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PROLOGUE
By the early 2040s, the world had grown dependent on compute. Artificial intelligence managed logistics, energy, healthcare, and financial markets. Each new generation of models demanded orders of magnitude more power than the one before. Data centers were hitting the limits of cooling and energy density. Every additional watt of computing power created an even greater demand for cooling.
The Laboratory for Quantum Stability near Reykjavík was one of the places trying to push those limits. Its task was not to discover new particles or alter physical constants. Its people were there to optimize superconducting architectures and reduce noise in extremely sensitive computational systems. Using precisely controlled electromagnetic fields, they worked to suppress the faintest fluctuations of energy in empty space, creating a quieter environment for delicate quantum processors.
• — • — •


Laboratory for Quantum Stability and Low-Energy Fields, Reykjavík,
17 March 2049,
02:14 local time
In the middle of the dark laboratory hall, a vacuum chamber hung in its magnetic cradle, a cylinder of brushed aluminum roughly the size of a small car. The silence in the room was broken only by the deep, regular pulse of the cryogenic pumps cooling the chamber to four kelvin. The chamber didn’t touch the floor or any metal frame. A magnetic field held it suspended in the air, isolating it from even the faintest vibrations of the building. The superconducting coils arranged in a ring around the aluminum cylinder were covered with a fine layer of frost.
Dozens of monitors glowed on the walls of the room. Most of them showed nothing but endless rippling lines and graphs that looked random at first glance. In fact, they were tracing tiny quantum fluctuations: the constant microscopic shifts in energy that arose even in a seemingly empty vacuum.
“Starting sequence GreenHash-742,” Lín said, not turning from the console.
After two years of night-shift experiments, tonight felt entirely routine to Dr. Lín Sæmundsdóttir. GreenHash had been running worldwide for months, with millions of computers optimizing energy models for data centers. The lab used it as a source of “randomly good” electromagnetic field configurations. Most of the time, it did nothing at all.
“Field is loading,” Amir said, leaning back in his sagging office chair. After a few seconds of staring at his console screen, he added, “Lín, that configuration is... weird.”
“Weird how?” Professor Dutka asked from the doorway. He wasn’t even supposed to be here tonight, but he’d had to come back for his personal laptop. Private computers weren’t allowed in the lab; he had broken that rule today, and he preferred to retrieve it now rather than risk the cleaner reporting him in the morning. It was, after all, in her job description.
“It’s showing a drop in the ground state. But it doesn’t look like noise. It’s... too regular.”
Lín shrugged. “Probably just an artifact in the sensors. Go ahead and run it. Let’s see when it spikes.”
The sequence started. The coils vibrated, just barely, as the current settled. The interference lasers retuned by a few femtometers. Inside the chamber there was nothing, only vacuum, which by every rule they knew should have been at absolute rest.
The dim lights in the lab flickered. The pumps’ pulse changed rhythm for a brief moment.
A thin, clean dip appeared on the monitor.
Amir raised a finger and tapped at the screen, as if that could have any effect on what it was showing him. “I’m telling you, it’s weird. I must have made a mistake in the calibration. Current’s leaking into the shielding somewhere.”
“How big is the drop?” asked Professor Daniel Dutka. He still had the laptop in his hand and moved to stand behind Amir. The bluish light of the monitor lit him from below. He was an older, solidly built man with receding white hair and a thick, well-groomed beard. Classic wire-rimmed glasses rested on his nose. In a dark cardigan hanging loose over a striped shirt, he looked more like a kind grandfather than a strict scientist. He narrowed his eyes and tilted his head to one side.
“Minus two times ten to the minus nineteenth joules per cubic meter,” Amir answered. “It’s basically nothing. Statistical deviation. We should filter it out.”
The professor had expected that curve to be perfectly flat. The dip in it unsettled him.
“Wait. Run it again. But first do a hardware test on the detectors.”
Lín rolled her eyes, but did as he asked.
“Reset done. I calibrated the detectors an hour ago, the sensors are fine.”
They ran the sequence once more. The dip appeared at exactly the same moment, with the same amplitude.
“It’s still there,” Amir muttered. “It’s not thermal noise. If it were a calibration error, the curve would drift. This one holds.”
“That’s nonsense,” Lín said, though with less certainty in her voice now. “Vacuum is the ground state. You can’t take energy out of it.”
“Well, that doesn’t have to be true, theoretically,” Dutka corrected her quietly. He set his personal laptop down on his workstation, right next to the photograph of his granddaughter, and sat. “Amir, pull up GreenHash’s optimization matrix. What exactly are those nodes computing right now?”
