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Chapter 1

Knowing exactly what the electrical wires were for didn’t make this any less unsettling. The two women continued to attach them to each other’s forehead. They stood staring modestly at each other, alone in the expansive, sterile lab, each with the final four wires in their hands. “Yeah, I know,” Kristin said and sighed. “On our chests.” In the three hectic months since she came to work on Marlene’s project, they’d become friends, but not close enough to partially undress in front of each other without a second thought. Kristin repeated to herself this was for science.

“I’ll take my blouse off, and you take yours off,” Marlene said.

Kristin couldn’t stop chuckling as she unbuttoned her blouse. Good thing she’d worn one of her nicer bras today. “The last time I heard that was in eighth grade, fifteen years ago.” In one hand she separated the heart monitor wires from the lung monitor wires, slipping a finger between them, while her other hand grabbed the last four sticky electrodes she needed. Might as well get it done as quickly as possible. She applied electrodes and wires to plenty of women’s chests in her career, just never to a fellow colleague.

Marlene readied her wires and electrodes. “So, did you? Take off yours and he took off his?”

Kristin’s face grew warm. “Yes.” She stuck her four electrodes on Marlene’s chest, then Marlene did the same to her. The wires followed. “Eric was on the football team and his chest was more developed than mine at the time.”

“Then you came out ahead in that deal.”

She smiled, but she knew that wasn’t true. Eric was just another creep interested in anything he could turn into an overrated boast at the next football practice. The first boy to see her chest was never interested in seeing it again.

Marlene studied the row of monitors. “Readings are normal. We’re all set.”

Kristin nodded, and the two sat in the padded, reclining chairs, their legs extended at a ninety-degree angle to each other. They slipped on the snug headgear which would read their brains’ electrical fields and secured them tight. Kristin gripped the armrests and leaned back.

Marlene typed away on an electronic tablet propped upright on her lap. She sighed deeply. “If this works, the next thing you’ll see is…you. You can still back out.”

“No. We’re doing this. I know our calculations are correct. This’ll work. No side effects, no risk.”

Kristin stared at Marlene as she typed more commands. Management’s objections were scientific, not ethical. The women didn’t have any way of conclusively proving they successfully switched the conscious minds of two animals in any of their previous experiments. But that rabbit did display suspiciously frog-like behavior, and the dog walked around much like a cat. Without similar vocal cords, throats and muscles, the dog couldn’t meow and the cat couldn’t bark, and neither one could say, Hey, yeah, you two just switched our conscious minds.

The only sure proof would be through human testing, which the administration, after a month’s careful consideration, said no. Kristin and Marlene knew the process was safe. The human test subjects would be each other. Neither of them said it, but in case they turned out to be wrong, they wouldn’t risk anyone else’s health and sanity.

But really, it should be safe.

Equipment hummed, devices clicked, and several monitors beeped harmoniously. Other than this, nothing happened. Marlene went over how the complexity of human thought required the transfer of exponentially greater amounts of bio-electrical data, and not only would this take longer, but it used more processing power from the corporation’s mainframe supercomputer. Calculating how much longer the process would take for them was more trouble than it was worth. Either it would work or it wouldn’t. They would know in seconds—a few minutes tops.

Those minutes dragged.

Consciousness began to slip away from Kristin. Was she becoming bored? Her eyes closed, but when a buzz built in her head, she opened her eyes again. Marlene, still to her right, appeared to be fine, sitting as still as Kristin, waiting.

Kristin’s ears rang, and the piercing ringing made her close her eyes again. Her head swirled, her stomach flipped, and her mouth quickly went dry. When she looked again, Marlene was a blur.

To her left.

As Kristin’s eyes refocused, she was staring at…herself. “Oh, shit, it worked.” Her hand flew over her mouth. She spoke with Marlene’s squeaky voice and the sensation made her giggle. Her abdomen—Marlene’s abdomen—felt bloated. Oh, no, she’s about to get her period. It wasn’t fair. Kristin finished her own period five days ago.

Marlene-in-Kristin was giggling as well. “It worked,” she whispered. They took off their headgear.

