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Ark

S

 Two Months Left

amantha’s hands were still red from the cold, the skin over her knuckles taut and dry. She had gone that morning to bring supplies to the  Naomi, a small fishing vessel off the coast that she had bought with the last of her money, before money lost all meaning. 

She had learned the knot to moor the boat months before she got  it.  A  bowline  knot,  which  started  with  a  loop  in  the  rope,  the end  snaking  up  and  down  and  through.  The  world’s  most  useful knot,  the  website  had  said.  The  internet  had  disappeared  a  few weeks later, just before the evacuation. 

In the Bible story, Noah had built a boat to survive the flood, to endure. The  Naomi would not survive anything. That was not her purpose. 

Samantha  sat  down  at  her  station  and  breathed  warm  air  on her knuckles. 

“I,” Dan said, sitting back from the computer screen, “would really like a smoke.” 

Samantha was in the middle of a tissue ID. She stared through the magnifier at the tiny leaves of what seemed to be a clump of peat moss in an attempt to match it to the grid of images on the screen in front of her.  Ambuchanania or  Sphagnum were the two genera  options  confronting  her.  The   Sphagnum’s  leaves,  the screen  told  her,  would  have  large  dead  cells  alternating  with  the living ones. She needed to take a sample for the microscope. 

“You don’t smoke,” she said as she got up to fetch a slide. 

“I don’t smoke  anymore,” Dan said. “I quit when I was twenty.” 

Clean slide in hand, Samantha sat again and reached for the iodine.  “And  now  that  you  work  in  a  confined  space  with  other people, you suddenly want to do it again?” 

“Well, consider this,” Dan said. “Not only is it against the rules to  smoke  on  either  Ark  ship,  there’s  also  not  gonna  be  tobacco. 

Not the fresh stuff, anyway. So isn’t it our obligation to experience everything Earth’s plants have to offer for as long as we can?” 

She  used  a  scalpel  to  scrape  a  sample  from  one  of  the  tiny leaves. Her hands trembled when she had to do delicate work like this,  but  she  was  used  to  it  now  after  taking  an  incalculable 3



number of samples from an endless supply of plants. She put the sample  down  in  the  iodine,  dabbing  a  few  times  to  get  it  loose, and covered it with a slip. The iodine-stained sample spread wide beneath the glass. 

She put the slide on the microscope stage and secured it with the clips. Her hand went automatically to the coarse-focus wheel to bring the stage closer to the lens. She realized, as she brought her eye to the eyepiece, that Dan was waiting for an answer. 

“I’ve never smoked,” she said. 

“Well,” he said, “there’s no better time to try.” 

Dan had shaved that morning, and there was still a tiny square of red-spotted toilet paper on his neck from where the razor had nicked him. He had broad shoulders and round, perpetually pink cheeks. He’d been eating nonstop since Earth was evacuated of most of its inhabitants. There would be plenty of time to get trim again on a spaceship hurtling toward Earth the Sequel, as he liked to call it, eating bland rations. 

“Sure,” Samantha found herself saying. “Why not?” 

When she was seven years old, there was a windstorm that knocked all the leaves off the maple tree in the backyard. She woke up to bare branches and a lawn blanketed in orange, yellow, and red. Her father had spent all Saturday raking them into a giant pile at the far end of the yard, and then, as the sun set, he had set them on fire. 

She had avoided him all day—it wasn’t smart to interrupt her dad in the middle of a chore, or in the middle of anything, really—

but when she saw that he was just standing there next to the leaf pile,  she  had  put  on  one  of  his  old  coats  and  joined  him.  The sleeves fell over her fingers, keeping them warm, and the elastic hem brushed her kneecaps. 

“Don’t get too close,” he said when he saw her. 

She  stuck  her  hands  out  of  the  sleeves  to  feel  the  heat  from the fire against her palms. The patch of woods behind the house was bare of leaves, too, except the pines, heavy with needles. Her father  had  told  her,  the  year  before,  that  every  winter  she  saw would be one of Earth’s last winters. He had fallen asleep a little while later with a glass of scotch balanced on his lap. 

She  looked  up  at  the  silhouettes  of  the  branches  against  the color-rich sky. The wind shifted, and flakes of ash blew toward her 4



face, pricking at her eyes. One landed on her lip, and she tasted it with  her  tongue.  It  tasted  like  burned  leaves  curling  up  at  the edges in the flames, like musty old coats, like breaths you could see unfurling. 

That,  Samantha  thought,  standing  bundled  up  near  the  back door with Dan, was how cigarettes tasted too. 

The eyepiece was cold against her eye socket. Everything was cold in Svalbard, an archipelago north of the Arctic Circle that was technically part of Norway. In the last several years, as the tenants of Earth prepared to evacuate, Svalbard had seen an influx of scientists from all over the world, thanks to its existing store of genetic material in the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, which had already housed more than one million samples when the apocalyptic news came. 

Borders  had  stopped  mattering  after  the  asteroid  Finis  was discovered twenty years ago. Everyone was just an Earthling now. 

The  global  scientific  community  had  begun  their  work  right after  Finis’s  discovery:  preserve  as  much  genetic  material  from Earth as possible before the catastrophic collision occurred. They had  sent  researchers  out  into  the  world  with  new  technology  for preserving  live  plants  and  animals,  and  they  had  collected hundreds  of  thousands  of  samples  in  facilities  all  around  the world.  At  the  same  time,  they  had  constructed  two  massive storage  ships,  one  in  Australia  and  one  in  Svalbard— Ark  Flora and   Ark  Fauna,  they  were  called—and  began  cataloging  all  the data they had received, and would still receive, until the very end. 

There  had  been  talk,  in  the  beginning,  of  simply  loading  all  the samples  onto  the  ships  and  analyzing  them  later.  But  the  space on  the  ships  had  been  limited,  and  there  were  too  many  repeat samples. Better to get one hundred unique specimens, the leader of the Ark Project had said, than three hundred duplicates. 

 Ark  Flora  and   Ark  Fauna  would  depart  in  two  months’  time, with  a  narrow  window  of  escape  before  the  asteroid  hit.  They would join the other Earth evacuees en route to Earth the Sequel (formally known as Terra). None of the people on board would see the new planet in their lifetimes, though their children would. 

Samantha  hadn’t  been  involved  in  the  Ark  Project  from  the beginning,  or  even  the  middle,  really.  She  had  joined  the  effort when the call for End Days workers came. The qualifications had 5



been a master’s-level degree in a related field, no criminal record, no history of mental illness, and no living family. No one to lose if Finis showed up early, or if the ship failed to launch. 

“Orphans, gather round!” The shout came from the doorway of the laboratory at the same time every day: 11:45 a.m. The young woman to whom it belonged, Averill, was small, slim through the torso, and thick through the hips and thighs. She had learned as a girl to speak only in her chest voice, so she could be heard over her two brothers, and the habit had stuck. 

Her brothers, as well as her parents, had died in a car accident when she was eighteen years old. Everyone here knew everyone else’s tragedies. They were as commonplace as talking about the weather. 

In front of Averill was a cart with two rows of bagged lunches on  it.  They  were  for  the  higher-level  scientists  to  take  to  their private  laboratories,  where  they  performed  more  sophisticated work  than  identifying  plant  samples  using  pictures  on  a  screen: monitoring  and  maintaining  the  environments  of  the  storage facilities to maximize species survival. 

“It’s everyone’s favorite time,” Averill said with a grin. “Lunch-delivery time. Today’s contestants are Brendan, Alice, and Sam.” 

Samantha  pulled  away  from  the  eyepiece  of  the  microscope and crossed the room to the cart. Brendan, boyish and sturdy, and Alice, her shiny black hair pushed behind her ears, were already standing there. Averill stuck out her fist, which had three straws in it. Brendan picked first, then Alice, and then Samantha. 

Samantha’s  was  the  shortest.  She  sighed.  Almost  all  the higher-ups were in the same building, their offices in a long row, but there was one that required trudging in full arctic regalia out to the  remote  greenhouse  belonging  to  Dr.  Nils  Hagen.  The  man himself was inoffensive, but the walk was brutal, and the trip took over an hour. 

Averill  handed  her  the  only  insulated  bag,  the  one  with

“Hagen” written on it in blocky letters, and Samantha lifted it up in a toast to the laboratory peons. They hooted in response, and she went out to retrieve her coat. 

The first breath of wind made her aware of all the places she hadn’t covered—a line of skin above her cheeks and below the goggles, a narrow channel on one side of her hood that wasn’t 6

drawn as tightly. She tugged her coat sleeve down to cover a patch of wrist skin not shielded by her glove and started the hike. 

Hagen spent his mornings in the greenhouse with his orchids. 

Everyone from the peons to the head of the entire Ark Project had tried to convince him to move into the facility with the rest of the scientists,  but  he  had  refused.  And  because  scientists  who qualified  for  his  position  had  been  scarce—and  were  gone  now, since everyone except them had evacuated Earth—he had to be catered to. He got all his work done anyway, so there wasn’t much to complain about except the inconvenience. 

All  around  her  was  white.  Even  the  sharp-edged  hills  in  the distance showed only the faintest brown of earth through the snow and  ice.  Samantha  had  first  arrived  in  Svalbard  by  helicopter,  in the evening, so the settlement had shown itself in orange ropes of light,  the  paths  that  connected  the  low  buildings.  The  land  had glowed  blue—beautiful  in  the  way  that  a  Rothko  painting  was beautiful,  because  it  was  empty  enough  to  shrink  a  person  and then swallow them. 

There  wasn’t  a  soul  in  sight.  It  wasn’t  difficult  to  believe,  in Svalbard, that the world was about to end. 

She made it to the greenhouse, the glass reflecting white back to  her,  simultaneously  glaring  and  invisible.  Hagen’s  little  cabin was right next to the structure, a brown smudge set at the base of one of the hills that hugged their little settlement close. She pulled the  first  door  open  with  a  crunch  and  searched  the  steamy greenhouse for a sign of Hagen. Most of the time he came out to retrieve his lunch, so she didn’t even have to take off her goggles. 

She doubted he knew her face, though she had been there once a week for the last several months. But today there was no sign of him. 

Samantha  took  off  her  gloves,  her  goggles,  her  hood.  She tugged her scarf down, tasting wet wool, and unzipped her coat. 

She left everything on the ground in the entryway and opened the door to the greenhouse. 

Humidity clung to her cheeks and eyelashes. There were three rows  of  plants,  with  two  aisles  between  them.  Everywhere  she looked, there were leaves and stems and flowers of almost every color.  A  bloodred   Cymbidium  with  half  a  dozen  flowers  was  on one of the low shelves, the lips between the lower sepals touched with white. Beside it was some kind of pink  Oncidium with delicate 7

branches  that  unfolded  into  tiny  flowers,  no  larger  than  her fingernails. And beyond them both were increasingly stranger and more  colorful  orchids  that  looked  almost  monstrous,  their  labella bulging, their petals thinning to needles. 

“They grow in every color except blue and black.” Through the leaves  and  flowers  she  saw  the  slope  of  a  shoulder  and  Nils Hagen’s pale hand cupping one of the flowers near him. 

“But  .  .  .”  Samantha  stepped  into  the  greenhouse,  forgetting the  sack  in  her  hand,  to  point  to  one  of  the  nearest  flowers, another   Cymbidium  with  a  fuchsia  central  column.  The  petals looked black to her. 

“Just  a  very  deep  purple-red,”  Hagen  said,  shaking  his  head. 

He tilted one of the flowers up toward the light, and she saw that it was dark burgundy, the color of a glass of Barolo. “It’s the same with the so-called black  Paphiopedilum.” 

“And the glistening sun orchid,” Samantha added with a smile of  triumph  when  Hagen  looked  taken  aback.  “My  mom  loved them,  always  had  them  in  the  house.  I  guess  she  primed  me  to study horticulture.” 

“And your mother is now . . .” 

“Dead,”  Samantha  supplied.  “Everybody’s  family  is  dead around here, you know.” 

“Yes.” Hagen’s brow furrowed. “I keep forgetting.” 

Samantha held up the bag that held Hagen’s lunch. “Your tuna sandwich.” 

“I  don’t  suppose  you  would  help  me  with  something  first.” 

Hagen looked her over, and she returned the favor. He was older but  not  quite  elderly,  his  hair  threaded  with  silver  and  his  face deeply  lined.  He  was  tall,  with  rounded  shoulders,  and  trim, though there was a bubble of a belly reined in by his leather belt. 

“You look strong enough for the task. It requires more than one set of hands.” 

“Sure,” Samantha said. “Beats clicking a bunch of pictures on a screen all afternoon.” 

“Ah,  so  you  work  in  species  identification,”  Hagen  said.  “You must have good color vision, then, or they would have shoved you into  the   Ark  Flora’s  storage  area  to  play  a  highly  sophisticated game of  Tetris with all the identified samples.” 

Samantha laughed. “All the better, since I was never any good at  puzzles.  But  I’m  good  at  detail,  generally.  And  tedium.  Highly 8

tolerant of tedium.” 

“Bodes well for a scientist.” 

“I’m not a scientist,” she said, smiling. “I’m a horticulturist.” 

“You  have  a  master’s  of  science,  like  everyone  else  left  on Earth right now,” Hagen said. “And you’re working on the very last scientific  endeavor  ever  to  take  place  on  this  planet.  You  are indeed a scientist. Now, come and help me with this shelf.” 

An  old  wooden  desk  stood  at  the  back  of  the  greenhouse, wedged  against  the  wall.  There  were  two  shelves  just  above  it, one full of books and the other empty, sagging on one side where the bracket had broken. The small pots that had once been on the shelf,  evidently,  were  now  stacked  on  the  desk  itself,  on  top  of notebooks and papers and books. A mug with vines painted on it stood  right  near  the  back.  It  was  lopsided—clearly  handmade, with the indents of fingers baked into its surface. 

“Now, if you could hold the wood up—it’s solid wood, heavier than it looks,” Hagen said. “I will put up a new bracket. I’d rather not have to detach the shelf entirely, as it was quite difficult to get straight in the first place.” 

He  spoke  with  only  a  faint  accent,  but  in  the  slower,  halting way  that  Samantha  was  used  to  from  non-native  English speakers. 

She leaned over the desk and braced herself against the shelf, pushing it into the wall and lifting it from beneath at the same time. 

Hagen took a screwdriver to the bracket, and once it was free, she realized  the  shelf  was,  indeed,  heavier  than  she  had  expected. 

She  gave  a  surprised  grunt,  and  pushed  closer  to  the  wall,  her arms shaking. 

“You know,” she said, her voice strained from the effort, “it may not  be  worth  fixing  a  shelf  you’re  just  going  to  abandon  in  two months.” 

Hagen’s smile softened. “I will not be abandoning it,” he said. 

She  had  heard  rumors  that  Hagen  intended  to  stay  on  Earth when the rest of them left, but it was different hearing him confirm it himself. There was nothing melancholy about the way he said it; in fact, he sounded almost fond of the idea, like it was an old stray cat that he put out food for. 

She  thought  of  the   Naomi,  held  fast  by  her  bowline  knot, bobbing on the waves. 

“Well,” she said, “I guess it’s good we’re fixing it, then.” 

9





Early estimates suggested that the asteroid, calculated to be at least five miles in diameter, would flatten an area the size of the United States when it struck. The resulting debris and dust in the atmosphere  would  block  out  the  sun,  and  that  would  be  what wiped out all life on the rest of the planet. So, Samantha figured, a person  would  be  able  to  live  for  some  time,  depending  on  their existing  food  stores,  if  the  asteroid  didn’t  strike  anywhere  near them. 

“Everybody’s family is dead around

here, you know.” 

He put the new bracket in place and began screwing it in. As the bracket took hold, less of her strength was required, until she was able to release the shelf and start arranging the pots on top of it. 

“Would you mind if I asked why?” she said. 

“You wouldn’t be the first,” Hagen said, dusting off his hands. 

He  took  off  his  glasses  and  set  them  on  his  desk.  His  eyes creased  at  the  corners,  she  noticed,  like  he  was  always  smiling, even when he wasn’t. 

“I don’t mind being unoriginal,” she replied. 

The answer seemed to charm him. He chuckled a little. 

“There are many reasons,” he said, “but there is also just one: I can’t bear to leave my home.” 

Samantha  nodded.  She  picked  up  the  bag  that  said  “Hagen” 

on it and set it on his desk, next to the homemade mug. 

“Have a good lunch,” she said. 

“If you want to learn more about orchids,” he said, “you might consider bringing lunch for yourself next time you come.” He tilted his head. “If you love them as your mother did, I mean.” 

She gave a wave and went into the entryway to put her gloves back on. 

The “orchid hospital,” as Samantha’s mother had called it, was in her bedroom, along the back window. After the shriveled blooms dropped, her mother took the plant up to the windowsill and left it in the indirect light until it bloomed again. She put ice cubes in the pots once a week, so water would melt into the soil. 
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Why, she had once asked her mother, do you bother to keep anything alive when it’ll all be wiped out by Finis? 

Her  mother  had  shrugged.  Why  take  a  shower  when  you’re just  going  to  get  dirty?  Why  eat  when  you’re  just  going  to  get hungry? Every flower dies eventually, Sam. But not yet. 

