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Prologue

Old News
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Talbot smiled and gave a gentle wave to the father who was walking his young daughter back and forth down the secluded road to the National Archive Hall. He had witnessed numerous parents mollifying their children down this road that didn’t offer much to the modern human. That didn’t bother him at all as long as they stayed where they were. A wave often kept the populace at bay, and this small family unit was no exception. The daughter brightened and gave an enthusiastic whole-body wave back as she recognized the prominent figure from the television. 

Good, he thought as he took the first step downward into the reserves of histories past.  This campaign season had kept him busy. Attempting to keep up with the mundane had become nearly impossible, and checking past references to preserve the future had been pushed to the back of his -to-do-s- for far too long. He was about to really push the idea of a second Surrogacy Center into the limelight and he knew it was going to be an uphill battle to get it up and running. The last thing he needed was a smart smear campaign. 

He opened one of the large glass-like double doors leaving the gray marble atrium outside and entering the quietude and different grayness of the abandoned records hall. Afthonia’s recorded past was rumored, among the few large cities that existed, to be the most complete. As far as Talbot knew, their society was the first to get the newspaper going, and their originators had seen to it that a copy of each piece was saved in an archive. It was rare to see any people down in paper collections unless they were doing research, and not many bothered with thorough research like that unless they were made to. The Entomo had modernized life so well that paper was mostly a dirty thing of the past. Record keepers were all robotic.

Talbot was actually very content with the article that brought up the creation event of the Entomo and animatedly squatted, his old knees making audible groans of protest, to remove it from its place on the shelf. He removed his government issued ID from a pocket in his warm gray uniform and inserted it into the slot that kept the newspaper safe. A light went from red to green and a document in a permanent protective sleeve was ejected half way from the shelf with a snick. He reached out to grab it. 

The code from his ID was recorded on a remote log that the public could view on the condition they had the article in hand. The papers were not permitted to leave the building so that the city’s records were kept intact. “Preserve the Truth of the Past” was imprinted on the bottom of the protective case between the lock grommets and was a tactile reminder of why he was there. He fingered the saying as he made his way to the second article in the list of many that followed his past familial exploits.

He pirouetted ungracefully about until all the documents he needed were bulging in a sloppy arc from his arms to his chest. He toddled to his destination, a tan colored desk, and spilled his quarry all over the surface. He began to sort the papers into two stacks: those most commonly read with the most important information, and the ones that barely counted. He then opened his private owned Tomo​[1] and tapped through the programming to open a new note. He slipped the stylus from the side of the device and twiddled it between his fingers as he began his investigation. If someone were looking for links to his familial past, their names would be recorded in the ID log when they took out the article.

The first few papers he checked were standard. In fact, he had been the last one to check them out in the last five years or so. The second few he went through were not as routine. He was gripped by a sense of quick panic as he saw the name Veda M. Celis documented twice. He licked his old lips nervously as he picked up another of the un-notable articles. They just contained ads for a past relation’s dental office. That name was there again, recorded in tiny black lettering that felt like a dark tendril seizing his heart. He jotted down the name of the article and the assumed female’s name.

He tried the next article with a sigh of relief. Several people had looked it over but none of the name belonged to that particular individual. The next article was out of the more popular selection. It carried a lengthy article titled “Nature’s Ramifications” in the Afthonia Daily, 04, 18, 2059, 04. The writing pontificated on global disasters caused by man and how different plagues had wiped out most civilization. It was a fantastic article full of lots of useful historical information on how Afthonia came to be. Further in the paper there had been a brief tid bit about his family.

His grandfather, Richard Trent, and his two researcher compatriots, Sampson Malloy and Alec Klein, looked up from a black and white photograph three beaming boys in their early 20s, arms looped around each other’s shoulders, ready to foist their radical ideas on the nation.  They needed funding for their revolutionary concept; The Surrogacy Center. The article was frequently checked out by students; it was a favorite resource for learning why citing is important. Talbot’s fear resounded around his chest as something new and different popped up here too. The name Varethei Amandeep had been recorded in the log, which had also been recorded on the previous article he had picked up. He added the information to his list and sat back with a sigh.

