Quantum Ghosts

Book 3 of "The Last Axiom" Series

By Derek Devon

Three weeks before the Global Science Council emergency summit on universal modifications...

Luke Matson had always believed that technology was predictable. In fifteen years of
maintaining quantum networks, first in the military and now at GIoQENet's primary monitoring
station in Denver, he'd learned that computers did exactly what you programmed them to do —
nothing more, nothing less. Even quantum entanglement, strange as it was, followed reliable
patterns once you understood the rules.

Which was why the blinking Pac-Man that appeared on Terminal 7 at 3:17 AM made him
wonder if he was finally losing his mind.

Luke rubbed his eyes, convinced the yellow circle with its triangular mouth was just fatigue
playing tricks on him. He'd been pulling double shifts ever since GloQENet had begun its
systematic collapse three weeks ago. The network that was supposed to revolutionize global
communications was dying node by node, and Luke was one of the few technicians qualified to
diagnose quantum decoherence events in real-time.

But when he looked back, Pac-Man was still there, cheerfully chomping dots across a maze that
had replaced the normal diagnostic interface. Luke's coffee went cold in his hand as he watched
the familiar yellow figure navigate the glowing corridors, each consumed dot generating a small
chime that somehow emerged from the terminal's speakers despite them being muted.

"Stress hallucination," he muttered, reaching for the power button. "That's what this is. Too much
caffeine, not enough sleep."

Before his finger reached the switch, Pac-Man stopped moving. The little yellow circle turned —
actually turned — to face Luke directly, as if aware it was being watched. For a moment that
lasted an eternity, man and digital phantom stared at each other. Then the screen flickered, and
the normal diagnostic display returned, showing the steady degradation of quantum
entanglement pairs across the North American grid.

TERMINAL 7 - QUANTUM NODE MONITOR STATUS: DECOHERENCE CASCADE
DETECTED TIME: 03:17:32 GMT AFFECTED NODES: 247 AND RISING



Luke stared at the familiar readout, his heart hammering. He'd seen thousands of these reports
over the past weeks. But he'd never seen Pac-Man before.

He glanced around the monitoring station — a vast room filled with humming servers and softly
glowing displays. The night shift was always sparse: just Luke, his supervisor Karen Madison
who was probably asleep in the break room, and Tom Bradley at the far end tracking European
nodes. Nobody else had seen anything. Nobody else would believe him if he told them.

Luke had always been the reliable one. Steady Luke Matson, who fixed problems instead of
creating them. Who diagnosed network failures with methodical precision and never reported
anything he couldn't verify twice. The thought of filing an incident report about a video game
character made his stomach turn.

Instead, he pulled up the terminal's event log, looking for any anomaly that might explain what
he'd seen. But the diagnostic history showed nothing unusual — just the same pattern of
quantum decoherence that had been plaguing the network for weeks.

Then Terminal 12 chimed.

Luke's head snapped up. Tom was standing beside the display, his face illuminated by its blue
glow, but his expression was pure bewilderment.

"Hey Luke," Tom called across the room, his voice carefully controlled. "You ever see the
diagnostic interface do anything... weird?"

A chill ran down Luke's spine. "Define weird."

"Like... show a spaceship shooting at falling rocks?"
Luke's chair squeaked as he spun around. "Asteroids?"
"Yeah, exactly like — wait, how did you know that?"

Before Luke could answer, Karen Madison appeared in the doorway of the break room, her hair
mussed from sleep but her eyes wide and alert. "Did someone say asteroids? Because Terminal
3 just started playing some kind of game..."

The three technicians looked at each other across the humming expanse of the monitoring
station. For fifteen seconds, nobody spoke. Then every terminal in the room chimed
simultaneously.

This contact, first witnessed at the Denver facility, would soon become the subject of the most
extraordinary emergency summit in human history. But in that moment, Luke Matson couldn't
know he was experiencing the genesis of humanity's integration into the cosmic network—a
journey that would transform him from network technician to humanity's first ambassador to the
stars.



