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The following are works of fiction.

Any similarities to any real-world persons, places, or events

are purely coincidental.










PREFACE





Before you begin or continue your journey along The Nod/Wells Timelines, there are a few bits of information I’d like to share that readers, particularly those unfamiliar with any of the stories from them, may find useful.


Each book, and indeed each story in the books containing more than one, set within this universe was specifically crafted as a standalone experience. As such, they can technically be read individually, and in any order a reader might prefer. That being said, they are presented in these omnibus editions in the order they were originally published, which may be considered an “ideal” way to consume them for those keen to avoid “spoilers.”


It is also worth noting that each book from The Timelines features its own unique style and methods of storytelling. This generally makes them rather distinct from one another despite a few common or recurring elements. Thus, I encourage readers to pause after completing each book before diving into the next to “reset” themselves and prepare for an experience that will often be meaningfully different from the one they’ve just had.


Finally, despite their standalone nature, all of the books and individual stories from The Nod/Wells Timelines are ultimately deeply related to one another, with copious references and tie-ins that will often only become apparent as more of the books are consumed. It is therefore entirely possible, and expected, that readers will not catch every such “easter egg” during their first read of each tale as they may lack sufficient context to do so until they’ve completed others. This is intentional and by design, ensuring that The Timelines have as much or more to offer those revisiting them as they do for first-timers.


With all that in mind, happy reading, everybody!










THE NEMESIS EFFECT










CHAPTER ONE

The Pod







Tom Hallett was accustomed to keeping his eyes closed as he moved through the world. Like everyone else around him, he had been provided with ocular and cerebral implants upon reaching adulthood that allowed him to view information about his surroundings, which was automatically layered over his normal vision in an advanced form of augmented reality. Street names, weather statistics and forecasts, news and stock tickers, indeed, virtually any fragment or mass of data he might require in any given moment was available to him with a simple thought.


Of course, like those around him, Tom had quickly learned the value of being able to turn off all of that, either to focus on a particular source of information, or to relish the calm, soothing darkness that could still be achieved if one simply closed their eyes and cleared their mind.


As such, Hallett sat motionless, his eyelids sealed, as the pod, a sleekly-designed, autonomous vehicle he was riding in with a handful of strangers, made its way through an area of the city he preferred to ignore. In truth, the other passengers in the conveyance weren’t total strangers to him, having seen at least a few of them previously in similar circumstances. After all, they each made regular use of the pod system and therefore possessed a vague awareness of one another as frequent passengers who’d shared the vehicle, or one effectively identical to it, enough times for that to occur. Still, these weren’t people Tom was genuinely familiar with or attached to in any meaningful way. Of all of them, a particularly-well-dressed, somewhat-older woman, who he casually thought of as “the pretty lady” every time he’d encountered her, was the only one who’d managed to occupy any significant portion of his conscious mind for any length of time during his commutes.


Indeed, the “pretty lady” was present, revealed by the faint scent of her equally-attractive perfume circulating through the enclosed air of the pod. Hallett supposed that she was ultimately noteworthy to him not simply by virtue of her admittedly-compelling and obvious esthetic attributes but because she had an almost formal, refined air about her, as if she had either spent time in or aspired to join the executive class. It of course wasn’t shocking to encounter such a person mingled with everyday citizens. To be sure, there were individuals who simply enjoyed presenting themselves in a more formal and elaborate manner of dress despite lacking an “executive” designation but Tom had to admit, there was something unique about her. “Perhaps it’s her smile,” he thought, summoning an image of her and studying it with his eyes still closed despite the woman literally sitting feet away from him. Conventional wisdom told him that this was a completely appropriate behavior, having been taught from a young age that it was impolite to stare, particularly when such an action was technically unnecessary.


The pod’s electric motor whined a bit as it began to make its way up a slight gradient, which Hallett could have used to make himself aware of its precise location if the GPS transceiver in his implant weren’t already able to do so on demand. They were traveling through the city’s “old town,” a cluster of homes that had been intentionally kept in the style of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, its residents opting to forgo many of the esthetics and conveniences of modern life for a variety of reasons.


In Tom’s mind, the whole idea of the place was a bit of an affront, an objective waste of land and resources that he felt could and should be better used to serve the needs of the city’s current population, rather than catering to the whims of the comparatively-small group of citizens that lived within it. Still, as with many other things in life, Hallett had felt compelled to pick his battles when filling out his ballot in the most-recent election, using his limited number of votes to influence outcomes that had a more direct and meaningful impact on his own life. This was no doubt precisely as the refiners had intended when the new voting system had finally been instituted after decades of brutal, internal conflict that had taken the country to the brink of destruction on more than one occasion.


Tom had been a young boy when all that chaos had finally come to an end and had therefore become part of the first generation to meaningfully benefit from the outcomes and the renewed stability they brought. As ever, there were still isolated conflicts in the world at large but the US had managed if only by the slimmest of margins to defy the odds and persist far longer than most had thought possible when the homes around him had first been built.


It of course remained an imperfect system. There were still injustices, winners, and losers within the nation’s borders but meaningful progress had been made, resulting in a populace that was generally better skilled, educated, and proactively inclined in most cases than could be said of their predecessors. Ultimately, that was the crux of Hallett’s issue with “old towns,” feeling as though they were an unnecessary concession to people who had effectively lost their bids to keep the world in the past, or who were simply unwilling or unable to move with it into the future and “get on board” with everyone else.


It was for these reasons that Tom had made a habit of keeping his eyes closed while traveling through old town despite it being a not-entirely-unattractive place. To be sure, it lacked the pristine, modern esthetics of the downtown area he was headed toward but it was far from a slum. Indeed, only telltale, occasional signs of trash, imperfect building facades, or items out of place that would have been automatically addressed by maintenance drones in any other part of the city revealed it to be a place that was kept up by people “when they got around to it.”


As the pod reached the top of the hill, it unexpectedly slowed and Hallett opened his eyes, immediately realizing that something unusual was occurring. Pods did not generally stop in old town, its citizens either being unauthorized or unwilling to use them. Thus, when the machine’s motor began to wind down, Tom had immediately felt compelled to scan the area for the passenger that was clearly about to board it.


Sure enough, Hallett quickly spotted a large man in a fine, dark suit exiting the front of an enormous, elaborate home and making his way along its sidewalk to the spot where the pod was about to come to a stop. For a moment, Tom wondered if the man might be a poser, a regular citizen who felt compelled to dress like an executive for a variety of reasons, but his implant quickly confirmed that he was the genuine article. Hallett’s interest was piqued, noting that the approaching man was indeed a class three, indicated by the three gold stars that appeared to be projected from a small, round, black pin on his suit jacket’s left lapel. There were dozens of executive classes, typically denoted by similarly-projected, elegant Roman numerals, but stars were reserved for the top three and most elite among them. Tom had of course seen class twos on various broadcasts as they often acted as representatives of the mega corporations they worked for but he had never even seen an image of a class one, or a class three in person before that moment.