Amir ran quickly through the parameters. “It’s some massive distributed task... they’re searching for a global minimum for energy distribution across the grid.” His eyes darted across the terminal, comparing graphs. “Hold on... the fluctuations correlate with their successful iterations. Every time the network finds a better configuration, we get a drop like this one.”
“So GreenHash is solving an equation that’s affecting our vacuum field?” Lín asked, skeptical.
“The equation they’re solving is isomorphic to our Lagrangian minimization,” said Professor Dutka, eyes still on the monitor. “We just never noticed. If this data isn’t lying to us, and it isn’t some absurdly sophisticated error, then we are looking at something that, according to the textbooks, shouldn’t exist.”
Amir faced him. “What do you mean?”
Excitement flickered in Dutka’s voice, but he quickly suppressed it. “If it’s a metastable state... if this really is a deeper minimum, it would be... fascinating.”
The professor stood, walked over to Lín’s desk, and aligned her keyboard perfectly with the edge of the desk. Then he gave a small smile.
“Let’s not celebrate just yet. Lín, check the cryogenics. Amir, I want a full log dump from GreenHash. We have to prove this is an error first, before we start believing we’ve just rewritten the physics textbooks.”
“And if it isn’t an error?” she asked.
Dutka’s gaze settled on the empty vacuum chamber. The thought that their research might one day turn up exactly this had crossed his mind several times over the past few years, and each time he had pushed it down. Even so, the definition had long been clear in his mind, and so he said it out loud.
“If it isn’t an error, then we’ve just found out that our universe is sitting on the edge of a chasm we didn’t know existed. But for now...” he smiled wearily. “For now, we’ll treat it as a very interesting calibration problem.”
“Now that sounds like a grant proposal,” Lín said, and all three of them stared again at that small, unassuming curve, which by everything they knew about the world had no business being there.
• — • — •
The 17th of March, 2049 went down in history as the Reykjavík Anomaly. That night, the scientists did not tear a hole in space, nor did they open a gate to another universe. What happened was something far quieter. They forced the vacuum to behave as though a deeper energy minimum were available to it.
In a volume smaller than a human palm, space settled for a fraction of a second into a new, more efficient form. If this configuration could be held longer, enlarged, or stabilized, it would mean that the laws of physics were no longer immutable boundaries, but parameters open to optimization.
And in the years that followed, exactly this became the subject of the most intensive research since the advent of nuclear energy.
The first successful experiments with the stabilized field showed that in the presence of this new vacuum configuration, the very nature of matter changed. When plasma in a fusion reactor entered the field, its behavior transformed in an instant. The turbulence that had plagued engineers for decades fell silent. Energy losses dropped to the theoretical minimum, and the reaction could be guided with a mathematical precision that had until then been achievable only in simulation. The universe, all at once, seemed a calmer and more obedient place; one only needed to know how to set it properly.
In time, the new phase acquired a name: digitalium. Not because it was digital in any ordinary sense, but because its existence depended on computation. The stability of any given volume of digitalium hinged on a globally solved optimization equation. Digitalium mining became a new branch of the economy: computational power converted into physical configuration, algorithm into reality.
Digitalium rapidly became the foundation of a new energy industry, materials research, and controlled chemical processes.
Every stabilized configuration, however, demanded uninterrupted computation and a constant feed of energy. The more digitalium existed, the more rapidly the computational demands of maintaining it increased.
It also became clear that digitalium could not improve the performance of the very computers that stabilized it: any attempt at such a feedback loop led to oscillations, or to the collapse of the configuration.
Yet the computational load grew non-linearly, and the performance of computers on Earth began to run up against the limits of heat dissipation, energy density, and environmental noise. Earth had reached its limit. Digitalium stabilization would have to move off-planet. Thus Project Borealis was born, the greatest undertaking in human history: a global computational cluster stretched between 30 and 50 astronomical units from the Sun, out in the Kuiper Belt, holding reality within a single stable solution.
An age had begun in which continuous computational power became part of the physical infrastructure of our reality. Humanity believed it had found a way to stabilize the world. No one yet realized that the system meant to hold reality together would later become the thing that threatened it most.
PART ONE
Somewhere unknown.
Somewhen unknown.
There is silence here.
A white, deafening silence of everything.
Everything is here, and yet... nothing is here.
If this is a dream, where is the body I’m supposed to pinch?
Am I dead?
If this is the brain’s last hallucination before death, it’s dragging on rather a long time.
Though I have to admit, it’s surprisingly consistent.
I would have expected chaos. Random images. Childhood. My parents.
