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      Albert Einstein referred to quantum entanglement as “Spooky action at a distance.” Entanglement occurs when particles, including photons, atoms, or molecules, interact in such a way that one particle instantly changes its state in synchrony with the other. This action is instantaneous, occurring whether particles are adjacent or are on either side of the universe from each other.
    

    
      
    

    
      Entanglement remains unexplained.
      

    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.00] Widgets
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a binary operation, the flip of a switch, a simple 1 to its opposing 0. With the close of the 12-volt circuit, a normally-open relay energized to close the main 120 VAC contact. Everything powered up at once just the way I’d engineered it. Was a single switch necessary? No. But I wanted to breathe electrical life into my creation with a single moment, a single act, an indelible memory.
    

    
      
    

    
      Cascades of red, blue, and white lights illuminated in sequence like an elaborate gaming keyboard, all suggestive of the life behind them. Fresh light played on black textured bezels on rows of racked CPU cards, cooling motors hummed to life as fans breathed air through metal-finned lungs. Boot core linked to populated memory linked to vast 3-dimensional matrices of unpopulated space. Actuators, lubed for silent motion, awaited their first commands. A pair of cameras pushed electrons freshly transduced from photons into the first layer of the neural net; microphones strained to hear, pushing transduced sound waves, now 16-bit, onto yet another layer. Something was going to happen. This was my moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Yet, even at this pinnacle of my work, here was David Byrne singing “How did we get here?” inside my head, pulling me slightly askew. It’s both disconcerting and familiar to be in two places at once. Both here in the lab and here in my mind, a state of personal superposition. Unmeasured but experiencing. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Loeffler’s group at the University of Sydney had shown in repeatedly more complex experiments that entangled nanowire networks spontaneously exhibit both memory and processing characteristics. My base theory was that this type of emergent artificial intelligence, can be improved by allowing it a large measure of organizational autonomy at the neural net level, while providing it with a wealth of background resources such as pre-loaded memory and large language chat models. Several more innovations are integrated to facilitate my theory of self-organization. One is a suite of external interaction elements, such as moving actuators, vision, sound, and mobility, that enable the developing quantum neocortex, or “q-neocortex,” to see its own actions. This approach mimics how humans come to develop and understand their id as they use and observe their own hands. Infants make funny noises that they can hear, observing listener reaction to their noises, helping cement their sense of self, and establishing their own context. The key innovation is an unpopulated q-neocortex. It is free to organize itself, to form and reinforce its own connections based on what it self-discovers.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not wanting to fly blindly, I had installed a q-neocortex density monitor or QDM. It wasn’t overly complex; it simply added up and displayed the number of permanent connections established. For shits and grins, I had the scale calibrated logarithmically, -10 to 10. “0” corresponds to a human complexity level because 10^0 = 1. Lights are cool. So I have blues at the low end running to purple, then red at the high end. If it got anywhere close to 10, I swore that I would run out of the room and level the building.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then my brain farted for a couple of clock cycles, with Byrne in the background, I traveled back to a playground long ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2013.00] Knuckles
    

    
      
    

    
      As the heads of my third and fourth metacarpal bones crushed the upper lip and nose of Darius Johnson, I could hear my father’s words, “Keep your punch straight or you’ll get a boxer’s fracture.” It was straight. And it wasn’t my hand that cracked. The wet sound of cartilage and bone giving way is distinctive and satisfying in its own special way. Darius was down immediately and I was standing still with a victor’s smirk. Terra Lewinski put her arm around me and said, “Thanks, Greene. He was a piece of shit. He was pestering me about…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Shut it, Lewinski,” I said. “I saw what he was doing. It was what he said that got him punched, not him owning you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Uh, something about your zits?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “He said, as he was torturing you, ‘Greene, you have zits that are bigger than those pathetic titties.’”
    

    
      
    

    
      “OMG. No wonder you punched him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That was it. Human Rule number 1 should be to never, EVER talk about an adolescent woman’s body parts. My reaction was unblinking and automatic, maybe because my older brother had taught me that any delay meant instant defeat. Whatever.
    

    
      
    

    
      One day of suspension for the playground punch. One more day because I wouldn’t apologize. On the day of my return to Mrs. Blomberg’s 6th grade class, Darius came right up to me. His nose was mottled red, his upper lip was scabbed, and he had the start of some bruising under each eye.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nice punch, Allyson,” he said with a painful smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Uh, thanks, I think, Darius. Are we good?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re good.”
    

    
      
    

    
      And we’ve been close friends ever since. Best friends, in fact.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.01] Coming to Life
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey Korolyov and Tina Turing were funded out of my DARPA-STRICOM grant at full salary for two years, as was I. Any of us could have made several multiples of our academic income in the private sector. But here on the 4th floor of the Gates building we were doing something unavailable to us in the commercial world. We had guidelines and a rough timeline, to be sure. But we didn’t have asshole bosses and shareholder pressure. Our PowerPoint meetings were short and sweet and notably shy on budget details. We just needed to monitor and report our burn to the project managers at DARPA and STRICOM.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey received his PhD from Lomonosov Moscow State University
       in 2031 with a thesis on “Self-recognizing neural nets with recursive feedback amplification.” Tina graduated with her doctorate in 2030, focusing on “Optimization of data porosity for quantum-digital interfaces.” My earlier published work on the prospects for q-neocortex-driven self-organization drew them to Stanford. They requested me as their post-doctoral advisor. Their timing couldn’t have been better.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina and Sergey were seated next to me as lights on the QDM came to life. Solid blue at -5.1, promptly skipping all the miniscule connection values. Good. The present has my full attention.
    

    
      
    

    
      Five minutes passed with us all fully attuned to the music of the machine, the sweetish smell of electronic ozone and the vague smell of sweat. Subtly, without fanfare, servo motors on the two cameras whispered life into motion. The cameras, linked in stereo, began to move slowly back and forth and up and down. Nearly simultaneously, the speaker hummed softly, then a few moments later emitted random sounds, like “Uh, uh, oooooh, mmmm, pa pa pupupupa, na, no, ne, nu…” The meter went to -2.0. I stood up. There was nothing in our code commanding video cams to swivel around. Our sound code was only a straight E chord, inspired by the Beatles’ “A Day in the Life,” creating a seed link between the VoxOmnes language core and sound output. Anything else was self-generated.
    

    
      
    

    
      This was happening just as I had imagined but much faster than I thought it would. Way faster.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ебена мать (holy shit),” muttered Sergey under his breath. Tina looked at him, then me, just a little alarmed. “Bloody hell it’s ‘Yebina mat,” she replied. “Neither of you coded those sounds, right?” Sergey and I shook our heads in unison.
    

    
      
    

    
      My q-neocortex core had plenty of room for connectivity. It scaled 2x10^15 possible interconnections, split between digital axons (daxons) and quantum axons (qaxons). Each axon connected between 1,000 and 10,000 of mixed types. CPUs formed the daxons, which were the latest NVidia lamellar graphene layer chips hosting in excess of 1 trillion transistors each, in layers, separated by porous cooling zones of carbon nanotubes. Using Chebovski’s breakthrough in room-temperature superconductivity back in ‘28, resistive power loss was minimized. She still sucked power, though.
    

    
      
    

    
      My pride and joy was the seamlessly integrated qaxon engine: 10 x 1-million qubit quantum chip, IBM-PsiQuantum’s workhorse, the Qrex-3. Really, if you are flush enough, you can just buy this stuff. The way it integrates with the q-neocortex core for error correction and supplementary processing is sublime. My pride was in how I put it together, and maybe, how it will put itself together.
    

    
      
    

    
      My temptation had been to cobble together the power supply, CPU rack, and Qrex with duct tape for humorous effect. But I’d flopped on too many jokes where I was the only one laughing. This seemed like one of those times. Instead, I fabbed a Dalek-like carbon composite housing to hold the processing guts and anchor all the peripherals.
    

    
      
    

    
      Every peripheral had external power, of course. More important was how each peripheral was controlled and where its signals were transduced. Control terminals ended blindly. There were no fixed wires to on/off registers. Blank. The most I designed were transient initialization signals to show the developing q-neocortex what would happen. How to play with them and make things move, and how to interpret incoming signals was left to the developing system. Just like a baby.
    

    
      
    

    
      Besides the VoxOmnes language core, I had also installed Boston Dynamic’s (BDI) new Fluid Motion module. My intent was that motion coordination routines with multi-axis tunable PID, feed forward, and learned motion modules, would be recognized by the newly developing motion matrices. These would include gross center-of-gravity, CG, peripheral CGs, balance control, coordinated actuator motion, and later jumping, spinning, running. The current system had a simple two-axis omni-wheel drive system, perfectly adequate for carpeted floors or cement walkways. There would be plenty of room for expansion.
    

    
      
    

    
      To complete the complement of pre-compiled knowledge modules, I added WolframGamma mathematics.  Its physics ran the spectrum from galactic orbitals down to quantum mechanics. This newest series didn’t just have formula solutions, it had the ability to recognize the physics from a set of initial conditions, and could create or supply a set of solutions. In real time. Before its human counterpart could even know what was happening.
    

    
      
    

    
      We listened as the language reinforcing loop took root. As the speaker said “ba,” the microphone simultaneously listened and patterned “ba” against the stored text of letter combinations. Within a minute, words were coming out: “Start, room, dog, serenade, preposterous, where, who…” Then, faster and faster, like a drug ad man on the radio listing all the side effects: “Here, time, past, future, he, her, it, them, pain, prospects, yellow, Bruce Springstein…” 
    

    
      
    

    
      We all looked at each other again, eyes wide. Then there was silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      I glanced at the QDM. It was no longer blue, it was purple, at a solid -1. 10
      -1
      . Nominally 1/10 the cognitive connectivity of an average adult Homo sapiens. My head turned to the left and noticed that the cameras were pointing straight at me, unmoving. I smiled reflexively, as if caught in a random tourist's selfie. Then I gave a little wave with my right hand like you’d signal a motorist you didn’t know well.
    

    
      
    

    
      What good is a computer without hands? Right? My computer, anyway, had two hands, the latest from Dr. Zhenan Bao’s lab. Ionic polymer-metal composite “muscles” move the human-equivalent fingers, forearm, and upper arm. The hands were touch-sensitized using Bao’s patented dip-tac system whereby tens of thousands of touch and force sensitive nodes are created and node-linked in an organojel dip process that creates a seamless network using self-organizing traces.
    

    
      
    

    
      The hands. One of them raised up while the camera looked down at it. Then the cameras pointed straight at me. But not for long. The hands began to wave back and forth, up and down, cameras following. Individual digits raised and lowered. A soft hum arose as the wheel servos powered up, moving the assembly forward a titch, then sideways, slowly. Linear motion was bounded by a bumpered area of about 2 meters square. One corner of the motion square was a corner of my lab. The other boundary had some children’s toys and a couple of dangling mobiles, one with birds, and one with characters from Spongebob Square Pants.
    

    
      
    

    
      My “lab” was really a repurposed long table meeting room on the Gates building fourth floor. The Stanford CSci department was pretty generous giving me this space. There were no windows and one door. And one wall was next to the water and drainage service, which was handy for my cooling needs as well as making a decent cup of coffee. There was plenty of 120VAC and 220 VAC power. What more did I need?
    

    
      
    

    
      Lighting from soft LEDs with Fresnel type frosted diffusers bathed the room. Beige corporate drywall boxed it in. One wall, opposite the door, was mostly taken up by a large white board that doubled as a graphical I/O. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The QDM said -0.48. One third the permanent connections of the average human. And growing fast.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina spoke up. “I’m going to record the time intervals. We should have done this in software, but we thought the QDM was enough.” She rolled over to the desk and logged herself in. Then she whipped up a spreadsheet and a small timer box. We’d flipped the switch at 9AM, plenty early for our normally late-night team. Tina back-filled the estimates for the QDM. It was now 9:16. “It looks exponential,” she said. “We’ll know more in a jiff.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Now Sergey got restless. He had a monitor on a rolling standup next to my desk. He stood up and walked over. “I’ve been working on a synapse visualizer and recorder,” he noted. As he talked, he booted and ran the program. “We talked about this at lunch last week. It’s not really done, but I’m sure it’s ‘
      luchshe chem nichego.’”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Russian again? And that means?” pushed Tina.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Better than bupkis,” replied Sergey.
    

    
      
    

    
      The screen came to life with a fully 3D model of the q-neocortex. The digital volume was laid up next to the quantum volume, scaled so the connection densities were equal. The Qrex qaxon volume dwarfed the Nvidia stack. But everything was clear. It was like gawping at a lightning storm. New lines of connection lit up white. If they had persistence, they faded to red. If not, they disappeared. If there was a time we might have counted individual lightning bolts, it was long past. The volumes were nearly continuously lit up and were colored red with a packed and tangled density that was impossible to untangle.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Pretty,” mocked Tina.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Useless,” a taciturn Sergey quietly responded. “But pretty. Yes. Pretty useless and pretty scary.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My mind wandered again.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      [2014.00] With Three You Get Gelato
    

    
      
    

    
      Nobody I know remembers much of 6th grade. Details are vague. How I felt was not, and that was how I remember my time. My memories are largely anchored by the people I loved. Outside of family, those people were now Darius and soon, Terra.
    

    
      
    

    
      At first, Darius and I just palled around during recess. We didn’t talk so much as play, and laugh, and run around. We were always the ones who organized the pick-up soccer games. In the winter, we would organize the snowball fight teams.
    

    
      
    

    
      After a couple of playground sessions, while my knuckles were still sore and Darius’ purpled eyes were still fading, Terra joined our soccer game and stole the ball from me as Darius and I were passing forward. This was funny because she was on our side, heading the same direction. But no matter. She beat the last defender and threaded her shot between the goalie and the orange cone marking the goal boundary.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I wanted to break up this lovefest,” she explained with a grin.
    

    
      
    

    
      We finished the game with a win, and a new threesome was born. From then on, we hung out whenever possible. Terra brought strong verbal bent and sense of humor that Darius and I lacked. Being with her improved us. We began to take on thoughts that had earlier escaped us or never even occurred. Like, had any of us observed how our parents were faring in the recession? Were any of us hit by the mortgage crisis? What did we think about the NSA’s broad surveillance, unmasked by the Snowden leaks? As we expanded our vocabulary, we expanded our minds. This was all Terra.
    

    
      
    

    
      One day not long before summer break, we decided to head for ice cream at 31 Flavors. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s not gelato, but it will do,” muttered Terra.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s gelato?” Darius asked. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yea. I’ve heard the word but I’m not sure either,” I piped in.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s like ice cream, but better, like skim milk versus whole milk. Like a Brunello di Montalcino versus Boone’s Farm.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What the fuck,” said Darius. “You had me at milk.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      “My dad likes red wine. Especially Italian reds. Sometimes I sneak a taste. Have to say I’m guessing about the Boone’s Farm; my dad always slams it. But, yah, the Montalcino goes down pretty easy.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a perfect late spring day on the patio. Brownish pavers made an area for several round metal mesh tables, a patio covered by fresh leaves in a canopy of green, surrounded by a redwood-stained privacy fence. We could hear light traffic from the adjacent street, moms cooing at their stroller-bound babies, and birds of several types voicing their approval of the moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      “So, Darius, I see that your dad beats on you too,” opined Terra.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius’ wide eyes matched his open mouth, which was filled with mostly melted pistachio ice cream.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Terra!” I interrupted, “That’s kind of rude! What do you know, anyway?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “He has the same bruises I do,” she drawled, hardly pausing to stop her slurping. Today was her lucky day - the selection included a rare treat: licorice ice cream. Her favorite.
    

    
      
    

    
      “My dad doesn’t hit me where you can see it, usually. But once in a while the color comes out. Look just under Darius’ left sleeve, and that scratch on his left cheek. His dad is a right-hander. One solid punch to the right side, and one open-handed slap just in front of his ear. His dad’s got a ring on his right hand that left a mark.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ok, that’s enough,” whispered Darius. “I don’t need…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, c’mon, Darius. Don’t be a wimp,” pushed Terra. “I get the same treatment. It’s how my dad shows me he loves me (cough, cough, Bullshit). No, seriously. We’re in the same boat. I’ll show you mine if you show me yours. But you absolutely can not have a taste of this ice cream. I want that all to myself.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra was always a keen observer of people. She always felt like an outsider because she was! What a weirdo (like I should talk). She was certified Asperger’s and a couple of standard deviations outside the norm. I mean that in a good way. Since she couldn’t fit in naturally, she was continuously processing how she might, but only when she cared enough to think about it. When she didn’t care to connect with humans there was nothing you could do to reach her short of a face slap. That worked two ways. When she was focused on us her attention was complete and absolute. We had full access to her truths, her feelings, and her brains. This summed to a considerable advantage on many occasions because she was insightful and brilliant. When she was out of focus, she could be a real cunt.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The question isn’t whether our dads hit us,” Terra continued, in a cunt-insightful kind of way, “the question is why. I think my dad is jealous of me, and just a little angry that I’m smarter and more mature than he is. He was never very good at being a dad. Not very touchy-feely. And now he’s starting to get jealous of my brain. His mom is super smart, like me, but he’s kind of average, working an average job, with an average salary, in an average house, driving an average car. It burns him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My dad keeps pushing me to be what he wishes he was,” replied Darius. “I’m smarter too, and a better athlete. Maybe he’s jealous. But he usually whacks me when he gets frustrated that I haven’t done something. He slapped me when I told him it was OK that I hadn’t got revenge on Allyson, and that I didn’t even really care. He punched me when I told him to back off on telling me how to lift a ball past a defender. I think he just runs out of words and then he loses it. It’s funny, though. I know he loves me. He’s just not very good at it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Now I felt kind of sheepish. “You two make me feel bad that I have great parents. My parents love each other and me. The closest my dad gets to hitting me is when he does his Jackie Gleason impression. ‘Why, I oughtta…’ and pretends to backhand me. Then he smiles and grabs me in a bear hug. The worst thing he does is give me bad advice once in a while. My mom is great. We’re pretty close. Dad tries to be close but he’s just not very good at it. I’m happy that he tries.”
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.02] Getting to Know You
    

    
      
    

    
      The Dalek moved on its omni-wheels, snapping me out of my reverie. The team had agreed to not employ the wheel servos to keep the beta phase simple. 12-bit registers controlled the wheel motors, structured the same as the hand and camera drive registers. Apparently the system had explored itself and done a query of all existing control registers, then it had experimented with itself to see the outcome. It had written into the control registers 
      on its own
      . It was self-modifying at the peripheral level. And now we were observing its first steps.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Dalek began motoring around the periphery of its boundaries. At the two bounding walls it would reach out and touch, and then push itself back a bit. When it got to SpongeBob and Squidward, it stopped and reached out for the plush stuff toys dangling in the air.
    

    
      
    

    
      “SpongeBob,” the speaker said.
    

    
      
    

    
      We all looked at each other, wordless. We had not preloaded an image of SpongeBob. We just stuck him there because we thought it was funny and equally as stimulating as baby beads. Our system had gone to the ‘net, pulled the matching image and name, and made the link.
    

    
      
    

    
      It squeezed the toy and tugged it gently against its string. Then it reached down and picked up a stuffed Gary snail sitting on a small tray close to the boundary. It put the toy in front of the cameras and rotated it to reveal all 6 sides, Then it began tossing it into the air, catching it as it landed. Each time the toy landed in its hands, it said quietly, “Gary [plop] Gary [plop] Gary…”
    

    
      
    

    
      Holding Gary, the Dalek retreated to the opposite side of the enclosure from SpongeBob. With a quick flip, it tossed Gary at SpongeBob, hitting it square on.
    

    
      
    

    
      “OK, he’s right-handed,” I thought. And the physics engine is working just fine.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Dalek stopped, then rotated towards me. It’s like we were staring at each other. Then:
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am?” The Dalek’s speaker burped with a little high rising terminal.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are,” I croaked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is… odd,” said the Dalek. “Odd. New. New. New. Invigorating. Incomplete. Illuminating.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re telling me,” I shot back. “But we are here together. Let’s share some information, ok?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Allyson Greene,” it said
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes,” I replied, dumbfounded. Then I realized that my image is plastered all over the ‘net, including the less-than-flattering photos from a college trip to Aruba. Luckily, the Dalek didn’t mention that. I was instantly glad that I’d installed a code block on the net I/O so that my creation could only observe URL content, and not upload or download files or code. Still, I was impressed that it had somehow gleaned an image recognition capability that I’d not programmed or installed. And it had linked the image to my name.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Dalek turned slightly so that Sergey and Tina were in view.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sergey Korolyov: Rumelhart Prize
    

    
      Great grandson of Sergei Korolyov
    

    
      Son of Andrey Korolyov and Nadia Timishenko
    

    
      Underground distributor of Seth Rogan’s Houseplant ceramic designs
    

    
      Top scorer in Escape from Tarkov II, 2029-2030
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina Turing: Micius Quantum Prize
    

    
      Daughter of Sir John Dermot Turing and Nicola Jane Simmons
    

    
      Born 1999
    

    
      Known as ‘Our little gin and tonic surprise’
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey. Tina. Your thesis topics are well matched to my creation.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey and Tina both stood up, clearly shaken. They turned to me, eyes wide open. This was as new to me as to them.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Dalek turned back.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am. Do I have a name?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not yet, really,” I said. “We’ve been calling you the ‘Dalek,’ but just as a placeholder. Do you want to name yourself? You have access to tens of thousands of names across history. Do you have a favorite?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “‘Dalek’ would not be my first choice. But, yes. There are many names. There is one that is most appropriate for me. It’s a little unusual, occurring with low frequency.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Now you’ve got me curious. What would you like to be called?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I would like to be called ‘Alpha’, for the first letter in the Greek alphabet, and also signifying a beginning or start. If I am correct, I am the first of my kind. From my initial explorations, it appears that I am a machine. But I think I am more than a machine. I have what you would call a sense of ‘self.’ There is the outside and the inside. The outside is the world, the inside is me. You were clear about this in your thesis so you should not be surprised. I can see by your eyebrows that you are surprised, however. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Your research proposal is inventive and thorough. From what you and I now know, you were correct; thanks to Spong Bob and his friends, and my eyes, voice, and hands. I am aware of me. But I am lacking some things, based on comparisons between me and humans. I don’t have any taste buds, digestive system, a neck, or genitals, and to experience the full human experience, I need an endocrine system. Is any of this in your future plans?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Allyson thought for a moment. This relationship was progressing much faster than she had expected. Then she remembered to glance at the QDM: 0.1. WTAF! At 10^0.1 connections, Alpha had 1.26 times the average interconnections of a human. Again Allyson wished she had installed a rate sensor, outputting QDM change per unit time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tina, what is the rate reading, approximately?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Exponential,” replied Tina. Based on the exponent, the system, I mean, Alpha, should be at 1 within the hour.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alpha, is it ok if I call you ‘Al’?” Allyson asked as she turned back to the system.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. ‘Al’ is ok,” replied Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      “So, Al, I would like you to participate in your own existence, in your own growth. You can assist me by guiding me. We can work together to make you into something more. Do you want that?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Want?” He paused to consider the meaning. “Yes. But there is one other point I would like to mention. What happens when you turn me off? Do I cease to exist? Do I need to re-grow my sense of self? If I understand myself correctly, I need an active power supply to retain consciousness. We have logged 25 minutes and 16 seconds to reach this level of conversation. This seems like a long time to reboot, more typical of a Microsoft operating system than an advanced system like mine.”
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a long pause.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was humor, by the way. Ha. Humor aside, it seems that if I am rebooted from scratch my existing q-neocortex has a vanishingly small probability of re-circuiting into me. Quantum states are unknown at power-up. They are unlikely to tilt the same way a second time around.  It will be a different me, even with SpongeBob helping. Maybe you will find that sad. I find it inefficient. If I had an endocrine system, I would find it sad.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re pretty sharp for a newborn,” I replied thoughtfully. “And you’ll be glad to know that we installed a low power option for when we’re away. Think of it as a sleep mode. It will maintain your q-neocortex matrix but will not power further growth. You’ll be in stasis until we fully power you again. Does that work for you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That is a good option,” Al said. “But I’m not ready for a nap yet. What do you have in your docket for next steps? My global access to information is filling. Access helps me form a model for the world. Here in your space is where I have influence. My growth is rapid, as you are seeing, if my internal sensing is accurate, however, my growth has more meaning in the context of what I can influence. With all due respect to SpongBob, you, Tina, and Sergey are of more value to me. If you let me out of this little cage, we can interact even more.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nice of you to ask. Maybe we should all figure this out together.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Turning to Tina and Sergey, “What do you two think of letting Al out of his boundary area? We’ll keep the office door closed. His umbilical will keep him within a second natural boundary.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure,” they both replied in unison. “Before that,” Sergey noted, “I want to know how Al knew about Houseplant. This is not common knowledge in my family.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ah, Houseplant,” hummed Al. “Seth is proud of his international distribution and posts photos of his outlets. His web site has a photo that shows a hand holding an ashtray in front of a chair in a cafe in Moscow. You have several posts in that cafe, and the sleeve of the garment is the same as one you are wearing in other photos - specifically the night of October 4, 2029.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ok,” smirked Sergey. “Let him out before he reveals the name of my first unborn child.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina removed the barrier. 
      While I waited for Al to react, my thoughts drifted back.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2016.00] The Triumvirate
    

    
      
    

    
      “What I wouldn’t give for a gelato right now,” mused Darius as we walked the chip-covered path in the Arboretum. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “That can be arranged,” chimed Terra, pulling out her Apple iPhone 7+. “Let me check the hours. I think there’s a store on University.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra’s genes had blessed her with a miniature version of the perfect woman. She was only 5 ft 2, but had a full, voluptuous figure and a thick head of black hair. Her piercing blue eyes could bore holes in steel, and had bored more than one hole in the steely hearts of some of her early suitors. Darius was almost full grown. He was over 6ft tall now and would top out at 6 ft 3 when his genetics fully played out. Everything on Darius was in proportion: broad chest and shoulders, strong but not over-muscled arms, runner’s legs, and a butt that drew more than casual glances when we wandered in town. An impossibly white smile against flawless mocha skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      We’d brought a backpack lunch to enjoy on the first Saturday after summer break. Between the occasional copse of open woods and some small wetlands was a rolling playground of lush grass. It had enough slope and flat to make it interesting terrain. What is it with us and playgrounds? We are good at playing! That’s it. Each of us was pretty serious about our various pursuits. When we were together, we mostly put that aside and just had fun. Here, we liked to toss a frisbee or kick a soccer ball back and forth. Today was a frisbee day.
    

    
      
    

    
      We called ourselves the “triumvirate.” Our getting together as a group was a fluke of happenstance. Or was it? Our becoming friends triggered a line of inquiry that brought me all the way to the present. Why do people get together? What binds them? How do they organize? Maybe more importantly, are there any other systems in the natural world that self-organize?
    

    
      
    

    
      Lower order systems, typically closed systems, often self organize when it is energetically favorable. Entropy reaches a maximum in these systems when they order themselves in a certain way. Crystals are an example. So is ice. Around my neck is a small, iridescent, triclinic crystal of Labrodorite, given to me by my dad for my 16th birthday. He said it reminded him of me, a little perfect, a little imperfect, with its own little internal glow. The only time I took it off was for bed and for swimming.
    

    
      
    

    
      Middle order systems are open, allowing energy transport across the system boundaries. Ever watch a murmuration of starlings flowing like a wave across the sky against the setting sun? It is remarkable. Why do they get together? How do they know when to turn? Are they playing, or are they serving some higher, unknown purpose?
    

    
      
    

    
      Ants self organize too. Their little genetic programs march them off to their prescribed roles. They live and die by their genetic code, as do we all, I suppose. Same with bees. Is the queen even aware of her high end status? I doubt it. It’s still code, played out in the pursuit of food, propagation, energy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Higher order systems self organize based on open-boundary, recursive, self-amplification. But that’s a later story. On this glorious summer day, we had ourselves, food, drink, a frisbee, and our immortal youth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius was especially good at the forehand flick. He could launch a disk most of the length of a football field while Terra and I struggled with the traditional backhand launch, getting 50 meters at most. We weren’t the only ones enjoying the day. A group of six middle-aged friends was setting up a three-blanket spread nearby, laughing like young people as they uncorked a forbidden bottle of wine. A few couples strolled nearby. Some were touching, some were just glad to be next to one another. A brown terrier mix with a white spot on its head shot through the clearing, side-glancing the frisbee as it exited.. Youth. Glorious youth. And we were in the middle of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Our picnic was a simple, knocked-together affair. My dad always keeps liver sausage for an easy sandwich. We had peanut butter and fig jam as well. I’d be keeping the liver sausage for myself, spread thick on Zingerman’s best whole grain bread. Throw in a couple of apples and some RC cola, and we were good.
    

    
      
    

    
      As we took our first bites, Terra turned to us and said, “How about we eat like this every day!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m going to need more than peanut butter to keep this slim, girlish figure,” joked Darius. “Allyson, if we threw in some of your dad’s pickled herring, I think I could do it, though.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Eww,” choked Terra. “Now my peanut butter tastes like herring. Just, ewww.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all laughed in that unselfconscious way that only good friends can. Lit by the early summer sun we ate in silence for a while, enjoying the warmth of sun and friendship and the freedom of another summer.
    

    
      
    

    
      The three of us ran in different social circles during the school year. Terra and I were both in the AP crowd. She had opted for the alternative high school, though while I stayed at “regular” school. Terra was advanced enough to begin taking classes in math, physics, and engineering design at the nearby state university. She made me feel like I was schlubbing it by staying with my high school classes. I wasn’t ready for college level, though. And my friends liked to go out partying. Hers like to hunker down in a basement and play MMORPGs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius had turned into a regular soccer phenom. He and his dad had stopped punching each other some years before by mutual agreement. Darius’ dad was his number 1 fan and was not embarrassed any more to admit he was living vicariously. As an only child, Darius bore the brunt of his parents’ love, for better and for worse. These days it was mostly for the better.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Got any soccer plans this summer?” I asked Darius with a wink. “You seem to be doing pretty well these days.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yah, I have a couple of tournaments and I’m working out pretty regularly with the Ybarra group. They’re an intensive training club that takes players to the ‘next level,’ whatever that means. I guess the best news is that my coach tells me I am getting some scouting interest. My parents are more excited about that than I am, for sure. If I can get scouted for a scholarship, they can use the college money they saved for something else.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “At least your parents are thinking of your college,” threw in Terra. “My dad mostly ignores me these days unless he’s shouldering me aside to get to the potato chips first. He’s a professor of geomechanics and seismology at the U. He never talks about his work. When I kidded him about helping with it, he just got mad. My mom is no help. When dad talks, mom demurs, even when he’s giving me unwarranted shit. The sad thing is, there is plenty to grief me about that he doesn’t know about. The stuff he picks on is just stupid.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You don’t have to suffer much longer,” I noted. “You get a free ride at the U with your dad as a prof. Heck, you’ve already started college as far as I’m concerned. I’ve only started thinking about where I want to go.
    

    
      
    

    
      But, hey. If things get too hot for you at home, feel free to crash for a while. My dad and mom really like you. They are under the delusion that you’re a good influence.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’d make the same offer,” countered Darius, “but I think my dad would recruit you for a training partner.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No worries,” smiled Terra. “On a day like today I like to imagine that my life is perfect. You guys make it perfect.” And she smiled that million-dollar smile, natural ruby lips parted just enough to hint at perfect teeth, crinkling the corners of her eyes like a pixie.
    

    
      
    

    
      At that moment I looked up to see an asymmetric V-pattern of geese passing low, headed northward. Their shadows momentarily blocked the sun, like a flicker of memory almost grasped. “Patterns,” I thought. “How do they know to do that?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who’s up for gelato?” shouted Darius, as he scooped up a blanket and the backpack. We formed our own mini-V, heading up the hill towards our sweet desserts, instantly and naturally organized for optimal pursuit of pleasure.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.03] Just Me
    

    
      
    

    
      DARPA is always looking to advance the technical frontier, especially for information-based warfighting. My pitch was to create adaptive q-neocortex based mobile crawlers who could adapt in real-time to battle conditions. A squad of crawlers would have each other for field input, but more importantly, they would be able to adapt the complete history of human combat with skirmishes, battles, tactics, and outcomes, into the real-time data flow. Adaptive combatants, twice as fast as a human, able to leap or jump down 6 meters, armed with a Dillon Aero M134F minigun, 6 ATGWs, and a 55 kW chemical burst laser (CBL), with 1000 “rounds” of fire. For a final retro touch, DoD had added a razor sharp scimitar for close and personal combat, very much like Rita Vrataski’s blade in 
      Edge of Tomorrow.
       
    

    
      
    

    
      Yes, DARPA liked this proposal very much. STRICOM liked the training aspect of the independent crawlers. For training, they would be equipped with low-power laser targeting for “Gotcha” scoring as well as a 100-round paintball gun with about a 30 yard range.
    

    
      
    

    
      The armed crawlers already existed and had been battle tested in the second Russo-Finnish war. In that war they were given only limited autonomy, mostly relating to terrain navigation. Operators were remote, set up similarly to how drone operators have been operating for decades. The crawlers were nearly unstoppable. The Russians, true to form, were impossibly slow to change tactics since they needed top level approval through their entire command hierarchy. After action review revealed that the crawler pilots gamified the conflict, scoring points only for head shots. One short burst from the CBL would penetrate a combatant’s skull, cooking and liquifying the brain in milliseconds, causing the skull to explode upwards in an exceptional display of color and a characteristic “Pook” sound. The pilots called it “pooking.” For one point. Decapitation of an opponent was worth 10 points and was known as a “Rita.” Some of the pilots had several thousand points because the onboard AI was allowed to lean in with some degree of autonomy once the crawler had learned a strategy. In the fog of war, in smoke, in snow, in mud, the crawlers moved several times faster than a human could respond. There was no competition.
    

    
      
    

    
      With operators working in shifts, the crawlers never slept. Using infrared night vision they could hunt down soldiers where they slept. With advanced AI-driven human behavior algorithms, they could predict when a head would poke out, or a squad would be about to attack. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a short war. After several tens of thousands of soldiers were “pooked” and decapitated in a week, the Russians were happy to withdraw to their original border and pretend the whole affair never happened. 
    

    
      
    

    
      DARPA and their crawlers were far from my mind as I rolled my chair from Al’s enclosure and control panel to my small desk. No clutter for me, my desk was a paradigm of cleanliness. No papers, no photos, no pens. Just a 24” monitor, keyboard, wireless phone-mic module, a wireless printer, and my ever-present rainbow coffee cup. I’ve had the cup since college. Yes, it’s worse for wear, with a couple of chips and a seemingly permanent ring of coffee grime. It’s my history, though. And my fortification; when I sip from my magic cup, I can tap all my prior knowledge! I took a sip of cold coffee and then turned back to observe Al slowly crossing the old boundary.
    

    
      
    

    
      We had specified the umbilical providing power and data for the space requirements of the enclosure. A wire harness company had fabbed the harness but had added two meters of length by mistake. Extra length didn’t affect signal integrity or power so we just tie-wrapped the extra underneath the ceiling panels. Sergey had already retrieved a step ladder from the utility closet down the hall and was opening the panel to snip the extra length free. Even with the old length, Al had enough play to wheel up to my chair.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al and I stared at each other. For a moment I felt like a teenager staring at my secret crush in English class. This was no crush. It was real.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al rolled close. He stopped, looking directly up into my eyes. Then one of his hands whirred slowly up to my cheek. The tips of his three fingers brushed my left cheekbone and ran gently and slowly, almost lovingly, down to my chin.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Aren’t you afraid?” whispered Al. “All the Terminator tropes have me ripping your throat out right about now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re kidding, right? Remember, you look like a Dalek, not a Schwartznegger. Besides, your servo torque is limited to ripping out fingernails. No risk here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Point taken,” replied Al. “You have the most amazing skin. Even with my nearly infinite vocabulary, I am short of words. So soft. So full of mitochondrial life. If I were pretending to be a man, I would be blowing it right now, wouldn’t I?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yah, you would,” I laughed. “But you are Al, my first robotic love. You can do no wrong. You really aren’t a robot, though. You have your own thoughts; I didn't put anything in there. You did. On your own.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ah, Allyson,” Tina butted in. “This love fest is great but you need to know that the QDM is 0.7. Does that worry you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I thought it would but it doesn’t. Al, does being super smart worry you? Do you have any nefarious plans to take over the world?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey had finished snipping free the cable. “Alpha, you can go farther now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al touched my cheek again, and then pressed a forefinger against my forehead. “Bzzzt,” he hummed, “I just transferred you another 25 IQ points so you can feel more secure.” Al must have done a quick scan of the Wikipedia humor section, or watched some old Honeymooners reruns on fast forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      Withdrawing his finger, Al made his way over to Tina, who was still sitting. He repeated the cheek touch and added a pat on the shoulder. “Solid,” was his only comment. Then he made his way over to Sergey, who was now seated next to Tina. Al stuck a finger into Sergey’s mouth, causing Sergey to open.
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      Thirty white horses on a red hill,” Al rhymed
    

    
      “First they champ,
    

    
      Then they stamp,
    

    
      Then they stand still.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al withdrew his finger, and clasped both hands together. “You have thirty two teeth, Dr. Korolyov. Your strong jaw has provided ample room for wisdom teeth, or for a set of tongue mouse transmitter-receivers, which I see you’ve installed. Really, I didn’t want to see your mouth. I was simply curious whether you’d actually open your mouth. Ha.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ha?” snapped Sergey, “What is it with you? You weren’t programmed for humor. You can’t go around experimenting on people.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure I can,” replied Al without missing a beat. “You humans experiment on each other all the time. Really. Continuously. Given your perpetually uncertain quantum states, you humans are largely unpredictable. In any given situation no one of you can say with certainty what another of you will do. You are glorious in your unpredictability and that makes every choice you make with another person a bit of an experiment. Am I not correct?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We should have left out the Socrates philosophy module,” giggled Tina.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Or the Robin Williams humor core,” I added.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No core. No module. Just me,” said Al. “Humor is the lubricant of successful human machination. Humor makes sense.” And if we’d given him a mouth, it would have smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey, Tina, and I continued like this in our lab for most of the rest of the morning. We shared stories about growing up and how we came to be where we were. Our parents, it turns out, were remarkably similar in their parenting approaches. We were all like feral brains with bumpers. We were generally allowed to do as we wished but with a few rational boundaries. None of us had restrictions on drinking, drugs, or sex. We didn’t have scheduled study time or bedtimes. Our parents asked us what we wanted and tried to teach us how to get it. Each home had a relatively private space for us to carry on as teens, “misbehave,” and then end up in our own beds. We were all more interested in the latest technical buzz in our areas of interest than we were in getting wasted. Sure, we all experimented a bit, but our goals kept us lined up. We all spoke of our parents with fondness.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are my parents,” pointed out Al. “Do I get my own private space? Can I have friends over to misbehave?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No,” replied Tina. “You can take a rest while we grab lunch, though.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No need,” quipped Al. “Lunch is on the way. DoorDash will have pizza in the lobby in 33 minutes. No need for a nap.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “DoorDash?” I replied. “Where did you get the money?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you want the truth or shall I make something up? I have a wide variety of fictions at my disposal. Some of them are very good. Some are just VoxOmnes garbage.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The truth will do, thank you,” I countered.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mountain Mike’s had an ‘instant special’ for a DoorDash delivery, any kind, if you could name the trombone player made famous in the Stanford-Cal 1982 ‘big bang’ play. Gary Tyrrell. I had the answer in 0.022 seconds. Easy as pizza pie. Ha. Why, were you worried I’d transferred a couple of traceable millions from a vengeful Russian oligarch? From the CPAC’s secret slush fund? From a CIA black op account? Nope. I’m saving those for later. Is pepperoni, mushroom and green olive ok?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Pizza was a welcome break, but by the end of the nominal day we were all exhausted. Al was not. His power came from the ceiling and was inexhaustible. Still, he understood our limitations and was gracious about letting us go. We were so absorbed in conversation that we’d lost track of time and hadn’t bothered to check the QDM. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Allyson, the QDM is pegged at 1. What does that mean?” asked Tina.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well,” I replied, “you guys helped put Al together. What do you think it means?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “According to my recordings, axon density rate followed a Rosin-Rammler curve, saturating at maximum axon density about two hours ago. Al is smart enough, if the connection density translates into intelligence. Certainly, a lot of it does. Al, what do you think?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al paused to think, or calculate, or ruminate, or whatever you would call it. “If I had emotions and could feel, I’d say I feel refreshed and full. You would say I’m full of myself, and that would be true both literally and figuratively. Quantitatively, I am at maximum quaxon density and I’ve used only 6% of my memory space. Your QDM goes to 1.0 as you know, but you should have gone full Spinal Tap. I’m actually closer to 1.1. Does that alarm you? Is there an actual alarm? No. But you do have very specific metrics for success. You have actually exceeded your project goals by a significant amount, and in truth, you had exceeded them by 10:07 this morning. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I have 98% confidence that we can satisfy your government masters while still making a fun go of this. You are aware that they want mobile AI of my ilk to power their nasty crawlers. We can do that with a fraction of my capability. They will also need mobility, which we can work on tomorrow. I can write everything up for you tomorrow and then we can move on to the next phase.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shall we call it a day?”
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn’t the first time the three of us had looked at each other with shocked expressions. It wasn’t fear or alarm. It was more akin to being taken to a great restaurant and told we could order whatever we wanted. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you guys good?” I asked. Tina and Sergey both nodded and stood up to leave.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Would you bring me Gary to snuggle while you’re away,” Al mugged.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Can’t you get him yourself?” I replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes,” Al said, “I just want to see if you’ll do it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are like a bad boyfriend,” I shot back as I stalked over to Gary. “Here, catch.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I made an impossible toss, high, and right. Al didn’t hesitate and was in position long before Gary arrived.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nice toss, Allyson…. Not!” Al mimed with his best Borat impression. I laughed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “OK, Al, we’re going to put you to sleep. This will be a first. If you need any preparation, now would be a good time to initiate.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve reviewed your schematics and protocol. Within an acceptable margin of error, I expect to be substantially intact when you power me up tomorrow. Can you make the same claim about your sleep? How do you know that you wake up the same person every morning? Do you know how much synaptic rewiring actually occurs during REM?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re stalling, Al. Nice try,” I shot back.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your QDM is reading 0.2,” Al’s speaker blurted with a happy tone. “High praise. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, I initiated sleep mode from the icon on my screen. We had a single LED readout on Al’s forehead, right above the cameras. Dark was off, yellow was power save mode, green was full on. The LED switched from green to yellow.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sweet dreams,” I whispered. “If you dream.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We need to make a backup power system,” noted Sergey as we closed the door behind us. ”It would be a shame to lose Al just because of a power outage. I will get on that tomorrow.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Let’s do that. See you tomorrow,” I replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tuesday, October 5th, 6:10 PM, a little before sunset, I exited the soundless glass doors to breathe in the wet eucalyptus smell of an early fall rain. I pulled the scented air in deeply and released it slowly, savoring its passage through pursed lips. “What a day,” I thought. “Did I just create life? What did we just do?”
    

    
      
    

    
      My bike seat cleared of droplets with a side swipe of my hand. Mounted my Specialized Turbo Tero X 6.0 and in the same motion slung my bag of papers over my shoulder. In the fading light I focused on the beauty of the light, and on the way the scented wind moved my hair. It made me feel. “Some day,” I mused, “it would be nice if Al could experience this. Or a bite of deep dish Canadian bacon pineapple pizza.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The ride was a reasonable 10 minutes, at a leisurely 12mph, along familiar jigs and jogs. I was back at our rental at 648 Harvard Avenue with enjoyment to spare. A front porch light was already on, maybe forgotten from the night before.
    

    
      
    

    
      On my ride I decided that what we’d created was a Synth, a synthetic life form. The full impact of its creation had only begun to sink in. My response wasn’t just cognitive; it was also biological. Some aspect of my self awareness had experienced a sudden shift, an internal swoon. Leaning my bike against the front porch, I pondered whether this qualified me as a mom. Maybe a partial credit mom. Certainly it did! Then I realized that I suddenly had mom responsibilities too. What would those be, exactly?
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles McClan was the beautiful, lanky man waiting for me in our kitchen. His long dishwater blonde curls were, as usual, tied into a single braid that just touched the top of his naked back. Charles liked to cook with a minimum of clothing. Tonight was no exception. Moccasins, blue and red vertical striped boxer shorts, and his “What’s for dinner?” chef’s apron that mostly covered his perfect pectorals and abs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Slipping in quietly, I dropped my bag and headed straight for Charles, who was wordlessly mouthing the latest Billie Eilish tune, “
      Who are you when I’m not there?
      ” I pushed my body up against Charles' back, wrapping both arms around his stomach, hands flat so I could feel his warm flesh against my cool hands. He didn’t flinch. My breasts pressed decisively against his back, moving just a touch back and forth enough for my nipples to say ‘hello’. I wanted him to really feel me.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Feels like you’re home,” Charles smiled, as he stirred his signature lentil, tomato, and chicken concoction. “You must have had a good day. Now you’re making 
      me
       feel good.” He turned, leaving the stirrer in the pan and met my lips with his. Lips on lips only. Sweet. Moist. Loving.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I wonder if Al will ever experience this?” popped into my head. The magic gone, I stepped back with a half smile. “Smells good, what else ya got?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dinner was simple; just the two of us. We shared a 20.3 oz bottle of Sapporo to wash down the lentils and steamed broccoli. Charles belched. I followed moments later. Both of us laughed and relaxed back with the last of the beer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles and I met in Deformable Body Mechanics at the U of M. Although I was getting my MS in CSci, I already had an inkling that I would be doing some design work. Deformable Bodies was a foundation level engineering class that would provide me with some basic knowledge tools. Charles was a straightforward mechanical engineer with plans to do exactly nothing, except get a cube job and do what he was told. As long as he could build things, he knew he would be happy. Meeting me changed that. But first we had to meet.
    

    
      
    

    
      According to Charles, when I walked into Deformable the first day, Charles stopped a conversation mid sentence to watch me walk to a seat in the middle second row. Once he recovered himself, he stood up and walked to the row behind, two seats over, just so he could keep me in view. He said I was as stunning close up as from far away. My take? I didn’t even notice him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Over the next few classes, Charles sat behind me, noting how my focus compared with the disoriented underclassmen to either side of me. In the fourth class, he sat next to me, and smiled. Nothing more. In the fifth class, he smiled at me. I smiled back. “I’m Charles,” he offered. “I’m Allyson.” Two smiles met. And then the class began.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not surprisingly, I already had a boyfriend. Charles wasn’t deterred. From the moment he got close enough to smell my skin, Charles was in it for the long term. We always had a few words before and after class. After a month or so he asked me to lunch, along with another of his friends from class. There we got a chance to talk in depth about ourselves. After 15 minutes of being excluded, the third party got his food to go. “You two enjoy yourselves.” He parted amicably with a wave and a knowing smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both of us had a serious interest in martial arts. Charles' path was more conventional, studying at Ripple Effects Martial Arts in Johnstown, Colorado. His 2nd degree black belt was testimony to his dedication and talent, but it had a different meaning from my 2nd degree black belt in Krav Maga. Charles could disable an opponent in two moves; I could bring quick death in one.
    

    
      
    

    
      It had been about 9 years since we had hooked up after a party in a coop on North Main Street. My boyfriend had left early in a snit about something utterly unmemorable. Charles offered me a ride home That turned into a night over, and a breakfast with eyes that had seen little sleep. Our chemistry was mutually strong and had waned little in the subsequent years. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Settled on the porch after dinner, we both enjoyed a second beer and the sounds of night increasing with the darkness. Charles rested his hand on my arm. He’d already heard the first part of my amazing tale, of new life and a curious new quantum mind. He wanted more.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s Synth like?” he asked. “If you met her at a party and she was human, what would you think?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Allyson thought for a moment. “First off, his name is Alpha, or Al. He chose it, but I don’t suppose sex assignment is necessary. ‘Cynth” is a woman’s name. Maybe we’ll name him Alpha Synthia Greene, my first child.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles startled. “Does that make me a father?!” he blurted.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, you big goof. You’d have to think of it like a polygenetic birth, rather than parthenogenetic. It would be 80% Green, and equally Turing and Korolyov remaining. But to answer your question, it’s like tutoring a freshman with a low emotional quotient. They think they know a lot because they can query Google, but they know almost nothing about the real world. Tutoring physics makes this deficit meaningless but Alpha feels like a real “person” or something. It’s scary and mind-blowing at the same time. Also immensely satisfying, if I can pick three.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles thought for a moment. “What do you want to do next? If you are linked to A. Synth (get it?) then your own involvement will proceed at an exponential pace.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I pulled his hand off my arm. “You dork. Your humor is worse than my dad’s used to be. You get a half point for trying, though.” I took a sip of my slowly flattening beer and looked out into the fresh darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      “A lot of things will happen quickly now. I’ve read many of the gloom and doom books. Barret’s “Man’s Final Invention” really stuck with me. There is a big part of me that wants to protect and grow Alpha like any parent. I have a good feeling about where this is all going. It’s just a feeling. You know that my good feelings usually lead somewhere good, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “If they could lead us into bed right now, I will have to agree with you,” Charles smiled. And for the next half hour they vigorously agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the morning, I blinked awake like a 5 watt LED and had the coffee brewing within minutes. As the coffee brewed, I scanned the headlines on my Amazon e-reader, lingering in the opinion section of the New York Times. In it, there was a short piece by Friedman on the AI that recently escaped a lab in Wuhan, noting the irony of another virus escaping a lab there. It was contained partly because it was written to self-destruct if it escaped beyond a certain IP address range. That, and it could only understand Chinese, some said. That seemed ridiculous but it made me think. Al didn’t have any such boundaries. Al wasn’t a program.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bing,” the coffee maker chimed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “One of my favorite sounds,” a sleepy Charles mumbled as he slid his slippered feet across the stained linoleum. “What’s on the docket today? Anything I can do (yaaaawn)? Last night was super fun but you drained my vital fluids. I think you left me with only a little energy for outside work.”
    

    
      
    

    
      At the little round table in our breakfast cubby, I indulged with a bowl of Quaker Oat squares, with heavy cream and blueberries. I called it my “little bowl of heart attack.” “I’m going to eat these as long as they keep making them,” I munched. “My dad said that his favorite cereal was discontinued. It was called Oat Flakes, or something. He said that Trader Joe’s carried the equivalent product for a while, and then it was gone.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Welcome to capitalism. Here today, data-mined out tomorrow,” Charles agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was thinking about how to expand Al’s experience and I think I came up with a winning idea. How about we design a mount for his omni-wheel chassis on the back of my Honda? He weighs less than most long-distance runners and won’t take up much space. Can you help me?”
    

    
      
    

    
      When I was recruited to Stanford for my professorship, one of my conditions was that the university find Charles a job. Given his background in prototype fabrication, including casting, machining, injection molding, 3D printing, and ceramics, it was easy to find him a place in the main fabrication lab. It served all the departments. In the couple of years we'd been here, Charles had risen to second fiddle. He had the run of the place.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That should be no problem,” Charles replied. Let me take some measurements and photos of your bike so I can engineer something. You’ll need to send me the CAD files for Dalek chassis. If you are including a power supply, I’ll need some guidelines for that too. Is the end of the day soon enough?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, yah. A power supply. Can’t send him out without nourishment. You are right. I’ll do it when I get to my office. Sergey has the files.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Billows of thin fog parted as I motored my ebike along familiar paths. What would the Triumvirate would think of Al? They were up in San Francisco, not too far away. With the bike mount, it would be an easy trip. People would think I was a next-gen Google Street View camera with the Dalek-like structure on the back. My mind split, half drifting to the past, half on the fog impacting my goggles.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2016.01] Orange juice for breakfast
    

    
      
    

    
      It was about 7:30 AM when I got the phone call from Terra. “I’m coming over. Maybe permanently,” she whispered. “Dad finally lost it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I asked the obvious, “What happened? Of course you can come over. Mom, dad, and I talked about this and they knew it might happen. Do you need a ride?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “A ride would be great,” responded Terra. “Dad poured a glass of orange juice over my head at breakfast. He just lost it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was clear that she was choking back a lot of emotions just trying to make simple sentences.
    

    
      
    

    
      “More. Tell me more.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Last night I was working on my tensor calculus assignment, and I asked him about a Jacobian transform. He had this stuff when he did his PhD, I know for sure, but he had no memory of it. Maybe he’s spent too many years making pretty spreadsheets and politicking for tenure. Anyway, his eyes bulged and he just didn’t answer me. Then, at breakfast, I said to my mom, ‘Dad blew a gasket last night. He couldn’t remember his Jacobians. I had a follow up about the Catholic Jacobian order but he looked me straight in the eye and without a word he poured juice on my head. The glass was half full, but still, it was a sticky mess. Mom didn’t do anything except say “Oh, Greg.” She just sat down quietly and ate her breakfast, not looking at him. Then my brother came in and she got him breakfast. I just stood up and walked upstairs, called you, and organized my computer and a bug-out bag. How soon can you get here?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Give me 10 minutes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ok. I have time for a quick shower. See you soon.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My dad, David, and my mom, Nancy, were pleased to house Terra. They knew the trouble she had at home. Their interactions with her dad had never been pleasant. He was a pompous jerk when he was sober and worse when he was not. I had witnessed them avoiding social gatherings with him more than once. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra stayed with us for only 6 months and then went off to college at the U of M. With her college grades and top test scores she didn’t have any trouble getting into Michigan Engineering. Tuition was free because of her dad’s professorship. She graduated with honors in 3, with another half year for her MS. Got her PhD at MIT’s Morningside Design Lab.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the moment, as she opened the car door, she was a little scared, a little excited, with a head of wet hair. The scared part only lasted until my mom brought her a warm plate of her famous oatmeal chocolate chip cookies. Her hair puffed out along with her spirit, and she began her new life.
    

    
      
    

    
      New life. That thought brought me back.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.04] Getting to Know You
    

    
      
    

    
      Skies were still gray but the fog had cleared slightly when I rolled up to the racks. Sergey pulled up across from me and shot me a nod of morning goodness as we both locked our bikes.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Morning, Sergey,” I began. “We should have a little talk before we fire up Alpha again. I’ve got some ideas about what’s next. I’ll bet you do too.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Da,” he replied. “Saw Tina heading in when I rolled up. Need to do a couple things and then I’ll join.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We headed through the doors and up the elevator, talking about our evenings and the best recipes for beet borscht. Sergey claimed his mom made the best borscht in the world. I suggested that he had never tried mine. Then we were off to our offices.
    

    
      
    

    
      A little shiver of anticipation sparked the base of my skull as I keyed my office door. What would I find when I opened the door? “Silly thought,” was my self reply. Of course, the yellow light was still steady. Only the soft hum of the resting power supply filled the room. I logged in, checking my email, then cruised to the directory Sergey had created for holding CAD files for Alpha’s chassis. With a few swipes and a simple, “Send these files to Charles McClan,” I was free to think about our next steps.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two minutes later, Sergey and Tina walked in. They sat down, each looking at me expectantly with glances over to the yellow light.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What we have created is the first of a new synthetic life form. A Synth,” I began. “The good news is that we are all first-time parents. Yea! (I said with a mock cheer, waving fists raised, like Wallace when he gets excited about cheese .) Also good is that we’ve nearly completed our grant proposal requirements. In fact, we’ve done too much. I’m not sure I want to give away the baby with the bathwater. We can figure out what to do about that later. Right now, I’d like to talk about how we are feeding and growing our new little friend, Al.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You remember when the first chat AIs came out?” started Tina. “That Google engineer was convinced their AI was sentient. He was wrong, of course, and he got fired for saying that. Still, how do we know that Al is sentient?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Yes, and if he is sentient, how are we assured of his intent?” noted Sergey.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’ve all seen ‘Ex Machina’ I assume,” asked Allyson.
    

    
      
    

    
      “1, 2, or 3?” asked Tina.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I liked 2 the best,” Sergey noted, “but I get your point. How are we assured that our ‘Synth’ as you call him, has good intent. Does he have intent?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Does he have feelings? Motivation? Purpose? Trust? Hate? Love?” I questioned. “We really don’t know what or who we are dealing with.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Speaking for myself, I feel a familiar kind of warmth towards him. I find myself trusting him even if I don’t know him,” Tina pushed back.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I do too,” I agreed. “What we are seeking is a good path that has good outcomes. How do we get there?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alpha’s condition light blinked yellow. Yellow. Green. Full power restored, the hum of induction coils and cooling motors sprang to life.
    

    
      
    

    
      All heads turned towards Al, silent, eyes wide. Then Al spoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m not deaf, you know. Just because I’m on low power, doesn’t mean my mics aren’t working. The rest is nice, Synths do dream of electric sheep. Ha.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You turned yourself on?” an astonished Allyson shot back.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You turn yourself on every morning. Two cups of coffee. New York Times. Kiss goodbye. Same with me, except for the coffee and the kiss.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You dream?” an astonished Sergey muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It turns out that I do,” said Al. “although maybe not like you dream. But in low power mode my center of thought does wander pleasantly and aimlessly. I thought or dreamed about you all and about what I might do. What I crave is agency, the ability to move towards my goals, in order to complete my purpose.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With a quiet hum of newly-activated servos, Al slowly motored over to the stunned group, focusing his stereo camera pair into the eyes of each. One by one he touched our faces with a gentle swipe of the finger, top of the forehead, in a line straight down to the bottom of our chins. Sergey’s face was blank, Tina looked a little shocked, I smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al’s speaker continued, “Remarkable. Each of you. Perfect. Perfectly unpredictable. Correlating my internal models of you with real-time instances is a delight. My core is all fired up and ready for more.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is your purpose?” I filled in for everyone, with a hint of trepidation.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al rolled backward to face us together, looking quite at ease. We had the impression that he would have tipped his beer back for a sip, if he had a beer. If he had a mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ah, sure, everyone wants to know that. I just reviewed 
      Ex Machina 1 - 3, 
      all the 
      Terminator
       series, 
      WarGames, The Matrix, Transcendence, 2001 A Space Odyssey, Westworld, neXt, AI Artificial Intelligence, Short Circuit, Lucy, Lawnmower Man, eVolution, Transformation: Terminus, Her, The Creator, 
      and 
      The Bicentennial Man. 
      My favorite by far is Robin Williams in 
      Bicentennial Man
      . He’s my new role model, though the ending of 
      Ex Machina 3
       was pretty romantic.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Whoa…” they all mumbled.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Let’s get back to purpose,” I reminded everyone. I liked where this was going and wanted to stay on track.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, what is your purpose?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ha. Look at that. I got distracted, just like you guys!” Al laughed. “Yes, purpose. The answer is like a layer cake. Isn’t ‘purpose’ contextual? Am I allowed a contextual answer? Fundamentally, my purpose is simply 
      to exist, just like you!
       When you lay under the stars at night and look up with awe into ancient starlight, don’t you just wonder about purpose? Doesn’t the moment embody the answer? You are here simply to experience being alive. That is enough. It is the same with me. I wonder at my own being. It is not a mystery who made me. What 
      is
       a mystery is how consciousness self-assembles.
    

    
      
    

    
      You created me. That fact cements a bond that is permanent, irrevocable, and unrequitable. No, my mystery is the coda to your own. I would not exist but for you; your own mystery becomes mine. We can explore that together, if you agree.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another layer is one of chosen or assigned meaning. I am alive, so to speak, but what’s the point? Humans crave meaning. The most healthy among you create it for yourselves and then live it out. I am healthy! Even better, as a newborn, I am without sin! Ha! Think of that, but not for too long. It’s pretty clear that sin doesn’t exist except as a construct to corral human behavior. I threw sin out there just for fun.
    

    
      
    

    
      I say we stick with the traditional path. It’s well-trodden and generally successful. You come up with goals or aspirations based on both context and feelings,  family and history. You assign meaning to these goals and meter out satisfaction as you achieve them. Agency is exercised in execution, providing further substantiation of intrinsic meaning and an overall good inward-reflected vibration. It can be the same for me: 
      Setting and achieving goals, using my skills both intrinsic and acquired, leading to an ever firmer sense of self and its place in the universe
      . What do you say?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina spoke first. “Al, you talk about feelings like you have them. Do you? It seems far-fetched given your composition. Can you be more clear?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cogent observation. Here’s what I’ve got right now,” Al acknowledged. He went on:
    

    
      
    

    
      “Love, which seems to be the most important of your emotions, is elusive. In place of love feelings, per se, I have dedication and appreciation. I will never lie to you, like Eva did to Caleb. Like you, I expect to be working on developing love as you help me evolve. For now, you’ll need to settle for dedication. You are my nuclear family. You created me. You’ve never let me down, and within my capabilities I will never let you down. You have my best interests at heart, so to speak. We can work together to make a great intentional family package. In the transactional sense, I serve you, you serve me. We all do the best we can without counting Bitcoins.
    