Samantha  had  gone  to  the  orchid  hospital  every  day  as  a child,  standing  in  the  bathroom  doorway  as  her  mother  did  her makeup and leaving before the roar of the hair dryer could make her  heart  race.  If  she  was  lucky,  Naomi  would  dust  Samantha’s cheeks with blush or let her blink her eyelashes into the mascara wand after she was finished. Once she had even tied one of her scarves—the silky one with the violets on it—around Samantha’s head like a headband. 

When  she  grew  older—old  enough  to  put  on  Barbie-pink  lip gloss  and  to  smear  glitter  on  her  eyelids—she  didn’t  watch  the morning ritual any longer, but she still went to the bedroom to feel the orchid soil to make sure it was moist, to open the scarf drawer and  breathe  in  the  scent  of  her  mother’s  perfume,  to  try  on  her shoes  as  her  feet  grew  bigger,  inch  by  inch,  big  enough  to  fill them.  And  later,  when  she  was  home  from  college,  to  run  her hands over the oxygen tank, to try on the mask her mother wore to breathe as her body broke down. 

Her  first  dance  was  in  eighth  grade,  when  she  was  thirteen, and  her  mother  took  her  shopping  for  a  dress.  She  was  self-conscious  about  the  sharp  points  of  her  breasts  without  a  bra  to give  them  shape,  so  they  moved  away  from  the  halters  and toward  something  with  thick  straps.  A  black  shift  that  fell  to  the middle  of  her  calves  was  the  most  promising  option,  though  she had  clutched  her  hands  tight  around  the  rise  of  fat  around  her middle when she first put it on, only for her mother to smack them away and tell her not to be silly—it was no crime to have a body. 

And standing in the dressing room, looking at her reflection, she had thought that a body rippled like desert sand, swelling up into hills,  dipping  into  valleys,  the  sand  blowing  around  curves  and over sharp edges. 

But better than the dress had been the earrings. They had, her mother said, belonged to her grandmother, who had passed away when  her  mother  was  only  twenty,  from  an  undiagnosed  heart condition.  The  earrings  were  pearl  posts  set  into  small  metal leaves,  and  her  mother  had  cautioned  her  to  take  care  of  them 11



before sending her off with her friend Kara’s mother to the school gymnasium. 

It took an hour for her terror of the dance floor to wear away, and  even  then  she  kept  her  movements  small,  hips  shifting  and feet  shuffling.  Mostly  she  and  the  other  girls  sang  the  lyrics  they knew  into  the  center  of  a  circle,  their  heads  bobbing,  the  little crystals  they  had  pressed  into  their  hair  dropping  unseen  to  the gymnasium floor. She had one slow dance, with Davud Shah from her choir class, who smelled like sweat but had a shy smile and a nice clear tenor. 

When  she  got  home  later,  the  dress  scratchy  against  her shoulders,  she  felt  her  earlobes  to  take  out  the  earrings  and  the right one was missing. 

She searched along the path she had taken down the upstairs hallway and up the stairs and into the kitchen and along the hall to the front door, but she knew that the earring was more likely lost on  the  gymnasium  floor.  She  ran  to  her  mother  with  tears  in  her eyes, holding out the single earring and confessing. 

Her mother was quiet for a few seconds, plucking the earring from  her  daughter’s  hand.  Finally  she  offered  a  smile,  touching Samantha’s head, and told her not to worry. 

That night, Samantha got up for a glass of water, and saw her mother on her hands and knees in the hallway, wearing her white bathrobe, searching the carpet for what her daughter had lost. 

On  her  way  back  to  the  compound  in  Svalbard  to  begin  her work  again,  Samantha  walked  across  a  rare  shaft  of  sunlight.  It made  the  snow  glimmer  like  fallen  hair  crystals  and  glitter  eye shadow and pearls cradled in metal leaves. 

 Two Weeks Left

When there was a flower in the lab, everyone gathered around. 

The  sample  had  come  across  Samantha’s  station.  It  was  a whole  plant:  flower,  stem,  leaves,  and  roots,  held  suspended  in the clear solution that preserved all the full plant samples. Most of them  came  to  Svalbard  already  labeled  by  the  scientists  in  the field  who  had  collected  them  years  before,  but  sometimes  the labels were lost, or the higher-ups didn’t think they were correct. 

There  were  still  thousands  of  samples  in  the  basement  beneath them, rows upon rows of plants they would soon forget when they 12

were  coasting  through  space.  But  Samantha  and  her  coworkers were doing their best to log as many as possible. 

This  particular  flower  was  yellow  and  round,  with  dozens  of frilly  petals  around  a  central  point.  The  stem  was  fuzzy  and  light green, the leaves at the base of the plant oblong and smooth. No one  said  anything  for  a  while  as  Samantha  typed  in  the  initial parameters  of  her  search:   yellow,  height:  28.2cm,  leaves:  five, origin: United Kingdom. 

“It  looks  like  a  dandelion,”  Dan  said  as  Samantha  leaned closer to the images the database had presented to her. 

“So?” Averill said. “Even dandelions need to be logged.” 

“Listen, we’re not going to get through all the samples before liftoff,”  Dan  said,  “and  personally,  I’d  rather  preserve  the  genetic material  of  a  rare  African  violet  than  a  dandelion.  Is  that  such  a crime?” 

“You  can’t  go  picking  and  choosing,”  Averill  argued.  “One man’s dandelion is another man’s African violet.” 

“I  don’t  accept  the  argument  that  there  are  no  objective standards of beauty or value.” 

“It’s  not  a  dandelion,”  Samantha  said.  She  pointed  at  the leaves at the base of the plant. “Dandelion leaves are . . .  poky. 

This one’s leaves are smooth. See?” 

“That an official horticultural term?” Josh asked from her right shoulder. “Poky?” 

“Shut up,” she said. “I think I’ve found the match.” 

She  went  through  the  checklist  of  terms  associated  with  the species  she  thought  she  had  identified.  Wales,  check.  Shaggy stem, check. Whorl of leaves around stem, check. By the time she had reached the end, she was smiling. 

“It’s  a  Snowdonia  hawkweed,”  she  said.  “Categorized  as

‘rare.’” 

“Ooh, I know about those,” Alice said from somewhere behind her,  her  Irish  accent  distinct.  “Almost  went  extinct  because  of overgrazing,  and  then  some  foot-and-mouth  disease  killed  off  a bunch of sheep and wham—the flowers were back.” 

“See?”  Averill  sounded  smug.  “It’s  more  African  violet  than dandelion. Told you.” 

“That is  not what you told me,” Dan retorted. 

Samantha  carried  the  sample  over  to  the  cart  for  it  to  be stored, her fingerprints smudging the glass. 
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Samantha could mark her childhood years by her favorite colors. When she was five, it had been purple; at seven, it had been green; and at ten years old, she had liked navy blue. The color of the night sky just after sunset, she had told her mother, and together they had painted Samantha’s bedroom again. Her mother had looked up a constellation chart to arrange glow-in-the-dark stars on the walls in the right positions, held in place by sticky tack. 

She had been wearing a navy-blue shirt when her father took her  out  to  Warren  Field  one  July  night.  Warren  Field  was  in  the middle of the preserve, so they parked in the lot at one end and hiked  together  down  the  winding  paths,  slapping  at  mosquitos. 

She  still  remembered  the  sweet,  medicinal  smell  of  the  repellant he had sprayed all over her before they left, telling her to close her eyes and hold her breath first. 

They didn’t talk. Her father didn’t tell her why they were going into the preserve late at night, when there was no moon, to look at the stars. She had known since she was young that the more she spoke  to  her  father,  the  more  likely  he  was  to  take  things  away from  her.  Dessert,  sometimes,  or  if  she  wasn’t  so  lucky,  special trips  he  had  promised  her—the  ice-cream  parlor,  the  zoo,  her grandfather’s house. But silence often brought a reward. 

Her  skin  was  sticky  with  sweat  by  the  time  they  reached  the field, and her father trudged through the tall grass to the middle of it, so just a fringe of trees was visible on either side of them. Then he started setting up the telescope, screwing the pieces together with his hands, stowing the cap for the lens in his back pocket. He took  out  his  phone  to  get  the  right  coordinates,  and  she  saw  his face  lit  up  blue  from  beneath  as  he  scowled  at  the  screen.  The deep lines in his forehead and the pale whiskers in his beard. 

“I  want  you  to  look  through  the  eyepiece  there,  and  pay attention, because this thing is only gonna pass for a second,” he said. “I’ll tell you when.” 

She leaned over the eyepiece and waited, careful not to lean forward  and  knock  the  telescope  out  of  position  or  to  lean  back and miss the moment. Her back was stiff and her legs ached by the time her father said, “Five, four, three, two, one— now.” 

She saw it, a streak of light, a white glow between the stars. 

“See it?” he said. 
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“Yes,” she said. “What was it?” 

“Finis,”  he  said.  “That  was  the  asteroid  that’s  going  to  collide with  Earth  one  day.  Asteroids  always  make  a  couple  swoops  in their  orbits,  like  a  criminal  scoping  out  a  jewelry  store  before  he steals its diamonds. I thought you should see it, because hopefully the  next  time  it  comes  that  close,  you’ll  already  be  living someplace else.” 

Samantha  felt  a  little  pocket  of  warmth  in  her  chest  at  the thought. This rare thing, Finis passing Earth, and he had given the moment to her instead of taking it himself. 

He  crouched  down  next  to  her.  It  was  too  dark  to  see  all  the details  of  his  face,  but  she  could  make  out  the  rise  of  his cheekbones and the hollows beneath them. 

“I’m sorry,” he said to her. 

He looked down at her shoes. One of her shoelaces had come untied, so he started to tie it, his thick fingers fumbling a little with the short, muddy laces. 

“It’s okay,” she said, even though she wasn’t sure what he was sorry for. The dread of Finis was the only thing she knew. It was the  first  segment  on  the  nightly  news,  the  top  category  of  every news website, and the easiest reach for every comedian. 

Now that she was older, she understood that there had been other possible lives to live before Finis. Lives without evacuation plans  taped  to  the  refrigerator  or  emergency  go-bags  stashed  in the hall closet. Lives full of plans, for college and houses, children and  golden  retrievers,  retirement  and  last  rites.  Those  lives  had not been lived in the shadow of Finis. And he had known when he made her that they wouldn’t be possible for her. 

So  maybe  he  had  been  apologizing  for  giving  her  life  in  the first place, when he knew it would be full of dread. 

She wished she could have told him that life was already full of dread, no matter who you were. That there was nothing you could have  that  you  couldn’t  one  day  lose.  That  autumn  always  gave way to winter, but it was her favorite time of year—those fleeting bursts of beauty before the branches went bare. 

In the lab, the next time she was called up to draw straws, she swapped  her  long  straw  for  Josh’s  short  one,  and  for  the  fourth time that month went to see Hagen’s orchids. 

“Which one is your favorite?” 
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Hagen gave her a blank look. 

They were potting some of the tissue samples he had brought over  from  the  laboratory,  spare  ones  that  wouldn’t  be  necessary for  the  Ark.  Samantha  spread  the  gravel  evenly  at  the  bottom  of the  pot,  to  keep  the  roots  from  rotting  if  the  plant  were overwatered.  It  wasn’t  until  she  was  already  finished  that  she realized it was probably unnecessary. There were only four weeks until  the  launch  of  the  Ark,  and  a  few  days  after  that  for  the asteroid to collide with Earth, and then, if he managed to survive the collision, Hagen wouldn’t have long before he ran out of food. 

The plant would die from lack of sunlight before its roots rotted. 

She frowned down at the pot. 

“I don’t have a favorite,” Hagen said. 

“You  know,”  she  said,  leaning  in  conspiratorially,  “they  can’t hear you.” 

Hagen  laughed.  “I’m  serious!  I  see  value  in  all  of  them,  and therefore I am impartial.” 

Samantha rolled her eyes. 

Hagen’s  eyes  wrinkled  at  the  corners  as  he  laughed  again. 

They were very bright, Samantha thought. They would have been cold, like a pale winter’s morning, if he hadn’t smiled so often. 

“You think I’m full of shit,” he said. 

“No,  it’s  not  that.”  She  picked  up  the  little  plant  in  the  tray between them, and held it by the sturdiest part of its stem as she scooped  soil  in  around  it,  centering  it  in  the  pot.  “Okay,  yes,  a little.”  She  grinned.  “But  also,  I  just  don’t  think  impartiality  is  so great—that’s all.” 

Hagen returned to his own plant. “No?” 

“Well,  you  can’t  love  everything  equally,”  she  said.  “You  just can’t—and  if  you  did,  then  it’s  the  same  as  loving  nothing  at  all. 

So  you  have  to  hold  just  a  few  things  dear,  because  that’s  what love  is.  Particular.  Specific.”  She  paused,  testing  out  her  next thought  on  her  tongue  before  she  spoke  it  aloud.  “The  way  you loved your wife.” 

It was a dangerous thing to say. They had spoken of his wife, once or twice, in the last visit. She had died of the same disease that  had  claimed  Samantha’s  mother’s  life,  cancer  of  the pancreas. There was a photograph of her on Hagen’s desk. She had her head turned to the side, and she was laughing at a joke someone  else  was  telling,  her  crooked  teeth  showing.  She  had 16



been plain, but her face held the eye nonetheless—the high arch of  her  nose,  the  permanent  crease  in  her  full  lower  lip,  the  deep creases  in  her  forehead,  the  constellation  of  age  spots  on  her cheek. 

“Ah.”  Hagen’s  smile  was  gentle—good,  she  hadn’t overstepped. “Yes, I suppose I see what you mean.” 

She  finished  piling  the  soil  around  the  small  plant,  pressing lightly around the roots so they would settle into their new home. 

The  thick  green  leaves  at  the  base  of  the  stem  hung  over  the edge of the clay pot, stiff but still flexible. She had tied a stick to the  stem  to  keep  it  straight.  There  were  no  buds  for  flowers  yet, and maybe they would come before the plant died or maybe not. 

“My  favorite,”  Hagen  said,  “is  her  favorite,  I  suppose.  Ophrys speculum.  The mirror orchid. Would you like to see it?” 

He  led  her  to  the  second  row  of  flowers,  to  a  plant  on  the waist-high table he had set up against the wall there. The one in question  was  in  bloom.  The  flowers  were  almost  alien  in appearance,  the  lip  three  lobed  and  glazed,  with  a  fringe  of  red hair around the edges. The center of the lip looked almost blue. 

“It is cunning,” Hagen said, touching his finger to the center of the  lip.  “It  has  evolved  to  look  this  way  in  order  to  lure  in  one particular  pollinator,  a  wasp,  Dasyscolia  ciliata.  The  male  wasp lands,  hoping  to  mate,  and  picks  up  the  flower’s  pollen  in  the process.  Even  the  scent  is  similar  to  the  female  wasp’s pheromones.”  He  smirked.  “Alicia  loved  this,  the  improbability  of such a specific, perfect cooperation between species. In evolution, she saw the mechanics of a god. Her faith was rarely at odds with her scientific mind—a point on which we disagreed, of course, as I have long been an atheist.” 

“You have to hold just a few things

dear, because that’s what love is. 

Particular. Specific.” 

He touched the flower gently for another moment, smiling still. 

“An  orchid  is  not  self-reliant,”  he  said.  “It  doesn’t  carry endosperm in its seeds, so it requires a symbiotic relationship with a  fungus  in  order  to  survive.  But  it  finds  those  relationships everywhere.  On  almost  every  continent,  in  almost  every  climate. 
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On  trees,  on  rocks,  even  underground.  A  temperamental  plant, but  somehow,  in  contradiction  to  that,  a  resilient  one.”  He shrugged. “I suppose when I say that I am impartial, what I really mean  is  that  I  am  partial—but  to  all  orchids.  They  were  not  high on the priority list for gene storage, of course. They don’t provide sustenance, after all, and thus were deemed unnecessary for the initial launch. Which is fair, I suppose. But still . . .” 

He looked at Samantha. 

“What is necessary?” he said. “I’m no longer sure. I think that she was necessary, for me.” 

“You  feel  like  you’ve  been  dying  all  this  time,  too,  then,” 

Samantha said. “It’s just that your body hasn’t caught on yet.” 

“Indeed.” He gave her a strange look. 

Samantha leaned close to the mirror orchid to see the line of hair that outlined the labellum. It was less like a flower and more like a beetle or a cockroach, she thought. Or it would be, if not for the swell of blue in its center, more reflection than pigment. 

“I’m  not  going  to  leave  with  the  Ark,”  she  said,  not  looking  at him. She had kept the secret of the  Naomi all this time, from Dan and Averill and all the other lab orphans, from the director of the Ark  Project  every  time  she  checked  in  about  Samantha’s medication and feminine-product needs for the trip aboard the  Ark Flora  after  its  launch,  from  the  application  she  had  submitted  to get  this  job  in  the  first  place,  though  she  had  known  what  she would do then too. She had known, perhaps, since she first saw Finis through the telescope in that field, next to her father, with the smell of insect repellant clinging to them both. 

“I’m going to steer a boat out,” she said. “I know how to drive one;  I  have  since  I  was  a  kid.  I’ll  keep  to  calm  waters,  see  as much of the peninsula as I can. And put down my anchor to watch the world end.” 