A very minimalist afterlife.
I never believed in souls.
Consciousness is an emergent property of matter. The interplay of neurons, electrochemical gradients, nothing more.
If I have no body, I shouldn’t have any thoughts either.
And yet, I’m thinking.
If this is heaven, it’s oddly empty.
If it’s hell, I’d expect at least a little fire.
Maybe I didn’t die.
Maybe I’m just... elsewhere.
But where the hell am I?
...
I could go for a slice of pie.
Apple, nothing fancy.
And some coffee.
CHAPTER 01
Kuiper Belt, 6.4 billion kilometers from Earth
Interplanetary Service Vessel Aurora-3
11 May 2089, 10:46 LST (local ship time)
A red error notification appeared on the screen of the universal terminal aboard the ISV Aurora-3, the only crewed vessel in space. It was accompanied by a soft beep that cut across the monotonous drone of the deck and the humming bearings of the ring’s retention mechanism as the ring rotated steadily around the ship’s central axis.
BEEP
“Look. Again,” Aisha said, her eyes snapping to the terminal at the sound.
Captain Elena Kovács moved over to the console. Inside the rotating ring, her steps seemed almost to unfold in slow motion. She stopped at the terminal and, without another word, read the text that had come up.
A few hours earlier, the same notification had appeared for the first time. It had vanished within seconds, as if the system had thought better of it. Nobody had managed to read it, and the only trace left in the logs was an error code not listed in the manual.
Since then, they’d been taking turns at the terminal. Nobody wanted the message to show up again without a witness.
The display read:
ERROR CODE Ex0089854: SYNC PARTICIPANT MISSING; CLASS: µN
“So, class micro-N,” Elena read slowly. “That’s a micro-node.”
Noah leaned against the frame of the passage between segments. “It’s a bug, I’m telling you. We can’t jump every time the thing beeps,” he said, and jumped.
Aisha kept her eyes on the screen. “But a micro-node doesn’t just drop off. Maybe a micrometeorite burned through it.”
“That’s micro-nonsense. There are specific error codes for that,” Noah shot back. “We’ve been through it a hundred times. This is a system message, and it isn’t even in the manuals.”
Elena studied the message character by character, as if expecting the line to explain itself. “No. This is something new.”
“Do we at least know which node it is?” Noah said, straightening in his chair.
Aisha shook her head. “No. The system threw the message and wiped it right after. No ID, no coordinates.”
As if the system had heard her, the text on the screen disappeared for good. The ship’s standard diagnostic schematic took its place. Everything glowed green.
“I can run a full cluster diagnostic,” Aisha added. “If something dropped off, maybe I’ll find it in the logs.”
Noah exhaled quietly through his nose. “Those logs will drive you crazy. Millions of lines from every relay node. Especially when you don’t know what you’re looking for.”
“Got a better idea?”
Noah didn’t answer. He just shrugged, and Aisha turned back to the terminal. The room filled with the quick rhythm of her typing.
“First responses come back in fifteen minutes,” she said. “Global coherence will take longer. I’ll let you know.”
There wasn’t really anywhere to go, but no one objected. They had no experiments or service work scheduled for today.
The ship’s rotating ring turned slowly. Inside, light and shadow alternated: every thirty seconds the rays of the distant Sun passed across the glass wall of the common module, and a sharp white rectangle of light would settle on the walls. It moved across surfaces and objects, then disappeared again. Then light. Then dark. Day and night alternated aboard the ship in regular thirty-second intervals.
The diagnostic ran.
Aisha Nadir, systems mathematician and specialist in digitalium stabilization cores, returned to her cabin in the habitat ring. From there she had access to the same data as from the main terminal, but without the distraction of everyone moving around her.
While she waited for the first diagnostic results, she opened the bottom drawer under the console and took out an antistatic bag of components, most of which belonged to a different century. She pulled out a flat circuit board, set it on the table, and tilted it carefully under the light. She had etched the copper traces by hand, working precisely from a 1989 schematic displayed on the second screen.
On the shelf above her bunk, arranged by size, sat a translucent plastic box with an unmarked chip, a small speaker with a paper cone, and a coiled spool of wire. Beside them lay a cartridge in a gray plastic case.
She had bought it at a flea market in Lausanne three weeks before launch. The vendor had a blanket spread across his table, covered in electronic waste from the last century. Aisha held the cartridge up to the light first, then turned it over and read the label. She set it back on the blanket, took out her wallet, and paid without trying to bargain.
The vendor no doubt thought she was buying junk. The cartridge held source code that hadn’t changed by a single bit in a hundred years. No one had pushed an update, or an ‘improvement’ onto it. Whatever someone had written into it in 1989 was still there.