Luke watched in fascination and growing dread as his screen filled with a classic arcade display:
a formation of alien ships descending in perfect geometric patterns, occasionally peeling off to
dive toward the bottom of the screen where a small cannon waited. Galaga. One of his favorites
from childhood.

But this wasn't just a random screen saver or some kind of system malfunction. As Luke
watched, the alien ships began to form patterns — not the usual attack formations from the
game, but something else. Something deliberate.

First, they arranged themselves into a rough circle. Then a triangle. Then a complex geometric
shape that looked almost like...

"Luke," Sarah's voice was tight with tension. "Are you seeing mathematical symbols?"

He was. The alien ships were forming equations. Not random patterns, but actual mathematical
constructs. And as Luke stared, recognition dawned.

"Those are quantum field equations," he breathed. "Specifically, the theoretical framework for
dimensional phase transitions."

Tom had abandoned his station and was walking toward them, his face pale. "Guys, | think we
need to call Dr. Chen. Or maybe the FBI. Or maybe a priest."

But Luke was no longer listening. The Galaga display had changed again. Now the alien ships
were forming letters:

H-E-L-L-O
As they watched, the formation shifted:
W-E N-E-E-D T-O T-A-L-K

Luke's hands were shaking as he reached for his secure phone. He'd memorized the
emergency contact numbers for GloQENet's chief scientists, including Dr. Nancy Hammond at
Caltech. The theoretical physicist who'd been working with that guy in Chile — Dr. Devon — on
some classified project related to the network failures.

"Dr. Hammond," Luke said when the call connected, his voice steadier than he felt. "This is Luke
Matson at Denver Operations. We've got a situation here. And | think... | think someone's trying
to communicate with us. Through the arcade games."

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. Then Dr. Hammond's voice, careful and
controlled: "Luke, | need you to document everything. Every detail. Don't let anyone else into
that room, and whatever you do, don't shut down those terminals. We'll be there within six
hours."



"Dr. Hammond," Luke said, watching as the alien ships began to form new patterns, more
complex than before. "l don't think we have six hours. | think they're trying to tell us something
urgent."

On the screen, the Galaga formation was shifting into what looked like a countdown:
5-4-3-2-1
Then every terminal in the room went dark.

In the sudden silence, broken only by the hum of cooling fans and the distant whisper of air
conditioning, Luke Matson realized that everything he thought he knew about the universe had
just changed. And somewhere in the quantum foam that connected all things, something was
reaching back toward humanity, using the language of childhood games to breach the gap
between worlds.

The real question was: what did it want to tell them?

INCIDENT REPORT LOG - DENVER OPERATIONS
DATE: [REDACTED]

TIME: 03:17-04:45 GMT

REPORTING TECHNICIAN: Luke Matson
CLASSIFICATION: EYES ONLY

At approximately 03:17 GMT, Terminal 7 displayed anomalous visual data inconsistent with
standard diagnostic protocols. Initial manifestation resembled classic arcade game "Pac-Man."
Subsequent events affected multiple terminals with appearances of "Asteroids" and "Galaga"
patterns.

Of particular note: the Galaga display reorganized into coherent mathematical expressions and
alphanumeric communication attempts. Formations appeared to demonstrate intentional
organization beyond random system errors.

All affected terminals went offline simultaneously at 04:45 GMT following apparent countdown
sequence. Standard reboot procedures have failed to restore normal operation.

Recommendation: Immediate consultation with quantum systems specialists. Request priority
review by Dr. Hammond's team.

Additional note: Whatever is happening to our network, it's trying to talk to us. And it knows how
to get our attention.

END REPORT




Luke had always prided himself on being a rational man. At thirty-eight, he'd seen enough

technological glitches to know that computers were capable of producing seemingly impossible
behavior when systems interacted in unexpected ways. But what had happened in the
monitoring station defied every principle of computer science he'd learned in two decades of
professional experience.

You couldn't program Pac-Man into a quantum diagnostic system. The software architecture
didn't support it. There was no pathway for classic arcade graphics to appear in their monitoring
protocols. It was like expecting a calculator to suddenly start playing Beethoven.

And yet, he'd watched it happen.

