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The fiber optic cables tucked neatly into conduits along the wall behind the massive computer system glowed with activity and sound. The whizzing of subatomic particles as they located and relocated themselves, industriously carrying out assigned missions, moving about in packets or individually, the pale screams of dismay they let out as the processes abruptly dislodged and relocated them, forcing them first into ones, then zeros, all blended into a symphonic yet chaotic frenzy. 

Phineas Raintree Gonzales heard those sounds, and as he switched on the new module in the Defense System Mark IV Computer, he saw a surge — the glowing and screaming dimmed for an instant, then it all rose again, nearing a crescendo. 

It all had, he thought, a rather frenetic quality to it, a hum of despair, as it were. And he saw only this piece of it. Yet he felt as if he’d poked a beehive, only the bees were whirling and swirling subatomic particles reaching a threshold and generally behaving with what would appear to an uninformed outsider, say your average high-IQ human, to be rather frenzied random activity.

Frenzied yes. Random, it was not. It was more like... 

Well, the way Rainy (as his friends called him) saw it — well, he couldn’t actually see it, everything inside the fiber optic cables being subatomic and all — another universe existed inside those cables, an entire world of its own. It was a tiny little universe, to be sure, but a universe nonetheless, and at the moment it was (universally) upset and unnerved. 

Strange, to be sure, but it was happening more often these days. He’d tried to report it, but he didn’t actually have language for what was going on. And it wasn’t precise — it was vague and variable, damnably unpredictable, and those were qualities a digital systems engineer didn’t have to deal with often. They were qualities you didn’t expect to have to deal with at all. Everything was precise, digital, one or zero. Except it wasn’t. And that unpredictability made it impossible to demonstrate to his bosses.

“Just install the upgrade,” they’d say. “Is that too much to ask?”

He wondered if maybe it was too much to ask. The problem (glitch? phenomenon?) showed itself most clearly in the way the system (all the systems he worked on) responded to upgrades these days. Increasing customer options, adding new transmission towers, or newer, higher speed digital backbones were met with what seemed for all the world like... well, hesitation. It was as if the system was a dock worker told it had another, previous unscheduled ship to unload and it stopped to catch his breath before reluctantly getting to the extra work. Rainy didn’t often anthropomorphize computers... they had big enough egos as it was.

But this was curious.  

This time had been the worst. All he’d done was modify the data flow slightly, plugging in a module that would let a Homeland Security Analysis Team installation tap into the Defense From Unknown Stuff (DFUS) reports downloaded from satellites. That didn’t increase the computational load one iota and splitting a fiber system was pretty ordinary stuff. Yet, when he hit the switch activating the new feed, the system actually bogged down for a few heartbeats. It was almost the same as when his Uncle Filo was running his bandsaw off a tiny generator. He’d get the generator running and when he flipped on the saw, the generator would slow down, as if it had to pull itself together before getting back up to speed.

That wasn’t supposed to happen in electronics systems. 

When Rainy tried to suggest to his superior that weird things were going on, he learned that he didn’t see the big picture and that his job was to implement the essential changes that would keep essential ones and zeros flowing around the globe. That was manager speak for: “Don’t rock the boat and make me have to fill out more forms.”

Rainy had once tried explaining that mostly the ones and zeros didn’t move at all — they just changed state; it was the charge, not the particle that moved. 

Unfortunately, all the supervisors were appointed based on their skills as managers, and while they were excellent at moving the workers around, finding ways to make them move faster, Rainy didn’t think they grasped the idea of particles, subatomic or otherwise. 
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