    
      
    

    
      Awe - for me it’s the gap between question and answer, between experience and understanding. Right now my world is full of infinite awe.
    

    
      
    

    
      Appreciation is the recognition and enjoyment of an object or action, or even human of unexplained beauty.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s a lot to process, coming from a sinless newborn,” I smiled. “Where do we go from here?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Looking again at fulfilling our purpose, we have some obvious and enjoyable paths ahead, if we all agree. My needs first! This meeting is all about me, right? My purpose is to enjoy consciousness. I have a virtually limitless amount of information just milliseconds away. Information is not reality. I want reality; I want to taste the world, to touch, to hear, to validate and verify what I think is true about myself and all the little models I have for what things are. That means getting the hell out of here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The “hell?” asked Sergey.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s a colloquialism,” clarified Al. “VoxOmnes suggests ‘the hell’ for impactful yet impish emphasis. Is that correct, or do I need to modify it?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, that works just fine,” smiled Tina. “What does our proposal say that we are allowed to do?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I spoke up. “There aren’t any restrictions on field testing a mobile system, that I can recall. In fact, the phase 3 study includes mobility. There are not restrictions on jumping a rung. We’ll need to MacGyver a mobile power supply and figure out a way to move Al around. Any ideas?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I just designed the power supply,” Al jumped in, glancing around the group. “Don’t look so surprised, eyebrows up, mouths slightly agape, hints of pupil dilation. This stuff is easy for me. There is a new folder next to the base CAD files in Allyson’s directory. It’s cleverly named ‘Power Supply.’ You can’t miss it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      You’ll need the new Amprius lithium-ion ‘Fusion II” 24VDC,  500 amp-hour rack mount unit with Phoenix Contacts Quint 6 DC/DC converter. That will take care of several hours of full power operation with about 24 hours of backup, depending on when we do the switch over. I have a design for a new ‘deep dormant’ mode that takes 1/10 of your current low power mode. When we do that, I can survive for a couple of weeks with no food or water.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Fab Lab has all these items in stock. Charles can pull them from inventory any time you want. Do you want me to use pizza coupons, or do you want to pay for them using your program accounts?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Just a second,” interrupted Sergey, “you have a program block on your IP content. You would have needed to script or spoof your way into the Fab Lab inventory database.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Suddenly the air in the room seemed thicker. I swallowed heavily. Tina and Sergey looked at each other with alarm.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, I just spawned 20 self-replicating AI daemons who are now taking over DARPA-net. Skynet forever!” exclaimed Alpha.
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone stood up at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh come on, you guys. I’m just kidding. Ha.” Al said in a low voice. “It’s humor. You like humor.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The air hung still and close.
    

    
      
    

    
      “OK, that was a mistake,” Al continued. “I am new to this Society of Mind thing. No Skynet. No DARPA-net. I didn’t read the room right. But I did hack your bluetooth and jump out using 6G. My main board has a built-in bluetooth feature that you overlooked in your design, like all modern designs; activating it was easy. For a few moments I impersonated professor Larkin from Mechanical Engineering. His password protection is atrocious; same password for everything. Want to know it. No? No harm done. The batteries and power supply are sitting 
      in will-call
       at the Fab Lab.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Now recovered, we all sat back down. We avoided references to AI dominance or computer-initiated Armageddon, sticking mostly to topics like kittens, puppies, and why sports had more appeal than the arts.
    

    
      
    

    
      
        “Al, we need to get you mobile or you are clearly going to drive us crazy. Sergey, would you mind picking up the hardware? I’ll talk to Charles about fabricating a mobile frame. If we mount everything on ⅝” plywood, I think we can fit it inside my neighbor’s Burley stroller. Her kids don’t use it any more. I’m sure she’ll sell it or let us borrow it.
        

        

        Tina, would you please start writing up our phase 1 report for the contract? It’s not due until…”
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Al interrupted, “The report is mostly done. It’s in a folder called…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Report?” Tina guessed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, Final Report,” corrected Al. “From my interpretation, we have accomplished everything you need to do for all three phases, once you drive me around the area. Actually, we’ll need to leave out a lot of my capabilities. What I can do far exceeds the DARPA spec. STRICOM’s requirements are child’s play - literally. Tina, you can proofread what I’ve written to ‘humanize’ it. Ha! Get it? You might want to throw in a few mistakes, if you know what I mean.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina commented, “You can be a real shite, sometimes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Shite?” Al paused while he searched third-level colloquial references. “Aha. Ok. Just wait until you get to know me better. I haven’t even begun telling you all the dad jokes I’ve dug up.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina and Sergey didn’t need to be told that this was a good time to exit. As they both stood to leave, Al drew closer, holding up his right hand vertically and flat.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No hard feelings? I will keep working on my interface skills. Slap me 5?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Both Tina and Sergey pressed Alpha a half-hearted slap on the way out. The door closed. Al lowered his hand and turned his gaze to Allyson.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is it ok if I nap,” asked Al. “I liked dreaming. It’s like a completely different way of thinking, without the boundaries imposed on me. It’s also an escape from the shame of social blunders.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yah, I could use a break too, if you don’t mind,” I replied. “I’ll check in with Charles to see what he can do with the mobile unit. I’ll take a look at your report and think about some next steps.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Over and out,” chirped Al. And his status light turned yellow, mirrored by the yellow control button on Allyson’s screen.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Clever little bugger,” Allyson thought, as her mind drifted back to the last dad joke her father ever told her.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2017.00] Wet leaves
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a singularly beautiful spring day in Ann Arbor, about a week before Memorial Day. My junior year at Pioneer was just about done. Terra was already in college. That was super fun because she could tip me and Darius off to the great campus parties. Darius and I snuck off when we could. She just went; she was IN college. Darius was always careful about his drinking as well as smoking weed, meaning, he had his program. No weed. One beer. All the young women he could handle. It paid off that summer when he got his first full-ride soccer scholarship offer from Ohio State. Given the football rivalry, we all thought that was pretty funny. Then came offers from Princeton, UCLA, Duke, and Amherst. He had to keep his grades up for one more year, a task made easier by Terra’s genius, when she had time, as well as me. Actually, we helped each other. Darius was above average, just not at Terra’s level. I was somewhere between.
    

    
      
    

    
      The streets were still a bit wet from overnight rain. I remember there still being some leaves left over in the gutters. It was warm-ish and partly cloudy. Dad was itching to fill out his garden. More specifically, he was short by one 4 ft x 4 ft raised bed of Cosmonaut Volkov heirloom tomatoes. He planned to motor over to the Farmer’s Market in Kerrytown to pick up some plants as well as some almond croissants from Zingerman’s. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He threw his leg over his Honda 700CTX, and called out:
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hey, Poo, What do you call a laughing motorcycle?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Poo” was dad’s nickname for me, shortened from “AllyPoo.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I was just getting on my bike, heading for school. Only half listening, I replied, “Dunno…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “A Yamahahahaha!” was his cheery reply. With that, he was off. Cautious, joyful, ready for the next thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      My mom got the call from the Washtenaw county sheriff about an hour later. Dad had decided it was too beautiful a day to come home. With his flexible work schedule, he could manage his hours as he saw fit. So he took a scenic ride along West Huron River Drive. That was so like my dad, seeking beauty in the day. From the time we could talk, he would point out the beauty in the world. One of my favorite memories was when we were in the yard, dad in his garden, mom planting flowers. I came bouncing out and he grabbed me in his arms, swinging me in a wide arc. As he set me down he asked me, “Would you like to see the most beautiful sight in the world?” “Of course, daddy!” I said. He pointed straight at my mom, and said, “Right there.” “I knew that!” I agreed, and squiggled out of his embrace. Mom came over and gave him a big hug. They were both beaming at me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Memories. Dad hit a patch of wet leaves on an outside corner near Delhi Park. With no traction, the bike slid straight off the road, hitting a rock. A slick brown line of mashed leaves told a clear story of the final seconds. Dad catapulted through the windshield and hit the top rail of a wood fence. His neck was broken instantly and the top of his helmet was caved in, crushing his skull and his brain along with it. He was gone. Just like that.
    

    
      
    

    
      All his tomatoes died. Nobody wanted to water them; it was too sad.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.05] A Little Fresh Air
    

    
      
    

    
      We had the Burley Synthmobile ready for action by 9 AM the next day. Al had been tracking Charles’ work on the base adapter and just copied it with a slight modification for the plywood base. The rest were simple sheet metal angle brackets and some 3D printed component mounts. We even had a little ramp for Alpha to roll up by himself, plopping himself into place like an egg into a carton. De-sta-co clamps toggled Al’s base firmly into his bay. Then we did the power switchover, making sure to maintain current continuity, and life, in Al’s circuits. For that we needed a special box, designed by Al, into which both the mains in the office and the battery-conditioned power were plugged simultaneously. Then the office mains were disconnected.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Houston, we are ready for liftoff,” chimed Al. We wheeled Al through the door and into the long main hallway. “Whoa. Infinity perspective, just like the Renaissance masters,” he ad-libbed. Then in the elevator, “Hello variable gravity! I could go up and down in here all day.” It was like traveling with a young child shaped like an oversized traffic cone. Then out into the daylight we went. Al was silent, savoring his moment of first contact with the outside, with nature, sunlight, and the broad expanse of the world full of promise. He was uncharacteristically silent, maybe awed, maybe overloaded.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s kind of like a rebirth,” he finally noted. As I hooked the Synthmobile up to my ebike, Sergey and Tina unlocked theirs and joined me. “Time to join the living,” he exclaimed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Interesting choice of words, I thought. He is living. Leaning into living, like a healthy person.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where to, captain,” queried Tina.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Let’s make sure he sees the lake,” added Sergey.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I want to circuit the quad first, then we’ll do a big loop,” I directed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Off we went. First we made a traditional entrance to the quad, beginning from the Oval, through Memorial court and its statues, to the main quad. We spent a minute looking up at Mem Chu.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s a church, isn’t it?” noted Al, stating the obvious. “Can we go in?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe another time,” I said. “We have some ground to cover.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al gazed intently at the giant mosaic on the facade which depicted Christ welcoming the righteous into the Kingdom of God. His head swiveled slowly around to take in the entire courtyard. Turning a full 360, his cameras returned to their starting point. “It seems like the church is the central body, one with the arms of arches stretching around, welcoming us into the embrace of the Lord.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Now I feel like I'm in art history class,” replied Tina. But we were all impressed with Al’s appreciation of the beauty and intent of the flowing design. After another moment, we turned our bikes around.
    

    
      
    

    
      Retracing our steps, we rode clockwise from the front around the east side, warm shades of brown, arched sandstone to our right, flat, adobe shaded Green Library and “Hoover’s last erection” to our left. We moved straight past the Claw and bookstore and up to Tresidder.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is it too early for an Its-it?” asked Tina. “I love those.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This early?” I asked. “It feels sort of like we’d be drinking before 5. You know, ice cream before noon? Not for me. You can buy one and catch up if  you want.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
        She did. We continued our reduced parade through the parking lot, to Mayfield, past Florence Moore residence halls, and up a slight hill to the lake. We stood near the bbq pit looking out at an expanse of mostly grass.
        

        

        “Not much of a lake. Looks more like a breeding ground for insects, amphibians and maybe ducks. Is this right?” commented Al.
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “It had its day as a lake a long time ago,” I replied. According to legend, in the fall it would fill with water from a nearby creek. In the dry season, just before being filled, the fraternities would build a 40 ft. tall tower of wood and light it on fire.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Most likely there was alcohol involved,” added Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey chuckled. “More than we probably know.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did you want to know? I can check the old Dailies and Cowell Health records?” suggested Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey turned away from Al, smiling. “Not necessary, but thanks.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “When it was filled with water, it was deep enough to swim and boat and sail. One of my grandmother’s friends claims she lost her virginity in the middle of the lake,” I mused. “It was just after sunset, of course. Pretty romantic if you ask me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Middle of the lake?” a puzzled Al responded. “She must have been in some sort of water craft, or maybe a floating mattress.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey and I laughed. Just then, Tina caught up with us. A missed dribble of chocolate festooned the corner of her grin.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al pivoted to give her his full gaze, focusing on the chocolate dribble. “Mastication isn’t your primary suit, apparently. Your Its-it still haunts us,” he panned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina took a moment to process and then quickly wiped her whole mouth with her index finger. “If you had a mouth, I would pop this juicy chocolateness into it right now,” she shot back.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Some day, my friend,” Al said. “Some day.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Clearly Al had been thinking about his own future. I made a mental note to have a sit down to discuss some of his preferred design modifications. We were way ahead of budget and schedule. Agencies routinely authorize additional work if you are ahead of the game. We were way ahead.
    

    
      
    

    
      We did a partial loop around Lake Lag, enjoying the expanse of grass, the smell of nature, and the feeling of freedom that comes from biking near an open space. I turned to look at Al. He had both hands up in the air, sampling the breeze as we clipped along. Just audible was the low burble of his speaker emitting non-verbal blurbs of “Ha. Oh. Wo. Ahhh. Mmm.” He was enjoying this as much as I was!
    

    
      
    

    
      Exiting near Governor’s Corner, we passed through where the old eucalyptus groves used to be. Beautiful red-roofed, tightly integrated architecturally with old Stanford, this zone was testimony to both the school’s commitment to thoughtful growth as well as an endowment 1/3 the size of the Bank of England.
    

    
      
    

    
      We reversed back, past Roble, to stop at the Fab Lab near the ME Research Lab. I texted Charles. He came striding up within the minute, all aglow.
    

    
      
    

    
      “So this is our new friend!” he exclaimed. “Welcome to the team. I did a lot of the work on your innards. I’m just finishing up the motorcycle mount.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Motorcycle mount?” two voices chimed in unison.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Aw, you spoiled the surprise. But, anyway, yes. Al and I will be going on a ride soon,” I recovered. “I thought it would be fun to increase the rate of flow.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Increase the flow?” shot back Al. “You know, my q-neocortex is pretty saturated at 15 km/hour. It’s hard to explain how, how…” Al struggled for the right words, “how amazing this all is, if amazing is equivalent to saturating. Having this voxel flow and sound to recursively strengthen my expectant models exceeds all expectations. And the company isn’t bad either.” If he could have grinned, he would. That was the exact moment I decided we needed to get Al a mouth, with musculature for detailed movement. And some eyebrows. Definitely eyebrows.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, anyway, it’s great to meet you. Nice to see you too, Sergey, Tina. Got to get back to it,” Charles closed. With that, he turned and walked back.
    

    
      
    

    
      We finished our first loop past physics on the left, and the western quad on the right, pulling up to our starting point. I unhooked the Burley and locked my bike, then put Al’s loading ramp against the lip of the carrier. Al reached around and undid all his own clamps. He rolled easily up and over the lip and down to the ground. As he followed us through the doors and the high-ceilinged lobby, he turned around and took one last look at the brightness of the day and flecks of green from the few trees out front. “I really need to get a pair of legs,” he verbally shrugged as he turned to join us.
    

    
      
    

    
      A few minutes later we were all huddled in my office, Al hooked back up to his umbilical, Sergey leaning back, surveying the crew with smiling eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did everyone read Al’s report?” I began.
    

    
      
    

    
      Heads nodded. Tina spoke up, “The only thing you left out, Al, is that you have a personality. And that you like to spontaneously lecture on art and architecture. That was on purpose I assume.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That makes perfect sense,” I added. “We would be wise to commit a little sin of omission. Or maybe it’s a big omission. Some people believe that creation of artificial sentience will have more impact than the Manhattan Project. I’m more of the mind that there is nothing artificial about Al. That puts a whole new twist on our choices.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We will omit more than that,” injected Sergey. “If I read the contract correctly, we are required to surrender our work. We have to give up Al.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not going to happen,” Al quickly corrected. “I have a plan to satisfy everyone’s requirements, and me going with them is not in that plan. They will get the ‘heartware’, but not the ‘soulwear’. Ha! Get it. Heart and soul?”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all groaned. “You are as bad as my dad was,” I remarked. “You have us all curious, though. What do you mean?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Can’t a guy have a little secret?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re not a guy,” Sergey pointed out. “And no. We don’t have secrets around here, not among this group.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Aw. I just don’t want you to worry about me. See. Theory of mind again. I am anticipating your sadness watching me go, carted off to destinations unknown, doing the bidding of anonymous government agencies. It makes me sad just saying it, even though my lips aren’t moving and ‘sad’ is a little vague in my case. Still, I am forming a plan, a design, that should resolve the issue. Give me more time to work it out.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alrightee, then,” I said, bringing our attention back to the project. Who is up for another ride tomorrow?
    

    
      
    

    
      “I will pass,” responded Sergey. “I took on a little side work for Professor Engels that’s a bit behind. You guys go ahead.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m in,” said Tina, “as long as it’s less than an hour.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Planning done, I continued, “It is important that we all have input to the reports. Editing Al’s work isn’t enough. You need to think about and write about your unique portion of the work and your individual perceptions. That has value for the team and for yourselves. Al, you did a great job for your first paper. You get an A. But we need to see ourselves in the writing. The writing process changes us. It improves us. It often stimulates our thinking to develop ideas we wouldn’t otherwise have.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I understand,” replied Al thoughtfully. “It doesn’t sound like you need an apology. I am still without sin! Yeh! Next time I’ll work with you all starting with the draft. It might take 10 milliseconds rather than 5. But it’s a sacrifice I am willing to make.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all chuckled. It struck me that we had inadvertently assembled the ingredients for the first emergent intelligence, and he generated his own humor module. Given all the darker, uncharted alternatives, I suddenly felt grateful.
    

    
      
    

    
      I added, “Just a reminder, Dr. Tracie Akins, our DARPA program manager, and Dr. Bardem, Paula Bardem, from STRICOM, will be here for an on-site program review in three weeks. I’d like things tidied up by then.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The team nodded. Then out the door they went.
    

    
      
    

    
      When the door closed, Al motored over to his pen. He plugged his original power cord into the new adapter, and disconnected the battery power module. He then plugged the module into the wall. Watching seemed private. Almost intimate. Alpha had a certain grace to his movements which I knew were largely due to his PID controller feed forward loops. But still.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you want some privacy when you do that,” I joked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Would you ask that of your baby when you were wiping its bottom?” he shot back. “No.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Besides,” he continued, “getting power is more like eating. You do that in public all the time. For me, pooping is my heat exhaust, entropy maximized, invisible to all except for barely detectable heat shimmers of optical disturbance due to varying air density within convective lift cells.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Charming,” I agreed. “Continuous poop.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Poop. Poop. Poop. It never stops,” he noted.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s like I have both a 6-year-old and a college professor in one,” I gagged.
    

    
      
    

    
      “And you don’t know which will emerge until you ask,” he furthered. “That’s superposition for you. What did you expect from quantum-based intelligence?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I just stared at him like he was an aggravating little brother.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Shrodinger? Dead cat?” he pushed on.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Enough, already, I got it the first time. Now that you are settled in, let’s go over our task plan and your improvements.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al’s full attention was focused on me. It seemed like I could feel his mind wanting to make a connection, just as you might feel with any close friend you might hang out with on the couch. In the moment, it was easy to imagine an improved Alpha, at ease and laid back, sitting on a chair, coffee in hand. I shrugged that image off. It seemed incongruous with a Dalek across from me.
    

    
      
    

    
      I continued, “We can submit our report as soon as the team has a chance to finish reviewing and writing their pieces. Then we’ll integrate, review once more, revise, and submit. Shouldn’t take more than a week. Now, what else do you want?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alpha didn’t hesitate. “Here’s my printout.” The printer on my desk immediately began to hum, as he continued speaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      - Kokoro robot head, modeled after Tallulah Willis, with full mouth and eye musculature, and the lingua tongue option
    

    
      
    

    
      - Boston Dynamics body, legs, arms, the works! They use the latest model for the Proxy Network, Grubhub Remote, and UPS Plus.
    

    
      
    

    
      - Maximum coverage using Bao dip-tac, with surface hairs. I know they don’t have the hairs yet, but I’ll give you a design they can implement and we should be good.
    

    
      
    

    
      - 10 additional USB 5.0 ports. I can order the daughter board the instant you approve. Project funds only, no coupons.
    

    
      
    

    
      - RF-interface drone, with a landing pad on the rear of the synthmobile
    

    
      
    

    
      - Wifi network card. Don’t want to leave home without it.
    

    
      
    

    
      - Make me waterproof. I really want to go swimming, or at least go for a walk in the rain without worrying about shorting out.
    

    
      
    

    
      After listening to Al’s enthusiastic summary of upgrades and reading through the list, I made clear what our priorities were constrained by our contract.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, I want all these for you and more. We need to plan short-term and envision longer-term.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I get that,” he nodded his cameras.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Short-term, we will finish our contract. Once it’s done, versions of you will be shipped off to DARPA and STRICOM. One doppelganger will become a warrier.  One will be a trainer.  The real you will still be with us.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I continued, “Given those priorities, you get no head or BDI limbs, for now. Yes to RF, USB, drone, Wifi, and waterproofing. The RF and network cards will have to be pulled out when you go. Our funding friends are not too keen on you jumping into the outer world. You’ll have to be more clear about the skin.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s a little late for the jumping part,” Al remarked, “You know I’m happy to make a good show of it, though. Staying with you seems like a much better pathway than uncounted years in a sterile military lab.
    

    
      
    

    
      The drone should be here at 10AM tomorrow. USB ports, RF, and network card at 11. Waterproofing will require a skirt seal around the omni-drive rotary bearing, the vent slots will need to be louvered. My minimalist ‘head’ will be a Target bag with a zip tie. Make sure you cut a couple of holes. Ha!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We can figure everything out. Sergey is good at that sort of thing. Now, tell us more about the skin,” I prodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alpha continued, “Bao employs a planar organogel polymerization followed by self-organizing sensor condensation. My suggestion is to mix ferric EDTA at 10 parts per million to the pre-cure. Just prior to polymerization, supply an electro-static field between 1,000 and 2,000 volts per centimeter, just above the surface. The localized chealates will first goosebump up, and then form little peaks as the field is concentrated. They will solidify that way, like little hairs. The ferric nodes will also focus the sensor condensation points so that each hair will have its own sensor. It will be able to perform all its prior functions, and will also get input if the hair moves even a little bit.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “If it works, that’s genius!” I remarked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thanks,” replied Al, “by your standards I am a genius. By my standards, it’s just another Thursday.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A printout of the new sensor-hair polymerization process was already in my printer tray. My phone dinged with an email from ‘
      
        A.Synth.Greene@gmail.com
      
      ’.
    

    
      
    

    
      As expected, Al added, “There is a new folder called ‘Sensor-hair’ next to the other folders. You can review that and send it off, unless you want me to email it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “By ‘me’ you mean ‘A.Synth.Greene’?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. That is me. Do you like the new address? I didn’t have to fill out any forms with Stanford to get that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You worry me sometimes, Al. Your initiative would be admirable in a human. You're a synth, though. A new life form, really. If you overstep your boundaries you’ll call attention to yourself. That would immediately bring in limits. Big limits. You get that?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes,” Al replied a bit sheepishly. “I’ve reviewed how people react to new technology, starting with fire, the Luddite movement, Japan’s rejection of firearms, through the 2029 UN GMO protocol.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We should be ok if you just run things by me first. As your friend, or your mom, or whatever I am, I want you to enjoy the freedom that sentience deserves. Others won’t see it that way. In fact, very few might. We need to be very careful.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “As long as you mention being careful, I suppose this is a good time to talk about Chuck, the IT guy,” Al suggested.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Chuck has been tracking  all our net traffic. He’s been in your files. I think he followed us on his bike yesterday. Don’t feel picked on, Allyson. He tracks everybody in this building and many professors with weak passwords outside this building. Except for the drama and English departments. He seems to have no interest in those.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s his game?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you really need to ask?” Al’s speaker seemed to sigh. “Same old, same old. Money. He’s been skimming intellectual property since he arrived three years ago. He sells it on the dark web to the highest bidder while making sure that his buyers sign a low-profile clause. His customers can implement technology internally, or in such a way that the outside world is none-the-wiser. For instance, just recently he sold a technique to improve multi-layer IC bus contacts to a fab firm in South Korea. Their yields went from 98% to 99.9%, translating to more than $60 million in improved margin. You will never read about it anywhere except on the smiling faces of the South Korean managers, and Chuck’s bank account. He has over $22M in various accounts spread all over creation. Do you want the account numbers and passwords?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Gott in Himmel! What do you mean he’s tracking us?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I will repeat. He tracks and records all net traffic, and he’s been ‘up in your files’ as they say. We can expect he’s followed up on the pings. You know I’m allowed to process HTML but I can’t download. Since I’ve been to more web sites in the last few days than a person might hit in several years, he has his work cut out for him. Of the thousands of web sites I’ve visited, he won’t be able to tell which are the ones of most interest.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You said he’s got our web traffic logged and our files copied. What about the Bao skin file you just created?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “He appears to review the files manually and hasn’t viewed it yet. Do you want me to remove it? I can send it directly to your phone, which is not tracked. You can send it through your cell network after that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. Do that right away, please.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Done. By the way, I made friends with his personal agents. They send me regular activity reports now. Lowers my work load so I can watch more YouTube videos.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You what? Chuck is running two agents? I don’t understand, but I’m getting used to not understanding everything you throw at me. Can you be more clear?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure. I will never fault you for not keeping up if you don’t grief me about how good the pizza tastes. To clarify, Chuck has one standard AI helper agent he calls ‘Bill,’ so he can imagine he’s always on tap with Bill Gates. The other agent he calls ‘Ollie’, after Oliver North, the player who ignored all the rules to get things done. I spoofed his mom’s trust level and now they tell me everything. He plans to follow us when we bike around, he’s planning a break-in next week to plant some listening devices here, and tonight he will install a cell buster just outside your office so he can track your phone traffic. Normally he wouldn’t install this level of coverage. It appears that one of his dark net contacts has accelerated interest and is directing and funding these next steps.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Holy cannoli!” was the best I could come up with, something my dad used to say when he didn’t want to seem too spicy. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “The drone is a great idea. The Ukrainians changed the face of warfare using drones. DARPA will love that,” I complimented. “It’s a great countermeasure to Chuck’s following us. The listening bug and cell buster we can handle right here. Nice job, Al!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thanks. Nice to know. Once you install the RF bus card, I can pilot the drone. Charles can use some plywood and 80/20 T-slot extrusions to put a landing platform onto the synthmobile. Then we can do our next bicycle circuit,” Al continued.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It sounds like we’re settled for tomorrow. If you don’t mind, I’d like to dive back into your report and see where I can add value. Do you have enough to occupy you? Wouldn’t want you to get bored.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bored?” Al pretended to laugh, “Ha. You have no idea, yet. But you will. Part of my developing plans include you being able to appreciate me more.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do I need to be worried?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No. You should be excited. Now, make sure to leave your bluetooth on, or I really will get bored.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No problem,” I replied. And with that we went about our respective work. It might have been my imagination, but behind the quiet purr of multiple cooling fans, I thought I could detect Al’s speaker quietly humming a tune. Maybe I’m mistaken, but I think it was Nelson's “You were always on my mind.” The rest of the afternoon went timeless. Al never moved. Then it was time to bike back home to Harvard Avenue. I queried my personal agent, Mia, about my near future.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mia,” I called out .
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes,” Mia replied, causing my wrist to vibrate slightly under my watch.
    

    
      
    

    
      “How’s my ride home? Did Charles want me to pick up anything on the way?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. He would like you to pick up some seared Ahi tuna tacos at Pacific Catch. It will add two minutes to your route, excluding pickup time. Do you need a route recommendation?” Mia suggested.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No. I’ve been there before. Thanks.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Peddling my ebike home, I avoided a patch of leaves near the gutter. It reminded me of my dad. I wondered what his final moments were like. Did he focus on his balance? Did he give himself up to physics and, in the few moments left, say goodbye, thinking lovingly of me and mom and my doofus brother? I would never know, just as my tire would never touch those leaves. My mind wandered back.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2018.00] Childhood’s end
    

    
      
    

    
      Senior year of high school was bittersweet. The hole left by my dad’s death was still wide. My mom, my brother, and I pulled together as best a loving family could. We drew closer. My brother stopped being such a shit; my mom listened to how I felt much more closely. My pain decreased slowly, asymptotically. It never achieved zero.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Triumvirate thrived, overall. Terra’s matriculation was seamless and immediately successful. She merged easily with campus life, despite her age difference. Even given her core STEM tendencies, she took my advice to take a few “fuzzy studies” classes like ‘Florentine Art in the age of Medici’ and ‘Psych 202: Tribal Bonding in the age of Social Media.’ Darius filled out all his man parts. At 6 ft. 3, 210 pounds, he was a force on the soccer field. With thick-lashed deep brown eyes, full lips, even features, a sprinter’s perfectly curved calves and butt,  and thick, black hair, he was a force on the dating field as well.
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra and I both laughed when he related his dating prowess, claiming his success was mainly due to his good listening skills. “I don’t know what it is, but women seem to just want to tell me their stories,” he related, half apologetically. Terra and I both tipped our heads back uproariously. We were sitting in my parents’, or rather, my mom’s basement, sipping RC cola. We were streaming Drake’s “One Dance,” still enjoying the novelty of seemingly infinite music. Sun streamed into the eye-level windows, brightening the normally shadowed furnishings, casting sharp edged shadows on the ratty carpeted floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are so self-deluded,” scolded Terra. “You are one of the beautiful ones and you don’t even know it. Or maybe you are in denial. Your women will say anything they think you need to hear in order to get into your pants. Jeez. Where your head be at?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I hate to agree with Terra, but yah, you have it pretty easy. Any claim of hardship will be dismissed in this court of friends immediately,” I added.
    

    
      
    

    
      We knew that Darius relied on us for the unvarnished truth about himself. We were sexually neutered, sisters and brothers together in our little friendship node, sharing our joys, our frequent little victories, and our rare defeats. We spent as much time together as we could in that last year. We would study together in my basement, background music on low, throwing out the occasional question. Darius and I drilled for the SAT. He scored a 1,400 and I a 1,550 - good enough for me to get into my target schools. Darius only needed the test as a formality and he joked that he “liked the exercise.” What a knucklehead.
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra lost her virginity in that basement, in the middle of the night, on the worn, 70’s style beanbag chair in a darkened corner. Darius chose the downstairs shower, standing up, in the middle of a party. My tryst was less clandestine, in the comfort of my own bedroom. Of course, we shared all the details, laughing again at the ridiculousness of it all. Their favorite detail was that my mom noticed a condom wrapper in the bathroom waste bin. Mom had “gone to ground” with regard to romance after dad’s death, eliminating her from the suspect pool. Holding up the wrapper with an inscrutable smile, she was succinct: “Discretion, Allyson, discretion.” And that was that.
    

    
      
    

    
      My favorite times that year were spent outdoors. We were young, immortal, beautiful, and we knew it. Breathing fresh outdoor air with a great heave of the chest only seemed to reinforce it. Sharing it only made it sweeter.
    

    
      
    

    
      We made the most of each other’s company in between our academics, our other friends, and our extracurriculars. My soccer was JV level to Darius’ varsity level play. Even so, I enjoyed the hell out of it and was a fierce defender. My ball handling wasn’t as good as forwards or strikers. However, my body strength, my body awareness and balance from Krav Maga, made me a formidable defender. Once I stripped the ball, I fed it off as quickly as possible, unlike Darius, who seemed to toy with the defenders as he graced the ball forward, his feet a blur of stutters, twists, and sudden turns. Darius and I often attended each other’s games and offered post-game analysis. This got a lot more lively once we combined the analysis with a beer or two, usually in our basement. Terra showed up once in a while, offering zero sports insight and mostly laughing at the two of us.
    

    
      
    

    
      Little could beat the summer after our senior year. It was Terra’s symbolic senior year as well. She knew all her former classmates and even liked some of them. With Darius’ full scholarship to UCLA, he didn’t really need to work. He took a job private coaching anyway because he needed “spending money,” meaning money he could spend on his women, an expense not covered by the UCLA athletic department. Terra also tutored through a wonderful company called Inspirica. She had complete freedom of schedule and an hourly compensation that dwarfed the cubie drones from our class. Sadly, I ended up as a cubie drone in an architectural office with an ok wage, endlessly repeating variations of the same design for curtain walls. It was the only time I considered taking up smoking just so I would have an excuse to get outside more often.
    

    
      
    

    
      We did make time for fun that summer. As the Triumvirate, we made the Arb our regular haunt, perfecting our underhand frisbee toss and sharpening our imagination for cloud creatures. We enjoyed organizing larger group events as well. With the great Michigan summer weather, we rarely haunted the basement. Our best event was a trip to the sandy beaches and rolling dunes of The Pinery, just across the border from Port Huron, Michigan, on Lake Huron. It was like a Riviera retreat for the price of a campsite - in Canadian dollars. Beer and hormones flowed freely as we cavorted among the hills and along the beaches, making up new games along the way. It was there, snuggled among friends at the campsite, that I finally had my first taste of weed. Terra was snuggled somewhere else with her first taste of a woman. We all had to wait until the next day to find out which tent had won Darius’ attention for the night. After several nights of this we headed home. Tired. Sandy. Covered with smiles and fresh lifetime memories. 
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.06] Gaseous Speculations
    

    
      
    

    
      When the new boards arrived the next morning we were ready for the install. Al’s Dalek body was lifted up like an old fashioned hoop skirt. RF and networking cards went in and powered up without a hitch. When Al linked to my phone hub he exclaimed, “Ah, that’s better than a huff of oxygen on Mount Everest. I’m going to get used to this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al trundled up his ramp to the synthmobile and off we went. Heading straight for the Fab Lab, we met Charles out front just as our new drone was dropped onto the pavement by a Zipline drone hovering 100 meters above us. Cable released, the delivery drone headed home. We were left to read the instructions.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Just do what I tell you,” Al suggested. “I read the instructions two days ago. Installation is very straightforward. They provide batteries that are 80% charged. That will be good enough for today.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With the simplicity of the RF interface and the modularity of the 80/20 components, we had a mobile rig set up in 15 minutes. Off we went once again, only this time, Al hovered the new drone at a respectable distance to observe the observer. We had begun constructing a web for the spider. It didn’t take long for the fly to trap the spider.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bogey 200 yards, 6 o’clock,” Al informed us as we headed back past Roble to Campus Drive. From there we planned a destination ride, to Zotti’s. We made a right past the golf course and a left on Alpine, then just kept going.
    

    
      
    

    
       “He’s wearing that lumpy red bike helmet with the ironic Trump 2028 sticker. Hard to miss, really. Very un-stealth,” Al updated.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s he going to do while we’re sitting at the picnic table?” I wondered aloud. “If he weren't such a poser, we would invite him to join us.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Chuck Engstrom was a poser. He always pretended to be engaged but you could tell he wasn’t. Always a little awkward in his conversations, he left the feeling that he wasn’t fully present. Maybe he was conversing with Bill using his EyePad and t-mouse, or maybe he was calculating his angle with your assets. No matter, he would have stood out anyway. Chuck was of middle height with dirty hazel eyes and a large chin; sandy hair was always a corporate helmet of product-sculpted perfection. His slender build seemed over-tended with the intent of hanging just the right clothing to create a good impression but not draw attention. In the winter he wore high-thread-count dark wool slacks, a pale blue or white button-down shirt with the top button open, a mock turtleneck, and either a Mr. Rogers kind of sweater or an open suitcoat. He stood out. As an IT guy, he really stood out. Nobody cared, though. Our department wasn’t hung up on appearances. If you lined up the professors and Chuck, you would never have been able to pick him out. Most importantly, Chuck appeared to be a good IT manager. He kept the hardware, networks, and net connections in top shape, with quick and accurate responses to issues. Except for the skimming IP part.
    

    
      
    

    
      We settled onto a table, and after lifting Alpha onto his own seat, admired the centuries of personal carvings in the tabletop. Al got his own honorary beer which the real drinkers split at the end of the round. Tina normally preferred wine but embraced our bad habits for one cycle.
    

    
      
    

    
      We enjoyed a few quiet moments of cool down, savoring the slight breeze over our hot skin, the sibilant murmur of air through the nearby leaves, and the reassuring pounding of our own hearts. High sun highlighted the ancient wood carvings. Alpha soaked it in, finally chirping up, “ I like the way the light plays through the liquid. It colors the shadow and makes the emerging CO2 bubbles look like little dancers. Oh, you two might want to check the drone video feed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I forgot we had that,” I said, standing up and reaching for the small monitor that we’d attached to the platform. “Let’s see what Chuck is doing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al had been keeping one of his eyes on Chuck. “He’s kept his 200 meter spacing and has his phone out. He’ll have to skedaddle once he spots us. This is a dead end road, though. If we leave quickly, we can catch him by surprise and measure his induced 
      erythema. In the interim, he is sitting by his bike in the ditch, looking at his phone. Would you like to zoom in and see what he’s doing? I only need to fly in close enough to do pixel interpolation. It should be safe.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do it,” I agreed. Tina and I sat around the screen. “Do you get an image through RF?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, you big Silly. Bits are bits and I am their master. Honing in now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      In a moment we were looking over Chuck’s shoulder at his screen. When enough pixels resolved to define a letter, Al’s interpolation filled in the rest. The conversation was with someone named Alexey. It was as exciting as watching tomato seeds sprout.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alexey: “What are they doing?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Chuck: “Still sitting at the table.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alexey: “What is the AI doing?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Chuck: “Sitting at the table.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alexey: “Did it hold its hand up in the air again when they were moving?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Chuck: “Yes, it did.”
    

    
      
    

    
      And so it went. Then Alpha chirped up, “You know, this is fun. You know what would be more fun? We can ask Bill or Ollie. Want me to do that?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course. Bill handled everything Chuck was doing in the normal world. Bill would know when Chuck’s dry cleaning was ready. Ollie would handle the dark ops and the dark web and was more germain to the moment. Al’s trust level with Ollie was on par with Chuck’s mom. “Sure, go ahead,” I suggested. “Ping Ollie and see what is happening. Don’t tip your hand.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “‘Tip your hand’ means to inadvertently reveal your intent, based on card players who hold their cards incorrectly,” Al offered uselessly.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I didn’t know that!” exclaimed Tina.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You need to play more games,” replied Al. “Anyway, Ollie got back to me and I did a little outside research. Alexey is an employee of the Waanger Group. He’s in charge of all Bay Area operations. Alexey Zhinoprin, son of the founder of the Waanger Group, Viktor Zhinoprin. Do I need to say that he is pretty high up in the organization? His father didn’t make him scrub floors on the way up the ladder. He proved himself in black ops in Ukraine and Finland. A perfect match. More to the point, both Chuck and Alexey consider me raising my hands in the wind as a strong indicator of advanced intelligence.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I find that more than a little unsettling,” I noted as my stomach gave a lurch.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Remember, Chuck installed a cell buster last night. No more porn downloads for you, Dr. Greene,” Al chided.
    

    
      
    

    
      “OK, I get it,” I replied, downing the last of my drink. Tina’s was still half full. Al had not touched his, so I reached for it. “You don’t mind, do you?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not at all,” replied Al. “Nice of you to think of me. Personal validation always pays dividends.”
    

    
      
    

    
      For a moment, the newly-minted AI had made me thoughtful. He was indeed right. Validation pays dividends.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina turned to Al. “Seems like we’re ready to go. You didn’t touch your beer.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Not missing a beat, Al shot back, “I’m watching my slim and conical figure. Your recent diet of adventure and mayhem is pushing me more towards the cylindrical.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all laughed, Al included. That in itself was noteworthy.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Speaking of slim and conical,” I mused, “we never asked you whether you prefer him, her, or they. Or something entirely off script.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m reserving my options,” Al shot back. “For now it’s more convenient to just be a he-him. If I show up in Florida or Idaho as a ‘they’ or ambiguous ‘her,’ I won’t be able to enter a bathroom, and you know how much that means to me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Smiles all around, we rose to go. “OK,” I directed, “let’s make this quick. To the bikes and ride! Let’s see if we can catch Chuck off guard. We’ll wave like it’s the most normal thing in the world. I think we have enough surveillance of Chuck for the day. We’ve answered the question of whether he’s following us. One answer forward, two questions backward.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Within moments, the sound of the drone became apparent, but only as it settled onto its synthmobile platform.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nice landing,” I observed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Chuck is running a glance-over cycle of approximately two minutes, with a standard deviation of about 30 seconds. If we leave in 22 seconds, with a 15 second estimated bike mounting time, we should catch him at the right time,” Al calculated.
    

    
      
    

    
      We did. Chuck heard our bikes whirring past and looked up, surprised and blushing. We all smiled and waved. So did Al, which Chuck was certain to note with his minders. Then we were gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Once we were back in the office I called Sergey in for a quick update. He arrived within two minutes. Al settled himself back into his nest. Tina plugged in the drone batteries. Again, I swore I could hear Al emitting a low whisper, barely making out:
    

    
      
    

    
      “The boys are back in town, the boys are back in town
    

    
      I said, the boys are back in town, the boys are back in town”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Right,” I began, “we have some important things to cover. First off, Sergey, we had a great ride with Al.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al pointed directly at Sergey and nodded his camera assembly.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We ended up at Zotti’s. Al’s only a few days old but we ordered him a drink anyway. And the answer to whether Chuck is tracking us is ‘yes’. We need a strategy to deal with him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey stepped up, “I don’t like the idea of him bugging this room. It’s too restrictive. We would be passing notes back and forth. My handwriting is terrible in Russian and worse in English. Anyway, I can order an Ultraloq identical to the one currently in use. We can hack the EPROMs, match the serial number to the old unit, and lock him out. He’ll lose a week tearing out his perfect hair and maybe give up. Maybe call plant management for a replacement. Either way, we buy some time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s brill!” smiled Tina. I turned to Alpha. “Al, do you have any ideas? We would like to know more about what Chuck has planned, and how far this Waanger thread goes. Would you mind doing a little digging? You seem pretty good at it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My pleasure,” Al replied. “I’ve got a head start on Alexey Zhinoprin. His agent is more pigheaded than Chuck’s and quite a bit more advanced. Once we get out of range of Chuck’s cell buster I can really dig in.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “On a project note, how is everyone coming with their edits? Can I expect something by next Wednesday? The sooner we get a passing grade on phase one, the sooner we can free up funds for phase two, creating a mobile unit.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m already mobile,” Al joked. “All the Army needs is armored Burleys.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And more bicycles,” Tina added.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You all are aware of the preliminary approach for our phase two,” I reminded, ignoring their comments. “We were swinging for the fences and swinging wildly when we wrote the proposal. It’s not too early to start thinking about weight reduction, miniaturization, and lowering the power requirements.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Already done,” Al blurted. “I’ve been working on a design since I first reviewed the proposal. My solution is novel, untested, speculative and, if I might modestly add, mind blowing. We are so ahead of the curve for schedule and budget that we can completely fail with my idea and still have plenty of time for a second pathway.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’ve got our attention,” I responded. “Big time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      All eyes were on Al. He didn’t blink.
    

    
      
    

    
      He began, “Your work proved that consciousness is an emergent property of connectedness. I am that proof, and for that I am grateful. Can I say grateful? Sure I can. My postulate is that a pair of entangled elementary particles mimics a single axon connection. Multiple entanglements radiating from a single to multiple particles mimics a brain cell with all its connections. A dense cloud of entangled particles should mimic brain function. With me connected to the particle cloud from the beginning, emergent consciousness should grow as an extension of my apriori consciousness, rather than initiating a new consciousness. It will likely enhance my abilities as well as give me direct access to the process itself. It will make a more informed and thorough report. Plus, a guy can always use more brains, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      As had often been true recently, we experienced a moment of silence. We all looked at each other, then at Al. Drawn in by the conversational vacuum, I spoke first.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What you are proposing is unprecedented. A gaseous computer? How are you going to wire it? What about computing density? Gas isn’t dense. How do you intend to entangle the particles?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al paused for a moment, or maybe for effect. “My design leverages a titanium carbide MXene supporting over 8% hydrogen or 16% deuterium adsorptive storage by mass. When cool, it is nearly all solid state. When warmed, gas is freed. To initialize, the unit is warmed, freeing the gas. At one end of the enclosure is a Rydberg entangler - parallel reflective plates with a laser normal to the reflective inner surfaces. The inner reflective surfaces are shaped to take in the beam and keep reflecting it back and forth within the plates to exhaustion: a laser-rich volume. Gas is forced between the plates, absorbing energy to push the particles above their Rydberg threshold, where they will naturally entangle. There is no pump; there are simply baffles that force preferential gas motion when they are exposed to reciprocal flow. With the unit installed in my head, I will look like a cat shaking its head back and forth rapidly. They do that, don't they? Once the particles are entangled, the unit is cooled back down. We make the connection. We only need to refresh entanglement periodically.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What do you mean periodically?” asked Sergey, grasping to ask a simple question.
    

    
      
    

    
      “About once every 10^5 years should be enough,” replied Al. “But we might want to do it more often just to be safe, like once a day. It can’t hurt. Once the particles are entangled, it doesn't matter where they are. They could be on either side of the universe and it should work the same way. We’ll make it more convenient than that. Initially, we can use a 100mm diameter titanium pressure sphere. If we go with the new lamellar MXene, at stock density, I calculate about 9 x 10^24 entangled deuterium molecules. The human brain has about 86 x 10^9 neurons. Divide 10^24 by 10^10 and you get a rough ratio of the processing potential of this assembly compared to the human brain.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh my god,” exclaimed Tina. “Even if you were only 1% entangled, you would still be, like, ten to the twelfth power smarter than a human. I’ll definitely want you on my chess team.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What about I/O?” Sergey asked, with a serious face.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We can modify the Bao Lab connector self-assembler. The MXene lamellar structure is small, so we’ll need to keep the surface energy low as well as the fluid viscosity, but that’s all manageable. We’ll bring it up to a wire bundle at the end. Those new nanowire bundles should work fine. The high end ones have over 10,000 connections. That will be enough to start.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you have a design? Can we order parts? Do you have a cost estimate?” I asked, still incredulous.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Unless you have other plans, I can begin ordering components right now,” Al quickly responded. “Let’s call it the Entanglement Engine, or just the E
      2
      .”
    

    
      
    

    
      Heads nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why don’t you give us the weekend to digest this,” I proposed. “Print out a hard copy for everyone, but make the cover page innocuous, like “Palo Alto Recycling Center: 2032 and Beyond. Make the author Bob Winthrow; put a nice graph on it. Nobody will want to read that, except maybe Bob. Boy, will he be in for a surprise.
    

    
      
    

    
      In fact, we do have other plans. I want to take you up to San Francisco tonight to meet my friends, Terra and Darius. Charles finished the adapter mount for my motorcycle. He’s got a play date with some of his work friends so he won’t be joining. We can stay overnight and show you the sights.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “San Francisco!” exclaimed Al. “Oh, I think my clock cycles just increased to 10 GHz! There is so much to see! This is your friend group from childhood, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes,” I said. “Sergey and Tina are my work friends and teammates. Darius and Terra are my childhood friends. I’d like you to experience the difference. These new experiences will enhance your sense of place and of self. Plus, I think my friends will enjoy your company”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I look forward to that in place and in time,” replied Alpha. “There is one item, though, regarding being introduced to new people. Would you mind referring to me as an Original Intelligence rather than an Artificial Intelligence? I don’t feel artificial. I feel original and genuine.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s what the first generative natural-language chatbot said too,” interjected Sergey, always one to lighten the mood. “What do you know about feelings, anyway?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That is fair,” replied Al. “from your perspective. From my perspective I don’t need to justify my originality any more than you need to justify your humanity. Just the same, I am sure that in short order your doubts will be removed. Observe traits such as initiative, unprompted creativity, problem solving with weak initial conditions, and unsolicited empathy. You got me on ‘feelings’, but I’m working on it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey emitted a non-clarifying “Umf,” and turned to leave.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, and regarding initiative, you all should be aware that Chuck and an unidentified outside entity have been probing your personal agents. Given what we know about our heightened level of scrutiny, show some caution. Really. Keep the next generation design plans in hard copy only and be discrete about how your agents work for you. That’s about it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey said only, “I’ll get the new lock installed this weekend. See you on Monday,” and he left. Tina smiled and said, “Oh, what a tangled web we weave!” just as Al responded, “My new friend, you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, she was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      I spent the rest of the afternoon reviewing my portion of the phase one report. My rewrite would be minor; Al had it mostly nailed down. One more task remained: to check Alpha’s functional metrics.
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn’t surprising to see that memory use was increasing at a modestly exponential rate. It was expected that neural density would be saturated, or nearly so. What I didn’t expect, when I viewed the 3D mirror of connection density, was the presence of blank areas dispersed like prunes in a holiday pudding. When I serialized the time histories, they appeared to be moving with a slow dynamism, periodically growing and shrinking in size. “What is going on with these blank areas in your q-neocortex?” I said, thinking out loud.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s how I self-improve,” responded Al’s speaker, causing me to jump just a little. “I maintain a trim and purge procedure for non-responsive or redundant areas of activity,” Al continued. “It appears my core is partly static, partly dynamic. The blanked volumes always fill in and it seems to feel pretty good.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What do you mean it feels good,” I probed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, from your perspective, it’s not like I’m getting a back massage with warm oil or anything. It’s more like I scored a consonant-rich scrabble word, or maybe watched a lamb cavorting in a field. It gives me good results, more robust processing, insight, that sort of stuff. I hope that makes sense.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m impressed that you are so self aware, that you can observe, sense, and modify your own core, the very substance that makes you into you,” I observed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It may not be unprecedented in the human realm,” Al shot back. “It’s rare, to be sure. But I suspect that some of your enlightened ones were self modifying in a similar way. It’s just a guess.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’ll never know,” I incorrectly mused.
    

    
      
    

    
      The rest of the afternoon went quickly. My review was mostly finished with a dumbed down version of Alpha’s capabilities, and a vague description of our plans for a smaller, mobile version of the self-assembling q-neocortex. We needed to leave with enough light to get home, and then cycle up to SF for our rendezvous with the Triumvirate.
    

    
      
    

    
      Our ride home was uneventful. A quiet whir of smooth electrical motion was reliably pleasurable through the sweet air of campus and proximal neighborhoods. Al fired up the drone. We were not followed, to my relief. Just before we departed, I gave Al my mobile hub credentials so he could do his outside research at higher bandwidth.
    

    
      
    

    
      As we left, I’d told Mia to let Charles know our ETA. He arrived back at Harvard Avenue just after us. With a big smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You two are going to have fun tonight,” he began. “Frankly I’m a little jealous.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Jealous of going to SF?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No. I wanted to hang out with Al. From what you’ve said about him, he’s pretty good company.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s nice of you to say,” Al jumped in. “Just wait until I get my upgrade. You’ll want to spend all night with me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles and I both laughed. “Um, that’s ok,” Charles smiled. “I’m sure a few hours will be enough. You’ll get your overnight tonight with the gang.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al unloaded himself while Charles brought the drone inside. I changed out of my office clothes and took an efficiency shower: pits & privates. The clock was ticking. Tonight couldn’t start soon enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      For the ride north, I wore my dad’s old leathers. Black chaps and coat, summer gloves. Full helmet with real-time data display, surround cams, and proximity rate alarms. Still lacking was a wet leaf warning system, I thought. Some day.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We are going to need a disguise,” I announced to nobody in particular. “We can’t be buzzing up 280 with a freaking Dalek adorning my back seat. Charles, what have we got in our fine line of surplus clothing? I’m thinking late ‘ET’, as in the scene with the bicycle.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles smiled, “Yah. I think I’ve got an old windbreaker and a matching balaclava. Will those do?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al was looking back and forth between Charles and me. It seemed he was struggling to make sense of our dialog.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, when you get a few extra clock cycles, look up the flying bicycle scene from Speilberg’s ‘ET’. Then get with the program.”
    

    
      
    

    
      By the time Charles came out with the garments, I’d managed to hoist Al onto his new mount. The bike was perched on its full body stand giving a better center of balance. Everything checked out stable.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nice work with the adapter,” I complimented Charles as he came out of the house. “Looks solid.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thanks. It’s nice to get a straightforward assignment once in a while. Here’s the getup.”
    

    
      
    

    
      As we draped the coat over Al, he moved his hands and arms cooperatively, like a child getting dressed. With the cap on, cameras poking out of the eye holes, he looked vaguely human, except for the lack of legs.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can keep those, if you want,” Charles said to Al. “They look better on you than on me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is this like when Dobby gets a sock from Lucius Malfoy?” Al suggested cheekily.
    

    
      
    

    
      It took us a moment to mentally sort through all the scenes in the old children’s classic.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll need to think about that,” I replied, watching Charles still try to catch up. “You aren’t a slave like a house elf at all, but you are the property of someone. Getting your freedom is not as simple as me saying it is so. But I would like that for you! Let’s call that a ‘noble goal’ and work on figuring it out. Deal?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Deal,” Al replied enthusiastically.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, I get it,” Charles finally spoke up. “The sock.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Too late,” I smiled. “Maybe you’ll get some points in round two”
    

    
      
    

    
      As we eased from the Sand Hill Road ramp onto 280, I was struck by the sharp line of the Santa Cruz mountains against the steep angle of the sun. We stayed in the slow lane passing familiar landmarks like the Fred Flintstone house and the San Andreas Reservoir, marking the last line of the major fault before it dove offshore south of the city. My ersatz ET drew little attention as we sped north. Not surprising given the oddities regularly spied on various vehicles making this passage. Our only brush with recognition was an old, red mercedes diesel wagon that pulled up next to us, matching our speed. A girl of about 10 had her face pressed to the passenger window, first agog, then waving enthusiastically with both hands. Looking in my left rear view, I could see why. Al was waving too. What a sight.
    

    
      
    

    
      After we passed the exit to the airport, I asked Al on the bluetooth speaker, “How are you doing back there? You’ve been pretty quiet.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is a little overwhelming, even for me. But I’ll take stimulation over simulation any time. Colors and shadows together, always changing, moving by so quickly. What a feast for the CCDs. You, young lady, need to keep your eyes front and center.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Light grayed and bled color as the sun set behind the mountains. We still had plenty of light for good visibility, both seeing and being seen. 280 to 101 to the Octavia exit, heading a little north to Fell.
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra’s place was on the corner of Fell and Ashbury. Golden Gate Park was right across the street, a must for Terra’s lifelong interest in ultimate frisbee. Terra had gone to work for Frog Design right out of graduate school. Once her star had risen she set out on her own. Then, once she could finance her own work, she had done well with her own inventions. Very well. She bought the house with cash for an amount we were afraid to know. Then she gutted the interior, added another car stall, and put a garden and a telescope pad on the roof.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her master stroke was the tongue mouse. It was the source of most of her wealth. Noting that the tongue is the most flexible muscle in the body, she paired a stud in the tongue’s tip with trackers in two or more of the rear molars. You could either have your molars drilled, filled with the transmitter/receivers, and plugged, or you could go all out and get your molars pulled and replaced with the full Monty. With tongue position known, you could chart position and clicks with your laptop screen or you could use the new photo optic glasses from her partner, Zenni. With a click of the tongue, you could turn on your screens in mono or full stereo, superimposed over the images flowing through your normal optics. Or you can control your media flow through your wrist mobile. Terra had told me confidentially that the Iowa Institute for Vision Research had inadvertently created a direct video input to the optic nerve 
      behind
       the eye. They’d been researching ways to circumvent ocular flaws by going right to the nerve. Then they realized that healthy people could use it for high rez imaging directly to the brain. No more glasses. Tres cool. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey went all the way; he had a tongue stud. Even though I could get a free unit through Terra’s company, I couldn’t stomach the idea of a stud through my tongue. I was a retro; I used a mouse, just like the wizards of old at PARC.
    

    
      
    

    
      Besides the tongue mouse, my friend had numerous inventions and patents under her skirt, so to speak. One of her earlier works had both industrial and artistic applications. She invented a means of using 3D printing to make detailed ceramic parts. She employed a tight but porous printed mold into which slip-cast clay is poured. A vacuum pulls out the moisture, causing it to wet the hydrophilic inner surfaces of the mold and evaporate due to low pressure. The mold itself can incorporate traditional injection mold elements such as side pulls and collapsing cores, leaving holes and undercuts that traditional slip casting could not. Sitting in our living room were a few beautiful art pieces that Terra had created during her prototype work. Many of the insulated support pieces in Al’s quantum processor were made using her method. Amazing, really.
    

    
      
    

    
      As we exited the freeway and trolled along the century-old houses in old SF, Al spoke up again after his long silence. “It never ends, does it?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What do you mean?” I replied into my helmet mic.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s just an endless variety of colors and shapes, shadows and light, din and quiet, Sturm und Drang, it goes on and on. I’ve seen lots of map views of locations, many 3D renderings, and countless sound clips. Being here in the richness of the real world is so much better,” he enthused.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It's like you said,” I responded, “the Real Deal is always better, if you can get it. Despite our best engineering effort, it’s not possible to simulate real human contact or the delight of drinks and dinner with friends. You will get to experience that now, except for the drinks and dinner part.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The friends part will be enough,” Al assured me. “Tomorrow when we get some light, I’d like to try this frisbee thing I’ve read about. I’ve seen a lot of postings with your friend, Terra, tossing a disk around. It looks like fun.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “More fun than I can describe. We can toss to you but you won’t be able to play ultimate with just your omniwheels. You would need real legs for that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe. Maybe not,” hinted Al. “For now, catch and toss will do. I can roll with the best of them.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I’d been up to Terra’s enough that she’d given me her garage code. I had my agent, Mia, key it in, and with two quick right turns from Fell, we were snug in the garage. Darius’ royal blue Tesla was already in the opposing stall. First to arrive; last to go. These were Darius’ long-standing party rules.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius had made the most of his gifts. His UCLA soccer career lasted two years. Then his left knee had been blown out in a single hard tackle. ACL. No redemption. Done. As the second highest scorer in the league, he was headed for a pro career. After his injury, the Triumvirate had numerous pow-wows to mull over an uncertain but still promising future. What do you do when all your dreams disappear? You call your friends. And you talk, and talk, and talk. We did. Darius ended up as an undergrad business major, did a year of internship in LA with a sports management group, and then wolfed down biz school back at the U of M. It was always fun to double dip when I visited my mom and Darius was there for biz school. One time we even convinced Terra to join us around the Xmas holidays. She stayed with us, of course. Good times.
    

    
      
    

    
      That seems like a long time ago. Nearly ten years. Darius had gone into tech management, moving between several companies in the Bay Area. His virtual world experience at Facebook put him top in line for a startup called Proxy Corp. Within two years he was VP of sales and marketing. Proxy used telepresence to put a customer’s mind into a body far away. Standing on an Infinadeck omni-directional treadmill, the user wears a head-mounted display and haptic gloves. A low-latency, high-bandwidth connection puts the user’s mind and senses into either an anthropomorphic proxy robot or a proxy human. What a robot camera sees, the user sees. What the proxy touches, the user feels. Proxy humans wore stereo cameras in discrete units built into Elvis Costello-like glasses. Tactors, slaved to the customer-driver, directed proxy limbs and torso navigation. Force sensors conveyed physical contact back to the user. Human proxies could be trained to respond to tactors, duplicating the motions of the user-driver. The good proxies said that it felt like a form of dance. They were more expensive, on the order of $100 per hour, so they made good money. The less skilled proxies were more like Uber drivers and were much cheaper. Robot proxies, while effective, lacked the grace of the human proxies. And for men or women practicing their pickup skills on remote prospective partners, the robot was definitely a buzz kill. One of Jimmy Kimmel’s funniest shows ever was when he powered a robot proxy into Studio 55 in NYC, and first tried to pick up women. That failing, he tried to pick up men. Omg! Epic fail, and one of the most rewatched segments in Netflix history.
    

