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Foreword
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After writing “Dandelion Seeds”, I thought to myself, “I wonder if I can do that again.” Well, you’re reading this, so it looks like I can. Go figure.

“First Lines” is a lot like “Dandelion Seeds” in that I wrote down a bunch of opening lines to stories, then filled in the blanks. And, as I did with the first book, I wrote each story start-to-finish. No plot outline, no plan, no character bios. In short, exactly how you’re not supposed to write a story.

Unlike “Dandelion Seeds”, I did do a few revisions after the fact. Not a lot, though. Just a few touch-ups here and there. So, not quite “first draft is good enough” this time.

The two books have similar themes. They also share some universes, characters, and species. For example, “Crabtree Confidential” exists in the same universe as “Death Takes a Lunch Break”. Same thing with “First Lines” and “Monster”, “The Long Game” and “Flesh and Blood”, and “Ghosts of PGC357B” and “Dandelion Seeds”. You don’t have to read those stories first, but it couldn’t hurt.

For that matter, you don’t have to read the stories in this book in any particular order, either. You can if you want but if you’re into, say, giant robots competing in sports on the Moon, you might want to skip right to “The Gauntlet”. If noir whodunnits set in an artificial reality are more your style, start with “Crabtree Confidential”. It’s right after this. Like, right on the next page.
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Crabtree Confidential
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She was a tall, cool drink of water with legs that wouldn’t quit. Some people have the weirdest avatars. I didn’t know where to look, so I focused on her meniscus.

“What can I do for you?” I asked, standing up from my desk. She’d walked into my office, unannounced, no appointment. Not that I minded all that much. A client’s a client. If they’re paying, I’m working.

“Hey buddy, my eyes are up here,” she replied.

“Yeah. No they aren’t,” I pointed out, staring at the rim of the glass.

“Oh. Oh hell,” she said. “Forgot what I was wearing. Just a sec.”

She morphed into human form. Mid-thirties, I guessed. Done up 1940s style. My kind of time period. I gestured for her to take a seat, then sat back down.

“That how you looked when you died?” I asked. Most folks keep a default avatar that’s pretty close to the way they lived. Nostalgia, I suppose.

“I died in a plane crash,” she countered. “So, unless I look like a charred corpse, I’m gonna say no.”

I held up my hands. “Whoa! Jeez, lady. Just trying to make conversation. Besides, you walked into my office. You got a case for me, or am I just next on your list of random people to annoy?”

“Right, sorry. Still new to this whole Afterlife thing,” she said.

“No problem. It takes a while to get used to things here,” I said.

It was true. Afterlife could be a bit rough on the newly-dead, especially folks from early eras. One moment, you’re about to get hit by a bus; the next, some time-traveling do-gooder scans you, and uploads you into a giant simulated reality. There were billions of folks here already, with more arriving every day. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to who showed up when. Afterlife seemed to be plucking people from history at random. Some took it in stride. Some, not so much.

“Tell me about it,” she said, lighting a cigarette and taking a long drag. Hey, it’s not like smoking can kill you here. “I got yanked out of a plane crash, shuffled through a couple days of orientation, and dumped into this place. It’s enough to make your head spin.”

I nodded in sympathy. I’d been here a few years now, but I remembered what it was like.

“So... your case?” I prompted.

“Right, yeah,” she said. “I’m looking for my husband.”

Oh, jeez. Not another one of these. Some folks just couldn’t let go. Wouldn’t take “til death do us part” for an answer.

“Listen, lady,” I said, “there’s no guarantee he’s even here yet. Besides, your marriage was null and void the minute you kicked the bucket. For all you know, he remarried, moved on, whatever.”

“No, it’s not like that,” she said. “I guess I should’ve said, what, my former husband? My widower? Anyway, I’m not looking to pick things up where we left off, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“OK, what’s your angle, then?” I asked. “Why are you looking for this guy?”

She took another drag on her cigarette and blew the smoke out through her clenched teeth. “He’s the one who put me on the plane,” she said bluntly.

Yeah, that’s when I got interested. This sounded like something I could really sink my teeth into. “And you’re sure he’s already in the system?”

