

  Afterimage

  In 2035, researchers developed a method for transferring selected memories from simulated futures into living people. The imported memories became known as afterimages, and the transfer procedure as overlay. Recipients knew that the events had occurred only inside a model, but retained them much like ordinary memories, including acquired skills, attachments, fears and habits. Early programs used afterimages to let people remember the consequences of a decision before making it.




  Contents

  
      	Splice — Mumbai

      	Quorum — Brussels

      	Overlay — Boston

      	Encore — Lagos

      	Probate — Singapore

  




  Story 01

  Splice

  Mumbai, 2035

Vasant Kadam had taken a sleep cabin on the Western Line because he was due at a lift inspection before seven. He woke before Dadar with the train moving beneath him, rain covering the windows, and a memory of watching his oldest friend die on Thursday night.

It was Tuesday. Thursday was thirty-six hours away.

In the memory, Vasant stood in a service shaft beneath an unfinished tower in Bandra Kurla Complex, the business district everybody called BKC. Water reached his knees. Imran lay against a pump housing with blood across his shirt. Vasant held a pistol in his right hand and a lift brake lever in his left while a woman called Saira told him to close the railway bypass or she would shoot Sarita too. He remembered the sound of the counterweight after he chose, and the pressure of the brake linkage closing on his hand.

An afterimage was supposed to arrive with its source intact. The recipient could remember a modelled future in detail, but would also know its date, branch number and audit signature, and would know that none of it had yet happened to the body carrying the memory. Vasant's import had all of those safeguards. Its signature said WESTERN CONCORDANCE AUTHORITY.

He had never agreed to receive it.

Vasant sat upright, struck his forehead on the lid of the cabin and felt a tender puncture behind his left ear. The other five men in the compartment stirred and complained. He knew enough about the Authority to know that it did not install memories of robberies in sleeping commuters.

He pushed out of the cabin and called the emergency number printed in the source tag. The automated service recognized the signature but found no appointment under his identity. It told him not to use anything he remembered and to wait for an investigator. At Dadar, Vasant saw two men in railway rain capes waiting near the end of the platform. One touched the area behind his own ear when he noticed Vasant looking.

Vasant turned toward the maintenance gate. His hand reached under the card reader before he had decided what to do. His forefinger found a manual catch hidden behind a rubber skirt. He pressed twice, lifted, and the gate opened.

He had serviced readers made by the same company, but he had never known that catch was there.

The second man began walking faster. Vasant ran.

The afterimage supplied the station as it would look on Thursday: a closed pharmacy, scaffolding beside platform five, a locked parcel lift. It was Tuesday. The pharmacy was open. The scaffolding had not gone up. The parcel lift stood unlocked with a laundry trolley inside.

He entered it, opened his tool roll on the floor and found the triangular service key in its cut foam recess. Every tool he owned had a place he had shaped with a knife. If one was missing, the grey outline showed him what to look for.

The two men reached the grille as he turned the key. One pushed a hand through. Vasant caught his wrist with the grille and folded it down in a movement he had never practiced. The man screamed. Vasant let go, closed the gate and sent the lift to the street.

By the time it reached the bottom, the movement belonged to Tuesday as well as Thursday.

He called Dr Mira Shah.

“Do not ask me over the phone,” she said.

“I have an import.”

“Then especially do not ask me over the phone.”

She gave him an address above a dental surgery in Parel and told him to bring nobody. When he arrived, his wife was already there.

Sarita sat in a plastic chair with a red accounting pencil tucked through her hair. She had drawn circles around three numbers on the clinic's fire certificate. Mira stood at a desk sorting blue pen caps into a steel tray.

“You said bring nobody,” Vasant said.

“I called her,” Mira replied. “You are both registered to the same unauthorized branch.”

Sarita looked at the wet shoulder of his shirt, then at his right hand. “Did you hurt anyone at the station?”

“Not badly.”

“In mine, you kill Imran.”

Vasant sat down.

Mira's rooms had once belonged to an orthodontist. The reclining chair remained, but its lamp now carried a source reader and a rack of fine induction needles. Mira put a blue plastic cap against the puncture behind Vasant's ear. A number appeared on the wall.

“The signature is genuine,” she said. “The memory is not.”

“Those words do not go together,” Sarita said.

“They should not.”

Mira explained a splice. A legal afterimage came from a coherent model. A city, a workplace or a person was allowed to develop through a bounded future, and selected neural changes were translated into a living recipient. The simulation might be wrong, but somebody inside it had at least lived the remembered sequence.

A splice was cheaper. Its maker joined useful pieces from unrelated runs and signed them as one future. Skill from one branch, fear from another, a face from a third. The result could train a hand or fix a decision without paying to model a world in which all the pieces fit.

“Confidence is easier to manufacture than history,” Mira said. “Usually they sell these to gamblers and private security.”

Sarita removed the pencil from her hair. “Why us?”

Mira put their branch manifests side by side. Vasant's contained lift controls, a service route, a gun drill and Imran's death. Sarita's contained payroll access, the same route from a different entrance and four months after the robbery. In her memory Vasant had money, a missing right hand and no patience for questions. Imran had vanished. Sarita had found a payment to his mother and decided Vasant had killed him.

“You remember deciding that?” Vasant asked.

“I remember being certain.”

“Was I there when you decided?”

“You had left.”

Mira turned over a third manifest. “Imran Qureshi received one at 5:12 this morning.”

Vasant called him. Imran answered on the second ring and said, “I was waiting for you to stop being dead.”

He came twenty minutes later carrying a bag of sliced guava. He salted every piece until the pink flesh was almost white. In his afterimage he had operated three municipal pumps beneath the BKC tower during a cyclonic surge. He remembered Vasant pulling him from the water after the robbery. He did not remember being shot.

He also remembered being told to close the railway bypass if water reached the Authority vault. In the present, that bypass protected the Bandra approach to the Western Line.

“No pump operator would close it in that weather,” he said. “The vault would have to flood.”

“Then yours is better,” Vasant said.

“Mine ends first.”

Sarita spread the three manifests across the old dental tray. Each had gaps where the maker had removed proprietary source details. The timing marks did not match. Sarita circled them in red.

“This event takes eleven minutes in mine,” she said. “Four in Vasant's. The lift cannot make that trip in four.”

“Express mode,” Vasant said.

“Then Imran's pump sequence starts before either of you arrives.”

Imran ate another piece of guava. “Perhaps I am punctual in the future.”

The clinic door opened downstairs.

Mira looked at the security feed. The two men from Dadar entered the shuttered surgery. One held his injured wrist against his chest. A third woman followed them. She carried a steel tiffin.

“Can you remove these now?” Sarita asked.

“A clean separation takes six hours under sedation,” Mira said. “That was before he used the station gate and the parcel lift. Those memories now share a retrieval path with things he did today.”

“Can you make us forget enough to be useless?” Imran asked.

“If I begin cutting under pressure, I can make you forget enough to be anybody.”

The woman downstairs looked directly into the camera.

“Open the door, Doctor,” she said through the intercom. “The rain is becoming unreasonable.”

Mira swore once and let her in.

Saira D'Souza was sixty, small and dry beneath a clear raincoat. People called her Auntie because refusing sounded childish. She put the tiffin on Mira's desk, opened it and peeled a boiled egg while the men waited by the door.

“You have all had an unpleasant morning,” she said. “I apologize for the railway.”

The man with the injured wrist stared at Vasant.

“He does not accept,” Saira continued, “but he will.”

Sarita held up a manifest. “You signed a splice with an Authority credential.”

“A contractor test key,” Saira said. “It expires on Friday.”

The permanent root occupied a shielded room below the BKC Concordance Exchange. It held the region's signing module and the live ledger that matched every legal afterimage to its audited model. A disaster-recovery cradle could receive a sealed copy of the signing state and enroll itself as a replacement, but only through an on-site maintenance bus after the lift controller put the vault into service mode. The module never touched a public network.

Saira had a portable recovery cradle. If she enrolled it, memories assembled from any collection of model runs would pass at clinics, courts and employers as audited futures. Revoking the copy would require the Authority to replace every credential in western India. She could sell splices for years before the records were trusted again.

Vasant had installed that controller two years earlier.

Imran's pumps kept the same lower levels dry.

Sarita had audited the contractor that paid the guards.

Mira could test the first signature from the cradle before Saira carried it away.

Saira had not chosen them because one future predicted a successful crew. She had assembled the crew and then given each member a memory of success.

“There are two teams,” Sarita said.

Saira ate half the egg. “Of course.”

“You gave them different routes.”

“There is one storm window,” Saira said. “One crew can fail.”

“You gave us different betrayals.”

“Each crew remembers the other one betraying it. If both arrive, one removes the other and I leave with fewer witnesses.”

Vasant remembered holding a pistol. The motor habit waited in his wrist, available and calm.

“No,” he said.

