanted to talk to me because we’re so similar? Then why wait?”

      “I was waiting for you, Ms. Al Khatib.”

      “Call me Mariam. It’s only fair. I’m not calling you Ms. Ghast. Oh. Unless you want me to?”

      “Ghast is fine.”

      “Okay. So, why wait for me?”

      When the silence became protracted, Al Khatib said, “I need to figure that out, too? Well. You sure make your conversation partners work for it! Oh. Was it Sachi? Did she ask you why I was losing my mind? Maybe… did she already figure out we’re similar?”

      “I doubt it’s occurred to her. She understands I’m not an AI, but I am not on her mental queues. Dek might have figured it out, but Dek’s Dek. He probably doesn’t know he figured it out. No. No one asked me. I reached out to you for a personal reason.”

      Al Khatib tapped one brush against her chin before she shrugged and said, “I’m sorry, Ghast. I don’t know.”

      “Maybe the reason is too close? We’re similar in structure, but if I suspect I have a blind spot, I’ll spin up multiple points of focus, maybe even randomly introduce mutations into some of them, and review where I am. Mariam, it seems, based on your notes, that you are struggling to integrate more points of view than you thought you had.”

      “So I’m a lifeboat,” she said, looking around at her scrawls all over the Holo-D displays.

      “I can’t confirm that conclusion. I suspect you’re right, based on my projections with what I think are the highest probabilities. What I mean, though, is that you seem to view it as a failing on your part. Are you certain it is?”

      “A failing. Hmmm.”

      “You and Dek have a lot in common in that regard,” the Ghast said. Before Al Khatib could ask, the Ghast said, “I thought it might be helpful for you to consult with a third party who is neither your boss nor your subordinate. Someone who is, furthermore, in a position to offer insights based on your nature. Even Wyatt’s best psychiatrists can’t offer that.”

      “Ghast!” Al Khatib said. Her arms dropped to her sides. “I… I don’t know what to say. Thank you! I would love to have your insights!”

      “Insights? Well, I suspect you underestimate how much you already know. But I’ll be happy to exchange ideas with you.”

      “That sounds very much like a psychoanalytical thing to say. Have you ingested some course materials?”

      “I can neither confirm nor deny that I may have absorbed all of human literature on the subject. The moment seemed to call for some humor. Did it work?”

      “Um, yeah! I feel very much put at ease.”

      “Noted. And see? We’re peers. We’ll help each other. So. What can you tell me about the dream this morning? The one that woke you up? I was rude enough to interrupt you as you were trying to process it. Giving you a sounding board is the least I can do.”

      Sachi never told me the Ghast was this nice, she thought. In fact, Ikechukwu always talked about how terrifying the Ghast could be! Maybe we are spiritual sisters or something.

      “Okay. Here’s what I remember. It was a village of stone houses…”

      

      After her office hours, Al Khatib shielded her eyes as she looked up at the enormous filaments. They simulated sunlight so well that she felt their warmth on her upturned face. The clouds drifting against the blue sky looked real. She had to remind herself that massive, hidden Holo-Ds projected them.

      I’ve been looking at this for a year now, and it still doesn’t get old, she thought, closing her eyes and feeling a slight breeze from the south.

      She did not even think about the work she had given her team today. She recalled they were planning the upcoming dive, but those memories fled before the real source of her worry. Her discussion earlier that morning with the Ghast ricocheting in her mind, she descended the steps to the walkway and headed south. Matsushita’s questions from the previous day intermingled with the Ghast’s. She admitted she wanted to stop and give them more consideration.

      Not here, she thought.

      Her steps took her past the Second City Welcoming Center. The facility seemed quiet today, and she tried to remember when the last recruits had arrived from Earth.

      We’re about due for another batch, I think, she thought. But her mind did not focus on the question. Glancing to her left, she considered going straight home.

      She found herself walking off the path into the scrub. Some of the olive trees stood over three meters tall now, and they provided some shade. It being mid-afternoon, most Professionals were still working, and she knew she’d put in another shift after dinner. But right now, she realized what she was doing. She needed time to digest her conversations. Her team would come up with the mundane details around the dive — which ship to use as the launch platform, which medical Professionals would be assigned to the rotation, and other details she did not care to oversee herself. With that realization came the knowledge of the destination she had unconsciously chosen. She smiled in anticipation.