She shrugged. “You tell me. If he isn’t, I guess I’ll have to wait it out. If he is, I need you to track him down. His name’s Oliver Crabtree. Born September 15th 1905, Brooklyn, New York.”

I nodded and jotted down the details. “Got it. It’s fifty a day plus expenses.” Money didn’t really mean anything in Afterlife, and there weren’t any real expenses. But old habits die hard. And it helped pass the time.

She opened her clutch and pulled out five twenties. “This should cover the next couple days, and here’s my card. Let me know what you find.” She stubbed out her cigarette, got up and headed to the door.

“I gotta ask,” I called after her, “what was the deal with that water glass getup?”

She stopped at the door, turned around, and gave me a wry smile. “Isn’t it obvious? I was at a bar, trying to get drunk.”

Ugh. Oldest joke in the book, and I walked right into it. She slipped out the door and left, just like that. Must’ve been in a hurry. Probably had other offices to barge into today.

I suppose it didn’t matter. I had her card. Once you had someone’s card, you could pretty much get in touch with them no matter where in Afterlife they were.

I got down to work. I pulled up the Archive on my desktop and searched for Oliver Crabtree. Sure enough, he was in the system. Widowed and remarried twice, died aged 85, heart attack plus pneumonia. I flipped through a few pictures of him, then cross-referenced his spouses.

His first wife looked exactly like the woman who’d hired me. Agnes Crabtree (née McDougal) 1910-1945, plane crash. Her story checked out, at least. She entered Afterlife three weeks ago. She really was new here.

Oliver, on the other hand, showed up over a century ago. Been here longer than me, then. He’d be an old hand at navigating Afterlife. I scratched my ear absently. If he didn’t want to be found, I’d have a tough time tracking him down. Sounded like a real challenge. Good, I like challenges.

I figured I’d start with the other two wives. Oliver’s second wife, Gwen, wasn’t in Afterlife yet, so I couldn’t question her. She died in an automobile accident in 1959 but no one had gone back and retrieved a scan yet. Somebody would eventually. Everybody shows up here. It’s only a matter of time.

Wife number three wasn’t available, either. Dolores Crabtree (1960-2023) outlived Oliver by thirty-three years. She was also fifty-five years younger than him, so not that surprising. They got hitched when she was twenty-eight and he was eighty-three. I wondered what she saw in him. I did a bit more digging and got my answer. The old coot was loaded. A lot of smart investments, seeded by... yeah, there it was. Life insurance payouts.

Now, it could be perfectly innocent. It’s entirely possible that poor old Oliver lost his first two wives in tragic accidents, and just happened to take out whopping big life insurance policies on both of them. But, in my experience, where there’s smoke, there’s fire – and usually a pyromaniac holding a gas can and a book of matches.

Oliver didn’t have a policy on Dolores, though. Must’ve married her for love – or lust – whichever. When Oliver kicked it, Dolores inherited the whole kit and caboodle. Set up all sorts of charitable foundations with her windfall. A real philanthropist.

One thing caught my eye. Dolores Crabtree threw a boatload of cash at a startup called Cerebragraph, which just happened to have been a pioneer in brain-scanning technology, and one of the two companies that were eventually merged to form the Human Archive Project, later renamed – you guessed it – Afterlife. I dug a bit more and found that Dolores had also funded a small research team that was studying temporal waves. Their research would later be capitalized on by Tempis, a company trying to create practical time-travel, and coincidentally the other half of HAP/Afterlife.

I was beginning to wonder if I should be investigating Dolores Crabtree instead of Oliver. Definitely something fishy going on there. But that wasn’t what I was getting paid for. I made a note to revisit Dolores’ shenanigans at a later date, though, when I had some spare time.

For the moment, though, I turned my attention back to Oliver Crabtree. Never had any children, so no leads there. Only one sibling: a sister named Ruth Castle (1908-1997). She, at least, was in the system. Arrived in Afterlife three years ago. Time to do a little leg work. I grabbed a few archival images of Ruth at various ages and started snooping around.

One thing about the inhabitants of Afterlife, they tended to be nostalgic for the time periods when they were in their prime. It wasn’t a hard-and-fast rule, mind you. Take me, for example. I hung around the 1940s domain, even though that was two decades before I was born. Always had a soft spot for the 40s, though.