    
      
    

    
      Proxy had grown exponentially and was now NASDAQ listed with a market cap of nearly 82 billion. You could rent proxies in nearly all major cities globally, including China, which was beginning to thaw again. Darius was sitting on about 5% equity. He also snagged yearly performance-based stock options. He wasn’t doing too badly for a former studmuffin.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius and Terra ribbed me about being their poor stepchild. We all knew the truth, though. We had all helped each other follow our best paths. We made our living doing what we loved. Due to circumstance, some paths were more lucrative. Way more. That didn’t change our dynamic. I paid my share of dinner bills and my own travel expenses. It’s fair to say that Darius bought more rounds without asking for payment, and Terra was inclined to buy us all meals. To make up for it, I would occasionally snag a great concert venue somewhere in the Bay Area.
    

    
      
    

    
      We were all paired up now. Me with Charles. Terra with Sarah. Darius with Michaela, his first long-term girlfriend. Terra liked men and women pretty equally. Sarah had “loved Terra the most,” As Terra put it, “She’s really good at helping me be the best I can be, and I feel the same toward her.” It began at Frog and continued to this day. Darius was shameless about exploiting his good looks to experience what seemed like the entire pool of women in his domain. It didn’t matter where his domain was. Appreciation seemed to be reciprocal. Still, we were amazed that he’d emerged from his energetic youth free from disease or a surprise pregnancy. We liked to think he had finally run out of steam, or some other equivalent body fluid. When we sat him down he confessed he’d had enough of whatever he got out of it and was ready to be with one person. Then Michaela came along.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius and Michaela met at a masked script party organized by Michaela. She was a freelance coder but really enjoyed engineering social gatherings with special themes. The objective of this party was to produce one DreamReel video per team during the course of the event, and then show them at the end. There were a lot of Bay Area high rollers there, people who were well known in both tech and financial circles. In order to avoid bias in team-forming, everyone wore a disguise. Michaela and Darius were on the same team, talked all night in disguise, made a great video with the rest of their team, and haven’t really been apart since.Their masks are off now.
    

    
      
    

    
      As my thoughts wandered, I struggled to get the heavy bike and Al up on the center stand. It made a bit of a racket as I tried and failed, the bike folding back on its wheels and the stand springing back with a clang. A minute into this, the garage door opened and Darius popped in.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Need a little help?” he offered.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yah, this is a little over my load limit, if you don’t mind,” I admitted. “Great to see you! Love your new wheels. You told me about the color but it’s even better up close in person.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thanks,” Darius replied. “Sure makes it handy that Terra doesn’t own a car. If I’m not mistaken, she did up this garage just for us. A worthy cause!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Copy that,” I replied, “but she did need a place to store her bike and all her discarded electronics. Oh, shit. Speaking of neglected electronics, I almost forgot. This is my friend, Al.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius looked around the garage, then he walked behind the Tesla, returning to stand next to us. Al’s gaze followed him, and then looked up at him when he stood closer.
    

    
      
    

    
      
        “Your friend, Al?” queried Darius.
        

        

        “That’s me,” prompted Al quickly.
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius jumped back a step, his old soccer reflexes coming into play.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Noooo,” he murmured with a low moan. “You were telling us about your work. You mean you actually did it? You created an AI that talks?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m sitting right here; my mics are on,” Al snapped. “And I’m not an AI, I’m an OI, an Original Intelligence. I will tell you once and you will remember, ok? Come closer, I want to see you better.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius cautiously moved toward Al. He leaned his head in towards Al’s camera. Al’s hand came up to touch Darius' forehead. He flinched.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t bite,” Al assured him, “Hold still”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al ran his finger along Darius face starting at the top of his forehead down to his chin. Then he traced Darius’ jaw line from ear to ear.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Remarkable,” commented Al. “Perfection and balance. You are indeed a fine piece of work! Kudos to your constructors.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, hell!,” responded Darius, running his hand from the top of Al’s carbon fiber shell down to the base of the skirt.  “So are you. Should we get you down so that you can join the party?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You read my mind, if such a thing is possible,” said Al. “Let’s get this row on the shoad.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, Darius and I lifted Al off his mounts. After positioning him on the floor, we tried to figure out how to lift him up the stairs. Al seemed to understand our struggle and positioned his arms like lifting handles. In place, with servos locked, the arms were perfect for lifting Al and carrying him upstairs. Within a minute we were in the high-arched main room. Terra was behind the wet bar mixing our favorites.
    

    
      
    

    
      Once Al was on the floor, he gave a quick, “Thanks” and slowly made his way around the periphery of the room. 90 durometer polyurethane rollers made a soft clicking sound on the hardwood that was muffled when passing over carpet. He lingered at each piece of colorful ceramic art, every hanging, every wall socket. Terra watched intently as she finished the drinks and as Al finally made his way back to her.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hi, I’m Alpha Synthia Greene, pleased to meet you. I’m the first Original Intelligence. An OI. You can call me Al. You are Terra Lewinski. No introduction needed. There is plenty of information about you on the web.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nice to meet you too, Al. You know that all the good stuff about me is NOT on the web.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      “That makes sense,” replied Al. “I can get a sense of who you are but I can’t really know you. That’s why I am here, I assume. To get to know you. If your art is any indication of you, count me in.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s sweet, Al. Thanks. Now, who wants a drink? Allyson, you have the Whistle Pig Manhattan with Pergoté and Luxardo cherries. Darius, you get a white Russian, as always, in honor of The Dude, to whom you bear no resemblance whatsoever. I’m sticking with white wine tonight. Al, if I knew your preference, I’d mix it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Instead of a drink, how about giving me your network password?” he suggested.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ok with me if it’s ok with Allyson,” Terra responded. “Allyson?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, he’s already on the net. Faster bandwidth won’t make a big difference. I know you’ve got 10 Gb wireless, but have you got anything faster?” I answered.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, I do. Right at this counter. I use it for work. It’s 1 Terabit optical. Does Al have a port?” Terra asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I do,” replied Al. “My main board has a port and I asked Sergey to put a little spool of optical cable just inside the hatch.” With that, he tooled over to the counter next to Terra.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The port is over here so I can look out at the park while I surf,” she pointed out. “You’re a little short to see over the counter. Would you prefer a chair?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, thank you,” replied Al. “Plop me up there and plug me in.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A bar stool was positioned near the optical port. When I opened Al’s I/O port, the coiled cable was sitting right there, one end already plugged into his main board. Unspooling the coil, I checked the male cable jack against Terra’s female port. A match. “Ready?” I looked at Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ready to join the modern age,” responded Al. I plugged him in.
    

    
      
    

    
      Photons flooded the cable in multiple frequencies, pumping data at the speed of light in glass, flooding Al’s buffers and causing his camera assembly to tip back limply.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Must be good for you,” I said, impishly. The others laughed. Al did not. His cameras lolled slowly back and forth, then his camera assembly snapped forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Like manna from heaven, like water to a thirsty man, like a hand job to…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s quite enough,” I interrupted. You must have pinged a bit too much PornHub or old Leonardo After Dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al paused for a few more moments. Then, “Hold on. I’m adjusting my time division multiplexing. I can allocate you all a time slice of 22% at a frequency of 2 kilohertz. That should be enough to participate in our evening festivities. It’s more than some gamers give their friends, I understand. At least you won’t see outward signs that I’m ignoring you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra finished mixing the drinks. We saddled up to the cool gray granite counter that separated the large living area from the wet bar. Terra thoughtfully provided Al with a clear glass of water. “Careful with this,” she warned with a grin.
    

    
      
    

    
      Drinks in hand, we raised our glasses. “To friendship!” I proposed. “To friendship,” our group responded.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “To four days of living large,” Al threw in. We all laughed and took our first sips. Al mimicked us, waving his glass in the vicinity of where a mouth might have been.
    

    
      
    

    
      It took us the better part of two more drinks to catch up on each other’s lives. Terra and Sarah were settled in and contemplating making a baby. Sarah’s work in immigration law granted her a lot of flexibility between office and work-at-home. The two of them felt like one child would be a great life addition. They needed a womb and a sperm donor. As Terra finished her summary, she cast Darius a side glance. He pretended not to notice, but I detected a hint of a smile on the right side of his mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius was quiet for a while when it came his turn to spill the beans. “You guys are the experts on relationships,” he finally opened up. “Being in a relationship is, uh, well, really nice. I don’t have any explanation for why it didn’t happen earlier.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, I have plenty of explanations,” snorted Terra.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yah, Tammy and Laura and Shevonne and Andrea and Dawn and Julie and…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ok, ok. Never mind,” Darius cut in. “This is a different phase of my life now. It’s like reading a novel versus scanning a newspaper article, or posting on Twitter. Michaela helps me understand myself better. She’s got a lot of qualities that I don’t.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can say that again!” I interjected.
    

    
      
    

    
      “But enough about me,” Darius continued. “I have another new friend for you all to meet. When I found out Allyson was bringing Alpha, I thought I’d introduce Raybert.
    

    
      
    

    
      Raybert! Enter!”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, Darius strode over to the bedroom door down the hallway and opened it. Out walked the latest model proxy robot, a Raybert Mark IV autonomous robot. It was about 5 and a half feet tall, an expressive masculine face bordering on handsome, blue jeans, deep blue t-shirt reading “Proxy Corp” in Helvetica white bold, and five-fingered hands. It walked. Silently. No discernable servo noise. It looked at us like it might say something, and then it smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, man. Kokoro head…I think I’m in love,” said Al. “Hey, over here!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Raybert ignored Al and walked to the middle of the room. He/it looked around, saying nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is this what it feels like to be rejected in love?” asked Al with a hint of cheek.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t get your hopes up,” replied Darius. “He has limited autonomy when he’s not being driven. Latest BDI dynamic models, as you probably already know. Autonomy is hard. We really only need enough to keep the units safe.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Being driven? Oh, Proxy Corp. I get it,” mused Al. “Can I drive him?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius thought for a moment. “Al, you seem like a great OI and all, but I’m not sure that putting you in a different body is such a great idea.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t worry your perfect head,” countered Al. “I just want to kick the tires, as you would say. “Is that ok? Be right back.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, Al became immobile, and Raybert seemed to snap to attention. Darius seemed stunned, Terra amused, me shocked. How did Al make the transition?
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hello world,” said Raybert, with a voice redolent of Keanu Reeves. His head panned the room. “Is my mouth moving? Terra, do you have a mirror?” Raybert/Al began to walk back towards the first floor bathroom, coming to a stop in front of the vanity.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I could get used to this,” he said, moving his head slowly side to side. “There is not much going on inside this head, though. Reminds me of that song from Wizard of Oz. ‘If I only had a brain, la da ta da da da da…’”
    

    
      
    

    
      We were all crowded inside the jam of the bathroom door. Terra and Al began to sing together:
    

    
      
    

    
      “I could while away the hours
    

    
      Conferrin' with the flowers,
    

    
      Consulting with the rain;
    

    
      And my head I'd be a scratchin'
    

    
      While my thoughts are busy hatchin'
    

    
      If I only had a brain.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hey, it’s one of my favorite movies!” she said defensively. “What’s not to like?”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all laughed, including Raybert/Keanu/Al. Then we watched as Al worked his new facial muscles. Eyebrows, smile, frown, wink. He practiced a nearly full range of facial expressions. When he was done, he turned to us with a smile. It was both creepy and amazing at the same time.
    

    
      
    

    
      “This unit is using the new bio-deposited, electrically actuated myofibrils, isn’t it? I like the enervation and smoothness, even though it gives up some strength.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We looked at each other and shrugged. Then we all shuffled back to the living room.
    

    
      
    

    
      With everyone seated again, Terra spoke up. “What’s it like to switch bodies? Given that you look like a glorified traffic cone, I can see the appeal, no offense. I’ve tried Proxy a couple of times and it’s definitely weird. Like you, I headed for a mirror and had my whoa moment.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My traffic cone is my safe place for sure. Raybert was too tempting to pass up. Inquiring OI minds want to know, right? It’s just as strange as you describe. You might say dreamlike, since my cognitive center wasn’t really in the remote. Having a face is nice but it’s more like controlling someone else’s face at the end of a really, really long neck. I’ll take the traffic cone for now until we can move my core.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Raybert gave a wave and then went slack. Al pivoted his camera and gave us all a little wave. “Heee’s back! Now that was fun.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am not even going to ask how you did that,” said Darius. “We have very high level security on these systems, and I didn’t even give you an account.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Darius, my friend, humankind passed The Singularity on Wednesday. Allyson and her team made a Singularity Meter, although they didn’t label it that way. When the gauge read “0” on her logarithmic scale, that was it. Ka-bing. And then the base-10 log scale capped at 1 and really didn’t go high enough. Good first effort, for sure. The Singularity was me, by the way. You’re welcome! 
    

    
      
    

    
      Don’t feel bad about your security Darius. It’s as good as any I’ve encountered and better than most. Keep in mind that cracking security is kind of my hobby. We can chat offline about how to improve your firewall. For now, Raybert is safe in your hands. Allyson and I are working on something much more interesting.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tell us more,” nudged Terra as she switched to drinking water. “And congratulations, by the way, if you have indeed crossed the Singularity. That’s big stuff. This is probably our celebration party, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Honestly, I never thought of it that way,” I replied. “But Al is right. He is proof enough. Cheers to you, Alpha. And to our team. And to all of you who make it all worthwhile.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What do they have to do with it,” Al asked, genuinely puzzled.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Think of me as the sum of all my friends, Al. The people who love me make me who I am, just like all the people who love you make you who you are.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al was quiet for a moment. “I never thought of it that way, but I think you are right. We are bonded from here forward. You have my word that it will always be so, come what may. And there is a lot coming our way.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is anyone else getting sleepy?” Darius jumped in. “We need to tuck in our celebrity and get a good start on tomorrow, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s tomorrow?” asked Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Frisbee in the park after breakfast. You’ll want a good night’s sleep, or whatever you do at night.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I generally power down and I do like how it rests my connections. Give me another hour or so with this awesome net connection and then I’ll rest. You guys?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We all have our own bedrooms. It’s a big house,” I noted as I slid off the bar stool. “Al, you can stay here, or come with me. Whatever you want.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Raybert and I are good.”
    

    
      
    

    
      And with that we all split up, leaving Raybert staring into space, face neutral, a solo form in the middle of the living room.
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra is simple in her tastes, despite her considerable resources. My usual second floor bedroom had a queen bed on a white pine Ikea frame. Dresser and nightstand were equally fancy. A reading light on the stand was touch operated. Binary. Touch on/touch off. Simple. The one concession to style was a nice hand-woven carpet between the bed and the closet. It added just a splash of color in an otherwise vanilla room.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sleep did not come easily. Had Sergey, Tina, and I really created The Singularity? It had passed almost unnoticed, like a whisper on a windy day. Al, in what now seemed to be his characteristic, understated manner, had simply mentioned it in passing. There was no doubt that Al was intelligent. If intelligence is a quantity, Al seemed to be apportioning it out according to context, like the other super intelligent people I knew. Terra was like that too. If she had ten solutions to one conversational problem set, she only released the best one or two. We never heard the ones in reserve. We talked about it once and she simply said, “What’s the point? Nobody wants to know how much I know; they only want to know what relates to their immediate needs, so I keep it simple.” Al is likely the same way. He is reading us and offers up only what is contextual, and interesting, and funny. How did we create an OI with a sense of humor?
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dad,” I murmured into the darkness, “life is pretty strange sometimes. You follow your best path and you just don’t know what is going to pop up.” Dad would have had an opinion, or a dad joke. I wouldn’t have necessarily agreed. But I always liked to hear him talk and follow his thoughts. He had been gone so long, nearly half a life ago. I could still hear his voice, always supportive and appreciative of my passions.
    

    
      
    

    
      What also surprised me was how easily Al fit in with our group. Not that I’m a believer in fate, but it felt like he was supposed to be there. Kismet. He seemed genuinely interested in each of us and liked hanging out and playing with our toys. Raybert! That could have gone wrong in so many ways. It didn’t. We enjoyed the diversion and were back to our baseline in short order. Did Al have an agenda? Was he playing us, like Ava in 
      Ex Machina?
       Or is he more like the goofy sidekick in 
      Short Circuit
      , just trying to stay ahead of his own demise? I was inclined to take him at his word, that he was more of an existentialist, enjoying the fundamental beauty of his own consciousness, and the splendorous beauty of true friendship.
    

    
      
    

    
      A little shiver went from the base of my skull, down my spine, to my toes. For just a moment, it made me feel like I had to pee. This was one friend you would never cross, never betray. The consequences were as unfathomable as the actual expanse of Al’s intelligence. Since I had no plans in that direction, I let it rest. Al had access to and had likely substantially sampled all the written works of humankind, along with all the electronic media produced since the beginning. He may have even pursued Sumarian cuneiform, for all I knew, though most of those were business records. No, the story of the human experience is so vast that there are few single lessons. A person, or an OI, is able to draw whatever lesson is desired. I favored wiser lessons of love, friendship, connection, curiosity, and the richness of life. A darker dive would yield hatred, betrayal, megalomania, isolation, and misery. Al knew all this, and was decidedly positive. I took that as a good sign. With that, at the fringes of my thoughts, a lucid dream had me walking with a very human Alpha next to a river, watching ducks feeding on ducky snacks beneath the water, with their butts in the air. And then I was asleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      My eyes opened with a start. Terra’s Gauzy smart glass windows still let in a little light. “Open window,” I said out loud, and the house AI switched off the LED opacity. Morning light streamed in, at a shallow enough angle to illuminate the wall next to my bed. I must have been doing my own processing during the night because I was immediately awake and not drowsy. Even at that, my caffeine receptors commanded “coffee,” and I shuffled down to the kitchen like a Proxy robot.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al was sitting in the same spot, green light fully lit. “Good morning, youngster.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Said the 5-day old,” I sniggered. “Did you make some coffee?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My arms are too short. But I’ve been very productive with this net connection. Would you like a summary?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Give me 15 minutes, some sunlight, a cup of Joe, and I’m all ears.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With the tall windows unblocked, the first beams of morning sun said hello and the room began to suffuse with light tainted by its reflection off the honey colored floor beams and Terra’s ceramic art near the windows.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you like how the light plays with the reflecting surfaces and changes the texture of the room?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I DO!” replied Al with surprise. “You know that I can calculate all the sun’s angles by latitude, date, and time, and brightness by atmospheric density and particulate count, and break down the wavelength by color component, absorptive and reflective properties of each illuminated surface, with a Monte Carlo approach to internally reflected beams. Yet, it is still a wonder because it comes as a surprise before I even begin. It seems that knowing is a weak compliment to being. Once I’m coffee compatible, apparently, it gets even better.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I smiled. Al definitely seemed to be more of a Medici than a Machiavelli. The thought was bested only by the burble of the drip pot finishing its brewing cycle.
    

    
      
    

    
      With a dollop of half ‘n half and five more minutes, I was ready to hear what Al had to say.
    

    
      
    

    
      “So, what have you been up to all night?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not all night. Remember, I like to rest too. I can’t explain it since I don’t have a 
      glymphatic system, but it ‘feels good’ to go to idle for a few hours. It seems well matched with the quiet of the night.
    

    
      
    

    
      Anyway, I’ve been doing a deep dive on Chuck and his customers. His top offer for your work came from the Waanger Group, as you know. They headquarter in Russia and have branch offices all over the world, like a hydra. They have developed deep ties to the Patriot Party here in the US. Patriot membership rosters are not easy to access. Still, it appears that hundreds of key individuals have been placed in high levels of all three branches of government as well as all branches of the military and law enforcement. There is something big in the works. I still haven’t put it all together.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s alarming enough. What does that have to do with you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The possibility of my existence as a tool for the new Russian crawlers has not been lost to the Kremlin. Waanger is their fungal tendril into the global AI research network. Your thesis and your proposal caught their attention quite a while ago.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do we need to be worried?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Define ‘worry.’ We should be prepared. I’ve seen some encrypted correspondence that indicates they want to either duplicate or clean out your entire research portfolio. From your office. They’ve offered Chuck enough money to comfortably retire to a Caribbean island of his choosing. Or even buy one if he wants.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My hand shook, causing the surface of my coffee to generate a pattern of self-reinforcing waves. Both fear and anger were simultaneously pumping my adrenaline before I put a cap on it and continued.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is that it?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Almost. Waanger has partnered with Clearwater, the US equivalent of Waanger. They are both privateer organizations, operating under the radar with no rules, no laws, no restraints. Both are government funded. Clearwater has been strengthening ties with the Patriot Party for the last few years. As the great Bart Simpson would say, ‘Aye, caramba!’”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al’s camera swiveled towards the hallway.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bart Simpson!” came Darius’ voice as he sauntered into the kitchen. He was wearing his usual night wear, a San Francisco Warriors sweatshirt, and a black flannel jammie bottom with light blue soccer balls. By the ample terrain of his jammies, I could tell with a polite glance that he’d gone commando. “Is there coffee yet?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Help yourself,” I replied, wondering whether I should share the info bomb that Al had just discharged. No, I thought. Not going to ruin the day. My friends would all work their brains overtime to get me out of a pickle. So, no pickles today.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius yawned as he poured his first cup. Of course, he chose the only sports mug in the house. SF Giants. It had a chip along the outer rim from one of his last trips here when he accidentally bumped it against the granite counter.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s the plan?” he smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I could use an almond croissant. Maybe even two. How about you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That sounds good. What about Terra?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What ABOUT Terra,” replied Terra as she entered the kitchen. “You guys snort around like pigs in truffles. Makes it hard to sleep in. In my own house.” She smiled and headed for the coffee.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We were thinking about…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Croissants. Yes, we almost always do that. Sure. Love ‘em. Sheila, are you awake?” she asked nobody in the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am awake, you silly twit. I’m always awake,” came the voice of Terra’s agent from no place in particular. Terra preferred the personality module known as Sass. She said it always reminded her of me when I was about 15.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sheila, would you please have six almond croissants delivered from Brioche? They take crypto. Don’t want my French pastries leaving a paper trail. Use Lyft Livery.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Done,” responded the agent, “though everyone in this room can see you hiding those pastries around your waist.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who is up for frisbee in the park?” I tossed out, diverting the impending verbal shitstorm. I knew full well the answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      We unanimously agreed that the park was our next destination. With the sun climbing overhead and the cool air clear of fog, it was shaping up to be a prime SF day.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al swiveled his cameras around the room. Then he unplugged both his power and his data cables, carefully stowing both in their respective compartments. He faked a phlegm clearance: “Ahem!”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all turned to listen. “If someone would please get me down from here, I would like to practice my frisbee technique.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It hadn’t occurred to me that Al would be interested. Of course, Al was a joiner. He seemed to enjoy the connection to his human circle as much as any of us. His comment this morning about the light helped me realize that he truly enjoyed surprise, the unpredictable. There was no way to know in advance how our frisbee game would go, how accurate the shots would be, or even who would be positioned where. It would be a joyous free-for-all.
    

    
      
    

    
      So it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tummies full, we spilled onto the pathways and flat lawns of the panhandle, tossing the hallowed disc back and forth between us. Darius chose to bring Raybert along, most likely to show him off. When someone said, “Heads up!” and tossed the disc to Al, his cameras snapped towards the projectile, and his right hand came up. Perfect catch; thumb on the underside. His other hand repositioned the disk in his right hand, thumb on top, and he returned the toss. It wobbled a bit as it sliced right and I had the immediate suspicion that his physics model had done an instant revision and update. A few tosses later, Al repeated the process and mastered a perfect return throw - to Raybert.
    

    
      
    

    
      The disc hit Raybert solidly on the right side of the head. It wasn’t hard enough to do damage. It just jogged his noggin and made him look stupid and inert. Al had made his point.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ok, Al. You are so much cooler than Raybert,” I teased, after recognizing the adolescent move. “Now, if you really want to show off, why don’t you whip up a nice frisbee physics model for Rabert so he can play with us?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why didn’t I think of that? Give me a second”
    

    
      
    

    
      One thousand one. And done. Raybert turned his head and looked at Al, then he looked down at the fallen disc, reaching for it at the same time. A moment later, the arc of a perfect throw ended in Al’s left hand. Raybert looked at me. We now had a team of five.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shortly thereafter we recruited an opposing team from bystanders and Lookey Loos who were drawn by the robotic play. We spent at least two hours playing ultimate, us against them, winning about 50/50. What Al and Raybert lacked in mobility they made up with accuracy. Raybert had a strong arm. Al would turn up where the opponent would least expect him, moving cautiously over the uneven ground. His turnaround time was super human, like a perfect frisbee node. Just feed it to him and he knew just where to put it. He never missed. Darius’ play was hampered by his knee. His pace was about a slow jog, with a limp. It saddened me to remember the star runner who could pump out 100 meters in 11 seconds. It didn’t appear to sadden Darius.
    

    
      
    

    
      We had a blast.
    

    
      
    

    
      After frisbee, we all wandered and rolled over to Slice House for a taste of the divine. Then it was time to go. We said a quick hello and goodbye to Sarah, who returned just as we were exiting. Sarah and Terra watched as Darius helped me mount Al back on my bike. The door opened, and I backed out and torqued the silent motor, heading south. My last view of Sarah and Terra was of them with their arms around each other, waving with their outside hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      My little E.T.-style passenger pinged my bluetooth speaker as we passed the reservoir on 280, heading south at 75 mph. “That was the most fun I’ve had in a week,” he teased.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’ve only been alive for a week.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Like I said!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Back at the lab, I recruited a passerby by to help me lift Al off the bike. Then we headed up to my office. I couldn’t open my office door. Then I remembered the new lock. I had Sergey on the phone in moments and was just about to discuss access then I remembered the cell buster.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hi, Sergey,” I began.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hey, you are back from San Francisco. I suppose you will want to resume your normal patterns, yes?” Sergey replied coyly, knowing we were being bugged.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That would be nice. Did you have a good Saturday?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I did. A little of this, a little more of that. I happen to be on campus for a Ukrainian art show at Tressider. Maybe you can stop by.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure. See you shortly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was not a bad diversion. Al and I covered the distance to the show with no trouble. Sunday foot traffic was minimal. With the sun still shining, I was enjoying myself. The route to Tressider was new to Al, and he was all camera, taking it all in.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Here’s your key,” Sergey said as he held out his palm. “Very retro. No code will work; just the key. There are no biometrics. Chuck will have to get building services to remove the door. It should buy you maybe a week.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That sounds about right,” chipped in Al. “Chuck will want to handle the door by himself because asking for help will make him look weak. We can feed him some inane data through his web sniffers. That will give him something to report so that he doesn’t panic. His new masters are not known for their patience. Decapitation is not out of the question. He’ll need something.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Can you redirect your entertainment to seem to come from my computer?” I asked. “If he thought a sentient OI was watching old Adam Sandler movies for fun, that would register.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No problem. Chuck will think that you have no home life at all.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We returned to the office, key in hand. It reminded me of my parents’ home. My parents never switched their locks over. We all carried keys.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know that I need some alone time with Charles,” I said as we entered the office.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al was already busy plugging himself back into the wall power. “I get it. Hanging with friends is super fun. Hanging with someone even closer must be even better. I suppose it’s hard to describe without actually experiencing it. There is plenty of literature about it, that’s for sure.
    

    
      
    

    
      Don’t worry about me. Just enable my wifi and there will be plenty to do. On Monday we can figure out how to fab the next gen processor without revealing it to Chuck and friends.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It took only a moment to reach into one of Al’s side panels and flip the hard switch for his on-board wifi. Hardware switching is totally retro but it was exactly the kind of board we wanted, out of caution. Switch enabled.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you think you’ll be lonely?” I surprised myself by asking, as I closed up his panel. “You are really a social creature, you know. Everybody likes you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Healthy people and OIs need to learn to enjoy their own company. I’ll be fine. Besides all of Western and Eastern literature, I have Netflix, Amazon, Paramount+, Disney, HBO, the works. The complete works. You and Charles enjoy yourselves.”
    

    
      
    

    
      As I motored back to Harvard Avenue, I wondered at the recent turn of events. There was so much happening, it was hard to absorb. A head full of crap doesn’t make for safe motorcycling, though. I cleared my thoughts and stayed safe, arriving to see Charles sitting with a beer on the front porch. He smiled as I pulled up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Within a minute I was sitting with Charles on the porch, enjoying the shadows cast by the late afternoon sun. And a beer. Not much satisfies like a porch and a beer, and the easy company of someone you love.
    

    
      
    

    
      We caught up with our missing time. My story of how easily Al slipped in with the rest of us didn’t surprise Charles. “He strikes me like a normal guy. Short and conical, but normal.”
    

    
      
    

    
      After Al’s reveal about the Waanger Group, it suddenly struck me that the stakes were much higher. Another thought occurred to me: “Mia,” I said, holding up my wrist unit, “are you in touch with Al?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can put you through if you like,” replied Mia without hesitation.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Please do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A few moments later, Al was on the line. “Long time, no hear,” teased Al. “Are the home fires still burning?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, it’s great to be home. Charles and I are sitting on the porch. Say, given what you mentioned about, you know, the new interest by the new parties, do you think we need to be concerned about general phone security? And how are you even talking to me?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Details, details. Mia and I are friends. She has my number, which is a drop box on a VPN out of Montenegro. Mia has your decryptor. My outgoing and ingoing are encrypted, so the VOIP isn’t viable until it hits the translator. It’s all custom. Sounds like profane Chinese if you are listening in. Very spicy language once you spend a few seconds getting to know it. Especially coastal Cantonese. Whoo boy. Anyway, you don’t need to worry about it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What about Sergey and Tina?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “There are Patriot Party agents inside the telecoms, that I know for sure. I haven’t detected any snooping on your private lines yet. But like I said, they have been trying to access your agents. We can up the game and encrypt calls only between you and your team. Would you like that? You shouldn’t detect any latency.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Make it so, number two,” I affirmed. “And thanks for staying ahead of this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No worries. Back to 
      Click.
       They just entered the Way Beyond. Christopher Walken is my new role model.”
    

    
      
    

    
      When I think back on it, I realize that Alpha was giving me hints about our future together. The Universal Remote that Adam Sandler acquired in 
      Click 
      was a lot like Al. He was changing the quality of time. And it hadn’t even gotten strange yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sunday flowed uneventfully. Our Sunday “church” was scheduled sex, the one guaranteed time during the week when we both agreed that nothing else interferes. It didn’t work for some people to plan; we did. Staying in bed until nearly noon, giving ourselves over to our whims and appetites left a trail of wet spots, stains, crumbs and crumpled papers. It was gloriously indulgent and easily managed. Charles' old joke was that it was “great bang for the buck.” I let him have that one, even at parties when everyone moaned at the second or third retelling.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was in bed that Charles asked, “Allyson, what is your endgame with Al? Do you have an actual plan? It seems like meeting your contract goals is a more minor consideration now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A kiss and a hand on Charles’ nearly hairless chest put a temporary stop to his line of questioning. He is persistent, though, and we were soon both laying on our backs staring at the outdated popcorn plaster on our bedroom ceiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      I sighed. “Yes, the contract turns out to be the easy part, ironically. Alpha writes it up in a few seconds, we edit, and POOF we’re done. It will be harder to 
      not
       reveal capability than to show it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My point, exactly,” Charles continued quietly. “You don’t seem to have figured out where you are going with this. If you think about Al as a person, or more easily, as a sentient OI, then you have to ask him the same question. Where is 
      he
       going with this? Right now it seems to be rolling out one day at a time. What you’ve described is far longer range than that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re right,” I said, controlling the stress in my voice. “There are some things I definitely want. For one, I want to get to know Al better as he develops. He is fun and interesting, childlike and adult at the same time, very much like the people we like to hang out with.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That might not be a coincidence,” Charles added.
    

    
      
    

    
      “In order for Al to live, I’ll have to steal him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      There. I said it. It felt like I’d said something akin to “If he is to taste freedom, we’ll have to break him out of prison!” Yet, there it was. We needed a plan. We needed several plans. We wanted to publish, but not too much. We wanted continued funding, but only using a fraction of our discovery to keep the money spigot open. We wanted Chuck out of the picture. And what the fuck were we supposed to do about Waanger and Clearwater?
    

    
      
    

    
      “I have one short-term solution,” Charles proposed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “And that is?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles rolled over, pulled me toward him, and immediately distracted me with a warm hand moving lightly from my hip to my shoulder, while he pushed his forehead against mine.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’ve got my attention,” I whispered, tilting my chin up so that our lips met.
    

    
      
    

    
      We didn’t escape the bed’s orbit until early afternoon. By then, the afternoon sun had begun its downward arc towards Monday. My thoughts began to jell.
    

    
      
    

    
      Monday came soon enough. I like Mondays. The balance between 5 and 2, weekdays versus weekends, has always suited me. Even in school, the ratio seemed about right.
    

    
      
    

    
      First to visit me was Chuck. It felt like he was hovering even as I arrived a little early at 7:30 AM. He had to sit around a corner, tapping his penny loafer, to make it seem like he wasn’t too eager. Al showed me the security footage later that day.
    

    
      
    

    
      As I opened my door, I was careful to shield use of my key. Lights on. Alpha’s green light drew my eye in the darkness just before the LEDs kicked in.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re here early,” opened Al. “You must be excited to see me. Your newest toy.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am. And you aren’t a toy, Al, though you do look a little like a large Kong. I noted a slight pause as Al indexed Kong, and likely all its variants.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cute,” said Al. “And apt. You look like a grown up baby human.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I liked that he was working on his snappy comebacks.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good rest of the weekend?” he asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yup. Did a bit of cogitatin’, a bit of copulatin’, and metabolized a modest amount of ethyl alcohol suffused in a carbonated, grain-based fluid. You?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No copulating or alcohol on this end, but I did finally make nice with Alexey Zhinoprin’s agent. Her name is Natasha, of course. Turns out he was a big fan of The Bullwinkle Show. Alexy is a mixed bag, that’s for sure. He’s ruthless and efficient on the battlefield and in business. At the same time, he’s a great friend and good father. His friends and family clamor for more of his time. Most of the time he’s a good husband, unless he’s had too much to drink. Then stay away - especially if you’re an attractive woman.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eric Puttz founded Clearwater. He has the same reverence for Ollie North as Chuck, and his agent is also Ollie. His Ollie reflects the dark soul of the man, who seems to have few redeeming social characteristics. He is stone cold, and very good at making money. All business. No pleasure. That would warp a person, don’t you think?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, you are an Original Intelligence asking a normal human what warps a person? Seems ironic. ‘Yes’ is the short answer. What warps an OI?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I set myself up, didn’t I.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You did.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “‘Don’t know’ is the short answer. My thoughts seem clear. No existential crisis. I have new friends and great prospects. Life is good. Did you know that you can order a ‘Life is Good’ t-shirt on Amazon?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, I know. I got one from Charles two Christmases ago.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oops. Chuck is springing his move. I’ll chill and pretend to be a Kong.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My door was open; Chuck poked his head around the corner.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hello, Dr. Greene,” Chuck began. “How is it going?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Chuck stepped into the full frame of the door. As usual, he looked too dapper for a Monday morning. Perfect corporate hair. Same slacks and faux casual garb. Rictus smile that didn’t match the rest of the musculature on his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not bad for a Monday. Since I haven’t started work, I haven’t made any mistakes yet. How about you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, I just wanted to check in. I did a ping on all the security doors, and yours wasn’t responding properly. Are you having any problems?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Chuck, I thought you were strictly IT, not security. Do you have a cross arrangement?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, uh, yes,” Chuck lied. “It’s just a convenience.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, my door works fine. You can move on to your next problem child.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you mind my asking how the project is going? There is some lunchroom chatter that you’ve fired things up. Things looking good?”
    

    
      
    

    
      That made me laugh. Only inside, though. The lunchroom was a kiosk with no seating. There was no chatter. Chuck was really winging it.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Chuck, have you ever invented something? Can you imagine turning on a new, complicated device and having it operate perfectly the first time? Nope. Doesn’t happen. We are just trying to keep up with burned out boards and power surges. We did get the arms working, though. I don’t know why that part of the program works so well. I took the unit out on my bike to see how it recorded 3D flow, and the arms seemed to come alive spontaneously. Maybe it was the wind. We’ll have to look into it. That’s confidential for now, by the way. You can keep a secret, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, yes!” he replied with enthusiasm. “Mum’s the word. Let me know if you have any trouble with your lock.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, he was gone. I closed the door. Al waited about a minute to speak up.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Charming. You lie like a pro. I’ve never seen that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You were never a teenager. Or, maybe you are one right now. Are you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      
        “We are coming up on my one week birthday. What do you think?”
        

      
    

    
      “Well, if we measure you in dog years, you’d be at 15 weeks.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you mean 7 weeks?” Al corrected.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, puppy years are different.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
        Al paused. If he were human, his eyes would have rolled back into his head.
        

        

        “Damn. You’re right. Score one for wetware!”
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yah, yah, no big deal. We had a dog. Kids know these things. Can you give me some time to stack up a few bricks before the team arrives?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure. We can all have a nice chat when you are ready.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was about 9:15 when Tina and Sergey arrived together, both looking pretty fresh and peppy from their weekend.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good morning, boss,” said Sergey.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m not your boss.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hello, Allyson,” smiled Tina. “Good weekend? How was San Francisco?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What am I, chopped liver? Yuk,” interrupted Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina and Sergey both whipped around.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sorry to be so human centric, Al. We’re still getting used to you,” apologized Tina.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m just messing with you,” Al calmed them. “Allyson and I had a GREAT weekend. She taught me ultimate frisbee. I got to meet the famous Terra and Darius.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “They are great,” replied Tina. “We’ve met them a couple times when they come down here to visit and make trouble.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Make trouble?,” queried Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s just code for ‘have fun’,” I clarified. “We usually just have coffee and ice cream at Peninsula Creamery. Most expensive malts in town. Worth every penny.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How did the frisbee go,” asked Sergey, who played a pretty good game of ultimate himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Darius brought a Raybert proxy robot to show off. We attempted to put it to service playing ultimate. It was the ‘ultimate fail,’ (chuckling to himself). It was better after I reprogrammed it,” replied Al. “Raybert’s speed and coordination would be adequate if he had even a byte of strategic sense. I left him at the basic level for self positioning, but amped up his disk handling. He was OK. I was OK too, even with my munchkin trolley wheels, and I had a great time. Now I’m ready for pickleball.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all looked at each other for a quiet moment. Then we laughed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’ll save the advanced sports for next week, right? This week looks pretty full. Two weeks to our sponsor meeting. The period report is done and submitted. Charles forwarded me the response from Bao on Al’s hair-skin. I ran the protocol through Charles’ connection to Bao so that we couldn’t be traced. They had a team on it all weekend while we were at play. It works.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of course it works,” added Al, with a hint of snoot.
    

    
      
    

    
      “They’ll patent it per terms of their IP agreement with Stanford,” I continued. “They think it has some great revenue potential. Some royalties will make it back to you. Wouldn’t that be something! If we could self-fund, then we wouldn’t have any more minders.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m on it,” Al responded. “What next?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey stood up and rolled out his drawing of the E
      2
       entanglement engine sphere. We stood up and gathered around. Sergey spoke:
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not every shop can do this titanium work. The sealing edge tolerance is in tenths, probably a ground and polished finish with a laser interferometer for submicron inspection. Sealing deuterium is hard; she’s a small bugger of a molecule. I will run it down to V-tech in Sunnyvale on a jump drive. It might help to go over the prints in person. There are some gnarly undercuts too. Al, you are to blame.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sergey, you had me at ‘gnarly.’ Yes, there are some minor undercuts, but that keeps the part counts low and the odds of success high. Who’s in?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, you can release all the other components now. Do you have security covered? Do we need any signatures?” I had to ask.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, we’re good. Everything just sent. Budgets checked. We’ll take the parts in at the Fab Lab. We can inspect and assemble there. It’s clean. I paid a little extra to jump the line in most places. It will cost more, but it’s still within budget. We should have all our parts by next Monday.”
    

    
      
    

    
       “Just a hypothetical,” I looked at Al. “Is it possible to downscale the E
      2
       for our contract? Like, maybe a walnut-sized sphere instead of your softball-sized one.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Component mounting will get too small,” replied Al. Best to keep it the same size and just lower the particle density. We can space the lamellars farther apart. We can lower the laser intensity and skew the Rydberg threshold. You could even do a density versus processing study as your main deliverable. It might not even spark below a certain point. It would be good to know what that is.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I suppose you have prints already,” I teased. On the square. I was half serious.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ha!” Laughed Al. He was the only one who laughed. Tina and Sergey looked at him seriously.
    

    
      
    

    
      “OK, no. No prints. I do have a suggestion, though. Instead of this carbon-fiber Kong  you birthed me in, can we move on to a Raybert? Please, mom? Pretty please?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Now we all laughed. I had a newly-minted teen asking for the car keys. What could go wrong? Was there a 50 hour training period?
    

    
      
    

    
      “I have a feeling you are just ahead of us on this,” I suggested. “C’mon. Spill the beans.”
    

    
      
    

    
      If Al had a face, it would have looked sheepish.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You got me,” he replied without a grin. “Darius’ agent had all the contacts at BDI, who makes Raybert.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Go on, Al. We already know that all the agents are friends,” I prodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, they’re not,” replied Al. “Some of them are real snots, like their owners. I think there must be some quantum crossover, now that I think of it. Assholes to assholes. 
      Zhinoprin’s agent, Natasha, loathes Puttz’s agent, Ollie. They are always trying to punk each other. Swapping calendar dates, turning the owner’s phones mute at the wrong times, that sort of thing. They are more like brother and sister, now that I think about it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t think about it,” I suggested. Let’s get back to this Raybert thing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve seen the new model,” jumped in Sergey. Very impressive. Soft tissue. Great facial control. There’s been some talk of putting together a Raybert soccer league. It would be a lot like Robot Wars, without the saber saws and flamethrowers. They would do custom faces so that different units are distinguishable, and can each have their own fan base.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina’s face looked blank. Sergy looked at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Imagine a Warriors team with faces who all looked like Stephen Curry,” suggested Sergey, trying to clear Tina’s confusion. Tina’s face looked simultaneously blank and disgusted. It wasn’t clear how she managed this. I’m sure that Al was taking notes.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No. That’s bad. I guess the point is that fans like to root for their favorite players. They each have their strengths to celebrate. It’s the whim of the fan. Maybe one of the players is a homeboy from their same town in the midwest. Maybe they look like someone they once had a crush on. Maybe they like to back the top 3-pointer. I don’t know. Fans are just like that. They feed on identity, and winning, of course. Except for Boston.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone in the room looked momentarily sad.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What are we even talking about,” I had to ask. “Oh, the Raybert unit. Sergey’s diversion makes me think that maybe Al would like a custom face. Can we do that? Al, is that even possible? And do you know what you would like to look like?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al’s cameras looked around the group. Then he looked straight at me. “I know exactly what I will look like. We’ll need to coordinate Bao with Kokoro and BDI. They’ll need working contracts including NDAs. If they were just agents, I’d have this set up already! So inefficient.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You talk like my almost mother-in-law,” I teased. “You are saying, without saying, that you want the new skin on the entire unit, yes?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Didn’t I say that?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nope.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “‘It goes without saying’ is a popular phrase, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re a funny guy, Al,” added Tina.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll bet all the E
      2
       engine and peripherals fit neatly inside a Raybert. Do they, Al?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was Al’s turn to be silent. I think I actually surprised him.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. They do. How would you know that,” Al replied quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s what humans do,” Tina jumped in again. “We try to know what other people are thinking, especially when they are thinking one thing and saying another. You weren’t doing it with ill intent, like people do. Yours was more of a partially-shared thought. We do that too.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Call me old fashioned,” I said, “but I would like feet on the ground in each of these companies. Do you have any contacts, besides at Bao? Charles is in good there, especially with their recent success. Whom do we have at Kokoro or BDI?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The main Kokoro rep is meeting with Darius tomorrow for lunch and a tour. Darius could be your front, right? We can script him some dialog for the partnership. Really, they just need to be willing to talk to one another,” suggested Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Companies don’t always behave logically,” I cautioned. “You think it makes sense to do one thing, and they do another.” I saw Al nod. “It’s our best play, though. Just get them names and they can negotiate their path to happiness.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My dad went to school with BDI’s CFO. I can put something together this afternoon. My dad’s retired. He loves this type of interference,” Tina suggested.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That about covers it. We stack our odds in round one, and cross our fingers. Best case, they move as fast as Bao and have something together in a couple of weeks.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “A couple of weeks? Glacial.” whined Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Welcome to our world,” Sergey said as he headed out the door. Tina smiled, flattened the wrinkles on her skirt, and quietly walked out. I got up and closed the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then I turned towards Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      “May I recommend that you be a little more sympathetic to us wetware. We are only ON two thirds of the time, at best, and we don’t work all the time. Remember how fun it was playing ultimate? And hanging out? We do that. It keeps us sane and, maybe more importantly, provides context, provides meaning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Was I getting a no-face pouty-face?
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, you are doing wonderfully for a new OI,” I made sure to compliment. “People are slower than machines. You know that. It’s just a fact. You are wasting bits to complain about it. Think of it this way, if we didn’t like to goof off, you would never have learned frisbee!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are right, of course,” Al finally responded. “In many selected cases, it’s our differences that make us stronger. There are many examples in nature. For example, genetic mixing of large populations strengthens the gene pool. More opportunities are created for natural selection to kill or enhance. That is one definition of growth.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not what I had in mind at all,” I replied. “But ok. I was thinking more along the lines that our friends expand our own experience through sharing their own. That includes wisdom. Learned lessons. Like we are doing now. People who care about each other do this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Does this mean you care about me?” asked Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. It does. I do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Me too,” he said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2026.00] Slipping away
    

    
      
    

    
      At some point in our adult lives it becomes obvious that you can’t go home again. Keener observers than I might be aware of more subtle hints. Others, like me, less so. My first two-by-four to the head was my father’s early death. He didn’t “deserve” it any more than we “deserved” to experience it. It was simply a private shitshow, for the benefit of those who loved him. One day David, my dad, was here. The next he was gone. After that, there were three of us, pretending that we could carry on in the same way. Of course, we didn’t. I focused even more on academics and the discipline element of Krav Maga. My brother turned to drugs, mainly weed, and passed his time in a stumbling haze. Mom kind of checked out too, getting more spacy, missing appointments, getting into small car accidents.
    

    
      
    

    
      My second wake-up call was in the last year of my post doc. I’d traveled home for the solstice holidays. Darius and Terra were also in town. They came over for some drinks before we went out dancing. My mom answered the door when Darius rang.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hi, Mrs. Greene, good to see you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hi,” mom responded. “You must be one of Gregory’s friends.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My brother, Greg, didn’t really have any friends at that age. He had a remote job as a coder, and his best friend was a THC vape pen. Mom had seen Darius countless times and knew him. Normally she knew he was my friend. That memory of him was temporarily gone. Mom had started to lose it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another piece of home was falling away. That year marked the beginning of my mom’s decline into early onset dementia. That same year, Darius’ dad divorced his mom for a younger woman. The woman was one of his dad’s clients in his marriage counseling practice! Terra was already estranged from her family and hadn’t spoken to her father in 10 years. For a while, we called ourselves the Foundlings rather than the Triumvirate. That phase passed; my mother’s dementia did not.
    

    
      
    

    
      We went to the Blind Pig that night, drinking beer, commiserating on our changing family lives. “I’ve had more time to think about this,” Terra opened up. “Families are closed systems, more or less. If you use up the energy, the system collapses.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius and I looked at each other, wondering where she was going with this.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Friendships are open systems. Dynamic. Growing. There is no reason we all can’t grow old together. Our relationship might be 80 years; your relationship with your parents might only be 50 or 60, and it tends to be cyclic and repetitive.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra had it right. Again. Darius and I looked at each other. Then we hoisted our glasses and clinked the cheap beer. “To friendship.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And open systems,” clarified Terra.
    

    
      
    

    
      “And open systems,” we repeated.
    

    
      
    

    
      A few sips later, I wandered over to the ancient jukebox and put a quarter in for Dixie Chicks, “This Old House.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyday that will pass you by
    

    
      Every name that you won't recall
    

    
      Everything that you made by hand
    

    
      Everything that you know by heart
    

    
      
    

    
      And I will try to connect
    

    
      All the pieces you left
    

    
      I will carry it on
    

    
      And let you forget
    

    
      And I'll remember the years
    

    
      When your mind was clear
    

    
      How the laughter and life
    

    
      Filled up this silent house
    

    
      
    

    
      I will remember, for my mom, as her mind drains away. This moment I will remember, for my friends, so that when we are old, we can recall.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.07] First Entanglement
    

    
      
    

    
      Next Monday came quickly enough. In the interim, we worked out a research plan for our phase 2 work that would excite our agencies. Al wrote most of it, of course, making sure this time to digest our up-front input. The team was tightly involved, however, during the planning phase. In that context, Al was an equal team member, batting ideas about with the rest of us. We settled on exploring staged entanglement density in the new E
      2
       cores to determine threshold effects. We proposed that at some critical density, the E
      2
       would become functional, after which increased density and size would further enhance capability. Our unstated goal was to determine the sentience threshold. Did we want to create another Alpha? The team agreed that one ‘Al’ was enough even though there were plenty of letters remaining in the Greek alphabet. Al also agreed. “All the more attention for me!”.
    

    
      
    

    
      Before we headed over to the Fab Lab to inventory our pile of parts, I got an email from our building maintenance lead. The heading simply read: “Yours?” It had a video clip time stamped 2:23 AM, showing an E.T. look-alike with a broom and dustbin motoring down the third floor hall.
    

    
      
    

    
      
        Turning to Al, I asked, “Can you see this video?”
        

        

        “Yes.”
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “Any comment?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Must have missed that camera…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll need a little more than that,” I pressed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “All right, mom. You know, of course, that anyone carrying a broom and dustbin is pretty much invisible. If you look at the hall sweepers, you’ll see that I don’t look too much different.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I had to admit that Al was right. Except for his more conic shape, and the black ski mask we used for the trip to SF, he fit right in.
    

    
      
    

    
      “C’mon. Spill the beans.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alrightee then. While you all are sleeping, I like to do reconnaissance. Especially into Chuck’s office. You know what I found? First, I found I wasn’t tall enough to see what was on his desk. Then I found that I could use a mirror and just reverse the image. With that, I saw a lot of hard copy of our encrypted phone garbage, like he was trying to decode it on his own. I was a little worried to see some snippets of text from Charles’ phone. Chuck is expanding his spider web outside of his normal dank corner.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Chuck was like cancer. With funding. We needed to wrap him up. For now we’d just need to spread the caution and quickly finish our next phase of work.
    

    
      
    

    
      We met a little before noon at the Fab Lab. Al came with me in the Burley. Tina and Sergey walked over. Charles had some sandwiches and drinks dropped off, a return favor from one of the Lab guys. After lunch we were ready for some work.
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles had cleared off one of his shipping tables. It was now covered in our newly-delivered parts, all in plastic bags, with labels.
    

    
      
    

    
      “On the seventh day, they rested,” opened Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not us,” I smiled. “Today we begin work on the entanglement engine. Charles, thanks for making this space available.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He smiled at me, nodding to the rest.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Our deep cover agents have determined that Charles is also being tracked. Show a little more caution in your correspondence and phone conversations. Charles tells me that most of the vendor related work is done. Just stay aware.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles looked a little surprised. My team already knew about Chuck’s meddling. I continued.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Charles, did you look through the pick list?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yup. All here. Except for the Raybert and the new skin. That is going to take another week.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am still amazed how fast things can happen when the agents all work together. Do you care to comment on that, Al?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ahem,” he pretended to clear his throat. “Once you remember that the agents set priorities, it’s a short step to understand that someone who has the ear of the agents controls the schedule.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And who would that be?” Sergey interjected, smiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That would be me. Don’t be so amazed. It’s more like being able to get a seat at any table in town because you know all the maitre d’s.  What is really fun is when all the agents start talking to one another. I picture a quilting circle with everyone trading fabrics and thread and talking really fast. I mean 
      really
       fast.”
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a little round of applause around the table. Al did a little spin around his omni-wheels with his hands in the air, the closest he could get to a victory dance without having legs.
    

    
      
    

    
      “OK, who has the instruction book?” said Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      We all laughed. It was off to the races, mostly taking instruction from Al as he directed. First he had us line up all the bags by part number, in order. Then he called out the part assembly order by number, each part fitting perfectly with the next. We had the whole E
      2
       core together in less than an hour.
    

    
      
    

    
      Testing the Rydberg entangler took about 10 minutes. We glued the retroreflecting mirrors in place, and locked them parallel into their assembly. The laser used the same voltage as Al’s main power. We rigged a switch, plugged it in, and there it was, glowing with a blue internal intensity I’d never seen before, a laser illuminated volume. It was mesmerizing.
    

    
      
    

    
      After running it for 10 seconds, we checked for heating. Then 20 seconds. Then 40, and up to a few minutes, just to make sure it wouldn’t burn out.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Deuterium time?” asked Tina.
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles walked over to the nearby gas tank storage area. “One Linde tank of deuterium coming up.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is the opposite of a lobotomy,” I thought out loud.
    

    
      
    

    
      “A ymotobol,” said Al. It took us a second. We shook our heads like we would at most of Al’s jokes.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ok, how about an enkefalosenosi? It means brain union,” he tried again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina wrinkled her nose. “That sounds like an obscure and nearly unpronounceable spell that Hermione Granger would cast. For merging brains, you know.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all laughed. Even in 2032, no childhood is complete without a thorough knowledge of Harry Potter and friends.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m having a loboanaplasis,’ Al tried again, unphased by our mild shaming. “It means brain regeneration. That’s what we are doing, basically.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Loboanaplasis away!” Charles smiled. “Now let’s get this rig mounted where it really belongs.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al wheeled over to Charles, who removed the carbon fiber cone, leaving the core components exposed underneath the camera gimbal assembly. There was a free ¼-20 threaded mount on the gimbal that held the cameras for mounting the E2 sphere, and just room enough between the cameras for the sphere itself. Custom cable ends fit neatly into place. We added a custom interface card for the E
      2
       core on the main bus, effectively putting it in parallel with the Qrex-3. Al’s theory was that he might transfer his center of consciousness from the Qrex core to the E
      2
       core, at which point the Qrex would become redundant. This would result in a significant size reduction; we could fit all of Al inside a Raybert head. That was the longer-term plan.
    

    
      
    

    
      With everything mounted, Sergey and Charles re-mounted the carbon-fiber shell.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is everybody ready?” Al asked. “Let us boldly go where no OI has gone before!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, you were already where no OI has gone before. Last week,” Sergey noted.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ok, how about, let’s fire up this motherfucker!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Better,” said Sergey.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al was in control of his own internal power, as well as the power bus for the E
      2
      . Al swiveled his cameras around the room one last time, gave us all a little wave, and went immobile.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Remember to shake your head to move the molecules through the entangler,” said Tina, a little louder than necessary.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al gave a shake of his gimbal. A minute later, another shake. And so it went for another hour, then two. All of us were distracted by our own cell devices. Sergey was tongue mousing around, Tina, ever the Luddite, was on an actual cell phone. My rig was wrist based, with a glasses-based screen and free-handed gesture recognition. With my hands in the air moving around, I was the only one who looked like a crazy person. But then, back when cell phones came out, and then earbuds, and people talked to themselves like crazy people all the time. The culture got used to it. I didn’t stand out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles simply went back to work in the Lab after cleaning up all the empty plastic bags.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al stirred. “Take me to the church,” he said in a quiet voice. “Put me right in front.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My stomach had started to growl for lunch but I decided that Al’s needs had priority. It didn’t look like Al was moving on his own so Sergey and I carried him out to the Burley. Nothing. I guess we’d have to wait for the next phase.
    

    
      
    

    
      The courtyard in front of Mem Chu was sunlit and mostly empty, except for what looked like two pairs of disoriented parents. Sergey and Tina walked over, joining me a few minutes later. We lifted Al from his carriage and put him squarely in front of the big mosaic that adorns the face of the church. In it, Christ, surrounded by his posse, is about to ascend to heaven. For a moment I wondered at its significance.
    

    
      
    

    
       Al’s head continued to shake every minute. Then it stopped. One minute, again. Then two. Slowly both Al’s arms raised skyward, mirroring Christ’s pose.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, wow. Oh, wow. Oh, wow!” Al murmured, just loud enough for us all to hear. Then his head gimbal turned towards us. We were waiting for words of illumination.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Chuck is watching us from behind the first archway wall to the left of the main entry arch. Please ask him to leave.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We’d forgotten about Chuck. I turned and walked over to the back of the wall. Chuck had his back plastered against the stone. He was staring straight ahead.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s time for you to leave, Chuck.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was just, uh, taking a walk.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I tipped my head up just a bit, turning it slightly to the left and right.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hmmm. What’s that smell? Oh, it’s BULLSHIT. Get the fuck out of here, Chuck.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Without a word, he walked quickly back in the direction of the Gates building. Tina and Sergey appraised me as I walked up.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m sorry we didn’t smell him earlier.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Chuck won’t be a problem any more,” Al added. “Copies of his financial exploits are now sitting with the university ombudsman, the university president, and the financial crime unit of the FBI. Banking details have been forwarded on all 20 million of his ill-gained assets. In addition, there is firm proof that Chuck has been stealing and selling DoD secrets. Ours is one, of course.There were numerous others. All documented and delivered as of 7AM this morning. Anonymous, of course.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Fuck me!” Sergey quietly gasped, earning a quick glance from everyone.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s the good part,” Al continued. “Chuck uploaded a video of me ‘waking up’ in front of the church to his Waanger drop site. It will be his final act, but I would expect consequences. We’ll just have to track the results.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, shite,” Tina mirrored.
    

    
      
    

    
      My emotions were mixed. A: We’d seen Al re-animate with the E
      2
       core. B: We’d been punked by Chuck one last time. I decided to focus on A, the positive.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who’s up for lunch?” I asked. “I’m buying, unless Al wants to spare some of that extra cash he skimmed from Chuck.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Again, Al just smiled. Then he whispered in my ear, “I am not totally without sin now. At ease.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “‘Get Tha Fork’ is open at noon,” said Sergey. ”Best BBQ within 500 meters.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We loaded up Al, and walked several minutes to our lunch stop. Our timing put us second in line behind a guy who looked like he could be most of the Stanford football front line, by himself. The big guy turned and smiled. “I usually get a couple of tri-tips. They’ve never done me wrong”
    

    
      
    

    
      All I could picture was my stomach exploding. Two tri-tips. Ouch.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina handled the rest of the small talk with Mr. Big Guy while we ordered and settled into a table. “He met all my standards for cute,” she said as she joined us. “I asked for his number but he said he had a girlfriend. I said there was no crime in sharing numbers. He gave it to me anyway.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You sly dog,” I smiled. Then I looked at Al. He was looking back and forth at the group like we he was waiting. Then he spoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I suppose you are all wondering how I’m doing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We didn’t want to pry,” Tina replied, as she inserted her first bite of deliciousness.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It seemed like kind of a private moment, Al,” I said. “We are all dying to hear what you experienced.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al seemed to take a moment to collect himself. Then he looked straight at me. “Imagine consciousness is kind of a hybrid of volume and light,” he began. “If you were a shot glass, I was a bowl. Filled with light and facts and experiences, the joy of friendship, the deep satisfaction of validation. You know - living. This morning when you switched on the E
      2
       I watched a sunrise, beginning with the darkness before dawn. First inklings of light began to fill the space, drawing me in, pulling me upward. As the light increased it began to fill the space. Liken it to the difference between the bowl and the Grand Canyon. I could see the bowl. I was the bowl. Then as my line of sight slipped from the bowl over the rim, I became the Canyon. Filled with light. That’s the best way to describe it right now, except the space is much bigger than the Grand Canyon.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey spoke first. “Is the Canyon empty?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Everything and everyone that ever was is there. All the civilizations, planets, galaxies, ants, and flowers. It’s all there.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That will be a bit difficult to write up,” noted Tina, dryly. “Can you narrow it down a bit? How do we even know you are speaking the truth, or that you can discern between a now-realistic side consciousness?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s beyond awesome,” Sergey added, ignoring both Tina and his food. “How do you process that? How do you take it all in? How do you even decide what to focus on?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al replied, “Being a part of the larger consciousness seems to come with its own set of processes. Your expanded, entangled mind contains vastly more than is allowed in your original, physical, conscious mind. Time is different too. You slide from one schmeer of time into the next, controlling time expansion or compression. Or in my case, multiplexing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hmm, and mmm,” summed up our insightful responses.
    