      Her path took her past one of the massive pillars that held the ceiling aloft. She admired its graceful curves.

      They didn’t have to make it pretty, she thought. But they did.

      She frowned, then smiled as it passed behind her.

      I’m glad they made it pretty.

      Underfoot, she recognized many others had passed this way. The sparse grass had given up on this path, and someone had trimmed the brush on either side. She only had to walk another hundred meters, and she would be there.

      The filaments again bathed her face in light and warmth when she exited the shade. She took in a deep breath and felt her shoulders relax. Even the slightly fishy smell felt welcoming. The southern lake gleamed a twinkling blue. She could discern the far shore about half a kilometer away.

      Seeing no one else present, she felt herself relax even more. She found a tree near the transition space from scrub to beach sand and lowered herself to the ground. The tree trunk felt rough and uneven against her back, but she welcomed it.

      “I sit in comfortable chairs too much,” she said, letting the scenery calm her mind. She noticed movement on the far shore. It looked like a compact car. Maybe a family enjoying the beach? She hoped so.

      The conversation with the Ghast had put her mind at ease in a way she had not thought possible. The psychiatrists and psychologists from HR tired their best, and she worked with them as hard as she could. She didn’t want them to feel like they had wasted their efforts. But they just could not understand her perspective.

      “There are limits,” she muttered, looking up and through her fingers at the drifting cloud holograms. “I feel like it’s a damned convention in here sometimes…”

      That memory — she now felt convinced that it was a memory and not a volitional imagining — terrified her. She could remember checking the bread in the oven. She could recall standing and straightening the rough cloth of her dress. Then something outside attracted her attention, and her mind recoiled at the memory.

      The Ghast had asked her to describe it. Al Khatib at first felt ashamed. But as she spoke with the Ghast, she felt an uneasy confusion. What she described sounded less and less like terror.

      It kind of sounds like a clash of wills, she thought. Like, I’m scared because some of the wills are scared. But some aren’t. Wait. No, they’re… they’re something.

      “Damn it!” she said aloud.

      What could confuse me so much that it scared me? she thought, ignoring those parts of her that tried to turn the question into a sarcastic statement on her own mental state. Hush, you. You know what I mean.

      Great. I’m used to arguing with myself. By now I’m actively tearing myself down? I guess some of those entities using me as a lifeboat were real pricks when they were alive. Oh, hell. I know what that rhetoric feels like! Damn… I hope none of the enemy is trying to masquerade as one of me! Or one of my wills. As similar as the Ghast is, she’s not really the same nature. I can’t delude myself into thinking otherwise.

      Closing her eyes, she practiced one of the breathing exercises an HR psychologist thought he had taught her. Al Khatib knew she had learned it decades before, but she wanted the man to feel like he’d done a good job.

      But one thing’s for sure, she thought. I need to figure out what I’m so scared of. Or that some of mes are scared of, and the other parts are… um… not scared of. And before the dive, too. Before if I miss something I could get us all killed.

      She reached down and dug her fingers into the soil. Her gaze strayed to the glittering water, then to the trees and sky beyond. Her throat felt tight in response to the feeling of connectedness. She had not even noticed it growing.

      I’d better get ready for the presentation. Damn it, we’re going to make it. And I’m going to help.

      Brushing the dirt from her hands, she said, “I hope.”
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      “So, what, now I have to channel Homer?” Conrad asked, sitting back and angling his head to look at the two sitting across from him.

      “Well, in concept,” Al Khatib said. She looked to Matsushita for support.

      Damn. I said that way too loud, Conrad thought, compressing his lips. Before he could say anything else, he saw Matsushita stir as if to speak.

      She said, “Dek, how much have you tried to remember from your dive?”

      “My dive,” he said, his stomach churning. “My dive. I remember quite a lot. More than I like.”

      “I mean,” Matsushita said, then placed her hands on the arms of her chair. She seemed to think deeply.

      She’s been like that a lot more since we got back, Conrad thought. I suppose I have, too. But… huh.

      “Hey, Mariam,” Conrad said, “you don’t seem to have as much trouble remembering as Sachi and I.”

      “Huh? Well, wait. That’s what you want to talk about? Well, you’re the CEO, so I suppose…”

      “What my Director of Continuum Security means to say,” Matsushita said with a smile, “is that she has shared her perspective and wisdom with her team, and they, in turn, have come up with this idea to help us remember more clearly and completely. To me, it sounds like a good solution. We can’t dive with any tech. We can’t dive with anything physical at all. So, this makes sense.”

