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 Part
One

Trying to establish the hypothesis


Section 1

 Give a horse
a flying test

The video on the screen looked more like B-reel of a
desert flyover, just vast, vacant dunes. Only it wasn’t. My remote
quantum drones were only flying three-ish meters off the ground.
According to the report, this place wasn’t a desert of sand but of
ash. Each pile of dust had been something. The chances were too
high it had once been a person. Before the event, the city had been
home to nearly nine hundred thousand people. Now it was a dead
zone.

“Martin, move your ass,” Tamar Garcia ordered. She
kicked my foot with her clunky boot. I guess I was in her seat. I
moved over as much as I could on the couch. I smiled and tried to
look forgivable. She was tall—tall enough that people asked her
constantly if she played basketball. She would never play
basketball. And her chola aesthetic made her all the more
intimidating. She pulled her hair over her shoulder and hugged it
as if she were trying to protect it, scowling at the screen.

When the drones arrived at the coordinates I had
been given, I set them to hover, typing the command into my laptop.
I didn’t want to look at the dead landscape. Instead, I looked at
the ends of my locs, pulling at loose hairs pretending I wasn’t
impacted by my own imagination of the horrible event that must have
occurred. When that wasn’t distracting enough, I looked around the
room.

The research lab was more like a science-themed
apartment, with a workroom, a living room, and dorms. The couch
Tamar and I sat on faced the couch our other two teammates sat on.
With the armchair, the three pieces of furniture formed a C, with a
table in the middle. The C faced the door connecting the living
room to the workroom. Beyond the armchair was the hallway to our
rooms. The couch Tamar and I sat on faced the video screen.

“This is what they are calling ground zero,” Hugo
Del Mar said, flipping through the hefty folder that contained our
research assignment. The folder had the name Multi-verse
Protection Corporation (MVP) stamped on it in harsh-looking red
ink.

Hugo was a sandy-haired Frenchman from a universe in
which the French had kept their territories in the Americas and
fully colonized the western half of the continent. He would have
been from what was generally considered Wyoming in most verses,
which made him something like an American cowboy with a French
accent. My name out of his mouth was all “m” and “t” instead of “m”
and “r” the way my mom said it.

“Nice and ominous,” I said.

He looked at me over the top of his folder and
rolled his eyes. He was sitting with his back to the screen and had
yet to turn around and look at it.

“Six years ago, a universe-multi man named James
Dugan was the focal point of a massive multi-verse disaster,” Hugo
continued, his tone too scientific for an event that destroyed a
city of hundreds of thousands of people, at least in the ground
zero universe. “This was the site with the most impact. The blast
radius is roughly three kilometers, but the radiation reaches at
least one hundred kilometers.”

I typed commands that rotated some of the quantum
drones. The visual on the screen broke into five different views of
ash piles, chemically damaged sky, and inky distant horizons. Not a
plant or animal in sight.

“This is very interesting to see,” Wei said. Wei was
from a sleepy A-class universe where khaki was considered the lux
color, so everything from Teslas to tuxedos were all shitty tans
and beiges. He was a round-faced, Chinese territory man, who wore a
“long on top” crew cut and had been adopted by an elderly couple in
what most universes called Ohio.

Hugo looked back at the screens for the first time.
Up to that point, Wei hadn’t said a word. He was getting over strep
throat. He had spent the last four days constantly chewing
extra-potent CBD lozenges from some B-class verse, twenty years
behind the nearest A-class. They must have been working. Looking at
me, Wei pointed to the laptop. “I didn’t get to watch you work at
the rift closing we recruited you at. How did you develop the
code?”

I was about to answer when Hugo cleared his throat.
“Wei, you can nerd out with Martin later, focus.”

Wei winked at me and faked some bashful pose, then
turned back to the screen.

“Anyway, Martin, if you want to go to the next
verse, I’ll read the event description,” Hugo said.

I tuned the quantum drones into the next verse. The
images on the split screen were of trees, grass, and a clear blue
sky. I adjusted the drones to get better images, then buzzed them
around to get a feel for the area. I felt relieved by this verse,
mostly because stuff was alive. We were in a park roughly the size
of a city block, a cozy square of grass sliced by brick walkways.
The paths were lined with trees and benches. The sun hadn’t moved
from where it hung low in the evening sky, but it was bright and
warm and unobscured by ash.

“This is San Jose. At approximately three in the
afternoon there-verse time…” Hugo started to read. I flew the
drones around as he talked, looking for I don’t know what. The park
was empty of people. A car passed, and a cat jumped out of a trash
can chasing a squirrel.

“…a man named James Dugan stood at these
coordinates. In other verses, other James Dugans stood in the exact
same place at the exact same time. That marks the start of the
event. In the first verse, Dugan was last known to be at work in a
power plant deemed the source of the explosion. That is all we know
of his actions. In this verse, witnesses reported seeing the
here-verse Dugan get up from a bench and walk to this section of
the park.”

As my drones wandered, one set came upon a statue at
the north end of the park. It was a stone statue of an angel
holding a rose with names carved into the base. It stood out
because the park had no other statuary.

“Witnesses say Dugan started moving his arms,
silently gesturing in what looked like a performance. A crowd
gathered. Dugan didn’t respond to any of the questions asked by
onlookers. At three fifteen p.m. here-verse time, Dugan’s pantomime
became erratic and panicked. Three minutes later, the James Dugan
of this universe erupted in a sudden and peculiar explosion.”