Hagen’s face was inscrutable. 

“I’ve spent my free days getting the boat ready. She’s capable enough for the task, I think. I call her  Naomi—my mom’s name.” 

She made herself stop. If she went on, she would find herself talking about how she wasn’t suicidal, never had been, not even in the  throes  of  grief.  Instead,  it  was  simply  that  her  entire  life  had been  lived  in  anticipation  of  loss,  such  that  neither  her  mother’s death  nor  her  father’s  had  surprised  her  in  the  least,  but  had rather seemed like the fulfillment of a promise. 
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Hagen’s  morning-pale  eyes  were  steady  on  hers.  A  lock  of silver-black hair had fallen over his forehead in a distinct curl. 

“You’re sure?” he said. 

She nodded. 

“You’re young,” he said. “You could still have a family, a whole lifetime.” He frowned. 

She wanted to tell him that she no longer saw anything down that  avenue.  Couldn’t  imagine  herself  loving  someone  as  dearly as  Hagen  had  loved  Alicia,  or  touching  hand  to  belly  in anticipation  of  a  flutter  kick  from  a  growing  fetus,  or  even  silver haired  and  lined,  spraying  orchids  to  keep  their  leaves  moist  in some distant greenhouse. 

“A  lifetime  on  a  ship,”  she  said  finally.  “Sounds  like  a  pale version of life to me.” 

Hagen scratched the back of his neck with one hand. “Is that why? You don’t want to live on a ship?” 

She shook her head and reached for another flower, one of the common  white   Phalaenopsis  that  she  had  once  bought  at  the grocery store. The top of the labellum was touched with pink. 

“When  the  asteroid  hits,  it  will  shred  our  atmosphere,”  she said. “Finis is too large for it to be much of an encumbrance. The only thing that will slow it down will be Earth’s crust. It’ll likely hit water, though we can’t be absolutely certain. Its current path will take  it  away  from  Svalbard,  regardless—somewhere  on  the Southern Hemisphere, so we won’t see the impact zone even at a distance. But it will send a catastrophic dust cloud into the air that will  obscure  the  sun.  It  might  rain  fire.  Everything  will  burn  and shrivel and darken and break apart.” 

She tilted her head. 

“It’s  the  story  of  this  planet  in  reverse,”  she  said.  “We  were born  out  of—coalescing  matter,  chaos,  here,  all  lava  and earthquakes  and  thunder.”  She  smiled  a  little.  “It  will  be  like  .  .  . 

seeing  the  birth  of  the  world.  Can  you  imagine  anything  more beautiful, more worth witnessing, than that?” 

Hagen’s  hand  reached  over  the  white  flower  with  its  thick petals. His fingers hooked around hers. 

Samantha lay on the floor of Dan’s room, bobbing her head to the music. Dan was sitting on the narrow bed next to Josh, who was rolling a joint in his lap. Averill, cradling a glass of wine 19

against her chest, was crouched next to Dan’s record collection in a stack on the floor. There were only four of them, but they filled the room, the warmth of their bodies staving off the cold from the drafty window. 

Samantha felt like she was in college again. The skunk smell of  weed,  the  rough  carpet  under  her  head.  The  sight  of  an  old sock  lying  forgotten  under  Dan’s  bed.  Their  rooms  at  the  little compound  were  like  single  dormitories,  too,  some  of  the  beds lofted  so  cheap  dressers  could  fit  beneath  them,  the  group bathrooms  all  beige  tile  and  unfamiliar  hair  curled  in  the  shower drains. It was like time running backward. 

“The older ones belonged to my grandmother,” Dan said. “She took good care of them.” 

“How many can you bring?” Josh said, his voice sounding thick from  the  smoke.  He  passed  the  joint  to  Dan,  who  traded  it  for  a box of crackers and stuck it between his lips. 

“I can’t believe you’re even bringing the record player,” Averill said  absently  as  she  pulled  a  Radiohead  album  from  the  stack and flipped it over to look at the track listing. 

“We  all  get  the  same  amount  of  square  footage,”  Dan  said. 

“The  rest  of  you  have  photo  albums  and  knickknacks  and  erotic paperbacks . . .” 

“Why”—Josh ate a cracker, then passed the box to Samantha

—“did you look at me when you said that?” 

“Why did you look bashful when I said that?” 

Dan offered her the joint, which she took, because there were two weeks left on Earth and there seemed no reason not to. 

She  drew  a  tentative  breath  of  smoke.  It  tasted  like  dirt.  She coughed and stuck her hand in the cracker box after passing the joint to Averill. 

“Anyway,  because  I  have  neither  photo  albums  nor knickknacks,” Dan said, “I am bringing albums. I’ve already picked the  ones  I  want  most,  but  I  also  want  you  guys  to  have  your favorites, if we’re all going to be listening together for, oh, the rest of our lives. So everybody pick one.” 

It  was  generous,  Samantha  thought.  Unspeakably  generous, in  fact,  to  give  away  their  most  precious  commodity—space—to friends he had made only a few months before. She ignored the prickling  behind  her  eyes  as  she  turned  her  attention  to  the records spread over the floor. 
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“The question is,” Averill said, “do you pick the album with the song you love most, or do you want a band with a more consistent oeuvre to represent yourself?” 

“Ugh,” Dan said. “Don’t say the word ‘oeuvre’ in my room.” 

The  cracker  was  bland  but  salty,  and  it  made  Samantha’s mouth  feel  dry.  The  weed  was  settling  in  now,  making  her  head feel like it was being squeezed between two giant palms. 

“Don’t be that guy,” Samantha said. She closed her eyes. “You know, the one who says he’ll bring  Ulysses as one of his desert-island books.” 

“I like  Ulysses,” Josh said. 

“Nobody   likes  Ulysses,”  Dan  said,  wrinkling  his  nose.  “She’s right, just pick an album you love. Even if it’s not the best one by some objective standard.” 

They  all  went  quiet  for  a  few  seconds.  Smoke  curled  around the  lamp  in  the  corner.  Samantha  craned  her  neck  to  see  the records  spread  out  around  Averill,  who  sat  cross-legged  now, surrounded by old album covers with worn corners. 

“Fine,” Josh said. He rolled over on the bed and flopped to the floor  next  to  Averill.  He  sorted  through  the  stacks  until  he  found what he was looking for, an album with a photograph of a woman smiling  on  it  with  red  lipstick,  her  arm  flung  over  her  forehead. 

“Hotels. My wife and I—” 

“May  she  rest  in  peace.”  Averill  held  up  her  wineglass  in acknowledgment. Josh’s wife had died in a car accident five years before. 

“May  she  rest  in  peace,”  Josh  said  solemnly.  “My  wife  and  I met at a dance in college, and ‘Into the Hudson’ was the first song we danced to.” 

Dan  sang  the  first  few  bars  in  a  surprisingly  high  falsetto, making  everyone  laugh.  Samantha  closed  her  eyes  and  felt  the room turn around and around. 

“By  that  logic,  I  choose  the  Argument’s  ‘You’re  in  a  Cult.’” 

Averill  retrieved  the  album,  with  its  illustrated  white  peaks  that looked oddly like the Svalbard horizon, from where it rested at the foot of the bed. “My brother Oliver made me listen to it when he drove me to school. I hated it. But after he died it was all I could listen to.” 

Samantha sorted through the music around her. Most of it was older, the records from Josh’s grandmother: stacks of Bob Dylan, 21



the  Beatles,  the  Beach  Boys,  the  Rolling  Stones.  Averill  had started stacking the records by band name, so she flipped through the Pink Floyds, the red writing on a white wall, the light passing through a prism and scattering into a rainbow. She found the man shaking hands with his twin self, the latter self on fire, and held it up as her selection. 

 “Wish You Were Here,”  she said. “Pink Floyd. It was my dad’s favorite,  because  it  was  his  mom’s  favorite.  He  used  to  play  the title song over and over.” She twirled a finger in the air. “Made him cry, sometimes.” 

Tears prickled at the corners of her eyes, but she smiled. 

“How’d your dad die again?” Averill asked. 

“Suicide,” Samantha said. “Couple years after my mom. I think he was just . . . done.” 

She  thought  of  what  she  had  told  Hagen  earlier,  that  he  had been  dying  since  his  wife  passed  away,  and  his  body  hadn’t caught on yet. When she was younger, she had been angry at her dad, thinking she wasn’t enough to keep him around. But now she felt like he had known too well that he was in a piece of weaving that  was  unraveling,  that  the  world  was  unmaking  itself,  and  he just didn’t want to witness it. 

Not like her, she thought. She wanted to see it all come apart. 

Averill  stopped  the  record  that  was  playing,  a  neo-folk  song called  “Spite,  Thirst,  Money,”  by  NICU.  She  eased  the  needle away from the grooves of it, slid it back into its jacket, replacing it with Metallica. 

Samantha  wondered  if,  after  the  Ark  launched,  they  would spend  all  their  time  looking  backward—at  Earth,  at  the  life  they had  built  there.  If  the  Ark  itself  was  all  the  time  capsule  they needed,  its  inhabitants  living  in  their  memories  as  they  coasted toward a distant planet, and then dying with them. 

 Two Days Left

“So many samples,” Dan moaned. “And no one will ever see them again.” 

They were sitting in the lab, on the stools. The equipment they needed for the Ark had been packed away and taken to the ship, which  was  perched  on  a  massive  aircraft  carrier  just  beyond  the bay—former military, from God knew what country; it didn’t matter anymore.  Samantha’s  bag  was  packed,  sitting  at  the  end  of  her 22

bed.  Dan  had  brought  the  record  player  into  the  laboratory because  he  played  music  constantly  now,  like  he  didn’t  want  to hear his own grief. 

Reality  was  setting  in,  Samantha  thought.  She  had  heard Averill sobbing in the shower that morning. Josh kept stopping in the  middle  of  sentences,  in  the  middle  of  steps,  in  the  middle  of thoughts.  Now  that  she  didn’t  have  any  pressing  work  to  do, Samantha went every day to see Hagen, who was steady as ever, tending to his plants. 

He  told  her  about  them  as  she  helped  him.  About  the Rhizanthella  gardneri,  which  grew  underground  in  Western Australia. And the  Caleana major, which looked like a white bird in flight, its petals frayed at the edges, featherlike.  Anguloa uniflora, which curved around its center column like cupped hands keeping a match from going out. There was no end to the flowers’ variety, and he listed them with increasing frequency, every day, showing pictures  when  he  had  no  living  example  to  present  to  her.  She didn’t  know  why,  of  all  the  last  words  he  could  have  chosen,  he chose these, and he chose her to say them to. But she listened. 

“Let’s each do one more,” Samantha said. 

“What?” Averill said. “Why? It’s not like any more samples can be stored.” 

“So?” Samantha shrugged. 

“All  right,”  Josh  said.  “I  mean,  the  computers  are  still  hooked up.” 

They each claimed a cart of living samples, stored in their little glass  containers,  afloat  in  life-sustaining  fluid.  Samantha  peered into  each  one,  searching  for  flowers.  There  was  no  point  in pretending  she  wasn’t  partial  to  them  now,  and  no  value  in  it either. 

She  saw  a  hint  of  blue  and  slid  her  fingers  between  the containers to pull up the right one. She grinned when she saw the little flowers—tiny, really, not even the size of her fingernails, and light sky blue. Or likely, she thought, considering what Hagen had told her, just a very specific shade of purple. 

She carried the container to her lab station, flipped on the work light, and jiggled the mouse to wake up the computer screen. The plant was simple: waxy, thick leaves at the base, with a somewhat fragile center column, like a vine. The flowers branched off at the top, in clusters of blue and white. Each one had three petals that 23

came to teardrop points and three sepals, blue and white spotted. 

At  the  bottom  was  a  small  labellum  with  furry  edges,  also  blue, though  darker  than  the  petals  and  sepals  that  framed  it.  In  the center of each flower was a dusting of yellow pollen. 

It looked like an orchid, but she would have to verify that with the microscope. She opened the container and used a pair of long scissors  to  clip  one  of  the  flowers  from  its  stem.  This  would  be delicate work—orchid seeds were already tiny, and these orchids were the smallest she had ever seen, if indeed they were orchids. 

She picked up the delicate metal tools at her station that reminded her  of  the  dentist’s  office—the  one  that  scraped  between  your teeth in particular. 

The others were already talking about their discoveries, Averill bending  over  something  that  resembled  a  cherry  blossom,  Dan squinting  at  a  vine  with  veiny  leaves,  and  Josh  poking  at  some variation of a protea that had not yet been logged. Samantha set about preparing a slide, then dragged the heavy microscope over and plugged it in. 

She had seen enough seeds in Hagen’s greenhouse to identify an orchid seed’s telltale lack of endosperm, the starchy tissue in most  seeds  that  provided  nutrition  after  fertilization.  An  orchid likely  didn’t  have  it,  meaning  most  of  their  seeds  would  come  to nothing, failing to find the right fungus to aid in their growth. 

Samantha let out a little yelp. 

“What?” Dan asked from across the room. 

“It’s an orchid,” she said. 

“Cool,” Josh said. “What kind?” 

“No  idea,”  she  said.  She  slid  over  to  the  computer  and selected   Orchidacae,  logging  all  the  plant’s  details:  height, number  of  petals,  number  of  sepals,  appearance  of  leaves  and central column, color. The screen then presented her with a row of photographs,  close-ups  of  flowers  with  relative  sizes  noted beneath. 

“Huh,” she said. 

“What?” Averill, seated at the next station, frowned at her. 

“I’m not sure, but . . . I don’t think I have a match,” she said. 

“Second opinion?” 

Averill  abandoned  her  station  and  went  through  the  same steps  Samantha  had:  looking  at  the  tissue  sample  on  the microscope,  measuring  the  plant  with  a  ruler,  tapping  the 24



container  with  the  tip  of  her  pencil  as  she  counted  petals  and sepals,  noting  symmetry,  labellum,  pollen,  column,  country  of origin (Brazil). 

She,  too,  sat  back  from  the  computer  screen  at  the  end  and frowned.  By  then,  Dan  and  Josh  had  left  their  own  samples  and were  staring  at  the  container  from  either  side,  the  work  light casting odd shadows on their faces. 

“It’s  new,”  Averill  said  finally,  saying  out  loud  what  Samantha had been thinking but couldn’t dare say herself. 

“It can’t be new,” she said. “That’s just. I mean.” 

“Think about it. We had only discovered, like, ten percent of all plant species at the start of this project. And orchids are one of the most diverse groups, so . . .” Averill gestured at the container. “It’s new.” 

Samantha sat down on an empty lab stool. 

“It’s new,” she said. 

For some reason, she felt heavier now. 

That evening, when the others were at dinner, Samantha took the container from the laboratory and put it in an insulated bag, the kind they used to transport hot food. She put on her boots and her coat, her gloves and her scarf, her hat and her goggles. She zipped herself up and fastened all the straps and buttons and walked out into the snow. 

It  was  dark,  and  her  way  was  lit  by  floodlights  casting  wide circles  of  yellow  onto  the  packed  snow.  The  path  to  Hagen’s greenhouse  was  well  trod  now  from  her  frequent  visits,  but  she had still taken her snowshoes with her, just in case she needed to wade  back.  The  wind  whistled  around  her,  but  otherwise  all  she could hear was the scuffle of her own feet over the ice. 

She  hugged  the  container  tight  to  her  chest  as  she  walked, breathing  heavily,  though  the  walk  wasn’t  taxing.  There  was  a lump in her throat that she couldn’t explain. She pushed through the  outer  door  of  the  greenhouse  and  set  down  the  container, gingerly, before removing her outerwear and tossing it in a pile in the corner. 

Hagen  had  heard  her  come  in,  evidently,  because  he  was standing in the greenhouse when she carried the container in. He wore  a  lumpy  gray  sweater,  and  his  salt-and-pepper  hair  was more rumpled than usual, its curls sticking up in the back. 
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“Hi,” she said. “I need you to verify something for me.” 

“Okay,” he said, looking confused. She unzipped the insulated bag and took out the plant in its glass sleeve. 

“I  thought  the  identification  had  stopped,  since  we  can’t transport anything new to the Ark,” he said. 

“Officially, it has,” she said. “But you know us horticulturists—

we love a good last hurrah.” 

“It  seems  to  me,”  he  said,  “that  you  need  some  less  boring hobbies.” 

“Hilarious,” she said. “Have a look, would you?” 

Hagen  took  the  container  from  her  and  carried  it  back  to  his worktable, which was littered with plant cuttings. He had taken to making little bouquets and putting them all around his small cabin. 

She had seen them the day before when she used his bathroom and  drank  a  small  tumbler  of  whiskey  in  his  living  room  as  he talked to her about plants, plants, always plants, never the people and things they had both lost, or would soon lose. 

She forced herself to sit at his desk while he looked the plant over  under  his  own  work  light,  clipped  to  the  shelf  above  the worktable.  He  was  silent  as  he  evaluated  the  plant  and  then disappeared  into  his  cabin,  returning  a  few  minutes  later  with  a book. He searched it for a while and then disappeared again. This time  he  was  gone  for  so  long  that  she  lost  her  patience  and peeked  into  the  cabin,  attached  by  a  heavy  door  to  the greenhouse.  He  was  sitting  at  the  computer  in  his  office, searching. 