Talbot had never seen a repeated name before, but now he had seen two separate repeating people. His stylist flashed as he wrote the name down on his list. He was sure he had heard that name before. His thick gray brows crinkled in concern as he checked a few more articles from the rarely touched stack. There were a few more with the man’s name and few more with the woman’s name. He ran out of uncommon articles and went back to the popular stack, which only had two papers left. One article had both of their names logged. It was a piece from 2061 that showed the now older men shaking hands outside their successful business opening.

He frowned and reached for the last article, the most famous, which naturally generated a mountainous list of names. Numerous people looked for this article because it marked the start of a near magical era. The beginning of the future that still reigned today, over one hundred years later. It talked all about the Entomo, and he found himself reading along and forgetting his task for a brief moment.

The Wonderful and Terrible Wave of the Future

By: C.K. Rice

“Anéntimos Anóitos is the man behind the genius of the Entomo. These little devices may seem unassuming in their programmable state, but they are the wave of the future. Molecular Programming, which is something only the genius doctor seems to grasp, drives the new tech. Due to patents pending, he’s unwilling to share the full working of the devices. They are solar powered but have huge power saving capacities and require little exposure to the sun or light to recharge. Anóitos was kind enough to impart that he designed the energy cells off plants’ chlorophyll.

“They are easy to program but only programmable once. Entomo can transform into anything your heart desires! Once a person is done with the object the Entomo has transformed into, they’re easily recycled by the maker into new useable bots or by cleaning units. They will physically transform into the desired object and they have same chemical make up as that desired item. They are 100 percent molecularly the same or take on the same look as something but mimic the way it works in a more energy-efficient way. They can be built to be destructive; they can be blown apart; they can be turned into weapons but only with the proper governmental permissions. The little devices appear to work like magic.”

“Complex reactions are at work here. It’s science not magic,” the scientist said as he held his creation. “I programmed them to work using sonic frequencies, so anything that was made with an Entomo is constantly in connection with all of itself by frequencies we cannot hear. Devices near one another can share information via frequencies. They run 100 percent green. They are our solution to live clean, free, luxurious lives.”

Talbot huffed in frustration and sneezed from the musty air as he realized the article had consumed him. He returned to scrolling through names and found Varethei Amandeep inscribed on the list. His pale skin broke out in a cold sweat. There was an article in this paper that also interviewed his grandfather on his success with the Surrogacy Center and not-so-casually mentioned the deaths of Sampson Malloy in 2062 and Alec Klein in 2064. His grandfather had spoken to the effect of how sad it was to lose his two best friends in a time that should have been celebrated.

Talbot nervously circled the two names on his notepad in red and put a star by Amandeep’s name, which he could swear he remembered from something. This could be nothing, he thought as he took the two piles and put them in an auto-organization receptacle. Or it could be everything. . . He made a plan to personally research the names as soon as he returned to his office. Taking a handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed at his face after stacking the last document. He could hear the machines very quietly whizzing the articles home, and he heard them land in their appropriate homes.

Talbot tried to properly compose himself as he prepared to re-enter the busy side of society; it would not do him any good if his public saw him as a sweaty mess. He took one ragged breath, then one more, and resumed his poised political grace. He adjusted his sleeve, tightened his grip, and imagined he shook the remaining nerves left out of his hands. 

Past malice had propped up his composure for years. He pushed the glass door open, leaving the old news behind to make new. He was back on the street between the large, almost-flowering buildings above ground. Sounds of society echoed from the next street over, which was much more inviting to a man like Talbot than the quietude of the records hall. He marched straight-faced, with purpose, back to the hustle of the daily grind.
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Chapter One

New Information
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Veda blinked upward, as the pre-dawn light gently kissed the stars out one by one, she shut the door behind her. She frowned as she lowered her gaze and returned focus to locking her apartment. Just another perfect sunny day in Afthonia that she would not see the light of -by her own volition- the workspace was easier for her mentally than the crowded streets of festival season. She began her short trek to work at a speed walker’s pace, ensuring she would miss the glory of the day. Running a little later than she would like, she skipped her morning coffee to make it to the office by a time she deemed appropriate.