“Fucking unreal,” Tamar said.

“Seventeen people and Dugan in this verse were
killed in the explosion. The authorities would later say Dugan had
a bomb, but none of the eyewitnesses reported seeing one. The
autopsy reported Dugan’s body emitted an extreme, unexplained level
of radiation. He also had unexplainable chemical burns and was
perforated by an excessive volume of shrapnel, including unusual
metals and glass. The same inexplicably large quantity of debris
was found in the other bodies. However, some key bits were missing.
Someone on the ballistics team wrote in one of his reports there
was no bomb because fragments from the bomb itself were not
found.”

“Did this Dugan guy converge with his counterpart in
the ground zero verse?” I asked. I looked hard at the statue,
realizing it was a memorial. Seventeen names were inscribed on the
base along with a date. James Dugan wasn’t listed.

“Do you think?” Hugo asked. His voice was more like
a teacher giving a logic test than a researcher looking for a
hypothesis. I guessed he might have had an answer of some kind he
wanted me to figure out for myself. I thought about it. People
converged often enough. The degree of damage was unpredictable and
could have been responsible for a quantum event that mimicked an
explosion. The difference between this event and others was that
the damage was uneven.

“There’s too many universes involved,” Wei said,
getting to the mystery before I did. He got up from his couch and
came to my laptop. “Make this thing take quantum pictures.”

“Also, it says here some Dugans survived with minor
damage as the event occurred in their universe,” Hugo
explained.

“People don’t survive convergence,” Tamar said. Hugo
gave her a resolute nod.

I was actually curious now. There were two ways
convergence happened. The first was rifts, or a weak spot in the
quantum barrier between universes that could allow things to pass
between them. If a universe-multi person crossed the barrier into a
verse where they had a counterpart, that was the end of both.
Convergence also had the power to destroy whole universes. It had
been my job in MVP for the last decade to locate and close
rifts.

The second source of convergence was tuning, using a
quantum drone or a Multiverse Encounter Sequencer (MES). A
sequencer was a universe-unique Nokia E70 series cellular phone MVP
had modified to create quantum consonance and dissonance and allow
for travel between universes, among other things. It didn’t make
calls. My sequencer was connected to the laptop. The quantum drones
were controlled through the sequencer, and the laptop just gave me
more power to access more drones.

MVP had virtually eliminated tuning convergence by
having only universe-unique people like me as technicians and most
research staff. We only existed in one universe. A convergence
event at MVP hadn’t happened the last eighteen of the twenty years
the company existed. That meant if it was convergence, a rift must
have happened. Wei was on the right track. The way to spot a rift
was to look at the area from a quantum perspective.

“Wei, move so I can do it,” I said, pushing his head
out of the way of my laptop screen so I could type code. He leaned
in eagerly anyway.

The quantum drones could collect data on pretty much
anything. They were a swarm of near-microscopic computers that
could act as a collective or as individuals. So, I switched the
drones from video to quantum and pulled up the quantum visualizer.
The sequencer would process the data from each drone and build a
map of the area. I programmed the drones to look within a ten-meter
cube of the Dugan coordinates. The image of the park became a blank
canvas. Anything that had a quantum frequency for the there-verse
would be depicted in white. Anything with a different frequency
would be a different color based on its home-verse.

We watched eagerly waiting for colors to change on
the screen. Slowly the drones chased down a few thousand particles
from other verses. After ten minutes the program beeped to let me
know there was nothing left to find.

“That was anticlimactic,” Tamar said dryly.

I could hardly believe the image. The data showed
the area had less than five percent particle contamination from
another universe. Any square meter of any verse had an average of
eight percent due to natural forces. Any zone that had a rift at
any point in history would have a contamination rate of twenty to
seventy percent. “Not only was there no rift,” I said, “but this
place is almost quantum pure.”

“Isn’t that something?” Hugo said as if he already
knew.

“If it wasn’t a rift, what was it?” I asked.

“That brings us to our assignment,” Hugo said. “The
file suggests it had to do with universe-multi people, so we’re
going to study what impact they have on the multi-verse.”

“Great,” Tamar said even though she didn’t make it
sound that great. “I need some food.”

“Go to the other verses,” Wei said to me, trying to
type on the laptop himself.

Hugo looked at Tamar. “Okay, what’s the matter? This
is actually some really interesting stuff. Tam?”

“It’s fine,” she snapped, clearly annoyed. She stood
and crossed to a phone on the wall of the lab. “I just want some
food.”

Hugo stood and followed her. “Tam, qu’est-ce
qu’il y a?”

Tamar shrugged off the hand he had placed on her
shoulder. “Nothing.”

“Aren’t you excited for a new project?”

“Not like we didn’t have plenty of old
projects.”

Tamar and Hugo had been with MVP for thirteen years,
research teammates almost from day one. Wei had been with the
company the least amount of time and, at twenty-one, was also the
youngest. Wei had been on Hugo’s team for a year.

“Tam.”

“All right, fine, Hugo. I don’t trust it.”

I let Wei have the laptop so I could watch the drama
between Hugo and Tamar.

“Tam.”

She growled at him. “Why now? MVP has only cared
about finding universe-unique things and closing rifts until now?
The point of the whole company is to protect all the universes from
rifts. Why bother with this one guy and this one event?”