At this realization, Hallett sensed the other passengers in the pod stirring and otherwise reacting as they became aware of the man and he immediately began to feel less awkward about being genuinely awestruck by what he was witnessing. Clearly, everyone in the pod was well aware of and equally-impressed by the significance of the development, which allowed Tom to confidently maintain his focus on the new arrival despite a vague realization that he was in fact impolitely staring at him.


The big man paused at the curb as the pod perfectly glided to a stop in front of him and the gull-wing door to the executive compartment at the front of the vehicle opened. The man, obviously noting the bewildered stares of the passengers in the pod’s significantly-larger common area put up a hand and waved, giving them all a little nod and grin as he reached into the inner pocket of his suit jacket and retrieved a small pouch while stepping into his private chamber and taking his seat atop one of the two, luxurious positions that spanned nearly the full width of the pod. There was a surge of excitement inside Hallett’s mind as he felt certain if only for a moment that the man had specifically made eye contact with him. Objectively, he realized that this was highly unlikely and had no doubt that every other passenger in the pod felt precisely the same way but he nonetheless couldn’t help feeling a little more special and important than he had a few moments prior, fully comprehending what a rare and noteworthy experience he was in the process of having. Class threes didn’t simply walk around the world interacting with random, everyday people. These were individuals operating at such a high level and in positions of such power and authority that they almost seemed mythical to the average citizen. Thus, Tom’s sense of exhilaration was compounded by the fact that he was now sitting just feet away from the man, a transparent, soundproof barrier and the back of the big man’s seat the only thing separating them.


If he’d been able to pull his attention away from the new passenger, Hallett felt confident that he would have observed covetous looks of envy and outright jealousy for the position he currently occupied. He even imagined the pretty lady feeling compelled to move to the seat next to his, finding him suddenly more attractive and interesting by proximity, but he wouldn’t have noticed even if she had, thoroughly transfixed as he was on the man before him.


At any point, the big man could have activated the compartment’s privacy mode, tinting the glass surrounding him and preventing himself from being observed, but he’d thus far chosen not to do that, allowing Tom to clearly and easily study him from behind.


Hallett imagined this was an intentional choice on the executive’s part and was grateful for it, realizing that he likely would have quickly been reduced to an almost-pitiful state if he’d been denied the opportunity to make such observations. Tom therefore sat in rapt attention, carefully studying each move the big man made as he opened the little pouch he’d removed from his jacket.


Immediately, Hallett’s mind ran through a series of exotic speculations regarding what the pouch might contain despite feeling confident that he would know for sure within moments. He felt almost giddy, understanding that every development he managed to observe would only add to the quality and veracity of the story he would no doubt tell for the rest of his life about the time he shared a pod with a class-three executive.


Tom was therefore only slightly disappointed when the big man removed a handful of nuts from the package and began to eat them, one at a time, as the pod came back up to its normal cruising speed.


It was a mixed collection, consisting of several, small peanuts, a few walnuts, some almonds, and a single, large macadamia nut, which the executive had begun to methodically consume from smallest to largest in a manner that to Hallett seemed like a practiced ritual of sorts. As he did so, he stretched his long, thick legs out into the footwell of the compartment and Tom noted for the first time precisely how elaborate and impressive the man’s shoes looked, with their polished, black finish perfectly reflecting all the little lights within the pod. “Truly,” Hallett thought, “this is the most important man I’ll likely ever encounter.” That realization filled him anew with a mixture of excitement and sadness, both appreciating his good fortune but also reminding him that as a citizen, an archivist for the city’s most-prominent news organization, he had effectively reached the pinnacle of his class and would never attain such a standing himself without transcending it, which was extremely unlikely to occur given his age and the circumstances of his life to that point.


As these thoughts played out and the big man steadily consumed the remaining nuts from his hand, a new thought began to slowly manifest in the archivist’s mind. One of Tom’s inherent gifts was an ability to draw connections between seemingly-unrelated events. It had been discovered via an aptitude test during his youth and had been fostered and encouraged, culminating in his profession as an adult. As such, his brain had almost immediately, subconsciously connected the dots of what was occurring around him in a way that few others could have but distracted as he was, the realization had come to him more slowly than it typically would have.


At the end of the block they were traveling along, there was an uneven bit of road where the human-maintained streets of old town transitioned back to the perfectly-smooth and predictable roadways of the rest of the city. It wasn’t a huge bump by any means but it was significant enough that pod riders who regularly traveled through the area were well aware of it, consequently knowing to not be caught off guard or doing anything that might be negatively disrupted by it when it occurred.


Hallett was certain that the executive in front of him had no idea such a thing existed, further noting that the man would likely be finishing his nuts at precisely the time the transition would occur. Part of him firmly believed that this was a completely-inconsequential observation but as the pod approached the transition point, a nagging, more-substantial portion of his brain became increasingly convinced that something awful was about to happen to the executive in front of him. He tried to push the thought aside, realizing just how statistically unlikely what he was already envisioning was to occur. Still, the notion persisted and was exacerbated when the big man paused his consumption and briefly brought a hand up to his throat, apparently coughing slightly, before continuing at an even faster pace as if trying to make up for lost time.


As Tom watched the number of nuts in the executive’s palm rapidly diminishing, he became completely convinced that the large macadamia would almost certainly enter the big man’s mouth at precisely the moment of the inevitable bump. All at once, he was filled with an overwhelming compulsion to warn him of the impending event, regardless of his conscious mind’s insistence that he was engaging in a ridiculous and paranoid line of thought.


A few seconds before the transition, Hallett sat, locked in a fierce internal debate between wanting to act and not wanting to appear foolish or unreasonable in the eyes of his fellow passengers, particularly the man in front of him. Finally, his potent, inherent concern for the well-being of others won out and he tapped his knuckles against the divider in an attempt to get the executive’s attention but of course, the soundproofing was completely effective and the big man continued to eat, completely unaware of his effort.


A moment later, the class-three executive casually tossed the whole macadamia into his mouth just as the pod hit the bump in the road, causing it to skip over his tongue and down into his throat where it became thoroughly lodged, blocking his windpipe. Immediately, the man’s eyes bulged and he reflexively brought the hand that had been holding the nuts up to his chest in a fist, striking it in a vain attempt to dislodge the object. He then began rocking in his seat and kicking at the floor as he was quickly overwhelmed by an intense panic and the realization that he was unable to help himself.