While waiting for Dr. Hammond's team to arrive, Luke had spent the remaining hours of his shift
trying to restore the affected terminals. Every standard diagnostic protocol yielded the same
result: system nominal, no errors detected, hardware functioning perfectly. But the screens
remained stubbornly dark, as if the computers had simply decided to stop cooperating.

"It's like they're sleeping," Karen had observed around dawn, bringing Luke his fourth cup of
coffee. "All the background processes are running, but nothing's displaying."

Tom had been running continuous scans from the unaffected terminals. "Power consumption is
normal, network traffic is normal, but it's like the display drivers just... forgot how to display."

Luke had nodded, but privately he suspected the truth was more unsettling. The systems
weren't malfunctioning. They were waiting.

When Dr. Hammond arrived at 10:30 AM with a small team of specialists and enough security
clearance to take over the entire Denver facility, Luke felt a mixture of relief and apprehension.
Here was someone who might actually believe what they'd witnessed. But her presence also
meant this was bigger than a simple technical glitch.

Dr. Hammond was younger than Luke had expected — probably early thirties — with the
focused intensity of someone accustomed to dealing with problems that didn't belong in
textbooks. Next, she listened to Luke’s report without interruption, occasionally asking for
clarification on technical details, but never once suggesting he might have imagined what he'd
seen.

"Luke," she said when he finished, "I'm going to tell you something that's classified at the
highest levels. The quantum network failures aren't random. They're part of a systematic
modification to the fundamental structure of reality itself. What you saw — those arcade games
— they're not glitches. They're communication attempts."

Luke felt his worldview shift. "Communication from whom?"



"That's what we're trying to figure out. Dr. Devon and | have been tracking anomalies across
multiple systems. Something is rewriting the basic laws of physics, and it appears to be trying to
establish contact." She gestured to the dark terminals. "Your facility may be the first place it's
attempted direct, real-time interaction."

One of Hammond's team members, a young woman with a tablet full of complex equations,
spoke up. "Dr. Hammond, we should try the crystalline interface. If this is related to the quantum
modifications, it might respond.”

Hammond nodded and produced a small object from a padded case. Luke stared at it in
fascination — it was a crystalline structure no larger than a marble, but it seemed to bend light
around itself in impossible ways. When Hammond placed it near Terminal 7, the crystal began
to emit a faint, pulsing glow.

The terminal's screen flickered to life.

But instead of showing the normal diagnostic interface, or even another arcade game, the
display filled with something entirely new. At first, Luke thought it was just static — random
pixels scattered across the screen. But as he watched, patterns began to emerge.

The pixels were organizing themselves into increasingly complex designs. Mathematical
structures that looked almost like circuit boards, but far more intricate than anything human
technology could produce. And at the center of it all, a single point of light that pulsed in rhythm
with the crystal.

"It's responding to the interface," Hammond breathed. "This is incredible. Luke, you may have
just facilitated humanity's first real-time communication with... well, whatever's been modifying
our universe."

As if triggered by her words, the display shifted again. The complex patterns faded, replaced by
something simpler. More familiar.

It was Pac-Man again. But this time, the yellow circle wasn't just wandering through a maze. It
was moving with purpose, tracing out letters on the screen:

HELLO LUKE
Luke's knees nearly buckled. "It knows my name."

"It's been monitoring our communications," Hammond said quietly. "Learning about us. Luke, |
think you're about to become our first ambassador to an intelligence that operates on scales we
can barely comprehend."

The screen changed again:

DON'T BE AFRAID



NEED YOUR HELP
UNIVERSE IN DANGER

Luke looked at the message, then at Dr. Hammond, then back at the screen. In fifteen years of
fixing technical problems, he'd never encountered one quite like this. But as he watched,
Pac-Man reappeared and began tracing new words:

TRUST THE RAVEN
"The raven?" Luke asked. "What does that mean?"

Dr. Hammond's face had gone pale. "Luke, | think you're about to meet Dr. Devon. And | think
our mysterious communicator knows a lot more about us than we realized."