Saira nodded toward the rain. “At six this evening the low over the Arabian Sea will be upgraded. The construction floors will empty. At nine, municipal access closes and police come from the other side of the flood zone. At midnight, water enters the service road. Your Mr Qureshi keeps B4 open. You put the vault into service mode. Mrs Kadam identifies the guard credential with maintenance access. The doctor tells me whether the copy works. If we go now, nobody needs to discover whether the rest of your memories are accurate.”

“And if we stay?” Sarita asked.

“The other team has your names and less complete instructions.”

Mira said, “You cannot make the branch true by threatening everyone into it.”

Saira finished the egg and put the shell into the empty half. “Doctor, that is the only way any plan becomes true.”

One of the men by the door opened his coat.

Saira's men stood between them and the stairs. The other crew had their names and remembered them as saboteurs. Going with Saira was not agreement, but it kept the four of them together.

They left for BKC.

• • •

The rain reached the bottom of the van doors before they reached the unfinished tower.

Saira's men had taken their phones. Sarita kept the red pencil. Imran carried his guava because nobody had searched the food bag. Mira came because Saira needed somebody who could confirm that the recovery cradle had enrolled. She also knew what Saira's induction equipment could do to the three recipients if nobody clinical remained in the room.

The tower rose out of a construction site surrounded by brown water and blue hoarding. Only the service core had power. An external lift climbed its concrete face, its work lights passing floor after floor of darkness.

Inside, the first body lay beside the security desk.

Vasant recognized the man without having met him. In his afterimage the man had opened the south gate and demanded more money. Here he had been shot through the throat. His pass still hung from his neck.

Saira took it and kept walking.

Sarita read the number on the pass. It belonged to the duplicate payroll identity she had found during the guard audit, the only one billed for extended maintenance access.

“That is the one,” she said.

The lower service lift had a deep car built for electrical cabinets. Vasant opened its controller. His hands knew a yellow jumper that did not exist. The present controller used a black loop secured by two screws.

“Wrong branch?” Sarita asked.

“Wrong revision.”

He rebuilt the remembered bypass from the actual circuit, used his triangular key to put the vault into service mode and returned the key to its foam recess. The car descended.

At level B4, the doors opened on moving water. Imran stepped out first and listened to the pumps. He could identify each one by bearing noise. Pump two had not started. He walked to its panel without looking at the signs.

He reset the stalled pump. Its vibration came through the flooded floor.

“You remember this room?” Vasant asked.

“I remember a newer one.” Imran pointed to an empty concrete pad. “There was a fourth pump there.”

The Authority vault occupied the opposite side of the lift shaft. A narrow inspection gallery crossed behind the counterweight and led to a sealed optical cabinet. Saira's other team had reached it from the south stair. Two men stood at the cabinet with a drill. A woman knelt beside the portable recovery cradle.

They turned when Saira entered.

For a moment everybody remembered some version of everybody else. The woman beside the cradle recognized Vasant as the mechanic who had abandoned her crew below the flood line.

The woman by the cradle shot first. Saira's injured man fell into the water. Mira pulled Sarita behind the pump housing. Vasant dropped beside the controller as bullets struck the lift doors.

Imran did not move. He stared at the flood gauges.

“The railway bypass is open,” he said.

Saira fired twice across the gallery. The other woman went down. One of the drill men ran into the south stair.

“Close it,” Saira told Imran.

He shook his head. “The water goes to the Bandra railway approach if I close it.”

“The vault floods if you do not.”

“Then the vault floods.”

Saira raised her pistol.

Vasant was already moving because the afterimage had put him there many times. In the remembered future he reached Saira before she fired. In the present, the water slowed his first step.

She shot Imran once under the ribs.

He sat down against pump two. His guava bag floated away from him, open, the white salt dissolving into the water.

Sarita made a sound Vasant had heard only in her branch.

Saira turned the gun toward her. “Where is the live bus?”

Sarita looked once at Vasant's open controller. Then she took the red pencil from her sleeve and pointed across the shaft. “You cannot copy the root from there.”

Saira glanced at the optical cabinet.

“Both memories put your cradle on that side,” Sarita said. “Both assume the inspection gallery is continuous. It is not. The drawing was amended after Vasant's controller was installed.”

Vasant understood. The manual hatch beneath the counterweight had not existed in any source run because Sarita's audit had recorded the amendment as a cost code, not a plan. Behind it ran the maintenance bus from the sealed signing module to the recovery port.

Saira understood a second later.

She climbed onto the gallery. Vasant opened the lift controller and removed his triangular key from the foam tray. The emergency brake release sat behind a steel jaw. To hold it open, a mechanic had to keep one hand inside while turning the inspection drive with the other.

In his afterimage, he used a yellow jumper and kept both hands.

Here there was no jumper.

Sarita saw where he had placed his right hand. “Vasant.”

He hummed the first line of the old film song. Four seconds. That was the normal dwell time. At the last word, he turned the drive.

The empty lift car rose. The counterweight came down the shaft toward Saira.

She stepped through the hatch and reached for the bus. The gallery light caught the counterweight above her. She fired at Vasant. The bullet struck the controller door.

Vasant kept turning the inspection drive. The counterweight struck Saira and carried her through the optical cabinet. When the live bus broke in a sheet of white light, the controller kicked out of his left hand and the brake jaw closed across his right wrist. Water reached the exposed conductors. The recovery cradle burned. Every light below B3 went out.

Vasant did not hear Saira hit the bottom. He heard Sarita calling his name and Imran asking somebody to keep pump two running.

Mira found the manual brake release by touch. Sarita held Vasant above the rising water while Mira freed what remained of his hand. By the time they reached Imran, he was no longer asking about the pump.

They left him there until the fire crew came because moving him would not make him less dead.

• • •

No usable copy of the root survived. Saira's recovery cradle burned with the optical cabinet.

The cold archive in Pune restored the concordance ledger after nine days. During the gap, clinics could read old provenance records but could not prove which live entries had been altered before the bus failed. Legal overlays stopped across western India. Counterfeit sellers used the confusion. So did people trying to escape contracts signed by remembered versions of themselves.

The BKC tower lost three electrical levels and eighteen months of construction. The railway stayed open through the storm.

Saira's body was recovered from the buffer pit. Imran's family buried him in Kurla. The official account called him a contractor because the Authority had no category for a pump operator kidnapped by a memory of work he had not done.

Mira offered to remove what she still could from Vasant and Sarita. Sarita refused first.

“I want to know which suspicions are mine,” she said. “I do not want them chosen for me again.”

Vasant could no longer separate the lift sequence from Tuesday. He remembered Imran dying two ways, one in a future that had not occurred and one in front of him. Removing the first would not restore the friend who had eaten salted guava in the dental chair.

His right hand was amputated at the wrist.

Four months later he returned to inspections. He had reshaped the foam in his tool roll so he could fasten probes into his left palm. The recess for his large adjustable spanner remained empty. He had not yet learned to use it one-handed and had not been willing to cut the outline away.

Sarita drove him to his first job. She checked the lift certificate while he listened to the door close.

He hummed the first line of the old song. The doors met on the last word.

“Four seconds,” he said.

Sarita circled the number in red and handed the form back.




  Story 02

  Quorum

  Brussels, 2035

Anouk De Smet was checking interpretation channels in booth twelve of the Europa building when a man's voice entered her headphones and said, “Lantern blue, service five.” The same words followed in French, Polish and Greek. Different people spoke each version, all of them breathing as if they were running.

The emergency session had not started. Anouk wrote the phrase on her paper list of transcript errors and tapped the channel switch twice before asking the technician whether a training file had entered the live feed. She kept the list because automated minutes changed similar words at the worst times. Isolation became insulation. Grid-forming became grief forming.

“Overlay calibration,” the technician said. “You should have silence.”

“I have four languages and a blue lantern.”

He muted the channel. Anouk left the phrase on her list and returned to checking microphones. On the floor below, twenty-seven energy ministers were preparing for an emergency meeting on the North Sea power grid.

The crisis had begun with two circuit breakers under the North Sea opening without an order. One cut power between Belgium and Britain. The other disconnected a Norwegian supply line while it was carrying enough electricity to serve Hamburg. Operators restored both. An hour later, a converter in Rotterdam accepted a maintenance command signed by a contractor who denied sending it.

The shared grid could absorb one false command. It could not absorb a sequence timed to move power back and forth until converter stations protected themselves by disconnecting. If enough links dropped, national grids would divide under load. Hospitals had generators. Flood pumps, rail power and refrigerated distribution had less time.

The Council had reduced its choices to three plans.

Cut would isolate national systems before the intruder could use the links.

Hold would keep the grid connected and absorb local failures through shared reserves.

Trace would leave selected links active, watch the commands move and isolate the source.

Nobody knew which cost less because nobody knew whether the commands came from malware, a contractor, a state service or a failure in the new predictive maintenance system. The Council commissioned forty-eight-hour models of all three plans. The models contained the grids, governments, weather, markets and enough human decision-making to reach the end of the crisis.