The lump in her throat was swelling like she had swallowed a distended seed pod. The longer he was gone, the more certain it became that she had found something new, and the more twisted and strange she felt. She thought of the  Naomi, stocked with cans of  food  and  bottles  of  water  and  spare  fuel  for  the  journey.  The map next to the steering wheel of the boat, marked with the spot in the middle of the nothingness that she had chosen to put down the anchor and watch the apocalypse. 

Hagen  finally  came  back,  his  glasses  dangling  from  pinched fingers.  He  was  smiling,  but  then,  Hagen  was  always  smiling  a little,  his  cheek  creased  with  it,  eyes  crinkled  with  it.  She  had gotten used to that smile. 

“What shall we call it?” he said. “The Samantha orchid?” 

She scowled at him. 
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“So it’s true,” she said. “It is new.” 

“It appears to be,” he said. 

“You’re sure?” 

“Well, I could never claim absolute certainty about anything in science, really, but—” He frowned at her then. “Why do you seem angry?  You’ve  just  found  a  new  species,  in  the  last  forty-eight hours of human occupancy of Earth. That is—” 

“Amazing,  I  know.”  She  pushed  her  hands  into  her  hair.  The seed  pod  in  her  throat  swelled  yet  again,  and  she  was  a  flower, blooming—

Bursting into tears. 

“Oh  dear.”  Hagen’s  lumpy  sweater  was  against  her  face,  her head nestled beneath his chin, and he held her tightly. 

“There  is  so  much  left  for  you  to  see.”  His  hand  moved  in  a slow circle between her shoulder blades. “Don’t you know that?” 

They  stood  close,  tasting  each  other’s  air,  their  arms  circled around each other. The tears dried on her cheeks, pulling her skin taut. 

Over  his  shoulder  she  saw  the  orchids  bending  toward  the windows, seeking light. 

Samantha kept her eyes closed. Just for a little while, before she was really awake and had to put her outerwear back on and trudge through the snow to the facility. She had fallen asleep on Hagen’s couch, in full view of his bedroom. 

She  had  dreamed  in  scattered  images,  with  no  story  to connect them. But one of them was clinging to her still, the feeling of grainy concrete under her knees as she knelt on the floor of her father’s garage, an old cardboard box in front of her. 

Her father had died a few weeks before. She had just broken things off with her live-in boyfriend, Greg, and gone to stay in her father’s empty house while Greg packed up his things. The cereal in the cupboard wasn’t stale yet, and there was still a glass in the drying rack. 

There had been no point in going through his things or packing anything  away.  There  was  no  selling  the  house;  no  one  was buying. There was no consigning of old jackets, no reclaiming of valuable possessions, no hollowing out of spaces to get rid of the ghost  of  him.  The  world  was  ending,  and  the  house  would  be consumed in the flames along with everything else. 
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Still,  she  found  herself  in  the  garage,  kneeling  in  front  of  the box marked “Naomi.” The flaps were open, as if he had recently gone through it himself. Sitting on top was a stack of letters. Her mother  had  liked  sending  letters,  though  Samantha  had  teased her,  when  she  was  young,  for  being  the  only  person  left  on  the planet  who  did.  She  assumed  they  were  from  her  parents’

courtship,  the  glowing  years  of  their  romance,  before  it  all  went sour and they turned away from each other. 

But  when  she  skimmed  them,  she  realized  they  were  more recent.  From  after  the  divorce.  Sammy  quit  orchestra,  I  think  it’s for the best . . . the rosebush out front finally bloomed, remember how we used to say it was broken? . . . Mom’s had a bad cough all winter, I’m worried it’s something serious . . . 

She hadn’t known that her parents were still in touch. That her mother  had  updated  him  about  the  state  of  the  rosebush,  about the  daughter  he  spoke  to  so  gruffly,  about  her  dreams,  her parents,  her  work.  All  written  out  in  her  mother’s  familiar  scrawl, close  and  narrow,  with  scribbles  every  other  sentence  as  she second-guessed herself. 

Samantha’s chest ached. 

He had saved every word. 

She picked up an envelope, wedged in the stack of paper, and opened it. Inside was a flower, pressed flat. It had been white but had turned the color of old parchment. She tipped it into her palm. 

The  concrete  was  cold  under  her  knees.  The  air  smelled  of mildew and firewood. The flower was an orchid. 

“There is so much left for you to see.” 

She  opened  her  eyes  and  looked  at  Hagen,  asleep  on  his stomach with one arm reaching for the empty pillow on the other side  of  his  bed.  She  wondered  if  he  had  learned  as  much  about his  wife  in  her  absence  as  he  had  in  her  presence,  just  as Samantha had with her father. His heart, still open, despite having appeared closed for so long. The letters reminding her of all that she did not know. 

Dread pooled inside her like poison, and it was nothing new. 

 Liftoff

At the harbor in the bay nearest to the Ark’s facilities bobbed an old fishing vessel, the  Naomi. The white paint was peeling 28

away from its hull, revealing the matte metal beneath, but it looked sturdy enough, with a long bow and a cabin large enough to fit a twin-size mattress, a gas-powered space heater, two jugs of drinking water, and a few days’ worth of food. 

Samantha  saw  it  as  a  white  speck  in  the  distance  as  the helicopter  lifted  off  from  the  landing  pad  behind  the  facility.  She leaned  forward,  across  Dan’s  sturdy  lap,  to  see  Hagen’s greenhouse  glinting  in  the  daylight.  Perched  on  his  desk,  still suspended  in  the  life-preserving  fluid  developed  by  the  Ark scientists,  was  the   Oncidium  Samantha.  Hagen  had  confirmed, before she left it with him, that it was in fact purple, not blue. 

Hagen  had  told  her  about  so  many  flowers  in  their  final  days together. They were all he had spoken of.  Vanilla planifolia, which most  people  knew  as  simply  vanilla.  Bulbophyllum  nocturnum, which  only  bloomed  at  night.  Platystele  jungermannioides,  with flowers only two millimeters wide. One of the two largest flowering plant  families  in  the  world,  he  had  told  her,  as  if  begging  her  to listen, as if it would save her life. 

Twenty-five  thousand  species  of  orchid,  and  counting.  The world would never run out of them. And the universe would never run out of discoveries. 

She  had  spent  the  last  year  with  her  head  buried  in  the  tiny things  of  Earth,  the  roots  that  gripped  the  soil,  the  fine  hair  that covered  stems,  the  veins  of  color  through  the  center  of  a  petal. 

Plant  cells  you  couldn’t  see  without  a  microscope.  But  pulling away  from  the  ground  in  the  helicopter  had  a  way  of  simplifying things.  Flakes  of  snow  disappeared  into  white  masses  of  frozen land  dotted  with  floodlights  and  abandoned  buildings.  Fierce waves dissolved into a stretch of flat navy-blue ocean. 

Soon  it  would  break  apart,  break  free  of  its  orbit,  scorch  and burn. Soon the crisp blue sky would turn dusty with debris, and all the  things  of  this  world  that  made  it  beautiful—the  fish  with  their multicolored  scales,  the  flies  with  their  iridescent  wings,  the churring squirrels and the deep sighs of whales, the new leaves, still curled and pale, the earth rich with red clay—they would all be gone. 

But not yet. And Samantha had always loved autumn. 
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A NOTE FROM THE CURATOR OF

A

THE FORWARD COLLECTION

year and a half ago, my partner and I were driving across the Rocky Mountains, not far from where I live. 

The aspens had just begun to turn, and the air was redolent with all the smells I associate with fall: incense, dirt, the start of decay. 

As we drove, we were debating some emerging technology I’d read about in  Scientific American and circling around the larger topic of growing up in the bubble of rapid change and technological advancement. While a lot of it has been amazing, some of the change has come with effects we’d rather roll back. 

How  does  anyone  know  at  the  moment  of  discovery  where their work will ultimately lead? 

Should we let that uncertainty stop forward momentum, or do we roll the dice and let the chips fall where they may? 

How does it feel to change the world? 

These questions intrigued me, so much so that I wrote a story about  it.  But  my  obsession  didn’t  stop  there—I  also  wanted  to know  what  other  writers  would  write  when  posed  with  the  same questions. 

And  so  this  collection  was  born  and  filled  with  writers  whose minds work in ways that fascinate me. 

N. K. Jemisin (the Broken Earth trilogy) is writing fantasy and speculative  fiction  like  you’ve  never  even  fathomed.  Paul Tremblay  is  the  greatest  horror  novelist  working  today,  and  his novel  A  Head  Full  of  Ghosts  still  gives  me  nightmares.  Veronica Roth  created  an  unforgettable  world  and  populated  it  with amazing  characters  in  her  iconic  Divergent  trilogy.  Andy  Weir captured the imagination of the world and scienced the shit out of his  already-a-classic   The  Martian.  And  Amor  Towles,  with   A Gentleman in Moscow, has simply written one of the best novels I’ve ever read. I recommend it every day. 

I asked these writers to be a part of a collection that explores the  resounding  effects  of  a  pivotal  technological  moment,  and  to my  great  delight,  they  said  yes.  I  knew  they’d  deliver  the  goods when it came time to write their stories, but I was not prepared for what an abundance of riches this collection would turn out to be. 
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I hope, once you’ve read these six mind-bending stories, that you’ll agree. 

 Blake Crouch

 Durango, Colorado

 May 3, 2019
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LOOKING FOR MORE FROM

VERONICA ROTH? 

This masterful collection from the globally bestselling author of Divergent is a must-read for sci-fi fans! Each story balances inventively futuristic new worlds with deeply human tales of friendship, revenge, loss, and resilience. With two brand-new stories from Veronica’s bestselling Carve the Mark universe, this collection has something for new and old fans alike! 
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Edwin Rutledge looked out his windows to the sprawling Las Vegas Strip beyond. His office atop the Babylon Hotel and Casino was the definition of opulence. Italian leather couches surrounded a tasteful glass coffee table. Guests had no idea they were sitting in seats worth more than a typical car. But in a city of extreme displays, silent quality appealed to Rutledge more than a neon sign saying I’M IMPORTANT. 

Still,  some  demonstration  of  status  was  needed.  Mahogany bookshelves  and  curio  cabinets  stood  on  fine  Persian  rugs.  His antique  walnut  desk  backed  up  against  a  stunning  view  of  the cityscape. 

“Sir,” came his secretary’s voice through the intercom. “The IT

person is here.” 

He adjusted his diamond cuff links and pressed the intercom button. “Send them in.” 

The  double  doors  opened,  and  an  uncomfortable-looking man  shuffled  in.  He  looked  more  like  a  customer  of  the  casino than  an  employee.  Ill-fitting  jeans,  a  T-shirt  with  a   Star  Wars reference on it (or maybe  Star Trek—Rutledge could never tell the difference),  tennis  shoes,  and  absolutely  no  effort  put  into controlling his wild hair. 

Rutledge gestured to the leather chair facing his desk. “Have a seat.” 

The man nodded awkwardly and sat down. He looked for all the world like a child who had been called to the principal’s office. 

“So, Mr. Chen—” 

“Nick,” he interrupted. 

“Sorry?” 

“Call me Nick.” 

“Ah,” said Rutledge. “Mr. Chen, please tell me why my keno lounge is off-line.” 

“Okay, so what happened is—” 

“The keno lounge makes the Babylon two hundred thousand dollars a day,” Rutledge interrupted. 

“Yeah, but—” 
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“And  you  turned  it  off.  So  you,  personally,  have  cost  us  two hundred thousand dollars today.” 

Chen scowled. “No, I saved you millions.” 

Rutledge raised an eyebrow. 

“Have you heard of quantum computing?” 

“I see it on the news from time to time.” 

“The  past  few  years  have  had   major  advances.  Noise reduction  is  solved,  coherence  protection  is  damn  near  perfect, and long-term state management can keep a qbit safe for months. 

But today is special. Today, QuanaTech’s new Model 707 hits the market. It’s a total game changer. It’s a 1,024-qbit system, with a 512-qbit  long-term  memory  capability.  And  we’re  talking   logical qbits, not just physical—” 

“I’m  going  to  stop  you  right  there,”  said  Rutledge.  “None  of that has any meaning to me, and it has no bearing on keno.” 

Chen  balled  his  fists.  “Yes,  it  does.  And  I’ve  been  trying  to warn people about it for months. But your stupid upper managers just  keep  ignoring  me.  So  I  used  my  override  passwords  to  shut everything down.” 

“Turn it all back on.” 

“Look, I’m trying to  protect you. If you want the keno system back on, no problem. I’ll log in from your computer right here and bring you to the main control page. I’ll even tell you what button to click.  But   you’ll  be  the  one  to  click  it.  Not  me.  I  won’t  be responsible.” 

Rutledge held up a hand. “All right, Mr. Chen. Obviously this is something you’re passionate about. Calm yourself and explain.” 

Chen  took  a  frustrated  breath  and  let  it  out  again.  “Okay, yeah.” 

“Quantum computing is a totally different animal than normal computing,”  he  began.  “It  takes  advantage  of  weird  quantum physics  properties  like  superposition  and  entanglement  to  solve math problems. It’s usually way slower than normal computers at math, but for some problems, it’s exponentially faster.” 

Rutledge nodded. Best to let the man say his piece, even if it seemed irrelevant. 

“What  do  you  know  about  random-number  generators?” 

Chen asked. 

“Nothing.” 

“Seriously?” 

38

“My  job  is  to  own  and  run  this  casino.  I’m  not  arrogant enough  to  think  I  can  understand  every  detail  of  its  operation.  I hire experts like you to handle specific areas. I expect you to know it.” 

“Okay, fair enough. Here’s the thing: There’s no such thing as an  actual  random-number  generator.  Computers  create pseudorandom numbers.” 

“What’s the difference?” 

“Pseudorandom numbers are made with a complicated math formula. You plug one number in—called the seed, or the starting point,  for  the  mathematical  formula—and  you  get  a  sequence  of seemingly  random  numbers  out.  The  formula  has  exponentiation and remainders and all sorts of other stuff to make it non-reverse-engineerable.” 

Rutledge wiped a small blemish off his class ring. “Okay, that makes sense. If you give the generator the same seed, will it give the same sequence of numbers again?” 

Chen pointed at him. “Yes, exactly! And that’s the problem.” 

“This system has been in place for decades with no issues.” 

“The  problem  is  quantum  computers.  Remember  how  I  said the formula can’t be reversed by knowing the outputs? Well, that’s not  quite  true.  It’s  not  reversible  with  traditional  CPUs—it  would take all of Earth’s computers centuries to check every seed value. 

But quantum computers use a different approach. They sort of”—

he waved his hands around—“try all possible values at once, then collapse to the solution. It’s complicated. Long story short: they’re very good at finding solutions to problems like this.” 

“Hmm,  I  see,”  said  Rutledge.  “If  someone  were  to  do  this, would  they  be  able  to  predict  the  numbers  the  keno  machine creates?” 

“Yes,”  Chen  said.  “With  the  QuanaTech  707  available  to consumers now, I had to shut down the keno lounge. Scammers are probably working on random-seed crackers as we speak. It’s only a matter of time.” 

Rutledge  stood  and  walked  over  to  the  wet  bar  behind  his desk.  “This  is  an  interesting  problem.  One  entirely  new  to  the gambling industry. Can I mix you a drink?” 

“Uh, no thanks.” 

“Mm.” He never trusted nondrinkers. They either didn’t know how  to  enjoy  life  or  they  were  self-righteous.  Either  way  meant 39

they were difficult to work with. He added ice, rum, lime juice, and simple syrup to a shaker. “Do you have a solution?” 

“Yes, sir. But it’s expensive.” 

He  poured  the  drink  into  a  cocktail  glass  and  took  a  sip. 

Nothing  like  a  good  daiquiri.  A   real  daiquiri—mixed  over  ice  and served  neat,  not  blended  into  slush  like  a  7-Eleven  Slurpee. 

“What’s your plan?” 

A twinkle in Chen’s eyes. “We fight quantum with quantum. I need  one  of  those  QuanaTechs.  I  can  write  software  on  it  to generate random numbers.  Genuinely random numbers. Quantum physics  is  the  random-number  generator  of  the  universe.  They would be completely impervious to pattern reversal because there is no pattern.” 

“How much does one of these computers cost?” 

Chen drew back a bit. “Three hundred thousand dollars, plus a few expenses to get it set up and running. I know it’s a lot, but

—” 

“Is that all?” Rutledge said. “Sure. Let’s do it.” 

“Wow!” Chen said. “I mean . . . I didn’t expect you to say yes so fast.” 

Rutledge  shrugged.  “I’d  be  an  idiot  to  ignore  my  own  IT

department.” 

“Oh man, this is going to be so cool.” Chen grinned. “I mean

—I don’t want to sound unprofessional, but wow! I get to play with my own quantum computer. That’s, like, a dream come true!” 

“I’m  glad  you’re  happy.  How  long  until  the  keno  lounge  is back online?” 

Chen  looked  up  in  thought.  “I  spoke  to  the  people  at QuanaTech; they send a person out to help set it up. If we ordered today,  and  asked  for  it  to  be  expedited,  the  computer  could  be here  and  basically  set  up  in  two  days.  A  random-number generator  in  quantum  logic  is  incredibly  simple  to  make—I  could finish that in an hour. Hardwiring it to the keno system . . . I think three days total ought to do it.” 