On the screen, Pac-Man had stopped writing. Instead, the familiar yellow figure was moving
again, but this time it wasn't alone. Other characters had appeared — the ghosts from the
game, but also the spaceship from Asteroids, the alien formations from Galaga. They were all
moving together in perfect harmony, creating a complex dance that was oddly beautiful.

And in the background, barely visible, Luke could see the faint outline of equations. The same
mathematical structures that described quantum entanglement and dimensional phase
transitions. The universe's source code, written in the language of childhood games.

"Dr. Hammond," Luke said slowly, "I think we're in for a very interesting conversation."
The screen pulsed once more, and new words appeared:

THE NETWORK IS READY

TIME TO CONNECT

PREPARE FOR NEXT PHASE

Luke Matson, who had spent his career maintaining humanity's most advanced communication
technology, realized he was about to help establish a connection that would make every
previous breakthrough in human history seem primitive by comparison.

And it all started with Pac-Man.

Over the next several hours, the Denver facility was transformed into an impromptu research
center. Dr. Hammond's team set up additional monitoring equipment while maintaining constant
communication with Dr. Devon at the ELTA site in Chile. More specialists arrived — physicists,
quantum theorists, and computer scientists who'd been briefed on the broader situation.



But through it all, Luke remained the primary point of contact with their mysterious
communicator. The arcade game interfaces seemed specifically designed to interact with him,
responding to his presence near the terminals and adapting their communication style to
concepts he could understand.

"It's like it's calibrated to your technical background," observed Dr. Sarah Kim, one of
Hammond's team members. "The complexity of the mathematical displays increases when
you're not directly interfacing, but when you're actively engaged, it reverts to more accessible
formats."

Luke found this both flattering and slightly unnerving. "You're saying it's dumbing things down for
me?"

"Not dumbing down," Hammond corrected. "Optimizing. This intelligence appears to understand
that effective communication requires meeting your audience at their level of comprehension.
It's remarkably sophisticated."

As if to demonstrate this point, Terminal 12 chimed, and Tom called out from across the room:
"Luke, I think it wants to show you something."

Luke approached the terminal to find the Galaga display active again. But this time, the alien
ships weren't forming patterns or letters. Instead, they were arranged in a complex
three-dimensional formation that rotated slowly on the screen, giving the illusion of depth
despite the flat display.

"It's a map," Luke realized. "Look at the central formations — those correspond to our quantum
network nodes. The Earth-based ones, anyway."

Dr. Hammond joined him at the terminal, the crystalline interface glowing brighter in her hand.
"But what are those other formations? The ones extending outward?"

As they watched, new elements appeared on the display. Lines of light began connecting the
various formations, creating a vast network that extended far beyond Earth's quantum
communication grid. And at crucial intersection points, small symbols appeared—mathematical
notations that Luke was beginning to recognize.

"Those are other networks," he said with growing excitement. "Other worlds, other civilizations.
This thing isn't just showing us Earth's quantum grid — it's showing us how we fit into something
much larger."

The display zoomed in on Earth's section of the network, highlighting individual nodes and
showing their current status. Luke could see the familiar patterns of decoherence that had been
plaguing GloQENet for weeks, but now they were presented in a new context. The failures
weren't random degradation—they were preparation.



"Upgrades," Dr. Hammond whispered. "It's been upgrading our network to integrate with this
larger grid."

NEW INFRASTRUCTURE REQUIRED appeared on the screen, followed by:
COMPATIBILITY PROTOCOLS INSTALLED

READY FOR ACTIVATION

Luke felt a mixture of anticipation and trepidation. "What does activation mean, exactly?"

The screen shifted to show the Asteroids display. But instead of the familiar game of shooting
falling rocks, the asteroids were moving in formation, approaching Earth in organized waves. As
Luke watched, each asteroid touched the planet's surface at locations he recognized as major
GloQENet installations.

ENHANCEMENT POINTS flashed across the screen, followed by:
NETWORK NODES

COMMUNICATION BRIDGES

WELCOME TO THE GRID

"Dr. Hammond," Luke said quietly, "l think it's telling us that those upgrade asteroids — or
whatever they really are — are heading for every major quantum communication facility on
Earth."

