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If fidgeting ever became an Olympic sport, Harper could snatch a gold medal.

Sweaty hands twisted the sheet of paper in her grip, rendering it a moist towelette. The notes she’d made that morning had served their purpose, and now, they would be sacrificed on the altar of her nerves. How many minutes had gone by since she’d wrapped up her presentation? One? Five? Three hundred nineteen? With each inhale/exhale, the ball in the pit of her stomach gained mass. Why wasn’t anyone talking? Why wasn’t anyone asking her a question? Had the science gone over their heads? Worse, was it beneath them? Did they think her ideas were ridiculous, that she couldn’t do what she was proposing?

She could, and what she wouldn’t give to tell them that. But she needed to know first that the funding to scale up her project would be granted. If not, she needed to be able to take it somewhere else. Time was running out. Soon, it would be too late.

Harper knew she’d been taking a chance the night before when she crawled into the machine that she’d cobbled together over the last few months. If the test run failed, the NNIP she laid down in, called a coffin by many because of the way it entombed you and because you were more or less dead to the real world when using it, might earn its nickname. If the test run failed, she could have scrambled her own brain, killed herself in pursuit of a miracle.

But if it worked....

It did work, she reminded herself. It wasn’t theory, and if GAIA Labs didn’t want to take her innovation and run with it, then it sucked to be them. She couldn’t wait around to politic and cajole. Tam’s time was running out, and Harper would save her brother.

Or at least, she would save a copy of him.

Isko took pity when Harper’s face began to contort, lip puckering, eyes watering. He cleared his throat. “Thank you very much, Harper. As the chief mentor for the seed project initiative, I’d like to open up the floor now to any questions anyone might have.”

At the end of the conference table, Omala Grover sat, wordless, expressionless, pitiless. Of course, the inventor of GAIA was unimpressed. Omala had created a VR platform, the Global Annex for International Agency or more commonly, GAIA, where the world carried out war in a simulated environment. She’d even invented her own proprietary coding language in the process. GAIA had saved a planet on the brink of environmental collapse and made a metric ton of crypto in the process. How else could “Santa Omala” look at Harper’s project but down? All it did was photocopy a consciousness. 

“I have a question.” Petra Hayat leaned forward on the conference table, her diamond-shaped spectacles balanced on the end of her nose. “The Neural Network Interface Pod you’ve used in your prototype,” she motioned vaguely to the piano-sized device displayed off to Harper’s left, “is extremely outdated, and if I recall, was famously faulty. Yet, the antivalent data wheel you’ve designed—you called it a spinning wheel, I believe?—it depends on the very archaic architecture that made the early NNIPs so dangerous. How do you intend to improve on the design in the next iteration?”

The perfect question, because it drove home the whole reason she’d applied to GAIA Lab’s seed grant program to begin with. “Spinning Wheel needs a four-way channel flow, a configuration that was only used on the first generation NNIPs.”

“And were also responsible for the deaths of dozens of people, as I recall.”

Harper froze, chilled by the words that fell from the lips of Santa Omala herself. GAIA Labs was not a dictatorship, but the young inventor doubted any project which Omala Grover disapproved of got very far. Then again, if Harper could win her idol over, what wouldn’t be possible?

“My coding has sufficiently taken into account the faults with that early design and counterbalanced it,” Harper said, her hands folded before her, the paper finally assuming the shape of a ball. “But it would be improved with your insight, and with the ad hoc NNIP redesign specifically for this purpose. The seed grant GAIA Labs so graciously provided me three months ago was enough to retool an existing machine, but not to fabricate one from scratch.”

Omala seemed neither shocked at Harper’s boldness, nor encouraged by her enthusiasm. Outside of Petra, Isko, and her third adviser, Carl Lowe, the others present were faces without names, bodies without context. Speaking of which, why were there so many people here? She’d expected a handful—she arrived to find thirty people seated around the biggest oval table she’d ever seen.

The dreaded silence returned, and with that, doubt. Harper made to grab her things, apologize for her stupidity, and thank everyone for their time, when Fortune smiled. Or at least, Omala Grover did.

“I have a few more questions to ask, please.” Her hands flattened on the table as she pushed herself out. Omala stood methodically, like her body was executing a program. The tall, slender woman paced up the side of the conference room and to the screen displaying Harper’s schematic of the scanning device. “Wouldn’t this power coupling give off too much radiation for clear data package transfer? It seems it would corrupt as it streams from host to mainframe.”

A good question. An engaged question. The snowball in Harper’s stomach began to melt. “No, ma’am. The shield I’ve designed to overlay the subject prevents signal interference.”

“And the output? Does it store on the network? Does it get sandboxed? Is it editable and what is the stability of the resultant...what are we calling this, a people copy?”