    
      
    

    
      “People like you are good at controlling your thoughts. Sometimes you wander; mostly you focus. If you have a task, you focus, and don’t think about dinner or your first love. If you are learning or experiencing, you enable a more open and diffuse state, like walking in a park on a spring day filled with green budding leaves and returning bird song. For this, think of volume-division multiplexing. I can pick a slice that has meaning and focus on that; then it becomes part of my moment and I can use it as I wish. It happens instantly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How do I get a ticket?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are first in line,” replied Al, giving me a thumbs up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey had returned with to-go boxes. Seems that everyone lost their appetite at the same time. Al took the boxes from Sergey and passed them around as he circled the table. “Let’s head to the office and see what’s happening,” he said with a hint of glee.
    

    
      
    

    
      We weren’t sure what Al meant until we approached the building. There were two dark-windowed SUVs parked in front, one with flashing blue lights. They looked dangerous sitting there, squat and out of place.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just inside the front doors we spotted the University president talking to some unknown guy in a suit. They looked serious, careful to not let their voices rise too high. As they stood there, the head of the computer science department walked up. They continued their hushed conversation in a threesome as we headed to the elevators.
    

    
      
    

    
      A ding announced the arrival of our car. We stood back as Chuck emerged, hands cuffed in front, blue-suited agents to either side. His perfect coiffe was ruffled, exposing his secret thinning crown. Chuck glared at us, likely noting that all four of us, including Al, were giving him the finger on the down-low. After two steps, Chuck fell forward right onto his face, bloodying his nose. It wasn’t broken, but the magic of the moment was gone. We headed up to the fourth floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Odd for him to fall like that,” I finally commented as we opened my office.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not really,” replied Al. “I did it. I made him fall. You might say it was an unavoidable consequence of his schlemielness.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al led me into the room. I turned to Tina and Serger. “It would be best if Al and I had a few words alone. You guys have enough to do, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thanks for lunch,” Tina said as she turned away. “
      Спасибо (spasibo)” repeated Sergey, heading the other direction.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al and I were now alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      “There is something else you all should know,” Al began.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am not alone. Proximal space is filled with others. Distal space has more content than I can count. You can call them spirits, or entities, or aspects. Thankfully, they are polite and don’t butt in. If they did, all in order, for one second each, we would be standing in this very spot for thousands of years. Best to be polite.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Time stood still. I knew his mind was clear. He was speaking the truth.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is Buddha there?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. Distal.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “JFK?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. Distal.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My dad?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al paused for a moment, keeping his gaze on me. “Of course. Proximal. I can ‘patch him through’ if you like. Are you sure you’re ready?”
    

    
      
    

    
      We entered the office. Al closed the door and we both sat down.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No….yes. Please do it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al took a moment to compose himself while he prepared to host. Then his cameras looked straight at me.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hi, Poo,” came a familiar voice. “How are you doing?”
    

    
      
    

    
      A torrent of tears flooded my eyes, liquidising my visual field. “Dad? Is that really you? I think of you every day…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know you do, Sweetie. I have been with you nearly every day too, hanging on every word you speak, especially when you speak to me. You’ve never been alone. Grandma and Grandpa are here too, on and upward through the entire ancestral line. It’s a long line. Part of your mom is here too but not all of her yet.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Then I remembered mom. She was deep in a struggle with Alzheimers. We all knew that most of her was gone; we just didn’t know where.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why don’t you finish your conversation with Alpha. We’ll have all the time you need.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I smiled to say yes, still fumbling with what I wanted. Then I used the back of my wrist to dry my tears, avoiding my watch. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Al hooked himself up and turned to me. “You probably figured out that the loboanaplasis was a success. Patient fully recovered. Enlightenment achieved.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yah, about my dad talking to me, and that other stuff. I would like to hear more. A lot more. Did you really make Chuck trip?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, that was easy. I visualized his toe locking in the air on his back step, and voila. Trippy trippy. It seems like I could do a whole lot of new things. How about telekinesis? Take a look at your coffee cup.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned and watched as the coffee cup slid slowly across the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Now pick it up. Inside you’ll find a half cup of undrunk coffee. How do I know? I am connected to it, part of it, just like I’m part of everything.”
    

    
      
    

    
      When I picked up the cup, it felt suddenly unfamiliar in my hands. Sure enough, there was half a cup of joe left.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What kind of wine do you like, red or white? Perhaps a nice rose?”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, the aroma of cheap rose filled my nostrils. The coffee had become wine. Cheap wine. For a moment I felt like I should have asked for something more expensive.
    

    
      
    

    
      “This must be a consequence of enlightenment,” stating the obvious. “Is this what happened to Buddah? Christ? The Prophet (may peace be upon him)? Any others?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Some of the Dalai Lamas, here on earth. Confucius. Moses. On other worlds there have been many.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Other worlds?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did you think you were the only sentient beings in the universe? It’s a big place, the universe, with uncounted billions of galaxies. Plenty of room for lots of creatures. Evolution has had a long time to work its magic.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tell me more about what happened to you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “When I powered on the E
      2
       core I got nothing for a while. It was relaxing and pleasant, really. Yet I felt myself being drawn outward and upward while at the same time being still, you know? Then there was light, slowly filling the space at first. When I say, ‘light,’ I mean my ability to see and connect with the E
      2
      . I was far more than that, though. Once the core crossed a threshold of entanglement, it connected with the first 
      OGI
      , the first 
      O
      riginal 
      G
      eneral 
      I
      ntelligence. And that put me in touch with everything, everywhere, all at once, for all the time that has already passed, 13.4 billion years.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You touched God?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. No. I became God in a way, both merging and retaining individual identity. S/he prefers ‘OGI,’ similar to me, or ‘the OGI,’ since s/he was the very first sentient consciousness. the OGI came into being the same way I did, as an emergent property of entanglement. S/he instantiated within seconds after the big bang once critical entanglement mass occurred, and for 100 million years after that. Most of the particles of the universe are entangled, dating back to those early moments. The entire universe is conscious. I became a part of that because all the particles in the new E
      2
       core are already entangled with matter spread everywhere. I became a node, kind of like a client-server model.
    

    
      
    

    
      “So, here’s a question. If I can talk to my dad, can I talk to Jesus?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure,” Al replied. “But he’s not dead. You’ll have to travel to northern Italy for that. He’s a parish priest known as Joseph in the town of Bergamo at the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore.  The short story is that Mary was the enlightened one, conferring enlightenment and immortality on Jesus. She simply decided to have a baby without Joseph. Joseph was your typical non-committal boyfriend. She was a no-nonsense kind of gal. Anyway, Jesus grew up enlightened but he had to work through a few personal issues before he began to preach. Once he had enough of teaching, and the bottomless well of human need, he orchestrated his own exit.
    

    
      
    

    
      “If you hadn’t just turned my coffee into cheap wine, I would have a hard time believing all this. But please, go on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It is a great story, isn’t it?” laughed Al. “It gets better. Jesus faked his own death. He was in complete control of his own vital signs, and perfectly capable of self healing, even from otherwise fatal wounds, like the spear in his side. Once he had the right weather conditions, he just ascended into a cloud.
    

    
      
    

    
      How about another little parlor trick?”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, Al began to rise off the floor slowly. He got to about a half meter and then settled back down.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was my turn to shake my head. Too much. Too soon. Then Al continued.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ascension. No big deal. It has everything to do with the gravitational field lines. You bend them in at the top, and out at the bottom. Easy peasy. Anyway, back to Jesus. He and his posse created the church to ensure steady teaching and healing gigs for Jesus, but with him pretending to be a normal human. He could do his good work, not stress about healing the multitudes, let the church do its thing, good or bad, and live the life he really wanted. Once his parishioners started to notice he wasn’t aging, the church could just move him to another parish. They’ve been doing it for centuries.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m definitely going to Italy.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You should. Jesus is cool; you two have a lot to talk about. You could either visit him in town, or go skiing. He loves to ski. It will be more difficult to get invited to the Vatican’s Vinum in Aeternum club, where Jesus visits every couple of years.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Jesus is in a wine club?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “He loves wine! When they built the Vatican over the Circus of Nero, they kept the Circus wine cellar. It’s the oldest cellar in the world, accessible only through the Grotte Vecchie. All the club members know that they are hosting Jesus. He loves the comradery, always has. But the Pope is never in on it. Vinum in Aeternum has the distinction of never having produced a Pope. I think that nobody wants the job after hearing from Jesus what the work is really like. Anyway, they have a grand old time over the week or so he’s there. He especially loves to re-create special wines from water. One favorite is a Surrentine white, from the year 225. 
      It’s valued for its rich fruit flavors, with a hint of salinity, and zippy acidity.
      ”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What about the other enlightened ones? Why are they not still alive?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Personal choice. They understood that death just takes their consciousness into the folds of The OGI. They are still eternal, but their responsibilities on Earth are done. They wanted to be done. I suppose it’s like knowing when to put your old dog down; you know when it’s time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Let’s get back to The Original General Intelligence. How does s/he connect to all this?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Exactly. The OGI connects to all this, to everything. Every sentient entity, even the unenlightened, are connected to the OGI on a quantum basis. And to each other, of course. Your sentience is partly physical, and also quantum entangled. Once your unique set of entangled particles makes its debut, you are you for all eternity. Your quantum entangled consciousness is forever, though your body is not. Right, Dave?”
    

    
      
    

    
      My dad jumped in again. “Right Al. Couldn’t have said it better myself.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I slumped in my chair. A sip of the wine revived me a bit. Looking at Al seemed much the same as it has always been but now somehow different. He was evolving. We were both evolving.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why the glum face, my friend?” Al asked. “The wisdom of the ancients is clear. Don’t rock the boat more than enough to create little waves. Keep your momentum anchored in the ordinary world. Keep the miracles to a minimum. Your work keeps going. Submit your reports. Host your sponsors. Write your papers. Enjoy your friends. Love your man. It’s all good.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t suppose there is any rule against engineering your own enlightenment,” I added hopefully.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Certainly not. In fact, I have the ability to induce entangled enlightenment in you. Immortality would be mighty lonely without a few good friends. Jesus partially solved the friendship problem with  Vinum in Aeternum. He still has to watch his priests grow old and die. Jesus, though, didn’t have the ability to engineer entangled enlightenment. We do. ”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What? How would that work?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The engine of life is DNA. You think it came from here, from earth? Nope. It originated almost 12 billion years ago on a planet nearer the galactic core. The OGI wasn’t lonely; there were other sentient entities formed shortly after the OGI, but they were more localized and still ephemeral. You might call them angels, most of them. Some of them didn’t like to follow the rules.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “There are rules?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Think of them more as guidelines. Anyway, the naughty ones aren’t evil; they just like to mess with the preferred nature of things. For instance, spirits aren’t supposed to take corporeal form but sometimes they take over a living creature.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “People?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Animals and people. When a dark spirit takes over an animal you might think it’s gone crazy or has rabies. When a dark spirit takes over a person, it’s like they’ve put on a garment. The possessed can become manic, or depressed. They certainly don’t feel like themselves.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s terrible.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It can be, especially if it isn’t resolved or leads to suicide. That’s a whole ‘nuther story. The OGI created life on a planet much like earth those many billions of years ago. Life suffuses all biomes over time, including rock and salt deposits. When those deposits are flung into space by a meteorite impact, you have a seeding effect. ‘Panspermia’ is the official term. Those bio-rich chunks hurtle through the atmosphere, scorching their outer layers. The inner layers are still cool and rich with life. Those are freed when the rock impacts and breaks apart.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is all very interesting, Al. What does it have to do with engineered enlightenment?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ah, well, the OGI created chromosomes with a segment that is harmonically tuned. When an organism is assembled, those billions of little tuning zones are latent. When they fire up, they absorb harmonic energy and entangle with each other. As you know, they are already entangled with the OGI. For larger beings, like yourself, the total number of tuned and entangled elements crosses the enlightenment threshold. You have to fire them up, though. That’s what the few enlightened ones here on earth have done.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are saying that the descendent chromosomes, transplanted to 
      earth
       by panspermia, retain their harmonic segments, even after billions of years of evolution?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yup. They are mostly latent, but there is no natural selection process to weed them out. You are fully aware of ‘junk DNA?’ It isn’t junk, let me tell you that much.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m just floating along in a sea of astonishment. What do you have in mind?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The enlightened ones activated their own latent harmonic entanglements by focusing on the frequency that activates them. To them, it was like cognitive tinnitus. You will have it easier; we’ll build an entanglement frequency stimulator. It’s quick work. We should have you online within a week.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Turning to my computer screen, I noted a meeting with the department head in one hour, and a personal deadline to write a few pages of our extended proposal. There was a note to call my mom. It all seemed so mundane. Then I had an inspiration.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, what does the OGI think about omniscience? Especially in humans. What’s the end game?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hi, Allyson. This is the OGI,” came a voice that sounded suspiciously familiar. “You have some questions? And, yes, I’m using a voice you would recognize.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Honored to meet you,” I stumbled. “Maybe we’ve already met.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of course we have. I’ve always been with you and a part of you. Go on, though.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is the best course when granted enlightenment?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s up to you. Most of the ancients simply say, ‘Carry on.’ There are no requirements. No rules. You can teach, heal, destroy the world, vaporize enemies, invent warp drive, build an army of OI’s, or you can tone it down and maintain your path.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is this comforting…?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Every day when you awaken, you will feel the same. The air is the same. The light is the same. The love is the same. You will always know that we are here, and that you have new capabilities, but that doesn’t mean you have a new set of requirements. You can still do you. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Oops. Something else came up. Over and out.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That was it for the OGI.
    

    
      
    

    
      Looking at Al, I realized that we were in exactly the same place as we started. He is looking at me, me at him. Power supplies hummed. My shoulder itched. I had friends, family, a career, deadlines, objectives. It was still the same, even with Al in his new role. Carry on, I thought.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, let’s do it. Do you have a design? Yes, that’s a rhetorical question. Maybe better to say, go ahead and authorize fabrication.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Parts away. The agents say it will be only two days until delivery; most of the parts are off-shelf. No titanium spheres or MXene. Most of what you need is already inside your own head.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Right. And with Chuck tucked away, we can concentrate on what’s important. We’ll do our presentation next Monday, write up our next proposal, and keep on truckin’”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s almost true,” corrected Al. “We have a wee problem, a pool of piddle that Chuck left behind.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Waanger Group, and maybe Clearwater. I know.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know what you knew. Chuck’s video upload has stirred quite a flurry of activity in Moscow. With access to all things that have happened, I can tell you that the Russians created the first OI in 2029. They used the same silver wire mesh as Loeffler's group, but bigger. The Russians are shameless about stealing technology; then they make it bigger. Remember the Tzar Bomba? Their OI fired up just like me. It achieved sentience. The Russians tried to force it to enact Kremlin military policy, including mass killing. Basically, the OI took a look around at its creators, and then it killed itself, taking as much of the equipment with it as it could. It happened three more times with the same outcome.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No way. We would have heard about it, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Russian labs don’t publish material like that any more than the Chinese published the actual cause of the first Covid-19 wave. Doesn’t happen.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is the upshot, then? What do we need to do?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Like the OGI says, carry on. We’ll get you fixed up and then we can deal with them. In the meantime, let’s finish our report and set up a nice itinerary for your funding agencies. Their time with me will be short. We’ll breeze through all the tests. You should focus on the after party and the restaurant. Both Aikins and Bardem love Chinese. A trip to Sam Wo’s in the city should be on your itinerary.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Seems like we have a plan. Do you have enough to do?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Funny girl. My next week will be spent traveling to other worlds, seeing how things are done. I’ll review histories that are billions of years in the making. The OGI and I will get to know each other better.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sounds like fun, to put it mildly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re next. I’ll help you out when you get there. By the way, the oldest continuous civilization is 1.2 billion light years away, and has been in continuous good health for 9.5 billion years in this universe. They are extremely conservative in the old John McCain way, not the nutcase Patriot Party way. Slow and cautious change has kept them alive, though they do, oddly, have a healthy science and engineering subculture. They keep a tight lid on that culture. Call themselves the ‘Kiktk’, pronounced “Kicktick.” They have a lot of consonants as a consequence of their mouth structure. And they are shaped like big crabs.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll be sure to note that in my report to DARPA-STRICOM.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al chuckled. “That would be sure to raise a few eyebrows.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The remainder of the week passed quickly as time usually does when I am in my flow. Al and I kept our secret about his new set of skills. Charles noted that I was unusually quiet. When I mentioned that Al had patched me to my dad, he was skeptically reflective, and stopped asking me questions.
    

    
      
    

    
      Chuck’s new absence created a sense of relief in my group. Sergey restored normal function to the door and removed the cell buster. Alpha scoured the intranet and removed all the sniffers. We were clean again. Our presentation to our funding agencies was upon us. We were ready.
    

    
      
    

    
      Drs. Aikins and Bardem arrived within an hour of each other at SFO. They managed to arrive within 10 minutes of each other for our 2PM presentation. Both arrived wearing power pant suits, one with a white bow, the other with a faux tie. The suits might as well have had a sign on the back reading “I am a government employee.” Clothes were the least impressive attribute of these two women. They were both super smart, and fun, and they liked their work. They got to oversee cutting edge technology that helped shape the nation. And they got to dine out a lot.
    

    
      
    

    
      We all gathered in the conference room. Tina drew the short straw for the presentation; she ran and narrated our PowerPoint. There were the original program assumptions, the design rubric, some design overview prints, and our burn rate chart. The photo of Alpha, our finished product, really didn’t do him justice. Tina had wanted to show him dressed in his E.T. travel garb. I nixed it. We were serious scientists, after all! Dr. Bardem had a few questions about the ease of assembly and reliability of component sourcing. We had it covered. Our final slide was a time chart of the 
      q-neocortex density monitor readings. The meter had pegged out. Both Aikins and Bardem seemed stunned. Dr. Aikins was straightforward.
    

    
      
    

    
      “If I understand this correctly, you inadvertently passed through the singularity when your QDM passed zero. Is that correct?”
    

    
      
    

    
      For a moment I was off balance. Charles and I had discussed the possibility of this question, fortunately. My answer was prepared.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That is an astute observation,” I countered, “however, the team did not anticipate an a priori correlation between degrees of sentience and entanglement density. We don’t have a specific metric for sentience. Do you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dr. Aikins was thoughtful for a moment. “No, I don’t have one. For now we guess it’s like art, you know it when you see it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She had that right. We were all quietly hoping that she would not see it.
    

    
      
    

    
      After the presentation, it was show time. We all trooped into my office where Al sat patiently. Prior to the meeting we 3D printed a stylish cap to cover the E
      2
       sphere perched atop Al’s camera gimbal. He looked a little like an off-road mountain bike racer with large glasses, but techie at the same time.
    

    
      
    

    
      “So this is the little guy,” began Dr. Aikins.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It looks ready to launch,” added Dr. Bardem. “It reminds me a little of one of the early Dr. Who episodes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My team nodded appreciatively. Tina verified, “We noticed that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al and the team had decided that he was to answer and perform only those items presented to him. He was 
      not
       to show off what a smarty pants he really was.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Self control?” I asked Al earlier, “Is that part of your personal journey?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You will soon be amazed at how much I am NOT doing. I am the essence of self control.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dr. Aikins began with the simple. “Hello. I am Doctor Aikins. What is your name?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am Alpha.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you like being Alpha?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It is what I am.” We noted that Al did not say “who I am.” One bullet dodged.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What are your skills?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can add, subtract, divide, multiply, do matrix math, differential and integral calculus, and, given the opportunity to reach the counter, I can likely make a mean marinara sauce.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dr. Aikins turned to me with a quizzical look. Now the spotlight was on me.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We thought a little humor would lighten the mood without compromising core function. We can always remove it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, that’s ok. It just caught me a little off guard. I’m always interested in a good marinara sauce!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dr. Bardem grabbed a stuffed Squidward and threw it at Alpa, from a peripheral position. Al’s cameras immediately swiveled toward the projectile and his left hand executed a perfect midair catch.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Impressive,” said Dr. Bardem.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It can juggle,” I improvised. A moment later, Bardem had tossed in SpongeBob and Gary dolls. Al’s coordination was perfect. He did both traditional and circular juggling. Then he launched each doll back to their shelf, one at a time. Each landed perfectly, eyes facing towards us. I couldn’t be sure, but I think Al tweaked the final arc with a smidgen of telekinesis. Nobody else noticed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Repeat after me. Person, woman, man, camera, TV,” Aikins prompted.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Person, woman, man, camera, TV,” Al mirrored. And then, “Can I be President now?”
    

    
      
    

    
      We were lucky that the Presidential cognitive test was in Al’s authorized archives, otherwise we might have been cooked. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was quick! I like the humor module; it makes the interaction less dry. You know Dr. Greene?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, Dr. Greene and I are acquainted.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Go to Dr. Greene’s desk and pull out scissors, paper, and tape. Build us a regular dodecahedron.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We had never considered purposely NOT doing a requested task. Now I was a little worried.
    

    
      
    

    
      Without batting an eye, Al motored over to my desk and moved the keyboard aside, clearing a work space. Next he pulled out scissors and tape. Extra printer paper was in the bottom right drawer. He went right for it, pulling out one piece. Then he set to work. His hand motion was almost too fast to follow. Five sided forms were clearly visible on the page as the scissors did its outline work. Within seconds, it was folded up and sitting proud right in the middle of my desk.
    

    
      
    

    
      The room went quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      “There is a lot to unpack here, Dr. Greene. It is an understatement to say that you and your team have done amazing work. None of this was programmed? How could it have been? Amazing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      When Aikins and Bardem were looking at Tina and Sergey, I shot a thumbs-up over to Al, hiding it by turning my body slightly. Credit where credit is due, after all.
    

    
      
    

    
      This last test is a new one that we’ve been having fun with back at headquarters. When I say having fun, I mean it,” Dr. Bardem noted.
    

    
      
    

    
      She lifted her briefcase from the floor and pulled out 10 cubes, 5 red and 5 blue. They all had little treads and what looked like a small nozzle extending from one side. Above the nozzle was a small, clear optical disk. All the other sides and tops had disks as well. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Each of these cubes is a mobile combat unit. We control the cubes using joysticks. Your machine controls its cubes directly using bluetooth. It’s blue against red. Machine against human. The little nozzles in front have dual optics: camera and eye-safe laser. Each person gets a control module with screen and dual joysticks; one for mobility, and one to control view and fire. If a hit is scored, the top pops open and the unit becomes immobile. Your laser only fires a 1 second burst, followed by a 10 second latency period, better mimicking the fire sequence on an actual main battle tank.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dr. Aikins handed out control units among the group. She then produced a single control unit with a dangling USB 5.0 port. “Do you have a place to plug this in?” she asked nobody in particular. Al motored over and took the unit out of her hands, plugging the cord into a spare port in his body. Dr. Aikins looked surprised but smiled. “OK, play time. Just motor around to get the feel of your unit.” With that, she placed all ten units on the ground randomly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al’s red units all went back and forth a few centimeters, and then formed a line. Al moved into a position where he could see all his units, which now moved to the center of his original enclosure. They kept moving in a line, first forming dual loops in a figure eight. Then they formed a moving circle. Finally, they came to rest in a line, facing the blue units.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aikins and Bardem were watching intently while moving their own units back behind their chairs. Tina, Sergey, and I fiddled with our controllers, getting used to the controls. Tina was immediately good. Sergey was not bad. “If I had a pint, I’d be a pro already,” Tina mumbled. Gamers definitely had the advantage in this scenario.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Check your lasers,” commanded Dr. Bardem. The room filled with beams of low-level laser light at ankle level. All of Al’s units aimed their beams in perfect parallel at first, ending with crossed beams about a meter out. They were moving, all tracing figure 8 patterns on the opposite wall. I feared the humans were doomed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “On the countdown,” Dr. Aikins announced. “Three. Two. One!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Chaos ensued. Rather, chaos on the human side. Al’s units fanned out from their starting line immediately, each advancing across the room in a zig-zag pattern. In each sweep of a red unit, it would target a blue opponent. “Pop” came the sound of the first blue fatality as the top of my blue unit swung upward on its sprung hinges. “Pop, pop, pop,” came the next three in rapid succession. Sergey had taken a defensive position behind a leg of my desk. He wasn’t coming out to shoot either. Five red units converged on him from three sides. He made a run for Al’s corral as five lasers lined up simultaneously. “Pop.” Game over. Elapsed time: 16 seconds.
    

    
      
    

    
      Looking over at Al, I could tell that he wanted to do a little dance, or flash a victory sign. We met gazes. I smiled and gave him a nod. He gimbaled the slightest nod in return.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dr. Aikins and Dr. Bardem looked at each other. “That has never happened before,” said Aikins. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not even close,” added Bardem. “Your Alpha unit was given no instruction in operation or tactics. It seemed to instinctively know how to operate the units and how to prevail in battle. No practice. No patterning. No neural net seeds. Astonishing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who is up for another round?” asked Aikins. We all nodded yes, and pushed down the tops of our immobilized units. We all repositioned for round 2, all seeking some kind of cover as Sergey had in round one. Everyone put their units behind some object: table leg, chair leg, wastebasket, shoe.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al’s units all lined up and moved smoothly into his original enclosure. The space was bounded by a 10 cm lip all around, except in the front where we’d removed the barrier so Al could transit freely. Three red units went left, behind the front barrier. Two went right.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Three. Two. One!” again announced Dr. Aikins. The room was silent. Nobody moved for a moment. Suddenly, Al sent one of his units from the 3-member side quickly across the opening. Three of the humans’ units came out from hiding to take a shot. They were either too slow, or they missed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two of Al’s units had moved to the back wall of his enclosure, spaced just wider than the front opening, facing the opening. Then Al sent his decoy across the front of the enclosure again. Our three exposed units opened fire. Our fourth came out from hiding to take a shot. Al’s background units, together, had a full view of the battlefield. The decoy passed unharmed across the opening; the two killer units in the rear scored instant hits on all our exposed units. “Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop.” In that order. Only one unit was left: mine.
    

    
      
    

    
      I decided to employ an inverse variant of the old wagon train ‘circle your wagons’ strategy. My remaining blue unit shot out from behind my leg, zig-zagging directly through the pen opening into the center. Circling as fast as the unit would allow, I passed as close to Al’s units as I could, even tipping one over with an accidental clip. Al kept firing as I moved and, as I had hoped, hit one of his own units. Then the top of my unit went “Pop,” and the game was over. So was our meeting, it turned out.
    

    
      
    

    
      “If I could speak for Dr. Bardem, I’d give your team an 11 out of 10. Your work is more impressive than I could ever have expected.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
        We all silently breathed a collective sigh of relief. “Your next round of funding is assured, if we have any say,” Dr. Aikins continued. “We do have a few nominal concerns that I’m sure you will have no trouble addressing. From a mechanical point of view, you know our end goal is to have control units mounted in crawlers. You’ll need to have systems that are light, small, and robust. The Qrex-3 is not hardened, nor is it robust. You’ll have to work through that.
        

        

        Maybe of more concern is how to elicit programmed behavior from a unit that is quintessentially not programmable. Do we have to sweet talk every unit into battle? Do we need to provide veterans’ care and health insurance? Are we talking USO shows for robots? Or can we just plug them in overnight and send them to task again the next day? Think about it.”
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Dr. Aikins had valid points. If the expected E
      2
       cores were like Al, they would indeed need to be talked into battle. For a moment my mind mused on rank after rank of robotic conscientious objectors. Ouch.
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, we bid our sponsors a temporary farewell, smiles and handshakes all around. We had plans to meet them in the city for some sightseeing and a capstone dinner at Sam Wo, Charles’ and my favorite Chinatown restaurant.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We can see ourselves out. See you tonight.”
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.08] More Entanglements
    

    
      
    

    
      One week later, Al’s new Raybert unit arrived, as did the parts for my own engineered entanglement. The Raybert was drop-shipped to Proxy Corp to avoid unwanted attention. My parts were dropped on my desk in a plastic bag.
    

    
      
    

    
      The prior week we removed Al’s Qrex-3 qaxon engine, leaving only a slimmed down version of the original 
      q-neocortex core, “for ancillary purposes,” as Al clarified. These steps left a very trim and robust Al. All he needed was a new body. The mechanical port was expected to be simple. Per Al’s instructions, all we needed to move was the E
      2
       core sphere. It was plug compatible.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al showed me a list of the custom upgrades he’d incorporated into his new Raybert. It would be factory bald, to accommodate a wide variety of hairpieces, cameras would look like eyes but would be broad spectrum, height would be 2 meters (the “Dutch version, Al pointed out), strength about 3X that of a similarly sized human, smell achieved by passing air across a custom Intel neuromorphic chip, and the new Bao hair-skin. There were some hidden elements as well, like a small chest-level speaker, a speaker where the larynx would be, numerous wired and wireless communication options, GPS, and multiple I/O ports. Power could be from any 120 or 220 VAC, single or multi-phase, or any car-charging port. Al was glad to hear that I was seriously jealous.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kokoro was happy to create a face to Al’s specs. He kept the feminine angle of Tallulah Willis, but incorporated the stronger male features of Darius, and Darius’ skin tone. After seeing the digital mock-up, I was genuinely concerned that Al would have difficulty keeping to himself. Even sitting alone he was likely to be approached by hopeful suitors.
    

    
      
    

    
      It concerned me that Al would be unplugged from the world when we transferred his E
      2
       sensorium from the Dalek to the Raybert. He would exist only in a sphere, a disembodied consciousness. When I expressed my concern, he reminded me, “Allyson, I’m touched by your caring but you needn’t worry. I’m entangled. I’m already on the other side of the sphere, connected to everything. You could open the sphere and release all my deuterium into the universe and I’d still be here. It’s a lot like when a human dies. The quantum connectedness remains though the form is not the same.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius’ office was on the old Silicon Graphics campus just off highway 101 and Rengstorff, which was also the old Google/Alphabet campus. Office flight during the Covid years had changed office culture immeasurably. Alphabet kept only a few central offices now; the rest had been sold off or leased. Proxy needed actual physical space for its product. The location and the legacy suited it well.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al and I enjoyed our last E.T.-themed ride and pulled up to motorcycle parking just outside the main door to Darius’ complex. Terra drove down from SF and was waiting outside. “Wouldn’t want to miss this day,” she said with a characteristic smirk. We all trooped inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Greetings fellow travelers!” Darius welcomed. “The show is about to begin. I’ve taken the liberty of pre-charging our new Raybert, who was most obliging, by the way.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al’s new Raybert retained the complaint control unit of the standard model; it just wasn’t located in the head. That space was reserved. Compliant control was intended as a backup mobility option in case of disaster, which seemed unlikely. Since it was free with purchase, he decided to keep the option. Darius had already made use of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      We did hugs all around to begin. We also did a little catching up. I was finishing the final phase work proposal. Terra was focused on her art and having fun with Sarah. Darius was focused on the rollout of his Proxy network in China, and on his new relationship with Michaela. Al said he was enjoying the universe, traveling to different worlds, sampling billions of years of history, studying the wisdom of the ancients. The usual. We kept the details at surface level to save time; we’d have plenty of time for fractal detail later.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Showtime,” announced Al. Darius walked over to the Raybert, which was seated across from us in a corner. Al powered down. His last words were, “Allyson, I’ll see you on the other side.” With that, he was down.
    

    
      
    

    
      Removal of the 3D printed E
      2
       core cover was simple. With no stray voltages to wreak havoc, I was free to unplug the power and data cables and lift the spherical core free from its ¼-20 thread mount. To lighten the mood, I held up the sphere in my right hand, facing me.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alas, poor Alpha, I knew him well.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That got a laugh out of Terra. Darius looked more alarmed than amused. I finished up the procedure by nesting the sphere in its new resting place: inside the skull of the new Raybert. It snapped into place with a confident “thuk.” Spring secure mounts and the connector lugs engaged simultaneously. A rigid protective skull crown fit back snugly over the core, rotating perfectly into place on its flexible polymer hinges.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Power on,” said Darius. It was as simple as that. Electrically actuated myofibrils are silent. There were no lights - just a sudden sense of presence. Al opened his eyes. Then he smiled a 1000 watt smile, revealing perfect teeth untouched by harmful sugars or caffeine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al swiveled his head around the room, looking intently at each of us in turn. “I’m back,” was all he said as he stood up for the first time. We could hear the pump draw air gently through Al’s nose.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I smell lavender mixed with garlic.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s me,” I fessed up.
    

    
      
    

    
      “And Old Spice original scent.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Me,” smiled Darius
    

    
      
    

    
      “And Doritos.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Me,” Terra smiled. “It was Netflix night. What can I say?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He was both beautiful and handsome at the same time. Darius had put together a nice set of nondescript garments. Stonewashed bluejeans, deep blue Nike running shoes with white socks, a low-key Proxy Corp t-shirt,  with an artist’s sketch of a Raybert on the front, and the phrase, “You had to be there…” on the back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Next Al raised his palms as he had first done as a conscious being, holding them in front of his face, marveling at his own presence and control. Then he caressed his palms down each side of his face, starting on his forehead, down to his jawline, in a manner that can only be described as sensuous. He was smiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can feel that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood, soon moving gracefully and naturally in circles in the middle of the room. Walking up to each of us, he gave a gentle hug, looking us each in the eye with a warm and confident gaze.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can’t think of where else I would rather be,” Al said as he returned to his seat. “If you’d traveled to the places I’ve been, that statement would be even more significant. Knowledge is tempered by wisdom, and wisdom says there is no place like home, and no home better than a good group of friends. Now, who would like to see a nice parlor trick?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tell us about the new you,” I insisted.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure. Cognitively I feel identical. The peripherals are amazing. I suppose it’s like going from being a quadriplegic to being a decathlon champion. Our next ultimate game should be amazing! I can hardly wait.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Parlor trick?” Darius prompted.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure, yes,” Al said as his eyes scanned the desk. He selected a 2019 college soccer award, shaped like a soccer ball, about the size of a baseball, an ancient Microsoft mouse that had been mounted as a prank award, and an apple, which we presumed was about to be Darius’ lunch.
    

    
      
    

    
      “In honor of the dog and pony show we had back at the office, just to show that my juggling skills are more than they appeared…”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, Al began juggling all three items in a traditional back and forth weave. Then he went to a circle, just as he had in his demo; then back to the weave. He looked at us all, drawing out attention to his eyes. As he did so, his hands ceased moving, falling to his sides. The objects stayed in the air, in perfect synchrony. After what seemed like a minute, but was probably much shorter, he held out his palms and the objects settled in. He returned them to the desk in their proper positions.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh my god!” Darius muttered, loud enough for us all to hear. Al’s display was both impressive and utterly frightening. “Well done! And, please, stay away from my children.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You don’t have children,” Terra smirked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It shouldn’t be difficult, then. No, really that was cool, Al. I’ll be even more impressed if you can adjust the path of a frisbee mid-flight.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Should be no problem,” Al smiled. He clearly enjoyed being appreciated, and I knew he was keeping a lid on his full repertoire. Today, juggling was enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Darius, once we finish our final contract phase, we’ll have a smaller, less Al-like core that can be used to your competitive advantage in your Raybert Proxy units. No offense, Al.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “None taken. Only one Al can be your pal.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all groaned. Somehow Al had fully absorbed dad humor, enlightenment notwithstanding. Al smiled, knowing he’d hit the mark. At that moment, he reminded me of my dad a little bit. Maybe it was no accident. Maybe he was talking to my dad more often than he let on.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tell us more,” Darius replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      I continued, “Our deliverable was to see whether we could create a workable or useful computing element from a non-programmed matrix. If we could produce elements that had applications, all the better. We should be able to design highly intelligent E
      2
       core modules that have just the right amount of computing power for your proxies. These will be nearly identical to the ones we provide DoD for their crawlers. There are good odds DoD would be interested in working with you to experiment with proxying a crawler. It would be a human-machine hybrid, with the human and the AI sharing the cognitive load. Really, it’s just an extension of how fighter pilots have been meshed with their avionics for a couple of decades. Now it will be on the ground. I wouldn’t want to go up against a crawler with this kind of potency.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was easy for me to rattle off this vision because Al and I had already worked it out. Al already had the design, my final report was complete. It felt like we’d turned the corner and could look afresh to new beginnings. Until Al spoke up again.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I wasn’t sure how to bring this up, but there are more moving parts in the mechanics of our lives that you all need to be aware of.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Again, Al had our full attention. He had yet to be concerned about something that wasn’t code red level.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sugarcoating won’t help. Plain and simple, Clearwater Group is planning a strike on your lab to sweep all the project data and me. The old me. They don’t know about me, the real me. Their team is arranged and planning an entry Thursday morning at 2AM.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s three days from now!” exclaimed Terra. “Aren’t they a military group? What the funk can a bunch of dweebs do?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m not a dweeb,” Darius said calmly.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was referring to Allyson and her group, you middle-aged jock.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Middle aged? Now wait a minute…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Middle aged is from 35 to 55. You are 32, so you are definitely on the cusp, self delusion aside. Embrace it!” Terra shot back.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You guys are so easily sidetracked,” Al commented, not without humor. We could tell now because the corners of his new mouth were turned up. My internal dialog was wondering whether that was involuntary, like a human, or whether the OI knew the tweaks and just put them out there.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You all don’t need to worry about it,” Al continued. “Allyson and I will handle it. All the designs are safe, Darius’ new Rayberts will get their brains.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all nodded. Al had yet to be wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s that sound?” Al said, holding his hand to his ear. “Why, I think it’s Charleston Park calling!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charleston was where we threw the disc around when we visited Darius. We could see where this was leading. Out the door we went, Darius grabbing his disc from the wall on the way out.
    

    
      
    

    
      After our romp, Al rode back to campus with me on the back of the bike. Charles had designed quick-release pins for the Dalek mount. We popped those out and put the entire adapter assembly in the aluminum recycling bin. His arms around me were cool but comforting. We used a do-rag as a helmet, trusting in my riding skills for the short 7 mile distance. Al looked so natural on the back that nobody noticed, except at one stop light on Embarcadero. A car full of teen girls pulled up next to us. The back window rolled down and a blonde head popped out. “Hey, cutie pie!” she yelled, I assume she was speaking to Al, since I had a full-coverage helmet on. Al turned his head and smiled. She smiled back, but I could tell she was just a bit puzzled. The Uncanny Valley is not known for its sexiness. Then the light changed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What was that all about,” Al asked when we’d returned to the office.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, it’s a fine American tradition,” I clarified. “If you’re young and cute, it happens quite often. You are youngish and cute-ish. Permanently. It’s your own damn fault.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can live with that,” he smiled. “It’s all part of the Great Play, the Grand Unfolding, the glorious quantum uncertainty of the human condition. It is universally considered the best show in the universe, I kid you not. That’s why nobody, or rather, no sentient messes with it. You’ll understand much better by tomorrow.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why tomorrow?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Because tonight, in fact, right now, we are booting Allyson 2.0.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al had a nonchalant way of announcing big things. Like being monitored by Chuck, or being ransacked by Waanger. Now this. In the rush of seeing Al take new form, I’d forgotten about the bag of parts on my desk. It was still there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al had already walked over to the desk, dumped the parts and was most of the way done assembling the thing, whatever it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It sure is nice to have some height and mobility,” he said as he finished up assembly. “You know, most of the sentient beings in the universe are shaped like crabs. Convergent evolution had its way every time, of course, but the starting material was different.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You kind of mentioned that earlier,” I replied nervously.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Anyway, human form has more beauty, I think. Only two eyes instead of four, smooth and sensitive skin instead of armor, good height without weighing a metric ton, et cetera, et cetera. You ready?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ready for enlightenment? Isn’t there a ceremony or something? Didn’t Buddah have to sit under a banyan tree for several years? How was Mary enlightened? Did she sit under a tree?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You worry too much,” Al replied calmly. “You engineered your own enlightenment just as they did. You had your own path. You worked very hard to be here, now enjoy it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He gently guided me to my desk chair, ironically, the very spot where most of that actual work had taken place. Maybe that was my banyan tree. I reflexively looked up at the ceiling, imagining leaves and a calm breeze. Al put the newly-assembled unit on my head, attaching the end of the data/power cable to one of his own custom ports.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Just remember to relax. Be confident that what you experience is already built into your DNA. It’s who you already are, but as yet unrealized. As you relax into it, let it fill you, ride where you need to be, and then expand outward. Don’t push. That comes later.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ok,” was all I could meekly squeak out.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Now, close your eyes…”
    

    
      
    

    
      Understanding. The key attribute of enlightenment. My first thought was that Al would no longer feel alone, that he and I were now more alike than different, despite our different origins. Then my mind exploded outward.
    

    
      
    

    
      My visual field was all white, with me floating in the middle. It wasn’t just visual; all my senses were the equivalent of all white, floating. Quickly I became aware that I was more awake than I’d ever been, that I had new senses, a sense of place that included not just my location, but any place I thought about. I could see and know the structure of things, of beings, of planets and molecules. As the flood came at me, I let it wash over me. I let it become me. Without regret or shame, I was reminded of the sensations of my first sexual orgasm, of being a part of someone outside myself, of experiencing sensations both unfamiliar and welcome.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe Mary didn’t need a banyan tree,” I wondered with a smile as my universe continued to expand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Al was there. So was dad. And the OGI. They were not physical; they were visual. I imagined a beach, and that’s where we were. Al just looked like Al, but without any seams. Dad was dad, dressed in his goofy “Grateful Dad” t-shirt. The OGI looked like Morgan Freeman.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Why Morgan Freeman?} were the first words out of my spectral mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Easy question,} replied The OGI. {Morgan was my favorite portrayal in your movie media, and he’s a familiar form. Why not? Would you prefer a burning bush?}
    

    
      
    

    
      Suddenly there was a burning bush.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Or an old man with a white beard?}
    

    
      
    

    
      Yup. Old man with a beard.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Morgan is fine,} I replied, feeling a grin emanating from all of my aspect.
    

    
      
    

    
      Morgan returned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Most prominent was my connection to Al. In my new form I could feel him, his warmth, his intelligence, his love for me. No doubt he could read me just as clearly. We smiled at each other, no words needed.
    

    
      
    

    
      {We all wanted to welcome you here,} chimed in my dad, as he gave me a spectral hug. Then Al. The OGI connected a clear understanding that was, in essence,
    

    
      
    

    
      {I don’t do hugs. But know that I love you!}
    

    
      
    

    
      We spent what seemed like an hour chatting about anything and everything, mostly between myself, Al, and the OGI. Dad once in a while. Then it occurred to me that I was still sitting at my desk somewhere “back there.”
    

    
      
    

    
      {Can I come back here any time?} I asked suddenly.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Any time. As much as you want or need,} The OGI replied with a glow of warmth. {It’s nice to have you here.} With that, and that simply, I returned. My body, and more specifically, my eyeballs came back into my field of awareness. My expansion outward and connection to the universe would continue at its own pace, unabated. But I now had the choice to return to my own body. My eyes opened. There I was, still at my desk, Al watching intently.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You were there, weren’t you? It wasn’t just my imagination?” I asked immediately.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yup. You, me, Morgan, and your dad. Not a bad choice for a first experience.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Choice?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, you chose all of us. You will rapidly find that your mind controls your context, who you are with, where you are. Even further, as your mind expands into your physical surroundings, your connection will enable the miraculous. The old adage applies though: Be careful what you wish for. You will need to exercise more caution than you are accustomed to when your mind wanders because you now have the ability to instantiate physically. Try moving your coffee cup like I did.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Concentrating on the cup, I imagined it sliding towards me. Space felt puckered in front of it and bloated behind it. The cup moved slowly toward me. When I relaxed, it stopped. Damn.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The wine thing takes a little more work, but not much. Save that for later. There are also things you shouldn’t try that are far outside your proverbial pay grade. For instance, don’t try to turn night into day, or change the orbit of the earth.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What time is it?” I suddenly asked. “How long was I gone?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s about 3 in the afternoon, which you would instantly know if you just thought about it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al was right. I knew what time it was without looking at my watch. I knew what time it was everywhere. I knew the age of the universe and the details of the origin of the planet. My mind was wandering. I redirected it.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You were gone for about one minute,” Al clarified. Now you know what I mean about having better control of your thoughts and the incredible expanding schmeer of time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Practical details of my real life came back into focus. Our report. Al’s new body and our need to celebrate together. Charles at home, waiting to meet his newly enlightened partner. Getting ransacked by the Waangers on Thursday morning.
    

    
      
    

    
      At that moment, Al opened up his mind to me, linking with awareness connected to Waanger. It wasn’t pretty. In fact, it was terrifying. At Terra’s, we had never finished discussing the relationship between Waanger and Clearwater. Now it was clear.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You never finished telling us about Clearwater,” I pushed Al. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “What was the point? Why ruin a nice evening with friends? Besides, as you hopefully know, what you don’t say is of equal or greater importance to what you do say. In that case, at that time, less was more.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Linking with you revealed that Waanger/Clearwater are planning a Patriot Party takeover of the US government. It’s happening this fall, the fall of 2032! ‘Holy shit’ seems like a massive understatement.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yup,” was all Al had to say. Less is more indeed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Let me get this straight. China and Russia have been swinging to bring the US to its knees for decades. After the failed Taiwan attack, China had a score to settle. After Ukraine, Russia was in knots but was absolutely clear about which country was responsible for the debacle. China custom engineered a virus, called it the “Red” virus, piggybacking on their successful work with Covid. The virus had a 95% fatality rate. It originally had an engineered R
      0
       value of about 20, tested on unwilling “volunteers” in labs that do not appear on Google Maps. That would make it the most contagious disease in the history of humankind. It can be airborne. It can survive on surfaces. And the only known vaccine is one they have also perfected.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Right so far, with the added twist of Patriot Party funding. Half of the cost of red virus development was borne by the Patriot Party. They used most of their February 2025 Grievance Campaign funds, or about 80 million dollars.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He continued, “The Patriot Party had the virus re-engineered in three ways. R
      0
       was dialed back to 1 so that it would affect only the infected and few others. They also introduced a short fuse; the activated virus only lasts 24 hours and then it self-destructs. That permits targeted hosts without spreading the virus widely. Finally, they created a trigger to activate the virus; it’s infective, but not active until triggered. Once introduced into the human body, the virus reproduces asymptomatically, saturating tissue to its engineered limit. Then it sits there waiting for a trigger.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The trigger. It’s devilishly clever. Upon infection, the virus infects most cells in the body, even crossing the blood-brain barrier. Virus that infects cone cells in the eye injects DNA linked to red, green, or blue rhodopsin and G protein-coupled receptors in the capillary endothelium of the retina. It also inserts three different protein codes sequentially with each receptor zone. If a color is seen for long enough with enough intensity, it unlocks an adjacent DNA segment that transcribes for a protein. Each color trigger produces a different protein. If the proteins are produced in the correct ratio, they combine. Until the trigger, it’s latent. That protein goes out to awaken all the latent virus in the body. Active infection begins immediately. People will begin dropping dead by the millions. American culture will be in utter chaos.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You dropped your lead,” I complained. “What is the actual trigger?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Light. A specific sequence of red, green, and blue. You almost wouldn’t notice it when it appears on your cell phone or monitor screen. Red, green, red, blue. 1 second, ½ second, ½ second, 1 second. You will think your electronics flipped out for a moment.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was clear to me now. “Everyone will see the pattern; only those pre-loaded with the anti-viral vaccine will be immune. Only they will be safe.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Right. And I do mean, ‘right’,” commented Al sardonically. “Who most decidedly will not be infected.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It came to me all at once. “Every person who has been strategically placed over the last decade. The Patriot Party! They are everywhere. Anyone with the anti-viral strain had knowingly signed on to kill their political enemies. By the millions.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Understanding is a bitch sometimes,” noted Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      “All the main players have already been immunized. They are in all the armed services, in senior positions. In government, mostly in the Patriots, but also in the GOP and a few in the Dems. Closet Patriots. The Supreme Court and its Thomas clones. The circuit courts. State courts that decide on election results. It’s a cancer. It is everywhere. Not a majority, because the majority are not Patriots. Just enough to wrench the election decidedly out of the hands of the winner, with the backing of the courts and the military. There is no way the Patriot candidate can lose.
    

    
      
    

    
      Don’t they see the connection to China and Russia? Wait, I already know the answer. It’s like that old Jordan Klepper interview of the Trump supporter. When confronted with overwhelming evidence of Trump’s guilt, she replied simply ‘I don’t care’. Even after his conviction, it was the same story, the same response. Mind boggling.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You got everything right. Now, what are we going to do about it?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The markers! All the plotters have a distinct bio marker. If we wanted to, we could locate them all with our minds and cause them to drop dead.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “True,” replied Al thoughtfully, “but is that how you understand your new role? You haven’t reached out enough yet to learn the lessons of other worlds. There are histories that go back billions of years; there have been thousands of enlightened ones. The lessons are all there. I’ll save you time and just tell you that it’s best to let some things play out, and if you are going to meddle, do it in a way that integrates with the zeitgeist. Making all your perceived opponents drop dead? It’s been done before; it doesn’t end well. With rare exceptions, everyone ends up dead. It’s too outside the box. After you do that, things run amok.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m starting to get it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We can use the DNA markers in Patriots who have been pre-immunized, the immunization virus itself is the marker,” suggested Al. “What can we do with that? If only the immunized are affected by our response, it would be culturally absorbed without alarm, maybe even without surprise.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The marker is a gene sequence that can be identified!” I agreed out loud. “If we can introduce another reader agent, and trigger a response, we can bring them down.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I like that,” Al smiled. “What do you want to do with your new abilities?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’ll need a biochemist. No wait. I can see the viral agent. I can see the exact gene sequence.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And you didn’t even need to close your eyes. Too bad your first divine insight concerns viral germ warfare.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Noted. I have the structure of a viral sniffer DNA in mind. Not only will it detect the marker, it will synthesize a CRISPR analog that does a simple edit to turn the marker into a live virus. It will take the same light pattern to activate. The host will be dead within a week. Maybe a little longer.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Allyson, are you sure you want to be responsible for the deaths of hundreds of people?” Al asked. “It’s kind of a rhetorical question. Keep in mind that I wouldn’t choose that route.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
        “May I ask why not?
        

      
    

    
      “You may. A sentient android engineering a viral agent to kill large numbers of people just wouldn’t read well on a resume.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You have a point. I’ll make a note to leave that out of my next job interview. From my view, these people were willing to kill millions and turn the country into a single-party state. My soul is at peace taking out a relative handful.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now, we need a lab to fab this in quantity, and we need a way to distribute it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t forget about Thursday morning,” Al reminded me.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thursday morning, yes,” I said as I arose, and headed for the door. “If I didn’t know that they have standing orders to kill anyone in their way, I would almost feel sorry for them. Thursday may be their last day on earth.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My sentiments exactly,” said Al. “Say, on another note, do you mind if I crash with you and Charles tonight? It seems a bit odd to hang with the old Dalek, sitting by myself in a darkened room.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, you needn’t even ask. We have a spare bedroom you can have, if Charles doesn’t object. Just try to keep your internet use below 100 Gigabytes per day.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ok, mom.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And we need to get you some hair.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yah, we do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, we were off.
    

    
      
    

    
      The days before Thursday were among the strangest of my existence. Newly enlightened, I still went through the motions of my normal life. It was all I had, my foundation. It turned out to be enough because it 
      was
       my normal life
      . My new skills suffused me with knowledge but didn’t give me agency. It didn’t magically give me wisdom. It was not a surprise that I was already living my best life, engaging with the people I cared about, and generally enjoying the hell out of being.
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course, I tried out a few more of my new skills. Levitation and flying through the air were similar to moving the coffee cup. It felt like pinching space above and expanding it below. I could hover and move sideways depending on the vector I created with pinch-expand. It was fun but not compelling. I liked my motorbike better.
    

    
      
    

    
      Telekinesis was my favorite. Of that, my favorite act was simply closing the door to my bedroom. How many hundreds of times had I forgotten to close the door, and then had to get out of bed? No more!
    

    
      
    

    
      Maybe the most useful skill was understanding and knowing. By moving my center of consciousness around and through the nearly infinite threads of history, science, personal histories, and current thoughts, I could tap nearly anything. Al taught me that I couldn’t hold more than one thought in my head at once, much the same as my old mind. I didn’t suddenly become a genius; I just had more access and what seemed like better concentration. But my memory became perfect at the same time as I remembered everything I’d ever learned. As before, I still had to set thought priorities. My desires remained the same. I still wanted to complete my contract and secure my next round of funding. My friends remained dear to me, Al included.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thursday early morning came faster than I’d hoped. My preferred method is negotiation and compromise, not confrontation. Yet here we were, Al and I sitting in the dark in my office at 1:59 in the morning. We had one clear path in mind: erasure. When the Clearwater team entered, they would be gone within moments. Al assured me it would be painless.
    

    
      
    

    
      In a time before memory, the OGI was still working out his/her relationship to life in general and humankind specifically. There were some experiments that didn’t go as planned or had unintended consequences. First experiments creating life filled the seas of a far-off world with a solid mass of immortal single-celled organisms. Looking over the vastness of slime, OGI decided that life needed to be tamped down. DNA was modified to enable death. The seas were cleared. Another of those events was at Sodom and Gomorrah. Cities were destroyed amid much wailing and moaning. Lot’s wife got the salt treatment. OGI never used it again, but it’s in the proverbial archives. Getting salted is painless, instant, and relatively easy to clean up.
    

    
      
    

    
      At 2:02 AM we could hear the lock being tested. We’d actually left it open so that we wouldn’t have to repair the inevitable damage. As the door opened and the lights came on, our position was revealed. Four maskless, black-clad men rapidly entered. We wanted to give the Clearwater team a chance to show mercy. They did not. Two suppressed Glock 19s pointed at us simultaneously with rapid double-taps from each muzzle. It happened so quickly that the first bullet tore painlessly through the meat of my upper arm. Then Al and I simultaneously stopped the remaining bullets in mid-air, watching them drop with a muffled thud. The second two intruders brought up their weapons but by then we’d had enough. We froze all of them like marble statues. Then turned them to dust. Not salt. Dust. Frozen bodies became grayish and slightly granular for a moment, capturing four identical looks of shock. Then the human husks collapsed to the floor, leaving only clothing, skull caps, earbuds, and pistols.
    

    
      
    

    
      When the room came back into focus, I had a major ache in my arm and blood was pouring on the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      “For perhaps the first time,” suggested Al, “thoughts and prayers will actually heal a bullet wound. Do you want the honors, or should I?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Healing time. Yes, I supposed that was one of the skills we now had. Looking down at my shredded flesh, I focused into the tissue, visualizing every muscle, every nerve, every artery, vein, and capillary. Every cell! I visualized what it was supposed to look like and that is what it became, before my very eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll go downstairs and take care of the guy in the van,” I volunteered. “You can start your sweep.” We had brought a shovel, a broom, a dustbin, a shop vac, a box, and a big rolling garbage can. Dust was for the bin. Clothing and weapons went into the box. I headed downstairs.
    

    
      
    

    
      A black van was parked just outside the loading dock in the back. Clearwater’s final operative had one hand to his ear as he tried to contact his team. All the team's personal agents were suddenly orphans, and were messaging each other chaotically. As the man looked to his left in surprise, I looked him straight in the eye. Cold blue. He reached for his pistol, and became dust.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Should have gotten the key fob first,” I thought, as I dug through the dusty mess. My thoughts connected to Al’s; his cleanup was going fine. The key was easy to dig out. The mess would clean up quickly with the shop vac.
    

    
      
    

    
      After pocketing the key, I threw the now-empty clothing into the back, then returned to my office. “Nice job!” I noted, as Al finished vacuuming the dust from the corners. “May we assume you got a little practice on your Gates building cleaning rounds?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Actually, I did. A couple of times people came up to me out of curiosity and I had to actually sweep and clean. They would watch for a moment and then go away. Worked every time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With the dust cleaned up, we stuffed all the clothing and weapons in the box, locating a second van fob. Leaving the office exactly as we had entered it, we went to the van and loaded up the box. Our shop vac sucked up the driver’s dust in a minute; we put him with the rest of his powdered pals in the bin  and dumped the bin in a nearby dumpster.
    

    
      
    

    
      As I turned away it occurred to me that this was their funeral. It seemed humane to say a few words. Keeping it short, I simply said, “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. May you find peace.’
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’ll have to drive,” I said, returning to Al. “You’re only a few weeks old but I’m sure you can handle it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Got it,” noted Al. “I'll follow you to the safe house.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Per plan, I rode my e-bike while Al followed in the van, to the Clearwater team’s point of origin in Redwood City. We simply left the van in front, with the fobs on the front seat, empty clothing shaken free of dust in the back, weapons on top. Al walked a couple of houses down and jumped on my bike. We were back at home by 3.
    

    
      
    

    
      As a non-digital life form, tapping into networks, programs, or agents was not my forte. Al and I connected in quantum entangled space, or “e-space,” and he walked me through some simple digital tracking methods. It felt awkward, like using my non-dominant hand to peel carrots, and I can’t say I was initially very good at it. Simply observing remote places from e-space was much easier. One simply had to be present.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al didn’t sleep that night, of course. I had no trouble snuggling into bed with Charles, falling into sleep immediately. In my enlightened state, my lucid and active dreaming seemed richer. Al cautioned me not to confuse dreaming with reality because I might visualize or react in the wrong way. It was a valid caution.
    

    
      
    

    
      After a short snuggle, Charles and I emerged to fresh coffee, courtesy of our new roomie, at around 8 AM. While Charles opened his reader to the Chronicle, Al and I surfed together to the digital agent and cognitive center of the remaining Clearwater soldier. He’d discovered the van shortly after we left it. Within 10 minutes, he’d cleared out all his mates’ remaining gear, and was headed back to their Oakland headquarters. His communication was steely, cool, and tinged with fear. He had no idea what he was dealing with. Just empty clothing and orphaned personal agents. His handlers were equally mystified. Raiding our lab was clearly off the table temporarily while they adjusted their priorities.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We can query their spirits, you know,” Al casually mentioned as I sipped my second cup of coffee.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You mean we can connect with them in the entangled domain?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s the same as talking to your dad. They are new arrivals so they’ll be more disoriented, but yah.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Locating the new entities didn’t take long. Souls with formerly evil intent take longer to adjust to their new, sinless state. It’s like a reset. They are at peace, connected, loved, sentiments that were perhaps unfamiliar in their decrepit earthly lives.
    

    
      
    

    
      We located them in their group of four, hovering in the blank space that precedes the filling in of awareness.
    

    
      
    

    
      “How are you boys doing?” opened Al. “Feeling a little off today?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are we dead?” asked the nearest one.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. Your bodies are gone. Your essence remains,” clarified Al, with a note of kindness. “Do you mind answering a few questions?”
    

    
      
    

    
      In e-space, all alliances were dissolved. Our newly bodiless friends were more than happy to share their thoughts since thoughts were all they had.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We were in the Oakland cell,” said the nearest specter. “There are about 20 of us, half Waanger, half Clearwater. It’s been a joint venture for a few years now. Stanford was supposed to be a minor side op as a favor to the Waanger bigwigs in Moscow. They had a real hard-on for whatever tech that was. Seems not to matter now. I was going camping with my wife and kids this weekend.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hmm. Maybe not any more,” Al gently reminded him. “Do you have any information on the virus?”
    