Hammond was already on her secure phone, speaking rapidly to someone. Luke caught
fragments: "...immediate alert to all facilities...unknown objects approaching...prepare for
contact..."

But even as she coordinated the global response to this revelation, Luke found himself strangely
calm. Throughout his career, he'd prided himself on being the guy who could fix any problem,
adapt to any new technology. This was just the ultimate upgrade.

And if their mysterious communicator was right, humanity was about to join a network that
spanned the galaxy.

On the terminal screen, Pac-Man appeared one more time, accompanied by a simple message:
DON'T WORRY
UPGRADES ALWAYS SCARY

BUT WORTH IT



TRUST THE PROCESS

Luke couldn't help but smile. Even cosmic intelligences, apparently, understood the universal
anxiety of system updates.

"All right," he said to the screen, feeling slightly ridiculous but somehow confident this was the
right response. "We're ready when you are."

The terminal went dark for a moment. Then, slowly, a new display emerged — not an arcade
game this time, but a real-time view of the upgraded GloQENet interface. It was beautiful, more
elegant than anything human engineers had designed, and somehow Luke knew instinctively
how to operate it.

The future was arriving, one quantum bit at a time.

And Luke Matson, network technician extraordinaire, was about to become humanity's first
operator on the cosmic communication grid.

The universe, it turned out, had excellent technical support.

PERSONAL LOG - Luke Matson
Date: [REDACTED] - Post-Contact Day 1
Classification: Personal - Unclassified

I've always been good at fixing things. Computers, networks, coffee machines—give me
something broken, and I'll figure out how to make it work again. But | never thought I'd be
troubleshooting the universe itself.

It's been 18 hours since the first successful two-way communication, and | still can't quite
believe it's real. The arcade games were just the beginning—a way to get our attention without
completely overwhelming us. Kind of like how you might use simple shapes and colors to
communicate with a child before moving on to more complex concepts.

The intelligence behind all this—we're calling it the Architect for now—nhas an interesting sense
of humor. It seems to understand that humans respond better to familiar imagery than abstract
mathematics. Hence Pac-Man instead of quantum field equations. Though Dr. Hammond
assures me the math was embedded in the game displays all along. | just couldn't see it.

The upgrade process is proceeding faster than anyone expected. Facilities worldwide are
reporting similar contact protocols, though each one seems tailored to the local operators. Our
colleagues in Tokyo saw characters from Japanese arcade games. The team in London got
classic British computer graphics. Apparently, universal intelligences believe in personalized
customer setrvice.
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What surprises me most is how normal it feels now. Yesterday | was maintaining a failing
quantum network, today I'm helping to integrate Earth into a galactic communication grid. It
should be terrifying, but instead it feels like... well, like the biggest and most interesting technical
challenge of my career.

Dr. Devon arrived from Chile this morning with more equipment and his own stories about
cosmic contact. Apparently, the process has been building for months, ever since he discovered
those anomalies in ancient starlight. The Architect has been preparing us gradually, testing our
readiness.

The crystalline interface that Dr. Hammond brought responds differently to each person who
handles it. For Dr. Hammond and Dr. Devon, it displays complex scientific data. For me, it
shows network architecture and system status in ways I can instinctively understand. Tom jokes
that it's like the ultimate user manual, one that adapts to whoever's reading it.

Tomorrow we attempt the first full integration test. If it works, Earth's quantum network will
become part of something unimaginably vast—a communication system connecting thousands
of worlds across the galaxy. The Architect has shown us glimpses: civilizations that have been
part of the grid for millions of years, sharing knowledge and working together on projects that
span star systems.

| keep thinking about what this means for humanity. We're not alone. We never were. And now
we're being invited to join something incredible.

But first, | have to help install the biggest software update in history.

Some things never change, | guess. Even in the cosmic network, somebody has to handle tech
support.

Note to self: Ask the Architect if they offer training seminars for new network administrators.