The cabin door hissed. Mateo came in and leaned against the door frame. He looked over the components spread across her table and sighed.
“You left the bridge to play with plastic junk?”
Aisha smiled.
“It’s not junk, Mateo. But since it’s you asking, I’m not going to tell you what it is,” she replied, without looking up from the circuit board.
Mateo laughed, shook his head, and stepped closer. “Well, now you have to tell me.”
He was already leaning in close over Aisha’s components. He narrowed his eyes. “We’ve got a quantum cluster on our tail that can simulate the birth of a universe, and you’re hand-soldering an eight-bit toy?”
Aisha finally set down her tools. She picked up a small oscillating crystal between two fingers and held it out to him. “Four point one nine megahertz. When I wire it up and press the button, an electron will travel exactly the same path it traveled a hundred years ago.” Mateo stared at the crystal between her fingers. Aisha moved it slowly, and his head obediently tracked the motion. “It’s probably the last simple device in the universe.”
He shifted his gaze to her. He didn’t say anything, searching for the right words, but Aisha beat him to it.
“See? And you might just be the last simple man in the universe.”
Mateo forced a laugh. “Very funny, Nadir. Let us know when the first logs come in.”
When the door closed behind him, she turned her attention to the terminal. The data was coming back, first responses arriving from the nearest relay nodes. She switched to text mode and read line by line. She manually marked every value that deviated from baseline.
Noah Okoye moved to the secondary control segment. He pulled up the feeds from the external cameras and watched the inertial data. He kept an eye out for even the slightest lags in the image, or the microsecond twitches of the docking arms that routine diagnostics ignored. Outwardly he seemed to be making light of the situation, but under the desk his foot was tapping out a rhythm of its own.
On the console in the corner of the segment, the green indicator light of the NAR-1 blinked. It showed the status of the neuro-affective receiver, which the crew simply called the tank. It was a shallow capsule-shaped tank of conductive gel, wide enough and long enough to lie down in. It carried neither image nor sound. It carried an emotional imprint. A dedicated device, a delicate, crown-like device, could capture the sender’s neurochemical pattern on Earth and, through the communication channel, send it across the Solar System. On the Aurora the tank reconstructed the recording directly in the limbic system of the receiver.
The World Space Agency had mounted it on the ship at Noah’s request. His son Kofi had been born six weeks before launch, and Noah had had to decide: stay with his family, or fly six billion kilometers away and not hold the child in his arms for four whole years. He chose to fly.
Every evening, if duty allowed, he folded his two-meter frame into the tank. With his broad shoulders and shaved head, he barely fit.
The experiences in the tank weren’t the same as being with him, but the feeling was more intense than the texts, photos, and videos the crew’s families usually sent. Noah never talked to the others about what he felt in the tank, and nobody asked. It was between him and his son.
Now the indicator was blinking. A new recording was waiting. He’d play it later. First, they had to figure out what had happened on the ship.
In the reactor shaft at the rear of the ship, Mateo Álvarez monitored the stability of the magnetic coils and the thermal flow heading out to the radiator wings. Project Borealis had been part of his life for as long as he could remember. His father had spent nearly thirty years at HDE, and his sister Sofia still worked there. Before launch she’d given him, as a parting gift, a plain white mug with a simple black inscription: Best Space Engineer. Mateo kept it tucked into the holder on his bridge chair, even though he rarely drank coffee from it. For him the Aurora wasn’t about exploring space. It was an escape from conference rooms and a chance to get as close as possible to the core of the technology itself. A service ship in the Kuiper Belt was exactly where he belonged.
Captain Elena Kovács remained on the bridge. The sync pulses made the sector map in front of her pulse in a regular rhythm of bluish inhalations and exhalations. She wasn’t looking for anything specific. She was looking for something that would read as a break in symmetry, something that didn’t belong in the geometry of the cluster. Her grandfather, Professor Daniel Dutka, had once taught her that to uncover an error, she didn’t need to analyze data or crunch numbers. She just needed to find the spot that disrupted the harmony.
He had also taught her that determination and education mattered more than anything else. The admiration she felt for her grandfather had driven her forward, from studying physics in Vienna to Caltech and finally to the command chair of the Aurora.
• — • — •
“Diagnostic’s done,” Aisha announced seven hours later. Her voice on the ship’s intercom was dry, almost robotic.
They gathered in the common module around the central terminal.
The final summary was up on the display.