The pod screeched to a stop and an alarm sounded in Tom’s mind. This was a literal notification from his implant that had been specifically designed to get his immediate attention in the event of an emergency. That was followed by a slow, calm, synthetic voice in his head. “Tom Hallett,” it began, confirming that the message was for him and therefore not being heard by the other passengers who were receiving their own, unique instructions. “Another passenger is having a medical emergency. You are the most qualified to provide assistance and are legally required to do so. Please exit the vehicle now!”


As the message began to replay in his mind, Tom saw the door of the executive compartment open in front of him as the big man began clawing his way toward it while the closest door to him did the same. For a moment, Hallett hesitated, not because he was unwilling to help but because he found it extremely unlikely the the limited first-aid training he’d received as a teenager and hadn’t used since then made him the most qualified person present to respond to what had happened. He looked around at the other passengers, who each looked back at him with expectant stares, effectively communicating that they were both shocked by his lack of immediate action and simultaneously relieved that such action had not been demanded of them. The pretty lady in particular gave him an intense look that seemed to say, “Don’t just sit there! Do something!”


Thus, Tom was spurred into action, getting up from his seat and making his way out of the pod, its door immediately closing behind him. To his left, the executive had also exited but the door to his compartment had remained open.


The big man staggered forward and hunched over before going to one knee and grabbing at his throat. In desperation, he turned to face Hallett and mouthed three words before collapsing to the ground. “Help me, please!”


Tom rushed over to the man, noting that his mouth had begun to make seemingly-involuntary gasping motions despite no sound or air passing through it as he lay front side down with his lower half on the sidewalk and his upper body in a patch of thick grass adjacent to it, his nearly-exhausted limbs barely quivering.


For a moment, Hallett was again stunned into inaction. He of course knew that the man before him was in need of the Heimlich maneuver but looking at his massive form, which no doubt weighed at least two hundred and fifty pounds, he was extremely doubtful that he could successfully lift him into position to administer it effectively, not having done any such thing in a very long time. As a teenager, Tom had pulled an older man out of a community swimming pool and given him mouth to mouth for a few moments before a medical drone had arrived when the man had suffered a rare, unpredicted heart attack but surely, that single incident hadn’t qualified him for this, did it?


Conscious that he was in need of additional motivation, Hallett looked over toward the pod and once again saw the disturbed, seemingly-judgmental faces of his fellow passengers pressed up against the vehicle’s windows in clear efforts to get the best-possible view of what was transpiring. Again, Tom made eye contact with the pretty lady and she nodded, urging him on with her eyes, which were beginning to water.


With that, Hallett reached down and rolled the big man over onto his back. His suit jacket had been left unbuttoned from when he’d first taken his seat and it immediately fell open at his sides, revealing his larger-than-expected gut and triggering a memory in Tom’s mind of a variant of the Heimlich that could be performed on an individual in such a position. He reached down, pressing his palms into the bottom of the executive’s belly, then shoved the mass down and up toward his chest.


At this, the big man’s eyes widened anew and his extremities shook harder than ever as if purging themselves of their remaining energy. For a moment, his head came up off the ground slightly and tears began to roll out of his eyes, clearly still unable to breathe.


Above them, a pair of security drones swept into place and took up positions, having been recording the scene from their own unique angles as they’d approached.


The big man let out a smothered yet still-chilling cry, using the last of his strength to reach up toward Hallett with his trembling, right hand as a few particles of salt from the nuts fell off of it, then collapsed back to the ground, completely exhausted.


“No!” Tom cried out, lifting himself back into position and bringing his hands down again with all his might, jamming the big man’s gut up into his chest in a way that he would have felt completely uncomfortable doing under any other circumstance.


As the motion finished, the macadamia nut flew out of the executive’s gaping mouth and arced through the space between them, striking Hallett in the forehead while the big man reflexively drew in a massive gulp of air and his body began shaking anew.


There was an enormous cheer from inside the pod as the other passengers erupted into a spontaneous, exuberant celebration and Tom rose back up in an effort to completely remove any pressure on the older man’s body while he recovered. When his heaving began to subside, the executive looked up at Hallett with an expression of pure gratitude and mouthed three more words before passing out cold. “Thank you, sir!”


In Tom’s head, the synthetic voice returned. “Thank you for your service to the community, Tom Hallett. Please immediately return the passenger to his compartment.”


Instinctively comprehending that the man beneath him might well require additional medical attention despite his breathing having apparently returned to normal, Tom quickly bent down and hooked his arms under the big man’s shoulders, then lifted his upper body off the ground slightly before beginning to drag him toward the pod’s executive compartment. He briefly wondered if the voice in his head would have politely ordered him to do the same if the man had expired but decided that was a notion he preferred not to consider given how things had actually occurred. Indeed, Hallett felt amazing in that moment and far too good about the realization that he had literally saved a man’s life to allow such a thought to linger in his exhilarated mind. Thus, when he reached the pod, he confidently and decisively lifted the older man’s unconscious body up and into place atop his seat, high on adrenaline, then gently lowered him into what he hoped would be a reasonably-comfortable orientation spanning both of the available positions. Finally, Tom moved to the executive’s feet, which were still dangling just outside of the pod’s open doorway, noting the scuffs and marks that had appeared on the big man’s shoes. In truth, they were still quite impressive, with their refined, clearly-bespoke design, but Hallett couldn’t help noting that their distressed state seemed to somehow diminish the executive’s overall appearance even more than the grass stains on his suit.


“Take care, sir,” Tom said, gently lifting the man’s feet and carefully placing them well inside the pod before standing and beginning to make his way toward his own entrance.


As soon as he was clear of it, the gull-wing door closed and the pod sped away, no doubt to the nearest hospital, leaving Hallett standing by the side of the road in a befuddled and admittedly slightly-vexed state. As he fully considered the validity of the pod’s actions, the synthetic voice in his head returned. “A new pod has been dispatched to your location and your employer has been informed that your arrival will be delayed. Thank you again for your service to the community.” With that, a timer appeared in Tom’s augmented vision, indicating that it would be a little over two minutes before a new pod would arrive to collect and deliver him to his original destination.


Hallett grimaced a bit, realizing that the system had automatically done all of this in an effort to keep him on schedule for the day, which was simultaneously welcome and disappointing. On one hand, he often found himself appreciative of such conveniences, which he objectively knew helped to make his life easier and more efficient in a variety of ways. Still, having experienced such a monumental event in such a brief span of time, he couldn’t help feeling that the system’s relentless insistence to simply plow forward, making whatever adjustments it deemed necessary to see to such momentum without any consideration for that fact, felt uncomfortably cold and wrong in a way he wasn’t accustomed to acknowledging. Indeed, for the first time, Tom felt himself potentially understanding why the residents of old town had made the choices they had, which rapidly became one of the most potent mental takeaways from his experience, much to his own shock.