END LOG

At 3:17 AM exactly—twenty-four hours after the first appearance of Pac-Man — every quantum

terminal in the Denver facility activated simultaneously. Luke, who had been trying to catch a
few hours of sleep on a cot in the break room, was awakened by the harmonious chiming of
dozens of displays coming online.

He found the monitoring station transformed. Where yesterday there had been familiar
diagnostic interfaces and simple arcade games, now there were displays of breathtaking
complexity and beauty. The screens showed real-time data from across the expanded network,
with nodes of light representing worlds and civilizations that Earth had just joined.
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Dr. Hammond and Dr. Devon were standing before the central display, their faces illuminated by
patterns of light that seemed to pulse with life.

"Luke," Dr. Devon called out, noticing him enter. "You need to see this."

Luke approached the main screen, where the familiar outline of Earth's continents was visible at
the center of a vast web of connections. Lines of light stretched out in all directions, linking their
world to points of brilliance scattered across what could only be a map of the galaxy.

"The integration was successful," Dr. Hammond explained. "Earth is now an active node in the
galactic network. And Luke..." She pointed to a small indicator beside Earth's position. "You've
been designated as our primary network administrator."

"Me?" Luke stared at the display. "But I'm just a technician."

A new voice spoke — not from the terminals, but somehow from the air around them. It was
warm, amused, and entirely alien: "Just a technician who fixed the first broken connection
between worlds. Who listened when others might have dismissed. Who trusted when others
might have feared."

Luke looked around the room in wonder. "You can speak directly now?"

"The network upgrade includes enhanced communication protocols," the Architect confirmed.
"Though we did enjoy the arcade games. Your species has a delightful approach to pattern
recognition through play."

Dr. Devon stepped forward. "Architect, we have so many questions. About the modifications
you've made to physical constants, about your purpose, about what happens now."

"Now," the Architect replied, "you learn. You grow. You contribute. The network exists to share
knowledge across species and civilizations. Earth brings unique perspectives that will benefit all
members."

On the main screen, new data began flowing — scientific principles that hadn't been discovered,
technologies that hadn't been imagined, solutions to problems humanity was only beginning to
understand. But it wasn't overwhelming. The information was structured, organized, presented
in ways that built upon existing human knowledge.

"It's like the galaxy's greatest university library," Luke said with wonder. "And research
laboratory. And... friendship network?"

The Architect's amused tone was clear in its response. "An apt description, Luke Matson.
Though we prefer to think of it as a conversation between minds that spans the stars."

As Luke watched the data streams flow between Earth and countless other worlds, he realized
that his career as a network technician had just expanded beyond anything he could have
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imagined. He was no longer maintaining communication links between cities or continents. He
was helping to maintain the connections between civilizations across the galaxy.

And somehow, despite the cosmic scale of it all, it still felt like fixing things. Just with better
graphics and more interesting error messages.

The universe, it seemed, had the ultimate tech support network.
And Luke Matson was officially part of the team.
THREE DAYS LATER

Luke had thought adapting to alien contact would be the hardest part of his new job. He was
wrong. The hardest part was explaining to his mother why he couldn't come to Sunday dinner
because he was "helping recalibrate the galactic internet."

"Lucas Gregory Matson," she'd said in that tone that had terrified him since childhood, "l don't
care if you're talking to little green men. Family dinner is at six, and you'd better not be late
because of some computer game."

He hadn't bothered correcting her about the "little green men" part. How do you explain that
your new boss is a collective intelligence that spans multiple dimensions and communicates
through nostalgic video game references?

Now, standing in the Denver facility at 11:47 PM, Luke was beginning to understand why the
Architect had chosen arcade games as its initial communication method. The galactic network
operated on principles that were simultaneously more complex and more intuitive than anything
humans had developed.

"Luke, you need to see this," called Dr. Sarah Kim, who had become the facility's resident expert
on what they now called "cross-species interface protocols." She was standing before Terminal
15, which displayed a swirling pattern of lights that somehow reminded Luke of a lava lamp
crossed with a mandala.

"Another message?" Luke asked, approaching with his coffee cup—his eighth of the day. Sleep
had become negotiable since integration. The network never stopped, and there was always
something new to learn, something exciting to discover.