“What now?” They didn’t get that far in their planning. “Okay, so it worked. Do we switch consciousness’s back now?”

“I think the first order of business is what we speculated about weeks ago. Does the quantum entanglement effect, which allows the consciousness transfer between our minds, also make us capable of reading each other’s thoughts?”

“Okay, read my mind.” Kristin-in-Marlene summoned a powerful image—her standing naked in front of Louis Huff and he just as naked as she. She envisioned him with a long and thick erection—all speculation because she had enough trouble finding the courage to talk to him. And based on her very limited experience, she was probably being generous for Louis, a man of average height and build. But if Marlene-in-Kristin could recognize any thought as not her own, this should be the one.

She watched her Kristin body shrug. “You’re thinking of—tacos? Race cars? New shoes?”

Kristin-Marlene chuckled. Her head buzzed, but there wasn’t anything else. “Not even close, and I can’t sense anything about you. So, I guess we can surmise the quantum entanglement does not give us a conscious, telepathic link.”

“We can see how long this lasts without initiating the reversal. We can also try walking around. I always wanted to be two inches taller, and now thanks to your body, I am.”

“What if someone comes up to us and asks us anything?”

“Geez, we wing it,” Marlene-Kristin said. “Between the two of us, we have well more than three hundred IQ points. If we can’t pull this off for a few minutes, then why are we in this research complex in the first place?”

Kristin-Marlene took a deep breath. Neither of them excelled in the social arts in normal circumstances, but how many people at Ultimate Dynamics did? Ultimate Dynamics’ employees were the brains, the nerds, the geeks and the socially awkward dweebs. “Okay, but only for a few minutes and we stay together.”

Marlene-Kristin nodded and carefully stood, pulling off the wires and sticky electrodes. Kristin-Marlene did as well. Marlene wore a skirt and pantyhose today. The change in sensation from her loose slacks was abrupt and startling. At least the two inches in height was about the only difference in physical characteristics between them. Moving around in Marlene’s body should be an easy adjustment. Kristin-Marlene reached for her own blouse and began to slip it on. “Just down the hall. Nothing else.” She stopped buttoning the blouse. “Whoops.”

Marlene-Kristin was buttoning her blouse. “Oh, yeah. Wrong blouses. Otherwise, people will think we’re clothes-swapping at the lab.” They exchanged blouses, so each body wore the blouse it came into work with.

With a check of the readings during the transfer to make sure everything indicated the process had gone within parameters, the two grabbed their security badges and unlocked the isolation doors to the central area, walked through the outer lab and exited another secure door into the main hallway.

Outside their lab, it was more colorful. Whereas the lab was white and black, with the odd gray units here and there, the hallway was alive with numerous colors—tan floor, muted blue and yellow walls, as well as colorful signs for directions and locations.

The pair walked wordlessly along. Kristin-Marlene dreaded moving too far from their lab. “What if something starts to go wrong?”

“Like what? We switch minds back? How can that be wrong?” Marlene-Kristin hushed her as they passed two other employees of Ultimate Dynamics. Kristin-Marlene smiled and nodded, afraid to talk in Marlene’s squeaky voice.

Then came a cold wave of dread. Frank Weinberg approached them. Kristin and Frank were good friends, at least at work. Would he spot anything different about them?

“Drs. Conte and Arango, good morning,” the thirty-something man with perpetually disheveled hair and boyish face said. He looked at Marlene-Kristin. “Are we still on for lunch?”

Marlene-Kristin stammered nonsense. She didn’t know last week Kristin had agreed to eat lunch with Frank in the cafeteria tomorrow. Kristin-Marlene jumped in. “Yes. Yes, we are. I mean, yes you two are. She is. Yes.”

Frank looked uncomfortably from one to the other. “Rrriiight.” He continued on his way.

The two mind-switched women proceeded to a major junction in the hallway and stopped.

“We may be overlooking that most everyone here has a stratospheric IQ,” Kristin-Marlene muttered. “This is too risky. No one can know what we did. The administrators specifically turned down our request for human testing. Being fired is the least horrible scenario if we’re found out.”