The output was not a forecast on a screen. Ministers and technical deputies would receive afterimages of having lived through one branch. Each recipient would know that the memory came from a model, but would retain its technical experience, personal loyalties and fear. Three full imports were unsafe, so each delegation divided them among its members. The recipients would compare what they remembered and choose a plan before midnight.

Anouk was not supposed to receive anything. The models had used her interpretation channels, voice and corrections to simulate the meeting, and the booth carried neural calibration equipment for interpreters who had consented to appear in the run. When the routing fault opened all three source feeds at once, small pieces crossed into Anouk's language drill before the technician shut it down.

She remembered saying Lantern blue, service five while smoke filled the Council corridor.

She remembered translating the names of people who had died in Rotterdam.

She remembered a Polish voice accusing Sofia Markou of selling an access phrase to the grid contractor.

Each fragment carried a source tag. None had happened to her body. She could still retrieve their words, fear and physical sequence as memory.

The technician offered to send her to medical.

“After the session,” Anouk said.

She had interpreted eleven hours of preliminary meetings and knew which minister said resilience when he meant domestic coal, which said sovereignty when she meant a French software licence, and which simply meant resilience. Nobody else in the relief pool had that file in their head.

At ten, the ministers entered the chamber.

Élodie Martin, the Council chair, had received Hold. She removed the paper sleeve from her coffee cup, rolled it tightly and placed it inside three others in front of her. In Hold, she remembered keeping Europe connected through two days of attacks. She also remembered a hospital train arriving in Rotterdam with patients transferred from a flooded district.

Tomasz Zieliński of Poland had received Trace. He carried sugared almonds in an old medicine tin and ate one whenever somebody asked him to accept an assumption without a number. In his branch, selective links revealed that access phrases had passed through a Greek contractor. He remembered confronting Sofia after technicians found her private messages.

Sofia Markou had received Cut. She wrote the time beside every promise in her notes. In her branch, Tomasz ordered a cross-border shutdown six minutes early. An island ferry terminal lost backup power during an evacuation, and forty-one people died in the crush that followed.

They had all attended the same overlay briefing. The director repeated its central warning before debate began.

“Branch accusations are model outputs, not intelligence. A remembered confession was produced by simulated evidence. A remembered betrayal may reflect an assumption that is false in the present. You may use procedural skill and observed consequences. Do not treat another recipient as responsible for acts in an afterimage.”

Sofia wrote 10:07 beside the warning.

Tomasz ate an almond.

For the first hour, the system worked as intended. Cut recipients described how quickly national reserves failed. Hold recipients supplied routes for moving power around damaged stations. Trace recipients remembered which commands exposed the intrusion. Technical deputies corrected details that had diverged from present weather and demand.

The discussion was sharper than an ordinary meeting. It was also personal in ways nobody acknowledged. A Dutch minister would not take coffee from the aide he remembered leaking a briefing. A Spanish deputy thanked a German engineer for sheltering his family during a blackout that had not occurred. Élodie avoided looking at the empty visitor chair where Hold placed a dead colleague.

At 11:34, the first live alarm sounded.

A converter outside Gdańsk had accepted a command to increase flow while a linked station reduced it. Operators cancelled both, but the signature matched the maintenance system. The same sequence appeared at Rotterdam.

Trace recipients stood up. They remembered this timing.

Cut recipients said they did too.

Élodie ordered everybody to remain in the chamber while grid control verified the commands. Tomasz remembered that in Trace, the chamber became inaccessible four minutes after the alarm. He collected his papers and went to the north service door.

“Minister, sit down,” Élodie said.

“The secure console is on level five.”

“The console is not assigned to your delegation.”

“It will be when the control room loses its channel.”

Sofia rose. “In Cut, you use that console to close the Greek link.”

“In Trace, your contractor opens it.”

Anouk rendered both statements into English. They sounded more definite there than in either speaker's own language.

Tomasz reached the service door. Its panel requested a code he had never learned in the present.

He said, “Lantern blue, service five.”

The panel unlocked.

For one second nobody moved.

The contractor had adopted a planned emergency code three weeks early. The model knew because its systems file included the future change. Tomasz knew because he remembered using it. The opened door proved no treason. It proved that a detail from the branch could operate present equipment.

Lieutenant Jan Verbeeck came through from the other side with two security officers. Jan spoke French to his superiors and Dutch when frightened. Anouk had learned this during evacuation drills. He gave his first command in French.

“Hands where I can see them.”

Tomasz turned. Jan saw an unauthorized door, an active grid attack and a man his present orders did not permit in the corridor. He drew his pistol.

Sofia remembered this. In Cut, Jan shot Élodie after the chair tried to stop an arrest. Sofia crossed the space between them and caught his wrist.

Tomasz remembered Sofia taking a weapon from Belgian security before the contractor attack. He reached the same arm from the other side.

Jan shouted in Dutch.

The pistol fired between the three of them.

Sofia stepped back. She looked down at the dark mark spreading beneath the white collar of her blouse. Tomasz caught her before she struck the table.

Anouk removed her headset because the room had become louder without microphones. A doctor from the Greek delegation pressed both hands against Sofia's upper chest. Jan kicked the pistol away and stared at the door as if somebody else might enter.

Nobody did.

Sofia died on the chamber floor at 11:41. The last time in her notebook was 11:38, beside Élodie's promise that no national isolation order would be issued without a vote.

• • •

The building's security system responded to the gunshot while the doctor was still pressing his hands against Sofia's chest.

Security doors closed. Elevators returned to the ground floor and locked. The Council network marked the chamber as compromised. Grid authority passed to two secure consoles on level five, one for coordinated load and one for emergency national separation.

Hold recipients remembered reaching the first console through the west stair. Cut recipients remembered the second through the service corridor Tomasz had opened. Trace recipients remembered that both routes were monitored by the intruder.

They formed three groups without holding a meeting.

Élodie took Hold west. Four ministers and six technical deputies followed. A French deputy carried Sofia's notebook because it contained the current Greek reserve figures.

The Danish and Czech ministers led Cut through the service corridor. They had present authority to sign national separation orders if two other delegations joined them.

Tomasz remained beside Sofia until Jan's officers pulled him away. Then the Trace memories supplied an image of the Gdańsk converter burning while ministers argued upstairs. He broke from the officer, used a fire door remembered from the branch and ran toward the network room.

Anouk stayed in booth twelve because every group still needed language.

Her console showed thirty-four active channels. Ministers shouted access codes. Grid operators asked which commands were current. Security tried to isolate the building and cut its own audio. Beneath the speech, three high-bandwidth calibration channels remained open. They carried the afterimage packages, their manifests and the spoken tracks used during overlay.

Outside the building, the grid began obeying everyone.

Belgium reduced export under a Cut instruction. France increased it under Hold. A Polish operator kept a selected link open to trace the signature. Power moved toward the Netherlands, reversed, then moved east. Converter protections began counting thermal stress.

Élodie reached the Hold console first. The future access sequence worked because she had used it in the model, but the present system asked for a second signer. In Hold, Sofia had provided it.

Cut found its console with three ministers and no Greek reserve figures. The French deputy had carried the notebook west.

Trace reached the network room through Tomasz. The door accepted him because he was a current minister, not because the model had chosen him. He began comparing command times and found a sequence that did not exist in his branch.

“The intruder changed,” he said.

Anouk translated.

“Or there was never one,” the Dutch operator replied. “Predictive maintenance is issuing corrective commands against the emergency commands.”

“That is not in Trace.”

“Nothing happening now is in Trace.”

Anouk sent the statement through twenty-four languages. It was the first useful one since Sofia fell.

Anouk opened the three calibration manifests on her screen. Cut assumed national separation at 12:05. Hold assumed no shooting in Brussels. Trace assumed the contractor code remained unused until Friday. None contained the present sequence because recipients had already changed it.

Grid control needed those differences. The files were classified. The secure audio plant could reach every national control room, while the press pool received only a delayed public mix.

Anouk had current authority to route interpretation, not neural data. She also remembered, from one of the fragments that should never have reached her, how the Hold technicians bypassed a failed language server. The bypass joined raw conference channels to every destination long enough for operators to select their own feed.

She used it.

Cut, Hold and Trace entered the control rooms at once. Their manifests followed. So did Sofia's accusation against Tomasz, Tomasz's memory of Sofia's betrayal, private promises, source lists and forty-eight hours of military and civil response. Anouk intended the operator group. The bypass also reached the press pool before she could close it.

Newsrooms copied the packages.

Grid operators saw what the ministers had not. Each branch contained part of the live fault, but none contained the same cause. A maintenance predictor had begun countermanding emergency moves because its load model treated them as equipment errors. The unknown signed commands were real, but the system's corrections had multiplied them.

The operators made a fourth plan.

They kept five North Sea links open, separated three national regions by hand and disabled predictive maintenance without waiting for the vendor. Rotterdam lost two converter transformers. A station outside Gdańsk burned through its valve hall and would remain offline for a year. Parts of Belgium and the Netherlands lost power for seven hours. The continental cascade stopped at 14:26.