With all these thoughts percolating in his mind, Hallett looked down and noted that the large, macadamia nut he’d extracted from the executive was still lying on the ground nearby. From down the street, he could see a maintenance drone approaching, no doubt on its way to tidy up the area and return it to its normal, pristine state. Realizing this, the archivist quickly bent down and picked up the nut, sliding it into his pocket and claiming it for himself as a souvenir of his unexpected adventure. Indeed, he would have a whopper of a story to tell for the rest of his days and a genuine piece of evidence to back it up.


In truth, the most important story of Tom Hallett’s life had only just begun.










CHAPTER TWO

Consequences







Within minutes, Tom was back on the road in a new pod. Its passengers had briefly acknowledged his odd arrival, having been retrieved from a stretch of sidewalk with no obvious purpose beyond connecting two actual points of interest. Still, their attention had quickly reverted to their own interests and affairs, him being an ordinary citizen like the rest of them, with the only noteworthy thing about his appearance being the grass stains on the knees of his trousers.


As the pod plunged into the heart of the city, it quickly deposited the other riders at their destinations until Tom was the only one left inside it. A block later, the vehicle began to slow in front of the towering, regional headquarters of the media conglomerate that employed him and Tom readied himself to make his own exit.


To his surprise, the synthetic voice in his mind returned and delivered another message as the pod unexpectedly came back up to speed. “Tom Hallett, your presence has been requested by executive order. Your employer has been notified and your absence will not be penalized. Please, enjoy the ride, sir.”


From the moment Tom had seen the macadamia nut come flying out of the executive’s mouth and the color of life return to his face, a part of his brain had understood that something like this might happen. After all, he had unquestionably done something of consequence, a thing that he’d been feeling a significant amount of pride for even as he’d been preparing to enter his place of work and perform his typical chores for the day. Still, what he had done had been expected of him and indeed, would have been expected of any other passenger in his pod had they been tasked with it. Therefore, Hallett was genuinely surprised despite knowing that he was being taken to the hospital to likely receive a more formal “thank you” from the man he’d saved, or possibly his employer. The thought of that sent a chill up the archivist’s spine. The idea of standing face to face with a class one, or even a class two, executive was something so foreign to him that it barely even seemed possible.


In a mercy to his swirling mind, the ride to the hospital was brief and Tom soon found himself inside it, making his way to the room number that had been indicated in his augmented vision when he’d exited the pod. “309,” he thought, committing it to his natural, organic memory despite knowing such a thing was unnecessary. Every detail of his life was of course automatically stored in the cloud and could be retrieved at any time if forgotten but he nonetheless felt it important to note the number, seeing it as another vital detail of the expanding story he would someday tell.


As he reached the room, the door opened automatically and Tom stepped inside, knowing that it wouldn’t have done so if he wasn’t welcome and expected within it. In the hospital bed in front of him, the class-three executive he’d encountered earlier nodded, making eye contact with him and waving him into the otherwise-empty room.


The big man was in a hospital gown, having been stripped of his clothing upon his arrival apart from the little, round lapel pin that had been transferred to the gown and continued to indicate his three-star status when observed through Tom’s augmented vision. “Mr. Hallett,” he began in a slightly-scratchy but otherwise deep and potent voice, extending his right hand, which had been cleaned of any remaining salt by the hospital’s staff, toward Tom. “I truly can’t thank you enough, sir.”


Hallett took the executive’s hand and gave it as firm a shake as he dared, relieved and admittedly impressed by its strength, noting that the man must be at least well into his fifties. “You’re welcome, sir,” he said, then quickly added, “I’m glad you’re okay, sir.”


“As am I,” the big man said with a smile, releasing his grip on Tom’s hand after giving it an extra, little squeeze. “I apologize for interrupting your day, Mr. Hallett, but my employer and I are firm believers in, for lack of a better term, fate, and upon reviewing your records, I believe that our paths crossing this morning may have been more than a simple coincidence. That’s something I’d like to explore if you’d be willing to indulge me for a bit.”


Once again, Hallett was immediately stunned anew, not just by the almost-casual but somehow still deeply-respectful manner of the big man’s speech, but by the fact that he was clearly, and quite humbly, asking his permission to continue their conversation. Such courtesies were of course completely unnecessary as members of the executive class were effectively allowed and well within their rights to order just about anything from any citizen at just about any time. This being a widely-known and accepted perk of their status, which served as a reward for the extensive burdens of responsibility they bore as the world’s ultimate decision makers: revered, held accountable, and potentially punished for every action they took in a way no ordinary citizen ever would be. Thus, Tom had no doubt that a class-three executive regularly made several decisions that profoundly affected thousands if not millions of people on a daily basis, and was therefore truly shocked that such a man would actively seek his permission for anything. “Of course, sir,” he finally managed after a long pause. “Whatever you’d prefer.”


“Excellent,” the big man said, then put up a hand, seeming to note something being viewed in his own augmented vision. “Again, my apologies, Mr. Hallett. Another moment if you would,” he said, then shifted his attention to the room’s door as it opened and an impeccably-dressed woman entered it, two, platinum stars emanating from her lapel pin as she approached the big man’s bed, shaking her head but smiling as she spoke.


“You certainly do find interesting ways to avoid promotion, Jacob,” she said with a little laugh.


“I assure you, Muriel, this particular incident was completely unintentional,” the big man replied, putting his hands up in a faux gesture of surrender.


“Nonetheless,” she acknowledged, “this level of carelessness can’t be overlooked.”


“I understand, old friend,” Jacob said, then added. “Do your worst. I deserve it.”


The female executive nodded, Tom doing his utmost to not stare agape at her after her abrupt, dramatic entrance, then looked directly at the big man’s lapel pin. Immediately, an almost-full, blue circle formed around the three stars it projected, revealing precisely how close he was to advancing to class two status. The circle then turned red, quickly reducing in a sweeping, radial motion to a point just above a third, losing more than half of its capacity as the big man’s face contorted in a literal expression of the intense pain being experienced in his mind as he was rapidly and severely demoted.


A single tear escaped the executive’s right eye and he quickly brought up a hand to wipe it away as the circle around his rank stabilized, then vanished, his three stars pulsing to reaffirm that his overall status hadn’t changed despite his significant punishment.


Her face softening, Muriel leaned over, putting a hand on the big man’s right shoulder as she gently spoke. “Please, be more careful, old friend. I’d hate to lose you.”


Jacob nodded. “I will. I promise and I’ll see you soon, but now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.” He said this in a way that was decidedly respectful but also surprisingly insistent, as if he were ordering as much as asking it of her.