Hugo puzzled it out, linking his arms behind his
head. He looked like an anime protagonist. The plaid cotton
button-down and denim jeans threw off the image a little. His long,
wavy hair was pulled into a ponytail and shoved under his cowboy
hat. It was funny watching him next to goth princess Tamar.

“Don’t you think a recurrence of this event would be
equally as threatening as any rift? Maybe more threatening?”

“Not if it’s only been one time in the whole history
of the universes,” Tamar said.

“We won’t know until we study it.”

“Well, Hugo, I don’t think it’s just some
interesting project. It’s too specific.”

“You’re such a skeptic, but I guess that’s a good
thing in our line of work.” Hugo tried to make a friendly show of
putting his arm around Tamar. She just jabbed him in the ribs.

I didn’t say it, but I agreed with her. The file had
the name Don Brady on it. Brady was the company’s director of
marketing. What did he want with this information? He didn’t do
anything unless he could sell it. He had observed me once, thinking
he could capitalize on my rift closure technique. All technicians
used the sequencers, but only I used the laptop. I was the fastest,
most effective technician the company had. Brady, however, figured
the cost of finding universe-unique computers was too high compared
to the benefit of the work, or at least work that could be
effectively done with a sequencer. Other technicians had come to me
to learn my technique, but most stuck to the company plan. I didn’t
trust that. If we could do our jobs better and faster, why not
invest?

As far as this project went, I had a feeling Brady
already knew what he wanted to do in the multi-verse, and this
research would somehow give him the means to do it. Or worse, it
would give him the means of covering his ass when something
happened. The wording was almost too specific:

 


CLASSIFICATION GRADE: ALPHA. Discover the reason for
the event. Provide an accurate and thorough understanding of the
quantum forces that linked the James Dugans during the event and
the cause of the connection between the counterparts. What impact
do universe-multi humans and human-intelligent animals (H-HIA) have
on the total multi-verse? What would happen to the multi-verse
should one or more of the universe-multi H-HIA be removed from
their respective universes, with special interest in A-class
universes?

 


I didn’t say anything. I just listened to their
argument.

Tamar tried to dodge Hugo by pulling the phone
around a pile of boxes. The stuff all over the room was mine. I was
new to the team and had to be relocated from rift technician
quarters to the lab. I hadn’t had the chance to unpack.

“Can we eat first?” Tamar asked Hugo. She gestured
at him with the phone. It only connected internally to
headquarters’ concierge. The whole system was run like a hotel with
a full staff to clean, cook, and launder. And it was
lunchtime.

“Bien. Order my number five. I want to write
some things down before I forget,” Hugo said, going to his desk in
the corner.

“What about the rest of you fucks?” Tamar growled at
me and Wei. We shouted a number at her. There was a set menu for
each person: fifteen items—three breakfasts, five lunches, and
seven dinners. This helped Headquarters’ inventory since we had to
go to the verses to get food. HQ floated in an ocean in a
dead-verse, a people-less verse with less than habitable
shores.

As Tamar placed the orders, I walked over to my
boxes. One was labeled Desk and should have had my stash of
Cheetos, but it didn’t. I had not been the one to pack, so I had to
hunt it down. I found a box labeled Misc and gave that a
quick sift. No go. I ended up finding them in a box labeled
Snacks, which shows you how much food I had hidden in my
dorm. I took the Cheetos back to the couch and watched Hugo
scribble away. Then I looked at Wei. He was looking at me.

“Should we be taking notes?” I whispered to him,
waving the Cheetos his way.

“Can I see your gear?” he whispered back.

“Is that an invitation?” I laughed as I stood up and
pulled tech out of the boxes. I passed him five laptops and a
handful of tablets.

“Why is it all broken?”

“Sometimes the parts converge when I go to a
different verse. I did an experiment to see how bad convergence
would be before I started using the laptops. Since it was never
more than damage to the device and I could replace that, I figured
it’d be fine.”

“How did you conduct your experiment?” Wei asked,
his voice straining enough to toss another CBD lozenge into his
mouth.

“I rolled a few through some rifts on a skateboard,”
I said. He laughed and moved couches so he could better inspect the
tech junk.

“How do you make your selections?” Wei asked,
pulling two busted computers closer.

“I usually pick older generations or new versions
that are missing modern features.”

“Why?”

“In the A-classes, the counterparts of older
computers are less likely to still exist in a form capable of
connecting to the sequencer. The newer ones without the modern
features are less likely to be multi because no one really wants a
brand-new laptop that isn’t even a touchscreen or one you need a
mouse for.”

He nodded as if he agreed and picked up a
particularly mangled laptop by the corner of the screen. The bottom
half separated and fell to the floor just in front of Tamar’s boots
as she came back to the couches. He looked at her. “We call that
downloading.”

Tamar didn’t laugh, but I did.

“Right,” Hugo said, slapping down his pen. He
shuffled some loose, lineless papers together and stood. “We’re
about to be busier than an E string in a fiddle contest.”

“No,” Tamar said.

“I really think—”

“Food, Del Mar. Food before science.”

“Mastication before education,” Wei said.

I added, “Ingest-igate before you investigate.”

“Tu te fous de moi?” He sighed and rubbed his
head. “Okay, we’ll eat, then we’ll work.”

Tamar gave Hugo a triumphant smile and folded up on
the couch so that she was almost an egg next to Wei. Wei and I
shuffled the drones through the other verses in the file and
repeated the same map-building process. I was surprised the results
were pretty much the same, even in the ground zero verse.