No afterimage remembered that outcome.

• • •

Sofia's death remained the only death inside the Europa building. The grid failures killed eleven people in hospitals and traffic systems, fewer than any modelled branch and eleven more than a clean success.

The leaked files made a clean account impossible.

Within a week, three governments fell over promises their ministers remembered making but had never made. Grid contractors lost security clearances because branch models had treated them as compromised. Tomasz was charged with manslaughter, though every recording showed three people reaching the same weapon under three incompatible memories.

The neural packages spread beyond newsrooms. Veterans' groups installed Cut to understand the deaths they believed isolation had prevented. Political organizers distributed Hold as proof that shared infrastructure could survive attack. Thrill sellers stripped Trace down to pursuit, weapons drills and forty-eight hours of being necessary.

Six months later, more than two million people carried some fragment of the crisis. They knew the source tags. They knew Sofia had not betrayed Tomasz and Tomasz had not ordered the ferry shutdown. Some still woke grieving people alive in another country. Others remembered serving beside strangers and traveled to meet them. Cut, Hold and Trace became voting blocs, support groups, dating filters and three competing histories of a war that had never happened.

The Council banned afterimages from emergency sessions. It could not recall the memories already integrated into strikes, elections, marriages and military training.

Anouk returned to interpretation. At the first energy meeting after the shooting, she found the paper list still in booth twelve. Lantern blue, service five remained in her handwriting between grid-forming and grief forming.

Tomasz appeared by secure video from Brussels. He had been released pending trial. In Hold, Anouk remembered translating his acquittal. In Trace, she remembered his sentence. Tomasz carried memories of her dying during the grid failure and did not look directly into her camera.

The chair gave him the floor.

Anouk tapped the channel switch twice and translated the words he spoke in the present.




  Story 03

  Overlay

  Boston, 2035

At 8:03 on Monday morning, 31,842 people reported late for jobs they had never held.

By nine, the civic registry at Boston City Hall had received its first request for a divorce between two people who were not married. At ten twenty, a man tried to renew a restaurant licence for a dining room that existed only in his memory. He had brought a folder of menus, tax totals and staff rotas reconstructed from memory. Three former employees had signed the rotas.

Lena Sayegh gave him a temporary case number and asked him to sit near the ficus. Beneath her counter she kept three pairs of plain shoes for wedding guests who arrived in heels they could not walk in.

“The restaurant failed in Fen,” he said.

“I understand.”

“It did very well in Harbor.”

“Which licence are you trying to renew?”

He looked down at the papers. “I don’t know. I miss the place.”

Lena found a form for proposed businesses and helped him register the name. It did not give him a restaurant, but it prevented somebody else from taking one part of it while the city worked out what the rest was.

The next people at her counter were Evie Ward and Arun Patel. In the present they had been dating for four months. Under Harbor they remembered a six-year marriage, a bad final Christmas and an efficient divorce. Under Fen they had never met.

“We would like the divorce recognized,” Evie said.

“There is no marriage to dissolve.”

“We remember the mediation.”

“Did you transfer property?”

“Not here.”

“Do you have children?”

“Not here.”

“Did either of you marry someone else?”

Arun considered this. “Not here.”

Lena turned her screen so they could see the empty civil record. Evie read it twice. Arun folded their unused application into quarters, then unfolded it and smoothed it against the counter. Lena let them sit there until a clerk brought tea.

For the first two hours of the morning, Lena had been grateful for the counter between her and everyone else. A counter gave each problem a side. The man with the restaurant stood there; his restaurant did not. Evie and Arun sat here; their divorce belonged somewhere else. Lena could work with that.

Her own memories were less orderly. She knew exactly how Tom looked while asleep, although she had never seen him asleep. She knew which of Priya’s shoulders tightened before an argument. When she tried to recall Sunday evening, before overlay, she found it intact but crowded by two later lives. She could still tell which events had happened to her body. That did not determine which ones she missed.

At eleven, the waiting-room clerk messaged to say that Tom and Priya had both arrived. Lena asked her to keep them outside for ten minutes. Then she finished Evie and Arun’s case, drank half a cup of cold tea and began explaining to herself how the city had reached Monday morning.

The explanation began with Logan Airport.

After three storm closures in five years, Massachusetts had moved Logan’s remaining flights to rail-linked terminals in Worcester and Providence. The airport left nearly ten square kilometres of runways, terminals and service roads on filled land at the edge of Boston Harbor. The city had spent six years choosing between two plans for it. Harbor would cover the runways with apartments and workshops. It promised eighty thousand homes, new Blue Line branches and enough cheap industrial space to bring several trades back into the city. Fen would break up the runways, cut tidal channels through the fill and turn most of the site into salt marsh. It would take pressure off the surge barriers protecting East Boston and Chelsea and restore a stopping place for migrating birds.

The plans could not be combined as proposed. The ground beneath Harbor’s buildings was the same ground Fen needed for water.

The polls remained tied, so the Boston City Council commissioned two world-model runs. Each calculated twelve years of its city, including weather, construction, prices and the interactions among its registered voters. It did not run every private second. It advanced each modelled brain through consequential events and filled ordinary intervals from the person’s established habits. At the end, the resulting citizens were briefly instantiated and asked whether the city should have made the choice that produced them. Their answers were called aftervotes.

Harbor passed its aftervote. Fen passed too.

The models were not mistaken. Harbor residents knew about the floods and crowded schools. They still valued the homes, work and neighborhoods they had built. Fen residents knew about the rents and long journeys. They still valued the safety and the open land.

The council then approved overlay. Instead of letting simulated citizens decide for them, present-day voters would receive the memories of their Harbor and Fen versions. The remembered future installed in a living voter was called an afterimage. With an afterimage, the living could cast aftervotes of their own.

The procedure began with the neural scan already used to build each modelled citizen. The model did not store twelve years as a film. It stored the changing brain that had lived them. During overlay, a sleep crown translated those changes back into the present brain. It replayed selected episodes through the hippocampus, strengthened motor patterns during induced dreams and rebuilt associations around names, places and habits. Twelve years had to be compressed, so people received important days, frequently repeated actions and enough ordinary material for the mind to reconstruct the intervals. Each afterimage carried source tags. Lena never confused a Harbor breakfast with one she had physically eaten, but hunger, affection and embarrassment did not become weaker because she knew their source.

Overlay did not create three alternating personalities. It left one present person drawing on one past and two tagged afterimages. The tags allowed clinics to target an afterimage, but removal could not restore Sunday’s mind exactly. As soon as somebody used a remembered skill, resumed a remembered friendship or reconsidered an old belief, the new associations belonged to the present too. During the first week, fifty-one thousand people removed one afterimage and eight thousand removed both. Most kept them, delayed the decision or refused to regard twelve remembered years as a medical side effect.

Earlier trials had tried importing only the final judgment. The recipients could repeat their future answer but could not explain it, and within days most reverted to the preference they had held before the procedure. The judgment persisted only when the memories that supported it came too. That was why Boston had overlaid both lives.

On Sunday, 404,000 adults went to bed with one past apiece. On Monday, they woke with three.

Lena remembered marrying Tom Arlen in Harbor. He repaired lifts in the new towers and played the cello badly at union dinners. She remembered the blue bowl they broke during their first serious argument, the way he peeled oranges with a teaspoon and the scar on his thigh from a cable housing.

She also remembered marrying Priya Nwosu in Fen. Priya had designed the south channel, slept with her socks on and bought cookbooks without cooking from them. Their marriage lasted eight years. The remembered divorce was friendly until they divided the cookbooks neither of them used.

In the present, Lena was single. She knew Tom from safety inspections and Priya from planning meetings. She had never kissed either of them.

Both were waiting outside her office.

• • •

Tom came in carrying a borrowed cello.

Lena knew the case. In Harbor he bought it after his first promotion and carried it on the Blue Line between his knees. In the present it belonged to a public school in Dorchester.

“They gave me until four,” he said. “I told them I could play.”

“Can you?”

“I think so. I don’t remember learning.”

He sat in the chair Evie had vacated and played part of a Bach suite. Lena had heard him practise it hundreds of times in Harbor, usually from another room. He still rushed the same passage. When he stopped, both of them were embarrassed.

Lena collected used sheet music, especially copies marked by impatient teachers. In Harbor, she had bought Tom the score he used and erased somebody else’s fingering from the second page. The school copy on his stand had different pencil marks. Her memory kept expecting his thumb to follow instructions that were not there.

“I remember you being worse,” Lena said.

“I worked at it.”

“You haven’t worked at it.”

“I know.”

Tom’s Fen memories were less useful. In that future he left Boston after Logan’s closure eliminated his firm’s maintenance contract. He settled in Springfield and married a woman named Mae. He remembered nine years with her.

“I found her in the citizen index,” he said. “She’s seventy-two and lives above a pharmacy.”

“Are you going to call?”

“I already did. In this life I complained about her bins once. She offered me tea.”