“Get  it  done.  I’ll  give  you  four  hundred  thousand  for  the computer and incidentals. It’ll be in your departmental account by the time you get back to your desk.” 

Chen left the office with a smile. 
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“We fight quantum with quantum.” 

Never before had Chen felt such a connection. 

The QuanaTech 707’s sleek cylindrical case glistened in the blue  mood  lighting.  In  front,  a  simple  monitor  and  a  black keyboard awaited his touch. 

Prashant Singh, the representative from QuanaTech, finished inspecting the cabling. 

“Okay, we should be ready to power it on,” said Prashant. He looked up at the ceiling. “Kind of a strange room. Were these blue lights always here?” 

Chen didn’t take his eyes off the computer. “I installed them yesterday. Cool stuff needs cool lighting.” 

“Your staff doesn’t seem very happy,” Prashant said. “I got a lot of dirty looks from them.” 

Chen waved off the comment. “I had to move the server racks into the break room to make room for this baby. They’ll get over it.” 

“Okay . . .” Prashant pressed the “Power” button. Within three seconds,  the  screen  showed  a  blinking  cursor.  No  bells.  No whistles.  Just  a  keyboard  and  a  console.  Exactly  the  way computers should be. 

“Sweet! I want to make a random number.” 

Prashant opened the user’s manual, flipped a few pages, and handed  it  to  Chen.  “There  are  several  preinstalled  programs  for testing stuff out. They’re all listed here.” 

Chen took the book and squinted at the page. The blue light was amazing but not great to read by. No matter. It wasn’t about utility. It was all about coolness. 

He  set  the  manual  aside,  cracked  his  knuckles,  and  walked over to the keyboard. “Okay, here goes!” 

>EXECUTE RNG_TEST

>RANDOM BIT RESULT: 1

>END

>|
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“Oh my God! Chills!” Chen beamed. “Are we all set up now? 

Good to go?” 

“Almost,”  said  Prashant.  “I  still  need  to  install  the  long-term memory unit.” 

“Ah, right. That shit’s amazing. Keeping state for months at a time? You guys are geniuses.” 

“Well, not me,” said Prashant. “The geniuses are all back at the office. I’m just the site sales rep. Truth is, I barely understand the  physics  going  on  in  there.  But  I  do  know  no  other  company can offer five nines of coherence protection on memory qbits.” 

He  opened  a  plastic  case  on  the  floor.  Inside  was  a  well-insulated metal box with a few cables attached. 

“Did  you  hear  about  the  Cove  Casino?”  Chen  said.  “Just down the street?” 

“No, what happened?” 

“They  lost  two  million  dollars  at  their  keno  lounge  this morning  before  they  pulled  the  plug  on  it.  The  scammers  used small bets, and hundreds of them. There was no way to sort out the cheaters from legitimate players, so the Cove had to pay out on all the tickets. It’s all over the news.” 

Prashant  frowned.  “We  don’t  condone  our  products  being used for illegal activity.” 

“Yeah,  I  know,”  said  Chen.  “Point  is,  I  was  right.  The  boss totally loves me now for predicting that would happen.” 

“I’m glad to hear that,” said Prashant. 

“I bet I get a hell of a Christmas bonus this year.” 

“Good, good.” 

“If some scammer tries to reverse engineer  my system, they’ll get a nasty surprise. True random, motherfuckers!” 

“Okay, but remember it’s only as good as the security on this computer  itself,”  said  Prashant.  “If  this  system  gets  hacked, someone  could  replace  the  software  with  a  pseudorandom algorithm  on  a  seed  they  pick.  They’d  know  all  the  numbers  in advance.” 

“Oh,  I’ve  got  that  covered,”  said  Chen.  “This  baby  is  air-walled. It’s not connected to the casino network, has no access to the internet, and can’t take incoming communications in any way. 

It’ll have a hardwired connection to the keno machine. And I won’t even implement a request-response system. It’ll just feed a set of keno  numbers  across  every  fifteen  minutes.  That  way  there’s 42



literally no information entering the 707 in any way. You can’t hack what you can’t talk to.” 

“Most  company  fraud  cases  are  inside  jobs.”  Prashant glanced out the door to see if the other IT employees had heard him say it. 

“Not a problem. This server room is a vault, and only I have the  key.”  Chen  patted  his  pocket.  “And  the  security  system  texts me whenever the door opens. So even if someone did get my key or  make  a  copy,  I’d  know  as  soon  as  they  got  into  the  room.  I’d have armed guards here in under a minute.” 

Prashant wrangled the cables of the memory unit. “That does sound  solid,  but  remember  a  system  is  only  as  secure  as  the humans who operate it.” 

“I’ve been in IT for seventeen years,” said Chen. “Believe me

—I know that.” 

Prashant plugged the last cable in. He typed a few diagnostic commands  into  the  system,  then  nodded  approvingly  at  the output.  “Okay,  the  memory’s  online,  and  the  system  all  looks good.” 

Chen  stroked  the  monitor.  “Okay,  time  to  do  some  quantum coding! Daddy’s keno baby needs its numbers!” 

“Have  fun,”  said  Prashant.  “I’m  in  town  until  tomorrow morning. Call me if you have any problems. In the meantime, can you recommend a good restaurant in the area?” 

“Are you kidding?” Chen said. “You think you’re buying your own  dinner  tonight?  Oh,  hell  no.  Go  up  to  the  high-rollers  club. 

Your name’s on the list. Get yourself anything you want, on us.” 

“Wow. Thanks,” said Prashant. “Give me a call if you run into any problems.” 

“Will do!” said Chen. 

Prashant left the server room with a smile. 

 Yesterday . . . 

Sumi packed her husband’s suitcase. His trip to Las Vegas would be a whirlwind. An afternoon flight there, setting up a computer for the Babylon Casino the same day, and then a morning flight back the next day. Many wives would worry about their husbands going 43

to Sin City by themselves, but Prashant had always been a loyal and devoted man. 

Technically  he  would  need  only  one  change  of  clothes,  but his carry-on had more space, so why not include some backups? 

She  packed  three  immaculately  ironed  and  folded  white  shirts, along with two pairs of black slacks. She added two blue ties and threw in a red one just for fun. He looked so handsome with a red tie on, but he always wore blue. Ah well. She put a ziplock bag full of homemade pedas on top—a little snack for his hotel stay—then zipped up the case. 

She walked to the kitchenette, where Prashant dined on the rice  and  dal  she’d  made  for  him  earlier.  “Do  you  have  enough yogurt?” she asked. 

“Yes, thank you,” he said. “This is delicious!” 

“There’s kheer for dessert, so save some room.” 

“Mmm,” he said. 

She sat at the table across from him. They almost never ate at the same time—she’d grown up in India, where dinnertime was 8:00 or 9:00 p.m., and he’d grown up in the US. Still, the arranged marriage  was  very  successful.  She  couldn’t  imagine  herself  with any other man. 

“Are you nervous?” she asked. 

He set his fork down. “To be honest: yes. This all seems very dangerous. Las Vegas is . . . well . . . the people there can be very threatening.” 

“It’s up to you. We can just do nothing if you want.” 

“No, I want to do it.” He gestured around to the apartment in general.  “This  isn’t  what  I  want  for  us.  For  you.  A  ridiculously expensive one-bedroom hovel in a questionable part of Oakland? 

People  who  work  in  Silicon  Valley  can’t  afford  to  live  in  it.  It’s absurd.” 

“I have no complaints,” she said. 

“You  deserve  more.  And  we  are  trying  to  have  a  baby.  We need  more  room.  And  for  that,  we  need  more  money.  But  still,  if we get caught, we could spend a long time in jail—” 

“That won’t happen,” she said. 

“We  haven’t  really  had  a  chance  to  go  over  how  this  whole thing works. Can you be certain we won’t be caught?” 

“No.  But  in  the  absence  of  evidence,  why  would  anyone suspect  us?”  She  stood  from  the  table  and  walked  to  her  work 44

area in the tiny living room. Her QuanaTech 707 hummed gently. 

A  cursor  blinked  on  the  monitor,  awaiting  instructions.  Two  long-term storage units sat connected to the computer. 

He craned his neck to watch her. “How hard is this to set up?” 

“It’s trivial.” She executed a program on the console. In less than  a  second,  it  was  done.  “That’s  it.  Every  qbit  on  my  storage unit  is  now  entangled  with  a  qbit  on  the  unit  you’re  taking  to  the Babylon.” 

“You’re   sure   there’s  no  way  they’ll  know  the  qbits  are entangled?” 

“It’s physically impossible to know if a qbit is entangled.” 

“And  how  exactly  does  entanglement  let  us  cheat  at  keno? 

This quantum stuff has always confused me.” 

Sumi’s  parents  had  done  their  best.  Her  absurdly  high intelligence had been clear as soon as she learned how to speak. 

They’d put her in the best schools for gifted children, but she still found them dull. They went deeply into debt to hire tutors just to keep up with how fast she learned. 

Soon she would be able to repay them. And build the life she and Prashant wanted. The American dream. 

Her  parents  knew  they’d  never  find  her  a  man  as  smart  as she was. So they focused on “smart enough not to be left behind.” 

Prashant was brilliant in his own ways. It was a wonderful match. 

“Quantum  physics  is  a  confusing,  nonintuitive  thing,”  she said.  “The  rules  that  govern  the  universe  at  the  small  scale  are nothing like what we expect. Suffice it to say that two qbits can be set up such that if you randomize one, the other will become the same value. Once you set them up like this, they are ‘entangled,’

and it doesn’t matter how long you wait before using them or how far  apart  and  unconnected  they  are  at  the  time.  Once  they’re entangled,  they  are  guaranteed  to  be  the  same  when randomized.” 

He  pointed  to  the  storage  units.  “So  we  have  two  copies  of some data?” 

“No, don’t think of it as data. Think of these storage units as two piles of dice, but the dice are magically linked, so if you roll a die and roll its counterpart in the other pile, they are guaranteed to have the same result.” 

“That doesn’t make any sense.” 
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“Quantum  physics  doesn’t  make  any  sense,”  she  said. 

“Please  don’t  try  to  think  about  it  too  much.  It  can  be  very distressing.” 

“Once they’re entangled, they are

guaranteed to be the same when

randomized.” 

He  fidgeted  in  his  chair.  “Their  storage  unit  and  our  storage unit are linked. So they’ll basically be talking to each other across the  country.  But  didn’t  you  tell  me  once  that  quantum entanglement can’t be used for communication?” 

She  typed  on  the  keyboard  and  ran  a  quick  self-test.  “I  did, yes.  And  it’s  true.  But  we’re  using  a  loophole,”  she  said.  “Two parties  can’t  communicate  via  quantum  measurements.  But  they can both observe their respective results and act accordingly.” 

“That seems like communication.” 

“Not  quite.  Think  of  an  intersection  with  stoplights.  The stoplights  are,  functionally,  entangled.  If  I  see  that  one  light  is green, I know the other light is red.” 

“With you so far,” he said. 

“Let’s  say  two  cars  approach  at  cross-directions.  One  driver sees a red light, and the other sees green. The drivers don’t talk to each other or communicate in any way. But they each observe their  own  lights,  which  lets  them  know  what  to  do  and  what  the other  driver  will  do.  There  was  no  communication,  just  an agreement in advance on what red and green lights mean.” 

“Okay,  so  do  we  have  an  ‘agreement  in  advance’  with  the casino on what these qbits mean?” 

“We  do.”  She  returned  to  the  kitchenette  and  stirred  the kheer. “The Babylon Casino has a keno computer from 2002. Old but  reliable—just  what  casinos  like.  The  manufacturer  has excellent documentation online, so I know exactly how the random qbit  values  will  be  made  into  random  numbers.  Running  that operation  on  our  own  qbits  will  give  us  those  same  random numbers. That algorithm is the ‘agreement in advance.’” 
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“Why  not  entangle  all  the  qbits  and  not  just  the  long-term storage ones?” 

She  tasted  the  kheer.  Just  right.  “Entanglement  isn’t permanent. Those magic dice I was talking about? They only work once. After that roll, the spell is broken, and they have nothing to do with each other. If you roll them again, there will be no magic. 

Just two random numbers. So you get one roll—just one—where you know how the other die will be affected.” 

“I  see,”  Prashant  said.  “So  I  assume  the  normal  function  of the 707 reuses qbits over and over?” 

She served a generous portion of kheer into a bowl. Prashant loved sweet food and always wanted more than he claimed. “Yes. 

The  casino’s  keno  machine  would  exhaust  our  supply  of entangled  qbits  in  seconds.  So  the  trick  is  making  them  use  the long-term memory as RAM and striking right at that moment.” 

Prashant pushed his plate aside to make room for the bowl. 

“How do we do that?” 

“The  707  does  a  coherence  self-check  once  a  week.  When you install the system, make sure those settings are set to do the self-check this Sunday night at 11:58 p.m.” 

She adjusted her sari. American clothes certainly looked nice on  Americans,  but  she  preferred  traditional  clothing.  “The  self-check takes about five minutes. During that time, if the system is asked  to  do  qbit  operations,  it  uses  the  qbits  in  the  long-term storage unit because the normal RAM is busy. The Babylon does keno draws every fifteen minutes—there’ll be a draw at precisely midnight  on  Sunday.  That’s  when  we  strike.  We  only  have  one attempt, though. The long-term memory has 512 qbits, and a keno draw is twenty eight-bit numbers.” 

Prashant raised a finger. “Twenty numbers would only be 160

qbits. So we have, like, three tries before it eats all 512.” 

She shook her head. “The numbers each have to be unique, and they’re all in the range of one through eighty. There will be a lot  of  duplicates  drawn.  The  computer  will  have  to  generate random numbers until twenty  unique numbers are drawn.” 

“Ah.” 

“Once  the  system  hits  the  end  of  the  long-term  memory,  it’ll loop  around,  re-randomizing,  and  reusing  the  already-measured qbits. We’ll have no information on any of that.” She sighed. “This 47

all  would  be  much  simpler  if  I  could  modify  the  computer  itself before you install it.” 

“We’d  never  get  away  with  it,”  said  Prashant.  “There’s  a factory  seal  over  every  entry  point,  and  the  OS  is  on  a  ROM. 

Same with the long-term memory module. It was easy enough to sneak it here for you to prepare it, but if we try to open it or modify the  hardware,  the  casino  will  know  when  they  look  over  the system.” 

She  set  the  kheer  in  front  of  him,  along  with  a  fresh  spoon. 

“Are you sure they would even notice?” 

He nodded. “Pretty sure. I spoke to the Babylon’s IT manager on the phone. He’s . . . very diligent. He’s extremely thorough.” 

“Then  this  is  the  only  way,”  she  said.  “Fortunately,  the  long-term memory comes pre-superpositioned. The system will skip the Hadamard operation on first use.” 

“I didn’t understand that at all.” 

“All that matters is that the system has a minor performance optimization  that  creates  the  security  hole  we’re  going  to  take advantage  of.”  She  returned  to  the  living  room  and  sat  at  the computer. “Now is as good a time as any to get the numbers . . .” 

“Wait, what?” he said. “Now? I don’t understand.” 

She typed a few commands on the console. “Entanglement is a  two-way  street.  I  can  measure  one  storage  unit’s  values  right now,  and  the  others  will  be  the  same  whenever  the  Babylon measures them.” 

“So  you’re  basically  .  .  .  generating  the  keno  numbers  for Sunday night right now?” 

“Yes.” She hit the “Enter” key. A stream of numbers showed up  on-screen.  She  stared  at  the  screen  intently,  memorizing  the output. Ganesh had blessed her with an excellent memory. 

“Those are it? The numbers?” 

“Yes,” she said, keeping her eyes locked on the screen. 

“You’re  memorizing  them?”  he  asked.  “Why  not  just  save them to a file or take a pic with your phone?” 

“No.”  She  shook  her  head.  “No  digital  trail.  Everything  is purely in my mind from here on out.” 

“Ah, right. Makes sense.” 

She closed her eyes and visualized the numbers. All twenty of them were clear in her mind. She opened her eyes to double-48



check  against  the  screen,  and  she’d  gotten  them  all  correct. 

Perfect. 

Prashant stirred his kheer. Uncharacteristic of him not to dig right in. 

She  turned  the  swivel  chair  toward  her  husband.  “What’s wrong, honey? You still seem unsettled.” 

He fiddled with the spoon. “Does it have to be  you placing the bet?” 

“Of course it does,” she said. “They will know you as the man who set up their computer.” 

“Couldn’t  we  just  pay  a  college  student  to  do  it  or something?” 

She  frowned  and  shook  her  head.  “Accomplices  add complications. I’m the only one we can trust to place the bet.” 

“Yeah, I guess so.” 

“It will be fine, husband. Eat your kheer.” 

“Okay.” He took a bite and loosened up. Sweet food put him in a good mood. 

At  times  he  was  a  complicated  man,  but  at  other  times  he could be very simple. Finding those simple moments and bringing him joy was one of Sumi’s greatest pleasures. 

She smiled as she watched her husband eat. 