Harper hadn’t thought about that part. Was there a need for a new term? Avatars had been around even longer than viable virtual reality worlds, but what her process rendered was more than a digital shell for a user to “drive around” while they were logged into the program. It created an exact copy of a person’s mind, downloaded into a digital format, and fully cognizant.

“I guess,” Harper ventured, “you could call it a doppelganger?”

Omala’s face screwed up. “There’s something sinister about that that doesn’t sit right with me.”

“What about a surro-gent?” Isko suggested from down the table.

“Let’s not get too cute, people.” Omala balanced her chin on her balled-up hand. “I know, we’ll call it a mimeo. Is that okay with you, Harper?”

Omala Grover had said her name. To her face. To her. “Um, yeah, of course. That means, like, a copy, right?”

“Yes, it does.” Omala rubbed her hands together. “Excellent. So, then, this mimeo...is it self-aware? Does it know it’s a copy? Can it be edited?”

Harper thought about the test she ran the night before after everyone had left the office for the day. “I guess you would say it could think it’s an actual person, I’ve added a bit of code into the process that tells the...the mimeo that it’s a copy. Would it be editable? I guess so. I mean, it is a copy of a person’s entire cognitive cortex, but it is all rendered as code and goes into an intermediary, unnetworked storage drive. So, yes, someone could edit it, but why would you want to?”

Omala grimaced, and Harper had to wonder what she’d overlooked.

“Not important at this stage,” Omala said instead as she steepled her fingers and pressed them into her chin. “One last question, then. Once a consciousness is copied, then what? I mean, this isn’t like creating an avatar. It has its own thoughts, its own feelings, desires, goals. What is the end result?”

“The end result, ma’am, is that it is. It endures. It lives on.”

Omala nodded. “And why is that desirable?”

“Why is that desirable?” Harper turned, threw her arms out wide. “Just think of all the knowledge of the world that we’ve lost, just because we haven’t had a way to harness this kind of data. What wouldn’t you give to be able to log in to a closed virtual world and have lunch with Churchill? To debate Malcolm X? To ask Di Vinci about his inventions?”

To play a game of checkers with your big brother after his weakening body finally succumbs to disease, destroying it?

“And you think that’s a good enough reason to harvest cybernetic intelligence?” Omala grimaced. “You do realize the dangers there are inherent in...well, copying a soul?”

Harper’s spine went straight. “We could copy you, ma’am, so that when you’re gone, your Purusha+ language won’t die with you. What is the point in having developed a code that let you to save the world, if it can’t save you in the process?”

The olive-skinned woman’s icy glare cut off Harper’s comments.

Stupid, Harper, she swore inwardly. Do not go around questioning your boss’s knowledge, and especially not if your boss is considered by many to be one of the smartest people born since Einstein!

Harper pulled her chin into her chest. “I mean, yes, of course. But I believe the potential benefits far outweigh the risks.”

“I see. Well, I’m pretty certain I could double up on the code, work with you to make it more robust, and that leaves just one question.” Omala kept her eyes fixed on the display. “How old are you?”

“What?” Harper’s insides twisted. How many people had rolled their eyes when they’d found out how young she was? She should have figured that the big boss would dismiss her, too. “I just turned twenty-three.”

“Twenty-three? Really?” Omala shook out her amusement. “So, what you’re telling me is, when the news of what you created gets out and you’re elected to the Academy Vreality Engineering and Cybernetics, you’ll beat my record by two whole years.”

The weight of the statement swung on a long pendulum, reaching Harper’s understanding after a lengthy, slow swing. Her jaw went slack. “Are you saying.... That you...?”

“I’m saying two things. First,” Omala held up a finger, “stop calling me ma’am. I already feel old now that my daughter has reached double digits. And second,” two fingers up, “I’m saying that you have it.”

“It?” There were words missing in there, critical ones.

Omala’s hands landed on Harper’s shoulders, giving a friendly squeeze. “It, Harper. Funding, Resources. People. Your project and whatever resources you want and support staff.... You have managed to achieve something I and the other members of GAIA Labs have been trying to do for five years. You’ve invented a way to back up a human mind. So yes, you have it. Project Spinning Wheel is fully and exuberantly approved and funded.”

Isko’s flaxen bangs flew as he sprang from his seat. “I’d like to volunteer to be a member of her team.”

“Me, too.” “Count me in.”

Harper’s knees threatened to fold beneath her as Petra and Carl leapt to their feet.

Which was sweet, but Harper couldn’t ignore the obvious. “But you all are.... You’re far too experienced, too senior for this. I couldn’t possibly be your.... I wouldn’t feel comfortable with you working beneath me.”

“They wouldn’t be beneath you,” Omala chastened, the cut softened by a smile. “I know you’ve only been associated with us for a few months, but you must have realized that’s not how things work at GAIA Labs. We are a team. You will be the driving force behind this project, but you would be in partnership with everyone else working with you.”