Mae had been kind, but she was not the woman from his memory. That woman had been assembled from a real stranger and a future that no longer existed.

Tom wound the cello’s endpin in and out while he spoke. Lena remembered asking him to stop doing that in Harbor. She did not ask now.

“She told me to keep playing,” Tom said.

“Will you?”

He looked at the school’s battered case. “I have a shift at noon.”

Lena knew he would eventually leave lift work in Harbor. She also knew he would regret leaving in Fen. He still had to decide whether to go to his noon shift.

Priya came in as Tom was carrying the cello out. She stood aside to let him pass, then set two rolled drainage plans and a bag of dry socks on Lena’s desk.

“I thought seeing you would make this less awkward,” she said.

“Has it?”

“No. Can we start with work?”

Priya worked for the Boston Water and Sewer Commission. Before overlay, she had been assigned to review Harbor’s drains. Her Fen version had spent twelve years designing the wetland that made Harbor unnecessary. She now knew where Harbor’s culverts would back up, which foundations would crack and how much water would enter the eastern workshops during the kind of storm the official plan called unlikely.

“You can make Harbor safer,” Lena said.

“Yes.”

“But you still support Fen.”

“Yes.”

“Are you giving them the corrections?”

Priya handed her one of the rolls. The Harbor drainage office was printed on the label.

“I’m going there now.”

She had spent the morning drawing improvements to the future she did not want. If Harbor won, people would live above those drains. Refusing to help would not preserve Fen. It would leave basements full of water.

The decision was familiar from Fen. Priya would make the work safer before resuming the argument about whether it should exist.

Priya took the dry socks from her bag and changed them under the desk. Then she collected the plans and asked Lena to send her the registry’s latest list of occupied basements. They did not discuss the marriage.

• • •

Lena returned that evening to the flat she had occupied for six real years. Nothing in it came from Harbor or Fen. Even so, she reached once for a light switch from Priya’s house and opened a cupboard expecting Tom’s orange peeler. The source tags corrected her before she touched the wall or shelf. They did not prevent the expectation.

She ate standing at the kitchen counter and worked through the registry queue from home. Every case contained the same mismatch in a different form. People had acquired memories precise enough to guide a hand, alter an appetite or revive an old resentment. The city had acquired no matching buildings, salaries, marriages or graves.

By Wednesday, the city had begun putting overlay skills to work. It had made almost no progress with the relationships.

Hospitals tested overlay nurses and put the qualified ones on supervised shifts. The nurses possessed real skills, including techniques their present instructors had not yet taught. Their seniority claims were denied. They responded by forming a union with a founding date twelve years in the future.

The city orchestra called an emergency rehearsal. Half its players remembered Harbor under conductor Elisa Brandt. The other half remembered Fen under Kojo Mensah. Brandt currently taught music to nine-year-olds. Mensah repaired violins and had never conducted anything larger than a quartet.

Brandt conducted the Harbor programme before lunch and Mensah took the Fen pieces afterward. The musicians knew both sets, but they brought in phrasing and tempo from whichever future they remembered most strongly. They stopped often and scheduled another rehearsal.

Lena attended the first public concert with Tom. He had returned the school cello and rented one with a split seam. During Mensah’s half he followed the score on his knees and marked several passages differently from the Harbor copy he remembered.

Afterward, he signed up for an audition.

“You know both versions went badly,” Lena said.

“I remember.”

“You’re auditioning anyway?”

“I’d like to try.”

At the registry, the restaurant owner found an empty shop with a kitchen. Several former Harbor employees volunteered to help him open it. Two remembered quitting and declined. The menu included a stew invented during Fen food shortages and a Harbor pastry nobody could reproduce because its flour supplier did not exist.

Evie and Arun returned on Thursday. They no longer wanted a divorce. They wanted the registry to record that their remembered divorce had occurred, so it could be considered if they married later.

“Considered by whom?” Lena asked.

“Us,” Arun said.

“You already remember it.”

“Then by whoever we become.”

Lena created an optional statement attached to their records. It had no legal force. Evie read it twice before signing.

The city adopted Lena’s temporary rule: overlay could establish knowledge and competence, but not by itself create a marriage, debt, birth, death or ownership claim.

The first hard case involved the east pumping station. In Fen, an electrician named Marta Ruiz had maintained it for ten years. In the present she worked at a cinema and lacked the formal licence required to enter the station. During Friday’s high tide, one gate reported itself closed while remaining open. Marta remembered that its sensor cable chafed where it crossed the cabinet hinge.

The Water and Sewer Commission let her in.

Marta found the fault and prevented a street from flooding. Then the licensing board fined the office for employing her.

Lena’s rule had recognized competence. It had not explained who was responsible when experience came from a job no one had actually assigned.

Each new exception made the next one harder. The registry began printing its temporary rulings on yellow paper so nobody would mistake them for settled law. By the second week, every desk was buried in yellow.

• • •

The binding referendum was scheduled for the end of the month.

The Election Department could print a ballot, but it could not certify the result under Boston’s aftervote ordinance. Before casting an aftervote on a project this large, each voter was required to have exactly one authenticated afterimage. Most voters still had two. Fifty-one thousand had one, and eight thousand had none. The ordinance contained no provision for any of those groups except the middle one.

The council proposed giving every voter exactly one afterimage. People who still had both would lose whichever conflicted more with their pre-Sunday scan. Those who had removed both would receive the closer one again. The council argued that this was neutral because it favored continuity with the existing person rather than either plan. Patient groups from Harbor and Fen both sought injunctions, each arguing that the procedure erased years they now regarded as their own.

The medical office modelled the procedure. Afterward, the Harbor population approved keeping its Harbor afterimage. The Fen population approved keeping its Fen afterimage.

The council called this evidence that the removal was acceptable.

To hold the referendum, the registry had to certify that every person on the rolls remained the voter who enrolled. Lena’s director asked her to sign.

“I can’t,” she said.

“Continuity medicine says they remain the same legal people.”

“Then they are the same people now, with both memories.”

“They consent in the model.”

“After one set has been removed.”

Her director rubbed his eyes. He remembered supporting Harbor and Fen. He also remembered retiring in both futures and had spent the week arguing with payroll about two pensions he did not yet want.

“If you refuse,” he said, “the election board will suspend you and certify through another office.”

“Probably.”

“The flood contracts are waiting on the vote. So are the housing bonds.”

“I know.”

“Do you have another procedure?”

“No.”

He gave her the form again. Lena left the signature line empty.

The election board suspended her that afternoon. Her access stopped while she was registering a death, and another clerk had to finish the certificate.

The state records office accepted the election file, then found that its registrar would have to certify identities her staff had never examined. She refused too. The board’s legal appeal took four days.

For four days the city had no valid roll and no lawful route to either plan.

On the second day, Priya sent Lena a visitor code for Logan. Lena almost refused. Then she remembered two places that occupied the same ground and wanted to see what was there now.

There was a cracked runway, a closed terminal and grass pushing through paint. Harbor memory supplied towers, delivery bays and the rattle of workshops. Fen memory put cold water over Lena’s shoes and a line of reeds against the fence. The source tags kept both recollections separate from the empty airfield in front of her.

Priya had brought the Harbor and Fen engineers together in a baggage shed. They covered the concrete floor with survey plans and argued with the ease of colleagues who remembered twelve years of one another’s mistakes. Tom was there on behalf of the lift union. In Harbor he had serviced the residential towers; in Fen he had watched the city lose the same maintenance jobs.

A Fen engineer drew two tidal channels across the northern runway. The Harbor team objected that the western channel cut through six housing blocks and the fabrication court. Priya narrowed it, lost a third of the storage, and asked which blocks could move. Tom pointed to the three towers whose evacuation lifts had failed most often in Harbor. A transit planner moved the Blue Line yard inland and discovered that the new alignment crossed an active bus garage.

Nothing on the floor satisfied either plan. By evening they had thirty-four thousand homes instead of eighty thousand, about two thirds of Fen’s flood storage, and a cost estimate neither funding team accepted.

Their proposal was named Patch because no department wanted its own name on it.

The written proposal cost more than either original plan and displaced a bus depot used by six routes. The bird groups opposed the northern lighting. The housing groups opposed the southern reeds. Workshop tenants objected to evacuation stairs designed around water that might arrive once in thirty years.

Nobody had lived there.

The City Council considered running an aftervote. The motion failed. If Patch worked at all, its residents would spend twelve years finding reasons to remain there, just as Harbor and Fen residents had. The council did not need a third set of memories to demonstrate that again.

The council suspended the single-afterimage requirement for one election. Lena’s suspension was lifted so the registry could certify the original electorate without removing either memory. The referendum offered Harbor, Fen and Patch.

Patch won by 413 votes.

Lena and Priya voted for Fen. Tom voted for Patch.

Work began the following spring.

• • •

Construction did not end the argument.