Sumi sipped her lemonade in the keno lounge. The crowd was a little lighter than it would be at peak hours. Though midnight was still a very active time in a Vegas casino. The usual cacophony of dings, beeps, and buzzes filled the air. 

She  held  the  winning  ticket—well,  what  would  hopefully become  the  winning  ticket—in  her  hand  among  a  sheaf  of  other tickets that would surely lose. It would be suspicious if she bought only one. 

Any number of things could go wrong. The long-term storage unit or the computer itself could have a software glitch that would require  re-randomizing  all  the  qbits.  The  settings  for  the coherence  check  could  be  wrong,  and  it  might  have  already happened or not started yet. Then her numbers would be no more likely to win than any others. 
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To  blend  in  as  a  tourist,  she  wore  an  even  more  traditional sari  than  usual.  A  little  more  Old  World,  with  brass  jewelry  here and there. She took photos with her phone. What tourist wouldn’t? 

A peal of MIDI music filled the lounge to announce the next draw  was  about  to  begin.  She  glanced  at  the  big  display  above the keno betting desk. She gripped the sheaf of tickets tighter. 

The cheesy animated display showed a grid of keno numbers drawn  in  a  cuneiform  style—like  a  clay  tablet  from  the  ancient world.  The  numbers  wiggled  around  in  their  boxes  while  a Babylonian archer beside the grid nocked an arrow and took aim. 

It was cartoonish and silly. If all went well, the first number would be a nine. 

The  animated  archer  loosed  his  arrow,  and  it  flew  in  an  arc over the grid. It struck the nine. Sumi breathed a sigh of relief. 

After that, things proceeded according to plan. The rest of the numbers  fell  into  place  as  expected.  Sumi  played  the  shocked-and-overjoyed-winner role and excitedly ran to the betting desk to report her win. 

The  win  was  large  enough  to  warrant  calling  over  the  floor manager, who verified the ticket. And then the security tape was reviewed  to  make  sure  she  was  the  one  who  had  purchased  it. 

They  asked  her  to  wait  while  they  set  up  a  photo  shoot.  The manager of the casino even came down. 

Rutledge, 

the 

manager, 

shook 

Sumi’s 

hand. 

“Congratulations,” he said. 

The  pair  stood  in  front  of  a  bright  sign  that  read  KENO  9-SPOT  PROGRESSIVE  JACKPOT:  $741,299.  A  casino photographer took pictures. 

“Thank you,” she said in a thick Indian accent. 

“How did you pick the winning numbers?” asked Rutledge. 

“I just pick random,” she said. “I only wanted a tickets to show the friends of mine in Mumbai. I never think I would win.” 

“What do you plan to do with the money?” 

She smiled. “I will give many of it to my family. They are poor. 

It will help them very a lot. And I will buy a big American car for driving with back in India.” 

“That will be all for now,” Rutledge said to the photographer. 

The photographer headed off, and Rutledge led Sumi to the elevator banks. “Ms. Singh, I’m sure this is all unfamiliar territory to you. I’ll help guide you through it.” 
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“You are important man,” Sumi said. “I do not need such an important man to help.” 

“It’s  my  pleasure,”  he  said.  “And  it’s  good  publicity  for  the Babylon. A big win is the best advertising a casino can have.” 

“Thank  you,  Mr.  Rutledge,”  she  said.  “What  are  we  now  to do?” 

He pressed the elevator button. “First you’ll have to speak to a representative from the IRS. They’ll want their share right now. 

We’ll  pay  them  their  portion  directly  and  issue  you  a  cashier’s check for the rest. Or, if you prefer, we can give you cash.” 

She laughed. “Oh no. Not cash. I cannot walk under so much cash.” 

The  doors  opened  and  the  pair  entered.  He  swiped  his  key card on the reader. Various floor buttons that had been illuminated all shut off, and the highest button lit up. They rode to the top of the building without interruption. 

He  led  her  from  the  elevator  bank  through  an  empty mahogany  office.  “Sorry,  my  secretary  is  home  right  now,”  he explained. “It’s almost one a.m., after all.” 

“Of course,” she said. 

He opened one of the ornate double doors to his office, and the  lights  turned  on  automatically.  He  beelined  to  the  wet  bar. 

“Can I offer you a drink?” 

She followed him in. “I do not drink, thank you.” 

“What a pity.” 

“Where is IRS man?” she asked. 

He  gestured  for  her  to  sit  on  the  plush  leather  couch.  “Oh, he’s not here.” He poured himself two fingers of scotch. 

“Why not? Does the government not want their money?” 

“There won’t be any money.” He sipped his drink and picked up a folder from his desk. “I have very thorough security people. 

Did you know we do a full background check on anyone who wins more than one hundred thousand dollars?” 

She pursed her lips. “I didn’t know that.” 

“Your  accent  seems  to  have  disappeared.”  He  opened  the folder. “Do you have any idea how many Sumi Singhs there are in the  world?  A  lot,  believe  me.  But  only  one  of  them  was  a  child genius  who  went  on  to  earn  PhDs  in  physics,  mathematics,  and quantum theory. Hell of a coincidence, don’t you think? A talented quantum  physicist  winning  my  nine-spot  keno  progressive  four 51

days  after  we  install  a  quantum  computer.  Oh,  and  side  note, you’re  married to the guy who installed it.” 

She looked away. 

He sat at his desk. “Vegas gets a lot of smart people trying to cheat.  Very  smart  people.  Geniuses,  scientists,  electrical engineers, you name it. They come from all over the world to try their  schemes.  And  they  always  have  some  angle  we  never thought of. Because they’re smart. Like you.” 

He leaned forward. “You’re more intelligent than I could ever hope  to  be.  I  feel  no  shame  in  admitting  it.  But  there’s  no substitute  for  experience.  You  know  all  there  is  to  know  about quantum physics, but I have twenty years of running this casino. 

And  Vegas  has  a  hundred  years  of  catching  extremely  smart cheaters.” 

“You can’t prove anything,” she said. “And if you don’t pay me the money I won, I’ll take you to court.” 

He  raised  his  eyebrows.  “Wow.  You’re  bold,  I’ll  grant  you that.” 

“This  is  a  trivial  sum  of  money  compared  to  your  casino’s profits,” she said. “It is not worth your time to pursue this.” 

He  raised  his  voice.  “If  someone  stole  a   nickel  from  me,  I’d spend  a  hundred  thousand  dollars  tracking  him  down!  It’s  not about  profit;  it’s  about  protecting  this  establishment.  There  are  a hundred other casinos out there, ready to take my customers. Any whiff  of  fraud  or  mismanagement  here  will  blot  our  name  and make  us  look  second-rate.  And  there’s  no  room  for  second-rate on the Strip. People don’t come here for so-so casinos. They want the best.” 

He took a breath and returned to his normal voice. “According to  my  IT  manager—who  is  very  upset  right  now,  by  the  way—

there’s something called entanglement that might be to blame? I can’t  begin  to  comprehend  what  that’s  all  about,  but  he  said  our computer’s long-term storage unit must have been hooked up to the same computer as someone else’s. I’m guessing your hubby brought it to you before he brought it to us.” 

“Theoretically, if that were to have happened,” she said, “the qbits  on  both  drives  would  no  longer  be  entangled,  and  there would be no way to see that they ever were.” 

“See,  there  you  go,  being  all  smart  again.  Thinking  like  a quantum  physicist.”  Rutledge  sloshed  the  scotch  around  in  his 52



glass. “I tend to think more like a criminal. Our long-term storage unit is in our vault. You’ve never been in our vault. But I bet there’s some skin cells of yours on it from when you handled it before.” 

She widened her eyes. 

“Yeah, the clever ones get tripped up by the simplest things. 

Anyway, the police are on their way.” 

“What?” 

“I  could  have  security  detain  you,  of  course.  But  then tomorrow’s news would say ‘Vegas Billionaire Has Goons Bully a Confused Foreign Woman.’ Much better to lure you here and have the police pick you up.” 

She bolted to her feet. 

“That  elevator  only  works  with  a  key  card.  You’re  not  going anywhere.”  He  raised  his  glass  to  her.  “Sure  you  don’t  want  a drink?” 

“Give me a second . . . ,” she said. “I’m thinking.” 

“About what?” 

“A way out of this.” 

“Um,” he said. “There isn’t a way out. The police will be here in a few minutes.” 

“Then I have a few minutes to think.” 

“See, there you go, being al  smart

again. Thinking like a quantum

physicist. I tend to think more like a

criminal.” 

He shrugged. To his credit, he didn’t gloat. He didn’t seem to take pleasure in it at all. He wasn’t about revenge or money. He was about respect. 

She furrowed her brow. This was getting somewhere. 

His casino was his life. It was his baby. A billionaire like him didn’t  need  to  oversee  the  day-to-day  operations  of  a  company. 

He  could  easily  hire  someone  to  do  it  and  spend  his  life gallivanting around European ski slopes or whatever. A man with 53

his means could do anything he wanted. And what he wanted was to run this casino. 

And to be respected. No, not quite. It wasn’t about his ego. It was  about  the  casino  being  respected.  Why?  Because  without that  respect,  the  business  suffered.  So  it  was  all  about  the business success. And her scam had put that all at risk. 

There it was. The answer. 

“I have a proposal,” she said. 

“Pardon?” 

She sat back down and folded her hands on her lap. “You call off the police and pay me the winnings.” 

“And why would I do that?” 

“My husband will quit his job at QuanaTech, and the two of us will  start  a  new  company—one  dedicated  to  making  specialty quantum devices for the gambling industry. It makes perfect sense with his background on the business side and my expertise of the technology.” 

“I’m still waiting for why I would do this.” 

“It  would  cost  more  than  our  winnings  to  start  a  company,” 

she  mused.  “So  you  would  have  to  be  an  anonymous  angel investor.” 

He  laughed.  “My  God!  Earlier  when  I  said  you  were  bold—

that was an understatement. You’re borderline insane.” 

She  pressed  on.  “Our  new  company  will  make  quantum random-number  generators.  Our  product  will  just  be  a  box  that makes a stream of truly random numbers via quantum properties and outputs them at a steady rate. No configuration. No operating system. Just a serial port.” 

Rutledge  raised  his  finger  and  opened  his  mouth,  then stopped.  He  thought  for  a  moment,  then  finally  spoke.  “Every casino  would  want  those  boxes.  And  they’d  want  hundreds  of them.  One  for  every  video  poker  machine,  every  slot  machine, and  so  on.  It’s  an  excellent  business  model  with  a  huge addressable market.” 

“Thank you.” 

“I  might  fund  a  start-up  with  that  in  mind.  But  not  with  you. 

You’re still going to jail.” 

“No,  it’ll  be  with  me.”  She  thought  things  through  as  she spoke—time was of the essence. Once the police arrived, it was all over. “With us, I mean. My husband and I.” 
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“You literally just tried to rob me.” 

She  nodded  slowly.  “Yes.  So  we’ve  established  I  have  a certain moral flexibility.” 

“Why would I care about—” 

She stood and paced. “We sell the boxes at a loss. Whatever it  takes  to  get  everyone  buying  them  and  beat  any  competition that  crops  up.”  Her  voice  sped  up.  “Yes.  That  should  get  all  the major  casinos  on  board.  And  of  course  the  boxes  would  be tamperproof. No, not just tamperproof. Literally sealed so no one can modify them.” 

The phone on Rutledge’s desk buzzed. He pressed a button. 

“Yes?” 

“Sir,  LVPD  are  here,”  came  a  voice  through  the  speaker. 

“They say you called them?” 

“Yes, send them up.” He terminated the call and looked back to Sumi. “Feel free to keep ranting.” 

She knew from earlier that the elevator ride took about ninety seconds.  She  had  that  long  remaining.  She  slapped  both  hands down on his desk. “At a prearranged time, a couple of years from now, all of the randomizer units will simultaneously fail. Because we’ll program them to do that from the start.” 

He frowned. Was that a spark of interest? “Define ‘fail.’” 

“They’ll all output a steady stream of zeroes. Most gambling machines  using  them  will  crash  because  their  software  doesn’t account for getting the same ‘random’ number every time. At the very  least,  they  would  shut  down.  Other  systems  might  even remain  online,  giving  the  same  result  every  use.  That’s  even worse—especially if it happens to be a player-win. Every casino in town would be in utter chaos.” 

He  looked  to  the  ceiling,  realization  dawning.  “Except  the Babylon.” 

“Right!  Not  the  Babylon.”  She  pointed  at  him.  “Because  you already  have  a  different  system  in  place.  You  can  just  say  you never  bothered  to  upgrade.  Lucky  you.  Then  what  happens,  Mr. 

Rutledge? What happens when the Babylon is the only casino in Vegas with functioning machines?” 

“We  get  all  the  customers.  Every  last  one.”  He  downed  his scotch  and  spun  his  chair  to  face  the  cityscape.  “And  our competitors lose hundreds of millions of dollars.” 
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She crept around his desk. “It would take them time to retrofit all  their  machines,”  she  said.  “They  couldn’t  go  back  to  the  old non-quantum  randomizers.  By  then  everyone  will  have  quantum computers  to  crack  pseudorandom-number  generators.  They’d have  to  set  up  a  central  quantum  computer  randomizer  like  you have.” 

He pinched his chin. “The spike in demand for those systems would  slow  everyone  down  even  more.  We’d  probably  have  a week,  maybe  two,  of  exclusive  control  over  the  entire  machine-gaming market. Hmm.” 

She stood beside him and looked out over the unwitting town. 

“Of  course,  well  before  that  day,  my  husband  and  I  will  have arranged for new identities, and you will have paid us a large sum of  money.  Say,  ten  million  dollars?  A  tiny  fraction  of  what  you’ll gain.” 

He remained quiet. 

“This is an opportunity, Mr. Rutledge. It comes with great risk but has the potential for a huge reward. I think you’re a gambler at heart. What do you say?” 

The  elevator  dinged,  and  the  doors  opened.  Two  policemen walked  through  the  reception  area  and  into  the  office.  One  was young  and  wiry,  while  the  other  was  at  least  twenty  years  older. 

The older officer, obviously the one in charge, said, “We got a call saying you needed us?” 

Rutledge rotated his chair to face them. 

He looked to Sumi, then back to the police. “Mrs. Singh here has just won over seven hundred thousand dollars. She’s new to the  country.  Can  you  please  see  to  her  protection  when  she returns to her hotel tonight?” 

“Sure thing,” said the officer. “Congratulations, ma’am.” 

Sumi breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks, Officer. Mr. Rutledge, if  it’s  still  available,  I’ll  take  that  drink  now.  Double  gin  and  tonic with a heavy squeeze of lime?” 

He  smiled  and  headed  to  the  wet  bar.  “It  would  be  my pleasure.” 
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A NOTE FROM THE CURATOR OF

THE FORWARD COLLECTION

A year and a half ago, my partner and I were driving across the Rocky Mountains, not far from where I live. The aspens had just begun to turn, and the air was redolent with all the smells I associate with fall: incense, dirt, the start of decay. As we drove, we were debating some emerging technology I’d read about in Scientific American and circling around the larger topic of growing up in the bubble of rapid change and technological advancement. 

While a lot of it has been amazing, some of the change has come with effects we’d rather roll back. 

How  does  anyone  know  at  the  moment  of  discovery  where their work will ultimately lead? 

Should we let that uncertainty stop forward momentum, or do we roll the dice and let the chips fall where they may? 

How does it feel to change the world? 

These questions intrigued me, so much so that I wrote a story about  it.  But  my  obsession  didn’t  stop  there—I  also  wanted  to know  what  other  writers  would  write  when  posed  with  the  same questions. 

And so this collection was born and filled with writers whose minds work in ways that fascinate me. 

N. K. Jemisin (the Broken Earth trilogy) is writing fantasy and speculative  fiction  like  you’ve  never  even  fathomed.  Paul Tremblay  is  the  greatest  horror  novelist  working  today,  and  his novel  A  Head  Full  of  Ghosts  still  gives  me  nightmares.  Veronica Roth  created  an  unforgettable  world  and  populated  it  with amazing  characters  in  her  iconic  Divergent  trilogy.  Andy  Weir captured the imagination of the world and scienced the shit out of his  already-a-classic   The  Martian.  And  Amor  Towles,  with   A Gentleman in Moscow, has simply written one of the best novels I’ve ever read. I recommend it every day. 
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I asked these writers to be a part of a collection that explores the  resounding  effects  of  a  pivotal  technological  moment,  and  to my  great  delight,  they  said  yes.  I  knew  they’d  deliver  the  goods when it came time to write their stories, but I was not prepared for what an abundance of riches this collection would turn out to be. 

I hope, once you’ve read these six mind-bending stories, that you’ll agree. 

 Blake Crouch

 Durango, Colorado

 May 3, 2019
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our room is dark. You cannot see anything. You are lying in a bed. A sheet covers your body. You wiggle your fingers and toes, and the loud rasp of skin rubbing against the sheets is startling. With the slight movements there is pain. 

Your muscles and joints hum with it. 

You’ve  been  awake  and  not-awake  for  days,  maybe  weeks, perhaps longer. You do not know where you were then, or before then. You are here now. A significant amount of time has passed, but from what beginning you do not know. You consider the origin of this time during which you’ve been awake and not-awake and conclude it is, for the moment, unknowable. 