"Not a message," Sarah said, excitement clear in her voice. "An invitation. Look."

The display shifted, showing what appeared to be a three-dimensional space filled with various
beings. Some looked vaguely humanoid, others were geometric shapes that moved with
purpose, and a few defied description entirely. They seemed to be gathered in some kind of
meeting space.

"Is that...?" Luke began.
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"The galactic network's equivalent of a conference call," Dr. Hammond confirmed, joining them.
She'd arrived an hour ago with news from other facilities around the world. "Representatives
from twelve different civilizations, plus the Architect. They want to formally welcome Earth to the
network."

Luke felt a flutter of nerves. "And they want me there?"

The Architect's voice filled the room, now as familiar as an old friend's: "Luke Matson has been
our primary point of contact. It would be... appropriate.”

"Appropriate," Luke repeated. "Right. No pressure."

He approached the terminal, and immediately the crystalline interface in Dr. Hammond's hand
began to glow brighter. The display shimmered, and suddenly Luke felt a strange sensation —
as if he were being gently pulled forward, not physically, but somehow mentally.

The monitoring station faded around him, replaced by a vast space that seemed to exist
somewhere between reality and imagination. He was still himself, still wearing his Denver facility
jumpsuit and holding his coffee cup, but he was also somehow present in this other realm.

"Welcome, Luke Matson of Earth,” came a chorus of voices in languages he shouldn't
understand but somehow did. The beings he'd seen on the screen were now arrayed around
him in a great circle. Up close, they were even more diverse—and more magnificent—than he'd
imagined.

A being that looked like a living constellation spoke first: "I am Chorus-of-Seven-Suns,
representing the Harmonic Collective of the Perseus Arm. We have observed your species'
rapid integration with great interest.”

Another voice, this one seeming to come from a geometric form that shifted between impossible
shapes: "I am... the closest translation would be Edge-Walker-Between-Dimensions. Your
people's approach to network diagnostics is remarkably intuitive."

Luke found his voice. "Thank you. Though | have to ask — why arcade games? Of all the ways
to make contact, why Pac-Man?"

A ripple of something that might have been laughter passed through the assembled beings. The
Architect responded: "Your electronic games represent pure problem-solving. Pattern
recognition. Goal achievement. They are, in essence, simplified models of how conscious
beings interact with reality. We calculated them to be the most universal language your species
had developed."

"Plus," added a voice that seemed to come from everywhere at once, "they are quite
entertaining."

Luke grinned. Even cosmic intelligences appreciated good gameplay design.
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Edge-Walker-Between-Dimensions shifted closer. "Luke Matson, we understand you were
instrumental in the initial communication protocol. From our experience with newly integrated
species, such individuals often possess unique insights. We would be honored to learn from
your perspective."

"My perspective?" Luke looked around the circle of beings that represented civilizations
spanning millions of years of development. "I'm just a guy who fixes networks."

"Precisely," said Chorus-of-Seven-Suns. "You understand the fundamental principle: all complex
systems require maintenance, adaptation, growth. The galactic network is no different. It
requires individuals who can see problems not as obstacles, but as puzzles to be solved."

The Architect's presence seemed to intensify around them. "Luke Matson, Earth's integration
has proceeded with remarkable smoothness. Typically, new species require decades to adapt to
network protocols. Your world achieved full compatibility in mere days."

Another being spoke — this one appearing as a column of flowing liquid light: "This is
unprecedented. We are curious about the factors that enabled such rapid adaptation.”

Luke thought about this. "l think... | think it's because humans are used to dealing with
technology that doesn't quite work the way we expect it to. We've spent decades
troubleshooting computers that seem to have minds of their own. In a weird way, communicating
with a cosmic intelligence through Pac-Man isn't that much stranger than trying to figure out why
Windows has decided to break for no apparent reason."

The assembled beings exchanged what Luke interpreted as meaningful looks — though with
beings made of light, geometry, and flowing energy, interpretation was somewhat subjective.

"Adaptation through resilience," mused Edge-Walker-Between-Dimensions. "Fascinating."