The food arrived, and Hugo passed out our boxes. I
had completely forgotten what I ordered, so I was damned happy to
see a bowl of five bean chili with cheese and a side of tortilla
chips. I might have moaned as I took the first bite. I didn’t look
up again until Hugo cleared his throat. To my horror, he was
already throwing his waste into the receptacle and brushing crumbs
from his hands. He had eaten so fast I couldn’t even say what the
food had been.

“Right. The cows won’t herd themselves, so let’s get
to it.” The rest of us whined, but Hugo just waved us down. “Y’all
can finish. I’ll write while you eat.”

Thanks to the button Hugo pushed, I learned there
was a dry-erase board behind the screen we had been watching. The
projector clicked off automatically. Hugo picked up a blue marker
and wrote The Plan in barely legible cursive.

“Let’s set up what we are going to do, then we can
assign duties,” Hugo said. He wrote universe-multi on the
board near the middle. “Our inspiration is James Dugan and his
fifteen counterparts. We must find a way to observe universe-multi
subjects. What we need is to determine how to find them.”

“Well, how do you find universe-unique people?” I
asked. “I mean how do they do it generally?”

Wei leaned toward me. “We listen.”

“To what? It can’t be listening at a quantum level
because everything is tuned to the universe it originated in. I
mean, how do you distinguish any one thing in a whole verse?”

Hugo crossed the room to a grand piano. He sat on
the bench as if it were just an ordinary chair or piece of
furniture. I was definitely interested in the piano. It had been
years since I had gotten to play one. Most rooms in HQ had some odd
thing someone had brought from a verse. In the common room of my
old quarters, we had two grandfather clocks. They didn’t tell time,
of course, but there they were.

“We listen to voices and communications for people
living in small regions,” Tamar said. “We also take photos and
compare them. It starts big, but then we narrow our parameters with
statistics.”

“Voices…” I repeated. “Well, that’s it, then.”

“Is it?” Hugo asked.

I munched more Cheetos. “Sure. Instead of having
computers eliminate the voice if there’s a match, have it eliminate
the voice if there isn’t one.”

“Across all verses?” Wei said.

I just shrugged. I really didn’t know.

“No,” Tamar said. “We can start with a sample of
parallel verses.”

“This is great,” Hugo said. He jumped up and crossed
to the board to write. “This also naturally provides us with some
parameters and brackets to put people in.”

He drew a line on the board, then another parallel
to that, with about five centimeters between them until the board
had nine rows. Then he marked the lines with brackets that linked
the two outer lines, then the next, then the next leaving the
center line unbracketed. He labeled the innermost bracket V
zero.

“We can start with a naught verse, v-naught, and
find a person within that verse. Then we can determine two groups,
those who are not multi in verses immediately parallel to v-naught,
and those who are. Then we can break out those who are I.P.M.—I
made that up. It means Immediately Parallel Multi—”

He kept talking, but my head was swimming. I looked
at the piano. I wondered for a moment if this was a mistake. I was
already lost, and it was only step one. I felt eyes on me. When I
looked up, Wei winked at me and gave me a thumbs-up. Hugo’s back
was still to the room. His diagram became suddenly and unsettlingly
three-dimensional. I looked back at Wei. Wei pretended to sleep
then wake, wiping fake drool from his chin. I laughed.

“Wei, if you’re already distracting Martin, I’m
going to be mad,” Hugo said.

“Who’s Wei?” Wei said, winking at me again.

“I think we need a few people in a few brackets to
start. Dugan was known to be in sixteen verses. We know there’s
about three thousand stable A-Class universes, but I suppose that
might be putting the cart before the horse. We’ll select two people
from each bracket and observe them. Then when we have some
parameters, we can build a bigger survey from there. No reason to
give a horse a flying test, I guess.”

I laughed and three faces turned to me.

“Oh, shit. Wasn’t that a joke?” I sighed, feeling
embarrassed.

“It was. Just no one finds me funny.”

“I think you’re funny,” I said. “And a genius,
because what the actual fuck is that diagram?”

I watched him think about it. Then I watched him
blush. He turned back to the board and continued talking. “So…”

And with that, I lost track of the experiment. My
brain went back to combing the maps I had made for any clue as to
what was happening. Wei fell asleep for real. An hour or so later,
when I was on the verge of dozing off myself, Hugo clapped.

“Anything else?” he asked. He put his hands on his
head, marker and all.

Tamar said, “I have some research on H-HIA who have
encountered rifts and other multi-verse phenomena. I can look
through it and see if I can find anything we can use as a
variable.”

“Any other research points?” Hugo asked Tamar.

She seemed to sense me staring and glared at me
through narrow eyes, black with eyeshadow. I didn’t look away. I
just smiled. She rolled her eyes and looked back at Hugo.

“I also want to look deeper into James Dugan,” she
said. “Maybe a journal exists. Maybe one of them is still
alive.”

Hugo wrote it down, and then he turned and stared at
her. She glared at him. He looked at her with more intensity.
Finally, she said, “I promise not to investigate the motives of the
founders.”

Hugo smiled and shook his head. “I hate that I don’t
trust you.”

“I’ll work with Tamar on the Dugan thing. I want
more readings,” I said. It was only half a lie. I really wanted to
know why Tamar was so suspicious. Hugo beamed, and Tamar rolled her
eyes again.

“What else?” Hugo asked.