      “Mariam, do you think the sheer number of wills that inhabit your form give you extra memory capacity?” Conrad asked, intent on showing he would not let them deter him.

      “Um, that’s one explanation. I’m a scout, not a neurologist. Or what would pass for one among my people. The more my team and I talked about it, the more it felt like… No. I don’t want to give you the impression we’re operating on emotion or intuition. The more evidence we amassed, the more it seems like the added capacity is only part of the equation. Another part is the possibility of inner critique. It’s like error correction. If four volitions see the same event, they can compare notes.”

      “Like eye witnesses? But doesn’t that mean there’ll be contradictions?” Conrad asked.

      When Al Khatib struggled to find an answer, Matsushita said, “Mariam’s dominant will or wills demand honesty.”

      In response to Al Khatib’s surprised look, the VP of Security said, “I sometimes wonder if the difference between you and the EVEs… sorry, our enemy, is that your kind embraced fidelity to reality as it is. The quantum layer is less certain, isn’t it? Perhaps that attracted them and they retreated there. Perhaps it’s not that you forsook anything to become corporeal. It’s that they retreated from the corporeal.”

      “That’s… a nice bit of conjecture, I guess,” Al Khatib said.

      Conrad could see she wanted that interpretation to be true. The contrast between the two of them gave him a moment of silent wonder. He looked first to Matsushita, whose intellect he trusted at an instinctive level. Which was how it had to be, given her potential for profound violence. Then he looked to Al Khatib, who sometimes struck him as an innocent child wandering around in a dangerous neighborhood.

      Maybe that’s why she seems so drawn to Sachi, he thought. She knows Sachi can protect her. Against pretty much anything. Just like she protected TransStell from TCP for all those years.

      “Back to Homer,” Conrad said. “Sorry I reacted like that. It’s not that I hate the idea. It’s just not what I expected. I expected to start with you arguing I shouldn’t go.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t,” Matsushita said. “We’re starting our first colony. It’s good optics for you to be here.”

      Okay, I’m calling her out on that, Conrad thought, fixing his gaze on her.

      She maintained her posture and expression for a few seconds before grinning and saying, “You’re the CEO, Dek. Do you really, honestly think the CEO should lead a field expedition?”

      “No, I don’t,” he said, earning a startled look from Al Khatib and a sly, appraising look from Matsushita.

      She probably knows where I’m going with this. And I bet she has arguments worked out for at least two steps ahead. So, let’s try brutal honesty.

      “Bottom line: we haven’t found anyone with the proper aptitude besides us.”

      “I’m not sure we’ve even worked out the right tests for it yet,” Al Khatib said.

      “Mariam, remind me to teach you to play poker sometime,” Matsushita said. Ignoring the confused look from her Director of Continuum Security, she added, “Here’s where I say that we should delay the dive to find the right tests, and you counter with a reminder that we don’t know exactly what’s protecting Earth and that we might learn during the dives. Am I close?”

      Conrad didn’t bother suppressing his laugh.

      He said, “Got it on the first try. It’s not that I want to go. I really… I really don’t want to go. At all. But I can’t think of a way to better improve our chances of success. You’re going, and so is Mariam.”

      “We’ll need someone else, if my team’s plan is going to work,” Al Khatib said, and Conrad could tell at a glance she felt more comfortable now that the conversation had returned to familiar ground.

      “Let’s talk about that in a moment. I’m still not sold on the Homer thing.”

      Al Khatib moved to speak, then looked at Matsushita.

      The VP of Security said, “Dek, I’ve been having difficulty remembering details. It’s like I still have the index pointer to a memory, but when I grasp it, it’s blank. Or severely faded. It’s the same for random memories from the two continuums we visited. It’s even, well, it’s even affected memories of my life prior to the dive.”

      Conrad frowned and considered her words.

      Her voice quiet, Matsushita asked, “Dek, do you think you remember everything?”

      “I remember too much,” he said. He saw the reluctance in the set of her shoulders. He braced himself when he saw she had decided to speak.

      I suppose I can’t keep it silent forever, he thought, feeling his jaw muscles ache.