PROJECT BOREALIS: GLOBAL DIAGNOSTIC SUMMARY
REQUEST ORIGIN: ISV AURORA-3
TIMESTAMP (TCB): 2089-05-11 T17:42:11.903
--------------------------------------------------
SYSTEM INTEGRITY
--------------------------------------------------
Root Node:       1 / 1
Core Nodes:      30 / 30
Relay Nodes:     360 / 360
Micro-Nodes:     8,640 / 8,640
Inter-sector synchronization:  STABLE
Cross-sector phase variance:   0.00098 %
Global convergence factor:     99.9981 %
STATUS: NOMINAL
--------------------------------------------------
TEMPORAL COHERENCE
--------------------------------------------------
Registered desynchronization events (6h window): 0
Clock integrity (all nodes): VERIFIED
Proper-time continuity: WITHIN TOLERANCE
STATUS: NOMINAL
--------------------------------------------------
FIELD STABILITY
--------------------------------------------------
Vacuum energy density variance: within baseline
Barrier proximity index: unchanged
Re-optimization cycles: normal frequency
STATUS: STABLE
--------------------------------------------------
OVERALL SYSTEM STATUS: OPERATIONAL
NO INTERVENTION REQUIRED


“See anything in there?” Noah asked, glancing between his own display and the central terminal. “Because I don’t.”
“No,” Aisha said. “Global convergence is holding. No divergence, no dropout, and the energy budget matches to four decimal places.”
Elena pulled back from the terminal. She crossed into the module’s common area and sat on the low couch. She planted her elbows on her knees and clasped her hands. “Operationally, everything checks out. One root node. Thirty core nodes holding their sectors. Hundreds of relays, thousands of micro-nodes. No coherence loss.”
“I don’t want to repeat myself, but it’s a bug,” Noah said.
Elena stood and walked over to Aisha. “Probably.”
Aisha looked up at a point somewhere above the monitor.
“Unless,” Aisha began slowly, “something pulled that micro-node out of the synchronization layer for an instant.”
“Out of where?” Noah looked up.
“Out of the synchronization layer. Out of the continuous computation. The computation the system has been running out here all these years.”
Elena straightened. “That would mean the node was physically there, doing what it was supposed to do, but the network didn’t see it. And the relay that was communicating with it would have had to catch the dropout.”
Aisha looked at her. “Theoretically, that would make—”
Suddenly, the space around them changed. The background hum of the reactor, which the crew had long stopped noticing, dropped by half a tone. It wasn’t louder or harsher. It was simply deeper.
Elena noticed it immediately, but before she could react, the floor beneath her feet “softened”. Her weight sank into it a millimeter deeper than physics allowed. Her muscles, trying to keep her balance, worked with a lag.
Mateo grabbed at the doorframe. Noah suddenly felt as if he were sitting slightly lower than before. As if his backside had sunk deeper into the chair without him moving.
The lights in the ring dimmed. The shadows on the walls stretched unnaturally and shortened again. The edges of the desks blurred and then sharpened once more. The ship gave a deep, metallic sound that didn’t come from any particular place. The hull creaked, as if someone had dragged their fingernails down a pane of glass.
Noah opened his mouth to say something, but the word got away from him.
Got away.
As though he’d already said it, but hadn’t caught up to hearing it.
It lasted less than a second.
Maybe less than a second.
Than a second.
For a moment, nobody could tell whether the ship had moved through space, or space had moved around the ship.
And then everything came back.
At first, no one could speak.
“What the hell was that?” Elena managed.
Nobody answered. Elena drew a breath. When she spoke again, her voice was firm and commanding.
“Noah?”
Noah pulled the biometrics monitor closer. It took him a moment to focus on the numbers. Then he turned the screen toward the others.
“Four synchronous heart rate spikes. All our pulses jumped at once.” He pointed at the axis. “In the exact same millisecond.”
“Mateo, are you seeing anything else?”
Mateo was still holding the doorframe. He let go, moved to the console, and switched the display over to ship diagnostics.
“Reactor nominal. Pressure nominal. No alarms.” He exhaled. “But whatever just happened, it didn’t come from the ship.”
Aisha hadn’t moved. Her gaze was locked on the upper right corner of the display.
Clock P TCB: 17:58:43.221
Clock B TCB: 17:58:43.233
“I have something. A twelve-millisecond difference.” She glanced at the two timestamps. “Between the ship’s primary and backup clocks.”
“I need to know whether this was just us or the whole system,” Elena said. “Aisha, compare our clocks against the logs from relay node 7-12. This could be exactly what happened to that micro-node from the error message.”
“On it.”