Section 2

 Outpaced for
a while

“Right, so when we get in there…” Tamar said,
turning in my direction and blinking a few times. It had been three
days since the planning meeting, and Tamar and I had been sent to
discuss progress with the data team. It was my first time meeting
them. Hugo and Wei had gone to the Hub to formally file the plan
with the research coordinator and get more equipment.

“You know what?” she said. “I was going to tell you
to be cool. But you probably can’t, so just try not to do anything
embarrassing.”

“What am I gonna do?”

She rolled her eyes. “This team is amazing and I
won’t stand for fuckery.”

“Uh…okay.”

She focused on me again.

“What’s the problem? What am I doing?”

“Nothing—yet.”

She pressed a code into the keypad by the door. It
wasn’t a lock since her code didn’t let us in. We had to wait for
someone to open the door in person. I didn’t like being on the
gangway. The Department of Universe-unique H-HIA was in the third
dome of HQ. The whole drifting city was like a spider web with the
Hub in the center. Eighteen more domes were arranged in three rings
connected by six main arms and several interconnecting hallways.
And the whole complex just floated along like the ocean wasn’t the
scariest part of any verse.

The gangways connecting the domes were like the
enclosed tunnels at aquariums, only it was sky overhead instead of
fish. Looking through the curved plastic made me nauseous. I tried
to look at anything else. A door is a door, so I looked at Tamar.
She looked at the black paint chipping off her fingernails. She was
nearly as tall as the Plexiglas. If she put her hand up, she could
have reached the ceiling.

“How tall are you?” I asked. She turned a stare so
cold and unapproachable on me that I might have actually
shivered.

I took a breath and counted, trying to ease some of
the nausea. It wasn’t so bad when I was inside because I couldn’t
see the rise and fall of the horizon. Watching that straight line
at the edge of the world tip to one side, then leap up, then tip to
the other always made me want to vomit.

“You look like shit,” Tamar said, pulling her black
and white flannel around her as if I was going to barf on it.

“Believe it or not, I get pretty seasick.”

“Good thing you live on the ocean.”

I wanted to retort, but a guy opened the door. He
had dark brown skin, a flattop haircut, and a silver cross dangling
from one ear. He also had his septum pierced and was wearing
sunglasses. He whipped the glasses off in a hurry when he spotted
Tamar. Grinning stupidly, he let us in.

Tamar glared at him. She shouldered past and marched
down the hallway. I guess she knew where she was going. The
building was arranged in a circle with the hallways forming a
wraparound porch. The rooms jutted into the circle like pie slices.
It gave me the impression of a circular motel rather than a
computer supercenter. Tamar stopped at a door marked fifty-six and
waited. The guy stopped behind her, prompting Tamar to clear her
throat. He jumped at the sound and used his keycard to let us
in.

“Mason, who is it?” a voice called from another
room.

“It’s Tamar,” Mason said.

“You dusty, messy-headed, big-eyed, Brussels sprout
breath. You look like a garage sale hanger,” a young person said,
coming from a back room.

“You can take your scrawny, bald-headed, chapped
lip, dresses-like-my-grandma’s-couch self, and kiss my ass, Kiki,”
Tamar said with a smile.

And then they hugged. I waited to be introduced.

“This is Martin,” Tamar said when they parted.

“I’m Kiki, they / them.” Kiki grinned at me. They
held out a hand. They had a soft voice and matched Tamar’s goth
style, only their color of choice was red instead of black. They
were short with coppery tan skin and had bleached, cropped
hair.

“Martin, he / him,” I answered, feeling a sense of
kinship.

“And I’m fucking done,” Tamar said, echoing our
tone.

“Why are you like this?” someone said from the
doorway.

I was so surprised by Tamar and Kiki, I didn’t
notice Petite, Tan, and Handsome standing there. He looked at me,
and I looked away. The room we were standing in was some sort of
anteroom and had conjoined chairs along the walls like a stadium.
Mr. Handsome was standing in the first interior doorway.

“Don’t be mad, Luca,” Tamar said. “I love you
too.”

She bent in a sexy, girly way and kissed him.

“Stop,” Luca said without meaning it. Then he looked
at me.

“Ugh, this is Martin. This is Luca, he’s in charge,”
Tamar said.

“Hi, I’m Martin King,” I said, holding out my hand.
Luca gave me the usual questioning look. “Nope, I’m not him. My
middle name is Logan, and the rest is just my mom getting remarried
when I was ten.”

That didn’t seem to change the look he was giving
me, though. I got the feeling he knew me.

“Well, MLK, I’m Luca, and that’s Mason. We’re
your data team.”

I nodded and followed him into a room stuffed wall
to wall with computers. Think sci-fi movie from the sixties instead
of middle school computer lab where you learned to type. Huge
towers and processors lined the walls. It seemed for every two
computers, there was a monitor. It was warmer in this room by a few
degrees, with the noticeable and constant purring of many small
motors.

“Hugo sent us the parameters you outlined. We’re
just waiting on the green light,” Luca said to Tamar.

“We’re the green light,” she said.

“Fun.”

He actually rubbed his hands together and bounced on
the balls of his feet. He was dressed like the love interest in a
women’s fragrance ad, a white shirt, nice jeans, and immaculate
shoes. I considered being embarrassed by my black joggers and
Denver Nuggets jersey, but I thought I looked good so I wasn’t.