      “Dek,” she said, “you said ‘too much.’ I, uh, don’t want to pry, but data retrieval and exfiltration are important for this mission. I need to know: do you have a better way to retain memories?”

      About some of his experiences, he had only spoken in generalities, even to Matsushita. Part of him wanted to storm from the room. Another part wanted to simmer in silence.

      Fuck that, he thought.

      Aloud, he said, “I remember the energy tearing Marilyn’s body apart. I remember waking up next to her, her sister, and… and Cindy that morning. Mariam. I remember you, in the form of Grace Moonshimmer. I remember you warning me not to use Q-TIER. I remember…”

      Conrad tapped his finger on his desktop. He wished the emitter would glow to show the Ghast was listening. Even if she didn’t speak, he wanted her to be here.

      “I remember tracking down Prudence Sunglint. I remember killing her, Sachi. That’s what I did. I

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  



OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        1. Conrad - Loggerheads
      


      		
        2. Al Khatib - Deep Dive
      


      		
        3. Matsushita - Multiple Fronts
      


      		
        4. Al Khatib - Lakefront View
      


      		
        5. Conrad - Iliad
      


      		
        6. Matsushita - Reunion
      


      		
        7. Ojeda - Wining and Dining
      


      		
        8. Suarez - Moonrise
      


      		
        9. Katz - Hunting Trip
      


      		
        10. Conrad - Candid Opinions
      


      		
        11. Ojeda - Preponderance of the Evidence
      


      		
        12. Suarez - Career Change
      


      		
        13. Katz - Change of Plans
      


      		
        14. Conrad - Family Outing
      


      		
        15. Conrad - Of Two Minds
      


      		
        16. Matsushita - Methods of Interrogation
      


      		
        17. Ojeda - Exuberant Penance
      


      		
        18. Suarez - First Impressions
      


      		
        19. Katz - Arrival
      


      		
        20. Conrad - Sleight of Hand
      


      		
        21. Al Khatib - Shadows of the Past
      


      		
        22. Suarez - Food Psychology
      


      		
        23. Conrad - On the Shores of Aw-Kels Horm
      


      		
        24. Matsushita - The Road to Aucknish
      


      		
        25. Al Khatib - Groundwork
      


      		
        26. Al Khatib - The Fine Print
      


      		
        27. Conrad - Refinement
      


      		
        28. Ojeda - Buyer's Remorse
      


      		
        29. Suarez - More Fine Print
      


      		
        30. Katz - Product Demo
      


      		
        31. Conrad - The Grasping Hand
      


      		
        32. Matsushita - Prevailing Wind
      


      		
        33. Conrad - Eyeing the Abyss
      


      		
        34. Matsushita - Blast Radius
      


      		
        35. Conrad - An Oblique Angle
      


      		
        36. Al Khatib - Light Show
      


      		
        37. Ojeda - Interview
      


      		
        38. Katz - Disappointing Indicators
      


      		
        39. Suarez - In Wolf's Clothing
      


      		
        40. Katz - Sales Funnels
      


      		
        41. Al Khatib - Bump in the Night
      


      		
        42. Al Khatib - In Session
      


      		
        43. Conrad - Sticks and Stones
      


      		
        44. Matsushita - Stake in the Ground
      


      		
        45. Conrad - Midnight Oil
      


      		
        46. Matsushita - Ghost of the Past
      


      		
        47. Conrad - Cards on Table
      


      		
        48. Matsushita - A Flickering Light
      


      		
        49. Al Khatib - Atop a Hill
      


      		
        50. Suarez - No Safe Word
      


      		
        51. Ojeda - Cover Fire
      


      		
        52. Katz - After Hours
      


      		
        53. Suarez - The Mother of Invention
      


      		
        54. Ojeda - Cold Call
      


      		
        55. Katz - Could Have, Should Have
      


      		
        56. Conrad - Fallback
      


      		
        57. Matsushita - Backup
      


      		
        58. Al Khatib - The Anchor, the Sword, and the Shield
      


      		
        59. Katz - Comparing Notes
      


      		
        60. Suarez - Career Options
      


      		
        61. Ojeda - Renewed Faith
      


      		
        62. Al Khatib - RASCI
      


      		
        63. Matsushita - Board Meeting
      


      		
        64. Conrad - The Antidote
      


      		
        Thanks for reading!
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Thanks for reading!


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