But most folks gravitated to domains reminiscent of when they were in their 20s or 30s. Oh, sure, after you’d been in Afterlife for a while, you’d start experimenting with new domains and avatars and such but, even then, you’d wander back home to your old stomping ground every so often. Ruth Castle hadn’t been in the system very long, so I gambled on her hanging out in her heyday domain. Born in 1908, she would’ve turned 20 in 1928. Flapper, yes sir, one of those. Time to take a trip to the Roaring Twenties domain.

The 1920s domain was a sight to behold. The lights, the jazz, the speakeasies, the roadsters... All the best aspects of the time (and, conveniently, none of the worst), permanently preserved at its carefree apex, just before the Crash. I adjusted my wardrobe to blend in and headed over.

It still amused me that I could move between domains in Afterlife as easily as I used to cross the street when I was alive. It was one thing to know, intellectually, that everything – your position, speed, size, shape, your very existence – was just data. It was another thing entirely to actually experience it.

I picked a likely dive at random and wandered in. The band was playing “If I Had You” – clarinet, piano and bass. Couldn’t tell if the band members were humans, drones, or a combination of the two. Sounded pretty sweet, either way. I ordered a Clover Club and paid for it with era-appropriate currency.

I showed the bartender images of Ruth, ranging from late teens to early 30s. “Seen anybody like this around the joint? Name’s Ruth.”

The bartender glanced at the pictures. “Who’s asking?”

I shrugged. “Just helping out a friend,” I said. “Trying to arrange a family reunion.” It wasn’t a lie, strictly speaking.

The bartender squinted at me for a few seconds, trying to figure out my angle. I tried to look as innocent as possible – not easy with my mug.

“Yeah, she hangs out here a lot,” he said. He didn’t seem too suspicious of me. Probably a low-grade drone, just smart enough to play the role of bartender for the human clientele.

I nodded. “Know where I can find her?”

He pointed his chin toward the door I’d just walked through. “You could try turning around. She just walked in. Must be your lucky day.”

“I don’t believe in luck, but thanks anyway,” I said, slipping him a few extra bills. I casually spun around on my bar stool and looked in the direction the bartender’s chin had indicated.

It was Ruth alright. She looked just like her images from age 20. All fringes and sequins and garters. I caught her eye and raised my glass. She countered with a raised eyebrow. I replied by gesturing to the empty bar stool beside me. She looked around, presumably scoping the place for any better options, then shrugged, and headed over.

I held out my hand. “Marlowe Steele.” Not my real name, but “Arnold Vanderveldt” didn’t sound like the sort of name you’d find in a trashy detective novel.

“Ruth Crabtree,” she said, shaking my hand and taking a seat. Reverted to her maiden name. Made sense; at this age she would’ve still been single. Besides, there’s that whole “til death do us part” loophole. I hadn’t checked to see if her husband had made it into the system yet. Probably didn’t matter.

“Pleased to meet you, Ruth,” I said. “What’s your poison?”

She turned to the bartender and said, “The usual, Sully. And put it on his tab.” She glanced at me and smiled.

“I suppose I’d better come clean, right up front,” I said. “I’ve been looking for you. Or, more to the point, your brother.”

That got a reaction out of her. “Ollie? Is everything alright? He isn’t in any trouble, is he?”

I took a sip of my drink. “I was hoping you could tell me.”

“My brother’s a good egg. Never caused anybody any trouble. Model citizen.” she said, picking up her Sidecar and taking a sip. “Why you looking for him?”

No point in lying. “His first wife, Agnes, hired me to track him down.”

Ruth made a face. “Oh, her. Never much liked her. Ollie loved her to pieces, though, so she must’ve had something going for her.”

I wasn’t expecting that. “Agnes sees things a bit differently.”

“Oh? What’s her beef with Ollie?” She took another sip.

“She didn’t say it in so many words, but my guess is she thinks Oliver put her on a deathtrap of an airplane to get rid of her,” I said, watching her face for any telltales.