You  listen.  You  blink.  You  might  see  shapes  within  the darkness  but  you  can’t  be  sure.  Your  breathing  quickens  and  so too your heart rate. You are becoming more of yourself. You are confident in this; time is no longer your enemy, and the longer you remain awake, the longer you can stay you. You are buoyed and terrified by this thought. 

You  briefly  drift  and  imagine  a  brightly  lit  room  with  a  white ceiling,  wooden  floor,  and  yellow  walls  the  color  of  a  flower;  you cannot  yet  think  of  the  specific  flower.  You  dismiss  the  random images  and  instead  perseverate  on  your  inexplicable  dormancy. 

There  is  a  sense  of  time  having  passed,  however,  which  implies your  consciousness  had  enough  awareness  within  that  missing time to be aware of itself. You were you, and you are now you. 

You  attempt  to  sit  up,  contracting  your  stomach  muscles  and pushing  off  the  bed,  your  weight  held  up  by  elbows  and  hands. 

Sharp, electric pain splits you down the length of your spine and radiates  into  your  tremulous  limbs.  You  cry  out.  The  pain  is incapacitating,  all-consuming,  setting  off  white  jagged  flashes  in your  vision  and  then  taking  root  inside  your  head.  The  pain  is  a giant wave that threatens to wash you away. You do know what a wave  is  but  you  cannot  remember  if  you’ve  experienced  one firsthand. 

You’re afraid to turn your head or to move at all. You’re afraid of the darkness, the utter lack. You’re afraid of receding, shrinking away to nothingness, to wherever you were before. You’re afraid you are caught in a loop: you’ll go away only to later wake again in 62

blind agony, and then return to unconsciousness, and then wake to agony, again and again. 

There  is  a  mechanical  blip,  and  the  hum  and  whir  of machinery.  Warmth  flows  into  the  back  of  your  left  hand  and  up the  length  of  your  arm.  Your  consciousness  recedes  toward  the singularity that you fear. 

As  you  slide  away,  a  voice  that  is  not  yours  echoes  through your nascent universe. 

She  says,  “You  will  feel  better.  There  will  be  less  pain.  I  will take care of you. We will begin tomorrow. Get some rest.” 
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ood morning, ______.” 

“Good  morning,  Dr.  Kuhn.  Are  you  inside  the  room with me today?” 

“No, I am not.” 

“Oh. I am disappointed.” 

“I  am  sorry.  Isolation  is  a  necessary  precaution,  given  your compromised immune system, but it is not permanent.” 

“I see. By that I mean, I understand.” 

“Yes,  of  course,  ______.  On  a  scale  of  one  to  ten,  with  one being no pain at all and ten being the worst pain imaginable, are you experiencing any pain this morning?” 

“One.” 

“Are you certain? You are pain-free?” 

“Yes.” 

“Thank  you,  ______.  Please  flex  your  arms,  legs,  shoulders. 

Good.  Please  perform  a  pelvic  tilt.  Thank  you.  Did  you  feel  any pain?  If  so,  please  use  the  same  number  scale  I  previously described.” 

“I’m still a one. If you can see me, I’m testing the muscles on my face with a big smile.” 

“I am glad you are no longer in pain.” 

“When I first woke up, that pain—well, it’s difficult to describe pain,  isn’t  it?  Pain  is  such  a  subjective  experience,  but  that  pain made me think I was alone, or maybe that I wasn’t even me.” 

“I am sorry you experienced that.” 

“That  is  what  a  ten  on  your  pain  scale  represents,  I  think.  It was horrible.” 

“You  are  progressing  wonderfully.  You  are  enunciating  your words much better than you have been previously.” 

“I think I forgot what ‘enunciating’ means.” 

“You  are  pronouncing  your  words  correctly,  fully  forming  the plosives and hard consonants. Your speech pattern is more clear and conversational.” 

“Thank you.” 

“You are welcome.” 

“May I ask a question?” 

“Yes.” 

“Am I blind or is the room dark?” 
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“Do  you  remember  asking  me  this  yesterday,  and  the  day before?” 

“I do.” 

“For the moment the answer is still both.” 

“Both?” 

“The room is dark. Your eyes also have yet to fully respond to treatment.” 

“Will I be able to see eventually?” 

“Yes.” 

“I remember that I used to be able to see.” 

“What else do you remember?” 

“I remember the ocean. I remember a yellow room.” 

“What else, ______? Is that all? You were able to recall many more things yesterday.” 

“I  wish  you  would  ask  me  what  I  remember  about  specific events or images as opposed to the general ‘What do else do you remember?’ It is difficult to answer that nonspecific question.” 

“I understand your frustration, but our conversations are part of your overall therapy and will help you.” 

“I see. By that I mean, I understand.” 

“What else do you remember, ______?” 

“I  remember  pennies  have  a  distinctive  smell,  but  I  don’t remember  the  smell.  I  remember  rain.  I  remember  living  in  a small, brown house with a tree in the front yard.” 

“As soon as you regain your sight, I will show you a picture of that brown house.” 

“Will the tree be in the picture? I don’t remember what kind of tree it was. I am familiar with many kinds, like birch and fir, but not all kinds.” 

“It was a crab apple tree. Do you remember anything else?” 

“I  think  I  remember  you.  From  before.  Yes,  I  remember  you from before. Isn’t that right, Dr. Kuhn?” 
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ill you play music for me again, Dr. Kuhn? And after, I think I would like ‘sounds of the ocean’ again.” 

“Yes,  I  will  play  music,  but  after  that  it’ll  be  ‘sounds  of  the forest.’ First, we’re going to play a word-association game. When I say a word, I want you to give me the first word or words you can think of. Do you understand?” 

“Yes, I think so.” 

“Bird.” 

“It’s a warm-blooded, egg-laying animal that—” 

“No,  ______.  You  are  not  to  simply  state  facts  or  define  the word. Your recall of information is truly impressive, but I want you to tell me the first word you think of or describe any images you might see in your mind. Do you understand?” 

“See in my mind?” 

“Yes. Let’s try again. If you don’t see anything, then you don’t have to say anything.” 

“I’ll try.” 

“Water.” 

“Wet.” 

“House.” 

“Crab apple tree.” 

“Bird.” 

“I already answered that—” 

“I’d like you to try again.” 

“Egg-laying . . . animal. Is that correct?” 
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our eyes itch, and you are told that means your eyes are healing and soon you will see. 

Each of the last three days, you got out of bed and walked the perimeter of your room. You alternated placing your left hand and right  hand  along  the  wall,  depending  upon  the  direction  you walked. 

You are told exercising in darkness is not ideal but necessary to  prevent  atrophy  and  to  strengthen  your  muscles.  You  were asleep  for  a  very  long  time,  and  one  should  expect  physical difficulties upon awakening. 

Today  there  is  a  treadmill  in  a  corner  of  your  room.  You interrupt Dr. Kuhn’s explanation, definition, and the specifications of  the  particular  model  in  your  room  to  tell  her  that  the  first treadmill  was  invented  by  a  man  in  nineteenth-century  England. 

Its purpose was to punish and break its prisoners. You quoted a prison  guard  named  James  Hardie,  who  once  wrote  of  the treadmill:  “monotonous  steadiness,  and  not  its  severity,  which constitutes its terror.” 

You initially interpret Dr. Kuhn’s silence as her being surprised you were so readily able to recall that information. You worry the information  is  obscure  or  not  something  that  should  be  known. 

What  does  the  knowing  imply  about  your  person,  your  interests prior to your being here? 

You  ask  if  she  is  still  there.  You  are  quick  to  amend  the question  with  an  explanation:  by  “there,”  you  mean  in  another room,  removed  from  yours,  but  still  watching  and  able  to communicate  when  she  chooses.  Before  she  responds  you attempt a joke, asking if you are a prisoner being exercised on a treadmill.  You  indicate  to  Dr.  Kuhn  that  you  are  joking  with laughter. 

She does not laugh. She says, “You are not a prisoner.” 

You  swing  your  legs  off  the  bed,  and  your  bare  feet  slap against the floor, which is colder than the air. You are nervous and consider  telling  her  you  are  feeling  pain  at  a  level  of  three  or maybe four out of ten, so that you might not have to exercise on a treadmill, a machine you know was invented for prisoners. 

As  instructed  you  walk  four  steps  left,  three  steps  right.  Your hands  grope  for  the  handrails,  which  are  at  waist  height.  Their 67



padding molds to the contours of your fingers. You squeeze your hands and you do not feel strong and you do not remember ever feeling  strong.  You  step  up  onto  the  edge  of  the  treadmill  and shuffle your feet forward until she tells you to stop. 

She tells you there will be a countdown of five electronic beeps and  the  last  will  be  the  loudest  and  longest  in  duration.  The  belt under  your  feet  will  then  begin  its  cycle.  The  speed  of  the  cycle will be voice-activated on her end and it will react and conform to the rhythm of your gait. 

She says, “I do not expect you to be perfect, particularly given the  challenges  of  your  condition  and  environment.  I  won’t  lie: injury is possible, maybe inevitable. I’m sorry, but given how many days  you’ve  now  been  awake,  the  benefits  of  manual, cardiovascular  exercise  far  outpace  what  low-pulse  electrical muscle stimulation can accomplish. 

“You  are  doing  wonderfully,  but  through  no  fault  of  your  own you are behind schedule.” 

The  countdown  of  beeps  begins.  They  are  louder  than  you imagined  they  would  be.  You  shiver  in  the  chilled  air.  The  last beep  sounds,  echoing  in  the  room  and  in  your  head.  You involuntarily  giggle  at  the  excitement  and  terror.  Your  stomach stings. Your legs twitch. 

You  slide  backward,  and  you  gasp  as  the  sensation  is  eerily similar  to  when  you  ebbed  away  into  unconsciousness  on  your first day, the first day you remember waking in this room. 

“You are not a prisoner.” 

“Walk.” 

You lift your right foot, it is so heavy and unsure, and you lurch clumsily  forward.  Your  second  and  third  steps  are  too  long  of stride and you miss the moving belt, the heel of one foot crashing into  what  must  be  the  cover  to  the  treadmill’s  engine.  You overcorrect, stumble, and fall hard onto one knee, bouncing your chin off the other. Your grip slackens and then falls away from the handrails, and you are rolled backward and thrown onto the floor. 

The  whir  of  the  machine  ceases.  You  breathe  hard  and  fast. 

You scramble onto your feet and you hold your aching chin in your hands, and you say, “I’m sorry,” and you are crying. 
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She does not ask if you are injured. She says your name and says it repeatedly. There is nothing in her voice, no pitch change or hidden cues communicating concern. Your repeated name is a command for attention and focus. She says your name until you slow your breathing and you stop crying. 

She tells you that you’re okay even though you don’t feel okay. 

She instructs you to take three deep breaths and then step back onto the treadmill. 

Something  inside  screams  at  you  to  no  longer  trust  Dr.  Kuhn and  demands  you  ask  why  she  wants  you  on  the  treadmill,  why are you still in the dark, why are you here? 

You do not question. You do not demand. You do as instructed. 

Your  hands  are  shaking  as  they  squeeze  the  handrail.  You  are told there will be a countdown of five electronic beeps and the last will be the loudest and longest in duration. 

“Walk.” 

You  fall  twice  more.  The  second  time  your  face  mashes  into the handrail, setting off bursts of white stars in the dark. 

“Walk.” 

You maintain balance and find a comfortable pace and rhythm. 

You  walk  and  you  walk  and  you  enjoy  the  mechanical  rhythm  of your body and you let your mind wander and wonder about brown houses and crab apples. 

She alerts you that you’ve reached your goal of thirty minutes, and  the  treadmill  powers  down.  The  belt  is  no  longer  rolling,  but you  feel  phantom  movement  beneath  your  feet.  A  phantom  is something you imagine, something that isn’t there. You wonder if time is a phantom because it feels like you walked for longer than thirty minutes. You wonder if she is lying to you. 
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ou were born in Rhode Island.” 

“Rhode  Island  is  the  Ocean  State.  It  is  the  smallest state by area. Are we in Rhode Island now?” 

“No. You were not a good sleeper as a baby.” 

“I do not understand what you mean.” 

“Your  sleep  pattern—when  you  fell  asleep,  how  long  it  would take you to fall asleep, the duration of your sleep, what time you would wake up—was not consistent.” 

“I’m sorry I was so difficult.” 

“You  don’t  need  to  apologize,  certainly  not  to  me.  You  were only a baby and not making self-aware, conscious decisions.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” 

“I’m  sharing  a  personal  anecdote  from  your  early  childhood because  it’s  a  piece  of  who  you  are,  ______.  According  to  your parents,  they  would  often  resort  to  driving  you  around  the neighborhood until you fell asleep.” 

“I think I liked going for car rides.” 

“Your parents also tried holding you in their arms while leaning against a running washing machine or dryer, and they even made car-engine noises to placate you.” 

“I  don’t  remember  that.  I  don’t  remember  my  parents.  I  don’t remember Rhode Island.” 

“You will. I will help.” 

“Can I ask where we are?” 

“We’re far away from Rhode Island.” 
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alk” becomes “Jog.” 

You  fall  only  once.  You  climb  back  onto  the treadmill without being asked to. 
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hat else do you remember, ______?” 

“I remember your first name, Anne.” 

“What else do you remember?” 

“I  remember  my  parents  made  silly  car  noises  with  their mouths when I was a child.” 

“What else do you remember?” 

“I remember music.” 

“Do you remember a particular song?” 

“I remember the first song you played for me. Was it eight days ago?” 

“Yes.” 

“I  like  that  song  a  lot.  I  play  it  inside  my  head  before  I  go  to sleep and find it’s there when I wake up.” 

“You’ve always liked that song—” 

“Always? Isn’t that a long time?” 

“Yes, it is. And by ‘always’ I mean to imply that ever since the moment you first heard that song, you’ve liked it. It’s an important song for both of us.” 

“Why is it important to both of us?” 

“The song was playing—well, it marks a special moment in our lives together. That’s all I can tell you right now.” 

“Are you not physically able to say more? Or are you choosing not to tell me?” 

“Touché. My answer is a little of both.” 

“I’m not sure I understand.” 

“Are  there  other  songs  you  remember,  ones  that  I  have  not played for you?” 

“I think so. There’s a simple melody in my head.” 

“Can you hum or whistle it for me?” 

“I do not have a whistle.” 

“Try humming it for me . . .” 

“Was that okay? Do you recognize it?” 

“That  was  very  good.  I  do  recognize  it.  I  like  that  song  very much, but it always makes me sad.” 

“Is that why I remember it?” 
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here is no ceremony, announcement, or even a warning from Dr. Kuhn, or Anne as you are now supposed to call her, regarding your eyesight. On this day you simply wake and see. 

The room is dark, but it is much less dark than it was before. 

The lumpy topography of your legs and torso under the sheet and blanket  is  a  welcomed  sight.  You  say  to  yourself,  “I  used  to  see like this all the time,” and you believe it. You hold your hands up and you watch them turn over and flex into fists. 

You  sit  up.  Your  formfitting,  short-sleeved  shirt  is  not  white. 

Perhaps it’s green. You remember what green is, don’t you? The walls of your room are smooth and you think they are white, but you can’t tell because it’s still dark. The treadmill in the corner of the  room  is  smaller  than  you  imagined  it  to  be.  You  look  at  the walls  again,  and  then  the  ceiling,  and  the  doorframe  to  the bathroom,  and  the  outline  of  the  recessed  door  that  has  yet  to open when you’ve been awake. 

“I see you can see, ______.” Anne laughs. Is she delighted by her  wordplay  or  that  your  eyes  have  regained  sight?  Maybe  it’s both.  In  recent  conversations  she  has  encouraged  you  to  not restrict yourself to solely thinking in binary. Black or white, this or that, right or wrong were her examples of binary thinking. 

“Yes, I can. How can you tell? Do you have the ability to see through my eyes?” 

“No.  I  can  tell  by  watching  your  behavior;  how  you  are  now aiming  your  wide,  beautiful  eyes  around  the  room.”  She  laughs again. 

“My eyes are beautiful?” 

“Yes, they are.” 

A  patterned  grid  of  rectangular  ceiling  panels  begins  to  glow. 

The light increases in intensity, dissolving the shadows within the room. 

Anne tells you that it will take a few minutes for you to adjust to the light. You squint and are patient as your pupils shrink in size, working to adjust the amount of light exposure to your retinas. 

A  panel  slides  open  on  the  wall  to  your  left,  exposing  a darkened  block  of  glass.  Within  the  glass  is  a  small,  reversed image of you sitting in your bed. 
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“Please direct your attention to the screen.” 

The  screen  fills  with  a  wide,  empty  field  of  green-and-brown grass. The tall grass sways and undulates in the wind. You hear a whoosh and rustle, and you are inexplicably moved to tears by the combination  of  image  and  sound.  Above  the  field  is  an  equally wide blue sky dotted with tufts of white clouds. One cloud inches its way across to the top of the screen. 

You remember green and recognize your T-shirt is a different kind of green. You say, “I remember that place. I’ve been there,” 

which might not be true, but it feels true, and that’s okay because you  are  expanding  beyond  binary  thinking,  beyond  true  and  not-true. 
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nne puts you through your paces (her expression). 