Data began streaming in. A series of evenly spaced vertical lines appeared on the screen: the sync pulses from relay node 7-12. Elena leaned forward.
“Wait.”
There was a small gap between two pulses.
Pulse.
Pulse.
Pulse.
—
Pulse.
“Exactly twelve milliseconds,” Aisha read.
“The gap between those pulses. The system didn’t try to correct it.”
“If the connection had dropped, the relay would send a replacement pulse,” Mateo muttered. “And that didn’t happen. Relay node 7-12 just skipped those twelve milliseconds.”
Aisha pointed at the time axis on her display.
“So those twelve milliseconds missing from the relay,” Elena said slowly, “are the same twelve milliseconds our clocks jumped by.”
“Looks that way.”
She leaned closer to the display. “Expand the range to the whole cluster. Last month.”
Aisha switched from sector 7 to the global map of Project Borealis. A forest of lines appeared on the screen. She zoomed into the graph.
“Got it. Here. Two milliseconds. Three weeks ago.”
“And here. Four milliseconds. A week after that.”
“Here, seven.”
The screen started filling with red dots. Sparse at first, then denser.
The red dots were no longer only in sector 7. They lit up across the whole map.
“That’s not possible,” Mateo breathed.
“How many are there?” Elena asked.
Aisha lowered her voice. “Forty-three incidents in the last month. One hundred twenty-seven in the last three days.” She slid the time axis to today. “In the last twelve hours... two hundred thirteen.”
On the map of Project Borealis, hundreds of red dots pulsed like metastases.
Elena braced her hands on the desk and watched the red gradually consume the map.
“It’s getting worse.”
CHAPTER 02
Marina Bay Sands,
Singapore
11 May 2089, 07:45 local time
Arjun woke at 07:45, as he did every day. He didn’t need an alarm. Over the years his body had learned the hour and woke him with a precision the system he worked with would have appreciated. He lay on his back with eyes open, listening to the muted sounds of the apartment. The air conditioning gave off a low, steady hiss. From beyond the floor-to-ceiling panoramic window, the muffled noise of the pulsing city pressed its way in.
Meilin had gotten up and left more than an hour ago. Her schedule was stricter: she started work early. All she’d left behind was the scent of shampoo on the pillow and the imprint of her body in the bed, slowly smoothing itself out.
Arjun had been given the apartment as part of his work contract with Heliox Dominion Energy. HDE called it a “housing benefit”: the apartments in the residential section of the Marina Bay Sands tower were plugged directly into the city’s digitalium field core. A more stable connection and faster synchronization meant minimal latency. For most people that meant nothing, but for an optimization auditor it was one of the most valuable perks.
It was a compact one-bedroom apartment with a small study. Nothing remarkable. The walls were white, and the simple, functional furniture was white as well. Meilin had teased him about it once. “A home with no personality,” she’d said the first time she came over. “Like an algorithm lives here.” Arjun had answered that an algorithm would have laid out the kitchen better. Meilin laughed. It was one of the rare moments he’d been funny without having to try.
The only object in the apartment that revealed anything about its occupant was a wooden desk beside the window. He sat there every day, looking out over the bay, the biodome on the horizon, and a city of eighteen million people, which ran exactly as it was supposed to. It was his favorite spot in the apartment. Not so much because of the view as because of the feeling of sitting in the middle of a working system, one he thoroughly understood.
He got up and went to the kitchen. In a world where most people had nutritionally balanced emulsions for breakfast, Arjun cracked an egg against the edge of the counter and tipped its contents into a glass. He took an immersion blender and whipped the yolk and white into a perfectly homogeneous mixture. He poured it into a pan where the butter had already melted. He added salt and ground pepper from a hand mill that had been his grandmother’s. With a wooden spoon, he stirred the eggs as they set, scraping them from the bottom of the pan, and today, as always, he took pleasure in the uniform color of his scrambled eggs.
In his modern kitchen it sizzled and smelled the way it would have two hundred years ago.
He poured hot water over a bag of black tea. He carried the cup and the plate to the desk by the window. The teabag slowly darkened the water; steam dissipated above the cup, occasionally misting the glass, beyond which the city spread out.
In the glass he caught his own reflection: his face looked younger than he felt. It was lean, with a strong jaw and the olive-brown skin he’d inherited from his family in Chennai. His eyes were dark, almost black. At the temples, a few strands of hair had already lost their color. When he focused on something, his eyes narrowed to dark slits, as if he were trying to clear everything irrelevant out of his field of view. Meilin said he looked angry then. But he wasn’t angry, just thinking.