On a scale of one to ten, a spit-take scores about eleven. “That bitch! Ollie didn’t put her on that plane. They won that trip in a sweepstakes.”

That caught me off guard. “Wait a minute. They were both supposed to be on that plane?”

Ruth nodded, downed the rest of her Sidecar, and signaled Sully for another. “Ollie was supposed to be on that flight with her. Sort of a second honeymoon. Y’know, rekindle things and all. He was devastated when she died. Moped around the house for ages.”

None of this was adding up the way I’d expected. “So, why wasn’t he on the flight?” I asked.

Ruth got this puzzled look on her face. “Strangest thing,” she said, “They were all set to go to the airport when he got a phone call from work. Taxi was waiting, so she went ahead. He was going to catch another cab once he got off the phone.”

“But he never made it,” I prompted.

“Oh, he caught a cab a few minutes later, alright,” she continued. “Way I heard it, he was halfway there when this girl steps off the curb, right in front of the cab. Driver swerves to avoid her, and plows right into a lamppost.”

I looked down at my empty glass, and signaled for a refill. “That’s a hell of a set of coincidences.”

Ruth nodded, then shook her head. “Yeah, but I know what you’re thinking. There’s no way Ollie could’ve set that up. Besides, he loved Agnes. He’d never’ve wanted to see her hurt, let alone dead. Not Ollie.”

Me, I could imagine old Ollie setting up a fake phone call and even paying someone to step in front of a cab. But, yeah, it was a real stretch. Then again...

“Yeah, you’re probably right. Just a string of bad luck,” I said. Then, figuring I was on a roll with Ruth, “So what about Oliver’s second wife? How did Gwen die?”

“Oh, Gwen. Poor little Gwen,” Ruth said, shaking her head.

I noticed her second drink was running low and signaled for another. They really seemed to be lubricating the conversation.

It’s funny. I knew the drinks weren’t real. I knew Ruth’s inebriation was just an algorithm built into her reconstructed persona. I knew I wasn’t really a hard-boiled detective sitting in a 1920s speakeasy. But, when you’re in the middle of it, it’s all so real. And, to be blunt, when you’re dead and Afterlife is the only reality you’ve got left, you just sort of go with the flow.

Well, technically, that wasn’t entirely true. It was possible to take a trip Outside. You could hire a synthetic body, have yourself downloaded into it, and interact with the real world. But that? That cost real money, the kind I didn’t have, the kind almost nobody had. Besides, there was nothing for me out there. Out there, I’d been a corpse for centuries. It wasn’t like I could hire a body and a time machine, and go visit my old time period. I mean, I could, but I’d need to be super-mega rich for that. Top one percent of the top one percent of the top etcetera. Nope, there was nothing for me Outside. In here, in Afterlife, I had it pretty good. Playing at being a detective, or whatever I wanted, really. Honestly, this case was a hell of a lot more interesting than anything I’d find out there.

“What about Gwen?” I pressed. “Another tragic accident?”

Ruth nodded. “Ollie had the worst luck in women. He’d finally, finally gotten over Agnes’ death, when he met Gwen. Twelve years, he’d mourned Agnes. No, I lie. Fourteen. Never even looked at another woman. Then Gwen just fell into his lap. Almost literally. Waitress at his favorite diner. He’d been going there for years; creature of habit. They met on her first day working there. Sweetest girl in the world, but clumsy? You wouldn’t believe! Dumped a Reuben and plate of fries all over Ollie.”

“Hell of a way to meet,” I noted.

“I’ll say!” Ruth laughed. “Oh, the manager was so mad, he fired her on the spot. Poor thing burst into tears and ran out. Ollie, of course, went after her. The old softy.”

“He would’ve been, what, fifty-four at the time?” I said. “And she was twenty-two?”

Ruth nodded, then shrugged. “May/December romance. Oh, some folks pegged her as a gold-digger. Ollie had a bit of money by then. But, no, she loved him to bits. Ollie was a kind man, Marlowe, and the one thing Gwen needed more than anything was kindness, poor thing.”

“She had a hard life, huh?” I prompted. I really wasn’t all that interested in how they met but didn’t want to derail Ruth’s train of thought. She was a goldmine of information and I figured we’d get to the circumstances of Gwen’s demise soon enough. Best to let her ramble on at her own speed.