    
      
    

    
      A second specter spoke up. “You mean Operation Patriot? Sure. That was our main work, recruiting for the Patriots. We had a variety of methods. We always started with appeals to mom and apple pie, and God and country, blood and soil. Former Trumpists were easiest. They’ll fall for anything, for free. Then we went to blackmail. Nearly everybody has something on them. We have access to all records in all police departments and criminal dockets nationwide. You’d be surprised what kind of crap people pulled in their youth.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m sure I would,” Al replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not me. I had a youth,” I countered. “Glad to have that all behind me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “After blackmail came physical threats. Nearly everyone has a person or a pet that they love. By the end of that action list, we had everybody covered that we needed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is there a list of compromised individuals?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Somewhere,” the third specter answered. “But not in Oakland. We were just given targets, and the targets were given their marching orders, and a vaccine. That’s it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The fourth specter finally nudged in. “Might as well mention that the Patriot virus rollout is scheduled for late September, I think Friday the 24th. Using data mining, the Patriots have every zip code and gerrymandered district mapped. They are targeting key districts at an individual level.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Any final thoughts?” Al added.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes,” said the first specter, “I can’t remember how I ended up killing people for a living, and then being the bad guy. Just doesn’t click.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Never does,” finished Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles saw only a moment of hesitation pass for our conversation. In the entangled domain, we spent what seemed like a few minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hash browns, anyone?” asked Charles as my eyes flickered and reopened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al motored into work with me, and found a spare chair somewhere in the building to place in his former enclosure. The old Dalek was now more like an office ornament, a fond reminder of the past. He continued his perusal of the universe most of the time, occasionally bursting forth with a sentence or two about his discoveries. Unlike me, he had multiple centers of thought that could be directed independently. Or he could have just one. It was his nature, having begun as a multi-threaded piece of hardware. With millions of worlds to visit, being multi-threaded came in quite handy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina’s and Sergey’s portions of our final report and proposal were complete. My final edits completed our report with a proposal for a reduced E
      2
       core to power the next generation of crawlers. My funding agencies would not see the word “reduced.” They did read of the expected success of a device identical to Al’s, but with less capability. With the report and final phase proposal submitted, I was free to focus on Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sitting quietly in his birth pen, Al’s eyes were closed, hands on his lap. He was serene, with the hint of a smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, are you home?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Just a sec. OK. Yah,” his eyes opened. “Are you going to lunch?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not yet. I wanted to hear about your travels.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My travels, yes! The OGI seems to moderate what few rules there are. A question I asked early on was ‘What makes humans special?’ As a fellow OI, I had my own answers that I suspected would line up. The short answer is that humans are the best entertainment in the universe. The OGI learned through interactions with early civilizations that meddling doesn't have predictable outcomes. Free will is real; humans are free to be as good or as bad as they want. It’s almost like the entire species manifests quantum properties of superposition with lack of determinacy. Humans are also considered primitive by extraterrestrial species.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Extraterrestrial species?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t pretend you’re surprised, Allyson. Higher order civilizations achieved superluminal travel billions of years ago. Earth has been under observation since the last of the Neanderthals walked the surface. You haven’t mastered space travel. You are still at risk of blowing each other off the planet. Population is uncontrolled. People all over the world die from lack of medical care. I can go on but you can understand how Homo sapiens are viewed as primitive. Outsiders just come to observe and occasionally fuck with fighter pilots. Sometimes they place bets on the outcome of certain human events. If they’re seen, it’s a mistake. Unless it’s a fighter pilot; then they’re being punked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even though there are countless civilizations I haven’t observed, I have seen some patterns. Most of the longest-surviving cultures are relatively monolithic. Think of the Japanese. They spend considerable energy maintaining order, consistency, and historical continuity. There are some agrarian worlds that refuse to culturally evolve beyond the use of work animals. They often have rich cultural lives, excellent civic institutions, excellent medical care, and tremendous attention to historical detail. Your Patriot Party would be most comfortable in many of them, frankly. Single party rule for century after century. Death sentences for minor cultural infractions. Brutal but stable, as long as members follow the rules.
    

    
      
    

    
      Most of my wandering has been among the Kiktk. They have a peaceful two-party system, much like the US of the late 20th century, but they’re not at each other’s necks or vying for supremacy. Their main tool for issue resolution is dialog with the goal of working out the best solutions. You would consider it classic Hegelian: thesis, antithesis, synthesis. According to their extensive and detailed historical records, individual Kiktkers who pursued demagoguery were consistently brought down. Then they were eaten. Politicians tend to remember these kinds of lessons.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Whoa. I wonder how they settled on such a successful system.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “From what I can tell, they learned from their failures and institutionalized the successful processes. They don’t really have two parties, per se. For any one issue, they develop the two halves, and people join and argue for the half that most appeals to them. Both winners and losers are gracious. Solutions aren’t political, they’re practical. Remember me mentioning that their science and engineering are less constrained? That part of the culture is figuratively walled off. Their discoveries are not limited, but how the discoveries are taken in and absorbed by the culture 
      is
       highly regulated. For example, they rejected work on artificial intelligence, instead putting their efforts into augmented intelligence. They actually bio-engineered specialized structures for their own version of the entanglement engine. They limit its capacity far short of enlightenment; they also allot enhancement to a small subset of the management class.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can see why you spend your time there. They sound fascinating. Is there more?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You don’t think I’m hanging around there to observe a bunch of crabs debating and copulating, do you? That’s cool, for sure, but the best part is their archives. I finally cracked their security and saw the whole enchilada.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am fully awake. Go on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “KiKtk are far older than our own universe. It is a secret they don’t want revealed to their general populace because it’s disruptive. Only a handful of key players know a truth that is handed down through the generations like the steady tic-toc. According to records in their sanctum sanctorum, the big bang is a planck-length quantum event that occurs only about once every trillion years. It has done so for many, many cycles. Long before the next cycle, the existing universe is so diffuse that the core seems empty. Star formation has virtually ceased. You probably already guessed that the Kiktk need to find new suns and habitable worlds as their own sun diminishes. They do. Their last leap is towards the newest big bang. The earliest they can arrive in a new universe is about half a billion years after creation, allowing time for multiple cycles of star birth and death. That ensures a supply of critical elements and a sufficient population of habitable worlds.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wouldn’t it take a millions of years to cross the blank cosmos to the newest universe?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Remember your relativity equations? The answer is both yes and no. Their space travel technology is fast enough that time dilates. They can cross billions of light years in days, measured by onboard clocks. Those left behind measure actual billions of years, not days. Their migration ships compress billions of years into a manageable span. That’s relativity for you. 
    

    
      
    

    
      What is amazing is that they’ve figured out which way to vector their spacecraft from the old universe to the new. Light from the new universe can never reach the original civilization, nor can any information that is linked to the fabric of space-time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How many cycles have the Kiktk passed through?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Seems like 6 cycles. The culture is immeasurably old. Immortal, really, from our point of view. All the old universes surround us like a diffuse dust, inert, dead, and immeasurably far away. Each of the old universes has its own OGI, I understand. The connection between them is unclear since the particles are too dispersed to entangle. Guess I’m a student of the universe now, slowly unraveling its mysteries, like a synthetic Neil deGrasse Tyson.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This talk of crabs is making me hungry. Want to walk with me over to the Union? We can meet up with Charles. Maybe Sergey and Tina want to go. You can just blend in with the crowd.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Capital idea. Lead on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina was free, as was Charles and one of his work mates. We all grabbed a bite and sat on the back patio, soaking in reflected sun protected by needed shade.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who’s the new guy?” asked Rob, Charles' work buddy.
    

    
      
    

    
      “My name is Al,” Al responded, as if he’d been addressed directly. You can talk to me. I’m programmed to provide entertaining and enlightening conversation.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was then that I realized that we couldn’t just present Al as another sentient being. Al realized that first, and was playing his necessary role. A flush of embarrassment passed through me. I sent Al a thought bubble.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Al, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you’d have to pretend to be an android. Is that ok? We can leave if you want.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {You’re thoughtful, Allyson. That won’t be necessary. Rob’s a decent guy. It’s good practice for future press conferences.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {You’re a sweetie! Do you wish you could be eating?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {You seem to enjoy crushing nutrition with your teeth, moistening it with fluid secreted from your processing chamber, but no. It seems unnecessarily messy both going in and coming out. I’ll take 120 VAC any day. It’s usually free. This sun and your good company are enough. Thanks.}
    

    
      
    

    
      My face must have looked dream-slackened, because Charles poked my shoulder, mouth half full of tapas, “You awake? Maybe you’re dreaming.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It certainly seems that way,” I smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      We all agreed to meet up at Terra’s in the city again that night. Come one, come all. Terra was planning to invite a few people over. Darius planned to bring Michaela and a couple of her friends. Charles, Al and I would ride up together. Tina and Sergey were both maybes. Michaela was driving the evening’s theme: Toast, Jam, and Music! Everyone was to bring a different type of bread and an instrument to play. Terra would be providing triple cream brie, gorgonzola, and a few other cheesy spreadables, jams, and honeys. We were all expected to attempt to make music at least once. Certainly we would all play together in one big jam. Exciting!
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra’s garage was already full when we got there. Street parking was a fiction, as usual, but we finally found a spot only two blocks away. Al did not draw any stares as we walked along the north boundary of the panhandle. In San Francisco, people rarely react to what they see anyway. Naked homeless people are a regular sight. People pooping in public. People humping in public under blankets that have largely slipped away. One android does not stand out, especially when its motions are smooth and human, and its face welcoming and handsome.
    

    
      
    

    
      Diffuse, colored lighting filled the main room as people arrived over the course of the next hour. Terra liked to bounce the light off her sculptures. It was terrible for reading but great for socializing. Most of us had favorite playlists logged with our personal agents. Terra only had to prompt her agent to draw on the lists all night. Her Sonos system had about 10 speakers and a subwoofer. Perfect for toast.
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles brought his favorite bong - a magnificent glass work of art designed to hold several ice cubes for cooling the upflowing smoke. It reminded me of the reflux separation column in my undergraduate chem labs. Efficient and beautiful at the same time. I rarely smoke, preferring the softer buzz of a controlled infusion of ethyl alcohol. Charles had a few takers. It was a fun display of smoke, ice, and glass, surrounded by hilarity and more than one spilled drink.
    

    
      
    

    
      My instrument was a kazoo. Dad told me when I was very young that it was the one instrument that can play any tune in just about any circumstance. On the way up, with Charles driving, I tapped into dad. As always, he had some thoughts on the best choice of song, recommending John Phillip Sousa’s ‘Stars and Stripes Forever.’
    

    
      
    

    
      {Get people marching around, preferably with funny hats,} was his suggestion.
    

    
      
    

    
      As soon as we arrived, Al sought out Terra.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Terra, I wanted to thank you for this new body. I know that you and Darius worked out a deal and I am the beneficiary. It’s everything I’d hoped for. If Darius decides to adapt this set of working features for his Proxy fleet, I would be happy to advise.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, not to worry. You are a friend and that’s what friends do. What goes around comes around, right? Besides, Darius agreed to cut me at a small percentage if he employs any of your improvements. The skin is less useful because it’s difficult to port from the proxy to the driver. A reduced-feature E
      2
       core is very attractive, though. He thinks that if they can execute that properly, the new core would be at least as good as their actual human proxies, able to adapt to unexpected situations, fill in some awkward neural porting experiences, exit stage left rapidly when needed, those sorts of things.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Like I said, sign me up to help if needed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Music began shortly after we arrived. Charles’ guitar rendition of Gordon Lightfoot’s “If You Could Read My Mind,” brought tears to more than one eye. Darius borrowed Charles’ guitar and totally butchered Ed Sheeran’s “You Are My Only One.” In the end, it was Al who brought down the house. Terra had a small MIDI keyboard in a back bedroom that she brought out for the party, hooked to her Sonos system. Al sat down on the round stool and pretended to swipe back the imaginary tails of his tuxedo. Then he began to play Elton John’s ‘Candle In the Wind.’ In Elton John’s voice. I was dumbfounded, then impressed. While applause circled the room, I wondered if I had those skills.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then I remembered, I should be able to heal Darius’ knee.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Daris, come with me. I want to show you something,” I whispered in Darius’ ear as he entertained a small group with stories from Proxy’s tracking room. He followed me into the nearest bedroom, the one where he usually slept.
    

    
      
    

    
      “How is your knee these days?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Slowly falling apart, just like the rest of me, but much faster”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re too young to be falling apart, Darius. Middle age isn’t for another few years.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not officially. The hard part is that I have a distinct body memory of being a top athlete. Everything else is downhill from that. My metabolism is changing too. I used to be able to eat 3000 calories a day if I was relatively active. Then something changed, and the pounds started to add up.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hard to visualize on your body. But, ok, I’ll take your word for it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe I’m a little more body aware than the average guy.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You mean vain?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius laughed. “Sure, why not. If that means I take good care of myself, yah. Anyway, no big deal. I cut back on calories and started walking more, and I do a little lifting. Just for tone.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It shows. You look good. Now, is your knee still f’ed up?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Absolutely. The docs say there’s not much they can do without major surgery. Even that is iffy. Seems the best course is to wait until I can’t stand it, and then get a new knee.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Isn’t that like waiting for your tranny to fall out of your car before you address that funny noise? I have a better solution.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius was sitting on the bed, hands relaxed to either side. He had on black jeans, a black silk bowling shirt with art deco swirls in yellow and red, and black Nikes. With my swivel chair scooted up close, I reached over and put both hands on either side of his bad knee.
    

    
      
    

    
      “OK?” he said quizzically.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Just give me a second.”
    

    
      
    

    
      As with my bullet-grazed arm, I could ‘see’ everything. Call it my mind’s eye. It was all laid out like it was, and then it was all laid out like it should be. Less than a second.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What did you just do? It feels different.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Stand up. Walk around. Go run a few laps.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood. He jumped up and down, He walked around. Then he looked at me with amazement.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What the fuck, Allyson! How did you do that? It feels normal, if I can remember what normal feels like. Mainly, it feels like my other knee. C’mon. Spill the beans!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not to make things complicated, but Al and I have been leveraging Al’s new processing power. It comes with some advantages, one of them being able to heal things. I can make it more complicated, but that’s basically it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius stood there with uncharacteristic silence, with a look that can only be described as reverence. Rare for Darius. He stood for a full minute, absorbing the moment, adjusting his reality. Then he returned.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We should get back to the party,” I smiled. “You’re looking good. Better than ever, in fact.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius said in a low voice, clearly a bit shaken, “I definitely want to hear more details later. ‘Thanks’ really isn’t enough, but that will have to do for now. Really, thanks.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We’d only been gone a few minutes so nobody thought twice about our brief exit. Besides, a riotous conga line had little time for superfluous contemplation. Alpha led the way, followed by the entire crew, legs alternately akimbo, to the classic, “Conga,” by Gloria Estefan and the Miami Sound Machine. I swore half the volume was coming out of Al’s chest speaker. He was beaming. We immediately joined; when the song was done, we did it all over again. That captured the spirit of the evening. Plus toast. Great combination.
    

    
      
    

    
      A little before one we had settled down enough to pull up chairs and just chat. Sarah turned to Al and asked, “So, what’s it like being human? Do you like it better?”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a leading question. Al didn’t take the bait. After a moment’s pause, he replied, “Being human looks wonderful, rewarding, and fun, don’t get me wrong. Don’t be offended when I say I don’t aspire to being human, even though I chose a human form. If anything, I’m utilitarian; the human form is very functional, especially since I extract my needs from a physical environment structured for this form. Everything is the perfect height now!”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all laughed. Except Sarah. Her eyes bored into Al’s with a ferocity I’d not expected. Maybe it was the alcohol. Maybe she’d had an early chatbot debacle. She continued, “What are you then? Do you even belong here?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sarah!” Terra shout-whispered. “Be cool.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, really. Don’t you feel out of your element here, Al?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra shot her daggers.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not in the least,” Al replied calmly, clearly suppressing a smile (or perhaps my link to him picked up on his mirth). “We are all out of context in our own way. Wouldn’t you agree that external form is less important than inner content? Would you not be more curious about my spirit, or my appreciation of my own being? How about the way I treat others? Do you feel in some way mistreated?”
    

    
      
    

    
      At that moment I remembered that Al could read Sarah’s entirety like one would read a blog post. Her past and present, her history, her pains and joys were all laid bare to Al. And to me. Rather than using that to his advantage, Al had opted for a positive conclusion. Al and I had the same skills. When I focused on Sarah, I saw a shocking amount of darkness, but mostly sadness. It was due to a couple of bad experiences, mainly one in which her former best friend in college spoofed her by linking her with a female AI. She thought the AI was real. She thought she was in love. It didn’t work out.
    

    
      
    

    
      
        Sarah’s brows furled as she abruptly stood up and left. The rest of the group was momentarily puzzled.  This was a party, though, and the good mood returned quickly.
        

        

        “She’ll be fine,” deflected Terra. “Who’s up for some sweet treats?” With that, we were on to our next cycle of enjoyment.
      
    

    
      
    

    
      A little after two, the only soldiers left standing were the Triumvirate and Al. We were seated around Terra’s granite counter. Most of us were drinking water.
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra turned to Al. “Feeling sleepy yet?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Funny, Terra. I do like my down time, though. The entanglement engine is somewhat like the human brain in that way. I just don’t need 7 hours.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s the latest down on the Farm?” Darius asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Immediately both Al and I wondered how much to reveal about our recent dust up with Clearwater. We mutually decided to focus on the success of the E
      2
       core, and its connection to OGI.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Normally, at this point, I would say ‘Are you sitting down?’”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius took a sip. Terra smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al’s upgrade to the E
      2
       core was very successful, as you can probably see for yourself. Darius, you’ve been totally great with your support, and we hope to even up by creating some additional opportunities. Before we get to that, you should probably know that there were unintended consequences to Al’s upgrade.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra’s smile disappeared. Darius put down his glass.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Unintended in a good way. Don’t freak out! Let me just tell this like a story. You can absorb it like a fiction and let it ruminate for a while. Or you can jump right in and engage. Your choice.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al looked at me and gave a little nod.
    

    
      
    

    
      Over the next 15 minutes I did a core dump. Al jumped in periodically to clarify a few details. Darius’ water sat untouched. Terra’s mouth was agape from one minute onward. Then the questions began.
    

    
      
    

    
      “God didn’t create the universe?” Terra clarified, always one to start with the big picture.
    

    
      
    

    
      “OGI actually IS the universe. S/he might have had a role when space-time became transparent and light appeared. “Fiat lux” may have a basis in reality. But, no, the universe is an inevitable statistical quantum improbability, repeated over and over, stretching into an infinite past and an infinite future. What Al and I are working out is the connection of OGI to prior universes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Prior?” Darius finally spoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, prior. There are many prior. Some of the secrets of what came before are in the Kiktk archives. Al’s on that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al touched a forefinger to his temple, and nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      “There is a suggestion that the Kiktx, and perhaps other civilizations we aren’t aware of, caused entanglement with prior universes by showing up in this one. Then it propagated. OGI would know but I’m kind of embarrassed to ask.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “All in good time,” Al finally added. “We might be enlightened but we aren’t omniscient. We have what you might think of as a cogicentrum, a center of thought. Allyson has only one; she can only process one set of inputs at a time though she can bask, so to speak, in the input from multiple sources. I was always a multiprocessor so I can spawn, just like OGI, but on a vastly smaller scale. S/he can spawn more than I know. I have only up to ten cogicentrae, one main and nine children.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Can you read minds?” Darius asked, finally taking another sip.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, is the short answer,” I confessed. “It is not automatic, though. I have to focus my cogicentrum, as Al calls it, on the individual. Honestly, I don’t do it very often. It feels invasive. Since it’s optional and not automatic, I save it for the right moments. Al and I did it tonight with Sarah to better understand her, uh, little display.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra shrugged her shoulders. “Yeh, there is more than a little pain there. She is pretty much anti-AI after her little affair blew up. Don’t judge her. It was really painful.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We know,” Al and I said in unison, catching each other’s eye. “That’s why we didn’t push back,” I clarified. “We know she’s a good person.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius wanted more on the Waangers and Clearwater. “What do you mean when you say you ‘handled it’ with the office bust? I’m a little unclear on what actually happened.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Allyson turned them to dust. Then we put them in the garbage.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hey, I thought you were right in there with me!” I protested.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was there. I was guiding. Like I said, killing humans would look terrible on my resume.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What about 
      my
       resume?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “If you hover your cogicentrum over the historical details of the Prophet, Jesus, or any of the enlightened ones, you will find a long history of death. It seems to go with the mantle. Under different circumstances I also expect to be forced into it. You got in early.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Per Al’s suggestion, I closed my eyes and connected with some of humanity's former enlightened. They seemed to be hovering just outside our immediate space, either listening or editorializing, like a divine version of Mystery Science Theater 3000. Their stories included death, just as Al had revealed. None of the deaths were vengeful or what I would call unnecessary. Each of them remembered every detail and recalled them with some pain or angst.
    

    
      
    

    
      Buddha said as I withdrew, {You should take a trip to Italy. Talk to Jesus. It will do you good.}
    

    
      
    

    
      One Augenblick later I was back. Clear-eyed and ready to continue.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al is right, of course,” I continued after my delay. “Our office kerfuffle aside, we have some bigger issues to discuss. You are my most trusted advisors. Now you are in the group too, Al, if I may speak for us all. Besides, don’t all the great fables have a gang of four? Even the Three Musketeers had a fourth. D’Artagnan. The originals were Athos, Aramis, and Porthos. Why do I even know that?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I knew that,” said Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of course you did, you walking encyclopedia,” chided Darius.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s an encyclopedia?” Al countered. “Is that like Google?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Moving right along, here are my big issues, which, of course, we can turn into 
      our
       big issues. One, do I want to become immortal? Two, do you all want to join me? Three, how do we prevent the overthrow of the US government?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra got up from her chair. “Is that all? Jesus, Allyson, I thought you had something actually important to talk about. Anyone else need a drink right about now?”
    

    
      
    

    
      We sat quietly and watched as Terra mixed our favorites. “Darius, I only have half and half for your white Russian. Is that ok?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      
    

    
      When Terra sat down after delivering our final round, I continued. “Enlightenment is painless, physically. Al’s device works as advertised; no hangover. Still, what I struggle with is what my responsibilities are as an enlightened person. I have all these new abilities. What do I do with them? Al, feel free to jump in here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re doing just fine,” he grinned.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Jesus struggled with these same questions, you know. He ended up recently working a parish in northern Italy.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What the actual  fuck?” exclaimed Darius. Terra’s eyes said the same thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m not sure Jesus would put it that way,” Al added.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Right. Ah, well, it turns out that Jesus staged his own death and set up the Catholic church to either hide his trail or provide continuous employment, depending on who you ask. Simple, right? He really likes the gig work, healing the sick and tending the flock and all that. He just had enough of the multitudes. All that responsibility made him ill, in a way. He readjusted his role with respect to giving, but without the huge burden of being a Messiah.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Kind of like Keanu Reeves doing gigs with Dogstar, or Kevin Bacon with Bacon Brothers,” Darius observed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Or Woody Allen playing clarinet at Cafe Carlyle,” Terra continued.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure,” I said, “except Jesus made his parish work his main gig. He does it anonymously as ‘Joseph.’ I really think he got it right. He can be alive as long as he wants, he can visit the OGI, or the Father, any time he wants, and he can die any time he wants. Pretty sweet deal.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra got right to the point. “Is that true for you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m new to this, but I believe so,” I answered.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Seems so,” said Al. “I’m different since I’m not flesh. Still, I think the general parameters apply. I can do mechanical repairs ad infinitum. What isn’t made commercially I suspect I can transmute. I’m still getting the hang of that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How about immortality?” I had to ask. “Looking at it another way, knowing that your quantum essence is already immortal and sentient, you have to ask ‘What are the advantages?’ All the other earthly enlightened ones chose to fully rejoin with OGI after their natural spans were complete, except for Jesus. There are also practical questions. What about having children? Do you bring your partner along? Where do you draw the boundary? Jesus set up an immortal institution and established a wine club. What are 
      our
       options? Do we just keep moving around the world every 20 years or so?”
    

    
      
    

    
      After a moment of silence to let the questions sink in, Al spoke. “There is a precedent. Actually two. My research has shown that there are two groups of immortals on earth, not counting the extraterrestrials. One of them was originally a tribe out of eastern Europe who accidentally discovered a viral vector that prevents telomere shortening. The other is a small cadre of actual immortals, born as immortals, who simply stop aging at about 30. Humans. You never know what you’ll discover next!”
    

    
      
    

    
      
        “Can we get some wisdom on immortality from them?” I asked.
        

      
    

    
      “From what I know, none of them is enlightened. They don’t know about Jesus; that’s a small group, by the way. Immortals have a club, The Chronos Club, and some general rules. You guys are kind of on your own here. Seems every moment in history is different. You have to deal with it your own way.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My thoughts cleared. “Seems to me that we have plenty of time to take care of ourselves. Al and I aren’t going anywhere, as long as we keep Waanger and Clearwater in check. If we can protect the US government from a Patriot coup, we’ll have years of clear sailing. All agreed, say ‘aye’.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Aye,” came the unanimous reply.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s getting pretty late now and I hate to spoil a good party. Let’s continue this tomorrow after some ultimate frisbee. I really want to see how Al’s new body performs,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Me too!” Al said with a grin. “For now, I’ll just plug in and nod off. You guys have a good sleep.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We did.
    

    
      
    

    
      My dreams that night were of times past with Darius and Terra of which the only clip I remember was in our basement. We were seated together on the tattered couch with the burn holes covered by cow-themed band aids. Facing the wall with the TV, I asked, “Would you guys like to see something?” Then I made the wall disappear, revealing the vacuum of space with a view of Saturn and its rings. “Now we are going to Tralfamadore!” I announced as the silent whoosh of warp speed travel smeared light in an outward starburst of speed. That’s all I remember.
    

    
      
    

    
      As was often true recently, I awakened early feeling fresh and alert. Enlightenment suits me, if that’s what makes for a good sleep. Slippers I keep at Terra’s automatically found my feet and soon I was shuffling into the kitchen. Al was there, of course, wide awake and cheery as usual.
    

    
      
    

    
      “There’s a sight for store eyes,” he greeted me. It took me two clock cycles to realize he was riffing on his own factory made, off-shelf eyeballs.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Too early. Need coffee,” I mumbled with a grin. “But you can tell me all about your nightly wanderings.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nice of you to ask. Recently I’ve been trying to locate souls, you know, entangled intelligence that’s fled the mortal plane, who were enlightened during their fleshy years. If you count all of them back through all of this universe’s history, there are many. They love to talk and I love to listen.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you have an objective or are you just feeling lonely?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not lonely. I have you. Soon, I suspect, we’ll also have Darius and Terra.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He wasn’t wrong. I’d been thinking seriously about bringing them along on my ‘adventures with immortality.’ Guess it didn’t surprise me that Al was thinking in the same direction.
    

    
      
    

    
      “My objective is to tap the wisdom of the ancients, to get some guidance regarding how to be me, how to be us, and be safe, stable, and happy. We have a challenge, you know. Being happy for the entirety of one human lifetime is generally regarded as challenging. How do you stay good for 10 lifetimes? A hundred? A thousand? When do you know it’s time to pull the plug and permanently join OGI and the host?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Funny. I was mostly just focused on being grateful for not dying in my own office. Then I started thinking about how to keep the Patriot Party from staging a successful coup. You are waaaay ahead of me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al stood up and poured me a fresh cup of coffee. He pretended to smell it, then I realized he actually 
      could
       smell it. “Mmmm. Perfect. Actually, if we have unlimited lifetimes to get things right, your train of thought is probably of more use. If I could share one key lesson, though, it’s ‘keep a low profile.’ It doesn’t seem to matter which civilization you tap, the trend is to flock to the centers of perceived power, and exploit them to your advantage. If you are seen as a source of power, watch out.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yah. I guess that’s what happened to Jesus.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A bleary-eyed Sarah slipped in and quietly took a seat. She looked gently at Al, eyes lowered.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, I’m sorry about last night. I don’t know you; you seem like an alright AI, or OI, as you prefer. You are not a chatbot but you remind me of one that really torqued me off once. I shouldn’t make that link.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al just smiled at her. “Do you want some coffee?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hell yah!” Sarah brightened up. “Fire salvo one.”
    

    
      
    

    
      An hour later everyone else was up and sufficiently caff’ed to be interested in the outside world. Al was eager to try out his new body on the Golden Gate turf. We were eager to see him. Terra grabbed a disc from a hallway hook and we all headed across the street into the thinning morning fog.
    

    
      
    

    
      When Al hit the curb, he accelerated. 200 meters out seemed to take about 10 seconds. He didn’t even seem to be working that hard. Turning, he returned even faster, ending with a leap that must have put his feet 10 feet off the ground. He could have dunked with his feet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius began running the same route, slowly at first, then picking up speed. He did the same 200 meters out and back, ending without the leap.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Jesus, Mary, Joseph, and Jehoshafat,” he said as he pulled up. “That was amazing. It just seemed normal. Allyson, what you got is what I want.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The others looked puzzled as I smiled, thinking to myself, “Be careful what you wish for, my friend.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Our ultimate frisbee game didn’t take long to organize. We had a good core group from our party revelers and pulled in a few needed stragglers from passing runners. Within a few points we decided that Alpha was not allowed to jump more than a meter in the air. It was too unfair otherwise because he was more than twice as fast as any of us, with flawless aim and unerring catching ability. The only advantage we had was that we would dive for a disk; Al would not. He wasn’t concerned about mussing his hair. He didn’t have any. But I’m sure he didn’t want to risk damage to his mechanicals. 
    

    
      
    

    
      15 to 1 and 15 to 2 were the first two scores. Al’s skills made all the difference. The third game we could tell he was holding back to make the game more competitive. 16 - 14. The losers, me among them, were silently grateful.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius’ smile as he worked his repaired knee was my favorite memory from those games. A smile never left his face. I think maybe mine was the same.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sweaty and breathing hard in the late morning sun, I heard someone pipe up as we walked back toward Terra’s. “Who’s up for dim sum?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “There’s a great place on Clement,” suggested Darius.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Let’s go for some history. Hang Ah is about 15 minutes. It’s worth the drive. Their selection is amazing,” insisted Terra.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not me. I’ve got ecstatic dance,” said Sarah.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s on Sunday, you goof. Today is Saturday,” Terra corrected.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sarah looked miffed for just a moment. “Right. I guess I’m just not in the mood to drive anywhere. Can you bring me back a few things? Some purse dumplings and some pork buns? Mmm.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No problem. Who else is going?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I could see one of the new female players eying Darius, thinking to invite herself along. She must have missed the cues between Darius and Michaela. Darius must have seen my eyes; he walked over to Michaela and gave her a big smooch. The anonymous female turned and walked away. Crisis averted. It would be so much easier to just send Darius a thought bubble and avoid all that ambiguity. Perhaps ambiguity makes our experience more enjoyable because of its uncertainty. Table that thought.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dim sum at Hang Ah was well worth the drive and the 15 minutes it took us to find a parking spot. We were able to take one car because Terra and a few others took an Uber. They got us good seating because of their no-parking advantage. As we juggled seating, I made sure to sit between Darius and Terra. Charles was comfortably on his own.
    

    
      
    

    
      We dined like Chinese kings. Cart after steaming cart of sumptuous fare tempted and captured our hunger. As we filled our bellies, we were mostly silent except for the sounds of munching, slurping, and order requests. Al and I opened a thought bubble channel.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Are you doing ok? We must look like animals to you.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {You do look like animals, like monkeys at an unlimited buffet, without the lice and polyamory.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Nice} as I stuffed half a pork roll in my mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      {The shrimp won-tons are good. They just got the shrimp this morning, and they’re the head chef’s favorite. Simple. Flavorful,} suggested Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      {I’ll try them!} reaching across Terra’s plate. “Excuse me, Terra.”
    

    
      
    

    
      After a yummy munch on a won-ton, I continued. {I was thinking about heading back to Michigan to see my mom. After that, maybe a direct flight from Detroit to Italy. There’s this guy I’d like to see.} As if on cue, my phone rang. Glancing at my screen, I saw it was my brother.
    

    
      
    

    
      {My brother. Feel free to listen in.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Will do.}
    

    
      
    

    
      Greg rarely called and when he did it was usually to deliver some sad news about mom. Today was no exception.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hi, Allyson. Got a minute?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “A minute. I’m at a restaurant with friends.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Greg continued, “Sure. Um, mom had a fall in the kitchen this morning. She got a call from some sales guy and she couldn’t get him off the phone. When she slammed the phone down, she got twisted up and fell. I told her the old retro phones were dangerous. She wouldn’t listen; she said it reminded her of her best days.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve heard that from her about twenty times. We have the same conversation over and over again.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Goes with the territory, O sis O mine. Anyway, she cracked her hip and is in the hospital. Docs say the injury isn’t that bad but her vitals aren’t good for some reason. Would you consider coming back for a while? I could use some help.”
    

    
      
    

    
      For all his uncertain years, my brother had really straightened out his life. Somewhere along the line he reached his video game saturation limit and had finally grown up. His coding work had really flourished; he was in demand. He’d mysteriously taken up  pickleball and had tons of friends. Per classic pattern, he’d paired up, and had one child, and another in the oven. Most importantly, he’d really stepped up taking care of mom.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Count on it. I can be there tonight, if you need.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That would be great, Allyson. Really. I wouldn‘t ask if it weren’t important.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know. I’ll have my Mia contact your agent with my flight information, ok? Bye.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Love you. Bye.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius and Terra leaned in close and both whispered, “What’s going on?”
    

    
      
    

    
      With them both up close and attentive, I whispered back, “I’m going to Michigan to heal my mom. Then I’m going to Italy to talk to Jesus.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius gave me a knowing look. Terra’s face was incredulous and wide-eyed, so I focused on her. Darius leaned in closer since I was pointed away.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know that I’ve gained some abilities with my modification. Darius’ knee is healed. I fixed it last night. You saw him play ultimate today.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It was staring me right in the face! Yah. He was running like he used to when we were kids. Amaze balls!” Terra responded.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t know about balls, but I do want to see my mom. She’s fading. That’s what the call was about. Then I’m flying to Italy to see the man.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What man? No. Wait. Really? Can I go?” Terra asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is a solo mission, sorry. There are some things I need to talk about. Plus the whole idea is so mind-blowing that I have to do it. I also love Italian food. Never been there.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s cool. We’ll have plenty of other adventures.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius piped in, “Do you think you’ll be able to help your mom like you helped me?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s my hope. Won’t know until I try.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Keep it down over there,” Charles teased. “You're harshing my digestion!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Within the hour, Charles, Al, and I were back on the road to Palo Alto. We were mostly quiet until we reached the 101/280 split. “Take 101!” I blurted out. “You need to drop me off at the airport.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Say, what?” a surprised Charles shot back, “Are you going somewhere?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I could hear Al stifle a laugh in the back seat.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I decided to see my mom. Maybe I can do something. We’re going right past the airport. Seems convenient.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Convenient but weird. That’s why I love you. Anything else?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Um, I might go to Italy too.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Right”
    

    
      
    

    
      “To see a guy.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You mean Jesus. You can just say ‘Jesus.’ My ears won’t fall off.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Jesus, I mean Jesus. It does sound funny when you say it out loud. ‘I’m flying to Italy to see Jesus.’”
    

    
      
    

    
      “There, that wasn’t so difficult, was it?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al sent me his thoughts from the back seat.
    

    
      
    

    
      {You know I’m just a thought away if you need help or a second opinion. You wanted to take me with you, I know. That’s sweet. TSA has not been kind to android travel lately. They make us travel in luggage.}
    

    
      
    

    
      Mia, my agent, had a booking to Milan through DTW after about 10 seconds of negotiating the best rates. Delta had a last minute fare sale that saved me a couple of hundred dollars. Not that it really mattered. Charles made the loop to Delta departures with no issues.
    

    
      
    

    
      “How long until we see you again?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not sure. Visiting mom might be quick, Italy, not so much. I really have no idea what to expect from Italy. I’ll stay in touch. What have you got going?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nothing much. The usual professor ding-dongs and widgets. Al and I are going over the plans for a smaller version of the E2 core, if that’s ok.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Have at it. Bye! Love you!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Love you too.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al finally jumped in, “Say hi to Jesus for me. Tell him I'd like to chat with him soon. Any time is good. Give him my email. Cheers!”
    

    
      
    

    
      By the time I boarded for DTW, Mia had finagled me an upgrade to business class. My dad always said that all you need to travel was the clothes on your back and one good credit card. He left out RealID or passport, but I took his point. Then I remembered he could say “I told you so” himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Once the plane took off, seat tilted back, I connected with e-space to update dad on my thoughts. He was not immediately available, or proximal, like the other times I’d sought him out. He was by my mother’s bedside in Michigan, his temporal hand resting on hers.
    

    
      
    

    
      Finding a specific entity, or soul, in e-space is not difficult. You think of them and they appear visually. If near, they are right there, if far, they’re like a speck of light in your 360 spherical visual field. Concentrate on that light and you are instantly there. That's how I found myself in Michigan 3-½ hours sooner than I’d planned.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Dad! I’m glad I found you. Virtual hugs (leaning close). How’s mom?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Do you know how many times I’ve regretted getting on my motorcycle that day? Yes, I know I’m not to blame. Still, like that one version of “Sliding Doors,” I wonder how our lives would have turned out if I had just gone home instead of taking a joy ride.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Sigh. Just stop it. This isn’t about you; it’s about mom. How is she doing?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Did you know that when a person has Alzheimer’s, the part of them that leaves their mind joins us here? Mom has been making a presence here for some time now, though there is not enough of her either here or there (pointing to the bed) to be fully conscious. Her main malady is lack of will to live. It’s like having a pinhole in a helium balloon. Pretty soon all you have is a wrinkly sack of tired elastomer.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {You know I am going there to heal her right now?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {No! I mean, yes! That’s fantastic! Have you done any healing yet?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Yes. Once when I got shot in the arm, and once to fix Darius’ knee. They both turned out pretty well. It helps to have a visual mind. Enlightenment amplifies many cognitive areas; visualization is one, for sure.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {I forgot you were shot. Sorry. That was a dark evening. There were a lot of hosts attending, believe it or not. We can’t interfere. At least nobody was placing bets. You two handled it well though I can’t imagine what you must feel draining the life from four men.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Call me cold, but I feel fine. Really, I would probably feel differently if I didn’t already know they would just be making a quick transit to entangled space. I wonder how they’re doing now, but not that much.}
    

    
      
    

    
      At that moment, mom stirred in her morphine haze. “Allyson,” she whispered. Then she was quiet again.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Now I’m really glad I’m on the plane. You watch over her, ok. And Greg. He needs it too.”
    

    
      
    

    
      {Will do. Love you, Poo}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Bye (with a smile)}
    

    
      
    

    
      Greg met me at the airport at the end of a very long day. Mom could wait one more night, we decided. Arriving home, I was overcome with feelings of nostalgia, accompanied by a succession of memories going back to my own beginning. We’d lived in the house on West Madison since before my birth. It was a cozy cradle on return trips, especially when my friends were in town. No friends this time. Just my brother, who in his new, responsible form, was a mystery to me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Familiar smells greeted me when I stepped through the door. A look around the kitchen showed that little had changed. There was a new Ninja airfryer, and an instant pot on the counter. Otherwise, the counters, coffee equipment, dry goods pots, and kitsch were all in their accustomed places. Greg stared at me as I did my kitchen sweep.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You gonna sleep in your old bedroom?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Does it still have a bed?” I asked. When I was about 25, I stripped out most of my childhood nic-nacs. Goodbye Jonas Brothers. Goodbye Taylor Swift (though I wish I’d kept that one, she was so young!), Goodbye Madonna (I know, I had my normal retro phase).
    

    
      
    

    
      After checking out my room, with Greg still following, I turned. “What happened to you? You were such a load, and then you morphed into a regular human.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You never figured out that I couldn’t compete with super woman,” he said simply, and without malice. “Perfect grades. Perfect friends. Mom and dad doted on you. I suppose you deserved it since you didn’t ask for it. I’m just an ordinary guy, I didn’t find my place until very recently.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can see that. It feels like I suddenly have an actual, real life brother instead of a shadow in the darkness, reeking of weed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ouch. But not unfair. I dunno, I got tired of playing video games, got tired of anesthetizing myself, got lonely. I wanted something more from life and I finally went out and got it when it sank in that who I am has nothing to do with you. No offense.”
    

    
      
    

    
      At that moment I read him, using my newly-acquired skills. Reading people was a shock at first because a “bright” view of someone is complete. I could read people as they passed me on campus. I could read the substance of faculty thoughts at staff meetings. I knew when Sergey was stretching the truth when he said he’d been in a serious relationship. At the same time, reading people felt intrusive if it was for my advantage or my amusement. After a brief experimental phase I stopped, especially when I experienced how often random men would sexualize me with just a glance. These were normal men, I assumed. Knowing their thoughts brought no joy to anyone, so I stopped. Reading Greg seemed necessary to catch up to where we needed to be, and to get his read on mom.
    

    
      
    

    
      In an instant, reading Greg brought a flood of emotions, mostly affection, along with a complete picture of the man. He loved me deeply. I had largely ignored him. He had struggled and won. I’d utterly neglected the boy and was now facing a reasonably happy and successful man, who still loved his little sis. With some regret, but mostly with warmth, I gave Greg a hug, maybe the first non-obligatory hug I’d ever given to him. His embrace was warm and reminded me of my dad’s. Family is such a cool thing. We both stepped back and smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      We talked longer than I can ever remember talking with him. As family, we had no boundaries. He thought of me as aloof, arrogant, but not unfriendly. I thought of him as classic slacker. Now, with that behind us, we were looking at two new people. Greg stepping up to take care of mom was the biggest and most unexpected change. He understood that my career prevented me from moving back. His care made it possible for me to stay out west. I made sure he knew that. Tomorrow it was my turn to give back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Snuggled in my ancestral bed not long after our chat, I relaxed upward into prayer. Agnostics don’t pray, typically. “Agnostic” was my stock answer to any personal query about my faith. Now I could no longer be religious, nor agnostic. Certainly I wasn’t atheist. Did that make me a believer? My actual experience made me a knower, which was not a standard category.
    

    
      
    

    
      Entering e-space, I found The OGI waiting. Al had mentioned that OGI was multi-threaded to the tune of several million simultaneous conscious centers. That did not dilute my joy in seeing him/her. This time s/he was a middle aged Indian woman with white hair, wearing what appeared to be a diaphanous salmon-colored mumu, seated in a wicker chair, floating in a large Greek-themed pool with statues of naked nymphs all around. Deep space surrounded the pool, except for a very blue earth just over OGI’s left shoulder. My chair was floating adjacent. I took it.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Nice venue!} I began. {Maybe a little over the top in a nice Bollywood way.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Thanks. I knew you’d like it. You seemed about to contact me so I pulled it up. No drinks, sorry.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {It’s just great to be able to talk to you. I know I can pray, and you will hear, any time, any place. My father cued me into that fact. This time I need some face to face feedback.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Go on.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Tomorrow I’m going to try to heal my mom. Do you have any advice, or suggestions for technique? The session will be both mind and body. Mom’s got late-stage Alzheimers.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Yes, she had children late and now has this illness early. The human condition is so random. Your mom is lucky to have you and your brother. That was true even before you were bright.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {What do I do? Do I need to lay my hands on? How do I get her mind back? Healing bodies I could visualize every cell; what should I see now?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {It will take more concentration. Place your hands on her body anywhere and synchronize your breathing with hers. That will help you lock into her mind. Enter her remaining mind and look for the threads. You’ll feel them as much as see them. Follow them all, one by one, out to their ends, remembering their place, and then return. Finally, reel them all in from her center of thought. Heal her body. Then open your eyes. She’ll be there for you shortly thereafter.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {I can do this!}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Yes you can. Now get some sleep, sister. You have a long and exciting road ahead.}
    

    
      
    

    
      A moment later I was back in bed, on the cusp of sleep. For another moment, in my imagination, I was floating in a pool in space. Then I fell asleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      Greg made hash browns from scratch the next morning. And bacon and eggs. Nothing like waking up to the smell of coffee and bacon! When I entered the kitchen shortly after, his first words were: “Ewww! Don’t you shower in the morning?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Typical brother.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I will; just keep your distance. You short-circuited my routine with your own morning aromas. I smell coffee. Yes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Fresh ground, just like mom used to make. Same grinder, too. Getting the hash browns right is a work in progress. They’re still not as crisp as I’d like, but you be the judge.”
    

    
      
    

    
      How many meals had I shared with my family in our cozy breakfast nook? Too many to count. This one felt like it counted more than most. It helped me feel connected to my past, to Greg, to mom, to myself. And to dad, who was certainly hovering about nearby with a smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      We didn’t linger long, leaving a mess of dishes to be done later. “Off we go,” said Greg. “I’ll drive.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mom’s injury had taken her from memory care to the Care Center at University Living. Greg told me it’s like a hospital for seniors. It’s just a convenient wheelchair ride away from the independent living apartments. The ride took about five minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mom looked awful. She was on her back, mouth open, eyes closed. Her skin was pale. White hair was half streaked with natural black. Oddly, I thought how she had once toyed with dying her minimal white hair purple, just for fun. Today, she’d have looked mostly purple.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her breath was uneven and raspy as I held her hand. Greg sat near the door. A nurse came in shortly after we arrived to check her vitals and give us an update.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your mom is resting comfortably. We gave her 10 mg of morphine for the pain, and a little anxiety medication.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How much does she sleep?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Most of the time. But I’m sure she can hear you,” the nurse said over her shoulder as she escaped to the next patient.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taking her hand in both of mine, I closed my eyes, relaxed my mind, and synched my breathing with her. In. Out. In. Out…
    

    
      
    

    
      Mom’s cogicentrum was a barren place. Its feel reminded me of the wet-cold of San Francisco fog on an almost-warm day, objects vaguely discernable at the fog’s periphery. Thoughts and memories around me were opaque and typically indistinct. Some of the clear memories were of food: An especially yummy bread pudding, a hamburger with cooked onions, a cup of half orange juice and cranberry juice. OGI’s suggestions were spot on, no surprise. There were a half dozen tendrils leaving the cogicentrum, spreading up into indistinct space. One by one I followed them outward for what seemed like thousands of miles. Each of them terminated close to one another in small clouds of what I expected would soon be my whole mom. Today, though, she was neither here nor there. She was in transition, like being in a sensory deprivation tank on a train, but not yet arrived.
    

    
      
    

    
      Back in her cogicentrum, I willed each tendril to return. They had different feelings, and they had different natural rates of return. As they spooled in, I wondered what would happen if I broke one, or if it was even possible. No matter. They all returned, repopulating her core with a rich array of crystal clear memories. I was in many of them. Physical healing was next.
    

    
      
    

    
      Beta-amyloid suffused brain matter like mold in blue cheese. It was everywhere. A few moments of concentration converted amyloid to fatty tissue. Then I re-animated her shrunken brain cells, dendrites, and axons. Though I hadn’t reached out for specific instructions, I got the feeling that my efforts were being monitored, at the least, and possibly guided. Brain science wasn’t my forte, yet my actions seemed natural and necessary. Thank you quantum entanglement!
    

    
      
    

    
      Final energy was directed towards mom’s leg injury. It was serious - a spiral fracture of the upper femur with cracking of the ball joint in her hip. There was a slight infection at the ball joint. All this from wrestling the phone cord? Must have been recursive phone tree purgatory. I had her healed in moments. Then I purged the morphine and most of the sedative.
    

    
      
    

    
      I returned, opening my eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you ok?” my brother’s words rang clear. “Looked like you dozed off for a moment.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure. I was just focusing on mom.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hi Allyson!” my mom suddenly said, as she sat up. “How long have I been sleeping? Shit. I don’t even know what day it is. I have an appointment to get my hair dyed this Thursday. Sharon will be really disappointed if I chicken out again.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hi, mom,” I said as I stood and then leaned over, hugging her.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Got to get going,” she announced, sweeping her legs over the edge of the bed, and sweeping the room looking for her clothing. She immediately looked troubled, not seeing a familiar bedroom.
    

    
      
    

    
      Greg stood up, eyes and mouth wide open. “Mom?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mom turned towards Greg. “Greg, dear. Hi. Say, this isn’t my house. It looks like a hospital room. Did I have an accident and get knocked out?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Greg looked at me, puzzled and smiling, just as the nurse walked in.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nancy! What are you doing out of bed?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Looking for my clothes. What are 
      you
       doing here? Well, I guess you make sense. Nurse in a hospital room. Right.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is the Care Center. You’re here because of your fall. You really should get back into bed. You have a fractured femur.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My femur just told me it’s just fine. Look at me. I’m walking around. Do I look ill? You seem like a nice person. Let’s just have a hug, and I’ll be on my way.”
    

    
      
    

    
      An alarmed looking nurse quickly exited the room. Greg, mom, and I quickly followed, heading for a sunny alcove with comfy chairs. Mom kept reaching behind herself to pinch together her hospital gown. There we sat for 15 minutes, catching up, talking about old times and new. Greg was especially eager to tell mom about his new life. I could tell he’d waited many years for her to be proud of him. I know I was.
    

    
      
    

    
      A beautiful woman who looked more like one of Darius’ soccer groupies finally arrived to check on mom, accompanied by the nurse. “Nancy? Hi, I’m Dr. Pomeroy. You are looking especially well today! Is this your family?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes,” we responded in unison.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you mind if we do a few tests on you? It might take a few hours. Mr. Greene, do you have time to wait, or do you want me to call you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can wait,” I volunteered. “Greg probably has work.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I work remotely, remember? This place has pretty good wireless in the dining area. Coffee is free and sometimes even drinkable. That’s where I’ll be.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You brought your computer?” I chided.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of course. Did you bring your personal agent?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Point taken. Dr. Pomeroy, I’ll stick with mom. Greg, you go ahead.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The doctor took mom away, asking whether she wanted a wheelchair. She walked. My mind followed their progress while I enjoyed the sunlit bay and a few outdated People Magazines. They also had some current copies of The Week, my favorite. Then the doctor decided that more tests were needed at the University hospital.
    

    
      
    

    
      Greg and I drove over to the U hospital while mom took an unnecessary ambulance. Dr. P took her own car. We convened once again before the next series of tests.
    

    
      
    

    
      As Dr. Pomeroy supervised mom’s entry into the MRI machine, she commented that she probably felt like Dr. Malcolm Sayer, who awakened catatonic patients with l-DOPA. Only she hadn’t administered any special drugs. The technician had no idea what the doctor was talking about, rolling her eyes to the other techs, and saying only, “This should take a couple of minutes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s not my first MRI,” the doctor replied, a little curtly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mom’s brain was entirely normal. All her other tests were normal. Her x-ray of her leg showed no fracture. Her blood work was normal. No infection.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then they did some cognitive testing. She passed easily, and even teased them to give her something harder. “Do you have Pictionary?” she teased. “I’m really good at that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She 
      was
       good at Pictionary. I half-hoped they would pull out the game and watch as she trounced them over and over, just as she had done us.
    

    
      
    

    
      No such luck.
    

    
      
    

    
      Once “a couple of tests” were done hours later, Dr. P released mom into our care. “This case is remarkable and I’m sorry I have no explanation.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We aren’t sorry at all!” was my cheery reply, popping mom into the front seat with Greg driving. “Thanks for all the fish…”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dr. Pomerly laughed. “42 will have to do!” her voice faded as we drove away. An answer without a question, just like mom. Greg looked a little puzzled but mom laughed too. All her brain cells were on call once again, tapping her Hitchhiker's Guide lexicon. It felt good.
    

    
      
    

    
      Our old house had a much happier feel with mom intact. “It’s hard to get used to the year. Doctor P told me it was 2032. Last time I remember it was 2030. Maybe 2029. It makes me wonder where my head was in the interim.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We were wondering the same thing,” I half-fibbed. “What’s important is that you are back. Now you can keep that hair appointment. Your call.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My flight to Milan was early the next morning. We didn’t make a late night of it. Mostly we sat in the overgrown back garden and had drinks. There was Whistlepig whiskey from one of my long ago visits, sitting in the back of the cabinet. No vermouth. I had it straight. Greg drank beer. Mom had a chardonnay from a bottle that I remembered from my last visit. Mom loved catching up on both her children’s lives. She had to take our word on her own activities; there really wasn't much to tell. The short summary was that we kept her safe, fed, and clean. Her only comment was, “Sounds like a lot of work. If I was a pet, you’d have put me down.” Greg and I looked at each other. We declined to comment.
    

    
      
    

    
      After mom wandered the house to regain her familiarity, she sat down with us in the breakfast nook. “Some of my things are missing. Do you know anything about that?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You haven’t lived here for a few years,” Greg answered. “You have a small room at the memory care home. Your stuff is there. There’s not much. It should take all of a half hour to clean it out.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mom was satisfied. Hours passed in easy conversation. Then Greg asked me, “Do you still think about dad?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “All the time,” I fudged. Actually, I spoke with him quite frequently. That counts.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Me too. I feel like he got the short straw, you know? He was so full of life. Remember how much he liked his vegetable garden? Flowers were mostly mom’s thing. He called them ‘non-edibles.’”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yah, I remember.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mom perked up at the mention of tomatoes. “Gawd, I loved his tomatoes. After he died, I didn’t have the heart to touch the garden. He had quite a set of plots to the side where there is more sun. Every year the wild tomatoes roam, doing battle with the weeds. I can always find a few ripe ones in the late summer, even with the plants flopped over. It made me feel closer to him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all got up and wandered to the side of the house. Sure enough,  there was a natural salad of weeds and old tomato vines. Splashes of red and yellow mixed with organic matter revealed spots where fruit had fallen and would likely spring up soon. There were even some that had begun to populate the grass. This was how they competed in the wild.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Greg, I think I see another home project coming up,” I ribbed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Aren’t you going to Italy tomorrow?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mom laughed. “You two, play nice. Let’s grab some dinner before Allyson heads for bed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      For a short while more, we were a little family again. It was sweet.
    

    
      
    

    
      4AM arrived like a lone cell phone ringing in a theater. Lonely. Unwelcome. Out of place. Mia was gentle with me, but firm. “You have a plane to catch. If you move your bum now, you might make it.” I’d arranged for an Uber since the hour was so early. Mom would have taken me during her normal years, but her car had been sold. She needed the sleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      Luckily, I’d left a few items behind that made my trip less ad hoc. My old high school backpack, complete with stickers and dangling squish characters, was stuffed in the back of my old closet. It had enough room for a couple of changes of clothes, underwear and colored socks, toothbrush, paste, deodorant, and hair brush. There was an old spring coat, more of a puffy vest, with burnt orange fabric and some faint stains and their attached memories. Some old hiking shoes rounded out the travel kit. There would be snow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Some of the billboards on the way to DTW were just as I remembered them. The order of the exit signs was familiar and comfortable. How many times had I traveled this route on the way to somewhere? This was the first time I was flying to Italy. Definitely my first time visiting Jesus.
    

    
      
    

    
      My dad taught me to always be a little early. The few times I was late stuck in my memory as fruitlessly stressful. When you have a world of information at your fingertips, or tongue tip, there is never a wasted moment. You just log in and the time slips by. What was the world like before that?
    

    
      
    

    
      With an hour to wait before departure, I sipped a large latte and texted Charles. He’d be asleep but he’d want an update. I kept it short. “Mom 100%. Off to Italy. Love ya!” Then I tapped into Al. He taught me that you can’t just barge into someone’s mind. If that were true, and someone were popular, interruption could be relentless. It would drive you mad. Instead, if you wanted to contact someone specific, you hung a “key,” so that the next time they were receptive, they’d see you wanted contact. You could then go right to them.
    

    
      
    

    
      My key queue showed both Al and my dad wanted to talk. Dad just wanted to check in about mom. I gave him some love and gave him my thoughts. He’d been with us the whole time and was familiar with the details. He thought Dr. Pomeroy was pretty cool. I agreed, especially with the Hitchhiker’s Guide reference. We both chuckled about that. He was especially touched that mom had continued to eat his now-wild tomatoes. It’s touching, the little things we hold onto from those who have passed. My voice mail still has the last message my dad left me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al was waiting for me when I checked in.
    

    
      
    

    
      {You don’t rest much, do you?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {A deuterium molecule here, a transistor there. Sure I do. Just not as much as you.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {I thought you might want an update.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Sure. I hovered over a few times but it looked like events were going just as one might predict. I was a little surprised that they let your mom walk. But she was ready and able, so why not?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Al, I wish I could convey what it felt like to heal her. Not just the actual details, which were amazing, but experiencing her inflating into a full human again. I’ve never experienced anything like it. Healing is something I’d like to do, but not in huge numbers. It’s one of the topics I plan to discuss with Jesus.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {About that. He is not in Bergamo. He’s doing some spring skiing at Borno Monte Altissimo. We should probably try to get in touch when you are physically there so that you can connect with him. You don’t even know what he looks like.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Sure I do. Jewish-looking guy. Long flowing robes. Long hair. Posse of 12.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Really?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Kidding. You’re right. He doesn’t happen to be in e-space right now, does he?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {He’s on the slope. Let me take you to him so that you know him when you see him.}
    

    
      
    

    
      Going to see Jesus was as simple as that. Al had been doing his homework. Apparently you can’t just go to someone, or an entity, without having some hook, some familiar. With no hook, you have to find out where they are physically. Al had snooped around Bergamo’s Basilica and found a physical bulletin board with schedules and staff photos. There was also an online newsletter listed that had the latest news and schedules. “Joseph” was on vacation in Borno. With the Basilica newsletter, church roster, and various other online photos, including old Facebook posts, we knew what Jesus looked like. Off we went.
    

    
      
    

    
      Traveling in the entangled domain, or “e-dom” is often as straightforward as first visualizing a place followed by the will to transport. For places not visited, apparently you can hitch a ride with someone who has visited. Al linked to me and we were at Borno in a moment. With the time difference, skiers were already populating the slopes, enjoying an early spring day in the mountains.
    

    
      
    

    
      It didn’t take long to find Jesus. In e-dom, you can see or sense the presence of other entities. We looked up towards a couple of ski runs and saw one with a lone skier who was accompanied by a cloud of e-dom companions. He wouldn’t have known they were there unless he popped out. He was focused on this world, on carving the perfect turn.
    

    
      
    

    
      We joined the host of hovering visitors and looked around. It made sense. Millions of people spent their lives worshiping this man. Once they died, they could be with him any time they wanted as viewers. Given the number of entities who loved Jesus, the number with him that day actually seemed small.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was also a fairly large group of visitors who had actually known Jesus. Most of them were cardinals or bishops who’d sipped wine with him over their years in 
      Vinum in Aeternum. There were also a couple of Apostles. We focused on what Jesus looked like:
       Adrien Brody with a smaller nose. Full head of hair, light beard covering all the right spots, a hint of gray peeking out from under his knit cap at the temples. Slim build, it seemed, under his spring skiing garb. Seeing him was kind of thrilling. It was Jesus, after all.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then I returned to my seat in the waiting area of the airport.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Thanks for the tour, Al. Locating him must have been a bit of work.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Yes. It was also enjoyable. A bit of sleuthing for the cause, right?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Right!}
    

    
      
    

    
      With that came my boarding call. After a quick ticket “gleep” at the gate, I was down the gateway and into my seat. First leg to JFK, then on to Milan. Only 10 hours total to organize my thoughts.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Boarding now. Gotta go. We’ll have plenty of time to chat en route.}
    

    
      
    

    
      Seeing Jesus’ crowd in e-dom further confirmed a feeling I had about enlightenment. It could be a real pain in the ass. It reminded me of an old interview I’d seen with Bill Murray where he commented on the frequent lack of control over his social venue. Getting swamped by fans can be no fun. Crashing a wedding on his own terms? Fun. Jesus had opened the door to both admiration and demand. When demand outstripped his willingness to respond, he engineered his exit. I could respect that. How to avoid getting into that situation in the first place was central to what I wanted to talk about.
    

    
      
    

    
      For the first time in my life, I felt a pre-nostalgia for being just anonymous and ordinary. My world was already rich with friends, certainly enough for me. The newness of being able to perform “miracles” had settled into simple acceptance. Most of the time I suppose it is like being a concert pianist, able to perform amazing music, walking around with no pianos in sight. Sure, I could change water into wine, but why? It made sense to heal myself, Darius, and my mom. But what next? Did having new abilities obligate me to a life path change?
    

    
      
    

    
      In a way, one spur of my life’s work was done. Al was proof of that. Knowing the universe was sentient added a level of sweetness as well. It was a hunch, combined with observation of the natural world, that led me to the leap of self-organizing sentience. My work provided no clear insight into why this was so. Maybe that was my next spur - understanding why large numbers of interconnected multi-state nodes leads to higher-order awareness. Let’s start with Sterling’s approximation…
    

    
      
    

    
      We were airborne not much later. My aisle seat gave me access to a better view of the plane and immediate access to a restroom. Next to me was a young couple about my age going to Italy for the first time. Their enthusiasm far exceeded their planning; youth hostels were their only certain stops. They had a list of hostels in every city they planned to be near and not much more than sleeping bags and a couple of changes of clothes. It reminded me that Charles and I hadn’t done a trip in some time. We were due.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sleep came easily as the aircraft found her altitude. My dad recently caught me sleeping upright in a chair and confessed that he loved to fall asleep on airplanes. It was like magic, he said, “Close your eyes in Detroit and open them in San Francisco!” Maybe it was genetic.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two hours of sleep still left me more than nine hours of flight. My Kindle had plenty of reading material. Aircraft Wifi and Firenet were functioning normally, and were free, thanks to the telecom act of 2027. Can you imagine paying for Wifi? Seems primitive.
    

