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NOTES: The entry point of this story (ie the System Log) was added in order to mirror the end of the story (where the System Log makes its only other appearance). I didn’t double-space this section so you could get a look at its overall format/style, as I feel this is a bit of a risk, so I’d be interested to know your thoughts on whether you feel it is too distracting for an opening or whether it works.  My other critters have all mentioned that they liked it, but what do they know -- right?  (
***

********    SYSTEM LOG    ********

>> .

>> Personal log activated…

>> … Log entry started for Doctor David Longview
>> .
>> Voice entry detected.
>> “Conventional wisdom assumes opportunities exist in which an individual can control their fate, that changes can be made in which to direct their destiny. Shifting jobs, getting married, or having children for example. These kinds of scenarios generally carry the presumption of control, of the power to redirect one’s life down a new path.”
>> .
>> “The opportunity to change the course of humanity, however, is not so commonplace. Rarer still are those willing to seize these moments, to make a lasting difference for the greater good of all mankind. The greats among us rise to such challenges, placing humanity upon their shoulders, and striving, without pause, to a make a difference worthy of History’s pen.”

>> .
>> .

>> “Just such an opportunity has come before me.”

>> .

>> “And all I want to do is hide.”
>> .
>> .

>> Personal log entry saved
>> Form closed
>> .
>> User logoff
 initiated
***
“In closing,” I rasped breathlessly, my throat dry as sandpaper, the weight of the Inquisitors’ eyes pressed upon me, “I wish to highlight several key points I have covered during this summation. First, the findings within the End Game report have been extensively analyzed, tested and validated. Second, the report contains no bias, no hidden agenda or secret motivation. It contains only data, collected from vast repositories and used in calculations derived from proven science and theory. And finally, 
I’m sorry to say, the projections point to having less than… less than…” I swirled my withered tongue in a desperate attempt to find any hint of moisture within my mouth, but found only barren, tasteless leather. With a hard swallow, I mustered up enough spittle to speak and with a hoarse voice, said, “…our prjections indicate we have less than two hundred and thirty-six years.”

 Breathless and dry, my throat ceased and my words strangled away in a raspy wheeze -- an unwelcome, yet not unexpected side-effect of delivering an hour-long presentation in an anxiety-charged fifteen minutes. 
Thank you, Glossophobia. 




Reactions varied across the seven Inquisitors seated in shadow around me. Some appeared dumbfounded, their eyes wide with disbelief.. Others scoffed, shaking their heads in disbelief. Three of them dropped to their knees in prayer…or folded their hands in prayer or lowered their eye sin prayer (the trick is to give us sensory cues as to what they are actually physically doing rather than just telling abstractions like prayer, dumbfounded, disbelief…these are words that don't have images or smells or tastes, etc attached to them, so they don't mean much by themselves. Add sensory detail, and the story becomes MUCH richer, more like a film. . The most unsettling reaction came from the lone woman seated at the center of the semicircle table. While the others twisted and mumbled about, her eyes never stopped staring at me back at me, unblinking.

My hands grew suddenly chill, and a gurgle twisted my stomach. 
After several long, uncomfortable moments, she finally lowered her numbing gaze to the table before her as if no longer interested in whatever it was she was trying to find within me. Or, perhaps, she had found it.
I released a quiet sighed of relief then scolded myself . There was no reason to be surprised by their reactions or to be anxious under the scrutiny of this woman’s untrusting gaze. 
They were acting exactly as Samm had predicted.

With several graceful swipes of a finger across the tabletop, the woman activated the holoscreen/monitor?? a holographic pane
l which popped up before her. Pressing her palm to the hologram, white circles dilated from the floor beneath each Inquisitor, engulfing the once shadowy figures in milky-white columns of light. Holographic icons of various colors floated in the columns of light, each listing an area of expertise—name a few of these expertise here—the color of the text  coinciding with the cloaks? Raiment? Habiliment? of the Inquisitors.
“Two hundred and thirty-six years?” the woman’s voice echoed, the chamber falling deadly quiet. She lifted her pointed chin, shielding her eyes from the light shining through the translucent table. “Did I hear you correctly, Dr. Longview?”

First question down, I thought, as the gurgle in my stomach crawled into my lower intestine. You can do this. I tried to speak, but couldn’t produce a single word past the choking knot in my throat. 
“Doctor?”

A grumbling cough and a hard swallow later, I squeaked out, “Yes…Yes, Madame Gray. Two hundred and thirty-six years. That’s the projection. Could be sooner by a few years; could be a few years later.”

Madame Gray -- as identified by the hologram floating around her like a lost
 satellite but properly identified by Samm as Intelligence Secretary Mara Rivers -- held a diminutive figure compared to her peers. The top of her head sat ten or so centimeters below that of the next shortest in the group, yet every word she spoke carried a stern warning not to trifle with her. Every darting glance threatened to freeze and burn. Every facet of her appearance was tactical, from the tight bun of her black hair and form-fitted gray under suit, to the seductive yet practical choice of monochrome cosmetics. She was both beautiful and terrifying, like a thundercloud boiling on the horizon.

“And this report,” she continued, holding up a glowing blue tablet
, “it provides definitive proof of your claims?”

“Yes, Madame.”

Rivers drew the tablet close and flicked at the screen with a deliberate finger. Her eyes narrowed, “It’s quite a picture you’ve paint for us, Dr. Longview.”
I shifted in my seat
. “Yes, Madame.”