He got a stack of laptops off a cart and moved them
to the empty table in the middle of the room, arranging them into a
neat row of four. All of them were labeled with our names. Tamar
and Kiki huddled in a corner together, lost in a conversation they
were having in Spanish. Mason went to a bank of computers and
plopped into a high-backed chair.

“Since Tamar is busy, I guess you can just explain
it to her later,” Luca said to me.

“Right,” I said, stepping closer to the table.

He turned on the computer with my name on it. “So,
this was Hugo’s framework, right?”

I looked at the model he opened on the screen. It
was a three-dimensional map similar to the one Hugo had drawn on
the board. The gray depiction of the universes stretching in both
directions of time looked like thousands of wires running through
black electrical tubing, branching and breaking across a gridded
plane.

“That’s it,” I said, familiar with the shape of the
A-class universes.

“He said you’re the one who suggested we reverse the
UU algorithm to find UM people.”

“Uh, yeah. I’m the genius,” I said with a laugh,
trying for a fake brag.

“Not bad,” he said, giving me a smile. He stopped
and stared a moment, then blinked and started to walk away. It was
that look.

“Why’d you look at me like that?”

Between him and Tamar both staring at me, I was
beginning to think I had something on my face. My scraggly beard
was grown out more than usual. If I had Cheeto dust in it, it
wouldn’t be the first time.

“Sorry, it’s just really cool to meet you.” He ran a
hand through his fluffy, neat black hair and gave me a dimply
grin.

“Bet,” I said.

He laughed. “I guess if I were you, I wouldn’t be
modest either.”

“Exactly. Though what about me makes you say that?”
I really didn’t know. My bravado was mostly fake, but I knew people
talked about me. I was curious about what they said.

“You’re kind of a legend among the data people.”

“Sounds fake.”

“Naw, look.” He pointed to a picture hanging on the
wall. It looked a little like the first X-rays of DNA but in swirls
of blue and green.

“What’s that?”

“That’s a still from the Juno rift closure you did
last year. Well, it’s really the shape of your drones exactly three
seconds before the rift was sealed.”

I felt my mouth hanging open, so I closed it.

“Look, we aren’t fangirls or something. Well, I mean
we are but—I mean—wow! No one handles the drones like you.
Analyzing your data is like reading a good book or hearing great
music.”

I looked from the photo to Luca. I felt the same
about my work. The act of doing it felt like those things. “Thanks.
Didn’t know anyone was a fan.”

“Hell, yeah. I think encounter management needs more
guys like you. Or gals too, I guess. Or NBs.”

“Well, now they don’t even have me, so they’ll have
to figure something else out.”

Luca looked at me with sincere shock. “I know,
right? I mean, can you believe it? With everything going on.”

I honestly had no idea what was going on. I was new
to research, and I knew they had more information about MVP and the
universes, confidential stuff ordinary techs didn’t know. I hadn’t
been told anything beyond the project. Luca seemed to think I knew
as much as he did. If I played this right, I could get
information.

“I’ve been out of the loop for a few days, playing
catch-up on this project,” I said. “Any updates?”

“Naw, nothing new.”

“Fair, I guess. Then again…Well, first, what have
they told y’all about it?”

“Nothing more than you probably know. Rift opening
rates aren’t news to MVP. They only care about closure rates. All
my warnings go unanswered.”

That was a good segue. “Your warnings?”

He nodded and snapped a finger gun at me. He went to
a lone computer at a desk in the adjacent room.

“See, this was the latest projection I sent. I guess
I can tell you since you’re you. Maybe if you tell them, they’ll
listen.”

I leaned around Luca to look at the screen. I felt
some guilt at not clearing up how little power I actually had, but
I wanted to know, and he wanted to tell me. The graph he showed me
was clear enough. It charted two relationships. The first was the
relationship between time and total rift encounters reported. That
line went up in a steep parabola. The second was a more linear line
depicting the relationship between time and the number of rift
closures. New rifts were way outpacing the closures. The lines
intersected some time three years ago, meaning MVP had been
outpaced for a while.

“Geez,” I said, authentically surprised. “I knew it
was bad, but not like this.”

I had no idea it was like this and only learned how
bad it was in that moment. The rate of rift formation was
increasing, and we weren’t keeping up. Most people knew what damage
an open rift could do—missing flights, the whole of the Bermuda
Triangle, unexplained car crashes, and missing persons. More rifts
meant it was getting worse.

“We’ve been lucky so far,” Luca said. “No huge
disasters, and the increased rates have been concentrated to a few
universes. But at this rate, it won’t be long before something
major happens.”

He pulled up a map with dots on it. It gave me the
nostalgic impression of a wireless phone company’s data coverage
map, but for the whole universes. The rift dots were concentrated
around a few A-class universes.

“See, most of the activity is here,” he said,
pointing.

“Weird,” I said. “I wonder if any of the increases
are correlated with hotspots in those verses, you know, like
Florida, Alaska, Area 51, parts of Norway, the Tianzi
mountains…”

He smiled at me.

“What?”

“Talented, cute, and smart. You’re a real triple
threat,” he said. Then he pressed a few keys, and a table came up
detailing rift rates by hotspot. I didn’t look at the table,
though. I just grinned back at him.

“Can I have this report?” I asked on a whim.

It was the first time Luca looked suspicious.
“Really?”

I shrugged and stood, moving locs off my shoulders.
I thought for a second about what I could do with this information.
“These past few months I was teaching some of the rift techs how to
close rifts the way I do. With what I know, I think I could use
your numbers to make a case for keeping that training going,
improving our rift encounters.”