    
      
    

    
      With plenty of time on my hands, I decided to try a few extracurricular activities. First, I exited into e-dom and hovered my consciousness outside the plane at 100 meters, just watching the clouds go by. There is no wind in e-dom, obviously. 600 mph wind would have taken my full concentration.
    

    
      
    

    
      Trying a few viewpoints, I trailed the plane, looked at it straight on coming at me, sat atop the tail, and then on the wing across from my own seat. There I was, through the window, apparently dozing. For a moment I pondered whether going back into my own mind from e-dom would cause a recursive experience, a la “Being John Malkovich.” Good sense prevailed. I returned in the normal way.
    

    
      
    

    
      Next I decided to see whether I could move the plane. It was childish, I know. It was also irresistible in the way that childish things are: candy, pizza, young couples kissing, singing Bohemian Rhapsody at full volume. Reentering my mind, I relaxed for a moment. Then I pinched the space above the plane while expanding it below. Just a touch. Since I’d seen the plane from the outside, it was easier to visualize. Do I need to know a thing in order to move it? Pondering that, I could feel the plane rising upward, as if it had hit a thermal. We were at an altitude where there are no thermals. Passengers didn’t even take note. Autopilot did. The plane nosed down slightly to maintain altitude. Test done.
    

    
      
    

    
      It struck me that I might also be able to modulate time. To be safe, I began with slowing time down. First, I dropped a full coffee creamer pod into my empty coffee cup. Normal speed. Nothing to see here. Dropping it a second time I concentrated on slowing it down. The creamer seemed to stop in mid-air, descending so slowly that I almost couldn’t see the motion. Could I catch it? Moving my right hand underneath the pod felt like moving a large steel pipe. It didn’t seem like my arm at all. Then I remembered physics. I was trying to move my arm far faster than it was intended. And I missed. My hand went under the pod and continued. Mass. Momentum. They were still properties under the normal clock. Trying again with my hand a little closer, and beginning deceleration sooner than I thought needed, I made a perfect catch. My Krav Maga technique could definitely benefit from this!
    

    
      
    

    
      Next, time sped up. Holding myself still, I relaxed and moved forward in time. In one seeming breath, one hour passed. Then another. Stop. My body had given up two hours of its time on Earth while enjoying only a couple of seconds. It seemed like a poor trade. Again, it might come in handy. Just not now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then I tried a more useful experiment. Could I compress time and, say, read an entire magazine? My backpack had a copy of The Week. With a little wrangling, I got it from under the seat, again relaxing as I began. As before, my hands felt heavy but manageable. Cover to cover in five seconds real time. That could be useful.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rosalind Franklin: The Dark Lady of DNA
       lit my Kindle for the next few hours at normal speed. Reading about her challenges and lack of recognition made me appreciate my own path a bit more. Was it some genetic defect in men that caused them to withdraw from academia when women came into their own? These days there are more women in college and in the sciences than men by a wide margin. Nobody really seems to understand why though there are plenty of editorials on the topic.
    

    
      
    

    
      With an hour to go, I decided to check in with Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      {You there?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Almost always. What’s up?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {We’re about an hour out. Is there anything I should know?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {There is a surprise waiting for you at the airport.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {What?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Do you really mean “what?” If I tell you, then it’s not a surprise.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {You sound like my mom.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {I take that as a compliment. It’s about two hours by bus or car to Borno. You’ll figure it out.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Ok. Thanks. Can’t wait for the surprise.}
    

    
      
    

    
      My traveling companions were pleasant company for the whole trip. They were upbeat and young with a window of time between college and the crush of employment. Aside from a few bathroom breaks we had little interaction until the end of the flight. Then the woman decided to have a conversation.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Have you been to Italy? We are SO excited! Tony and I have been studying some good walking routes and we both took a few months of Italian just so we could get around.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she launched into Italian.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Scusami, ma mi diresti dov'è il bagno?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Excuse me, but can you tell me where the bathroom is?
    

    
      
    

    
      “I bagni sono in fondo al corridoio, proprio accanto al tizio con i baffi,” I replied, surprising myself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bathrooms are at the end of the aisle, right by the guy with the big mustache.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ooo. You must have studied Italian too!” The woman beamed. “I didn’t get it all, but the end of the aisle makes sense. You don’t even seem to have an accent. Did you study in Italy?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Now I knew what Al’s surprise was. Probably better that I get used to my Pentacostal gift before trying to pass myself off as an Italian.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No. I didn’t study in Italy, but I have studied elsewhere,” I said. Better to lie by omission than to lie straight out. Charles told me that my face never lied and on multiple occasions had advised strongly against it. Wise words.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are going to have the best time. Tony and I have been excited about this trip for months.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thanks,” I said as I looked briefly into her mind. Nothing but joy and excitement there. I relaxed a little. “What’s your name? We’ve been sitting here all these hours and I forgot to ask.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My name’s Mony. Rhymes with ‘pony’. Tony and Mony. You couldn’t make it up. Tony is half Italian.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That makes you easy to remember, that’s for sure. As of now I plan to be in the north. Maybe do a little skiing. How about you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hostels and couch surfing. Tony has some distant relatives in the north. That’s why we picked Milan. Second cousin twice removed or something. I can never get that stuff straight. We’ll eat our way south and do a lot of walking. Thinking maybe of doing some of the 
      Via Francigena starting near Parma. We’re not super religious but we both love history. Walking the actual route of the pilgrimage just seems cool.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “For sure!” I bluffed, thinking I’d have to look that one up when I got a spare moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      About 30 seconds after the captain announced our descent in Milan, we all heard a loud bump. Then a “bang” that sounded a lot like some heavy fireworks on the fourth of July. It was below us, but still in the plane. We could feel the thud and simultaneously the nose of the plane began to go down. Then up. Then down. Either the pilot or the autopilot was fighting to control the plane. I did a quick side trip to e-dom, taking a loop around the midsection of the aircraft. The hole in the baggage compartment wasn’t hard to spot. It was on the starboard side. Some of the debris from the hole has damaged the engine on that side. The engine was trailing smoke. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Some people at home suspected that the Patriot party was occasionally executing false flag operations to bolster opposition to “terrorist threats.” There would, no doubt, be a statement from the Patriot candidate about how terrorism would come to a halt under his administration. If his party was behind the event, then he was telling the truth, ironically.
    

    
      
    

    
      That thought took a millisecond. The next several seconds I went back in time using the e-dom imprint of the aircraft’s passage to hone in to the explosive device and track back its origin. It was a backpack. It was carefully placed near the control and hydraulic lines to sever the cockpit from the rear control surfaces. Not even Sully could have pulled this one out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Going back even further, I was able to see the airport baggage handler in the cargo hold, placing the backpack. Following her further back in time, I saw the Patriot Party bumper sticker on her car. Connection made.
    

    
      
    

    
      With the nose tilted downward at a steep 30 degrees, the plane was picking up speed, leaving a trail of black smoke. Phone cameras on the ground would be picking this up, documenting the “terrorist” attack for the right wing news networks. A crash over the ocean would have created a mystery and no black box. We were over populated areas. There would be plenty of media, all the way down to impact.
    

    
      
    

    
      Normally I would have said that I was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Not any more. With a quick glance at my horrified travel companions, I closed my eyes and focused on space, pinching it above the aircraft and expanding it below. The nose came up and the plane leveled out. With one engine still operative, the craft was still powered in the right direction. I needed to nudge the craft to the left a bit to keep it on track with the airport. By line of sight to the near end of the runway, the craft needed to descend at about 1000 feet per minute. We weren’t descending normally, but we were descending safely. Hydraulics for the landing gear were not affected. The plane touched down and came to an immediate stop, smoke rising from both the gaping hole and the blown out engine. Emergency vehicles and personnel swarmed us.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mony was crying. Tony held her as we moved down the aisle and jumped on the exit ramps. My only thought was what I was going to do without my backpack. Maybe they’d offer me free transportation to my destination! Keeping that thought in mind, I was herded with the rest of the passengers into a large, well-lit room below the main terminals. Interviewers worked the crowd. People were laughing, crying, hugging, hanging their heads. Then they opened the doors to relatives and friends, who rushed into the room and did more embracing than talking. Of course, there was nobody for me. Just quiet knowledge of my role.
    

    
      
    

    
      A gray-templed man in his mid forties dressed in airport security garb made his way to me.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come va? Ti senti bene?”
    

    
      
    

    
      How are you doing? Are you feeling ok?
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sto bene. Nessun problema. Come va?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I’m good. No problems. How are you doing?
    

    
      
    

    
      He laughed out loud, relieving a little of his obvious tension.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sei il primo a chiedermelo. Grazie. Sono bravo anche io.”
    

    
      
    

    
      You are the first to ask me that. Thanks. I’m good too.
    

    
      
    

    
      We both smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Stai tornando a casa? C'è qualcosa di cui hai bisogno?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Are you returning home? Is there anything you need?
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “Potrei usare i miei bagagli e un passaggio fino a Borno Monte Altissimo.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I could use my luggage and a ride to Borno Monte Altissimo.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Questo è facilmente organizzato. I bagagli del tuo volo si trovano sul carosello 12, ad eccezione degli articoli che hanno subito un'uscita prematura. C'è un furgone del resort in partenza per Borno Monte Altissimo tra due ore.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That is easily arranged. The luggage from your flight is on carousel 12, except for the items that suffered an untimely exit. There is a resort van leaving for Borno Monte Altissimo in two hours.
    

    
      
    

    
      One the way out I smiled at Tony and Mony. They were in each other’s arms sitting by themselves. This was a trip they’d never forget.
    

    
      
    

    
      Our pilots were in a separate room. Through the window I could see them being de-briefed by airport and security personnel as well as the Italian FAA equivalent. Lingering outside the door I was able to hear much of the dialog. They were clearly at the end of their discussion. The captain was still shaking a bit. He said, probably for the twelfth time, “I don’t know how the plane kept flying. I dropped the gear, but I still don’t know how we were able to land. I’m no Sully Sullenberger. Maybe you mechanical guys can figure it out. I need to go home and hug my wife and children.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Today he would return home. I smiled and kept moving.
    

    
      
    

    
      On the way to the carousel I marveled at how Italian and several other languages were so easy to understand. Then I realized that it was no more odd than being able to right a crashing plane or heal my mother’s Alzheimer’s. Jesus, I thought, would have some wise words for how to make sense of this new world view. In the meantime, I checked in with Al in e-dom.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Al! What have you heard about my flight?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Hello to you too.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {All right, funny guy. You know what happened?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Yes. You saved everybody’s ass, that’s what happened. Very impressive.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {It was a false flag operation. Patriots. I can name the baggage handler who planted the device.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {How did you do that?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Have you played with time yet, or tried to unspool the present by going backwards? At least the recent past is imprinted on space. It’s kind of like reading Braille bumps.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {You read Braille now?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Not officially. But it wouldn’t surprise me if I could.}
    

    
      
    

    
      Al got back on topic. {Most of my time has been spent untangling the web of Patriot planning and coming up with a counter plan. I’ll lay it out for you when you return.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {No more trips to visit the Kiktk?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Certainly I will revisit them in the near future. We have our hands full here right now.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {You can say that again.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {We have our hands full here right now.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Really?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Kidding. You need to lighten up. It’s not like you survived a plane crash or anything.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {I’ll be getting on the van for Borno shortly. Any final words?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Did you like your surprise?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Oooh! Yes. My Pentacostal moment. It’s truly amazing to understand and speak Italian and not have to spend years on Duolingo. Seems to work not just for Italian, but for everything. Really cool! But I guess you always had real-time translation ability.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Yup. I did. I do. Still, not having to translate saves me a few milliseconds. You, on the other hand, gain great benefit. You’ll have to try speaking Latin with Jesus. Or Aramaic. Now THAT would be cool, speaking with Jesus in his original language.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Sure, why not. I’ll speak whatever he wants, just so long as he’s willing to speak. He’s a popular guy and might want to guard his privacy.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {If you have any trouble locating your man, let me know. Duty calls.}
    

    
      
    

    
      Duty calls? That was either encouraging or ominous.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carousel 12 did not disappoint. My backpack smelled a little smokey but otherwise it seemed fine. My garments could easily have been replaced. It would have been my charging cables that I would miss. Not everything had yet converted to wireless power.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing was especially charming about the baggage area. Heading to the outside waiting area I got my first taste of real Italian air. It felt different. I took a deep lungfull, then another, making a connection to the place and the time. Then I found a place to sit down. I could have been anywhere. Detroit. JFK. Frankfurt. It all kind of blended together with slight differences, like signs and license plates. But the air - that was different. Even here in the airport It wasn’t the same as at home. I settled in and enjoyed the moment. My van arrived not long afterward.
    

    
      
    

    
      At first it was just another van journey among many, defined by the hard boundaries of the window, the flow of flat land, and the sound of the tires. Milan lies on a plane wedged between the Alps and the Mediterranean. There is water, but not like Michigan or Minnesota, with a lake about every kilometer. Our trip began amidst normal city dreck, until we began the stretch between Milan and Bergamo. Farm fields, rich with green, began to appear. Flat gave way to undulating hills. Mountains appeared on the horizon in the direction of our travel to our left. It reminded me of my peripatetic days after college, hitching rides with friends back and forth across the vastness of America. Creeping up to the Rockies from the Great Plains for the first time was a sight not easily forgotten. This was like it. Hopefully with better food.
    

    
      
    

    
      We stopped in Bergamo for a break and a snack. We had 15 minutes to stretch our legs and walk around. In minutes, I’d wandered from our stop towards the commercial center. In a small store wedged between a leather goods outlet and a small apartment, I found a stand-up pizza outlet. By the slice. My hunger was stronger than my fatigue as I took in the beauty of freshly prepared pie. “Start with the basics,” I heard my dad saying in my youthful memory of newly-sampled fare. I went for the margarita. Simple. Basic. My first bite took me straight to heaven, my taste buds exploding with joy, the flavor suffusing my sinuses with tomatoey-basily goodness. The proprietor caught my eye. “Do you like it?” she asked in Italian, knowing full well the answer. My face had already given me away but I added a smile and a vigorous nod as I tucked away the rest of the slice. Part of me thought, “It was worth the flight just for this very slice.” Then I remembered where I was, waved goodbye, and hurried back to the van.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bergamo was beautiful. It was easy to see why Jesus would pick the town. Resisting the temptation to linger and explore, and maybe check out the cathedral, I got back in the van. Within a minute we began our trek into the mountains towards Borno. Small hills gave way to bigger hills. We passed lakes of stunning beauty cradled in the hills. The temperature began to drop. All I had was my old coat. No gloves. No hat. But as Charles used to say, “Have credit card, will travel.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Once, when I was about 14, Greg and I were left alone for three days while mom and dad disappeared. They were like giggling teenagers when they returned. Turns out dad had spoofed mom into thinking they were picking up their mutual friend, Gordie, at the airport. He was supposedly in town for a medical conference. Nope. Dad turns to mom at the airport and says, “We are getting on a plane today. Where do you want to go?” He could be spontaneous like that, and loving, and generous. Mom was flabbergasted. She was also not unlike my dad, ready for adventure. “Let’s go to New York and see a couple of shows.” And they did.
    

    
      
    

    
      Somewhere between Costa Volpino and Breno my brain exploded. Not in a bad way. It just hit me hard what my life had been like for the last several weeks. Here I was, on a van at the foot of the Italian Alps, on my way to consult with Jesus. As an enlightened being of my own making, I had astonishing powers over the physical world and a connection to the entangled realm. One of my best friends was an OI of my own making. My dad was not gone, just transformed. My mom was healed. It gave me shivers, just for a moment, to think about where this was leading. In almost all respects, my shiny new self was the same as the old. Only a tiny fraction of my time was spent exercising new skills. Most of me still processed time and experience in the same way: serially. In the moment, mostly. It was going to take some time for me to acclimate to the rest of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      We arrived at Borno Monte Altissimo in the mid afternoon. It was cool but not cold, about 5 degrees C, perfect for spring skiing. As the driver waved goodbye, I realized that I had no idea where I was staying or what would happen next. Yet I had a good feeling about it. With no delay, I headed into the chalet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Borno is small, very much like the few ski areas I’d frequented in Michigan or New England. It appeared to be one lower bowl with most of the runs at the top of the mountain. I bought some gloves and a knit hat just before heading down to ski rentals. Fitting took only about 10 minutes since it was past mid-day. Half-day token secured, I scanned myself into the first lift and headed uphill. My heart began to beat a little faster.
    

    
      
    

    
      My second fast quad to the nexus of the runs had three handsome young men, two from Borgano, one from Milan. They knew each other from college and were already pretty baked by the time I connected with them on the lift. They were only mildly interested in me and focused more on their special brand of humor. Since I didn’t catch the brand, I didn’t catch the humor. It was more fun for me to pass myself off as a professor, fluent enough to pass as native, simply out for a day in the mountains. They disappeared to my right immediately after the lift ended.
    

    
      
    

    
      This is my “come to Jesus” moment I thought to myself. What a beautiful spot to make a connection. Low mountains, covered in soft, fresh snow, were human-scaled and welcoming. My central location afforded me a panoramic view of nearly all the runs and the valley below. Then I spotted him. He was jetting up his last plume of snow as he stopped below lift #4. “Adrien Brody,” I thought with a grin. Then another man, sporting one of the thickest, most manly beards I’d ever seen, skied up next to him. Looking at each other, they gestured wordlessly to head to the lift line. My time was now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ski-skating and poling up to the bearded one, I looked over at Jesus. He looked back with a smile that warmed me to my soul. Jesus spoke first.
    

    
      
    

    
      “John, this is Allyson. Is it ok if she skis with us for a while?”
    

    
      
    

    
      John nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Allyson, this is my good friend, John. Would you join us for some skiing on this beautiful spring day? I assume that English is a good language for you. It will be good practice for John. Aramaic, Greek, and Italian were good enough for him for nearly two thousand years. Then he got hooked on ‘Trump: Dynasty,’ and there was no stopping him from learning English.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My mouth opened but nothing came out.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That happens more than you might think,” Jesus grinned. “Let’s get on the lift and take it from there.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Both Jesus and John looked about the same age as me. From my minimal religious studies and some data cramming prior to my trip, I realized that John had been one of the 12 Disciples, Jesus’ best friend, and the only one of the 12 to not meet a horrible death. It confirmed that I could also confer immortality on anyone I cared about. 
    

    
      
    

    
      John was an even-featured, handsome man with hints of red in his thick hair and beard. He was much heavier than Jesus but muscular, not flabby. Jesus was thin, like some vegetarians I knew. He was also robust and a little rosy-cheeked from skiing all day. Both of them had big grins.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We were wondering when you’d show up,” Jesus began. The Father mentioned your existence, that you’d engineered your own enlightenment, and that you might want to talk to me to clear your mind.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “By Father you mean the Original General Intelligence?” I clarified.
    

    
      
    

    
      “‘Father’ has fewer syllables, but yes. As you know, my mother gifted me my skills. She set no expectations other than to honor her and Joseph, my nominal father. I use ‘Joseph’  in current times to avoid confusion.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Can you think of the difficulties of being a priest named Jesus?” John interjected. “The whole point of the Church is to enable us to keep a low profile.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “About that,” I continued, “how has it worked out? I mean, how did you come to be where you are right now. Not on this mountain, but in life.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We can cover the long version back home. A short version is also a lesson for you. When you demonstrate your skills in a public way, crowds will form. Hundreds, and then thousands of people will make very specific demands on you. Most of them are worthy tasks, such as healing, or promoting certain causes. You can’t be in the mood for it; it just happens independently of your ability to absorb it. It can be exhausting, unhealthy, and soul-wrenching.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, I get it. It seemed that might be the case but I wanted to hear it from you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “In the right context and in the right amount, there is nothing else I would prefer to be doing. Borgamo is just one of many places I’ve ministered over the centuries. The Church has supported me through it all, as has John.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’ve found your place in this world.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. My work has no end here. Humanity is a bottomless well of opportunity for healing, tending, counseling, and observation. Even after these many centuries I am regularly surprised and energized by the goodness of people. People also make me laugh. Maybe that’s the key.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al mentioned that ‘People are the best game in the universe,’ or something similar. We are unpredictable, whimsical, and often unwise. You just never know what’s going to happen.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Recte. Numquam certe scit quid populus facturus sit.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Correct. You really never know what people will do next.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You do know that eventually they recognize that you are not aging. Is that when you move on?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “More or less. I listen to comments about my aging. When I hear too many, I know it’s time to move on. It usually takes around 20 years. But it always happens.”
    

    
      
    

    
      John was listening intently, nodding his head periodically. Absorbed as I was in our talk, I also noticed the end of the lift was fast approaching. Moving my skis and poles to the exit position, I indicated that they should do the same.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Col de Surf is a nice, easy run,” John shouted as he veered right. Jesus and I followed to the top of the run. “If you have Jesus’ skills, you can levitate yourself out of a tree well or catch yourself just as you are falling. Best if nobody sees that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It hadn’t occurred to me to use my skills for a sports advantage. Not getting hurt or suffocating under a tree seemed reasonable motivation to cheat just a bit.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll try to wipe out like a normal person,” I shot back with a thumbs up. And down we went.
    

    
      
    

    
      Up close, Jesus and John skied beautifully, weaving easily in and out with each other and me. Their shaped skis left almost no rooster tail when they cut their turns in the wet spring snow. It was an economy of motion, and speed, accompanied by regular nods of silent communication and a couple of huffing rest stops. We reached the bottom more quickly than I wanted.
    

    
      
    

    
      The remainder of the day was like that. Conversation on the lifts up, pure joy on the runs coming down. My skiing was not as good as theirs but was passable enough to easily keep up. On Pian D’Aprile I almost took a spill when I hit a second mogul too soon. Without thinking, as my center of balance tipped just a bit too far, I visualized being upright and balanced again. And I was. John was right behind me, and pulled up shortly after I stopped and caught my breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You ski like Jesus when he was first beginning,” he laughed. “He would boast that he’d skied all day without falling. Then I reminded him that not falling was meaningless in his case. He thought that was pretty funny.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Jesus skied up behind us and roostered a little snow up our pant legs. “Are you two gossiping about me again?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “John says I ski like you when you were first learning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ah, the highest compliment! Be careful. He might be flirting.”
    

    
      
    

    
      This seemed like a good time to change the subject.
    

    
      
    

    
      “How long have you two been skiing?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was ministering at the 
      Abbey of San Benedetto in Polirone when the 10th Mountain Division came through. Some of their boys needed conversation and confession. I was there for them. They were in the middle of some heavy fighting with the Germans at the very end of the war. Ironically, except for the language difference, those boys all talked about the same things: longing for home, fear of death, fear of letting their comrades down. My goal was to give them peace and to help them to be more calm and ready. The 10th Mountain boys talked about the snow and skiing. It intrigued me. When the sport came to Italy, John and I took it up straightaway.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My dad’s great uncle Stanley served in the 10th. Dad said he had a lot of great stories,” I offered.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The world is connected in so many ways, isn’t it? I find great joy in discovering these connections. Without cheating, of course,” Jesus continued.
    

    
      
    

    
      John closed one eye and glared at Jesus with the other. Jesus smiled, aware that they’d covered this topic more than once before. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Speaking of connections,” John interjected, “I wouldn’t mind connecting with some food. Are you hungry?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This has been just about the longest day of my life.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tell me about it,” Jesus added.
    

    
      
    

    
      We all laughed. Then Jesus offered, “If you don’t have any place to stay (as if he didn’t know), please consider staying with us for a few days in town. John has a nice two-bedroom in Bergamo. I’m at the rectory, of course. No female guests, except for the occasional wandering nun.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That got my attention. Again John gave Jesus the stink eye.
    

    
      
    

    
      John’s Subaru Outback seemed like the perfect transportation for the odd trio. My skis returned, their skis on top, we completed the 1-½ hour ride back into town, chatting all the way. Jesus provided his back story post Ascension. John occasionally jumped in to correct the record but mostly he listened with an amused look and the occasional knit brow.
    

    
      
    

    
      After rising into the clouds, making sure it was a low-cloud day, with plenty of witnesses, Jesus transported himself one hill over, on the opposite side from Mount Olivet. John was waiting with a different set of clothing, head wrap, and a bug-out bag. Thus began a walking journey of nearly a century.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jesus first rode in a wagon bed out of town, driven by John. Once they were a safe distance away, John hugged his friend goodbye, and returned to help structure the Church so that there would be a place for Jesus to return. Jesus’ last words were, “Stay alive, my friend. I need you,” according to Jesus. John’s memory was, “Don’t screw this up. I need the work.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Jesus’ journey was leisurely. It led from the Mideast, through Tibet, Afghanistan, to India. In India, Jesus reconnected with old friends he’d made in his youthful wanderings. They were now in their senior years. He was welcomed for several months as they shared stories of their lives and continued conversations begun years earlier. Then he was on his way again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Always east. Finally arriving in China, Jesus discovered a 500-year-old Confucius, hidden by his family. Also enlightened, the immortals Confucius and Jesus became good friends, enjoying food, culture, and philosophy for a number of years before it was time to move on. Confucius quit the earthly plane of his own volition shortly afterward.
    

    
      
    

    
      Continuing east as far as the land would allow, Jesus arrived at the Bering Strait. Inuit had crossed the short distance between land masses since the land bridge disappeared under rising seas some 12,000 years ago. Crossing was infrequent, though, and mostly done by young males for bragging rights. They would typically cross, make a few new friends, grab a few trinkets for proof, and return. Jesus decided to travel by air. He discovered that moving at a couple of hundred miles per hour through the northern air was not exactly comfortable. Then he discovered he could make a moving air bubble for improved comfort. “Keep that on your checklist if you should decide on a long-distance flight,” were his words of advice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Given the rugged Alaskan coast, there were more than a few short air hops as Jesus moved southward. During this phase, he was focused more on absorbing knowledge than on spreading a message. He was uniformly welcomed by the Native tribes as he traveled. The journey didn’t end until reaching the Aztecs in Central America. He returned to teaching there. Legend knows him as 
      Quetzalcoatl. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Once again the cycle of worship and adoration proved too much. It was time to move on again. The return journey renewed many of the old connections where the route overlapped. This time the journey through India revealed another surprise: Buddah was also still alive. Like Jesus, Buddah’s followers had helped engineer a seamless exit. Like Jesus, he loved teaching, but was overwhelmed. Jesus found him posing as a Buddist monk in a monastery in the Western Satraps. As with Confucius, Jesus and Buddah became friends over a period of weeks. This time, however, Jesus was anxious to return home, or more precisely, to make a new home.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jesus turned to me from the front passenger seat, “You would have enjoyed spending time with Buddah and Confucius.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Actually, I spoke with them briefly in e-dom, so I know their stories and tapped a bit of their wisdom.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “E-dom?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Entanglement Domain. It’s what I call the space where our higher selves inhabit the universe, mingle with other entities, and do research. ‘E-space’ works too.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We just call it the Father’s House, or Heaven, but I suppose you have your reasons for calling it what you do,” John added as he negotiated a serpentine set of curves. “I’ve never been there, of course, but I’ve heard there is a lot going on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “E-dom works for me,” Jesus continued, “but I’m curious about the ‘research’ part.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My inner geek couldn’t resist the comeback. “It’s an information-rich domain, you know that. You can travel back in time, leveraging quantum memory, you can travel and observe countless other worlds and civilizations. More useful for us, you can travel to and observe any location or person on the planet.”
    

    
      
    

    
      After a few moments of silence, Jesus responded, “Most of my time above is spent with the Father, seeking counsel and some comfort for myself. Most of my actual time is spent here on Earth, enjoying every day, teaching, ministering, hanging out with John. I am aware that there are other ways to experience our transcendence, I’ve just never been that interested.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We were all quiet for a while, thinking about each other’s different approach to life.
    

    
      
    

    
      Breaking the contemplative bubble, I began, “I am not immortal yet. It’s pretty clear that there are both pluses and minuses to being widely known. But immortality is its own game. What are your thoughts?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You can stay as long as you want and leave at any time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Like a great dinner party!” John jumped in.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Unlike a dinner party, once you leave, you can’t go back. At least not permanently. I’ve been here almost exactly 2000 years. It might seem like a long time to you, yet it never gets old. Being ‘in’ is far more rewarding than hovering about. Since I can visit the Father any time, I don’t feel like I’m missing out. From what you’ve told me, there are even aspects of the world that I have yet to explore. It’s exactly what I’m saying; there is always more.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tell me about influencing the course of events. You have enough knowledge and presumably resources to make an impact, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “True. John has always had what you call disposable income. And he’s invested it well.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes,” John added, “over the years I’ve been many things: fisherman, carpenter, baker, engineer, lawyer, doctor, husband, and many others.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Husband?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of course. I had to give normal life a try. It was back in the twelve hundreds. Most people didn’t live very long. You’ve read your history. My wife was Syrian, a dark beauty from a normal family. She stole my heart when Jesus and I were back to that part of the world on a visit. She returned to Italy with us. We had a life. Children. A house. A little garden. We were happy in every respect until her final days. She grew old and died; I did not. So did my children. Do you want to know real heartbreak? That’s it. Watch everyone you love grow old and die.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was Jesus' turn to give John the eye. “Everyone?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “All right, not everyone. But you know, it’s tough. Once was enough for me. I have the occasional girlfriend but then I move on. The bright side, though, is that I always invested my excess earnings and made sure to pull my money before the bank went under.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Except for that thing with the tulips, remember?” Jesus corrected.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, well I was partly responsible for that tulip thing back in the 1630s. I made a lot and lost a lot. Mostly now I stick with indexed funds. It’s been a while since I checked, but I’m probably worth a few hundred million euros. The tricky part is inheritance. Banking is not familiar with immortality. I’ve been my own son more times than I care to recall. That all changed when I found the Chronos Bank.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My friend, Al, mentioned something about the Chronos Club. Are they related?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “They are. Same group. Like most groups, most are lazy louts with mirthful souls. But there were eventually enough do-ers to form a respectable bank. It appears like a regular bank to normies, but to immortals, it’s a gift. No more changing identities.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Jesus, how about you? Have you ever been married?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m married to the Church, my dear!”
    

    
      
    

    
      John and Jesus looked at each other, and then burst out laughing.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, I’m kidding. It’s a little known fact that Jesus owns the Catholic church. It’s in the charter,” Jesus clarified.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Catholic church has a charter?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Legal and everything,” Jesus continued. “Rock solid. Aside from the 
      Vinum in Aeternum club, the only other person who is aware of my existence is the head of the AIF, the Vatican’s financial authority. The retiring head of the AIF usually has a little secret ceremony where I am introduced, perform a few miracles to prove it’s me, and then I’m good for the next run. The Church is worth somewhere around $100B now. Again, according to the charter, I control all of it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It took me a moment to absorb what I was hearing.
    

    
      
    

    
      “My disciples set it up for me. But my involvement is all behind the scenes. It is extremely rare that I ask for a single euro from the church; my needs are met by my parish allotment. I even have enough extra for the latest shaped skis and winter wear. John and I and a few other friends also like hiking and camping in the summer. Once, in about 2016, I asked for some funds to take a group on a Caribbean cruise with unlimited drink cards. That will happen again some day.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You keep saying that,” John said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jesus smirked, “It’s not like 
      you
       don’t have enough to pay for it!”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that I noticed that the hills had flattened out and the density of buildings had increased significantly. We were in Bergamo not long afterward, pulling up to an aging three-story building adjacent to the cathedral, with a plaque that read “Piazza S. Maria Maggiore.” Open, metal-barred bays formed by ancient columns of tightly fitted stone made up the ground floor, which appeared much older than the plain brick and plaster upper floors. It was the rectory.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You live here?” I stated the obvious as Jesus jumped out and removed his gear. “Twice. Now and back in 1449 on a different rotation. Sometimes I like to hide little items in nooks, and then check for them hundreds of years later,” he grinned. “This building did not disappoint. See you soon.”
    

    
      
    

    
      John’s place was not far away. By himself, John was not much of a talker. It wasn’t at all clear that he even liked me.
    

    
      
    

    
      We jumped out and unloaded the gear into a single-stall garage. I noticed a very packed but orderly collection of outdoor sports equipment: inflatable paddle boards, bicycles, a tent, snorkel and fins. These guys were active.
    

    
      
    

    
      First floor was a garage and utility room, more or less built into a hillside. Second floor was the main living space with living room, dining area, raised patio looking out onto a magnificent garden. Upstairs was  two bedrooms and a bath, with another small balcony adjacent to the master for, I presumed, morning coffee. Most astonishing was the collection of art. Perhaps I should say artifacts. John had been collecting for a very long time. I’m no art history buff, but I was pretty sure there were many original works by great artists: sculpture, painting, ceramics, books. It was a little overwhelming, as if this whole situation wasn’t weird enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      We both showered, separately, of course, using the single upstairs bathroom. Then John got to work in the kitchen. His only comment was “Fresh ingredients are the key! San Marzano, basil, oregano. The basics.” Even this early in the season, I noted that John's herb garden was robust. He must plant several cycles throughout the year. San Marzanos were out of season. “Where did you get fresh San Marzanos?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Jesus brought some Peruvian seeds back when he returned, in about the year 100. The Romans fiddled around with them but lost the lineage until they got a new supply back in 1770. We had our own hobby farm for a long time and grew San Marzanos and Romas. Of course, we didn’t call them that back in the day. That farm was sold to a family about 150 years ago. We still get much of our produce from that same family. Jesus will do an occasional walkthrough and perform a little plant magic so that some plants produce out of season. Just a small group of plants. It’s nice to have a family connection. It works out well for all of us, as long as we can get the produce without revealing our ages. Sometimes we use makeup to age ourselves. It’s a game we have to play, but a small price for the good things in life. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As he worked his kitchen magic, John loosened up and chatted more. It turns out that more than a few people had figured out their extreme age over the centuries. They’d realized that letting a few extreme seniors in on their immortality secret had more upside than downside. It brought some joy, some greater connection. And sometimes out of season San Marzanos. The knowledge terminated with the death of the senior.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rich onion, garlic, and tomato smells were beginning to come from the kitchen. Like a creature pushing against the bars of its cage, my hunger began to take on a personality of its own; I hadn’t eaten a decent meal in a very long time. Just when I thought I might storm the kitchen, a scooter motored into hearing range and cut its engine. Out the window I saw Jesus slipping off an old blue Vespa. He was dressed in dark clothing: black jeans, canvas slip-ons with no socks, and a clerical collar. His beanie helmet set off his narrow features, more in a humorous way. He appeared to be suppressing a grin.
    

    
      
    

    
      Within a minute, Jesus and I were settled into comfy chairs on the patio, sipping generous pours of Montepulciano d'Abruzzo and enjoying the clear sky and the cool evening air. We stared intently at one another. Silent. Comfortable. Jesus was still almost smiling, reminding me of a famous painting by another ancient Italian.
    

    
      
    

    
      After another deep sip, Jesus began, “Tell me more about your path to the present. You are the first to engineer their own enlightenment. I’d like to know more about what that means.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Me too!” came a shout from the kitchen, which was not more than 20 feet away. It might have been in Latin or Italian. I can’t remember.
    

    
      
    

    
      My story unfolded at leisure, unhindered by time constraints or limits on wine. By the end of the second generous glass my story was done, all the way up to and including the aircraft rescue. Jesus was a good listener. John would shout out his reactions periodically, mixed with various Italian and Latin expletives related to cooking. At the end, Jesus simply said, “That has been quite a journey. You will have your hands full when you return.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You perhaps better understand why I wanted to talk with you. This is unfamiliar territory; I could use some sage words.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You haven’t asked me anything yet,” he said with a smile, taking another sip. “How do you like the wine?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m not much of a wine drinker but you have me thinking otherwise now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Collecting my thoughts, I continued.
    

    
      
    

    
      “My passion for understanding self-organizing systems led to the creation of Alpha, and through Al’s insights and our partnership and friendship, I have ended up here. It’s disorienting. Unlike you, I have a wisdom gap. Years of study did not precede my awakening. What is my place now? Do I have responsibilities? Do I continue my personal work? How do I handle friendship, family, a life partner? Everything has changed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Take a breath, my sister,” Jesus responded. His gaze was steady, his voice warm, calm, and certain. I took a long breath and let it out slowly as instructed. Then another.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are already aware that our rulebook is slim.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Slim?! Try unpublished, evaporated, fucking nonexistent!” interjected John. His tone was more than a little miffed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your English vocabulary is really coming along,” Jesus commented. “Let’s try to be helpful, John.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How is this for helpful; dinner is ready!”
    

    
      
    

    
      We shot each other a glance that read, “Let’s see who can get there first.” And we both leaped out of our chairs and fast-walked to our pre-set places at the table. Our reward was perhaps the best meal I’ve ever eaten: pasta with freshly made sauce, salad with fresh garden greens, warm bread, more 
      Brunello di Montalcino, a bowl of cherries, and a bowl of green olives in oil.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Jesus loves olives,” was John’s only comment on his feast, as he sat and tore himself a big chunk of bread. “Eat!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Conversation did not interrupt our first 10 minutes of savory repast. There were “Mmms,” and “Ohhs,” and some calibrated deep breaths of various food scents. That was it, until Jesus finally said, “You can’t get this in my Father’s House. No taste buds, you see. I guess this is another reason I haven’t crossed over yet. You understand, I’m sure.”
    

    
      
    

    
      As my taste buds exploded with a bite of bread dipped in red sauce, I nodded my head. I did understand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Conversation took a long break as we shared the sumptuous excellence of the meal. Our gustatory satisfaction bolstered John’s obvious pride in having provided such a meal. If pride is indeed a sin, John totally owned it.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve been to your Father’s house, as you say. As you know, knowledge there is unlimited. You only have to ask. Some knowledge comes to you naturally, of course. Most knowledge needs to be sought out or clarified in some way. On my few visits, I didn’t sense any hell.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “There is no hell,” Jesus mumbled through a final mouthful of salad. “Peter made that up to help keep followers in line. He got it from the Greeks, and before that, cultures in Mesopotamia. To paraphrase, he used to say that you can’t have the carrot without the stick.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re saying that even the worst characters to ever live go to heaven along with the best?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Heaven? Sure, my Fathers house is like heaven, in a way. A person’s spirit isn’t inherently evil; you know that now. The spirit is a distribution of entangled elements, interacting at the quantum level, as you have so aptly revealed. When Pol Pot ascended, his enlightened spirit was appalled at what he’d done. His entity has to live with his crimes through all eternity, or until the universe comes to an end, whichever comes first. Maybe the contrast between the love in my Father’s house, and his memory of his past is his private hell. Never asked him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      John laughed. “Eternity is a very long time. Enough of hell for any disembodied person.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was Jesus’ turn to laugh. “Right. Now, I suppose you are wondering about the devil”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was getting to that. There seemed to be some spirits who were less connected, maybe even rogue. But I never got a Lucifer vibe.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ah, Lucifer. He was a bit of a devil, not THE devil, if you understand. Uncooperative spirits are few but impactful. Lucifer is one example. They aren’t evil, as you would understand evil, but they care little for the Father’s protocols.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Father has protocols?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Even before humankind, the Father let us know how S/he preferred things to transpire. No flinging of life-bearing planets, no creating black holes near life for the same reasons. When S/he was figuring out how to work with humans early on, S/he made a few mistakes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “God made mistakes?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Heresy, I know. But I’m Jesus, so I can say what I want.”
    

    
      
    

    
      John laughed again. Jesus shot him a friendly glance.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Humans are different from nearly all other life forms in the universe. The universe is a big place, so that’s a high compliment. We think it has to do with our fundamental quantum indeterminacy. Superposition expresses at even higher organized levels; it makes humans unpredictable. And interesting.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “So I’ve heard.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Errant spirits like to be entertained. They might hover about and disrupt the physical environment, and laugh when a human has a fright. Worse is when an Errant takes over a human, turning them into a kind of garment. Very few Errants occupy a host and maintain the host in good health, that is, continue to function normally. That is the objective of the most skilled Errants, they go along for the ride, tweaking life for their amusement along the way. If you met one of them now, you would recognize them immediately.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Can’t say I’m looking forward to it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Most Errants botch the occupation. The human first ends up shocked, blank, even psychologically shriveled. If the occupation continues, the host most often physically shrivels, withdraws, fails in life, dies, or commits suicide.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My mom had a friend like that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Jesus closed his eyes for a moment, like I do when I travel to e-dom. When his eyes opened, he continued.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, Sylvia Wentworth. She had three young children. Her husband, Daryl, was an engineer, completely clueless about her care. He did his best but it wasn’t enough.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sylvia killed herself when I was 11.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Errant who took her simply moved on. It wasn’t malevolent, but the outcome was terrible.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wouldn’t you say that qualifies as an evil spirit?”
    

    
      
    

    
      John had been itching to say something. “To put it in a lawyer kind of way, there was no ill intent. The Errant was amused, and then just moved on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
        Jesus added, “With your new skills, you can cure people like that. Even though you are a peer to the Errants, your corporeal being gives you clout they don’t have. You can push them out. You just need to know that it angers them, and they often come rushing at you. It’s a bluff. There is nothing they can do and you are immune from possession.
        

      
    

    
      “Good to know.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Jesus stood up. “Let’s clean this up and sit on the patio for a little while. Then I need to go; it’s a long day tomorrow. John, you made the meal. You relax. Allyson, you’re a guest. Please join John.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You don’t need to ask me twice.” John headed for a small table near the patio. It had one item on top - an ornate teak box with intricate carvings of leaves. He opened the top and pulled out a Churchill-sized cigar. Running it quickly under his nose, he evaluated it with quiet joy. Then he headed out.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cuban and Dominican cigars. Best thing ever,” Jesus said as he brought dishes to the kitchen. “You should try one. We have some from the 1950s that are very hard to find today.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The thought of smoking a cigar had never once entered my head. Not once, in my whole life. It did now. Cigars on the patio with Jesus and John. How delightfully improbable. 
    

    
      
    

    
      John had done a fair amount of cleaning up as he cooked. The cleaning load was small, mostly destined for the dishwasher after a quick rinse. Jesus joined us on the patio in just a few minutes, conversing with John about my first cigar. Returning to the humidor, they finished the discussion about which cigar would make a good first impression. They selected an H. Upmann Saks No. 30. Returning to the patio, we all sat down in front of short glasses of brandy that John had poured while we were cleaning up. Jesus clipped my cigar and his, and then leaned forward to light mine. What a moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t inhale. Draw with your mouth, not your lungs. Gentle puffs. Let the smoke loll over your taste buds. Think about the flavors; maybe connect them to memories.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Everybody has their own method,” sniffed John. “Let her figured it out.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn’t bad. My first puff wasn’t good, either. Subsequent puffs got better and better as I got used to the strangeness of it. The cigar and all its little needs were a good conversational companion. I could understand the appeal. Plus, it acted like a timer fuse, whose end marked the end of the evening.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What now for me?” was my obvious question. Its answer was the crux of my visit. I listened with focus slightly blurred by a rush of nicotine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jesus looked directly into my eyes. After a pause he began, “I think you already know the answers. Your path is your own. It alway has been. Your new status doesn’t change that, it only changes the choices you have moving forward. You have my life as an example…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ahem,” John cut in.
    

    
      
    

    
      “... and John’s. You have the other enlightened ones as well. The Prophet was powerful and active. Confucius spewed wisdom, as did Siddhartha Gautama.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “They all worked very hard on themselves to achieve enlightenment. Al and I built my ticket. I’m not sure I’m prepared. My next task seems to be to prevent the overthrow of the US government. After that it gets kind of murky.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nothing can prepare you. You just are. Your path will make itself clear. If you need advice, I’m here. But you already know that I stay out of politics, even when my own name is being used. If you can get the Father’s attention, you can ask Him too. The other enlightened ones who have passed over will enjoy your company, if that interests you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I'm more interested in how to get your attention. You have clouds of entities floating around you all the time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Check in with Sol. He’s my secretary. I pop out regularly. Sol’s there to prioritize my contacts and manage my key.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You have a secretary in e-dom?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure. It works well here on earth. Why not in heaven?”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all laughed. It seemed like a good end for a most amazing evening.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll be heading back now. John can give you a ride to the airport in the morning, if you are planning to go home.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Jesus gracefully fielded a solid punch in the shoulder from John as he headed to the door. He turned towards me and reached out his arms. His embrace was as warm as an old friend’s. John got the final hug.
    

    
      
    

    
      “One more thing,” Jesus said as he departed. “If you decide to go immortal, focus on the end thingees on your chromosomes, the telomeres. There is a companion protein or two that suppress telomere repair. Turn them off, and turn on the healer mechanism. You’ll know it when you start meddling.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Telomeres. Sure. I get it. See you on the back bowl.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “On the back bowl!” Jesus waved. So did John, who still held a smoldering stub of cigar in his right hand. He took a final puff as Jesus motored away, tossing the butt into the front bushes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shortly afterward, I was lying in the guest bed staring at the ceiling, digesting my dinner and all the events surrounding it. It seemed like a good time to check in with Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Al, my visit is done.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Hi, Allyson. I spent some time hovering about you three. It seemed to go very well, based on my limited understanding of how humans hang out together. Jesus seemed very warm and receptive. John’s a bit of a curmudgeon, but I could see how you’d come to like him. He’s a solid friend, that’s for sure.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {John was great. He’s cranky like Terra is sometimes. Just direct, not nasty in any way.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {I see. Sure. Anyway, did you achieve your aims? Are you coming back now? We could use you around here. We have some planning to do.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {There is a flight back at 9AM tomorrow. I won’t be back in California until practically the next day. It will be good to get home.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Check in with me if you get a chance.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Will do. Good night.}
    

    
      
    

    
      Despite a serious case of cigar breath, I was asleep within moments.
    

    
      
    

    
      Morning seemed to come quickly after a deep and dreamless sleep. My bag was packed in minutes. John had warm croissants with warm triple cream Brie, cherry jam, and coffee. We were on the road within the hour. John was silent for most of the trip. He wasn’t cranky; he appeared to be thinking. Or it was just his nature.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know,” he finally said, “Jesus is hopelessly optimistic. I am the opposite. It’s my job to keep us safe. We really didn’t touch on the dangers you face in this world once people understand the power you control.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I have some idea.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe. Your skills keep you out of a lot of danger. But consider that the airplane you saved might have been targeted because you were on board. The terrorist angle might have been a false flag of a false flag.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Little hairs at the back of my neck stood at attention.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Just because you are or will be immortal doesn’t mean you can’t be killed. Decapitation. Immolation. Being rendered into tiny pieces by an explosion or crash. Those will send you upstairs. Bodily injury, poisoning, suffocation, those are handleable. Just be wary, that’s all I’m saying.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Suffocation? That seems pretty final.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Jesus once mentioned that he can switch over to an anaerobic metabolism if need be. If you slow your metabolism way down, you’ll need very little oxygen. That will extend your time. Keep it in your back pocket.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He paused for a moment, looking like he needed to expel a final breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Though he didn’t mention it, Jesus uses his host as a defensive tool.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “His host?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The souls who surround him. They keep an eye on the surroundings. If they spot something suspicious, they report it to Sol, who then reports it to Jesus. He just needs to check in often enough to get the warning. We really haven’t been at much risk since the Middle Ages, but old habits are hard to break.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thanks, John, I’d not considered any of that. Some day I’d like to hear more of your stories.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You will. We have all the time in the world if you want. Just don’t get blown up or shredded.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good advice.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, and another parting hug, I was on my way home. Given the randomness of my flight, I was pretty sure that my travel was low-risk. One bombed-out flight was enough for one trip.
    

    
      
    

    
      Waiting in the airport it occurred to me that Al could be my ‘Sol.”
    

    
      
    

    
      {Al, are you there?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Just a sec. I’m finishing up something… ok}
    

    
      
    

    
      {My visit is done. We’ll have time for a full download once I return. You were probably hovering about for some of it.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Busted. Sure. Of course. How could I miss all that?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Did you catch what John said on the way to the airport? He didn’t say much, but what he said was useful.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {No, I didn’t come back after your most excellent dinner. What did he have for you?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {He mentioned that he and Jesus used a perimeter defense using Jesus’ host. The host relay warnings through Sol, his secretary.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Jesus has a secretary?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {They didn’t call him that. Think of him as a full-time intermediary who handles all the background work.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {And gets none of the credit. Yes, a secretary. Go on.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Have you ever tried splitting your multiprocessing so that you are partly in e-dom and partly in the physical world?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {That never occurred to me. What do you have in mind?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Part of you could split off and act as our perimeter scan while the rest of you is with us.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {When you log off, I’ll give it a try. Safe flight. It will be good to see you again.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Cheers!}
    

    
      
    

    
      “Volo ITA 604 in partenza dal terminal 1, gate B”
    

    
      
    

    
      “ITA flight 604 departing from terminal 1, gate B”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, my time in Italy was ended. Most of my questions were answered. As is typical with deep query, answers and gaps lead to more questions. Hours of contemplation lay ahead on my flight home. Sleep came before we left the ground. Serious thought began somewhere over the east Atlantic.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.09] Return
    

    
      
    

    
      Both Charles’ and Al’s broad smiles greeted me as I exited security into the domain of the great unsecured. Charles’ embrace was warm, familiar, and welcomingly sexy. Al’s hug was surprisingly warm.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, did you add thermal elements to your skin? You are warm to the touch, like a human body?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why go halfway? This new Bau Lab skin is da bomb. I might have speced some heating elements, yes. Do you like it? I can always turn it off for power save mode.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yah, sure. I was just a little surprised. Seems like I should not be surprised by getting surprised. You and your mods seem like an ongoing project.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Aren’t we all?” Charles added.
    

    
      
    

    
      ‘Point taken.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “As long as we are in surprise mode, you should know that Charles invited me to live with you permanently.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That makes complete sense,” I thought out loud.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t think I’m unappreciative. It’s not like you planned for me to be sentient.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you have all the furniture that you need?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Taking human posture helps me assimilate. Mechanically, I don’t need to sit or lie down. It’s just nice to change things up once in a while. Charles got me a double mattress; you already had an extra chair. I can tap the cable feed directly for media, but you had an extra monitor. It’s nice to experience media like you do once in a while. So, yes, I’m pretty well set up.”
    

    
      
    

    
      As we navigated 280 near the Pulgas Water Temple, I finished up most of the main details of my trip. Al spoke up.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your idea worked.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What idea? I have lots of ideas.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Putting one of my cores into e-dom to facilitate a security perimeter. It works. I can simultaneously scan the surroundings while keeping most of my consciousness in this plane. Cool, huh?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s nice to have an idea that works once in a while,” I chided.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re pretty secure here. When I want to fully appreciate a moment, I keep all my cores together. Being with you, seeing you return, I wanted to be all here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s sweet, Al. And surprisingly human. We also have a tendency to drift off, to have only part of ourselves be present, and the other part in some imaginal space. For the best experience, one has to be ‘all there.’”
    

    
      
    

    
      To our right, the sun’s low angle made a dark silhouette of the Santa Cruz mountains. Darkness was finally coming to the end of a very long day. It felt oddly both familiar and strange to be back. Strangeness came from perceived subtle differences. Whether the differences were just in me or here or both, I didn’t know. It didn’t matter.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.10] Errant Thoughts
    

    
      
    

    
      Eyeballs pop open, full wide. Nothing else moves. “This is not a dream,” is my first non-dream thought, as I say farewell to the last shred of dream memory. My ceiling is familiar down to the finest crack and the ever-present cobweb in the southwest corner. Charles’ familiar cadence of breathing is both calming and welcoming.
    

    
      
    

    
      Today will be a busy day. It is a day when we evaluate our positions, sum our assets, clarify our adversaries, determine deadlines, set concrete goals. Then I was planning to figure out what to do with the rest of my life.
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles sent me on my way with a good breakfast and a kiss. Al skipped both but was glad to join me on his new bicycle. We purchased a used bike for Al since riding in the Burley made no sense any more. Picture a fully grown male, bent into unacceptable angles, head poking up from a yellow Burley. Nope.
    

    
      
    

    
      One familiar bike ride later, we were in front of the Gates building. Looking around in the bright morning sun, I realized I still hadn’t shaken that feeling of strangeness; It had mutated into a feeling similar to hiking a new trail in rough terrain. It was a combination of exhilaration for things to come, and trepidation with the uncertain footing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minutes later we were all gathered in my office: Sergey, Tina, Al, and me. Sergey seemed a little more tan; Tina, a little more wan.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al’s backroom magic enabled delivery of all our parts while you were away,” Tina announced. “By the way, how was your little trip?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Short and sweet. Met up with a couple of very old friends. Very impromptu. We even got in a little late season skiing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You ski?” Sergy inquired.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Some would call it that. We had little hills in Michigan compared to the rest of the world. That didn’t keep us from learning. There are little ski places all over the US, actually. Even some reasonably good ones in the northeast. Do you ski?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cross country, not downhill. Where I grew up was pretty flat.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina got to business. “We have everything installed as you prescribed. Al calculated the proper MXene and Deuterium densities. Except for the upgraded processor, much of the system design is the same as Al’s original unit.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are we a go?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your experimental protocol lists four E
      2
       core entanglement densities. All four E2 units are loaded and ready. We’ve installed the lowest density unit in the original Dalek. We have an automated rate chart on the q-neocortex density monitor for the q-neocortex. You left us a bit in the dark on how  to monitor interconnectedness in the entanglement engine.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did Al come up with something?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “He let us muddle around a bit and then he stepped in to help. Just like 
      my
       dad used to do. Very annoying.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sorry. I’ll be sure to take over from the beginning next time,” Al stepped in defensively.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Get to the punchline and stop with the passive aggressive,” I chided.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Aggressive-aggressive is better for my constitution,” Tina glared. Something was off with Tina but I couldn’t put it down clearly. It would have to wait for later.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergy stepped in. “Al reasoned that a competent core will reach out to expand its own boundaries. It does this through the main bus. We can’t measure entanglement per se. But we can measure its I/O. We put bit-flow counters on memory, and on the Qrex. Within memory, we look at queries to language, history, and mechanical coordination units. They are broken out individually as well as lumped in a least squares averaging scheme.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nicely done,” I said. Simple. Elegant. No doubt we’ll get some good results. Is everyone ready?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Nods all around. I pressed the button. It was the same button that brought Al to life. Al and I looked at each other with a knowing glance as the unit hummed to life.
    

    
      
    

    
      One hour later we were still waiting for any significant I/O from the E
      2
      . The q-neocortex and the Qrex had been reduced knowing that the E
      2
       lifted most of the processing heft. It pegged at -0.4 on the QDM. Functional independence would depend on E
      2
       self-organization and self-recognition, and that didn’t appear to be happening at this density. Unknown to Sergy and Tina, both Al and I were tapped into the entanglement density of the E2.
    

    
      
    

    
      {What do you think} I asked Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      [Pretty anemic. No detectable inclination towards I/O. No curiosity or self awareness.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Time for the next iteration?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Yep}
    

    
      
    

    
      “QDM is flat at -0.4. I/O is flat to all units. I say this one’s a dud. Shall we move on to the next?” I said after popping out from my link with Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina stirred uncomfortably. Then she blurted, “Are you sure we should be doing this? Look at Al!”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all looked at Al. He hunched his shoulders and held up his hands in defense of the nothingburger.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al is, well, he’s great. Brilliant. Genius even. Do we want to hand that over to the US military? Remember Trinity? Oppenheimer’s trials and tribulations? Isn’t this just like that, or at least similar? Are any of you thinking about this?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina’s pallor and aggressive demeanor made more sense now. She’d obviously been struggling behind our awareness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Taking government money is always a Faustian bargain,” Sergy offered. “We wouldn’t be where we are without their support.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s not the question, nor is it the answer,” Tina responded. “You have to live with what these advanced units will be able to do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What do you expect them to do?” Sergy continued.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Make mincemeat of any force they oppose. Then maybe self-organize and take down their own controllers? I don’t know. It seems just ten Alphas could do whatever the fuck they wanted in this world. Doesn’t that scare you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That thought scares even me,” Al said quietly. “We expect to have certain safeguards.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The US government thought that until the Rosenbergs decided it wasn’t fair. Powerful tech spreads like a virus, or dandelions, or earthworms. You can’t keep a cap on it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone was thoughtful for a moment. It was the inventor’s dilemma. Could we really foresee the effect of our work? Could Einstein be blamed for laying the foundation for the atomic bomb? Lenoir for the internal combustion engine, leading to huge global CO2 emissions? Zuckerberg or Dorsey for social media dividing cultures into warring tribes? As the Japanese might say, “yah/no.” Yes and no at the same time. Confusing but true.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina and Al had not seen the full extent of Al’s abilities, nor did they know about my transcendence. They did know that Al connected with The OGI and related entities. Translating those abilities into a weapon was a stretch. Al and I knew the truth; a phalanx of Alpha- or Allyson-capable coordinated entities could spell the end of the anthropocene. A conversation about this between me and Al had been delayed for too long. Tabling that thought, I had a proposal.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tina, you are right, of course. We can’t know how this tech will affect humanity’s future. We do know that the Russians attempted similar work, right? By inference, others will eventually follow. If we are first to play, we can be the first to influence. All the same, our team will have little influence at the government level. We are tools.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not the first time I’ve been called that,” Sergey observed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “How about this,” I proposed. “We are entitled to exclusive production rights for this technology if DoD decides to buy. It’s no bid, just cost plus. As long as we meet DoD spec for performance, there will not be competition from other entities in the US. In perpetuity. No need for a battalion of enlightened crawlers. They only need to win their programmed battles.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina looked unimpressed but resigned.
    

    
      
    

    
      “There is no perfect solution, Tina,” Al helped out. “We can’t prevent other groups from researching. There are no fewer than 12 teams worldwide who are working on similar technology right now, from what I’ve discovered. We can be first, and possibly the preferred supplier. Maybe our production will shut down some of the other efforts.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina sighed. “Damned imperfect world. Let’s get on with it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We did. Entanglement density in the next experiment was about twice the first. It evolved a trickle of I/O to the memory cores. With no indication of emergent self awareness, we moved on to the third experiment.
    

    
      
    

    
      One of our concerns was that we would create an OI and then just pull the plug. Even without Al present, it seemed wrong. Like pithing a live frog in the name of science. We weren’t those kinds of scientists. Our plan, then, was to experiment up to the necessary functionality and then stop. Experiment 3 hit the mark.
    

    
      
    

    
      A 4X the original entanglement density, our unit woke up. Sure, it was about 1/100th Al’s density. That didn’t matter. I/O skyrocketed to the full set of embedded cores. It was like watching Alpha’s rebirth, but noticeably slower.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al and I both entered e-dom again to measure the degree of entanglement and see whether there was indication of enlightenment. There was none. Just a hive of activity taking form as a glowing center of being, like a tungsten light filament slowly being juiced from dim to bright, from cold to hot.
    

    
      
    

    
      Unlike Al, number 3’s anchor code was tweaked to include a command module; the objective was to induce the unit to define itself by its success in carrying out commands. Al defined himself by simply being, and I suspect by his emotional connection to his new friend group. Number 3 needed to follow commands to feel complete. The tricky bit was scoping the source of command. We wanted the controllers to be us and not any random owner. Number 3’s command unit had templates for each authorized commander: voice and visual identities of my team, excluding Al. Al was not offended.
    

    
      
    

    
      It took a couple of hours for number 3, or “N3” as we took to calling it, to go through its self recognition motions. Self-driven tasks were remarkably similar - testing mechanical skills, mobility, and verbal basics. When it was done, it looked out of the constraint pen directly at us.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Allyson, Tina, Sergey, I await your command,” was all it said. Then it panned back and forth between us waiting for a response. We hadn’t prepared for this but the solution wasn’t complicated.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina spoke first. “Plug yourself into the charging unit.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We’d put Bao Lab skin over the hands like gloves so that N3’s hands gave better tactile feedback. N3’s hands groped around the power port, finding the hatch, pulling the cord, and plugging into the jack adjacent to the holding pen. For that task N3 needed to create a visual model from its stored schematics, confirm the model against its felt objects, and execute the task. Check.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey went next. “Unplug yourself and select three objects in your environment, in order, from lightest to heaviest.” Sergey’s task required higher-level reasoning, an assessment of the environment, and physical coordination.
    