“Of course,” Muriel said with a smirk, shooting a quick look toward Tom. “He’s interested in this one, is he?”


Jacob nodded and Muriel put up a hand, clearly not needing or wanting him to respond further. “By the way, I’m taking this opportunity to have a new outfit sent over for you, Mr. Westbrook. I trust that you’ll find it acceptable.”


“I’m sure I will, Mrs. Westbrook,” Jacob said with a smile.


With that, Muriel bent down and planted a gentle kiss on the big man’s forehead, then simply said. “Happy birthday, Jacob,” before rising back up to her full height and departing.


The big man blushed, immediately bringing his hand up and wiping away the tiny trace of Muriel’s lipstick from above his brow before returning his attention to Tom. “Now. Where were we, Mr. Hallett?”


His mind completely overwhelmed by the events of the day, Tom reflexively asked a question he normally wouldn’t have dared to utter aloud. “Your wife’s a class two?”


“Ex-wife,” Westbrook corrected, then quickly added. “Not that that had anything to do with it, I assure you. She’s always been a higher rank than me… in a lot of ways.”


For a moment, the executive appeared to be lost in thought, which gave Tom’s mind the opportunity to fully recognize just how potentially offensive his question had been. “I apologize, sir. It wasn’t my place to ask that.”


The big man sniffed. “Think nothing of it, Mr. Hallett. It’s an unusual circumstance to be sure, particularly in this day and age.” Jacob paused as if considering something, then extended his hand toward Tom. “Let’s get to know each other a little better before we proceed, shall we?”


Hallett immediately recognized what the big man was proposing, the exchange of personal information via implants being a fairly-common practice between citizens. Of course, Westbrook already had full access to Tom’s records by virtue of his executive status, so his offer to make such information about himself available to the archivist was yet another shockingly-generous overture on his part that Hallett immediately felt compelled to accept simply as a matter of good form.


The younger man reached out, firmly gripping the executive’s hand and their eyes locked for a moment. In that instant, a wealth of information was transferred to Tom regarding the man before him. In addition to his precise height, weight, and age, Hallett was now fully aware of various means by which Westbrook could be contacted, including the addresses of several homes he owned and the ability to request direct communication with him via their respective implants. He even had access to a real-time if highly-censored version of the big man’s calendar, which was essentially packed with a constantly-shuffling collection of events and meetings that were being continuously displaced by the time they were currently spending together.


Indeed, Jacob Westbrook had shared nearly every aspect of his personal and professional life with Tom within reason and the younger man couldn’t help feeling a bit closer and more connected to him as a result. “Thank you, sir,” he said simply. “That was very generous of you.”


Westbrook squeezed Hallett’s hand again before letting it go, lifting his palm into a somewhat-dismissive gesture. “It’s the least I can do for saving my life, friend.” Jacob paused but before Tom could respond to his latest act of kindness, the big man continued. “Now that we’ve gotten to know each other, I’d like to discuss what happened this morning, if you don’t mind.”


Hallett nodded, almost delirious from Jacob’s obviously-intentional use of the word “friend.” “What do you want to talk about, sir?”


“Please, Tom, call me Jacob,” the executive said, “at the very least, whenever we speak privately. I insist.”


“Okay… Jacob,” Hallett said somewhat reluctantly.


“Good man,” Westbrook affirmed, “and to your point, I’m particularly interested in this moment.”


There was a swish of motion in Tom’s augmented vision as Jacob pushed an image captured from one of the cameras onboard the pod they’d both been riding in earlier that morning into Hallett’s field of view via the open connection between their implants. In it, Tom could clearly be seen tapping the transparent, soundproof divider separating them just before the big man had begun choking on the nut that had nearly killed him.


“You knew what was going to happen to me, didn’t you, Tom?” The big man said this matter of factly, without even a hint of accusation or judgement in his voice.


Still, Hallett immediately blushed, instantly feeling ashamed for not having done more to try to prevent what had occurred despite his next statement. “Not completely,” he admitted. “I mean, I wasn’t certain of it, not like knowing the sun’s gonna come up tomorrow certain, anyway.”


At this, Jacob grinned and he raised an eyebrow. “That’s an interesting choice of words, Tom, but tell me, on a scale of one to ten, how sure were you and when? I mean, obviously, you were sure enough to tap the divider but when did it first occur to you and how sure were you then?”


Tom thought about it, then shrugged. “About thirty seconds earlier. Pretty much as soon as I saw the nuts in your hand. I knew about the bump in the road and I guess my brain just sort of automatically did the math when I saw how you were eating them, knowing how pods travel that route…” Hallett trailed off, realizing the Jacob was studying him intensely as he spoke, then forced himself to continue. “A seven I guess,” he said timidly, then quickly added. “I might have been more sure and put it together quicker but I was… distracted.”


“I can’t imagine why,” Jacob said with another smile, then adopted a more serious expression. “Do you have any idea why I was in old town this morning, Tom?”


Hallett shook his head.


“Any guesses you wouldn’t mind sharing? I promise you it’s not vital. I’m just curious,” Jacob assured him.


“You probably had to talk to someone who doesn’t have an implant, someone you couldn’t just contact without visiting them in person.” Tom said this with a level of confidence a bit more intense and certain than he’d intended but nonetheless felt an immediate surge of pride when Westbrook responded affirmatively.


“That’s absolutely correct, Tom. Good man!” Jacob repeated, delivering the phrase in the most positive and complimentary manner the younger man could have imagined. “In truth, Mr. Hallett, I came to old town in search of a legendary storyteller, who politely declined the offer I made to him, but I suspect I may have found one even better in you.”


Tom’s eyes widened and he immediately shook his head. “I’m no storyteller, Mr.… Jacob. I’m just an archivist!”


“Is that so?” Westbrook said with another grin, then pointed at the little bulge in the breast pocket of Hallett’s shirt. “Then, if you don’t mind me asking, exactly what’s that doing in your pocket, friend?”


For a moment, Tom froze, unsure how to interpret Jacob’s statement and deeply ashamed at the realization that the executive had clearly spotted the souvenir he’d taken. Slowly, the younger man reached into his pocket and removed the macadamia nut, holding it between the thumb and first two fingers of his hand. “I’m sorry, Jacob,” he said somberly. “I shouldn’t have taken it.”


The big man immediately put up his hand, waving off Hallett’s apology. “Nonsense!” Westbrook said reassuringly. “That just proves you’re the right man for the job, if there was any doubt.”


Tom responded with a suitably-perplexed look. “Job?”


“Actually,” Jacob clarified, “it’s more of a mission than a job but I suspect it’s one you’ll be eager to participate in should it be fully revealed to you.”