“I heard stories,” Ruth said, shaking her head. “A string of bad choices, bad luck, bad men... I swear, at first, she didn’t know what to make of Ollie. He was so different from the bastards she’d been stuck with up until then. When she finally realized he was the real deal, she fell hard. Got married right away. And they were both so happy... right up until the accident.”

“Car crash, right?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Ruth said. “They’d only been married a few months. It was January, and the roads were icy. And, and, you won’t believe it but...”

“...this girl came out of nowhere and stepped right in front of the car,” I finished for her.

“BINGO! Of all the things!” Ruth practically shouted, slapping the bar. “Ollie swerved to avoid her, rolled the car. Terrible, just terrible.”

“Wait... Ollie was in the car?” I wasn’t expecting that. If Oliver was behind the deaths, he certainly wouldn’t’ve put himself at risk. Curiouser and curiouser.

Ruth nodded. “They both were. Both, plus a little. Gwen was pregnant at the time. Poor thing miscarried, bled out, died before the ambulance arrived.”

“Oh dear,” I said sympathetically. “But Oliver came out of it OK?”

“More or less,” Ruth said. “A broken arm and a few cracked ribs. But losing Gwen and the baby, that hurt him more than any broken bones.”

She leaned over and whispered. “But, between you and me, I don’t think the baby was his. Numbers just didn’t add up. Probably some lowlife she’d been dating before they met.”

“That would explain the quickie wedding,” I suggested.

“That’s what I figured too,” Ruth said. “Pretty sure Ollie knew, but he never said a word about it. He was determined to take care of her, and the baby, no matter what. He was devastated when she died.”

“I can imagine,” I said. “Losing two wives in tragic accidents. That must have hit him hard. But... Not to sound too indelicate, but it seems the main reason Agnes is suspicious, is that Oliver had a substantial life insurance policy taken out on her.”

“Oh, that,” Ruth replied, waving dismissively. “Ollie didn’t even want it. He set up a policy on himself, with Agnes as the beneficiary and ended up with two policies instead. Pushy insurance agent. Ollie never could say no to a hard sales pitch.”

Ruth stared off into the distance for a few beats, puzzling things out. She turned back to me. “Is that what all this is about? The insurance?” She shook her head and laughed bitterly. “Ollie didn’t need the insurance money. He had a good eye for investments. He was already doing OK when he met Agnes. Oh, sure, he put some of the money from the insurance payout into the market, and that definitely gave his finances a boost. But a lot of that money went into Agnes’ funeral. He loved that woman. No idea why, but he did. But, no, Ollie would’ve gotten by just fine without the insurance money. Maybe not quite as rich but he would’ve done OK.”

“You said he put the money into the market,” I noted. “Oliver had a knack for picking stocks?”

“Did he ever!” Ruth exclaimed. “He used to tell me the tips came to him in his dreams. He’d wake up in the morning and know exactly what to buy and sell. Not sure how much of that was true, but he never made a bad move when it came to the stock market.”

In his dreams, huh? That was a new one. If he didn’t really need the insurance from Agnes, he definitely didn’t need it from Gwen. None of this made any sense. At this point, I was pretty sure Agnes was barking up the wrong tree. Still, might as well pump Ruth for more info while I had her attention.

“What can you tell me about his third wife?” I asked.

Ruth blew a raspberry. “Dolores? Now there was a gold-digger. Went after poor old Ollie with everything she had.”

“Tenacious, hmm?” I prompted.

“I’ll say!” Ruth snorted. “Kept popping up wherever he was. Always ‘accidentally’ running into him. Every time he was out in public, she’d pop up out of nowhere. Poof, just like that!”

“Trying to force a ‘meet cute’?” I suggested.

“Exactly!” she exclaimed. “Trying to imitate Ollie and Gwen’s first encounter, I suppose. It worked, eventually. She got her hooks into him and never let go... at least until they got married. After that, she made herself scarce. Disappearing all the time. Hung around just enough to make sure she stayed in Ollie’s will.”