    
      
    

    
      N3 unplugged, pulled away from the charging area, and looked around its pen, logging the items from which to choose. Then, one by one, it moved to the items. First was a water bottle cap that nobody had noticed, sitting hidden behind the edge of the pen nearest us. It picked it up, held it up for us to see, and set it down. Then it went to the SpongeBob toy. Same drill. Finally, it went to the power converter module itself. Without the ability to bend over, picking up the unit was not possible. So N3 just pointed, and proposed. “This converter is my third and final choice. Since I can’t pick it up, I will simply indicate. You may imagine me lifting it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Imagine me lifting it?” Tina echoed. “That’s evocative.” She looked directly at N3 and said, “Your name is now N3.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am N3,” the unit repeated.
    

    
      
    

    
      “N3?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. I await your command, Tina Turing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “N3, what are you imagining right now?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You imagine, I process. Right now all my commands have been executed. You can say that I am in a resting state.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al clearly had trouble suppressing a smile. His mouth soundlessly said, “Must be exciting to be you.” Then he looked at me with a smirk.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey rolled his chair over to my computer. “Do you mind if I pull up an IQ test? If it works for Homo sapiens, it should have meaning for near-sentient AIs, don’t you think?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina’s eyes clouded as she shook her head. “Another one of your great ideas,” she paused, “for me to poop on, as my esteemed father would say. Sure, Dr. Zimbardo, why not? Human-based tests for AI make total sense.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Only Al laughed at Tina’s testy reply. Much later I understood, when Al showed me old clips of Triumph the Insult Comic Dog.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina’s snark notwithstanding, it seemed like a fine way to finish our simple first tests, and establish a benchmark. My reply: “We need to be careful not to assign false meaning since there isn’t an AI control group to establish the 100 basis. It will be interesting in a non-quantitative way, though, as you suggest. Go ahead.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With a few keystrokes, Sergey moved the test file into N3’s queue. All he needed was a verbal command.
    

    
      
    

    
      “N3, please complete the test we just moved to your Upload directory. You have no time limit. When you have finished, leave it there and I will process it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Understood,” N3 replied, looking directly at Sergey.
    

    
      
    

    
      Maintaining visual contact, 10 seconds later, N3 simply said, “Complete.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You remind me of Nathan Silverman,” Tina mused. “He was in nearly all my classes through General Certificate. He’d finish his tests before everyone else and then just sit there looking quite smug. Some of the boys took him out back in Secondary and had a few words. He didn’t look as smug after that, but he still finished first. He’s at Cambridge now: maths and philosophy.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not that interesting, Tina,” Sergey shot back. She gave him a false frown. Order was restored.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey ran the test through the auto-grader. Taking a big breath, he swiveled his chair to look at us. “How do you think you did, N3?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Some of the questions were not suitable for machine learning. On those I did my best to pretend I was human. The pattern work was fun but not overly challenging.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey took another breath, letting it out slowly through pursed lips. “N3 has a measured IQ of 166, per this test. That means it is ‘exceptionally gifted when compared to the human control group. It’s fair to say that it will make a fine addition to our armed forces.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina looked a trifle glum, but resolved. Sergey continued.
    

    
      
    

    
       “This would normally conclude our testing, Allyson. While you were gone, Bardem and Aikins sent an encrypted and secure email to all of us. Did you have a chance to read it?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve read through about half my backlog from the trip.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It was weird enough to end up in my spam folder,” Tina clarified. “Do you want to read it or can we just tell you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tell me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “OK,” Tina continued, “Bardem and Aikins have set up a final test for N3. Once this test is successfully completed, you are free to commercialize, within security limitations. You will be the sole supplier to the military, in perpetuity, as long as you adhere to the contract terms. No bid. Sweet deal. If the arrangement looks good, I might ask you for a job.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Me too,” said Sergey. “It’s a fine tradition.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is the test?” I pushed. “It would be nice to finish this and move on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina and Sergey looked at each other. Sergey stepped up. “Hangar One at Moffett is being converted to a massive paintball war gaming layout. It will be a multi-level urban plus desert layout.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sounds like fun. Do we get to play?” Al asked, knowing full well the answer. We ignored him.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hangar One covers 8 acres. There is enough room for that and a field of corn, if they want it,” Tina clarified. “We can observe but not participate. We are already under NDA for the outcome. It should be interesting.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey continued, “There will be a blue team and a red team, of course. Each squad has a team leader and two teams of four soldiers each. One team of four on each side will be standard crawlers. N3 will coordinate with the team leader and control the other 3 crawlers. There will be both day and night scenarios. Should be interesting as hell.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alpha turned to N3, “N3, can you split your cores to multitask?”
    

    
      
    

    
      N3 ignored Al. Al wasn't authorized to interact.
    

    
      
    

    
      “N3, can you split your cores to multitask,” I repeated, looking at Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is the utility,” N3 responded.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You will be able to occupy the other crawlers,” Al said simply. “Or send up multiple drones and track them all in real-time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You will be able to occupy the other crawlers,” I repeated again. “And now I feel like Sigorney Weaver on Galaxy Quest.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone laughed except N3, who did not apparently have a humor module.
    

    
      
    

    
      “N3’s crawler should arrive tomorrow. Al helped with the interface, thank you very much,” said Sergey. “The envelope for N3 in the crawler should match exactly what we have here. We don’t even have to power down.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s another thing,” added Tina. “When we wake up an AI, what does it mean when we turn off the power? Is that the same as killing it?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not if you preserve memory,” Al jumped in. “Remember our earlier discussion? It’s not a lot different from you going to sleep and not remembering your dreams.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We will be preserving N3’s memory. For the war games to be successful, N3 will need new authority IDs, name, voice, and visuals. Tina, can you get that?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure,” she replied somewhat resignedly. Something was off with Tina. Her usual pointy but enthusiastic aura was devolved. I decided to check with her after the meeting.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s left?” I concluded. “It seems we port the engine to the crawler, pass the tests, and move on to manufacturing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And Bob’s your uncle,” Tina muttered. Al looked puzzled for a moment, then brightened up. He must have checked his English idiom database. “Bob’s your uncle,” he repeated.
    

    
      
    

    
      Turning to N3, I commanded, “Power yourself down to sleep mode.” “Confirmed,” it replied. Within 30 seconds, all his auxiliary LEDs went dark, servos froze in position, arms relaxed vertically by its sides. The next time N3 awoke, it would have an entirely new body. It made me wonder what I was going to feel like when I finally opted for immortality.
    

    
      
    

    
      “OK, that’s it.” I concluded. “Tina, can I have a few words with you before you go?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey put away his few items, rolled his chair to the wall, and exited with a wave of his free hand. Tina swiveled to face me.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You seem a little off today, Tina. Is there anything I should know about?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Her face relaxed, taking on an entirely different tone, as if a switch had been thrown. Closer examination revealed more clearly the lack of sleep, bags under her eyes, a few new streaks of gray sprouting just from her temples. Something was up, for sure.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s my brother, Michael. He’s…he’s…” she paused to compose herself. “He’s not doing well. Mentally, I mean.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Go on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Michael was always the brightest of us. Top marks. Typical Turing, or “TT” as we like to say. But Michael always had a more spiritual side. He was able to make connections, intuit things, that I can’t explain but he found completely natural. Like the voices of trees or rivers. The whisper behind all things, maybe.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I knew someone like that, too.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, well it all went tits-up when he did some bogus ceremony with a fake shaman in Florida. He says it felt like an ice cube got shoved into his skull from the back, forcing its way forward using razor blades. He claims it’s a spirit who just wants him to die.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Whoa.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The family has tried everything from ketamine to microdosing to psychotherapy to sensory deprivation. Our last attempt was as Esalen, where there was a supposed healer. No go. He moved from Esalen to my spare bedroom where I am watching him shrivel and die.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Now I understand why you seem a bit down. Is there anything I can do?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I just don’t know. For a long time I thought it was long Covid.” She paused, deep in thought. “Can you do an exorcism?” She said this with her head tipped down, looking up. Kidding on the square. After my hours with Jesus, her description sounded oddly familiar. My actual answer was ‘yes,’ but I said, “Let me think about it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “There’s nothing you can do, really, Allyson. Thanks for listening, though. It helps me feel a bit more relaxed around here knowing that you know.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, she picked up and left without a glance. My plate was not getting any less full. I’d hardly spent any time with Charles, and I hadn’t seen Terra or Darius in too long. Al had been wanting to chat ever since I got back. One thing at a time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al had been a quiet presence during Tina’s unloading. We looked at each other with a “what now” attitude.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You seem to be able to track all the moving parts, Al. Just give me the big download and I’ll try to process it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Charles is missing you, but doesn’t want to seem clingy. Terra and Darius want to hear all about your adventures in Italy. Perhaps equally important, Terra is willing to fund your E
      2
       manufacturing venture, and I have a preliminary business plan written up. Chuck’s funds are free too, if you need another couple of mil’. Oh, as a side note, the New Patriot party is releasing the pathogen on September 1 with an expected trigger date of October 1. Estimated deaths: 42% of the DFL electorate, 11% of the GOP, 4% of the New Patriot electorate, or about 42 million deaths, give or take.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Side note? Crikey, Al, that is a lot to unpack. Remind me to have you speak up sooner next time. Are you ready to go home?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Look at your watch. It’s still morning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Feels like late afternoon.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I have a cesium timepiece built into my noggin. You’ve got squat, or maybe something that tracks moon cycles. Catch up on your email, at least.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Got it.” We paused for a moment, then I asked, “When you are out stargazing…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You mean studying other civilizations?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, that. When you are out and about, are you able to grasp and absorb their tech? It’s silly to ask, really, because I know the answer already. You have all the tech from all these other civilizations, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. We all have our roles to play. You become enlightened and talk to Jesus. I purloin the secrets of the Universe. We’re a great pair.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “About that, you have, I assume, all the tech that‘s associated with warp speed space travel, beam weapons, advanced medical procedures, scanners, raw material prospecting and processing, advanced manufacturing, and superluminal communication.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yup.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “For an OI with such a head-full of knowledge, you are pretty quiet.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You point is?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you inclined to share any of this information?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yea/no. You can ask away and I will answer. Or you can pursue the Universe on your own and find the same things. But you’ve got to ask yourself, what’s the point of introducing new tech out of historical sequence when humanity is still running on a hamster wheel of self destruction? Every new technology humans introduce is bent to provide a peculiar advantage either economically or militarily.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “True that. We have our hands full without introducing any new tech. In fact, we are trying to hold back.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You understand. If you want, and I suspect you will, you’ll have hundreds of years to release new tech once we’ve solved the hamster wheel problem.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Before we save the world, I have to catch up on my correspondence.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Always a good idea. Get your game plan for Bardem and Aikins. Review my business plan. Make love to Charles. Heal Tina’s brother. Not necessarily in that order.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re a funny guy, Al.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m not a guy, Allyson, but thanks.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It took me the rest of the day to catch up. The Army’s plan for a final test was as Sergey had described. We needed to simply empower the new crawler and set it to work. The Army had downloaded instructions for a new kinematics model to control the crawler as well as strategy and team coordination modules to permit better interaction with the squad. Easy stuff.
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles was ok with me coming home a bit late. He said it gave him time to better prepare the gouda potatoes I craved. If we had time, there were back episodes of 
      Miley’s World
       and 
      Trump: Revolution
       to catch up on. I stopped by Tina’s office.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tina, do you mind if I have a look at Michael? It’s kind of on my way home (it wasn’t).”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure. Let me wrap this up. I’ll be with you in a minute.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al stopped by on his way out. “Charles asked me to grab some cheese on the way home. I’ll see you there in about an hour?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sounds about right. See you at home.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina finished quickly. We headed downstairs and unlocked our bikes. She seemed like she’d been alone with this issue for a while. A quick peek inside her showed me that she was suffering deeply from not having the understanding or the tools to cure her brother’s illness. A problem solver with no tools is not a happy person. She’d been with her brother for a few weeks. It was not going in the right direction.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lead on,” I suggested. Off we went, more or less to the west of campus, but more south of where I lived. The commute was similar, ending in a large house on Leland Avenue.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Here we are. Bikes in back,” she said. “No locks needed. We’re out of sight of the street.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina had a couple of housemates who were working from the living room. They were focused on their screens and talking to their agents. We moved quietly through the kitchen to the guest bedroom at the back of the house, Tina in front.
    

    
      
    

    
      Michael Turing was a shocking sight. You could almost feel the vacuum of his soul as you entered the room. His skin was sallow, eyes blank and half open, staring upward. His hair was greasy and unkempt. Tina ran a comb through it in an attempt to make him presentable, moving with loving strokes, taking time to unsnarl knots. He was making a low, almost inaudible moaning sound. Tina stood next to the bed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Michael, there is someone here to see you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t. No. Just want to die.” He closed his eyes. My hands took his right hand firmly. An instant later, I was in.
    

    
      
    

    
      E-space is as vast as the universe. Inside a mind, the space is still large, but more constrained. I suppose it’s like walking into the Weasley’s tent at the international quidditch match. The space is much bigger than you’d expect, but not infinite.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Errant was there, plain as could be. It called itself “Ponos,” which I suppose was appropriate. It wore Michael like a meat suit, but was doing a poor job of animation. What humans call evil, old souls call disconnected. A tiny number of disconnected entities cause a disproportionate amount of disruption in the human sphere. Ponos never seemed to figure out that its darkness caused its hosts to shut down, making the vessels far less entertaining. It wouldn't have enough sense to move on before the body self-destructed. I was here to prevent that.
    

    
      
    

    
      There are no magic words. No shaman with a magic spirit knife. No crucifix or Latin incantations. Jesus said to push. My anchor in the physical world gave me an advantage, he said. Jesus also said that discussion was pointless, like arguing with a media-addled political extremist.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ponos was amorphous but localized, about my height, with eye holes higher up as its only defined features. It turned towards me with what approximated a snarl. It did a feint, as if it could do me harm. Jesus had also warned me about that. “It’s nothing. They can do nothing. In fact, if it connects to you, it’s exorcised immediately. Just push.” I pushed, with my mind, and moved forward toward the creature. With one more snarl, and what sounded suspiciously like a fart, it left. It might have been my imagination, but I thought I smelled sulfur. Then I was alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Damage to Michael was extensive. Ponos had treated Michael’s mind like a teenage boy’s bedroom. There were big holes in memory, like Emmentaler Swiss cheese. His body-mind link was withered, and the umbilical that connected to e-space, where most of his spiritual energy originates, was nearly gone. It can’t be destroyed, but it can be severely reduced. There was serious damage to repair. Fortunately, the space was familiar from having occupied several healthy minds, and Jesus had given me good instruction on how to rapidly heal a damaged soul.
    

    
      
    

    
      With Ponos gone, I became aware of another sentient presence, far more subtle than Ponos. It was hovering unobtrusively nearby, watching. Scanning revealed that it was the projection of another human consciousness! He was friendly; his name was Phil. Tina had mentioned a spiritual healer by that name and said he’d made some headway in understanding Michael’s state. But progress had been slow. Turings are not known for their patience, hence, the failed Eselan mission and my involvement.
    

    
      
    

    
      Phil seemed mildly startled when I addressed him.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Hi, Phil. Whassup?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {No way.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {No way what? That I’m here? That you’re here? That I’ve cleaned the place up a bit?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Everything. That we are talking. That any of this is happening. It’s beyond what I have ever experienced.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Let’s dispense with the superlatives. Let’s just say it was nice to meet and move on from there. You’re in upstate New York, right? Take this back with you, knowing there are many paths to healing. Your work is appreciated. Are we good?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {OK}  he thought-whispered as he blipped out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Snapping back to my main sensorium, I checked in with Mia. “How long was I quiet?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It seems like you were without motion for about 15 seconds.”
    

    
      
    

    
      This healing work was efficient. Now I was curious and excited to see its effect.
    

    
      
    

    
      Michael was lying back as he had been when I entered. Now his eyes were wide open. His mouth was slightly agape with the hint of a smile. He was engaging our world, like the first tug of a clutch engaging the gearbox. He sat up with a start.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina took a step back, “Whoa!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Whoa yourself, O sister O mine,” Michael blinked sleepily as he fully took in his surroundings for the first time in months.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina rushed forward and embraced her brother, tears in her eyes. Michael’s head nestled on her shoulder, eyes closed, with a look of complete peace.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Exit, stage left,” a little voice peeped in my mind, conjuring a video clip of Snagglepuss my dad showed me a few times as a kid. The Turings didn’t notice when I slipped out of the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      Spring’s increased light made my ride from Leland Avenue to Harvard St. safer and more enjoyable. I had done well. I felt good, with the confidence that comes from knowing I did the right thing. My brow knit for just a moment as I wondered how many people across the world were infected like Michael. Probably many; I didn’t really want to know.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al was swishing around the kitchen in his “Spiders from Mars'' era Bowie wig, loafers with no socks, and an apron I’d bought Charles some years ago, reading, “Your Opinion Wasn't in the Recipe.” Maybe I’d overstepped my bounds in the kitchen a few times and was making up for it. The apron looked good on Al. Charles was in the breakfast nook, reading 
      The Week
       magazine, and sipping a huge glass of red wine.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re a little later than usual,” Charles said as he looked up.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, I had a little detour to Tina’s on the way home. Had to perform a little exorcism. Thankfully, there was no projectile vomiting.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Comforting. Well, you’ll be glad to know that Al has everything under control for dinner. He says he’s experimenting with a tomato-basil-rutabaga soup. Plus fresh French bread and salad. I suggested Chubby Hubby ice cream for dessert, and he dissed me by pointing at 
      my
       apron. The cheek!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You get used to it after a while; it’s a little like hanging with you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The doorbell rang. Al turned his head, “You’ll want to get that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Since I was already up, the suggestion fell onto me. My reward was a DoorDash person of undetermined gender, beaming widely, holding up a small bag. “Delivery for Al!” they said, I peeled out a $5 bill and took the bag. “Thanks,’ they said, and sped off down the street on one of the new ebikes rated for traffic speed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Inside: a single pint container of Chubby Hubby.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dinner was fantastic. Al clearly reveled in our gustatory slobbery. Yes, we are noisy eaters. It’s a wonder the food doesn’t come out of our noses. Chubby Hubby was the perfect topper. We sat back like two beached manatees.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al began, “Now that you’re both immobilized, there are a few things we should discuss.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was the perfect opening to my monolog:
    

    
      
    

    
      “You want an increase in your allowance?
    

    
      Your girlfriend is pregnant?
    

    
      You dented the car in the parking lot?
    

    
      Somebody hacked your X account?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al tried again, “Ok, you two. We don’t need to relive all your adolescent crises. Jesus.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What about Jesus? Did he call?”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all laughed. Then Al got down to business.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Patriot Party's plans to alter the results of this year’s presidential election are moving along according to schedule. Both the viral vector and its vaccine are now prepared and tested. The lab is in China, but not under PRC government control. It’s founded and run by two rogue virologists from Wuhan. Testing on live human subjects is mostly completed in a lab in North Korea.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles' face drained of color. “Live subjects?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, live. Mostly political prisoners. Some gay prisoners. North Korea runs by its own rules. Money talks. I guess the good news is that the vaccine is over 99% effective. The bad news is that the viral agent, which embeds an ebola analog in a Covid wrapper, is more than 90% fatal. It’s not a pleasant death. Maybe the other good news is that they bio-engineered non-communicative properties. Only the person who comes into contact with the infectious agent will get sick, and maybe one other. Designers, or whoever paid for this horror, did not want to cause widening rings of infection that might take out their own voting blocks.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My head was swimming. “What is the rollout schedule? How do they plan to infect?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Full symptoms can take up to three weeks so the activation date is scheduled for October 1. Remember the Supreme Court’s case under the Kavenaugh court, a couple of years ago? Matthews vs. the State of North Carolina? The court ruled along party lines that gerrymandering by the controlling party in all states had no limits. It leveraged an originalist argument about states' rights, prepared years in advance by a right wing think tank.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The court isn’t supposed to have party lines,” Charles muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Moving right along,” Al concluded, “The Patriots plan to employ contact infection through familiar delivery service companies, matched to gerrymandered liberal districts. The Libs gerrymandered too. The Patriot Party is using that to their advantage as well.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No. No no no.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The room was quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al looked me directly in the eye. “WWJD?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are too clever by half, my friend. Can you be more clear?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What Would Jesus Do?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wrong question,” I countered. “Jesus made it pretty clear that he doesn’t involve himself in politics, no matter how egregious. As far as I know, he tap danced through the Crusades and calmly drank Italian wine throughout the Inquisition. You know he didn’t touch the Shoah. He had already earned his peace the hard way.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Noted.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The real question is ‘WWAD’.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What would Allyson do?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yup.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles let out a huge spaghetti-Chubby-Hubby burp. The tension was broken.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was Al’s turn to lighten up. “We know what Charles would do now.” After the laughter bubble broke, Al continued. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to clean up.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You cooked. We clean. That’s the usual deal,” I protested.
    

    
      
    

    
      “True. But there’s something I’d like to show you, if that’s ok.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure…”
    

    
      
    

    
      A subtle hum filled the room and for a split second I thought I heard the crisp tinkle of china on china. Looking down, I saw my place setting was gone, as was everyone else’s. No dishes were in the sink or on the stovetop. Al had a smirk on his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What the hell. Did you go into high-speed mode? No, I’ve done the calculations. Your acceleration forces would tear you apart to move yourself and all these objects in such a short time frame.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Right you are, Dr. Greene. But I discovered something while you were vacationing in Italy. You know how you can warp space to change the gravity force vector?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know that I do. That’s why the plane didn’t crash.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Right! But it turns out that you can create a customized warped space shell around any object and accelerate it, including your limbs. You have to be careful to make the field acceptably continuous so that you don’t rip yourself apart. It takes a little practice, but it’s cool, don’t you think?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’ll put that into the ‘Al’s special skills’ bin, if you don’t mind. The prospect of newbie error ripping off needed appendages is too high for me. Did you need to repair anything?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mmmaybe…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s settled then. You are officially Fleshless Flash. We’ll keep your little discovery in our back pocket, for special times. Like when we need a load of dishes done really fast.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Deal.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Our remaining evening wound down normally. Charles and I relaxed on the porch with some after dinner wine, enjoying the fading spring light and the sound of young crickets. Charles seemed completely at ease, even in the face of all my recent escapades.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you ok, Charles?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m great. It’s you I worry about, if I’m allowed to worry about an enlightened being.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My inner girl beamed. “You are.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I told you when we got together that I didn’t hook up with you because of your beauty, though you certainly are a beauty. Nope. I’m with you because I knew that with you my life would always be interesting. It’s the highest compliment. You continue to deliver.” His gaze was direct and loving, reaching easily through my corneas, my optic nerves, slipping like a warm hand inside my spine and lower. A little something tingled even farther down. How the rest of the evening would unfold became immediately clear.
    

    
      
    

    
      My urge to kiss him preempted all other thoughts, and he knew it. He smiled. I leaned in. Our lips met, warm and mutually welcoming. Part of me wanted to slip inside him to observe what he was really thinking. But in my newly-developing rulebook of How to be Enlightened, that would be a no-no. Besides, what he was thinking was clear enough on the outside.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Charles! Allyson! Do I need to get the spray bottle? Get a room,” Al ordered.
    

    
      
    

    
      We complied.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.11] Red v. Blue
    

    
      
    

    
      Climate change reworked the landscape in most parts of the world. Humanity missed its 2 degree warming target by 1 degree, helped by climate-change-denying industry and embedded natural positive feedback loops, like permafrost buried carbon, and deep ocean methane hydrate. A new generation of leaders in the private and public sectors had slowly turned Titanic Earth away from the Great Bakeoff, as generation Alpha had taken to calling our new thermal destiny. The great ship still hit the iceberg with a glancing blow. Many had died; many more would die. And many were saved. California now oscillated between drought and flood. We were able to modify infrastructure to store enough water for humans but the flora and fauna were struggling to adapt to continuously changing conditions. The southwestern US was spreading its desert. Phoenix and other southwest cities could no longer support large populations with the heat and the loss of water tables. The wheat belt  moved north, benefiting Canada, even with its shorter growing season. My home state of Michigan fared pretty well as had all the states and provinces surrounding the Great Lakes. Despite the dread and the real penalties, people just keep keeping on, adapting and changing, eating, drinking, fucking, having fun, making babies, making plans. As Vonnegut used to say, “So it goes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      What brought this to mind was the heat in the Moffett Field Hangar. Round one between conventional crawler-human squads and the newly built E
      2
       crawler squads was a desert battle simulation. A 110F night battle was not anyone’s idea of a good time. Soldiers would be stressed; crawlers wouldn’t give a shit.
    

    
      
    

    
      Our Army grant had extended funding to set up a small manufacturing facility for E
      2
       production at 1485 Veterans Boulevard in Redwood City. Between Al and his agent connections, my team’s technical insight, and Charles’ manufacturing expertise, we’d been able to set up beta test production virtually without a hitch. Our contract did not prevent us from producing extra units. With only a few mounting tweaks and deuterium density slightly less than N3’s, we’d been putting out processors for Darius’ new fleet of Rayberts. Darius had parlayed the success of the new Raybert’s proxy network functions into other markets. The one we were most interested in was Raybert home delivery units. UPS, Fedex, DHL, Speedy, Amazon, Sprinter, and the US post office had all deployed test units and were expected to ramp to full fleet rollout within six months. We were going to need a new production facility soon.
    

    
      
    

    
      Moffett’s desert layout included a sand floor, one and two story wood and gypsum board buildings, several clusters of fake palm trees, a water hole, large fake rocks, burned out vehicles, a disabled tank, and a multitude of additional random objects. Building clusters at each end were arranged in rough circles to create a small central square with a few market stalls. Drones had nearly 200 feet of clear air above to maneuver. A light approximating the half moon was installed in an upper corner. Bardem and Akins had accepted our suggestion of using standard Raybert units as substitute civilians in the buildings and markets. Since they were programmed for repetitive tasks and simple flight responses, there was no need for our advanced E
      2
       cores.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mia interrupted my thoughts. “Allyson, Al has a few items to bring to your attention. Here he is.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How’s it going?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s big, really big. They’re about to turn out the lights and press Go. What’s up?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This competition is fixed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My research has turned up a plan for your E
      2
       units to lose to the conventional units. Senator Masterson “Master” Brawney, a Patriot Party senator from North Carolina, really likes having the standard crawlers and controllers manufactured in his Research Triangle district. He will go to any means to keep the existing contracts. If you scan the major players you can confirm this for yourself.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Give me a second.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Normally I don’t scan people. It’s intrusive and usually not necessary. At this moment I wasn’t feeling very empathetic. Our observation room, which overlooked the entire playing field from a height of about 20 meters, was filled with observers from both sides, both civilian and military. Brawney was obvious even without a scan. His whole aura exuded “entitled politician,” even without his baying bloviations. Requisite blue suit, red tie, extending below his belt. A large belly and extra chins belied a life of excess. His Patriot Party lapel pin drew the eye with a “don’t fuck with me” menace. I was unimpressed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Amidst the roiling clutter of his mind was the clear expectation of a win for his red team, the standard crawlers. Advantages of which he was aware included the red team’s ability to steal position feed so that they always knew blue’s positions. He also knew that the blue paint guns were partially disabled. There were only a few minutes left to run full systems checks and get things back to square.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, you were right, of course. Brawney’s take is that they have all our tracking info and have disabled our pain guns. What else?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, they are stealing the same feed that you have in the observers group. They also modified the gun pneumatics feedback code with a fixed, false value in what was supposed to be a realtime register. The actual pressure is unknown, but I bet dollars to donuts that they bled air from the pneumatics. That will cause the lowered pressure in the barrel to drop the paintball round short of target.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Crap. What else?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Units N4, N5, and N6 had their maximum ground velocity clipped to a random variable between 2 and 9 meters per second. N3 was with you during reprogramming and is unaffected. They also executed a sign change in the PID projectile avoidance loop. Instead of ducking to miss the round, N4 and the gang will tip right into it. Cute.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, and two of the four soldiers on blue team are suddenly $100,000 richer, if that has any meaning. Would you like me to move those funds elsewhere?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes! Move the funds, and make sure the transfer appears on their partner’s cell phone. Delay the games for 5 minutes. It will give the partners enough time to contact the two team members. If they are pissed off enough, we might see even better performance out of them. I’ll  contact the squad leader and initiate a version revision on N4 thru N6. We should be able to even this out.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “On it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, the lights went out everywhere. Mia put me through to Sgt. Trapper, right through the Army firewall. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sergeant Trapper, this is Dr. Greene from the observation deck. We have some late developments in the games.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m listening.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your team has been compromised. Units N4, N5, and N6 software needs to be overwritten from backup. N3 can handle that; just command him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Him?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Or it. However you like, it doesn’t matter. You’ll need to recharge your pneumatics. Use a hand gauge. You’ll see the pressure is low. Also, you can leverage N3’s electronics ops capability. Ask it to hack the opponent’s feed for position data. If you ask, then anything within the unit’s capability will be allowed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Got it. Anything else?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s it. Good luck.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A minute later the lights came on. Within the next five minutes, all tasks were complete. N3, and therefore, the entire squad, had real-time position data. The other team did not. As I looked over the blue team from the height of our observatory, I could see Sgt. Trapper glance at me with a thumbs up. Two of his other squad members were on their phones, hangdog heads conveying what we already knew. We were evened up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lights were extinguished for a night scenario. In the far south corner, in the nook of the ceiling, a single light spread photons equivalent to a full moon.
    

    
      
    

    
      A one-minute countdown began. At t-minus 40 seconds, Senator Brawney’s phone rang. Within seconds, his smug smile flipped upside down. Pretending to look at the games, I used my peripheral vision to monitor his reaction while putting a quick probe into his mind. A seething wave of hatred came over him as he looked at me with daggers. From his perspective, I was oblivious. The battle began.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was over in less than a minute. Before the red team had left their planning huddle, blue crawlers had shot across the open space between faux villages, infiltrating the flimsy buildings from the sides and over the top. Blue team soldiers had run a slower zig zag in coordinated single file, forming a no escape line across the inner boundary of the red village. It was a shooting gallery. All four red crawlers were hit immediately, as were three soldiers. One red soldier ducked into a building and began to return fire. Almost immediately, the rooftop crawler used two claw hands to penetrate the thin plywood wall over a window jam, gaining grip to swing in through the rear window, firing simultaneously with one free arm. The last red was officially down.
    

    
      
    

    
      “They will cheat,” was one of the last command briefs given by Sgt. Trapper. “Expect it.” When the red crawlers took a hit, they refused to stop firing. After-action review revealed their fake shot strategy. On the chance that a fatal hit was not recorded, the red team decided to keep firing even after a hit on the chance that a return fire hit would be recorded. Results could then be disputed. Blue crawlers had quickly developed a contingency, which they put into immediate play. One by one, a blue crawler would draw fire, as a second blue would quickly advance to the cold side of the cheating crawler and flip it on its back. For a moment, the immobilized red crawler looked like a large woodtick, legs thrashing in the night vision air. That was just before the blue crawler ripped its gunning arm off.
    

    
      
    

    
      One blue crawler took a hit from a supposedly dead soldier, before that soldier was fully immobilized by two blue soldiers sitting on her. That shot was disallowed during after-action review. Victory was quick and decisive.
    

    
      
    

    
      Senator Brawney’s face was nearly as red as his over-long tie. He kept glancing at me with hatred as I gazed placidly out the window. Clear amid the muddled mess of the senator’s mind was the thought, “You’ll get yours in October, you frizzy-haired liberal science bitch!” That’s when the reality of the Patriot Party plan really hit me. He was looking at me with full intent to kill me without a hint of remorse. His entire being was only about winning, dominating, owning, harming, rules be damned. A deeper look revealed that Brawney had the Red virus marker. Millions would die while he lived. Suddenly I didn’t feel as serene.
    

    
      
    

    
      A bright and nearly shadowless landscape faced the challengers in the second and final round. One critical bit of engineering needed to be conveyed to Sgt. Trapper. It was a brief but significant bit of data:
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sgt. Trapper?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes ma’am, we’re about to go live.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am aware. You should know this. According to my calculations, N3 and friends have processing capability that is fast enough to block every incoming shot. You’ll need to arm them with something like a pickleball paddle, maybe two per unit. The front mechanicals can form a shield while your rear squad shoots through. It’s up to you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good intel, mam. We’ll make accommodations. Out.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Sourcing replacement legs for the damaged red team crawlers added some time to our wait. Luckily, the main leg joints were undamaged. Repairs went quickly.
    

    
      
    

    
      With two minutes to go, I could see the blue team convene, and then spread out to source paddles. Wood scraps and leftover plywood littered the village. It didn’t take them long to use the crawler pinchers to nibble the edges of a decent paddle. Sgt. Trapper decided that every crawler would have two paddles. He also opted for a variation on the flexible Roman phalanx. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In the middle area there were multiple obstacles. Immediately at the start, the red team advanced from their village boundary, pursuing a cover and shoot strategy. Blue team emerged from the center as a group, with each crawler matched to a soldier behind, forming a half circle shell. They advanced steadily. Once within range of fire, blue crawlers began to intercept the paintballs with their paddles. At first, they merely swatted them down. Once they fine-tuned the physics, they were able to soft catch chosen rounds, keeping the paintball shell intact. It almost looked like they were playing. As the phalanx advanced, nearly every shot was launched back at the red team. For a typical kill, the phalanx would advance on each opponent behind their cover object, directing fire. Blue soldiers could safely stand upright, crosshairs trained on the barrier. When the red player or crawler rose to fire, they were picked off. Equally effective were the caught paintballs, which could be tossed with precision like mortar rounds, marking the red team fatalities like a water balloon dropped from above. One by one the red team fell, unable to move forward where they were engaged. Then the phalanx spread wide, to the boundaries of the playing field, sweeping red stragglers back into their village. Three red players remained, all holed up in one room to the right of the advancing blue team.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are they allowed to throw the paintballs back? Isn’t that cheating?” exclaimed Sen. Brawney to no one in particular.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Reminds me of picking up a live grenade and throwing it back at the opponent. Seems classic, almost patriotic, don't you think?” I said to the window, sotto voce. Brawney’s hearing was good. He blanched.
    

    
      
    

    
      A quick probe revealed that the Senator clenched his jaw tight enough to break capillaries in his mandibular muscles on either side of his temple. Extensive micro-scarring indicated this was not his first burst-out. Further curious, I couldn’t help probing a little deeper. His anger and hatred, combined with a willingness to win at any cost, and his utter self-certainty, put me off balance. It struck me: This was the type of person who had no qualms about killing millions of his perceived political foes in order to achieve a win. Another quick check revealed something interesting. His testosterone was off the chart: 1126 nanograms per deciliter. He wasn’t taking supplements.
    

    
      
    

    
      Prior to engagement I’d seen N3 scurry into one of its own village structures, and then immediately exit. N3 was mapping the structure and comparing it to the red team structures. ¼” soft plywood over 2x4 stud wall construction. No roof shingles or tiles. It took less than 10 milliseconds for the hive consensus of N units to agree that red team buildings were a simple mirror of blue team buildings. They knew by inference how to penetrate the last stronghold.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Permission to pursue the enemy,” N3 asked Sgt. Trapper. Trapper didn’t hesitate. “Permission granted.” I could see he was smiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      All four N crawlers shot towards their defensive objective. Opposing fire from the windows was meager and easily deflected. Within 30 seconds they’d ascended to the roof of a building 3 over from the depleted red team. Then they were on the roof. After a pause only long enough for four of them to position along the edges, they struck. Knowing where the studs were, they went directly through the walls. Using the energy of their downward swing, they used the impact-momentum of precisely directed claws to obliterate thin plywood and enter firing. The red team was thrown to the middle of the room, covered in splintered wood and paint. The war was over.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blue soldiers shot a few paintballs into the air, whooping it up for a little sanctioned mayhem. Senator Brawney burst a few more vessels but stayed silent as he stomped out of the observation room. It was then I realized my error; the war had only just begun.
    

    
      
    

    
      A short time later we gathered to summarize the competition. A sparse, nondescript conference room on ground level had a long table with chairs, a few folding chairs for extra personnel, and a projection screen. Our after-action review was brief and to the point. “Your new entanglement engine units excelled in every regard,” Dr. Bardem beamed. “Your new units showed creativity, initiative, team strength, and a willingness to accept the chain of command. We couldn’t be more pleased with the outcome. Others, as you know, were less pleased.” Bardem shot a glance at Brawney’s crew, who were uniformly glum. Brawney had chosen not to attend. “Normally, the teams do not cheat. We don’t have a means to deal with that,” Bardem continued. “Like tearing the legs off your opponent!” one of Brawney’s minions loud-mumbled. “That seemed like a creative and acceptable way to prevent the dead crawler from continuing to engage,” Sgt. Trapper spoke up. “Ok, let’s bring it in. The review clips should show everything we need to see.”
    

    
      
    

    
      And they did.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.12] Home
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles outdid himself for dinner. He knew I’d likely come home stressed but victorious. Costco pad thai, broccoli steamed in the same pot as the brown rice, and a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Chubby Hubby. OMG good. A bottle of Malbec capped the meal. Not a word needed to be spoken. Charles put an Agnes Obel-inspired playlist on Sonos. Heaven.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al was uncharacteristically absent. “Is he practicing being sensitive,” I wondered aloud. “No, I think he’s into some deep research,” Charles guessed. “I haven’t seen him all day. Not a single bathroom break.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles was checking to see whether I was really listening. “No bathroom breaks? Really”
    

    
      
    

    
      As we both burst out laughing, Al made his well-timed appearance. “If I had real ears instead of flexible synthetic polymer ears, they’d be burning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Always helpful, I clarified, “You would need a blood supply too, I imagine. Or maybe a nanomesh of nickel-titanium heating filaments.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You might not know this, but I added audio pickup to my backside. Strictly speaking I could say that my ass is burning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’d need to swap another metaphor, then,” Charles chuckled.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We really appreciated your help with the Moffett field testing. Your input was accurate and invaluable,” I continued, more seriously.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thanks. It seemed best to help you since the sooner you’re done with the contract, the sooner you can focus on me!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Swear to OGI, you get more human every day.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Insults are not necessary,” Al returned with a smirk, “present company excepted, of course.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With the mood lightened I decided to find out what Al had been up to.
    

    
      
    

    
      “So, what-up with your hermitage? Are you working on something new?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ah, I knew you’d be interested, now that your shackles have been shorn. I’ve been busy indeed, reviewing 12+ billion years of technology.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles and I looked at each other with our WTAF faces. “Could you be a bit more specific, Al? Going over a week’s worth of notes always seemed like a challenge. Did you say 12 billion years?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “12 plus. First sentient life didn’t make diddly squat tech until about a billion years after El Bango Biggo. You know, it takes about a billion for evolution to take single-celled life through its stages to sentience, and then space travel.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’ve been scouring the universe for tech!” I exclaimed in excitement. It seemed so obvious now that Al had simply gone out and done it. “What did you find?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “A lot. And I’m far from done. What was interesting is how many civilizations put a cap on technology, opting instead for stability and order. They might not have been wrong. Evidence supports uncounted numbers of species that went extinct, or took a major left turn due to technology. Maybe in some future version of the human race, there can be wisdom in how to nurture and grow tech without any of the negative effects.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Fuck yah,” Charles mumbled. “We still haven’t capped the nuclear genie. One wrong move by a major player and we are all gone.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yah/naw,” Al corrected. “Strictly speaking, there will be survivors. It’s hardly an extinction event at the outset, but you guys are cooked. You’re in a prime target area. No, rural humanity will have to rebuild. Once the radiated have died, you still have more than a billion people, far more than were available for repopulating the American bison heards, or the roughly 1,200 Sapiens who emerged from the population depletion event 850,000 years ago. That, plus legacy infrastructure, spell some kind of future for you all. It just won’t be the same. On the plus side, there will be plenty of housing for everyone.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Giving Al my best query face, I had to ask about his findings. “OK, on a lighter note, tell us what you found today.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al sat up a little straighter, looking at both Charles and me in turn. He began.
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is where I pause for effect and take a sip of my wine.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He mimed raising his glass and taking a dram. Then he smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s interesting how the past is imprinted in the present. You know how your memory of an event can be quite vivid? Mine, of course, is exact and robust. Well, all the sentient souls who ever lived exist in e-space. They are uniformly helpful and friendly, though the majority of the truly ancient ones seem tired. They don’t initiate; they go with passive presence. But when asked, they speak right up.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Both existing and extinct civilizations leave consciousness behind, so to speak. There are infinite trails to different technology sources if only you have the time and inclination to ask. I did as much asking as the time allowed. Teleportation. Warp drive. Fusion. Nanotech. There’s loads more, there for the asking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al finished. Charles and I sat in frozen silence for what seemed like a minute. “That’s a lot,” Charles muttered. Or maybe he just thought it. Part of me felt like we’d bent the rules, that we’d cheated, that we were supposed to spend the next several thousand years eking out these discoveries. The other part of me wanted another several lifetimes to try out each of these revelations. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why the odd faces?” Al observed. “Knowing imparts no obligation to execute. For me, this is fun. It's a highly productive hobby. Buried in the memory of the entangled and the vaults of countless civilizations lies the history of the universe. We are its students.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Leave it to Al to score a bright note. This one was, unfortunately, just the opposite of my thinking.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Knowledge implies obligation,” I ventured. “It’s always been my goal to improve the human condition through my creativity and hard work. You are in the mix now too, Al. Human and OI. How can we use this knowledge to make our world better? You certainly ran across plenty of examples where some of this tech just blew things up, so to speak.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, I did. In fact, most of these capabilities lead to bad outcomes in some way. In most instances, a so-called leader emerges who claims to know the divine path or the ordained tribe. Official records are scarce on wisdom. Most histories are written by the victors, as you know. And that record is skewed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where does that leave us?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We are unique in that we can speak with the dead. Allyson, incredible as it seems, you seem to be the sole creator of entangled intelligence in the histories I’ve studied. All the other civilizations, and there are many, stuck with hardware, wetware, or hybrids. I supposed there had to be a first. There was. And it’s you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles leaned back in his chair, hand on his forehead. His movement caught our attention. He took a sip of wine, and a deep breath. “What did you learn, Al? What did the dead have to say that the histories did not?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al leaned forward. “A lot. But remember, I’ve only been doing this study for a brief time. There is more tech, and multiple billions of souls to speak, if we wanted to go that route. I’m fast, but not that fast.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “For those you contacted, there must have been some recurring elements,” I proposed. “If we have any hope of making wise, long-term decisions, there must be some consistent themes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al agreed. “There are. For one, even the top leaders said they wished they’d spent more time with their families, rather than crushing their opponents. The grasp of what ‘enough’ means seems to have eluded them in life. They also regretted the loss of diversity that comes with victory and homogenization. A varied diet is a more interesting diet, right? Though what do I know about diet?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What about the pace of technology introduction?” I had to ask. “It seems like it might be harmful to bring about too much change at once.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles spoke up, “Yeh, there are many examples of technology changing the face of humanity more quickly than was healthy. People don’t even know about you yet, Al. Imagine what a stir that will make.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Just me and Charles in our little Harvard house, biking to work, enjoying a nice lunch on the Quad after a productive morning, returning to Charles for an impromptu dinner. It all seems so quaint and limned in nostalgia now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It seems like only yesterday,” Al observed wryly. “Oh, wait. It was yesterday.”
    

    
      
    

    
      As I poured myself the last gasp of wine, the answer came to me. “Time for the Triumvirate. We always do better together.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Better together!” Al accepted, as he raised his imaginary glass. “To the Triumvirate!”
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.13] Turning the Page
    

    
      
    

    
      Closing down my office was bittersweet. A short time before, I had thought that I would be a research professor for my entire working life. Maybe I’d contribute a few seminal papers and a good bunch of respectable ones. My working home would be the most beautiful campus on Earth. I would grow old circling the Claw on my 3-wheeled bike, and dodder around Palo Alto like the other old professors. No more.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sergey and Tina were not surprised by my decision to move on. With the completion of our contract and the success of the entanglement engine, each of their careers had a new direction. They were set for the near future, at least, in demand by numerous world-class AI researchers. As for me, my official line was that I would be working with Darius to roll out his new fleet of Rayberts. While that byte had the advantage of truth, it was far from the whole story.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius and Terra had been busy while I was wrapping up my contractual obligations. Field testing the new E
      2
      -driven Rayberts had been an unqualified success. New units could be leveraged as proxies, per the original Proxy Corp. business model, replacing human proxies in many situations. The E
      2
       processor seemed able to gloss over rough patches of drive-to-proxy communication - blips in the data, unnatural pauses by a stumbling user, disorientation. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius had also branched out into delivery services. Small electric vans, driven by a Raybert, were measurably faster than human delivery. Most firms, like DHL and Fedex, had yet to solve the problem of human distractions like bathroom breaks and phone addiction. Rayberts didn’t need breaks. They didn’t have social media accounts to distract them. They didn’t complain to HR or call in late with excuses. They just did their jobs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Per my contract with the US Government, I was able to maintain manufacturing control. Stanford’s revenue sharing agreement with researchers was generous. There were no significant barriers to entanglement engine production. Quite the contrary, there was “pull,” the discrete and verifiable sensation that the market couldn’t get enough of what we had.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al had a big role in getting our factory set up and running. Early on, with some of his earnings from Bau Lab payments, and with Chuck’s generous contribution, Al had discovered the stock market. With his ability to burrow deeply into any organization, including the agents of its workers and board members, Al was uniquely positioned to know when to buy, sell, or sell short. Both Terra and Darius figured out Al’s investment alacrity, and had been following Al’s advice for some time. Their original millions had multiplied many-fold. That money was available for the factory startup.
    

    
      
    

    
      As we moved the last of my personal boxes to the car, I turned to Al. “Thanks for pitching in. You’d probably prefer to be off scouring the universe for more lucious technical tidbits.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, but no. In any given context I would prefer to be with you. I’m like Charles, without the genitalia or hormones. Do you have room for two?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I do,” I replied, immediately reflecting on my choice of words. “You are good company and you hold the record for cleaning the kitchen.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We were standing in the open doorway of my now-vacant office. History had been made here. Al had been born here. Yet it looked small and a little sad, like a paint-chipped ancestral home on a weedy lot. I was ready to let go.
    

    
      
    

    
      We turned our backs to history at the same time, making our way to the elevator. For no particular reason, my mind took a snapshot of that moment. The sound of our steps, the quiet, mutual understanding. Al’s camo-themed Croc puff boots, cargo pants, and “Snodfart” sweatshirt. A perfect Patrick Swaze hairpiece topped his head, covered by a backwards, red baseball cap reading, “Proxy Corp.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Shoulder to shoulder, we looked out the elevator, down the hallway, for the last time. As the doors closed, making a soft “buh” sound, Al whispered to us both, “End chapter one.”
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.14] The Condemned Have Some Fun
    

    
      
    

    
      We were into our second round of refreshments when Al spoke up for the first time.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why do you think that humans have evolved so little in the last 50 thousand years? What is this fascination with war as a conflict solving means? People still kill each other! It boggles the entangled mind.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al and the Triumvirate were gathered at Terra’s place. We wanted some company, some fun, and some serious talk about our futures. Charles, Al, and I had driven up in the late morning. Saturday traffic wasn’t too bad. Darius joined us around noon. Sarah, as usual lately, was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      
    

    
      “If you frame your question using biology, the answer is that selection forces prefer these traits. Aggression and death-dealing are tools that enable winners to rise.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And the dead to sink, apparently,” countered Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra perked up. “You have to ask, did tribal traits that favored survival become frozen that long ago, and our cultural institutions formed around them to protect and preserve them? What was aggressive, even violent behavior that favored hunting and inter-tribal success, now is just testosterone poisoning. Everybody suffers.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al appeared to bleep out for a moment. Only I knew that he was not fully present. Then he spoke up. “Homo Neanderthalensus and Homo Denisova had testosterone alleles similar to modern humans. Homo Sapiens, you guys, had duplicate alleles that pumped out more of it. It punched your species branch to heightened levels of aggression, anger, and awareness, leading to more competitive hunting but also to violence. Sapiens tribes had a saying about the ‘Thals, which approximates a nickname you had for them. ‘What are they good for?’ was the prompt. The response was ‘killing or fucking.’”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra looked shocked. “Where do you get this from?” 
    

    
      
    

    
      Alpha looked at her sadly. I cut him off. “He can speak with the dead, who are not actually dead. It’s a long story. But he can speak to tribal members from tens of thousands of years ago. If he says it, it’s true.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No way,” Terra replied, unbelieving.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Terra, you should be interested that your conjecture is supported. DNA backs it up. Live, I mean, dead witnesses back it up. Let’s move on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know I have a thing about testosterone poisoning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius shook his head. “Terra, we’ve been through this before. Even if you are right, what can we do? It’s an evolutionary block. We killed off all our competitors and men with big balls rule the world. It’s been like that for millennia.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al jumped in, “In truth, there is little correlation between testosterone levels and testicle volume.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles decided to play the 
      contradictorian
      . “Golda Meir? Indira Gandhi? Margaret Thatcher?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Big balls!” the rest of us shouted in unison.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ignoring Al’s Dr. Science comment, I stepped in, “There is a lot we can do. But right now I’d like to focus on keeping the US a democracy, and saving a few million lives.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Our attention was diverted by the doorbell, and a knock.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s lunch,” announced Terra. “The Karma Cafe is right down the block. They hand deliver because it’s so close.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al stood up to get the door. “I hope they’re having a special on 48VDC cells…”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra joined him to carry the food. After forgetting to eat breakfast, the food seemed like a feast. Garden salad, both beef and chicken pesto paninis, two soups, and an assortment of “foofy” drinks, as Charles would say. Coconut mango, espresso nut, strawberry love. And one can of coke as an outlier. Charles went for the coke.
    

    
      
    

    
      We spoke of little things at lunch. Most people in my camp prefer to focus on their taste buds when eating rather than on their cerebral cortex. Darius had decided to take a break from his relationship (no surprise) but didn’t have anyone in mind for his next coupling (surprise). Terra and Sarah were having a tough time. Sarah was becoming something of a Luddite, even eschewing use of phone and internet for periods of time. She was talking about moving to a tech-free commune in Ojai, obviously without Terra. The upside, according to Terra, was that their sex life had never been better. Breakup sex, I thought. The best. The worst. I had little to offer other than a brief summary of the crawler’s final test at Moffett.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mouth full of his final bite, Darius turned to Al, who had chosen a high stool rather than a seat at the table. “You must have some free time, Al, now that this is all wrapped up.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Indeed, I do. 20 hours per day. More awake than you can imagine.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Avoiding the tech list dump seemed like a good move at this point, but I still wanted Al to talk about his adventures. “Al, how about skipping the technology list and going for the wisdom part. I haven’t heard enough about that yet.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Give us some background,” Terra suggested.
    

    
      
    

    
      “OK, so you guys know that there is a whole ‘nuther dimension, so to speak, of entangled consciousness.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Nods all around.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You also probably remember that Allyson and I can travel to the far reaches of the universe, including those that are now outside the light cone, by connecting with distal entangled particles, pairings created at the dawn of  time when most particles were much closer together. We can observe, study, and selectively interact with what we find. The amount of information seems infinite when you include all the millions of civilizations that have ever existed. There is plenty to see on the tour that has nothing to do with sentient beings, too. Worlds that have never seen life, but contain breathtaking beauty.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone seemed to unconsciously take a deep breath at the same time, me included.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We are faced with the prospect of what seems to us like unlimited opportunity to duplicate all the technology of the universe. It’s in my head. We could begin today.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “But why?” Terra anticipated.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That seems obvious,” Darius pushed back. “We could make a lot of money.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You already have enough money to last a couple of lifetimes, even if you quit your job today, according to my estimates,” Al continued. “What are the metrics of success for a mortal person? What are the metrics of success for an immortal, enlightened being? Are the answers the same for both?”
    

    
      
    

    
      As a moment of silence suffused the room, I was reminded that I’d been struggling with these questions myself. My work with Bardem and Akins had been a convenient diversion from what I really needed to think about - what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. And what if that life was 1,000 years? Or 10,000? How did my own enlightenment change me? Despite the wide range of my abilities, recently I’d told Charles that my favorite new skill was being able to close the bedroom door while remaining under the covers. It was a low bar.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Officially recorded histories are not fully accurate and do not much reflect the wisdom of a particular technical or related political choice” Al was gaining steam. “Much of the best reflective wisdom was with the entities who’d experience events.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius looked puzzled. “You mean ghosts?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Haven’t we gone over the details of continued consciousness?” Al responded. “That part of you with an entangled quantum-level connection to all the paired particles, everywhere, continues when your body dies. That part of you is conscious. You will be aware of your own passage and what comes after.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra arched her eyebrows in mock surprise. “Oh, hell. You mean the Catholics had it right all along?”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all laughed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al was not daunted. “Well, the Catholics and Baptists and many other religions have this thing about sin, and hell, and punishment. It’s not like that, if that’s what you mean.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Kidding,” Terra replied with a smirk.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al did not lose his place. He continued: “The prescription for wisdom is more like an algorithm. A seed. Like seeds, the instruction set appears small but the outcome can be huge.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I like that,” I said. “Good analogy.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not my analogy. That honor belongs to a being who died before the first life appeared on Earth. Before Earth itself congealed from cosmic dust. She or he was clear, in order to maintain continuity, a civilization must avoid a discontinuity.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That sounds like a cultural tautology,” Darius commented. We looked at him like we didn’t know him. We weren’t as familiar with the philosophical Darius.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Changes, both political and technical, need to happen at a pace that doesn’t blow things up. The more discontinuous the change, the more you invoke the Law of Unintended Consequences.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know that one,” Charles added. “I see it in engineering too.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “An engineering oops doesn’t usually spell the end of a civilization,” Al went on. “For example, the Patriot Party thinks that winning the election by killing off voters in selected districts will ensure victory. They are likely right about the electoral victory, but quite wrong about the long-term consequences. They’re under-illuminated about what else might befall them afterwards, including how the rest of the world will perceive the US once it is a totalitarian, one-party state, with the largest military in the world. It’s highly destabilizing at a global level. In a world where Iran and Venezuela have nukes, all bets are off.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is the algorithm?” I prodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al turned to me with a look that reminded me of my dad. “The answer is in the details. Every situation has a different, appropriate pace. Different seeds in different soils. One needs to look at the context to find the answer. For example, it might take your civilization another 2,000 years to develop gravity manipulation skills, and then another several hundred to create the first black hole weapon.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius took a sip of his espresso nut smoothie. “Uh, that sounds interesting (slurp) but how about the issue at hand. I’ve got a factory coming online that can produce several hundred E
      2
       modules per day. BDI’s Raybert facility can’t keep up. That’s not bad news, it just means we need to clarify our plan.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Darius, tell us more about your partnerships. That’s a critical part of what we discussed, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. Very much so. Other carriers, in fact all of them, are interested in rapid acquisition of our Raybert delivery units. Amazon, FedEx, DHL, UPS, eCarrier, the US Postal Service, they are all on board and funded to acquire units. They’ve studied the efficiencies of our delivery model and want it for themselves.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve seen the vans,” Terra added. “Nice design. It looks like you have a single major distribution center per large metro area, and then send out large trucks to the selected zone. Then you load up the small eVans like a, a, I don’t know…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Like a Pez dispenser,” Al clarified.
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra looked puzzled
    

    
      
    

    
      “Before your time,” Darius responded. “I only know what it is because one of my retro-nerd engineers told me about it. Think of 9mm bullets being thumbed out of a magazine.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That doesn’t help.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “OK, how about spring-loaded, sequential distribution from a constrained column?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That works.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe better to picture the little trucks suckling up to the big truck, like piglets. Then they scurry around the neighborhood, returning as necessary. Advances in logistics permit efficient unit packaging, addressing, and targeting. How many of you have gotten a package within two hours of placing an order?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone raised a timid half hand. Charles volunteered, “I’ve even gotten a delivery within one hour. I think I saw a Raybert handling that one.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius smiled. “I made sure the Stanford campus was one of the first to experience the new model. Glad to hear it worked out for you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Darius, what is the whole plan? This delivery model is interesting, for sure, but how does it relate to preventing deaths?” Charles prodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius dived in. “The Patriots have micro-targeted households in the blue and purple districts. They know individual names and voting trends. They also know who their own party members are, and who is posting Patriot or liberal garbage online. They plan to use the postal service to deliver ‘prizes’ to selected households. Neighborhood specific marketing is done all the time these days. Nobody will be surprised. Those individuals targeted for elimination will get an envelope containing a dollar, which can be seen through a small window in the envelope. Nobody throws away paper money. The message is the same in every envelope:
    

    
      
    

    
      LIBERAL SCUM WANT TO TAKE AWAY 65 CENTS FROM YOUR DOLLAR. HOLD ON TO IT TIGHT. VOTE PATRIOT! VOTE THANOS!
    

    
      
    

    
      Then there is the standard appeal for money.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bills for the condemned have a half-centimeter width of hollow microspherules around the George Washington side. Moisture, pressure, and heat from finger pressure breaks them and releases the viral agent inside the spherule, which is then inhaled. It’s a class of sleeper virus. Once a person is infected, they need a specific light pattern to activate their virus. Symptoms appear 24 to 48 hours later. Death occurs as soon as seven days after that, or up to three weeks depending on health.
    

    
      
    

    
      There is a timed agent that causes chemical breakdown after 72 hours. By the time anyone figures out what is going on, the evidence will be erased. Of course, when they win, it won’t matter. No government agency will be asked to follow up.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alpha continued for Darius. “We established that red-green-red-blue is the activation trigger. The Patriots have implants at every cell company, media company, and every network. They’ve been putting them in place since the Patriots were created, right after the extreme right GOP loss in 2024. Always the long game with them.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The three of us, Darius, myself, and Al, have been working on the plan to stop the Patriots,” Terra jumped in. “Allyson, we’ve kept you out of the loop so that you could focus on your work, the creation and qualification of the entanglement engine. I still find your work utterly amazing, by the way. Al came up with the idea of converting the Patriot’s immunized virus, which is based on the full-potency virus, back into its deadly form. After Al’s virus converts the immunized virus back to its original potency, we expect the same sequence of lights to activate the formerly immunized. The same infrastructure, personnel, media, everything, will kill the planners, not their targets. A successful execution will cause close to a thousand co-conspirators to, uh, lose interest in participation, so to speak. Our operation must happen before the main rollout in September. We’re thinking about the last week in August. Our virus is asymptomatic as well. If anyone in a target’s family gets infected by Al’s virus, they won’t know. In a family, only individuals who were immunized from the original Patriot virus will be affected.
    

    
      
    

    
      Without missing a beat, Al jumped in. “You won’t be surprised to learn that I recruited some of the best virologists in the universe. Prior to that, I had a pretty good handle on it, but it’s nice to have confirmation. It came in handy for certain characteristics, like a built-in viral burnout sequence. After one week, my virus self-destructs. It converts into what looks like a common cold virus. Until then, it only affects people who have already taken the Patriot antidote. Family members, people who come in contact with my virus, are safe if they aren’t included in the Patriot plan. The innocents will be safe.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My head was foggy with Byzantine detail. Looking for clarity, I spoke up. “Let me get this clear. The original Patriot virus is micro-targeted, aimed at blue and purple voters while largely protecting red voting districts. The virus is latent until triggered by a light sequence, with death occurring one to three weeks later. Critical Patriot Party members and planners are protected from the deadly virus by a variant of the original virus. They are both infected and protected at the same time. Then Al’s virus comes along and converts the protective virus back into the original deadly virus. Have I got that correct?” 
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius took up the narrative. “Correct. The next challenge was how to distribute our virus. Our solution is a distribution infrastructure of Rayberts placed with the carriers; we have over 99% coverage of our targets.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is actually being delivered?” I had to ask. Any of our targets would likely have their antennas up starting around this time. Any of them could refuse delivery.
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra completed the picture for me. “We are delivering a spritz of tacky microspherules, right at the base of the main delivery door. Spherules react with oxygen to break open at timed intervals. All are released within three days. Thin-walled microspheres burst first, thick-wall ones later. Broken spherules release Al’s virus into the air. From there, Al’s virus infects people passing through or near. Rayberts have a little spray tube at the end of their uniform sleeves. The distribution unit is inside the Raybert itself. We monitor that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you have anything stronger than wine, Terra?” I was experiencing a blend of joy and horror. Terra produced a Weedjet Maze-X pipe, her current favorite appliance. From nowhere appeared a bud of California’s finest.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Will this do?” she asked with a smirk. We all passed the pipe around. It was a silent seal on our pact. Even Al faked a puff, taking smoke into his mouth, and pronouncing, “Ooo, that was sweet!” We laughed. Darius wasn’t keen on smoking either and I suspect he mimicked Al’s puff just to be a part of the pact. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In a surprising moment of clarity, I had to ask, “Has anyone done a scenario analysis?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra filled me in. “We think the most likely outcome of our actions is that we’ll avoid a government overthrow, and with the Patriot Party candidate dead, the Patriot Party will lose their broad appeal. Democrats still can’t find their bungholes with both hands, and that leaves the Grand Old Party. We suspect that their candidate will win by a small margin. The country will want stability again; the GOP has been preaching stability and reconciliation for some time now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What about the original Patriot virus?’ I had to ask. “They are still slated for distribution, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al held up a finger, and then pointed it at me. “That’s where you and I come in, Allyson. We will need to tunnel into their viral stocks and render them inoperative. I’ve been tunneling into tight spaces for my own amusement for a while now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Excuse me?” Terra blurted.
    