Luca beamed. “I would be honored.”

“Well, you know where to send it,” I said, feeling
suddenly embarrassed. “Let’s get back to it?”

“Right. These eight computers here are dedicated to
your project. The programs and equations are already in them, so we
just hit run. Hopefully, the UM possibilities will start rolling
in. We’ll categorize them according to Hugo’s parameters and send
you reports every Monday until you tell us to stop.”

“That’s pretty kick-ass.”

“Right? Then when you’re ready to observe, we have
those computers set up to transmit quantum, audio, and visual data
from any subject you choose.” He pointed to the computers on a
second wall.

“What do those computers do?” I was looking at a
third wall, broken only by the door to the other room. Luca pointed
to the computers on that and on the remaining fourth wall.

“Those and those will continue collecting and
analyzing rift data. If there is a rift anywhere in the known
multi-verse, we’re watching it.”

“You watch them all?” I asked, amazed.

“Well, specifically we’re an acoustics team. Unless
one of us gets bored and looks for something else, we look for
disruption patterns across barriers.”

“Why?”

“There are many ways to understand rifts. If one’s
on the water, they usually look for a physical change in the
hydrodynamic property at the barrier points. If one’s in the air,
it’s the wind. We have a natural area focus, forests mostly. Some
animals are intuitive and can avoid crossing the universe barriers.
Some not so much. People especially.”

“Huh,” I said.

“We observe a lot of lost cows.”

I snorted a laugh.

“Do you have any questions?” he said. “About the
project, I mean.” He seemed embarrassed to talk about his work. I
really did think it was cool, but I moved on.

“Naw, not yet,” I said, “but I’m sure we will once
the data starts rolling in.”

He talked me through the program, explaining how the
computer would randomly select a voice signature in one universe
and compare it with every other universe, terminating only if the
voice didn’t have a match within the first one thousand sampled
universes. If the computer found a match, it would start over on a
new voice.

“Are voices really that unique?”

“Yep, but we have other ways of ensuring it really
is a match.”

“Like?”

Luca pointed to different variables in the equation
he was using to code the program. “Location is a good one. Usually
someone gets discarded by a counterpart who lives in the same one
hundred kilometer radius. Even my own counterparts live in the same
city as my parents.”

“You aren’t unique?”

“Naw. I don’t travel much, so it doesn’t
matter.”

“I didn’t become unique until I was eight,” I
said.

“Right. I knew that. We use old data to train new
analysts.”

“Smart.”

“You seem surprised by a lot of this. It’s ordinary
multi-verse stuff.”

“I’m surprised by you,” I said, unable to stop
myself.

He laughed and shook his head. “Anyway, another
parameter is phone number. Most people’s cell phones are within a
few digits of each other, assuming they’ve had the same number for
a while. Parents, parents’ locations, and social media screen names
are also weirdly similar.”

“That’s a lot.”

Luca sighed. “Thinking about how un-unique I can
really be keeps me up some nights.”

“Huh,” I said.

“Are you almost done? Hugo wanted us back by four,”
Tamar said. Her voice made both Luca and me jump.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt the love fest,” Kiki
added, crossing their arms.

“Hey, you’re as big a fan as the rest of us,” Luca
said.

Kiki gave him a hard look, then shrugged and sucked
their teeth. “It’s true.”

“Great. Love knowing that everyone loves Martin.
Bye,” Tamar said. I followed her, waving as I left.


Section 3

 Close enough
for jazz

“This is it,” Hugo shouted, practically kicking open
the door to the living room.

“What the hell?” Tamar jumped at the sudden sound
and spilled half the popcorn from the bowl she was holding.
Angrily, she went over to the automatic vacuum and turned it on
with her foot. The small robot beeped to life and started rolling
around the room.

“I’m sorry,” Hugo said, his enthusiasm diminishing
only slightly. “Excusez moi.”

He was carrying a heavy-looking filing box. His face
was flushed and red around his ears and cheeks. He bumbled into the
room, trying to take off his denim jacket and carry the box at the
same time. I sat up from where I was half lying on the couch just
in time for Hugo to plop down right where my feet had been. He
finally shook the jacket loose and put the box down on the coffee
table.

“We have it. It’s finally here. Where is Wei? Wei!”
Hugo shouted down the hallway.

“What is that?” Tamar asked, the crunch of popcorn
accenting her words.

“I’ll tell you when Wei gets out here.” He pulled
his hat off and threw it on the back of the couch as he snapped
open a pocketknife and started slicing the tape holding the lid of
the box down.

“Wei Miller,” Hugo shouted again. I muted the
TV.

“I’m here,” Wei said, strolling out of his room with
a huge tan comforter wrapped around his shoulders. He made a show
of flapping around the room before landing gently on the couch.
When he was finally seated, he pulled the blanket around himself
and turned a bored gaze on Hugo.

“Right, the data team came through. We can make
selections for observation.”

The rest of us cheered with limited energy. It was
almost midnight. Tamar and I had been watching a movie. Well, she
watched the movie. I fussed with my locs. I had seen a version of
the movie before, but that was one of those funny things about the
multi-verse. In this version of the movie, the chick picks the
brunette, which was bananas. In the other I had seen, she picks the
blonde. Many a great debate in either verse could be answered if
they could just watch the other version.

“Martin,” Hugo said.

I blinked at him.

“Were you listening?”

“Naw. What?”