He and Meilin had met back when he was something of a celebrity in optimization circles. His process-optimization algorithm had redefined industry standards at the time, and for several months, he appeared in every major scientific journal. He was mentioned in an SATG bulletin too, which was where Meilin noticed him. She liked what she saw and reached out.
They’d been together for two years. Or, more precisely, they’d been seeing each other for two years, because “being together” implied a degree of shared life Arjun wasn’t quite able to provide. Meilin had her own apartment in Bukit Timah, and she came over to his maybe twice a week. Arjun was at hers less often. Not that he didn’t want to be. It was just that every time he stepped into her apartment full of flowers, photographs, and books, he felt like a foreign element in a system that wasn’t optimized for him.
She’d once told him they could try living together. Arjun had answered that it was too early. That was about a year ago. Since then Meilin sometimes stayed over, like today, but never more than two nights in a row. They never came back to the subject of living together, though Arjun knew it hung between them like an unsaved file: open, waiting for the next interaction.
Singapore was the opposite of Chennai. Here, systems worked. Nobody here had to wait for water and nobody died because someone had failed to make the right calculation. If someone in Chennai had done the calculations properly, what happened could have been prevented.
His very nature required systems to work. He was probably the best in the region. He knew it as a fact, not a boast. When he sat down at a console and unfolded the diagnostic fields, he saw things others missed. Patterns hidden in the data, anomalies, dissonances in the processes. At work he was precise, fast, and absolutely uncompromising in his pursuit of order.
In everything else, though, he wasn’t.
He didn’t know how to carry on a conversation that had no clear purpose. He didn’t know how to tell Meilin the things she wanted to hear, even though he knew exactly what they were. In work meetings he came across as cold, and some colleagues thought he was arrogant. But what sounded like arrogance was usually a translation failure: the data arrived cleanly, the words did not.
And then there was the thing.
A few months ago they’d been at a party at the home of one of Meilin’s colleagues. Arjun had stood by the window, counting the minutes until it became polite to leave. Meilin was on the other side of the room, talking to a man he didn’t know. They were laughing. Meilin touched the man’s arm, just lightly, a gesture that meant nothing. Arjun knew that, and yet a small, unpleasant knot settled in his chest and stayed there the rest of the evening. In the car on the way home he was silent. Meilin asked what was wrong. He said he was tired, but they both knew he was lying.
Arjun understood perfectly well that jealousy was an irrational emotion. He had analyzed it, named it, and broken it down into parts. But he couldn’t put it out of his mind. And so he did what he always did when he was facing something he couldn’t solve: he pretended to ignore it and hid behind his work.
• — • — •
He finished the tea. The eggs were good. They were one of the few things in his life that always turned out right.
He fastened the Synapse onto his left wrist. One audit on the schedule for today: the Marina Vertical 2 biodome. They’d added a new agrosegment, which meant the digitalium field had to be re-optimized. Routine work. A few hours of precise, focused thinking, during which, thankfully, he wouldn’t have to think about anything else.
He got up from the desk and dressed. He pulled on a plain shirt and lightweight trousers made from technical fabric, and left the apartment. The elevator took him down to the tower lobby. Outside, the capsule he’d ordered through the Synapse was waiting.
The capsule carried him south along the bay, the city sliding past beyond the glass. In the morning light, the silhouette of the Marina Vertical 2 biodome rose above the southern sector, an enormous, almost unreal structure that looked as though it were floating above the water. Six hundred meters tall, with no central spine, held up by a few slender supports anchored by the digitalium field. One of the most beautiful and most fragile buildings in the world, it resembled a giant glass mushroom.
The capsule slowed before the harbor entrance. Arjun got out and stopped for a while. Every time he saw the building, he felt a mix of professional admiration and slight unease. If the field failed for more than a few seconds, the biodome would collapse like a house of cards.
He walked toward the entrance. The security check read the data from his Synapse and the doors of the glass elevator slid quietly aside.
• — • — •
The Marina Vertical 2 biodome arched above Arjun like a transparent wave. The supports were impossibly slender. The digitalium field, among its many other functions, damped the vibrational modes and optimized the tension of the building in real time. It also constantly recalculated the biodome’s stability, turning a static structure into a dynamic organism that resisted wind and weather changes. The building was therefore always in subtle motion.
From the inside, the place was even more fascinating. The agrosegments, most of them shaped like gigantic shallow pans, didn’t form continuous floors. Some hung from thin beams resembling spiderwebs, others from actively stabilized filaments so thin they were almost invisible to the naked eye. Walkways stretched between the segments. Most served the staff, but the longest was open to the public. After dark, a walk through the biodome could be magical. The beams glowed faintly in the dark, a clear sign that they were actively connected to the digitalium field.