“Look, everyone’s busy in their own labs. Encountering Frank was a coincidence. I want to see how distance affects the quantum entanglement on the complexity of human consciousness.”

“Shit, no. You mean you want us to walk in opposite directions. Go off on our own.”

Marlene-Kristin nodded. “We meet back in the lab in five minutes. What could go wrong? Sheesh, go to the restroom for five minutes for all I care, but the more distance we separate ourselves, the better for our research.”

Kristin-Marlene tried to run her fingers through her hair as she did when she was nervous, but Marlene’s curly locks provided too much resistance. “Fine. Five minutes.” Kristin-Marlene glanced at her wrist, only to see she had no wristwatch on.

Marlene-Kristin studied the slim, gold watch on Kristin’s arm, then gestured at a clock further down the hallway. Its hands pointed to ten-twenty-two. “You can use those. Someone would probably notice if I gave you your own watch. Five minutes then. Let’s go.” The two women walked away in opposite directions along the second hallway, perpendicular to their lab.

Kristin-Marlene counted the seconds off in her head as she strolled along, trying to keep her breathing calm and praying she ran into nobody. At the next clock she encountered, she finished counting off three hundred sixty seconds. The clock showed only a minute and a half passed.

“Hello, Dr. Conte,” came a soft, hesitant voice behind her. “Um, Dr. Conte?”

Oh, yeah, I’m Dr. Conte now. Kristin-Marlene looked to see who it was. She recognized Dr. Nancy Rouleau, someone Kristin rarely interacted with. The woman stood waiting for some kind of acknowledgement. Kristin-Marlene hoped it was nothing more than a greeting in passing. “Hi, Nancy.”

Nancy smiled timidly, her eyes continually glancing down. “Um, hi. You never address me as Nancy.” She appeared pleased with the change.

Kristin-Marlene prayed she wasn’t making a new friend for Marlene. “Why not? We don’t need to be so formal, do we?”

“I’m sorry about the administrators not approving your human testing. That must be rough.”

News traveled fast at Ultimate Dynamics. She contained her nervousness over how they got around the administrator’s refusal. No one else could know. The plan was, they would try harder for the approval once they secretly knew the process worked. “We’ll go back to them once we figure out what else they’d like to hear in order to get an approval.”

“Good. Good for you.”

Kristin-Marlene couldn’t believe how mousy the woman was. Even she could teach her a thing or two, and that was saying something. Nancy had to be smart to work here, so where was her confidence? “Look, you’re in sleep research, correct?”

Nancy perked up at the recognition. “Yes. By myself, but it’s fun. I don’t mind being on my own.”

“Dr. Conte?”

“I’ll stop by your lab sometime,” Kristin-Marlene said. “You can update me on your sleep research.”

“Dr. Conte!”

“That’d be nice,” Nancy said softly. Her hand weakly gestured behind Kristin-Marlene. “Mr. Huff is calling you.”

Kristin-Marlene tensed. Someone else wanted her? Mr. Huff? She turned her head. No, not Louis. Not now. Her mouth went dry and her breathing rate increased. All of the times she wished she could talk with him as Kristin and seldom got the chance, now here he was, calling for her. Well, not her. For Marlene.

“Well, okay, I’ll see you another time then,” Nancy said softly, walking away.

“Yeah, okay,” Kristin-Marlene said, watching Louis approach.

Louis gave her a wide, warm smile, the kind she wished he gave Kristin. Why did Marlene merit such a greeting? Because she was the lead researcher in the cognitive division? “I was afraid I wasn’t going to get your attention, Dr. Conte. I have some more information for you regarding the mainframe calculation allocation. Could you come with me?”

Oh, shit. What was he referring to? If Information Technology flagged the percentage of the mainframe processors she and Marlene used minutes ago during their electrical-chemical entanglement, how could she explain it? Any substantial usage would be a red flag, and it would tip off the administrators the two went behind their backs. Kristin-Marlene hesitated as Louis headed down the hallway. Could not going with him make matters worse? He paused, smiled more and waved her to catch up. She had to appear unsuspicious, and that meant going along with him. Her legs felt like jelly, but she caught up.
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