Completely overwhelmed, Hallett was shocked into absolute, still silence. Was he truly being actively recruited by a class-three executive who now willingly and casually called him friend to embark on some sort of “mission?” It was all too much and his stunned face plainly and reflexively showed it.


Seeing this, Jacob smiled again, then laced the fingers of his hands together, resting them on his chest just above his belly. “It’s okay, Tom. I know it’s a lot to take in but I give you my word, I’ll walk you through it all, every step of the way, and if you decide it’s not for you, I won’t press the issue or bring it up again. Okay, friend?”


“I… I don’t know what to say,” Hallett admitted.


“I’m sure you have a lot of questions and I’ll likely have answers to most of them for you in due time, but for now, the most important question is one I have to ask you. Do you trust me, Tom?”


“I do, Jacob,” the archivist said without hesitation.


“Excellent,” the executive affirmed. “That’s a perfect way to begin.” He then flicked his index finger from the side of his head toward Hallett and an address appeared in the younger man’s augmented vision. “Meet me there first thing tomorrow and I promise, you won’t be disappointed. Deal?”


Tom nodded, then looked down at the nut in his fingers for a moment before extending his arm and offering it to Westbrook, who presented his own hand, palm up, to receive it.


As soon as it made contact with his skin, the big man immediately flicked the nut up toward his fingers with his thumb and grasped it in a similar manner to the method Hallett had used a few moments prior, lifting it to within a few inches of his right eye. “So, we meet again,” he said in an even-lower, more-dramatic variant of his potent voice and Tom couldn’t help chuckling a bit. Jacob then moved to place the nut on a small stand next to his bed before returning his full attention to Hallett. “Thank you, Tom. That was very generous of you,” he said sincerely. “Will I see you tomorrow then?”


The archivist nodded with a smile. “Yes, sir. Bright and early.”


“Good man,” Westbrook said simply, giving him a polite nod and wave as the younger man departed. A few moments later, the executive mentally responded to his employer’s voice in his head, looking up at the camera in a corner of the room that constantly watched him. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”


“Take the rest of the day off to fully recover, Mr. Westbrook. I will personally see to the items on your calendar to get you back on schedule,” the voice proclaimed.


“That’s very kind of you, sir,” Jacob thought with intense appreciation as the familiar, blue circle re-formed around the three stars of his executive rank and filled slightly, sending a brief but euphoric rush of pleasure into his mind before locking into its new, nearly half-full position and disappearing.


“Happy birthday, Jacob,” the voice concluded, then severed the connection after making him aware that the room’s camera had been temporarily disabled, granting him absolute privacy for an indicated period of time.


At this, Jacob let out a little, involuntary moan of ecstasy, thoroughly stretching his extremities before sinking into the bed’s padding and surrendering to a prolonged, blissful sleep, knowing it would likely be the last he’d experience for quite a while, if ever again.










CHAPTER THREE

Mission Control







For the rest of the day, Tom Hallett operated in a sort of haze, returning to work and completing his assigned tasks using a kind of autopilot, born from years of practice and repetition. Occasionally, he absently reached up to the spot on his shirt where the macadamia nut had been, almost regretting his decision to part with it even as he reassured himself that what he’d experienced had actually occurred.


Despite those brief pangs, Tom ultimately felt good about returning the nut to Jacob, realizing that possessing it likely provided a sort of cathartic relief for the older man, which he concluded was a far better and more important thing than it simply serving as a prop to legitimize his own experience, or any tales he might tell of it.


Ironically, Hallett hadn’t felt compelled to share any aspect of the story with any of his coworkers, feeling that it was somehow better kept as a mostly-private matter between himself and his new “friend.” He supposed that was really the crux of it. To him, Jacob Westbrook was no longer simply a class-three executive, almost objectified and placed on a societally-crafted pedestal to be revered, reviled, or ridiculed as needed. He was a fellow man that he “knew,” that he’d spent time with and spoken to in a genuine manner, and who he was rapidly realizing he liked and cared for quite a bit as a person. Those acknowledgements it seemed to Tom were the important takeaways from his experience, far more important than any attention or clout he might receive from other citizens by revealing what had happened to them.


Thus, Hallett completed his work day and boarded a pod for home, making a conscious decision to keep his eyes open as the vehicle passed through old town, and paying particular attention to the grand, antique home Jacob had exited when their paths had first crossed as he traveled by it. “In truth,” he concluded, “it’s really not such a bad place.”


The next morning, after a surprisingly long and restful sleep given his perpetual excitement regarding precisely what his new friend had in mind for him, Tom practically sprung out of bed and hurriedly prepared himself to make his way to the address Jacob had provided. As he did so, he confirmed via his implant that he had indeed been “excused from work indefinitely without penalty by executive order,” which gave him a giddy, little rush each time he verified the words of the notification in his augmented vision.


Soon after that, Hallett arrived at his destination, staring up at the large, black, monolithic building from the sidewalk where his pod had deposited him in total awe. The structure was completely vacant of any sort of sign, marking, or designation, which ironically clearly identified it as the corporate headquarters of the world’s most powerful entity.


Tom took a moment to gather and steady himself, then proceeded, bolstered by the remnants of the confidence still present in him from the previous day’s events.


Inside the building’s lobby, the archivist was surprised to be greeted by an actual person as opposed to a drone or a simple message pushed into his implant by the structure’s security system. The young, suited man, an obvious executive in training indicated by his lack of lapel pin or projected rank, spoke up enthusiastically. “Good morning, Mr. Hallett! If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to Mr. Westbrook!”


Tom nodded and the younger man immediately turned, setting a controlled, measured pace through the building and occasionally glancing back to ensure that Hallett was continuing to follow him and not falling behind. They quickly reached an elevator, which automatically opened, and the younger man gracefully gestured for Tom to precede him into it.


“Thanks,” the archivist said instinctively as he entered the chamber’s sleek, spacious confines, making his way toward its rear before turning to face the other man, who had stepped in just enough to let the doors close behind him as the lift began to make its way skyward.


“You’re quite welcome, sir,” the executive in training replied, grinning slightly and clearly pleased to be participating in whatever was transpiring.


Realizing this, Tom asked, “Can you tell me anything about what’s happening here?”


The younger man immediately put up his hands and shook his head slightly. “Apologies, sir, but even if I could, that certainly wouldn’t be my place.”


Hallett nodded, understanding the rigid structures of formality that existed in any significant corporation, which were no doubt present in their most refined and potent forms within the building he was ascending.


Still, to Tom’s mild surprise, the younger man continued. “I will say, sir, that any project involving Mr. Westbrook is sure to be both exciting and worthy.” He then lowered his voice and leaned in toward Hallett slightly. “In truth, sir, I’m thrilled to be involved in any way at all.”