On the Synapse he brought up the work interface. A topological model of the biodome unfolded around him: a network of differently colored dots that represented not the beams, but the density of the digitalium field. The redder the dot, the closer it was to critical load. The biodome’s local optimization module calculated the required material density automatically, but for major structural changes someone had to come in person and adjust the parameters of the stabilization model.
Segment 385. Lines 3, 4, and 5 needed stabilizing to balance the field in this area. Arjun worked quickly and precisely. This was his environment, his language. Here there was no uncertainty, only numbers and the relations between them.
Interesting. The dome would probably hold even with twelve percent less material.
For a while he lost himself in the work. No social distractions. Just equations and their solutions.
• — • — •
It was already very late by the time he finished validating the last segment.
CHIME
The Synapse announced a missed call from Meilin at 21:17:08.
Arjun looked at the time. 21:17:04.
He frowned. The notification was reporting a missed call at 21:17:08. The Synapse did sometimes reorder notifications by priority.
But still…
It was strange to see a missed call four seconds before it was supposed to begin.
Four seconds later the device vibrated again. Incoming call: Meilin. He didn’t pick up, because he was just finishing the last validation and didn’t want to be interrupted. Whatever Meilin needed, optimization came first. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he had missed something.
• — • — •
When he finished the work, he closed the interface with a wave of his hand. He gave the magnificent structure one final appraisal, then headed for the elevator in the perimeter ring. It functioned as a security checkpoint: multispectral scanners read his face, the micro-movements of his eyes, and the vascular map of his palm from a distance. Then they ran a spectral analysis of the surface of his clothing and an aerosol analysis of his breath, to prevent any pathogen from being carried into the ecosystem or out of it.
Arjun stepped into the ring. The expected result appeared on the Synapse:
Clearance level: Structural Access
Bio-integrity: Verified
Contamination risk: 0.002%
The glass doors of the elevator cabin slid aside. When they closed behind him, linear magnetic motors accelerated the cabin to twenty-five meters per second. The motion was smooth. A digitalium field stabilized the shaft and damped every vibration the motion produced.
On the way down, he finally decided to call back.
“Call Meilin,” he said.
The connection came through almost instantly. Meilin enabled video, and in Arjun’s field of vision her three-dimensional likeness gradually assembled, a slightly translucent projection that his brain processed as a physical presence. The Synapse didn’t transmit an image from a camera. It worked with a three-dimensional model of the caller’s face that updated in real time. The result was nearly perfect, though deliberately not flawless. The avatar appeared slightly more polished and symmetrical than the person in reality. The manufacturer insisted the device must not transmit anything that couldn’t be verified after the fact.
“Hey.”
“Hey. I called you.”
“I know. I was finishing a validation. Sorry.”
“Sure.”
That sure carried weight. He could analyze it exactly the way he could analyze data. The only difference was that with data, he knew what to do next.
“I wanted to know when you’d be home,” she said, in a calmer tone.
“I’m leaving now. I’ll be home in about half an hour.”
“Okay. I’ll make tea.”
Arjun almost smiled.
“Thanks.” He meant it, even though he knew it sounded too formal to please her.
As the elevator slowed, Arjun felt the faint vibration of the magnetic motors and heard the muffled sound of the digitalium field stabilizing the shaft.
“Something strange happened at work today,” Meilin said.
The slight irritation from the start of the call had faded from her voice. Arjun noticed the change at once, just as he noticed deviations in data.
“You don’t say. Like what?”
“Today at 16:42, in the Bayfront sector, 312 vehicles synchronized,” she said, more quietly. “They sped up and crossed their intersections on green twelve milliseconds earlier than they should have.”
“That doesn’t sound all that strange.” Arjun smirked.
“It’s not. Except that the cars adjusted their trajectories in precise response to a change in wind direction that the weather station didn’t detect until twelve milliseconds later.”
The elevator stopped, the doors opened.
“Arjun, the system wasn’t reacting to data. It was reacting to the future.”
• — • — •
Billions of kilometers from Earth, in the absolute silence of sector 7, a few hours earlier one micro-node had slipped free of the mathematical grip of Project Borealis and found itself outside the configuration of reality. The universe noticed that twelve-millisecond dropout, but the system still managed to keep it hidden.
THE PREVIEW ENDS HERE
And that's where this preview of The Last Stable State ends.
I hope it pulled you in. If you'd like to reach me (for any reason at all) you can write to me at mauricebvox@gmail.com.
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