Like always, she was mostly alone on her walk, except for a few cats that darted by chasing some unseen victims and an untimely cart pulled by a camello​[2] clicked noisily on the street. The bioluminescent mushrooms that lined buildings and walls of the avenue were starting to fade and blink into brown background noise. Dark outlines of tall apartment buildings were revealing their walls, completely covered in large leafy plants starting to bloom, which occupied her attention all the way up to the steps of the Surrogacy Center. 

Today was the start of the super-bloom in the city, and the plants were starting their biggest seasonal show, planned out by the city coordinators and eager participants. Most people took this day off to enjoy the celebration of flowers and life. Veda was not like most people.

She was going to use the quietness of the offices to get caught up on some work. The doctor had been working on a new research project over the past few months and wasn’t ready to openly discuss what it was all about. He had sent her on a few archival field trips, looking for documents that followed historical happenings with the founders of the Surrogacy Center. He had been working with a few surrogates in his private research chambers, but that was all she had been made aware of. 

She entered the lift on the other side of the clean, expansive first floor. The lift stopped on the firth floor, and she exited. There were a few nurses stationed around at all hours to make sure that the surrogates and rare patients were properly tended. Three nurses sat in a gaggle, giggling at one another. They all watched as she walked past. The two on the outside of their line glanced at each other and motioned for her to join them.

“You’re in for a treat today!” the largest of the women hooted; all three were mostly illuminated by a large television screen, which had the news on silent.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Veda questioned her while the shortest one snickered.

“Around tha time we got here, the doc ran out of his office looking very distressed.’

E made it as far as the visitors’ desk, then puked all over da floor an’ den ’e passed out.” The short nurse snorted, amused by his misfortune. “You shood ha’ seen the way ’e twitched. Der was” 

Veda had heard enough to know that something was very wrong.

“Thanks.” She ended the conversation and dashed up the corridor. 

“What’s her issue?” One of the women sneered from behind her.  

As far as Veda was concerned, Varethei had the immune system of a god. 

The man had never missed a day of work and was perfectly fine when she left him about five hours prior. He had been in his usual state of over-caffeinated late-night work madness. She had assumed he would fall asleep at his desk shortly after she left. It wouldn’t be anywhere close to the first time; he was married to his work and always chasing whatever answer next needed solving. She wouldn’t have been surprised if he had perhaps neglected himself, but not to that degree.

Her head started listing possibilities: Couldn’t have been the food. I had what he had. Her mental process was interrupted as she reached the french gray door that marked Varethei’s office. She brought her right hand over the face of the door, and it lit up in response with a screen and a digital yellow sticky-note that had an untidy scrawl.

The doc caught some sort of bug. Ailesha and Kennick took him to the ER. They sent him home saying it seemed like some really bad flu. He was insistent you got this memo. . .

Doc S.

She let her left-hand stray to her scalp, scratching nervously as she tapped the door again, bringing up a keypad. Out of habit, she glanced down at the still-empty hallway to make sure no one saw her code, tapped it in, and entered the room after the door sank into the floor. Once she was on the other side, the door shut automatically and securely behind her. 

The room didn’t look too different from when she went home for the evening. She crossed to the middle left where the doctor’s desk was and looked to see if there was more of a note. There wasn’t. She picked up her Tomo and tried direct-calling Varethei. The dial tone, a woman wailing in trilling octaves, was obnoxious enough for Veda to put it on surround sound while she tidied up the food from the night before and sorted it into the waste bins, separating food from recyclables. The woman gave it her all through three rounds of the recorded song before a beep sounded.

“Hang up,” she said out loud and the call ended, only propelling her sense of concern further. Varethei was a highly sought-after doctor; fewer than a handful of people were granted regular access to his office space. It had been more than a few years now since she had transferred to working under him directly, but she remembered from the boarding packet long ago that he had procedures in place in case he didn’t make it in.