"Your species brings other unique qualities to the network," added a new voice—this one
belonging to a being that looked like a tree made of crystal and starlight. "Your tendency to
anthropomorphize complex systems, to assign personality and intent to tools and technologies.
Most species view their instruments as mere objects. Humans develop relationships with them."

Luke nodded. "Ask any IT tech — some computers are friendly, others are temperamental.
Some networks just don't want to cooperate on Mondays."

"This perspective will prove valuable," the Architect confirmed. "The galactic network is not
merely a tool. It is, in many ways, a living entity composed of the interactions between all
member species. Your species' instinct to treat it as such may help you integrate more naturally
than most."

The space around them began to shift, showing images of Earth's quantum facilities. Luke could
see real-time data flows, the beautiful patterns of information exchange that now connected his
world to the galaxy.

15



"Luke Matson," said Chorus-of-Seven-Suns, "we extend to you an offer. Would you be willing to
serve as Earth's representative to the Network Maintenance Council? It is a position that
involves troubleshooting not just technical problems, but communication issues between
species, protocol incompatibilities, and the occasional cosmic glitch."

Luke almost laughed. "You're offering me a job as tech support for the galaxy?"

"The position carries great responsibility," Edge-Walker-Between-Dimensions said seriously.
"And great reward. You would have access to technologies and knowledge beyond current
human understanding. You would travel between worlds, work with species whose very
existence will transform your conception of life itself."

Luke looked around the circle of incredible beings, then down at his coffee cup — somehow still
warm despite the impossibility of the situation. He thought about his life in Denver, fixing
network problems and pulling double shifts. Then he thought about the wonder in Dr.
Hammond's eyes when the first real communication came through, the excitement in Dr.
Devon's voice when the cosmic patterns finally made sense.

"Can | still visit my mom for Sunday dinner?" he asked.
Another wave of that universal laughter rippled through the assembly.

"The position is Earth-based," the Architect assured him. "Though occasional travel will be
required. Think of it as... field service calls. Across star systems."

Luke grinned. "Well, when you put it that way... yes. Absolutely yes."

As the assembly began to dissolve around him, Luke felt himself returning to the familiar
environment of the Denver facility. But something had changed. When he looked at the
terminals now, he could see deeper layers of information, understand connections that had
been invisible before.

Dr. Hammond was watching him with concern. "Luke? You've been standing there for twenty
minutes, completely unresponsive."

"Sorry," Luke said, shaking his head to clear it. "I was in a meeting. With the galactic IT
department, you could say." He looked around the room with new appreciation. "And | just got
promoted.”

As if in response to his words, every terminal in the facility chimed simultaneously. New
interfaces appeared — more sophisticated than anything they'd seen before, but somehow
intuitive. Luke approached the nearest terminal and found he instinctively knew how to navigate
the alien interface systems.

"What's happening?" Tom asked from across the room.
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Luke smiled, fingers dancing across controls that reshaped themselves under his touch. "We're
getting an upgrade. All of us. Earth isn't just joining the galactic network — we're becoming part
of its maintenance crew."

On the screens around them, data flowed in patterns more beautiful than any screensaver,
representing connections between worlds, conversations between species, and problems being
solved by minds working together across the cosmos.

And at the center of it all, a simple message appeared on Luke's personal terminal:
WELCOME TO THE TEAM

NO PREVIOUS GALACTIC EXPERIENCE NECESSARY

TRAINING PROVIDED

BENEFITS INCLUDE: IMMORTALITY, UNIVERSAL TRANSLATION, ACCESS TO THE
COMPLETE WORKS OF 10,000 CIVILIZATIONS

REPORT TO STATION 7-ALPHA-QUANTUM FOR ORIENTATION
ORIENTATION SNACKS WILL BE PROVIDED
Luke Matson, former network technician, current galactic IT specialist, couldn't stop smiling.

Some things, apparently, were universal. Even cosmic intelligences believed in orientation
snhacks.

The universe had just gotten a whole lot more interesting.

And somewhere in the quantum foam between realities, Pac-Man was probably grinning too.

End of "Quantum Ghosts"
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