“Like a princess, not a queen.” Isko stepped forward. “So, let me tell you what I can do. This tech you’ve created? It’s miraculous, but your prototype needs some...refinement. As an expert in design, I can help you make it look a little less like...and I say this lovingly, an iron maiden made of glass.”

She knew she should be offended, but somehow, she wasn’t. “So, you’re going to make my retrofitted NNIP into a more beautiful coffin?”

Isko let out a blustery laugh. “It’s the perfect opportunity to do something like that. NNIPs have been hideous for years. They look like tanning beds. You probably don’t remember those, as young as you are, but people used them to expose themselves to radiation on purpose. I want to make your device a work of art.”

Carl pivoted, all tan and brown where Isko was light and cream. “And if we’re going to sell this thing when it’s done to the bigwigs upstairs in HQ and put it on the market, it’s going to need to be packaged the right way.”

Harper looked back over her shoulder at the schematic still up on the screen. “I mean, even a beautiful coffin would need to be in really big boxes.”

She found humor pulling up the corner of every mouth in the room when she turned back.

“I’m sorry, did I not understand something?”

Omala grinned. “Only that what Carl is talking about is presentation, not pragmatics. He’s one of the greatest marketing people I know. After we get this project to the point of public release, he’ll figure out exactly what words to use to make the copy sing.” She turned to Carl. “Was I ever that sweetly ignorant?”

Harper realized something very suddenly. Petra, Carl, and Isko, while being deferential to Omala, were also proud of her. Like some kind of authority figure, they watched for her to make the right move or say the right thing. Omala may be the boss, but the other three were her mentors, her brain trust, her magic-behind-the-crown.

Santa Omala, being blessed by the commoners.

Carl laughed. “Oh, dear heart, when you started Plaxis, you bought your lack of knowledge wholesale. You were so clueless that you even married Rex Tieg.”

Omala’s head fell on her splayed fingertips. “Don’t remind me.”

“Pip, pip,” Petra said, rubbing Omala’s shoulders. “The divorce is almost final, isn’t it?”

“We shouldn’t be talking about it in front of everyone, but,” Omala nodded, “practically any minute now.”

All of a sudden, the door at the back of the room opened. Every tongue stilled, and every eye narrowed.

“I see, as usual, my timing is perfect.”

Ice coated the room as a tall, gorgeous blonde strolled in, clicking heels measuring every inch she and her two beefy bodyguards advanced. She stepped with aching care, pausing just long enough at each person she passed to cut them a slice of her glare sandwich.

Omala crossed her arms, shielding Harper from view. “Miss Fife, how good to see you. I’m afraid we’re currently in an important meeting so I can’t....”

“Drop the pretense, Omala,” the blonde said, cutting Omala off. “You know I wouldn’t bother coming down here in person unless it was something important.”

Omala’s muscles tightened. “Rex? Is he okay?”

Wasn’t Rex the ex they’d just roasted? But then again, Omala had a daughter with the man. At the very least, even if she was divorcing the guy, she could still care for his welfare for their child’s sake, Harper supposed.

“Rex is fine. Fabulous even. I’m sure you remember.” Fife crooked her fingers, examining her polish. “Tell me, this appears to be an all-hands meeting. Only, as the VP of the division under which your little innovation lab operates, I would expect an invitation if it were. Possibly you forgot to contact my secretary and make sure it got on my schedule?”

Any approachability or good humor Harper had seen from the edges of the last few minutes disappeared. Omala crossed her arms over her chest, talking to everyone and no one in particular. “Can Ms. Fife and I have the room please?”

“Actually, Omala, I think they should stay, as this will affect everyone.”

Never had Harper seen so many darting eyes and straight spines. No one said a thing aloud, while all the time their eyes screamed. Do we stay? Do we leave?

But as Harper herself was about to ask aloud what everyone must be thinking, Omala opened her hands and bowed her head.

“Very well then. Say what it is you feel you need to say and get out, Johanna.”

Johanna sneered. “Legal just received the judge’s final orders. You are now officially no longer my fiancé’s wife.”

Omala bristled. “A relief for me, a pity for you. Is that all, then? Thank you for bringing me such wonderful news. Now, please leave.”

“You’re ordering me to leave?” The blonde extended a finger, on the end of which was a manicured fingernail painted in what Harper was willing to bet was pure gold. “Is this not Plaxis property? Am I not the Vice-President of Assets?”

Isko saddled up beside Harper. “Vice-President of asses, maybe.”

Harper failed utterly to swallow the giggle that brought the interloper’s piercing gaze to her.

Johanna cracked her knuckles, looking over Omala’s shoulders. “Oh, fresh meat.”

Omala reinserted herself between Harper and the advancing vixen. “Do not refer to my employees as meat. Just because we hate each other doesn’t mean those who work for us are fair game.”