“Disappearing all the time?” I asked. “Where did she go?” Both of our glasses were empty by now, but I didn’t figure either of us needed another. Ruth had a differing opinion, and called for another.

Ruth shrugged. “Who knows? She’d disappear. Show up a few days later, no explanation. Ollie was old by then, so was I. I couldn’t exactly go sleuthing around after her, and Ollie didn’t seem to mind.” She sniffed. “She made sure she showed up at his bedside when he died, though. And the funeral. Oh, and at the reading of his will. She wouldn’t’ve missed that for the world.”

“How much did she inherit?” It sounded like Ruth and Oliver were fairly close. I found it hard to believe he left her with nothing.

“The whole shebang,” Ruth said. “Oh, I got a little. More than enough to keep me comfortable. I’m not complaining or anything. But that little gold-digger cleaned up. And all for a couple years of half-assed attention.”

“But she gave away a lot of it to charity, didn’t she?” Gold-digger or not, Dolores seemed to have done some good in the end. Hell, as near as I could figure, Dolores Crabtree was almost single-handedly responsible for what was now Afterlife. Without her, I doubted any of this would exist.

“Charity? Bah! All self-interest,” Ruth said. “She was always going on about living forever. Rumor is, she was the first person officially scanned in, once they got the bugs worked out of the system.”

Well well. “Still, that’s not such a bad thing, is it? Without her, we wouldn’t be here, sharing drinks, right?”

Ruth picked up her glass and regarded it for a moment. “Fair enough. But she bankrolled the project off Ollie’s fortune. I guess it just rubs me the wrong way, y’know?”

“Yeah, I can see how that...” I stopped myself short. “Wait... You said she was the first person scanned? I checked. Dolores Crabtree isn’t in the system.”

Ruth laughed bitterly. “You think she stays in the system? You think, with all the cash she has, she sticks around Afterlife all the time? She spends most of her time Outside, traipsing around in shiny, new synthetic bodies all the time. Going off to who knows where, who knows when. She can come and go as she pleases, and she does.”

“How do you know all this?” I asked. She didn’t seem like the sort who’d have an inside track on the top muckety-mucks.

She shrugged. “I hear things.” She downed another drink. I’d lost count somewhere around one-too-many.

“From Oliver,” I nudged.

Ruth nodded. “Dolores gets in touch with him now and then. Not sure why. She never struck me as the sentimental sort. Still, old habits die hard, I guess.”

“Ruth,” I ventured, “where can I find Oliver?” It never occurred to me until just then, to just come out and ask. Should’ve been my first question, but I was too busy playing detective.

She smiled, slumping a bit on the bar. “In Disco Town, most days. He always had a thing for the 1970s. Go figure. Try a club called Studio Polyester. Tacky as hell. Just his style. Sweetest man in the world, but he sure loved those leisure suits.”

I slid off my bar stool, and threw a wad of cash on the bar to cover the drinks, plus a generous tip. “Thank you, Ruth. You’ve been very helpful.”

“Any time,” she said. “Nice talking to you. We should do it again sometime. You’re kinda cute.”

“And you’ve had too much to drink,” I countered.

“I suspect those two facts aren’t completely unconnected,” she said, grinning unevenly at me.

I nodded and smiled back. “I suspect you’re right.” I left the bar and headed back to my office, messaging my client to meet me there.

Agnes was waiting for me. We sat down and I told her everything I knew. Well, nearly everything.

“So Oliver definitely didn’t kill me?” she asked. I couldn’t tell if she was more relieved or annoyed.

“Doesn’t look like it,” I replied. “Seems like it was just a series of dumb coincidences.”

“A lot of suspiciously convenient coincidences,” she pointed out, “especially when you take into account the circumstances surrounding Gwen’s death.”

“Yeah,” I said, “that bothers me too.”

“So, you think someone else did kill me?” she asked.

“Can’t say,” I replied. That wasn’t a lie, strictly speaking. “All I can say is, it wasn’t Oliver.”

Agnes sighed. “Well, I guess I owe him an apology. I doubt he knows I blamed him for my death but, all the same...” she trailed off. “You said he spends his time in some place called Disco Town?”

I nodded. “Seems he has a soft spot for the 1970s.”