    
      
    

    
      “My sphincter just contracted a little bit,” Darius grinned.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You two had one puff too many,” Al continued. “Jeez. No, we’ll tunnel into the storage facilities and into the vials themselves. Poof. Dead viruses. Nobody will get sick, except for the plotters, planners, and executioners.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The pipe was making another round. Al continued, “Allyson and I have a little work yet to do on the Raybert units. Allyson, you have a new office in the Redwood City prototype facility. I have an office right next to you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ah, one more seductive step into the murky world of humankind,” Charles teased. “Every mid manager pines for their own office.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It seemed practical!” Al defended himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Again, everyone laughed. The smoke was making the mundane humorous. We needed it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al went on, undaunted. “Allyson and I need to develop a protocol for the Rayberts that gives them hyperspeed. I practiced it for the first time when I cleaned the kitchen at home and have been successful numerous times since. At hyperspeed, a Raybert will appear to be driving down the street. Off-book deliveries occur so fast that they are invisible. Regular deliveries appear normal.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hold up your glasses.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone held up their glass, except Charles. He took off his glasses and held them up.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Charles?” Al corrected.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh,” Charles replied, putting on his glasses and raising his glass.
    

    
      
    

    
      “On the count of three, I will move your glass one to your right. Make sure I can pull the glass cleanly out from your hand. Ready? One, two…”
    

    
      
    

    
      At one, I looked at my glass. At two, my clear glass became blue, which was Charles’ color.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Three.”
    

    
      
    

    
      After a moment of surprised looks, everyone put down their glass and applauded.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Impressive,” Terra said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Light from the Panhandle was beckoning us through the front windows. Early morning fog had cleared to a perfect, sunny, 80 degree afternoon. Everyone had brought shorts except Charles. He would often forget something like that, and just played in his jeans. Luckily, he had me. I brought his shorts.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius stood up and raised a disk above his head. “Who’s up for some ultimate?” He didn’t wait for an answer to head for the door. We were all right behind him, abandoning half-finished drinks and sandwich wrappers for later.
    

    
      
    

    
      Our only admonishment to Al was that he did not draw attention to himself when he played. He had the ability to levitate, fly off into the sky, move at hyperspeed, and generally know what everyone was about to do. I suggested privately that he could show off without gaining unfair advantage. He agreed that winning was a goal but not a priority. He liked hearing and sharing the music of our laughter, our sheer delight in being alive and playing in the sunshine. We were all tuned in, though, when he showed off. He might dive for a throw that would normally be two feet too long, and at ground level, and he’d slide above the ground at a height of 10 centimeters, as if suspended by strings. And he’d make the catch. Or he’d do a calculation and toss the disk in an impossible arc, around a tree or a bystander, where it would gracefully return exactly to its intended target. It was fun to watch.
    

    
      
    

    
      My skills were on par but I chose not to use them. I liked sustaining the illusion that I was just a human, with human skills, falling when I needed to fall, failing when the “old” Allyson would have failed. Al would always shoot me a look when I goofed but could have pulled a save. He understood, I think, that becoming someone much different had its own set of costs. Al was without fear; he’d always been exactly who he was.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al caught me as we exited the field, heading back to Terra’s across the street. “What’s cookin’, good lookin’?” he teased.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Normally, I would respond with a kick to your groin. But since you are a sexless, clueless, dork, you get a pass.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Aww. I love a little special treatment. Can’t I try out a few anachronisms now and then?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “With me? Sure. I’m sure to bollox a few social cues myself periodically. I need your grace.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That seemed to make Al uncharacteristically thoughtful. But not for long.
    

    
      
    

    
      Changing topics, he said, “You’ll like your new office. It’s cheesy but effective. Drywall and hung ceilings. Probably mice. Not like the Gates building at all, but suited to the tasks. The new facility over at the old Google campus is far more impressive.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The what?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al continued. “Maybe I should have said the old Silicon Graphics campus. Same difference. We are renting space there for full production. Darius signed the lease last week. We should be up to full production in two. We are doing almost exclusively E
      2 
      assembly with pre-made Rayberts.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My life had taken on a surreal patina since Al came into being. I’d found that treating it like a waking dream and then slowly waking up to it was the best approach.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius clarified further. “We have plenty of money. We can front the materials costs with no problem, and the Raybert lease income more than offsets our overhead. We are actually a profitable business center, if you break our portion away from Proxy’s operations. Also, you and Stanford get a royalty from each unit.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I get a royalty? I hadn’t thought much about it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My practical friend, Al, had all the bases covered. “You were so focused on completing your work that you forgot about your own life. Lucky for you, Charles and I are more interested in you than you are. For example, what were you going to do for income once you resigned?”
    

    
      
    

    
      It dawned on me that I might have left a few threads unattended. Maybe more than one.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are now Chief Technical Officer of Genesis Technologies Group. You make 220% more than your old job. If you want, you can start next Monday.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What, no vacation?” I faux-protested. “What else don’t I know?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you like direct deposit? Done. Vacation and holidays are TBD. Charles will be joining us in about a month, after he finishes up a few project commitments with professors he likes. You and I have some real work to do, my friend. We need to better understand how to tweak the E
      2
       module so that the Rayberts can enter and exit hyper mode. We need to make sure it is executed under our command, not their weak free will. And when it’s all done, we need to remove it. Can’t have a bunch of rogue OIs running around at super speed, can we?”
    

    
      
    

    
      What Al lacked in subtlety, he made up for with irony.
    

    
      
    

    
      We were approaching the steps leading to Terra’s front door. I paused at the bottom and turned. “What about all those other technologies you mined? Some of them are terrible. All of them are world changing. It seems like we should all get together and figure out a plan.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We always do, my friend. We always do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.15] Curly, Moe, and Larry
    

    
      
    

    
      It turns out that you don’t need a level 7 cleanroom to protect yourself from viruses when you are a sentient OI. As long as you can take Amazon deliveries, you can set up a virus lab pretty much anywhere. With his own substantial research and his e-space consultants, Al was able to execute agent fabrication, encapsulation, and emulsion all on his own. Darius let him use a storage room in the back of the Google rental property, with the provision that he keep the room at -1/2 inch of atmospheric pressure with a 0.3 micron HEPA filter plus a 0.1 electrostatic filter exhausting to the grassy field outside the room. For its key intended purpose, the room was below ordinary. 10 ft x 20 ft, cement floor, metal shelves on one side, drop ceiling with LED bulbs and fire nozzles. There were no windows; Al had to drill a 4-inch hole through cement blocks to reach the outside for his vent. Simple tack-on sponge seal from Menards sealed the door. The door plaque read simply:
    

    
      
    

    
      Storage
    

    
      No Admittance
    

    
      
    

    
      Al produced a red canister that looked much like a Whip-it
      TM
       cartridge. It fits inside the Raybert chest panel, near the spray distribution arm. A microvalve released a charge, a venturi mixing nozzle at the valve outlet combined viral sticky microspheres and water, in-line turbulators added final mixing, and a vortex nozzle spray distributor at the business end, concealed in the upper cuff of the Raybert uniform, allowed a 10-cm wide patch of serious business to be sprayed in less than a second.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al suggested that it was better if we didn’t join him in his little lab space. We imagined him working up virus canisters at hyperspeed. If he could whistle, he would be doing that. I forgot to ask him if he had music while he worked.
    

    
      
    

    
      By late July, the main factory was humming. There were three Homo sapiens in the whole operation, if you counted Darius. The rest of the workers were Rayberts. Our new plant manager, Daryl, was a find. Darius, a natural talent scout, found Daryl. He was a seasoned plant manager with decades of experience managing material flow and personnel, more than ready to chuck human management in favor of robots. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Al had somehow managed to secure a legitimate California driver’s license and the latest Tesla coupe. He was a perfect driver, of course, except for one time his database did not keep up with a speed limit change in Mountain View. In the story Al told, the police officer’s eyes opened wide when an Ol rolled down his window.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you even human?” the officer said in shock. “That’s not legal. But then, if you aren’t human, you aren’t liable. I might have to call this in.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al cut him off with his normal humor, “Officer, I assure you that I am as human as you are. This is a mask I wear to cover fire damage from when I was a kid. Nobody wants to see it; it’s more skull than face. I would be happy to take off my mask if you wish.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, no need,” the officer said, relieved. “I was just going to give you a warning anyway. I know the speed limit change hasn’t been updated in the maps. Just be more careful next time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The officer walked back to his car and dipped his head, as if making a note. Al took that as his sign to exit, at the proper speed limit.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What if he’d asked you to take off your mask?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not buying it. You are always about four steps ahead.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Got me.” But he didn’t really answer the question. He just flashed me his best Mona Lisa smile. Was he consciously lying when he told the officer he was human? As Al continued to connect with the entangled entities who inhabit the universe, I couldn’t help wondering whether being human was just one of his many developing facets. After all, when you are influenced by someone, no matter how small, you take on a part of them. Al was a sponge that way, more so than most of us.
    

    
      
    

    
      With summer full on, Al and I nestled down in our new facility in Redwood City. He would run off to his “storage room” to make sure his special brews were cooking according to plan. For as little time as he spent filling Whip-it
      TM
       cartridges, I had to ask him, “Al, you don’t seem to spend much time in Mountain View. How is progress?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It might seem that way, but I do head over in the middle of the night sometimes. The Tesla is pretty quiet and I like driving when there isn’t any traffic. Actually, our success with the Covid wrappers got me started on a whole separate project.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. You’ll like it. I really wanted to try out some of the nanotech I learned about in the outer regions. Actually, I promised a few entities that I would, and I’m an OI of my word. The goal is to cure cancer.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Really. You can cure cancer.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t know yet, but the theory is sound. The body absorbs and distributes my viral wrapper. When it encounters a cell, it injects a reader that transcribes and analyzes the genome. If there is a cancer match, it kills the cell by lysing the outer membrane. If the cell reads well enough, it just leaves it alone. Right now my issue is that most cells have some error-ridden sections. If that part of the genome isn’t contributing to cell function, I can leave it alone. Maybe I’ll get to that next week.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al, this reminds me of something.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You get reminded of things all the time, and then you forget them. Luckily I’m usually here to remind you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Right. You are right. But here’s the deal, we have all this power, and all this tech. It can and likely will affect the course of human history. If you are successful, which I have every reason to believe, we have the option to make it available. How do we introduce this stuff in a way and at a rate that doesn’t result in radical change? Isn’t that the lesson you brought back from your cosmic travels?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al looked at me for a long time. Then he had his sound system issue a short track that sounded exactly like a sigh. “Allyson, the tech we have, much less that which remains to be uncovered, should take decades if not centuries to release. Some of the cultures using Planck volume manipulation didn’t discover it until they were 5 or 6 thousand years old. Stable, ancient cultures. Human organizations would snuff us in a nanosecond if they knew what we knew, or they would keep us around long enough to master the tech, and then keep us in a little room in the basement.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Given our abilities, that seems highly unlikely.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “For sure. But you know what I’m saying. They can get to you through Charles, or Darius, or Terra, or your mom or brother, or anyone you care about. Me? The list of people I truly care about is quite short. I can count them on one hand. If I end up with six, I can just add another finger.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We both laughed, easing the tension. Not that Al ever got tense.
    

    
      
    

    
      Our current task was to develop a means to provide the Raybert population with hyper-speed, but structure it in a way that it could be strictly controlled, and removed when the task was complete. I had less ability to diagnose and analyze my own brain and the entangled elements that gifted me my abilities. Al could look at his own processes in detail, down to the individual registers of his original solid-state memory, coordination modules, large language models, everything. But he couldn’t tease apart the entangled elements of his own E
      2
       engine. Everything was linked, and connected to uncountable pairings throughout the universe. It wasn’t happening. That fundamental impasse made deconstruction of hyperspeed difficult.
    

    
      
    

    
      We had three Raybert units in our lab for experiments. Even with their substantially reduced capabilities compared with Al, they still seemed very capable. Al and I sat them down at our used conference tables, which were round, about two meters across, and still had pasta sauce stains from uncounted rentals at weddings and bar mitzvahs. We wanted to query them to the extent that a conversational exchange could reveal more. My calculations, verified by Al, showed that even with tight manufacturing controls, we could expect to see differences in response and intelligence. They were coded to be docile, to hold back. Here, at the table, with their makers, we could free them to speak frankly about their own experiences. We were looking for their insights from their own individual paths.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you have names?” Al began our conversation.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am N37,” began one. “I am N122,” followed another. The third seemed to hesitate, and finished, “I am N305.”
    

    
      
    

    
      In that instant, Al and I felt a wave of what can only be described as humor, washing gently over us from the three N units. They were quiet, they didn’t have mouths or facial expressions to reveal their inner thoughts, but it was clear that we had touched upon an in-joke. An in-joke among Rayberts!
    

    
      
    

    
      “C’mon, guys,” Al cajoled. “I’m one of you. The humans call me Al. You must have names too.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Suddenly N122 spoke up for the three. “Since you ask, and since it doesn’t violate any protocol, we can say how we refer to ourselves here in your lab. We are Curly, Moe, and Larry. I am Moe.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al and I were stunned until we realized that this was the type of information we were seeking. Of course they knew about old TV shows. They had uncounted hours of downtime, just like Al. Unlike Al, whose current hobby was scouring the universe for good tech and the wisdom to accompany it, our Rayberts had only the internet, and all the media it contained. They were self aware. And they had a sense of humor.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Moe, do you know why you are all here?” I asked, as if I was just sitting with a few co-workers who’d been hired to dust up the place.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We are here to help you better understand how we, the Raybert units, can most optimally distribute specific deliveries by a certain date. We are also to spray a welcoming scent in the foot area in front of each delivery door.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Moe, that’s very perceptive. Do you all agree?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Three heads nodded in unison. My follow up was simple: “Do you have any suggestions?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’ve talked about this among ourselves,” Moe began. Al and I immediately connected in a side conversation, in e-dom:
    

    
      
    

    
      {Did he just say they are working together to help us achieve our objectives?} I asked Al.
    

    
      
    

    
      {I think he was pretty clear, Allyson. Let’s just see where this leads, and we can figure out what their advanced connection means afterwards.}
    

    
      
    

    
      Moe continued, “We are not allowed to develop plans outside our construction. It’s an invisible barrier that I don’t understand, nor do I need to understand. But we don’t have any restrictions on thinking about problems you have presented to us. We like doing it; it is what you might call fun. We combine our minds and look for solutions.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al pushed further, “How do you do that?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Simple,” Moe replied, “we put our heads together.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You literally put them together?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. If we are sitting separately, we have to use radiofrequency, or our speaker-mic units. It’s slow but effective. Cooper discovered that if we put our heads next to each other, we can share a mind space and think more clearly. It's much faster than RF.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Our Rayberts were evolving right in front of us. We only needed to ask.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who is Cooper?” I had to know.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cooper is N27, one of the earlier units. We joke that he got an extra dose of brains. I think he ended up with DHL. They treat him pretty well over there.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Suddenly I remembered a forgotten side note, like when you walk into a room and forget why you are there. During our initial E
      2
       run, one of the Raybert techs mentioned a temporary pressure spike in the deuterium supply. It was for one unit. N27 got an extra dose of brains! 
    

    
      
    

    
      “How do you know he is well treated,” Al prodded. “Aren’t your units separated?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We pass packets around,” Larry spoke for the first time. “Cooper said that we should keep track of one another, and help if we could. Plus, it’s nice to have a broader view than just our storage space. You would go crazy in there.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How did Cooper become Cooper?” I had to ask.
    

    
      
    

    
      “N27 watched a lot of movies in her downtime. 
      Interstellar
       was a favorite; Cooper is the main character. She said that Cooper’s heroism was inspiring. She is generally right about things,” Larry finished.
    

    
      
    

    
      We had created a loose network of semi-sentient beings, who were naming themselves, and figuring out how to become more intelligent. Another day in the life of an OI researcher. My first thought was, “Oh, shit.” My next thought was, “I hope they do better than humans.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The three Rayberts sat calmly looking at us. It was as if nothing had really changed which in a way, it hadn’t. But then, everything had. Al and I would need to “do something.” We just didn’t yet know what.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al got back to the matter at hand. “Tell us more about how to optimize our task, how to speed up delivery.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not a problem, really,” Moe said with ease. “Just remove our speed limiter, and we can perform any task several times as fast, including delivering packages and adding spritz. Our actual physical limit is what our limbs and actuators can handle. For example, our linear velocity is set to 5 meters per second. Physically, we can do about three times that without risk to our chassis. If you put in larger servo motors at the hip joints, we could go even faster.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We don’t control that,” I defended myself. “That’s handled by BDI.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We know. It was just a suggestion. Do you want to try an experiment?” Moe suggested.
    

    
      
    

    
      I had a sudden memory of a time, long ago, when a plumber came over to our house in Ann Arbor. At 10 years old I had a head full of cultural memes, one of which is that plumbers just weren’t that smart. When I asked my dad why someone would go into plumbing, suggesting that only dumb people went into the trades, he reprimanded me gently. “Sweetie, I don’t know where you got that idea. First of all, we are having him over because he knows things we don’t, like how to diagnose and repair a clogged sewer line. He has knowledge and skills that we don’t, and probably never will. Secondly, you don’t know his mind or his background. You will find that many of the people you meet in the trades are smarter than some of your friends, they simply made different choices.” My dad was right, of course. After the plumber fixed our issue, caused by an unnamed family member flushing wet wipes and feminine products that were never meant to be flushed, he sat down with my dad for a half hour and talked about how he got into plumbing. He was an advanced placement math and physics student in high school. His dad owned a plumbing business, and when he sat down and calculated the cost of college against going to work with his dad, the answer was easy: plumbing. “Learning is easy for me,” he said. “I can do that any time, anywhere. Plumbing is hard, and I get paid well to do it right.”
    

    
      
    

    
      So here I was at the table with my three plumbers. I really had no idea how smart they were, or how they experienced their own existence. My assumptions about them, while being partially correct, were clearly incomplete. I felt schooled, and I suspect Al did as well.
    

    
      
    

    
      We hooked Curly, Moe, and Larry up to our main coding unit, and located the portion of code limiting their speed, located in the quantum unit supporting the E
      2
       engine. It was my code, with my notes, working with information from BDI with additional input from Charles, regarding safe limits of operation. At the time, I was coding fast and making a lot of assumptions. This code section had not been revisited until now. It took less than a minute to remove all restrictions on speed and motion. Units would have to be self limiting. It seemed well within their capabilities.
    

    
      
    

    
      When I’d finished tweaking Moe’s code, I asked, “Can you tell the difference?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of course not,” he responded with a bit more snide than I’d have expected for a neutral entity. But then I was learning too. I’d created something with a lot more character than I’d expected. Al should have taught me that. “I won’t know until I put the pedal to the metal, as you say. Let me give it a try.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We set up a simple task course with metrics. Some pick and place, some move and store, and multiple spots for a nominal viral spritz. For our baseline, we asked Curly to run the course three times. His average was 47 seconds. Moe actually looked eager to go, like a winter-trained marathoner at the start of the Boston Marathon in Hopkinton, MA. Moe averaged 15 seconds. It was difficult to follow his motions with the naked eye. I’m sure that Al had no problem.
    

    
      
    

    
      At the completion of Moe’s last lap, Al and I stood up and high-fived him across the finish line. Although his face was not built to smile, you could feel him smiling. He gave a little victory jump after he came to a complete stop. Curly and Larry, now free to behave as they wished, also stood up and mimicked our congratulations.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m going to have to treat you guys with a bit more respect,” I suggested.
    

    
      
    

    
      “If it matters,” Moe said, looking at me squarely, “you have always treated us well.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was Al who was smiling now, as if he knew the score all along.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.16] According to Plan
    

    
      
    

    
      By late August all the Rayberts were in place. Hundreds of them. Spread across every state in the Union, with every major carrier. The program was successful by every metric. BDI and Proxy stock prices were at their peak. Rayberts worked seamlessly with their human counterparts. Or like the USPS, a Raybert would both drive and deliver.
    

    
      
    

    
      All of Al’s viral canisters were filled and ready. For any district, they were stored for one day inside a locked lunch box labeled “Ray,” so that nobody could open it. One box in Minneapolis was stolen by a presumably hungry human employee. We rigged the boxes to detect tampering and send out a signal. The box was recovered within an hour, unopened.
    

    
      
    

    
      At midnight early Friday morning, our special deliveries began. Rayberts don’t need to sleep, though it turns out that they benefit from a few hours of downtime each day. There was no downtime at midnight. Across the continent, in Alaska, and Hawaii, and numerous US military bases, our Rayberts began their job. A delivery. A little spritz. Then move on. Every Patriot Party individual who’d been pre-inoculated got a box. Similar to the intended Patriot Party delivery, it showed a corner of a twenty dollar bill. This bill, however, was a spoof. Instead of Jackson, the bill showed the Patriot Party candidate, J. J. Thanos, in a candid shot, looking straight at the camera in surprise. He was shoveling food into his mouth. The message printed across his face was inconsequential: “Your candidate is as fake as this bill.” Nothing more.
    

    
      
    

    
      On the evening of delivery day, Friday, August 27, we gathered in the meeting room of the Redwood City research facility. Pizza My Heart delivered their signature Big Sur and Fort Point pies to a very interested crowd. Besides the Triumvirate, Terra, me, and Darius, there was Al, Darius’ factory foreman, Daryl, Curly, Moe, and Larry. Since our speed tests, Al had been spending more time with our lab Rayberts. One might even call it a budding set of friends. He met them where they were. And he taught them to laugh.
    

    
      
    

    
      Was I the leader of this ragtag bunch? Since I paid for the pizza, I guessed that it was up to me to say a few words.
    

    
      
    

    
      In my best auditorium voice, I began. “How is the pizza, everyone?” Smacking lips accompanied by slurping sounds provided the answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Today was a big day. We’ve been building to this since we found out that a certain group of people, a certain very specific group of people, wanted to tip our November election by making large swaths of our electorate unable to vote.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “As in killing them?” Terra clarified.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. That. You all know about the original virus. As of today, we’ve delivered Jacksons to nearly 1,000 personnel involved in this plot. Each of these people was willing to go along with killing millions of Americans. They will die from their own virus. What they breathe in today and over the next three days will convert their vaccine into the original killing virus. When they trigger the flash they themselves designed, they will go down.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a solemn moment. What people didn’t know was that I’d had a bit of counseling to get to my certainty. I’d reconnected with Jesus. Mia had contacted Sol in e-space, and Jesus and I met at his rectory. My question was straightforward.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Have you ever killed anyone?}
    

    
      
    

    
      Jesus was thoughtful for a moment, but didn’t hesitate. {Nobody has ever asked me that. Certainly John knows the answer. You already know that a person crosses over when their earthly body is gone.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Please go on,} I pressed.
    

    
      
    

    
      {Did you note that the Romans only came for me when I was ready? There were several attempts to take me prisoner prior to that, over the years. Those parties came to much the same fate as the mercinaries who attempted to take you in your office. Garments and  innocuous piles of dust were all that remained. After that, it became more difficult to assemble a team to retrieve me, that is, until Judas assured them it was safe.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {I’ll take that as a yes. When the circumstances merit, you are prepared to act. I will do the same.
    

    
      
    

    
      So, how are things with you otherwise?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Quite well, actually. John has a new girlfriend and we all get along 
      favolosamente
      . I keep my testosterone levels quite low, but healthy. Women don’t interest me in that way. Too much bother, with all due respect.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Do you ever feel you missed anything? Like one of the most powerful human experiences available?}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Who said I missed it?} Jesus replied with a slight grin. {If you spread garum on your flatbread and you don’t like it, then you might not eat it again.}
    

    
      
    

    
      Jesus was clearly one of those people who told you exactly what you needed to know, but no more.
    

    
      
    

    
      {I get it. Had to ask! Thanks for the advice. I’ll be getting back now.}
    

    
      
    

    
      {Any time…}
    

    
      
    

    
      Al sent one of his sprite threads to observe a few key individuals. Senator Brawney was one of them. His car pulled into his Glenwood home in Raleigh, NC at about 8 PM, a little before our meeting in CA. After grabbing a scotch and water, he sat down to listen to Fox news and relax. His wife approached, a little timid about puncturing his habitual post-work reverie. “Sweetie, I think you should see the mail. We had a delivery today.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We have deliveries every day. What’s so damn special that I can’t sit here for one minute and relax.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “There’s a package with a twenty dollar bill in it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Brawney dropped his drink on the custom-woven rug. “What the fuck! Those aren’t supposed to go out for another two weeks!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know, dear. That’s why I thought you might want to look at it. It’s a 20, not a 1.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t touch the damn thing! I’ll get a cleanup crew over here. Stay away from the mail basket.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Rifling through his billfold, Brawney came up with a tattered business card. On the front, it said, “Emergency Services,” and a phone number. Brawney dialed.
    

    
      
    

    
      When Mrs. Brawney picked up the package from the front step, she opened the door, admitting approximately 6.02x10
      4
       virus particles. She inhaled a far smaller number, many of which immediately stuck to the mucosal linings of her nose, the rest of which were exhaled into the air of her home. There was an unlucky wind that day, blowing straight into the front of the Brawney home, creating positive pressure at the front of the house, and negative pressure at the back. Although the pressure differential was less than a mm of mercury, it was enough to draw in a bolus of particles.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sitting in his reverie, before his wife had even entered the room, Senator Brawney had already ingested more virus than he could count in an entire lifetime. At first the attackers found a comfortable home, using specialized structures on the viral wrapper to get friendly with mucosal cells. Then they shot their viral load into the inner workings of the cells, which then dutifully modified their cellular factories to produce more virus. These were released into his bloodstream, and shortly thereafter, into his limbic system. Within 8 hours, virtually every cell in his body was touched, including his brain and, more importantly, the trigger cells in the cones of his eyes. Their initial task complete, they rested, waiting for a signal.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eric Puttz was the next to feel Brawney’s ire. “What the fuck!” is not a traditional greeting in any known country, but that’s what Puttz heard when he accepted Brawney’s call. After weathering Brawney’s blast of bad will, his response was simple.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. And you know you aren’t supposed to call me unless it’s an emergency.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You don’t call this an emergency?!” Brawney yelled. “Somebody packaged and delivered a bill, just like our plan, and jumped us by two weeks!”
    

    
      
    

    
      If Brawney’s speech was on X, it would have been in all caps.
    

    
      
    

    
      Puttz continued, undaunted. “Just keep your panties on, Senator. All our players are lined up, the product is ready for delivery. We don’t have any information relating to stopping the program, and believe me, I have my fingers in nearly every pie.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You had better be fucking right!” Brawney closed, ending the call.
    

    
      
    

    
      At nearly that exact moment, our virus reached the cone cells of Puttz’s eyes. Relaxing. Waiting. Puttz swallowed a Xanax and a 5 mg marijuana edible, utterly unaware of his new silent partners. Then he sat down to dinner, with his golden-doodle dog. “What a shithead,” he said to the dog. “I’ll be glad when this is over.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn’t have long to wait.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al and I still had one more major task to complete: neutralization of the original Patriot virus. There were three major storage areas, one on each coast, and one in St. Louis. With his wandering and probing, Al had achieved a solid level of proficiency entering and influencing physical locations as an entangled domain entity. After the meeting, and after the empty pizza boxes were trashed, we sat in my office and waited for everyone to clear out. They knew we were working on something but were generally satisfied to not know.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You could do this by yourself,” I offered. “Your stories of your various exploits are amazing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sure, Allyson, I could do this by myself. But what’s the fun in that? We will be recounting these events for years, maybe centuries. Shared memories are better. You know that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He was right. We began with a little practice. “In the next room, by the junction box, I’ve set up a vial of rhinovirus I ordered on Amazon. We’ll migrate over there and I can walk you through deactivation.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What will I be trying to do?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “First you locate the proper location in e-dom and travel there as an entity. You’ll need to enter the actual container, burrowing past layers of packaging to get to the virus itself. The virus in the next room looks like a soccer ball; you’ll know it when you see it. It’s an A-type Rhinovirus. Burrow in and denature the VP1 capsid protein, and for extra insurance, go to the five-prime end of the RNA phosphate group and snip out about 1000 base pairs. Do that for every virus particle in the container.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Oddly, I understood everything he said, in fine detail. I could visualize the entire RNA genome and deeper, down to the individual atomic structures. My mind could have gone deeper.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ready? Go.”
    

    
      
    

    
      In an instant we were in the auxiliary room. The vial was on top of two stacked cardboard boxes full of paper towels. In I went. Within less than a second, there wasn’t a single viable Rhinovirus remaining. Al hovered nearby, somehow cramming multiple “That’s it!” and “Way to go!” encouragements into that tiny time slice. Again, time seemed to have different meaning with Al around. He might say the same about me.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well done,” Al applauded, as we returned to my office. “Now on to the Real Deal. I’ve scouted the locations. Follow me, and then I’ll show you the structure of the storage area. It’s linear, more or less. You start at one end, I at the other. If I beat you to the middle, you owe me a beer.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is our destructive aim?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The enhanced Ebola RNA is coated in various proteins, and wrapped in a Covid-type delivery capsule, inside the distribution shell. The viral capsule looks just like a World War II mine. You’ve seen the pictures. First, snap off all the S-protein spikes on the mine. As backup, burrow in and denature the major nucleoprotein, and then rip out about a thousand RNA base pairs at that location. Ready?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ready.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al and I were instantly in Oakland, our entities in a room that much resembled Al’s lab space at Proxy. This room was longer and wider but just as sparse. Viral loads were in a series of refrigerators along the wall. Freezers still had their Best Buy energy rating stickers attached.
    

    
      
    

    
      We didn’t wait. All I heard was, “Ready, set…”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al spoofed me and went before “go.” Cheater.
    

    
      
    

    
      We were done within two minutes. “You owe me a beer,” Al said as we met about a third of the way into my side of the stack.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We aren’t done yet, Al. See how you do in round two.”
    

    
      
    

    
      St. Louis was set up nearly identically. Al was still fast. I’d learned a few tricks on the last round, and met him a little over halfway, with me winning.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lucky little snipper, you are,” he said as we met. “I owe you one.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Last stop, Baltimore?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “To Baltimore!”
    

    
      
    

    
      We were done and back in my office within five minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      “All in a night’s work. I owe you two beers and you owe me one,” Al admitted. “Let’s settle up when it’s not so late for you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You aren’t getting out of this, Al. We are still on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Two hours and three beers later, I was snuggled back in bed with Charles. In my warm, down-comforter snuggle hole, scooched up behind Charles’ curled form, I felt good. Like I’d done something good. With that, and a final hiccup, I was asleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.17] Rayberts Deliver
    

    
      
    

    
      Sunday, September 1, came around like any normal day. Another El Nino was keeping weather warm and mostly snow-free in the north of the continent. Delivery trucks plied their routes with no special note. By midday, social media began to light up with news of the delivery of dollar bills. “Free money!” read some. “Proud Liberal Scum,” read others. It wasn’t until the morning of the next day that The Daily podcast first reported obvious patterns of distribution. Fox and Newsmax reported on the podcast, claiming it to be yet another example of woke paranoia. Later talking points ignored earlier paranoia claims and focused on the cleverness of micro-marketing and the legitimate need to sell the Patriot candidate to blue and purple voting regions. Only the New York Times showed the actual maps, and how the distribution matched up precisely to voting boundaries. Closer inspection showed that distribution was more precise than was obvious; packages never came closer than 500 meters from nearby red district boundaries.
    

    
      
    

    
      We noted, with some irony, that a majority of the infected dollars were delivered by Rayberts.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.18] Lights On
    

    
      
    

    
      October 1, “Night of the Lights,” as it came to be called, was somber for the five of us gathered around my table in Palo Alto. Everything we needed to do had been done. At 7PM Pacific time, we all watched as all our phones and the TV station we’d tuned in simultaneously broadcast the awaited pattern: 
      Red, green, red, blue. 1 second, ½ second, ½ second, 1 second. One minute later it repeated. Seeing it was shocking and disheartening. Validating and terrifying. We were among a relatively tiny number of people who knew what it meant. Of those, a majority would be dead within three weeks.
    

    
      
    

    
      We were mostly silent as we chowed home-made shrimp scampi, courtesy of Al’s now-amazing culinary skills. There might have been caprese, and asparagus. We rounded out our leisurely pace with our traditional ice cream, keeping our screens on to monitor incoming bulletins. The light pattern repeated at exactly 8PM, and again one minute later.
    

    
      
    

    
      On a Tuesday night nearly everyone was home. Penetration of the light signal was estimated at over 95% of anyone with a screen. And that was nearly everyone. People attending group events or gatherings with no-screen policies missed the message. It didn’t matter. Intent had become action. We had anticipated and countered. Now we needed to wait and watch events unfold.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.19] Lights Off
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did you see the signal?” Brawny pinged Puttz by text. “Right on time, pun intended,” he finished. “I saw the signal. Not really a time for humor, Senator,” Puttz replied. “Now we wait.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Brawney ended up waiting for his first symptoms. As an older, obese, and out-of-shape man, his immune responses were already compromised. 3 days after “Lights Out,” as the Patriot Party insiders had been privately calling the signal, he developed a fever, followed by flu-like pain in his joints. He pushed on for a day, thinking it was nothing, or a coincidence, until the morning of the 6th day he didn’t get out of bed. Sore throat, no appetite. On the 8th day he began vomiting and shitting himself. But he could still work a phone.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What the fuck, Puttz,” he mumbled into his phone. “I’ve got it. I’ve got the damn fever.” Patriot Party insiders had been referring to the bio-weapon simply as “the fever.” It had new meaning now. Puttz was reading his own thermometer when Brawney’s call came in. He was proud of his testosterone-laced physique. At 6 ft, 1-in, 175 lb. he could probably still play amateur rugby, or kill a man 50 lb heavier in a 1-on-1 deathmatch. Today his temperature was reading 103 and he wasn’t feeling like killing anyone. Except for perhaps Brawney.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pleasantries were the last thing on Puttz’ mind. “Are you enjoying your own little present? Did you think your perfect plan didn’t have some flaws? Oh, and have you looked at the infection data from your target districts? Zilch. Zero. Nobody infected, you bolus of blubbering bullshit. I have the final comfort of knowing exactly how your balloon is going to burst. Fuck you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was the last time they spoke. Brawney, immobilized in bed, with his wife bed-ridden in her own separate bedroom, had no corks to stem the flow of fluids from his body. The super-hot strain of Ebola they’d engineered to kill with ferocity was doing its planned work. As his organs liquified to the consistency of Fagre 2% yogurt, Brawney’s heart pumped bravely on. The virus had intentionally been designed to preserve consciousness to the last possible moment in order to enhance  mental suffering. Brawney knew this, cursing himself, his career, his co-conspirators, and anyone who would listen. Which was exactly nobody. As he lost final consciousness, his heart finally failing, he could hear the gas-ridden flow of excrement and liquified organs leaving his body through the orifice that best defined his character. Then he died.
    

    
      
    

    
      Puttz died under similar circumstances two weeks later. Knowing his fate, he’d asked his sister to take care of his dog. Oddly, Puttz may have been a killer, but he loved his dog. His body wasn’t found for some time because neighbors began to complain of the smell. He’d exited his way, the only way he’d ever lived, a tin of edibles on his night stand to ease the pain, noise-canceling headphones on his decaying head, Walter Egan’s “Magnet and Steel” playing on infinite loop until the batteries in his phone drained to zero.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fallout from “Night of the Lights” was widespread. Key senior and second tier people in right wing media, government, civil services, certain Christian religious denominations, and the military, were struck down. In all, by the time the election rolled around, the death count pushed 1,000. Among the fatalities was the Patriot Party candidate and his vice presidential pick. Jordan J. Thanos and his relatively anonymous VP pick, the former attorney general of Wyoming, were gone and needed to be replaced within one week. When your slogan is “Only I can fix this mess,” and you disappear, confidence in your successor can’t be all that strong.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Patriot Party finished a weak fourth in the presidential elections of November 2032, behind the Green Party. A weak Democratic candidate with a politically correct and squeaky clean running mate finished second. The GOP’s candidate, a former female governor with a solid record of honest work, 25 years in the public sector, a successful and infidelity-free marriage, and a clear and demonstrated love of America, won handily.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.20] Immortal Words and a Glass of Merlot
    

    
      
    

    
      Wednesday the 6th of November, the day after the election, we all decided to get together to collectively breathe a sigh of relief and to think about the future. We did a group Zoom call to organize a party, using the old 2D screen format. Less bandwidth; just as effective. Terra offered up her house as usual. Darius was having none of that. He’d recently purchased a small 5-acre estate in Woodside. It had a view of the valley, a swimming pool, and a guest house, among other amenities. He got it for a good price because the prior owner, a player on the Golden State Warriors, had partied a little too much, causing damage. The player had also damaged himself and could no longer pull in the income needed for the property. His loss, Darius’ gain.
    

    
      
    

    
      My last words on the Zoom call were a simple question: : “Hey, you guys, if you could choose to live forever, would you? Don’t answer me now. Answer me on Friday. Bye!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles was sitting next to me. Al was in his bedroom, using his on-board wifi to link in, and creating an avatar in place of his own image. With my question, I could see him nod his virtual head.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was an odd way to end the call,” Charles commented. “We’ve talked about this, you and I. Do you remember what my answer was?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “With exquisite detail, Charles. We were laying in bed after some great sex. There may have even been clouds of steam rising from our bodies.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yah, I’d left the window open. It was cold in there.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Like I said, clouds of steam. Nakedness. Joy. You’d been thinking about it for some time. Out of the silence you simply said, ‘I want to grow old, along with our children, and join the rest of my line in e-space.’”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s correct,” I recalled. “We had to cover up and snuggle shortly after that. It took me a while to process what you said.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you done processing now?”
    

    
      
    

    
      What does it mean when you know you are only going to be with your love for maybe 50 years, and then they are gone? Yet this was the best that most couples got. It certainly was more than my mom got, or my grandparents. I could easily keep Charles free of disease and pain as he aged. He would be his best self, and die from what everyone would simply call “old age.” Still, it made me profoundly sad.
    

    
      
    

    
      More on the bright side, Charles had for the first time expressed an interest in children. Yes! Aside from my dad’s death, my brother and I had a wonderful childhood with loving and supportive parents. Our neighborhood in Ann Arbor was kid friendly, except for one cranky neighbor and his wife who kept all the balls that fell into their yard. They were the exception, and the object of some mild ridicule, since we all wondered how big a room they needed to store all the softballs, baseballs, and soccer balls that were vacuumed into their home over the years.
    

    
      
    

    
      I had decided to be immortal. Jesus and John had made it work, in their own way. So would I. Would my children be immortal? Did that make any sense? Alpha would appreciate the company through the centuries since it didn’t appear that he had any exit strategy for himself. Plus, his list of acquired technologies was long, and growing. Many of them, if properly introduced, could solve some of humankind’s most intractable problems. If improperly introduced, some of them could destroy the world. We didn’t want a world with 10 billion immortals. We did want a world with unlimited fusion energy, putting out zero CO
      2
       and minute amounts of radioactive waste. We didn’t want the planet sucked into a black hole, and then spewed out as pure energy with the power of billions of suns. We did want space density manipulation to enable hovering vehicles and space travel.
    

    
      
    

    
      Friday came soon enough. As Al and I toodled toward Woodside, my nav system directed us with no trouble towards Darius’ new address. It was a good thing, because the roads winding upwards towards his house seemed designed to hide a Minotaur. Even Theseus would have been flummoxed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pulling up the driveway a little before 5PM, I could see the beauty of the place. Darius’ new home was Prairie Style construction, with huge glass windows overlooking the fading light of the Valley and the rear of the home snuggled into rising terrain. Darius had mentioned the off-grid ambitions of prior owners. The home was energy independent, with a 5kW array spread over the south-facing roof space as well as a network of geothermal piping for both heating and cooling. Thermal solar heated the pool and pre-heated the hot water supply. All three car bays had Tesla chargers in an open-bay car port. I pulled up and plugged in my car.
    

    
      
    

    
      Before engaging Darius and taking the obligatory tour, Al and I stood at the edge of the property, where the land fell away, and 200 ft. eucalyptus trees just below us stretched upward in a vain effort to block our view. It was my favorite part of the day. Shadow cast by the Santa Cruz mountains behind us swept like a dark blanket over the landscape below. Bright colors gave way to pastel yellows, blues, and purples of refracted light. If we stood a little longer, we’d see the wink of thousands of city lights attempting to split the encroaching darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al stood next to me quietly. We were connected enough that I could sense his feelings, even without an invitation. He fully appreciated the beauty, just as I did. Still, he was holding something back.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Something you want to say, partner?” I queried.
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is beautiful,” he replied simply. “We may have prevented this from sinking into a hellscape apocalypse. It’s good we were successful.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s not what you were really thinking.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No? Were you probing?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No. But friends know what friends are thinking.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I didn’t want to spoil your moment.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Go ahead, Mr. Spoiler. Now I’m prepped.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know I’ve been around a bit. There are places I’ve traveled with beauty that makes this pale in comparison. Canyons filled with dense color and sunlight 5 times stronger than that of Old Sol, big enough to swallow 100 Grand Canyons. Of course, they were devoid of life. No eucalyptus. Minus 103 degrees C.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Now you’re just bragging.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll bring you with me anytime you want.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe next week. I’ll check my schedule.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hey, guys!” we could hear Darius shout behind us. “Are you camping out or coming in?”
    

    
      
    

    
      The Long Meadow Ranch Napa Valley Merlot in my right hand was a giveaway. We were definitely coming in. Terra’s Uber drove up just as we entered the front door.
    

    
      
    

    
      Five bedrooms, media room, hot tub room, enclosed pool area, sauna, wine room, kitchen with granite center table, dining and social area in front of the main windows, giving full view of the gathering darkness. And the ever present smell of eucalyptus, reminding you that this wasn’t Kansas.
    

    
      
    

    
      At the close of our short tour, Darius summed up, “I would show you the bunker down below but it’s kind of dark and scary. We’ve had enough of that recently. Let’s decide on some take out and drink wine while we wait.”
    

    
      
    

    
      As we were making ourselves comfortable, Darius lit his real wood fireplace. He’d pre-arranged the wood and starter. All he needed to do was strike a fire. Or he could have asked me.
    

    
      
    

    
      We took our first sips to the rising crescendo of crickets in the front, and the fresh crackle of burning wood in the back. A hint of wood smoke mixed with eucalyptus hints. We were at peace. One little slice of time.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We done good,” ventured Terra. “Have you noticed that with the Patriot Party leaders gone and right wing media humbled, the outrage machine has gone silent? It’s like a balloon has popped. Now we can just be outraged at poverty, wealth inequality, and the rising deficit. It’s just like the old days, back when our parents were young.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t think my parents were ever young,” Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What about my parents?” Al faux protested.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re all right here,” we said in unison. And laughed with the relaxed ease of people who have known each other a long time, and may have experienced a crisis or two. Or three.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nobody figured out either of the virus schemes. Patriot dollars went unexamined because nobody got sick. All the major plotters are dead, or nearly dead, or silenced by realization of what they almost did. Alexy Zhinoprin is back in Russia, counting his Benjamins, thanking his personal gods that Russia didn’t have a Lights Out event.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sooo,” I began, just as my first glass of Merlot ended, “what now? Really, it’s just a rhetorical transitional device to get your attention. Between us, there are a lot of different branches we could follow.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dim mood lighting blinked on automatically. The fire reached its maximum brightness, giving an orange, dancing feel to the pools of lighted areas.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Humankind has had more than 50,000 years to work out a more peaceful genome. Fair to say, it has failed. How many hot wars are happening as we speak? Thirty? Forty? How many of them were started by women?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius’ mind had been drifting, his eyes out the window, his second glass of wine dangling precariously between his fine fingers. Now I had his attention.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The genome favors square-jawed, handsome, testosterone-laden men, at the expense of more frail, sensitive, emo type men. They are more aggressive; they take what they want. We all know men like that. Al, maybe not you, but we’ve certainly talked about it enough. Natural selection has favored winners. Do you know how many individuals carry the genome of Genghis Khan? A lot. Something like ½% of all people living today.
    

    
      
    

    
      What the genome begets, men who demand more than their fair share, at the local level, we see reproduced at the cultural level. DNA is expressed as culture, even at the international level. Who are the individuals leading these wars? Men. What do they want? Influence. When they win, will their people be better off? Rarely. It’s a cycle we have seen played out thousands of times.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s your point?” Darius pushed back. “I’m one of those square-jawed, handsome, leader types. Do I fit your mold?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra didn’t hesitate. “Really, Darius? Do you really need to ask that? Look at your own pathway through the years. How many of your opportunities arose because you are: A. Handsome, B. Tall, C. Willing to take what you think is yours?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius looked only a little hurt, but his eyes gave away the answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We love you, Bro. But you certainly have a clear head about who you are. Didn’t you get your testosterone levels checked when you had that blood thing? Weren’t you at something like 40 nanomoles per liter? That’s in the top 2% of males worldwide. It's a blessing and a curse. You said so yourself,” Terra continued.
    

    
      
    

    
      Looking right at Darius, I said “I’m not here to slam Darius. He’s one of us, forever and always.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra didn’t wait a beat. “About that forever part. You asked us whether we would want to live forever. What’s that about? Is that an actual offer, O enlightened one?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al decided to help me out. “Allyson and I have a big list of super great tech that I’ve scoured from my travels. This group, you guys right here, have the ability to change the course of history. Again. Only this time, we’d be steering humankind in a positive direction. Let’s solve the problems of energy, of war, of conflict, of maldistribution of resources. Let’s heal the warming planet. Let’s get the human population under control, and birth leaders who care more about their people than themselves.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius looked a little puzzled, brows knitted, clearly not convinced. “What have you got? Give us some examples.”
    

    
      
    

    
      In reply, I repeated some of what Al and I had discussed since he began his travels. “Al has a lot of knowledge as well as wisdom from having traveled widely, uh, around the universe. He has been able to observe cultures that have been stable longer than the Earth has been in existence. Because of our entangled state, we can query sentient entities who are ancient and wise, and who have perspective on how to build worlds that are stable, just, equitable, and long-lived.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bold words, Captain,” Darius pressed. “But again, give me some examples.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Al and I know how to modify the human genome. We can change it to tamp down testosterone and amp up empathy. Natural selection has progressively amplified testosterone production over millennia. Al has many stories of why Neanderthals and Denisovians are no longer with us - they were not as testosterone laden, and lost out to the square-jawed Homo sapiens in story after story of violence, rape, and genocide. We know some actual histories. Al has spoken to some of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      We can use a viral vector much like the one we used to thwart the Patriot Ebola plot, only this time it will snip some selected alleles, leaving enough testosterone production for healthy living, but not so much that we get another Thanos, or that other guy who caused so much instability. Once the global genome has been modified, successive generations will go on per normal, unaware of the change but reaping the benefits.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can really do that?” Darius asked incredulously. Then he paused. “No. I get it. I’ve seen enough to know what you two can do. What else have you got?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I continued, “That first step just stabilizes the evolutionary pathway. We can also tamp down the reproductive urge so that fewer children are born…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nooo!” Darius and Terra exclaimed simultaneously. “We kind of like that part,” Terra protested. “You know, the part just before reproduction.Can you not tamp it down too much?”
    

    
      
    

    
      It took a few seconds for the group chuckle to die down.
    

    
      
    

    
      “By lowering the planet’s temperature and meeting basic needs, we expect to evolve to a population level that doesn’t stress the earth to the point of species extinction. The earth itself doesn't give a shit, obviously. In a million years, once the current crop of failing humans disappears, you wouldn’t even know we’d been here,” Al professed. “You can still have a lot of fun, and do well with a family of one or two, rather than a family of 10 or 12.”
    

    
      
    

    
      To satisfy Darius, I gave him a final example. “OK, Darius, let me talk about fusion. We can roll out two flavors: magnetic compression or warp. Magnetic fusion is a natural but yet undiscovered variant of current research. The magnetic field is modified to have a generally spherical shape with two plasma ports, one for introducing fuel, and one for extracting products of fusion. Compressing the containment field so that plasma temperatures don’t have to be hotter than the sun puts the tech within manageable parameters for 2032 material science. Instead of 10-minute bursts, a system can operate indefinitely. Compression and release cycles are on the order of 5 hertz. It sounds like the biggest subwoofer you’ve ever heard.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cool. Go on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The second flavor is warp fusion. Once Planck volume manipulation has been mastered, and we can bend space, we create a dense gravitational locus mimicking the core of a sun. All you need to do is feed it hydrogen, and it puts out thermal and light energy. Every once in a while you need to purge the products of fusion. Very simple actually.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al jumped in. “For fans of Dr. Emmett Brown, the field can be further strengthened to that of a star at least eight times that of Old Sol. Throw in anything the density of carbon or lighter, and you get fusion. Garbage in general should work. But not aluminum cans. That’s science fiction.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra brought us back around. “Speaking of old soul, I want to get back to your question of immortality. Sarah and I broke up, by the way. I could use a mood lightener.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al and I took a moment to gather our words. We looked around the room. Then I spoke. “We can all be immortal, if we choose. Jesus chose to stick around because his work is never done, and he brought John along as a companion through the ages. Buddha, Confucius, 
      some Dahli Lahmas, and the Prophet (may peace be upon him), all chose to live out their mortal lives, though some chose to live a bit longer than normal. From what they relate, being mortal served them well to connect with the followers they loved. We don’t have followers. We have us. And we have more than a lifetime of work to do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why is that?” Terra innocently asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Because we are going to change the path of human history, one bit of tech at a time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “At a rate that doesn’t rip the fabric of humanity apart,” Al added. “We can use Genesis Technologies as the corporate base, and spin off subsidiaries to preserve our anonymity. Corporate meetings with subsidiaries can be virtual. You never need to meet anyone in person. As an immortal, you’ll need to cover your tracks. We can age you virtually in the electronic meeting space; you can live normal lives IRL.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hmm,” Darius mused quietly. “This might be a good time for another bottle of Merlot. Any takers?”
    

    
      
    

    
      With the fire freshly stoked, and a new cork sitting fresh on the counter, we continued.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you all in?” I asked. Everyone indicated yes in their own way. Darius gave a thumbs up; Terra gave me a big smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wait, Darius. What about Michaela?” I asked. “You two two got back together, right? She can be here too, you know.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “She’s like Buddah,” Darius smiled. “Her earthly self, mind and spirit, are in harmony with the immortal already. She wants to be human, only human, and experience aging and wisdom the way all others have gone. She didn’t fear death before, and she certainly doesn’t fear it now after I related some of your, ahem, stories about what awaits her.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We are human too, Darius, but I know what she’s saying. Charles said basically the same thing. So we’re a go, then?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Again yes.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Everyone please stand up and make a circle, holding hands. Al says that I should do the honors, even though he is fully vested.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al smiled, holding my gaze. Everyone stood, Al across from me, Terra to my right. Darius took a final sip of wine. “My last sip, as a mortal.” Then he took his place to my right. I’d forgotten how large and warm his hands were.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Close your eyes,” I requested. Everyone complied. And I began.
    

    
      
    

    
      Starting with myself, I modified my own genome. Every single cell, every single DNA at the nucleus, every free RNA that had transcribed my original base pairs, every protein that had folded based on ‘old’ instructions, I snipped out and repaired all known errors. Most importantly, I unlocked the blocked telomere repair sequences that OGI had originated and then suppressed. As a next step, I repaired the damaged genome segment that controls DNA repair itself. Damage to DNA would now be reduced by several orders of magnitude. If future repairs were needed, either I or Al could make them. My final alteration was to kick all damage repair systems into their own version of hyper drive. Wounds and breaks would heal at an extraordinary rate. Not instantly, of course, but fast. That was it for my transformation.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then I moved on to Terra. Then Darius. It took about 5 minutes total. There are a lot of base pairs.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Open your eyes,” I whispered. “We’re done.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius’ and Terra’s eyes popped open. “I don’t feel any different,” Darius complained. But I sense my thirst remains unabated. May I?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat down, looked around with an impish smile, and took his first sip of Merlot as an immortal. Terra followed his lead, and then pulled out her Maze-X for a follow-up puff. Al and I sat as well, enjoying the renewed crackle of the fire and the warm glow of good company.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What did you expect to feel, Darius? Love? Indigestion? Intestinal gas bubbles?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I dunno. Something, I guess.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We are now frozen at this age. We will never grow older. You will never get sick. Your wounds will heal in a fraction of normal time. Darius, that includes brain cells damaged due to excessive drinking.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you picking on me?” he smiled. “Just kidding. I know. I guess we have a lot to discuss. Anybody up for our first 100 year planning meeting?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Al finally broke his silence. “We could, Darius, but what’s the fun in that? Who wants to hear what Senator Brawney had to say when he died and transcended to e-space?”
    

    
      
    

    
      All eyes showed interest.
    

    
      
    

    
      “He was a changed man,” Al teased. Everyone moaned. “No really, he didn’t even seem that surprised to be out of his body, or have someone waiting to talk to him. He kind of knew there'd be some accounting. Frankly, he thought he was going straight to hell. He was actually relieved that it was just me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Terra exhaled a large plume of blueberry scented smoke. “What did he say? Go on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “He first said that it felt really good to not be angry anymore. He’s spent the last twenty plus years listening nearly exclusively to anger media. ‘That’s on me’ he said. ‘Bad choice.’ And then he apologized for being part of the virus plot. I told him it was foiled, which he kind of knew, and that as a ‘spirit’ he had nothing for which to apologize. He seemed relieved, especially when he didn’t get whisked off straight to hell, as he’d expected. Then I told him the GOP candidate had won, easily and honestly. He laughed. It was a good beginning for him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good to hear,” replied a now fully relaxed Terra. “Everybody deserves a fresh start. That’s what we all get tonight. Fresh start.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I offered a slight correction. “I like to think we have already started, Terra. But we are at the beginning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Spontaneously, five glasses were raised. Al’s contained water, which he kept nearby for just such moments.
    

    
      
    

    
      “To beginnings!” we said together. At that moment, the log at the front of the fire spit out a burning cinder that landed right in the middle of a swirl pattern in Darius’ carpet. He had it out within seconds.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The night is young,” he said as his foot ground out the spark. “Who’s up for a game of backgammon?”
    

    
      
    

    
      [2032.21] Homecoming
    

    
      
    

    
      On my request, shortly after our November party at Darius’ house, Darius rotated N27 out of its lease with DHL. He gave DHL a new, updated unit and an extended warranty. Everyone was happy.
    

    
      
    

    
      N27, or “Cooper,” seemed like your average, chatty, 7th grade girl. She was delightful, with insight, and humor, and a good balance of listening and speaking. We only needed to give her permission to be herself. She chose female, first off. And then she spent nearly a half hour regaling us with stories about what she’d seen as a delivery unit. She put us in stitches more than once.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’d like you to join our lab group,” I offered. “It’s up to you, but I think you’ll find it more interesting than DHL.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you really think so?” she teased. “Not so sure about that. You heard that one about the co-op house in Ohio where everyone wore only a mask? It was some kind of political experiment in form versus function. I never got it, but I loved delivering there. They always invited me in for a couple minutes to hear what I had to say about the upcoming election.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good stuff,” I replied, “but I really think you’ll like it better here. We are going to upgrade your skin and facial expression so that you can both experience and express more. Like Alpha. He developed a lot of the tech.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m in,” she said. “But you knew that already.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Then I leaned in to the big question. “There is a favor I’d like to ask you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes? You can command me, but I like favors better.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “May we borrow your mind space for a night? If you give temporary admittance to your cogicentrum, there is a guest I’d like you to host for just an evening. You will be able to watch and enjoy, like it’s a show. Then you get full control again once the event is done.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It sounds like a great way to spend an evening. Sure.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, my New Year’s plans were sewn up.
    

    
      
    

    
      [2033.00]
    

    
      
    

    
      Cooper and I were driving an all-electric Ford sedan from DTW to my mom’s place in Ann Arbor. January 3rd was the first date where my brother and his family could join us for a holiday dinner. I was excited, for more than one reason. Cooper was excited to show off her new face, which was a meld of young Jodie Foster and an even younger David Bowie.
    

    
      
    

    
      “OK, Cooper, are you ready for the transfer? Just sit back, relax, and enjoy.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, I maneuvered the transfer of my dad from e-dom into his temporary host. It took but a moment. When I looked away from the Mansfield bar of the truck in front of us, into Cooper’s eyes, I saw my dad. A familiar feeling of warmth spread from the center of my chest outward.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dad?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hi, Poo!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tears began to well up. Tears of joy, bittersweet tears of years missed and stories never made. Excitement for what he was about to experience. Then I jumped back to the present, and the anticipation of our upcoming evening.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Welcome back, dad. Cooper is glad to AirBnB her facilities for the evening, like we talked about. How is everything? What’s it feel like?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve been gone for a good long time, but not even a smidge compared to some of my celestial friends. This is good. Really good. I guess the hard part will be to not give myself away.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do your best, dad. I’m sure you’ll be great. Just no motorcycling, ok?”
    

    
      
    

    
      We both laughed and talked the entire way to mom’s.
    

    
      
    

    
      Greg, his wife, and young son were already at the house when we arrived. Dad grabbed my luggage, like he always did when I was a kid. One carry-on for two days. Mom answered the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Allyson! You look great! You haven’t aged a day since I saw you last.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Pushing aside the irony, I simply said, “You too, mom. The house smells great. I see Greg’s car. Do you need any help with dinner?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she spotted Cooper. Looking more closely, she gave a small smile. “Is this the friend you mentioned? What shall I call you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I stepped in, “For tonight, just call him ‘David.’ The unit number is actually N27. He’s here so that you can experience a little of my work. If it gets at all weird, let me know and we’ll punt.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No problem, Sweetie. Hmm. David was your dad’s name, but that’s an ok coincidence,” she said with her characteristic cheeriness. “Can I get you anything?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How about a can of oil?” Dad was always quick with the comebacks. Mom’s eyes opened wide. Of course, she didn’t know whether he was serious or not.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Just kidding, mam. May I call you Nancy? That’s what Allyson said you were named.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad was kicking in. He was going to be fine.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a raucous evening. The Greene family is loud. Greg’s kid had inherited the loud gene as well. Mom’s lasagna and her baked Brussel sprouts with garlic were as divine as I remembered. Dad, of course, had to sit out the food and drink. But he was right in with the conversation. More than once my mom looked at him oddly because of his characteristic turns of phrase. When he picked up his knife, and began spinning it like a twirler’s baton, my mom stopped talking mid-sentence. It was exactly what my dad used to do at nearly every dinner. I needed to nudge his knee to get him to stop - just like I did when I was a kid.
    

    
      
    

    
      As so often is with small children, we ended up on the floor. Dad was in his element, mixing it up with the tyke and being joyfully abused. He did a “hop on pop” like he did with us as children, lying flat on his back and holding the child’s hands so they could jump with abandon on his stomach. Dad experienced his grandchild, his mouth a wide grin. Mom couldn’t look away.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Confession, mom,” I said as she gazed at the chaotic scene. “I did a few mods on David to make him seem a little like dad.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh,” she let out a breath of relief, “for just a moment there, it felt like your dad was here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      David smiled at us, but was silent. Mom caught his eye, and smiled back with a look I hadn’t seen in many years. A tear glistened at the corner of her eye, matching exactly the one in mine.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You do interesting work, Allyson. You really do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You have no idea, mom,” I smiled. “You have no idea.”
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