During the first year, Harbor supporters pointed at the apartments that had not been built. Fen supporters did the same with every flood and missing reed bed. The new bus depot required two changes and an apology from the transport office. The restaurant near the registry succeeded, although the owner replaced the impossible pastry with one his present baker invented.

Priya accepted a position supervising the channels. She remained convinced Fen was better. Tom passed his audition and reduced his lift shifts rather than leaving them. Mae attended his first concert and complained that he had never fixed the light above her stairs.

Lena met Tom most Wednesdays to practise. She saw Priya at inspections and sometimes for dinner. The remembered marriages did not resume. They also did not fade into the ordinary category of things that had never happened.

A year after the referendum, Evie and Arun appeared with a wedding booking.

“Are you sure?” Lena asked.

“No,” Evie said.

Arun nodded. “We checked separately.”

The ceremony was held three weeks later. Evie’s heel broke outside the room, so Lena gave her a pair of emergency shoes from beneath the desk. They were half a size too large. Arun had forgotten to invite witnesses. Lena found two clerks from licensing, one of whom remembered refusing him a Harbor restaurant permit and disliked him for reasons nobody could confirm.

They used the standard vows. Evie laughed in the wrong place. Arun touched the certificate before the ink dried and left a black thumbprint across his surname.

Lena printed another copy. This time she put it out of reach until the ink was dry.




  Story 04

  Encore

  Lagos, 2035

At half past nine, while guests were still finding their tables at a wedding in Surulere, Tunde Sanni began improvising over the chord he used to test the hall piano. The melody was eight bars old when the guests nearest the stage started singing along.

Kemi Adeyemi heard the singing spread through her headphones. By the time it reached the back of the hall, nearly two hundred people knew the rise at the end of the second line, where to clap, and where the band should leave one beat empty before the chorus returned. Tunde had never played the melody before. The band knew less of the song than the audience did.

Kemi lowered the vocal microphones and listened through her headphones. The guests disagreed about the words. One side of the room sang leave the light on. The other sang leave while the light's on. A group near the drinks table had no words at all and held a bright vowel over the band's change.

Tunde stopped with both hands resting on the keys. He wore a cream jacket selected by the bride's mother and kept his throat lozenges in a black camera-film tube that had outlived every camera in his family.

“Is this yours?” Amaka asked from behind the drums.

“Apparently.”

He tried the chorus the crowd expected. His first chord was wrong. People laughed with the forgiving confidence of an audience waiting for the performer to catch up.

Kemi had worked promotional shows where subscribers received an afterimage of hearing a future hit. A music company would model an artist's career, select a few memories from the simulated audience and install those memories in present-day listeners. The usual package gave a person thirty seconds of recognition and a clear receipt showing where the memory came from. It did not normally teach a whole wedding hall the shape of a song that the musician had not written.

Kemi walked onto the stage and told him to play the wedding set they had rehearsed. He nodded, waited for the room to settle and began a familiar highlife medley. The guests danced. Twenty minutes later they asked for the other song again.

After the bride and groom left, Kemi checked the venue network and found thirty-seven matching afterimage receipts. Crown Harbour, a music financier, had released the first batch at 2:10 that morning to advance-music subscribers likely to attend the wedding. The package named Tunde Sanni as the recording artist and “Open Hand” as the song. Its source date was 2041.

Tunde read the receipt twice.

“I have never called a song that.”

“You applied to Crown Harbour last year,” Kemi said.

“They rejected me.”

“They ran you again.”

The company had modelled twelve years of his career under three distribution plans, then imported selected memories from the people who heard him in those futures. The recipients had not been given a recording. They had been given recognition of the melody, expectation of the rhythm, and some of the personal history around it. Each person knew the source was a model, but still remembered where they had stood, who had stood beside them and what they had done when “Open Hand” began.

Tunde looked across the emptying hall. A woman was trying to persuade her husband that they had once heard the song during a flood evacuation. The husband remembered it at a transport strike. Neither event had happened.

“Do I get paid for this?” Tunde asked.

“Your projected contract paid an advance.”

“He is not here.”

“Your voice is.”

“My voice has appeared on bootlegs before. It has never made them mine.”

Kemi began packing. She separated her cables by length before coiling them. Manufacturers printed ten metres on anything from nine point four to ten point two, so she measured each new cable herself and wrote the actual length on cloth tape near both connectors. The hall returned one of her twelve-metre lines tangled with its own. She untied them rather than cutting either one.

By the time they reached the car park, videos of the chorus were moving through Lagos, and recipients were finding one another in the comments. They had brought back three versions of the song and three versions of the city around it: the transport-strike branch called itself Torch, the flood branch became Tide, and the branch that remembered an outdoor service after a deadly heat wave chose Choir. Crown Harbour had deliberately released three batches to test which context produced the strongest attachment. It used one campaign code so all three would build interest in the same projected song, and had not expected the recipients to find one another before the comparison ended.

“They want us to choose for them,” Amaka said.

She tapped each remembered rhythm on the metal door of the van. Amaka studied accounting during the week and counted disputed claims on her fingers while her feet kept time. Torch placed the missing beat before the chorus. Tide used it between two bus dispatch calls. Choir did not leave silence at all. It held the note until a first-aid team answered.

Tunde put a lozenge into his mouth and watched strangers argue about which future he belonged to.

• • •

By Monday morning, eighteen thousand people had afterimages of “Open Hand,” and they did not limit themselves to singing it. Bisi Cole, who dispatched buses from Oshodi, had acquired nine years of a job she already knew and one week of an evacuation she did not. She remembered water crossing Ikorodu Road, the mobile network failing and drivers using two notes from the chorus to announce a full bus; when she heard those notes from a conductor at 8:20 on a hot, clear morning, she sent twelve buses toward high ground.

Eight drivers obeyed because they remembered the order, while four trusted the people who did. Commuters found the stops empty and, by noon, three Tide depots had copied the route plan. The buses carried no evacuees, but they found a broken water main near Maryland and moved two hundred people away from a road that collapsed twenty minutes later.

Torch recipients went to the state broadcaster, where they recognized stewards they had not yet met and argued about which gate management had opened during a strike in 2039. Nobody had called a strike, yet six hundred people arrived with food and battery lamps. Choir, meanwhile, opened five church halls as cooling stations on a day no hotter than the season required; its volunteers filled freezers with water sachets, arranged cots and wrote missing names on boards, including people alive at work and children not yet born.

Crown Harbour issued a statement asking recipients not to enact contextual material. Torch printed the statement on placards. Tide used the blank reverse side for bus assignments. Choir read it aloud before evening prayers and then continued stacking water.

The company called Tunde at Kemi's workshop.

Kemi rented the back of a former printing shop under the flyover in Yaba. Half the room held speakers waiting for parts. The other half was clear enough for a band if nobody objected to the smell of solder. Tunde put the call on the main monitors.

Zainab Bello spoke for Crown Harbour. She had directed a church choir before moving into production and marked every contract where a singer would need breath if forced to read it aloud.

“We have booked Freedom Park for Friday,” she said. “You will perform the canonical arrangement. Once there is an actual master, we can recall the inconsistent packages.”

“You want me to write it by Friday?” Tunde asked.

“The melodic information is already in the recipient set.”

“Then ask them.”

“We are asking you because all three branches identify you as the artist.”

Kemi had extracted the non-musical associations from three volunteer scans and now played them through a monitor as plain time-coded descriptions. Torch carried a hand signal for a trusted marshal; Tide carried the two-note bus call and routes through streets that did not flood in the other branches; Choir carried a sustained pitch used to find medical stations when public address systems failed.

“These are not liner notes,” Kemi said. “You gave them operations.”

“We gave them the memories that made the song durable.”

“That is the problem.”

Zainab paused. “The problem is already outside your workshop. A controlled performance gives everybody the same event.”

Thousands of recipients had already announced that they were coming to Freedom Park whether Tunde appeared or not. If he stayed away, Crown Harbour would play the synthetic arrangement under his name and call it the song's first performance. Tunde agreed to go because one real event was better than letting the company supply another remembered one, and because Kemi believed a live band could keep the three groups in contact if their plans collided.

She was not wrong about the need. Tunde had spent the weekend trying to write “Open Hand.” Every line arrived after an audience in his head had already judged it. He could make the Torch chorus sound inevitable and hear Tide rejecting it. He could use Choir's held note and remember thousands of people waiting for medical supplies.

Amaka played the three patterns until she found a pulse beneath all of them.

“This stays,” she said.

“It cannot all stay,” Tunde replied.

“I said this.”

Kemi replayed the wedding recording. Beneath the crowd, Tunde tried the wrong chord and recovered. It was the only performance that had happened. Everything else was memory of a possible one.

They agreed to play Freedom Park. Tunde refused Crown Harbour's contract. Kemi refused its wireless stage plan and began measuring every route from the stage to the park gates.

“They can cut your power,” Zainab told her.

“They can cut theirs too.”