“That’s a few years after my time,” Agnes pointed out. “What can I expect? Good music?”

“Like nothing you’ve ever heard before,” I said. Again, not strictly a lie.

She stood up and opened her clutch. “What do I owe you?”

I did a quick mental calculation: time spent, drinks bought, the exchange rate between 1940s and 1920s... “Call it even,” I replied.

She nodded. “Thank you for your assistance, Mister Steele. Well... I’m off to see my former husband, who I haven’t spoken to in weeks, and who hasn’t spoken to me in decades, and who’s been married twice since. This should be... interesting. Wish me luck.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I lied. They had a gap in life experience that spanned over a hundred years. I doubted they could just pick up where they left off. Awkward reunions like this happened all the time in Afterlife. “Fine” wasn’t a descriptive word that came up a lot.

She paused as she opened the office door. “One thing... It’s probably nothing... That story about Oliver getting stock tips in his dreams? Every so often, I’d wake up and... I know it sounds silly, but I swear I saw a woman standing over Oliver, whispering to him. I always assumed it was some sort of weird dream.”

I shrugged. “I guess we’ll never know.”

She nodded. “I guess not. Thanks again.” She closed the door behind him.

I was still musing about Agnes’ “dreams”, when I was rudely interrupted by a young woman materializing in the middle of my office. She was impeccably dressed in a white business suit, styled to fit in with the 1940s theme of this domain. What caught my eye, though, was the gold hourglass brooch on her jacket. That indicated she was official Afterlife personnel. Damn. Should’ve realized.

“Most people knock first,” I said.

She calmly walked towards my desk, took a seat in the guest chair, and folded her hands in her lap. “I’m not ‘most people’, Mister Vanderveldt. But I suppose you’ve guessed that already. I also assume you were expecting a visit from me.”

I leaned back in my chair, trying not to look terrified. “To be honest, Ms. Crabtree, I was expecting you to send some lackeys or goons or whatever it is you use to intimidate folks who start snooping around.”

“I like to handle these sorts of things personally,” she said. “It’s not like I don’t have the time, after all.”

“Yeah, sounds like you have a knack for time management,” I replied.

She laughed at my horrible pun. “You could say that.” She paused, and looked me in the eyes. “I didn’t kill anyone, you know. In fact, I saved Oliver’s life. Twice.”

I made a non-committal gesture. “While conveniently not saving his wife’s life. Twice.”

She sighed. “The plane was going to crash, no matter what. And the car accident? If I hadn’t caused that, they would’ve stalled on a railway crossing a mile down the road and both been killed. In each case, I saved a life.”

I’d wondered what the deal with the car accident had been. At least that made more sense now. Cause one accident to prevent a worse one. “In both cases, you could’ve saved two lives,” I pointed out.

“It was important that Oliver be single when we finally met,” she said simply. “I didn’t kill those women. I just didn’t intervene in their deaths. There’s a difference.”

It occurred to me that, for someone with unrestricted time-travel capability, full access to the Outside, and virtual unlimited free time, there really wasn’t a difference. I didn’t say that out loud, though. I’m not stupid. Well, at least not that stupid.

“Was it also important that Oliver be filthy rich by the time you met him?” I asked. “Agnes caught you whispering stock tips to him at night, you know.”

Dolores laughed. “Oh, it wasn’t anything as crude as that. I used a neural imprinter to insert the stock tips into his dreams. The imprinter was designed for post-trauma therapy, but I repurposed it for my own use. The ‘whispering’ Agnes heard must have been cognitive spill-over. She and Oliver slept very close together.”

I briefly wondered what other uses one of those neural imprinters might have. Say, causing an eighty-three year old billionaire to fall for a complete stranger, for example.

“I don’t get it. You had all these resources at your disposal, and all you did was mess around with this guy’s life so you could marry him and inherit a fortune. Seems like a pretty convoluted way to get rich,” I noted.

She gave me an exasperated look. “It’s much more ‘convoluted’ than you can possibly imagine. I ran billions of simulations, looking for the best way to bootstrap Afterlife. This solution came out on top. Maximum probability of success, with minimal damage to the timeline.”
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