At this, Tom considered whether the extent of the man’s knowledge and participation in whatever Jacob had in mind for him had simply been a directive to escort him through the building. That certainly seemed possible, which made the executive in training’s enthusiasm that much more striking, and served to pique his own interest regarding what was about to be revealed to him.


The archivist nodded and the younger man resumed his normal posture just as the elevator reached the building’s 33rd floor and its doors opened with a quiet but still-effective chime. At this, the executive in training backed away and ushered Hallett into a large, otherwise-vacant lobby surrounded by doors where Jacob Westbrook stood at its center, almost at attention, in the finest suit and pair of shoes Tom had ever seen, the three stars of his executive rank almost seeming to blaze as they were projected into the space just beyond his left breast in the archivist’s augmented vision.


The younger man finished his gesture, then caught sight of the executive and did an involuntary double take, clearly not having expected to encounter him in person and obviously struggling to maintain his composure, as he stepped back to make way for Tom, who quickly passed him, eager to reunite with his new friend.


“Well done, Mr. Collins,” Jacob said with a quick nod. “That will be all, thank you.”


For a moment, the younger man was absolutely stunned but to his credit, he recovered quickly, turning to face Westbrook and nodding himself as he slowly backed into the elevator. “Thank you, sir, and thank you for the opportunity,” he managed just as the elevator doors began to close, barely spotting the little “thumbs up” gesture Jacob gave him with his actual hand before the corresponding, virtual reward manifested in his vision and mind via his implant when the elevator began its descent.


Westbrook then turned his full attention to Hallett, smiling broadly and extending his hand. “Good morning, Tom. Lovely to see you again, my friend.” Jacob almost sang the last bit in a melodic fashion that was unfamiliar to the archivist but a quick search via his implant revealed it to be a reference to a generations-old song by a band called “The Moody Blues.”


As he shook Jacob’s hand, Tom was briefly tempted to respond with the next line from the lyric, which had been automatically presented to him as a result of his search but refrained, feeling as though it would be disingenuous to do so and a misuse of the technology, not having been familiar with the song, or even its existence, prior to that moment. Thus, he settled for a more-traditional greeting. “Good morning to you, Jacob. You look… fantastic!”


Jacob’s smile broadened and he blushed slightly, lowering his head a bit and shrugging his shoulders in an almost-adorable gesture of humility. “Muriel always did know exactly how to dress me,” he admitted. “I’ll be sure to tell her you approve when I see her. She’ll be absolutely tickled.”


The archivist laughed a little nervously, still not feeling completely comfortable with the idea of becoming the subject of a class-two executive’s focus for any reason or length of time, despite his current company. “Is she here?” Tom asked almost timidly.


“Goodness, no,” Jacob said with a laugh of his own. “At least, I sincerely hope not. That would be quite a lapse in security!”


Hallett looked at Westbrook in an obviously-befuddled manner and the older man immediately elaborated, clearly not wanting to add to his confusion. “She works for the Pryce Foundation, Tom. Completely different organization.”


“Oh,” Hallett said. “I thought she must be your boss. You know…” Tom trailed off, making a little circular motion with his index finger to crudely but accurately simulate the diminishing of Westbrook’s rank indicator he’d seen the previous day during his demotion.


“Ah,” Jacob recognized. “I can see why you thought as much but that was simply a courtesy on my employer’s part. Demotions can be executed by appropriately-ranked executives from competing corporations under certain circumstances, mostly to ease or enhance the punishment. It’s not done often, especially these days, but I’m grateful that Muriel still cares enough for me to see to it when I occasionally and inevitably do something stupid or foolish.” Jacob laughed again. “Trust me. A demotion’s way worse when you know the person executing it hates your guts, or is just plain disappointed in you.”


Based on what he’d learned of him so far, Hallett found it difficult to believe that anyone could truly hate or be disappointed in Jacob Westbrook but he also supposed that there were many aspects of the corporate world, particularly at the level of it that the Westbrooks inhabited, that would likely always remain mysterious and perplexing to him. As such, he simply nodded.


Apparently content with that response, Jacob shifted his expression and voice to a more serious, formal state before speaking again. “Listen, Tom. As much as I’d love to spend a bit more time easing you into all of this, the fact is that things are coming to a head here and I’m sure you’re eager to know exactly what this is all about, so I’m going to cut to the chase if you don’t mind.”


Again, Hallett nodded, but a bit more enthusiastically to confirm Jacob’s analysis.


“Good man,” Westbrook said, then flicked his index finger from the side of his head toward Tom’s as he had the previous day, sending a long and complicated-looking document into the younger man’s mind and field of vision via their implants. “A standard nondisclosure agreement, I assure you,” Jacob said as the archivist studied it. “Basically, if you reveal any of what you experience here to anyone without permission, we can destroy your life,” the big man said with a little grin.


For a moment, Hallett’s eyes widened, realizing that his friend was both joking and being completely serious. “I see,” the younger man said, continuing to study the document even as he instinctively requested a legal analysis of it via his implant.


Seeming to recognize this, Jacob spoke again in a more reassuring tone. “Trust me, friend. It’s just a formality. I give you my word, I’ll never steer you wrong.”


Tom hesitated for a moment, thinking back to Jacob asking if he trusted him the previous day and the response he’d given. He then quickly scrolled down to the bottom of the document and applied his digital signature to it.


The big man smiled and nodded, stepping back and waving Tom forward toward a large set of doors behind him before turning to face them.


As Hallett approached, the results of the legal analysis appeared, confirming the document to be precisely what his friend had indicated and nothing more. A moment later, the doors parted and Tom was immediately overwhelmed by the dizzying array of equipment, people, and activity present in the cavernous room beyond them.


The archivist entered the chamber, his eyes immediately drawn to several, immense screens hanging from its ceiling that showed images of the solar system, Earth, and a region of space that at first appeared to be empty, until Hallett registered a small, glowing mass at the center of the display.


The doors closed behind them and Tom looked over at Westbrook, his mouth hanging somewhat agape. “What is all this, Jacob?”


“It’s the end of the world as we know it,” the big man said flatly, looking back at Hallett with a somber, almost-defeated expression before making an obvious effort to perk himself up, “but we’re damn sure gonna fight it. You can take that to the bank!”










CHAPTER FOUR

Nemesis







“The truth is,” Jacob continued, noting Tom’s worried expression, “we don’t know exactly what it is. It’s some sort of anomaly, there and not there, like a rip in space, or time, or the whole damn universe from what the scientists tell me. Point is, it’s dangerous, spitting out all sorts of radiation and other toxic crap, and we’re headed straight for it.”