Again, Rivers directed her gaze upon me and drew in a measured breath, as if assessing me once more. After what seemed an eternity, she released the tablet with a graceful flip, sending the unit over the table’s edge. It plunged floorward, evaporating in a crackling hiss just seconds before shattering against ceramic floor
. She closed her eyes and lowered her head, allowing the in-floor lighting to once again wash over her stern yet youthful, heart-shaped face. “A very dark picture…” 
Everyone turned to Rivers, waiting as her perfectly-manicured fingernails pinged out some unknown tune against the tabletop.

This could be it, I thought, resisting the urge to pick at my cuticles. 
Even as accurate as Samm’s predictions were, I still held out hope someone would show us we’re more than a set numbers and calculations, that our destinies couldn’t be predicted like a business intelligence report. That maybe, just maybe, EndGame
 was imperfect. 
That the script could be wrong.
The sharp clack of fingernails abruptly halted, shattering my concentration, rudely returning my attention to the proceedings before me. 
Rivers released a steady breath from her nose then stood, her chair to dissolving behind her
. “Thank you for the report, Dr. Longview. We’ll need a moment to discuss this in private.” 

“Of course,” I answered, trying my best to sound upbeat, even though every ounce of excitement had deflated from me. 

There’s something to be said for not knowing the future—to be at the mercy of random happenstance, as false a perception as it may be. To take things as they come versus reading it all in a script. The unknown adds to the spice of life, provides a reason to keep going, if only to see what happens next. At least that’s what I’d learned from my readings of Samm’s “books” whom I’d lived with in some sort of housing for the last twenty years. He had a vast collection of the ancient relics…


And today was no different. Along with the detailed profiles of every Inquisitor, Samm also provided a Script
 that detailed the highest probable dialog we’d share during the Inquisition
. Every question, every response, every word muttered, even Rivers’ piercing gaze and heels? Pencil skirt? Something more futurish but like this.
The other inquisitors followed suit, rising to follow her to the center of the room. When the last seat dissolved into thin air, the table before them faded away and they maneuvered toward one another in the now open space. As they moved, the underfoot lighting tracked them, illuminating the steps ahead and darkening those behind. Once settled into a tight circle, their lights switched to a reddish hue and their mouths began to move in animated discussion. While I couldn’t hear a word they were saying, based on their dramatic gesturing, my report had struck a chord. Fingers jabbed into the faces of others, hands flew about in wild gesturing, and a few faces steamed so red they appeared ready to explode. 
Looking away from the spectacle, I focused my attention on preparing for the next round of questioning Samm and EndGame had predicted. I worked back in my mind to the last thing Rivers said, my response, and, finally, forward to the next line in the Script. But it wasn’t there. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t see Samm’s words. Couldn’t see who would speak next or what they would say. 
I would be forced to face the next round alone.
My heart thumped in my ears and my breath grew shorter than it already was. In an attempt to stave my rising despair, I focused on logic. Logic would dictate the next speaker would be Rivers, given her station. But that could just be wishful thinking, considering how bad the alternatives were. Could be Gagen. Or Larrison. They….give us a sense of who they are here. Or maybe show us what they are doing in the room, what body language they are using so that we get a sense of their characters.
A stinging pain in my thumb shook me from the surge of panic. I looked down and sighed, little beads of bright red blood blooming along my cuticles. I’

D been trying to kick the habit for years, but whenever I got nervous I picked away at them like scabs. 
Peeking up, I discovered the collective gaze of the Inquisitors upon me again, the red glow of the audio containment field hovering around their ankles 

“Dr. Longview,” a voice boomed across the chamber’s amplified system.

Every fiber in my being cinched tight.
�I don’t have any problem with the story starting with a log, but the log itself is pretty uninteresting. A story has a VERY brief window of opportunity to hook the reader and compel them forward, so you want to open with something that engages the senses and the imagination and makes us wonder “what is going to happen next?” I can't say that is happening here with this more philosophical, reflective voice, so I’d cut this and narrate him writing/dictating the log so that we SEE and hear him doing it and wonder “why is he saying this? What has happened?” which is almost as good as what is GOING to happen? Or cut it entirely and launch right into the story.


�Can we cut this and get right to the projections? It’s not terribly compelling and doesn’t really serve much purpose at this point in the story?


�Cut?


�Can you come up with a name for this like we have for, say, smartphones, vid-conferences? Something like a holomonitor or something like that. This creates the illusion that we are actually in the future, not having a future described to us from the present. Asimov does this ALL the time.


�I like this idea of the icons floating around them…but you can of course leave them above their heads. I just wonder what the point is. If you can have a hologram encircle you in a column of light, why not get ore creative with it? Just an idea!


�Seems like the report would appear as hologram, but this of course up to you.


�Typically, it’s best not to include vocal cues like “um,” “er,” “uh” and, instead, use body language to indicate hesitation, confusion, etc…not always, but it works well here.


�This is super cool and I think is made even cooler by it being a hologram because this indicates they can make solid matter from holographic images that can then evaporate back into …unsolid?/holographic matter/energy….again, your call.


�One word looks more like a logo or a name of a technology like iPhone, MacBook, etc


�This works perfectly!


�Cut? This is implied.


�Go ahead and expound a bit more here, build the world a bit more. Give us a sense of what the future world is like, piece by piece, as you move forward in the story. this would be a good place to do it because the private meeting provides a break in the opening scene/action. 


�I’d capitalize this because it sounds like a specific term for a prediction they make with EndGame.


�Same concept here with the capital. Your call of course, but this is ahallmark of good scifi
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