Kemi rented two diesel generators and ran a copper program line to the old prison-yard speakers. She gave Bisi a feed point beside the bus stand because Tide drivers had already decided the concert was an evacuation exercise. Amaka recruited drummers from all three groups and told each one to learn the other patterns. Tunde wrote two verses. He left the bridge blank.

Outside the workshop, Torch and Tide argued over whether the concert should end at the broadcaster or the lagoon. Choir printed maps to its cooling stations. Crown Harbour advertised a single historic first performance.

Every group believed the advert referred to the event it remembered.

• • •

Freedom Park filled before the gates officially opened.

Torch arrived in orange headcloths it remembered from the strike. Tide painted route numbers on sleeves. Choir wore white and brought first-aid boxes. Many people belonged to none of them and came because eighteen thousand strangers had been talking about the same nonexistent song for a week.

People greeted future friends with present caution. They apologized for arguments the other person did not remember. A man from Torch found the woman he remembered marrying in 2040. She belonged to Tide and remembered him as a conductor who always missed the first bus. They stood together for several minutes, laughed once, and went to different sections of the park.

Kemi checked each line. The stage left run measured twenty-eight point six metres. Crown Harbour's plan called it thirty. She replaced it with her twenty-nine metre cable and tied the extra length under the riser.

Zainab arrived with company security and a sealed playback unit.

“If the crowd diverges, we play the master,” she said.

“There is no master.”

“There is a stable synthetic rendering.”

“That is not the same word.”

Zainab looked toward the gates. Torch was using its remembered marshal signs to redirect late arrivals away from a police barrier. Tide had moved three buses beside the south wall. Choir had opened a treatment point in the shade.

“At this point,” Zainab said, “I will accept a song everybody can leave alive.”

Tunde came onstage before sunset. He wore a plain dark shirt and carried the film tube in his pocket. The first verse held because nobody remembered it. People listened.

At the chorus, the three futures entered at once.

Torch began early and pushed toward the eastern gate. Tide answered with the bus call. Choir held its note across the change. Tunde tried to lead them back and lost his line.

At the same moment, the public screens outside the broadcaster switched to an orange hand. Torch recipients inside the station had used access habits remembered from the strike. Police at Freedom Park received the alert and ordered the venue mesh shut down.

The jammer silenced phones, payment readers, ticket gates and Crown Harbour's wireless monitors, while also cutting dispatch around Lagos Island. Buses stopped receiving routes, and thousands of people outside the park began walking toward the only event they could still hear.

Zainab opened the sealed playback unit. Its internal battery drove the synthetic “Open Hand” into the company speakers. The version was smooth, complete and wrong to nearly everyone present.

People booed. Torch surged toward the stage. Security lowered the east gate. Tide saw a closed route it remembered from the flood and began moving toward the buses. Choir heard the held medical note from three parts of the crowd and opened lanes that led in different directions.

Kemi pulled Crown Harbour out of the mix.

Her wired microphones still worked. So did the prison-yard speakers and the bus feed. She cut the band to bass and Amaka's pulse, then opened Torch, Tide and Choir one at a time into Tunde's monitors.

He stopped trying to correct them.

Torch sang its line. Tunde answered with his second verse. Tide gave the two-note call, and Bisi's drivers sounded it on twelve bus horns outside the wall. Choir held the last note until Amaka moved the band beneath it.

The blank bridge arrived as a practical argument. Tunde called the eastern gate. Torch answered that the broadcaster was open. Bisi called the south wall. Tide answered with the number of empty buses. Choir named three treatment points. The crowd repeated each item until people at the back could act on it.

Torch heard the Tide call. Bisi heard Choir name its stations. The three groups kept moving toward different places, but they stopped blocking one another.

Security opened the east gate to reduce pressure, allowing Torch to flow toward the broadcaster while Tide filled buses and began the remembered routes, taking stranded commuters as it went. Choir sent volunteers with both groups, and people carried the chorus into market radios, bus speakers, hotel kitchens and the open windows of cars trapped by the shutdown.

The band played for another forty minutes. By the final chorus, the words had changed. Kemi did not know who changed them first. Her isolated recorder captured twelve sections of the park, and none contained a clean beginning.

Around midnight, Torch occupied one studio at the broadcaster and put Tunde's live feed on air. Tide buses cleared two blocked approaches and created three others. Choir cooling stations treated forty-seven people for heat and one Crown Harbour guard for a broken wrist. The government restored the mesh at 3:12 in the morning.

It took two days to restore ordinary bus schedules. The broadcaster stayed occupied for eleven hours. No modelled branch had contained either event.

Crown Harbour sued Tunde, Kemi, the broadcaster and six hundred unnamed recipients. Its investors learned that the company had sold operational afterimages without reviewing the context. The share price fell far enough that nobody could agree whether “Open Hand” was a hit or a liability.

The government disabled public sleep-overlay nodes. Private clinics continued. Torch groups appeared at labor disputes that had never featured in Tunde's career model. Tide drivers used their routes during the next real flood and discovered that two roads had changed. Choir retained its cooling stations and opened them during an actual heat warning.

Tunde's song no longer had one master. Kemi released the isolated audience channels and the band recording together. Anybody mixing them had to choose which crowd to bring forward.

Six weeks later she ran sound for Tunde in a small courtyard in Yaba. The audience was mostly unprimed. Halfway through “Open Hand,” people added a new verse. It mentioned a red bridge in Accra and a woman counting coins beneath it.

Kemi checked the Crown Harbour branch manifests after the show. The verse appeared in none of them.

“Who wrote that?” Tunde asked the crowd.

Nobody stopped singing to answer.




  Story 05

  Probate

  Singapore, 2035

At half past five on the day of her funeral, Madam Goh Siew Lan began explaining what her family would inherit. She had recorded the message three months before her death and wore the blue blouse she reserved for banks, funerals and arguments with landlords.

Her family watched from Celine Goh's flat in Queenstown with paper cups of tea and plates nobody had touched. Siew Lan looked healthier on the television than she had in the final year of her life, which made everybody listen more carefully.

“You have all asked what I want,” she said. “You ask because you hope wanting will be easier after I am gone. It will not.”

Celine reached for her cup, removed its cardboard sleeve and placed the handle in line with the edge of the table. The other cups had different patterns, but she had turned every handle to the same angle.

The recording continued.

Siew Lan owned two food-centre stalls, a wholesale kitchen, a cold-store lease and the company that licensed her name and recipes. The estate was large enough to divide and small enough for every division to feel personal. For six years she had refused to choose among three plans.

Ledger would sell the company and distribute the money.

Hearth would transfer the kitchens and recipes to a worker cooperative.

Tower would franchise the stalls through an automated logistics company and keep the family in control.

Siew Lan had commissioned a fifteen-year model of each plan. The models included relatives and workers who had agreed to participate. Everyone had received ten thousand dollars for the scans and interviews, plus the right to refuse any later import. Thirty-seven people had accepted the money. Thirty-one still agreed to receive an afterimage.

Each of those volunteers would remember one of the three futures. They would not receive a report or a set of recommendations. They would remember years of work, family quarrels, success and failure, with a source tag marking those events as simulated rather than lived in the present.

“Advice is easy to ignore when it belongs to somebody else,” Siew Lan said. “Tonight, each volunteer will remember living in one plan. Tomorrow you may tell me which consequences are theoretical.”

The branch assignment had been sealed before her final illness. Nobody could choose the future most favorable to them. The will required a family decision within seventy-two hours. If they failed, a trustee would auction the operating company as a going concern, a remedy that assumed it still controlled its principal stall lease, recipes and working stock.

Farah Ismail, Siew Lan's former daughter-in-law and the manager of her oldest stall, looked at the blank television after the recording ended. She was also the named operator on the food-centre lease, which allowed her to request a transfer with the landlord's approval.

“She could have put this in the first email,” she said.

“You signed the consent,” Celine replied.

“I signed six pages about model fidelity. I did not sign to spend fifteen years with you.”

Marcus Goh, Celine's nephew and the company bookkeeper, counted eight drops of chilli oil into a paper bowl. “Which version of her chose the branches?”

“The dead one,” said Alicia.

Alicia was Celine's twenty-two-year-old daughter. She had refused the ten thousand dollars twice, then accepted when her student loan came due. She had spent the funeral photographing the backs of flower arrangements because the names and delivery mistakes interested her more than the flowers.

At ten that evening, the thirty-one volunteers went to three registered overlay clinics. The transfers took place while they slept.

• • •

Shortly before seven the next morning, Marcus arrived at Old Airport Road Food Centre and found thirty-one people waiting outside Siew Lan Noodles. Twelve were current workers. The rest remembered working there under Hearth.

They knew where the spare keys were kept, how the cooperative divided breakfast shifts and which supplier delivered late on Thursdays. They greeted Marcus as the treasurer who had approved their maternity fund. He had no memory of approving it, but his afterimage supplied fifteen years of monthly accounts, arguments about breakage and a marriage between two cooks who were currently meeting for the first time beside the drinks stall.