She sat in the high-back, black-and-white leather chair behind the doctor’s desk and pulled a small blue folder from the top-left cubby of the desk. The last time she had touched this notepad was when she was transferred here, so the blue color of the protective case was practically obscured by the thick layer of dust that covered its surface. She flipped the cover to expose a shiny screen that brightened, showing the doctor’s outlined expectations for her job. Her eyes scanned the options quickly until they arrived on the command: Diligence with sickness.

On the occasion that you should get sick, please ensure any sensitive material is secured in Varethei’s personal office, even if that means calling him to come and collect it. On the occasion that Varethei is out check messages first, then call. If he does not pick up and it seems odd or in error to you, please check the personal security cameras for his room. If something seems wrong and there is a secure project underway, please make sure that it gets to Varethei’s personal address of:

1597 Voltaire Ave,

Pratchett County, Afthonia

Veda closed the file and tucked it back into its dusty home, then woke the portal they used to monitor and regulate their work. She pulled the cameras up for the room and turned back the time to when Varethei clearly launched himself from the room. It had been less than an hour after she took her leave. She flipped through the hour to find that not long after she had departed, a balding man had been allowed in. Goose bumps ran from her heart and up her arms in shock as she stared at the new information on the screen.

The man was summoned in, and Varethei seemed to regard him with the body language of an old acquaintance. The doctor clearly finished working on the sentence on the screen in front of him, and the new comer seemed to quickly and discreetly tip a bottle over the open plate of food the doctor had been eating off of on the desk. The two men appeared to have a short conversation and then the doctor pointed to the door. The man in the gray suit nodded and left like it was no issue. 

Varethei then took a bite of the food, shaking his head in outward distrust, and continuing to write. It wasn’t long after that he was making a mad dash for the hallway, a hand over his mouth. He didn’t make it to the entry before puking up something in the white basket by the door, just behind a vase full of fake grass. He then picked the basket up and continued his way out and out of sight. 

This was the last thing she had ever really expected to happen at work. She sat in momentary disbelief as she realized she had cleaned up the food that could have been tested for whatever substance had been put in it. Moving on with her task of securing the requested documents, she hoped the doctor had bothered to follow his own organizational rules for the current documents on the high-security list and put them back in their correct homes. There was a drawer on the right of the desk that had a fingerprint lock. She put her finger on the pad and it gently shot open, showcasing some of the desk’s treasures. 

Inside there was a protective-chip carrying case. This was a special one made by the doctor from his own personal stash of private Entomo. Because it was from the privately owned supply rather than the freely offered publicly traded Entomo, it had the option to have the sonic connection disabled and did. It was his own personal buffer from the outside world collecting sensitive data. He was the top doctor in the city and had the funds to have built his office and house out of the protective personal chips. This was always a topic of hot debate on slow news days, but when the noise outside got loud he would always shrug his slender shoulders and defend his stance.

“They are just mad cause they don’t know, and really, they shouldn’t always have the right.” His words bounced around her head as it all suddenly clicked in a wholly new light. She was suddenly glad he had been a bit paranoid. There was only one document chip to be concerned about, and to her relief, it was left in the screen reader. She turned to the dark-gray wall that would look to be covered in smooth panels to the casual onlooker. Upon closer inspection each panel had a small display for fingerprint identification and a reference number.

She opened the panel labeled 14; it slid out a whole six inches, presenting a near-empty file of forty-eight small slots for chip insertion. There was a little screen next to each slot. Only one was illuminated with information. The black letters CBA-IP were easily legible with the green glow of the display. She pressed the chip; it popped up in response, released from its holder. The file name disappeared from the screen in the cabinet. She popped it into its protective case and tucked it into her bra, the safest place she could think of for a quick walk to Varethei’s house. She tried to put all the uncertainty of his safety out of her mind and focus on getting to him quickly to see if there was anything she could do to help him and to drop off the file. 

She had been to his house on two occasions, and she was more than positive she could find her way back. After all, it was her favorite building in the city. He lived above his arboretum, which he would open to the public on occasion and she had been to visit before. That wasn’t even the most impressive feature of the house. With the architectural illusion at the top that made it look as if it was caught in mid-explosion, it was hard to miss. Varethei loved to tie his eccentricities in with his house to keep the world guessing. 