Westbrook gestured toward the screen containing the representation of the solar system and it sprang to life, animating to show the planets circling the sun and moving toward the anomaly’s indicated position until the image froze with the mysterious mass and Earth nearly at a point of intersection. “That’s when it’ll be close enough to kill everything on the planet,” Jacob said matter of factly and Hallett’s blood ran cold. “When is that?” The archivist asked this, barely able to speak.


“About a year and a half from now,” Westbrook confirmed.


Stunned anew, Tom swayed on his feet and Jacob reached out to steady him. “Easy, friend. You’re almost through the worst of it. Just hang in there, okay?”


Hallett looked at the big man, utterly baffled and astounded by his ability to achieve and maintain any semblance of calm in the face of such knowledge. He then put his own hand on Jacob’s shoulder, hoping to draw on his obvious strength and forcing his mind to shift to a more analytical, less emotional mode of operation to prevent a total breakdown. “It looks bigger,” he finally managed, pointing to the screen himself. 


“Indeed,” Westbrook said. “It’s growing at an exponential rate,” he confirmed, then gave the archivist’s shoulder a little squeeze. “That’s why we have to stop it, Tom, no matter what, or we’ll just be the first thing it destroys.”


Hallett looked at the executive incredulously. “Me? What could I possibly do about… that?” He asked this emphatically, deeply concerned that his new friend had grossly overestimated him to the possible detriment of humanity itself.


“Easy, Tom,” Jacob said reassuringly. “This won’t be on you at all. In fact, all the important decisions have already been made.”


At this, Hallett relaxed a bit, letting his hand fall off the big man’s shoulder, and immediately began to feel more steady on his feet. “Then, why am I here, Jacob? Why show this to me?”


The executive nodded and smiled. “Because, Tom, we need someone to tell the story of all of this. To a person, everyone here is completely focused on the task at hand as they must be but inevitably, and sooner rather than later, the world will know about all of this and someone will eventually need to share the details of it with them, assuming that we’re successful.”


For more times than he could easily recall, Tom Hallett had been shocked into motionless silence over the past twenty-four hours but none of that could have prepared him for the absolutely gobsmacked state Jacob Westbrook’s words had triggered. In his wildest, most-ambitious fantasies, Tom had never even imagined himself being in such a position. On some level, a tiny fraction of his mind was able to acknowledge that there was some sense in the idea of a professional archivist being tasked with observing and recording the details of such a monumental event but the notion that he of all people could possibly be the most skilled or worthy to do such a thing was simply ludicrous beyond comprehension to him. Still, as he stared dumbfounded at Jacob Westbrook, Hallett could just as clearly see another truth in his eyes. The man before him undoubtedly believed in him and his ability to do what was being asked of him, conveying it to the younger man in the confident, compelling way that only a high-ranking executive could.


“You really think I could do that, Jacob?” The archivist asked the question despite his observation, both needing to hear the response aloud and admittedly unable to think of anything else to say in that moment.


“Of all the things that are happening right now, Tom, that’s the one I’m most certain about, for what it’s worth,” Westbrook confirmed.


With that, Hallett set his jaw and made his decision. “Where do I start, friend?”








CHAPTER FIVE

Walking with The Revelator





Walking through the mission control area of what he had been casually informed was simply called “The Nemesis Project,” Tom could clearly see that Jacob Westbrook was completely in his element. As he confidently strode from station to station, the heels of his polished, leather dress shoes potently and distinctively clacking against the finished, concrete floor, even amid the constant drone and bustle of their surroundings, the big man calmly and thoroughly explained the purpose of everyone and everything in the room.


In truth, the broad strokes of the project and its intent were deceptively simple. In orbit above the Earth, a spacecraft, the first and perhaps last of its kind, was being hastily constructed with the intent of delivering a team of specialists to the anomaly to analyze and eliminate it as a threat to Earth and the surrounding universe at any cost before the point of fatal intersection.


Of course, there were literally millions of subtle and nuanced details and potential points of failure to consider in such an endeavor and Tom soon found his mind swimming in a sea of technical jargon and heady, scientific concepts that were admittedly well beyond his ability to fully, or in some cases even partially, comprehend.


Still, Hallett did his utmost to keep up with Jacob, understanding more than ever that every moment the executive was spending with him was a moment he inherently couldn’t spend elsewhere. Of course, Tom also understood that Westbrook was almost certainly multitasking to a degree, using his implant to receive and respond to any number of notifications and queries while they spoke in much the same way ordinary citizens regularly did in interactions amongst themselves. Even so, the archivist remained impressed with just how much direct and personal attention Westbrook was clearly providing to him. Seeing his interactions with others in the room and their consistently-respectful, almost awestruck responses to his approach, Tom realized just how overwhelmed and incapable of functioning in Jacob’s presence he would have been had he first encountered him in that setting.


As the tour neared its end, Westbrook introduced Tom to Robert Briggs, the man who had largely designed and would act as the chief engineer of the ship being sent to intercept the anomaly. The apparently diminutive but full-faced man popped his head up from behind a counter where he’d been rummaging at the sound of Jacob’s approach and greeted him with a broad smile, his short, spiky hair only conveying a sense of order due to its meager length. “Good afternoon, Mr. Westbrook!”


For a moment, Hallett was perplexed by the greeting, not realizing how much time had passed since he’d first entered the facility early that morning. He was about to indicate as much aloud when the older man, perhaps in his mid to late thirties, stood up completely, a large rifle in his hands.


Immediately, Tom was filled with an intense panic, having only ever seen images or virtual representations of such firearms and being well aware of their potential, destructive power. He recoiled instinctively, taking a couple, abrupt steps backward but quickly composed himself, seeing that Jacob was completely unfazed by the development.


“Good afternoon, Bob,” Westbrook said with a nod and a smile of his own. “Is that a new iteration?”


The younger man nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, sir! Care for a demo?”


“By all means,” Jacob replied. “I’m sure our new archivist, Mr. Hallett, will be particularly interested.”


“Archivist!” Bob exclaimed excitedly, removing a hand from the gun and extending it to Hallett, giving the younger man’s appendage a thorough and enthusiastic shake. “About time you got someone in here to witness all this!” He chuckled, focusing his attention completely on Tom. “Two things, Mr. Hallett: You call me Bob. There’s only one guy I let call me Mr. Briggs. No offense, Mr. Westbrook!”


“None taken,” Jacob said simply.


“Tom,” Hallett offered, completing the handshake.


“Well, that oughta be easy enough,” Briggs noted. “You stick with me, Tom, and I’ll fill that head of yours up real quick.” The engineer let out a laugh, leaning back a bit as he returned his full grip to the gun.


Jacob rolled his eyes a little but gave Tom a look indicating that he was actually quite fond of Briggs and his mannerisms. “If you please, Bob, we’re in a bit of a hurry,” the executive said politely.


Briggs immediately put up a hand and nodded, continuing
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