“I was saying how the guys in data—”

“They aren’t all guys,” Tamar said.

“Okay, how the data people generated a small
sample of nine categories. I was thinking we can review it
now.”

“Whoa, wait. We’re doing this now? Like, now
now?” I asked.

“Yes…no…maybe. The data comes when it comes, and it
came.”

“It did take a week and a half,” Wei said without
any malice.

“Right. Longest analysis yet, and they aren’t even
done. This is just the first batch so we can start observations.
They’ll send more.” Hugo moved the box from the table to the floor
and started placing stacked and bound papers where it had been.
Hugo looked at me, his face equal parts giddy and unsure. “Shall
we?”

I looked at Tamar and Wei.

“I don’t sleep.” She shrugged.

Wei looked at me blearily. “I’m already awake.”

I shook my head. “Carry on, Del Mar.”

Hugo brightened and unloaded more paper. We watched
him divide the stacks into small piles. I looked over the sheets as
he arranged them according to the color coding on the covers. The
front of each packet had a name on it and a designation I didn’t
yet understand. The pages were also tabbed. They looked like
reference texts for college.

“Okay, here’s how it breaks down.” Hugo crossed to
the switch and flipped on the overhead lights. The rest of us
groaned. Then he went into the workroom and wheeled in a dry erase
board, placing it right in front of the original plan board.

“The data team was able to find people that fit into
nine distinct categories. Category One is the selection of one
hundred universe-unique people for a control group.”

I wondered if I’d actually need the calculus I
pretended to learn in high school. I squinted at the black smears
on the board that passed for Hugo’s writing. “I guess that’s what
that says.”

Wei laughed. “It looks like battery one u.u. pine
poles.”

Hugo paused and glared at us.

“Sorry,” I said.

Wei didn’t say anything. He just stopped
laughing.

“Anyway, each universe-multi group has a control,
and the categories are based on parallelness, and distance is
measured by the MVP scale of distance. We have seventy-six pine
poles,” Hugo said good-naturedly, “in this category.”

Margo, my recruiter and mentor, and a cartography
junky, explained the multi-verse to me as colored pencils in a box.
Every here-verse is like the middle-most pencil. Some pencils lie
exactly parallel and touch, then some others are parallel and next
to the middle one but there is a gap between them, not another
pencil, just space, so that would be parallel and not touching. All
the other pencils get more and more distant as you move away from
the center one. It’s way more complicated, but that visual always
helped me.

Eventually Hugo had everything detailed out on the
board in a less than neat but readable table. “Any questions?”

“Wait a minute,” Wei said, his face brightening for
the first time since he had been a blanket butterfly. He stood and
went to the board. He pointed at the last number in the range of
universes for category nine, the ones who were most multi.

“What?” Hugo asked, excited.

“This number means that someone exists in all
A-Class universes?” Wei asked.

All our attention snapped to that number with almost
audible force. At least one of the people listed was multi across
all three thousand eleven stable A-class verses. That was like
finding a unicorn. It was the statistical extreme opposite a
pure-unique.

“I need to see this,” Tamar said. She set her
popcorn aside and read over the covers of the packets in the
piles.

I looked too, the designations on the cover now
understandable. Each cover listed the name, the group category in
shorthand, and the number of universes that person was in. Wei and
Hugo watched, leaning over the couch. I found the packet first.

“Tidus Avery, category nine, distance factor five, n
equals three thousand eleven,” I read.

I tried to pass the packet to Hugo, but he just
grinned and said, “Open it.”

I opened to the first page. “Tidus Allen Avery.
Twenty-four years old, lives in—”

There was a list of cities and county designations
based on universes the Tiduses lived in. It looked like they mostly
lived in what most A-class verses called Florida. If not there,
then they lived in the Texas region. After the location list, there
was an index of the packet’s contents. I turned to the first page,
which was labeled “profile.”

To my surprise there was a photo taped to the page.
It looked like a candid photo of a barista from over the shoulder
of a patron at a coffee shop. He was a Caucasian guy, average
looking aside from the rainbow hair. Well, averagely attractive. He
was tall, but otherwise had an ordinary build. His smile was
stunning, though. The most distinctive thing about him was that he
looked familiar.

“Oh shit,” I said.

I felt three sets of eyes on me.

“I know this guy.”

“What?” the three of them exclaimed together.

“Naw, not know know, but I met him once. At
the rift you recruited me on, actually.”

“Really?” Tamar asked. Taking the book from me, she
flipped through the pages and passed it back. “You met Tidus of
A-Class Universe 2940FOX?”

I looked at the photo. It was the same face, only
the hair was lavender and the store was one-third coffee shop,
one-third bar, and one-third bookstore. He was leaning this time,
looking out at something that seemed far away.

“Yeah,” I said, feeling a sense of dread.

“Well, that’s interesting, I feel like—” Hugo
started, but I didn’t listen. I told them I had met him, but there
was so much more to it than that.

 


* * *

 


I heard Wei’s voice. “We have thirty seconds until
the first fire trucks arrive.”

His update broke my concentration, and I blinked a
few times. I was focused on the complex pattern I was building with
the drones. They swarmed in three dimensions, pulling the rift’s
edges together. It was like sewing at a quantum level. Wei and
Tamar were at their stations around the rift site. They were
communicating to me and Hugo through devices in our ears, which
meant any comments they made went straight into my head, making it
hard to focus.

“Merde,” Hugo
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