Marcus had received Hearth. He knew the employment histories were simulated, but he also remembered years of owing these people wages, favors and explanations. Sending them home felt like dismissing a staff rather than rejecting a proposal. A breakfast queue had begun to form behind them.

He opened the stall.

This was the first irreversible decision. He still held the current keys and current authority to schedule casual labor. Remembered employees were not employees, but by nine he had let fourteen of them work. Customers arrived to find a breakfast menu that belonged to 2039 and prices that had never been approved.

The food was good. The till filled. A current worker went home after a future supervisor corrected her knife work.

Farah arrived at nine thirty with three quotations for a broken exhaust fan. She always obtained three. The first was written to frighten, the second to win and the third to make the second look fair.

She had received Ledger.

In that branch, the estate sold within six months. Farah used her distribution to leave the company, rent a smaller stall and put her own name above it. She remembered the first morning nobody called the soup Siew Lan's. She also remembered Marcus contesting the sale for eleven years and losing.

“Close this,” she told him.

“We have a queue.”

“You have people performing jobs they remember from a company that does not exist.”

“They are doing them correctly.”

Farah put the three quotations beside the till. “In mine, this stall makes more money after your cooperative fails.”

“In mine, you chair the cooperative.”

“That was another woman with my face and too many meetings.”

Marcus looked at her with the warmth of fifteen remembered years. Farah remembered him as the relative who tried to stop her leaving. Neither feeling matched the morning.

Celine called from the serviced office in Tanjong Pagar. She had received Tower and had already revived a franchise offer from Kestrel Foods. The buyer had modelled automated kitchens in thirty-two locations and offered enough money to make the auction unnecessary. Celine remembered signing the deal, doubling revenue and spending Christmas alone because Alicia no longer answered her messages.

Celine believed Tower was the only branch that kept the company whole and the family in control. She treated the remembered estrangement from Alicia as a warning she could avoid, not a reason to let a trustee sell the business.

“I am sending the conditional agreement,” she said.

“Do not sign anything,” Marcus replied.

“You opened a future cooperative before breakfast.”

“They remembered working for me. I was not going to send them home while we argued.”

“They were not your employees.”

“They were to me.”

Farah took the phone. “What happened to me in Tower?”

Celine was quiet for a moment. “You left after the first automated kitchen.”

“Did you pay me?”

“There was a settlement.”

“How much?”

Celine remembered the number. Farah wrote it on the back of the winning exhaust quotation and circled it.

By noon, all three branches had begun spending the present.

Celine signed Kestrel's conditional agreement in her current capacity as company chair. It gave the buyer a right to secure inventory if the estate failed to maintain supply.

Marcus used his current treasurer access to prepay cooperative wages for the week. The account system accepted the recipients' existing tax numbers even when their remembered job titles did not exist.

Farah used a purchasing authority she still held to sell a reserve of imported dried mushrooms. Ledger remembered the buyer, the price and the exact week the market peaked. The current buyer accepted within six minutes. Farah moved the proceeds into supplier payments and staff entitlements before anybody could freeze them.

Alicia received Tower too. Her fifteen years began with admiration for Celine and ended with her copying the logistics software for Hearth after Celine dismissed four hundred workers. She woke remembering seven years in which she had not spoken to her mother.

At one in the afternoon, she used a current internship password to wake twenty-four delivery vans at the Jurong cold store. The password should have expired the previous month. Tower remembered that the company never disabled it.

The vans began running future routes.

The first delivered frozen dumplings to a pharmacy. The second arrived at a school that had never ordered lunch. Three drove to empty lots where franchises would have opened. One stopped outside Celine's flat with six cartons of broth base and a printed manifest dated 2044.

Kestrel called this an asset-integrity event and invoked its security clause.

“You caused this,” Celine told Alicia.

They stood in the serviced office while the building's meeting-room wall displayed van locations moving across Singapore.

“I prevented this in my branch,” Alicia said.

“You caused it in this one.”

“The routes already existed.”

“In a model.”

“The vans are moving now.”

Celine picked up a paper cup and turned its handle before remembering it had none. “I know exactly how this ends.”

“So do I. We remember different endings.”

Kestrel's recovery team reached Jurong at four. Hearth recipients had arrived first.

• • •

The cold store had six loading bays and an automated rack three storeys high. Marcus remembered replacing the rack under Hearth. Celine remembered selling it to Kestrel. In the present it still belonged to Siew Lan's company, which made the disagreement physical.

Forty workers stood inside. Twenty-one had afterimages. Some remembered Hearth, some Tower and three Ledger. The rest had come because colleagues called them.

Hearth had locked the loading bays and raised pallets into the rack. Tower had awakened the vans and kept requesting stock. The control system accepted orders from both branches because the current company accounts remained valid.

Farah arrived in a hired truck with two assistants from the food centre.

Under the present company records, she remained custodian of the oldest stall's master stock and supplier books. Nobody had revoked her authority to collect them from storage.

“I need the master stock, the supplier books and six cartons of dried scallop,” she told the guard.

“Which side?” he asked.

“Breakfast.”

Kestrel's recovery team wore grey uniforms without logos. They brought a licensed enforcement officer, two locksmiths and control codes supplied under Celine's conditional agreement. Celine came with them. She had removed her funeral shoes and wore white trainers beneath her black dress.

“Open the bays,” she told Marcus through the glass.

“Withdraw the sale.”

“There will be nothing left to cooperate over.”

“There will be no workers left after your sale.”

“You remember that. It has not happened.”

“You remember being rich. That has not happened either.”

The Kestrel locksmith entered through a roof access and opened bay six. A recovery cart rolled inside. Hearth workers surrounded it with pallet jacks. Nobody had planned a fight, but each side remembered that control of the first bay decided the company's future.

Farah walked between them carrying a stock pot.

“If anybody damages this,” she said, “you will all spend fifteen years pretending the replacement tastes the same.”

The nearest workers stopped because all three branches remembered the pot. It had been used for the master stock since Siew Lan's first stall. Farah filled it from the chilled tank, sealed it and sent her assistants to find the supplier books.

Celine keyed Kestrel's control code. The automated rack began lowering inventory toward bay six.

Marcus entered Hearth's override. The rack stopped with three pallets suspended above the aisle.

Alicia watched the control screen from the serviced office. Tower gave her every route and every weakness in the dispatch system. In the future she remembered, she had used that access to build Kestrel's network. Later she used it to betray the network.

Alicia wanted neither Celine nor Marcus to decide the estate by locking up the stock. She used the access both futures had taught her to make that impossible.

Every van received a new delivery. Small quantities went to 286 addresses: current workers, food-centre vendors, family members and the empty future franchise sites. The rack divided full pallets into mixed loads. Bay doors opened one at a time. Drivers accepted the manifests because they came from the company account.

Kestrel's recovery team seized four vans. Twenty left.

Marcus saw what Alicia was doing and uploaded the recipes, supplier terms and preparation videos to the cooperative's public archive. He had no authority to give away the trade secrets. By the time Celine cut the connection, nine thousand people had copied them.

“That was theft,” she said.

“In Hearth, the workers owned them.”

“They do not live in Hearth.”

“Neither do you.”

Farah's truck left with the stock pot, books and dried scallop before either branch thought to stop it.

At sunset, Kestrel controlled the brand, the licensing company and four recovered vans. Hearth controlled a public copy of the recipes and most of the current workforce. Ledger's sale proceeds and supplier payments had left the estate. Farah controlled the oldest stall and the thing everybody agreed made its broth taste right.

By the time the last van passed the gate, there was no single estate left to choose among.

• • •

Removing the afterimages did not restore the estate. Two workers asked for removal the next morning. One forgot the practiced route through the cold store and still had wages in his account. Another stopped remembering Marcus as a good treasurer and remained named in the cooperative filing he had signed.

Celine completed the Kestrel sale because breaking it would have bankrupted the company after the inventory loss. The price fell by half once the recipes became public. Marcus used Hearth's prepaid wages and the workers' current signatures to form a smaller cooperative. Kestrel sued him. Farah obtained the food centre's approval and used the lease's operating-manager clause to transfer the tenancy to a company in her own name before the estate could object.

Nobody selected Ledger, Hearth or Tower within seventy-two hours. The trustee could still auction Siew Lan's shares, but the clause had been designed to sell an operating company intact. What remained was a brand, four recovered vans and several lawsuits, so the trustee suspended the auction and applied to court for instructions.

The family met at Farah's stall a month later because every other place belonged too clearly to one branch. Farah served noodles from the old stock pot beneath a new sign that read FARAH ISMAIL.

Marcus counted eight drops of chilli oil into his bowl. In Hearth he had used six after his doctor warned him about salt. He added two more because that doctor did not exist.

Celine aligned the cup handles. Alicia turned hers back.

Each of them remembered years of refusing to attend this meal. They had disagreed about the reason in every branch.

Celine tasted the broth and asked Farah for the recipe.

“You own it,” Farah said.

“Everybody owns it.”

“Then ask everybody.”

Farah served the next customer while Celine waited.