Johanna stopped. “Introduce me, then.”

Omala, called on her hand, hesitated. Finally, her chest fell as she exhaled. “Harper,” she said, “this is Johanna Fife.”

Johanna held out a hand. “Charmed, I’m sure.”

Harper extended her hand with the deliberation of reaching for a cobra and found the flesh nearly as cold, the eyes just as deadly. “Miss Fife.”

“Don’t let it stick in your head, dear. I’ll be Mrs. Tieg very shortly.” And with that, Johanna’s interest in Harper passed. She spun on heel, back in Omala’s direction. “Anyhow.... As I said, the orders have come through. Both your and Rex’s legal representatives have signed off and the judge has certified the settlement.”

“I can follow up on the particulars today when I talk to my lawyer. Now, if you’ll please forgive us, Johanna, we were letting Harper know how her project that we’ve just approved will....”

“Where?”

Omala blinked at the one-word interruption. “Where?”

“Oh, no, is there an echo in here?” Johanna looked broadly at the room. “I do hope my people can treat the acoustic anomalies in this space during the remodel.”

“You’re remodeling our space?” For the first time that day, Omala looked like she was genuinely surprised. “But we have several critical projects and research initiatives right now that cannot be interrupted. If you make us relocate our equipment to another part of the building....”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic. I’m not going to make you relocate anything.”

The tension that had seized Omala’s muscles unwound. “Good, because that would have a detrimental effect on our work.”

“In fact,” Johanna continued, as though Omala had said nothing, “on second thought, we’ll leave everything right where it is and make it the basis of our new storage wing.”

A ripple went through the room, and even Harper felt it. What did that mean? GAIA Labs was being kicked out of the Plaxis HQ building? But it was part of it, how could that happen? 

And what would that mean for her project? More importantly, what would it mean for her brother?

Harper bit her tongue and watched as Omala took a step forward, praying that the woman she idolized could live up to the pedestal Harper put her on.

“Now listen here, Johanna. GAIA Labs is an independent subsidiary of Plaxis Corp. That’s what Rex and I agreed to. He bought out my ownership and stock with the understanding that my division would operate as a non-profit without corporate governance. You have no right to be here, and you have absolutely no right to threaten my staff. Now—” Her arm lashed in the direction of the door. “—get out.”

“Omala, darling, let’s not fight. You know that I always win. I have every right to be here, but you do not.”

“This is the space GAIA Labs occupies. Has occupied....”

Johanna pushed her finger into Omala’s lips cutting off her word. What restraint Omala showed in not biting it off.

“That right there is what I mean. Here. In this building. Your agreement with Rex, certified by the judge, says that you have the right to keep GAIA Labs, all its branding, and its intellectual property, but it does not give you the right to run it in Plaxis space. Nor does it give you the right to use Plaxis computers, technical instruments, infrastructure, or even water coolers. Everything and everyone in the office was purchased and paid for prior to the judgment and is, by extension, an asset of Plaxis. As Vice-President and with Rex’s blessing, I am now taking possession of it all and giving you and any of your team who does not wish to be reassigned to another division until 5 PM today to vacate.”

Omala’s olive skin blanched. “You can’t do that.”

“Oh, I can. It’s all in the court documents in black and white.”

Omala glared but directed her words at her employees. “Everyone, to your office. Nothing is changing here, no matter what this...woman says.”

With that, led by their captain, everyone began to file from the room.

Was that the way of it? Would Omala win this? Would Project Spinning Wheel go through? A litany of alternatives ran through Harper’s racing brain. She could wait until everyone cleared the room, try to wheel her massive and ancient NNIP out of the building, and sneak it home. Only, her studio flat on the edge of town was barely big enough for a bed and her dresser, and how she’d sneak something large enough to kill an elephant without a car was anyone’s guess. Even if she got it there, the power she could siphon off the public energy crib would never be enough to run it.

If she stayed on, would the scary blond woman understand that her project had to go forward and fast, that a man’s life was at risk, that Harper would do anything to have Plaxis support? 

“Ma’am?” Harper took one tiny step forward toward Johanna. “I wonder if you might make an exception for me and let me continue working on this project. Not long, maybe a month or two. As you see, the hardware is quite...complicated.” She indicated the NNIP behind her.

Johanna’s lip curled. “It doesn’t look any different than any other coffin used for jumping into a vreal world. Older than the hills, maybe.”

“It’s not just a coffin.... I mean, not just a Neural Network Interface Pod. It’s....”

Behind Johanna, Isko, Carl, and Petra shook their heads fiercely, urging her to shut up, to back down. But they didn’t understand. This wasn’t only an awesome piece of technology or a great product that would revolutionize knowledge retention for years to come. It was the only way Harper had to save her brother.
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