With all she needed arranged, she left the room, the door shutting automatically behind her, and she looked up to suddenly find an older man in a gray suit quickly making his way toward her. His milky-blue eyes were locked onto her own, making it impossible for her to get around this situation without some sort of interaction. He was already raising his hand to make conversation. 

“Excuse me,” he said, hands now out as a buffer to physically stop her from moving. She recognized this man from somewhere other than the video of the night before. Alarm bells rang in her head as her exit was closed off by this dangerous individual. “I went to have a quick chat with the doc last night about the new surrogacy center idea, and I think I left my hat in there and I need to get it back. Could you let me in? I need it for a rather important event today.”

“I just reviewed the security of last night and there was no hat. You must have left it somewhere else,” she stated, not thinking about how that might make him respond. Their eyes were still locked, and she watched as his right eyelid twitched in discomfort. She attempted to duck around him but he grabbed her arm.

Goosebumps shot through her body again. This time they ran from where he grabbed and radiated anxiety-driven heat from every molecule in her being. She glared up at him. “I don’t know who you are, but there is restricted access to that room. I will not let you in. I don’t know you.” Her voice was solid and commanding as she looked him up and down, as if to minimize his six-foot composure. “Un-hand me or you will regret that action.”

He released her and tried to continue to talk, but she rushed down the hall without a backward glance. 

The three nurses were whispering in front of the television. They had changed it to a station that had the man’s face plastered on it with his name of Talbot Trent in the corner. He was coming back into the room, so she dashed into the elevator and had the door manually shut before he could reach her. It was a quick ride to the lobby, where she started to dash politely out the front. He was older; she thought that was to her advantage when it came to running.

She dashed down the elegant front steps of the building, the sunlight feeling like a friend as it greeted her skin. She made it as far as the busy sidewalk by the street when she heard a man shout from behind her. She looked back only to feel something large collide with the opposite side of her body. She collapsed with a loud thud in the street. 
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Chapter Two

Remember to Stretch
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A heavy body moved off hers.

“Are you okay?” The strange blond man asked, offering his hand to help her off the ground. Veda was unsure if she had been caught by surprise or was just attacked. She glanced at the pavement in front of her face to see the chip holder had fallen free from her top, her arms, which were slightly scraped from taking the brunt of the impact, stung. She scooped it up and tucked it back into her shirt, standing without the help of the man. He pointed down the street, but she just stared at him for a moment.

“There was a runaway cart, I pushed you out of the way. I hope I didn’t hurt you.” He extended a hand, but she took a step back, bowed, and ran away. Bowing was a strange thing to do, but she was tired of wasting time and needed to move on; it got the point across in a way where the stranger did not follow after her. She hoped that he hadn’t been responsible for pushing the cart into her, but she also wasn’t in any mood to trust anyone at the moment.

Her feet sped her off in no particular direction as her brain tried to catch her up. This was not how she had anticipated spending her Friday. Her fingers felt numb; she felt her mind automatically shift to narrative form to help guide her from the trauma state. It was so well practiced from childhood she barely noticed as her mind sought to calm her clear panic-stricken physical urge to run.

A cart was responsible for killing her family when she was younger. She had not been included in the mess because she had literally been lost in the woods on a hiking trip with friends gone wrong. The tragedy had changed her life in unforeseeable ways; as a pre teen it had been incomprehensible. She had been luckier than most who got lost in the system. Her adoptive father, Foust, had worked to help her to work with her traumas and process them in somewhat mindful ways. He had worked for the government in his past, retired honorably, and started working on a rescue committee to pass time. The concern he fostered for her well-being came from the fact he found her out in the forest, then had to take her back to an empty home. 

She was a survivor. Survivors took time to notice things around them or they didn’t remain survivors long. She noticed she was at the park a block away from her house and redirected her toes toward her building. In less than a minute she was in her bedroom, grabbing the go bag that Foust so generously added to yearly in his paranoia for the first time she was honored to have it. She changed into an outfit he had gotten her years ago that she had always refused to wear due to
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