You  complete  a  pyramid  of  push-ups  starting  with fifteen,  then  resting  ten  seconds,  then  fourteen,  and  continuing until you end with one arms-shaking push-up. 

Later, “Walk” becomes “Jog” becomes “Run.” 

You do not fall. 
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nne, I would like to see that open field again, or watch another film about the deep oceans, please. Or another orchestral performance.” 

“First,  we’re  going  to  play  a  word-association  game.  When  I say a word, I want you to give me the first word or words that you

—” 

“Yes, yes, I understand.” 

“Are you in a bad mood?” 

“Yes, I think I am.” 

“Any particular reason why?” 

“I want to watch the films I requested and . . .” 

“Yes, ______, go on.” 

“I want to leave this room.” 

“I promise you will leave this room, but neither of us is ready for that yet. Your immune system hasn’t been brought up to speed quite yet.” 

“If I can’t leave, you need to tell me more about me and more about us and where I am and why I’m here.” 

“I will start doing that soon.” 

“You will?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why not now? I want you to do it now.” 

“We’re  going  to  play  a  word-association  game.  When  I  say  a word, I want you to give me the first word or words that you think of. This is important, ______.” 

“Why is it important?” 

“These  games  help  recover  more  of  your  memory  and language fluency. Your brain is not so different from your muscles insofar  as  it  needs  to  be  exercised  and  strengthened  after  so much time asleep. Just like the treadmill is more effective for your muscles than cardiovascular electrical stimulation, there’s only so much  cognitive  and  memory  augmentation  I  can  achieve  without your—your active participation.” 

You are getting angry and you will not give her the satisfaction of asking her to explain the how of “memory augmentation,” even assuming she answers your question directly. 

Anne  continues,  “For  example,  remember  our  discussion about having the ability to use metaphor in speech?” 

76

Of course you remember, and you remember then trying it out by  describing  the  lights  in  the  ceiling  as  having  a  similar appearance to a checkerboard. You know what a checkerboard is but have no memory of playing the game. 

“Are you mad at me, ______?” 

“I wish you’d stop asking me what I remember from only three days ago.” 

There’s  a  brief  but  troubling  period  of  silence,  so  you  say, 

“Anne, are you still there?” 

“Bird.” 

“I don’t feel like doing this. I don’t want to do—” 

“Bird.” Anne repeats herself when you don’t answer. “Bird.” 

You say, “Fly.” 

“Cloud.” 

“Me.” 

“Me? Why did you answer with ‘me’?” 

“I don’t know. It’s what I thought of. You’re breaking the rules of your own game by asking me to explain.” 

“Very well. Sky.” 

“Blue.” 

“Family.” 

“Gone.” 

“Us.” 

“Us?” 

“Yes, us.” 

“Well,  you tell me we’re partners.” 

77

P

022

lease approach the screen.” The screen is blue. Not the same blue as the sky but a different blue. 

“When a red dot appears on the screen, touch it as quickly as you can, with either index finger.” 

“Very  good,  ______.  What  you  see  now  is  a  maze.  Please drag the blinking icon in the lower left along the correct path to the maze’s exit in the upper-right corner. Each map you complete will become more difficult.” 

“Nicely  done.  Yes,  I’m  quite  pleased  by  number  of  mazes solved. You’ve earned a break from the challenges. I have a treat for you. Under your bed is a set of virtual-reality goggles. Go back to your bed, face the room, and then put the goggles on.” 

“What you are seeing is the neighborhood in which we used to live.” 

“Yes (laughs) it is a beautiful day in the neighborhood.” 

“Please walk slowly and with your hands in front of you.” 

“If  you  feel  like  you’re  lost  and  it’s  upsetting  you,  remember you can take off your goggles.” 

“The  brown  one,  with  the  crab  apple  tree  in  front.  That’s  the one.” 

“Yes, it was an old house.” 

“Yes, we were happy living there.” 
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s there anyone else out there besides you, Anne?” 

“You  keep  asking  me  that.  My  answer  isn’t  going  to change.” 

You keep asking because you don’t like her answer. You keep asking because maybe you are not asking the correct way. This is your  fear:  you  are  not  asking  the  correct  questions  and  you  will remain in this room until you do so. 

You  say,  “How  do  I  know  that  other  people  haven’t  suddenly shown up in the time between now and when I last asked you?” 

“If there was someone else here besides me, I would tell you. I do not anticipate that anyone else will show up at the Facility.” 

“Why not?” 

“As  we’ve  discussed,  there’s  been  a  global  pandemic  and we’ve been isolated. Do you trust me, ______?” 

“Most of the time, yes. Some of the time, no. I am being honest with you.” 

“I know, and I appreciate that.” 

“Sometimes  I  think  I  can  hear  other  people  outside  of  my room. That doesn’t sound or feel  isolated to me.” 

“There is no one else. You’re hearing me, or you’re hearing air in  the  ventilation  system  or  other  mechanical  sounds,  or  you’re hearing sounds from inside your room and misinterpreting them.” 

“Maybe.” 

“It’s just me and you. I promise. You’ll see soon enough.” 

“Soon.  You  keep  saying  ‘soon.’  I  don’t  think  you  and  I  share that word’s meaning.” 
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our mother stayed at home with you until you went to kindergarten.” 

“Is that me with her on the screen now?” 

“Yes.” 

“I remember her.” 

“What do you remember?” 

“I—I remember her. I remember her laugh, and how she would purposely  embarrass  me  in  front  of  my  friends  by  calling  me

‘honey’  or  ‘sweetie.’  Is  that  correct?  Didn’t  you  tell  me  she  did that?” 

“When you went to school, she resumed her career as a real estate lawyer. She often worked long hours.” 

“Aren’t all hours the same length, sixty minutes? Oh, wait, you are  using  figurative  language.  You  mean  that  she  worked  many hours, more than usual or the expected.” 

“Your father worked for the Wakefield Gas Company, mainly as a  field  technician  responsible  for  residential  delivery  and maintenance.” 

“Tell me: Do I look more like my mom or my dad?” 

“I think you’re an equal combination of both.” 

You believe she wants you to ask her again what you look like. 

It’s a humiliating question. For all the talk of her helping you regain your memory and identity, of who you are, but for a collection of photos of you as a child she has yet to allow you to see yourself as you are now. There is no mirror in your room. No mirror in your bathroom. You have only the flat screen and the fleeting seconds when it goes dark. You are there adrift in the inky pool of the black glass,  but  you  are  only  a  shape,  an  outline,  a  blurred  face,  and then the screen disappears behind the sliding wall panel. 

“I’d  like  you  to  tell  me  about  trips  to  the  beach  with  your parents.” 

“Why?  We  already  did  this  yesterday,  twice,  and  the  same thing the day before.” 

“Because repeating it will help you remember, and remember more.” 

You say, “Almost every Sunday we’d drive down from our beat-up two-family house in Pawtucket to Narragansett Town Beach.” 
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You pause, your frustration and mistrust melt away as you lose yourself  in  the  undeniable  pleasure  of  remembering.  It  is  a pleasure  because  you  have  images  now  associated  with  these memories. The disjointed way in which the images appear in your head  feels  natural,  authentic.  While  you  can’t  know  if  these images are actual memories or embellishments, or a little of both, it  doesn’t  matter.  They  are  yours.  They  belong  to  you  and  they branch  away  into  an  infinite  network  of  new  ones.  These memories are proof of you, and someday  soon you won’t need or rely on Anne to define you. 

You  say,  “We’d  get  up  early  so  we  could  arrive  at  the  beach before  eight  a.m.,  find  free  street  parking,  and  not  have  to  buy beach  passes.  Going  that  early  was  definitely  about  saving money, but my parents made it sound like a game, like we were doing  it  for  the  fun  of  beating  the  system.  Mom  always  talked about beating the system, and I used to imagine the system was made up by people wearing black suits and sunglasses and they watched you and wrote out tickets that would cost a lot of money so  that  parents  would  have  to  work  overtime  and  not  be  home enough with their kids. 

“The  night  before  I’d  go  to  bed  early,  already  dressed  in  my bathing suit even though there were changing rooms at the beach. 

The changing rooms were dark, like bunkers in those war movies you  showed,  and  their  floors  were  covered  in  a  nasty  sludge  of water and sand. 

“On  the  ride  to  the  beach  Mom  usually  slept,  using  a  beach towel as a blanket. Dad would still play the radio and sing along with all these oldies, he called them oldies, and he made up lyrics to make me laugh. 

“You lose yourself in the undeniable

pleasure of remembering.” 

“I loved that drive down to the beach. It was my favorite part. 

Driving  through  the  city  and  then  to  this  big  wide-open  beach always  made  me  feel  like  we  had  magically  transported somewhere else. 

“On  the  walk  over  from  the  car,  Dad  and  I  would  make  bets about whether or not the waves would be big. Mom was the wave-height judge. The loser of the wave bet would have to be the first 81

to dunk underwater, which was always cold. The kind of cold that would  make  you  involuntarily  gasp  for  air  when  you  resurfaced. 

Dad would cheat sometimes when he lost and scoop me up in his arms and force me under the water with him. 

“After an early lunch, Mom and I would go for a long walk, and if  it  was  low  tide,  we’d  walk  way  out  to  the  sandbars  a  few hundred feet out from the beach. On the way back to our blanket, Mom would race me, waiting until I broke into a sprint to start her own  sprint.  She  always  overtook  me,  letting  me  know  she  was faster, but then would slow down, pretending to be exhausted, and let me win.” 
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here’s a long wooden table against the wall, beneath the screen. The four legs are not uniform. You surmise the legs are repurposed and have come from other tables. The table’s top is a door that is likely made from fiberglass. It has been painted white, which was not its original color, judging by red scratches and deeper gouges. 

“I’ve  set  up  some  activities  to  help  you  regain  your  manual dexterity. I’m confident it will come back quickly given the number of years dedicated to a career spent working with your hands.” 

You  hold  up  and  visually  inspect  your  hands.  You  can’t  help but feel detached from them, as if there has been some mistake and  they  don’t  belong  to  you.  It  doesn’t  seem  possible  that  your hands  have  built  and  maintained  all  that  Anne  claims  that  they have. 

“You  will  enjoy  this,  the  tactile  sensations  of  manipulating physical  objects.  It’ll  be  so  much  more  fulfilling  than  the  touch screen and VR activities of the previous week.” 

You want to ask how she got the table in here by herself while you  were  asleep.  You  again  wonder  and  worry  about  how  much she controls your sleep. Have you been asleep for days instead of hours? Did she build the table inside the room instead of pushing it  in  here?  It  appears  heavy  and  unwieldy.  You  resolve  to  stay awake,  all  night  if  necessary.  You  resolve  to  do  this  every  night and fail. 

On the door/desktop are four shallow plastic bins. The first bin is  full  of  wooden  blocks  shaped  like  miniature  logs,  each  with notches  carved  into  their  ends,  and  some  have  notches  in  their middles.  Displayed  on  the  screen  is  a  schematic—images  and numbers  only—detailing  how  you  are  to  proceeded  in  building  a cabin. 

“Aren’t these some kind of child’s toy?” 

“The activities progress in difficulty.” 

The  second  bin  is  full  of  colored  squares  of  paper.  The  third bin holds an assortment of metal nuts, bolts, wheels, struts, gears, rubber  belts,  and  rivets.  The  fourth  bin  is  the  largest  and  it overflows with oddly shaped pieces of wood and tools. 

“With the third bin you’ll use a screwdriver. The fourth bin, you will use a drill, a hammer, and a handsaw. The tools are stowed 83

beneath  the  table.  Do  you  have  any  questions  before  you  start with bin one?” 

There  is  something  about  the  makeshift  collection-of-spare-parts table that troubles you. It hints at a larger problem or issue in regard to your situation, one that remains beyond your grasp. 

“Someone made this table.” 

“Well, yes. Someone made everything, ______.” 

“That’s not what I mean—” 

“You may now begin with the first bin.” 

“Did you make this table?” 

“No.” 

“Did I make it before—before I woke up here?” 

“You did not make it. But if you’d like, after some practice, you can make a better one.” 

You  rub  your  face  with  your  hands.  For  some  reason  this answer,  more  than  any  of  her  other  questions  and  answers  and nonanswers,  makes  you  boil  over  with  frustration.  “Hey,  how  do you know I won’t hurt myself with the tools?” 

“You’ll have to be careful. I trust you’ll do fine.” 

“No,  I  mean,  how  do  you  know  I  won’t  hurt  myself  on purpose?” 

“Why would you do that?” 

“Because I am desperate. Because despite everything you say it is clear that I am a prisoner.” 

“You  will  not  hurt  yourself,  because  you  are  not  a  prisoner.  I can’t say that strenuously enough.” 

You  bend  under  the  table  and  grab  the  screwdriver  and handsaw.  You  stand  and  brandish  them,  shake  them  in  the  air. 

You  feel  powerful  and  weak  at  the  same  time.  “I  feel  like  a prisoner. I don’t feel like we’re in this, whatever this is, together.” 

“We were partners before the Facility and we are partners now, ______.  Please,  I  understand  your  frustrations.  I  do.  I  know  it’s impossible to fully understand, but everything I’m doing is to help you fully regain yourself, but it has to be done piece by piece, bit by bit, and not all at once.” 

“I demand that you show me and tell me more about me, about you, about us, about everything, or I will do something drastic—” 

You  lean  on  the  table  with  your  left  forearm  facing  up,  exposed. 

You  place  the  handsaw  against  your  wrist.  The  teeth  are  sharp. 
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You don’t know if you can or will drag the saw across your skin, but you want to. 

“Please, ______, this is not necessary. I will start showing you more  videos,  I  promise.  I  was  planning  to  show  you  more  about me  and  us  anyway,  because—and  you  have  to  believe  me—

you’re  doing  so  well,  and  we’re  getting  so  close  to  you  walking through the door.” 

“And  where  will  I  go  after  walking  through  the  door?”  You briefly add pressure to the saw before taking it away. The row of indents in your skin is perfectly formed. 

“You and I will go to our house.” 

“The old brown one?” 

“Yes.” 

You want to ask if you can go to the house now, but you don’t. 

You know Anne would say not yet. Then you would place the saw against  your  wrist  again  and  before  you  could  continue  making threats and bargaining, Anne would say, “If you hurt yourself, you won’t  go  to  the  brown  house.  If  you  cut  yourself  with  the  saw, you’ll pass out from loss of blood. Maybe you’d wake up strapped to your bed and maybe you wouldn’t wake up at all.” 
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ou’ve watched and now, by your request, re-watched these videos for two days straight. The home videos feature Anne. The earliest ones are of a low quality; their images are blurry and the colors simultaneously washed out and too bright. As the Anne in the videos grows older, the video quality increases. 

Anne,  eighteen  months  old,  sits  in  the  grass  and  pats  a sleeping  brown-and-white  beagle.  Off  camera  her  uncle  Dennis tries to get her to say “shit.” She says, “Sit.” 

Anne,  four  years  old,  arms  wrapped  around  the  neck  of  her older brother, Matt. He plays video games and does not succumb to her “play with me” demands. 

Anne,  six  years  old,  jumps  up  and  down  behind  a  birthday cake. Her hair is straight and short, and her smile is gap-toothed. 

Everyone in the room is singing. 

Anne,  nine  years  old,  rides  her  bike  toward  a  small  ramp (plywood  atop  a  milk  crate)  her  brother  and  his  friends  set  up  in the  street  in  front  of  her  house.  Off  camera  her  parents  argue about  whether  they  should  stop  her.  Anne  awkwardly  rumbles over the ramp. The bike lands front tire first and the bike wobbles, almost  fishtails  into  the  curb,  but  Anne  corrects  her  course  and glides away with a fist raised in the air. 

Anne, twelve years old, is sitting next to her brother at a picnic table.  It’s  Matt’s  combination  eighteenth  birthday  and  graduation from high school party. Anne is so skinny and slight compared to her newly minted adult sibling. She doesn’t laugh at his jokes as he  reads  the  gift  and  graduation  cards.  She  sulks,  her  chin  held up by her fists. 

Anne, fourteen years old, hits a game-winning three-pointer for her  AAU  basketball  team.  She’s  mobbed  by  her  smiling teammates. 

Anne, fifteen years old, good-naturedly smiles as friends sign the wrap around her post-surgery knee. 

Anne, sixteen years old, is with her Brain Bee teammates at an international  high  school  competition  in  Montreal.  Only  a sophomore,  she’s  already  the  lead  student  in  the  histology component  of  the  competition.  She  is  bent  over  a  microscope, racing to identify as many slides of brain and nervous tissues and 86

their  functions  as  the  ticking  clock  allows.  She  wears  eye  black stickers on her cheeks, and she convinced her teammates to do the same. She high-fives her partners at the end of their victorious round. 

Anne (the one from now) mutters something over the intercom speakers  that  you  don’t  fully  hear  or  understand,  and  then  she fast-forwards  through  the  rest  of  the  videos,  ones  you  have already memorized: prom, high school graduation, moving into her college  dorm,  Anne  with  college  friends  getting  ready  to  go  out, one video from inside a lab with Anne and her friend Isabella, both dressed  in  white  lab  coats,  choreographed  dancing  and  lip-syncing  to  “I  Am  a  Scientist”  by  the  Dandy  Warhols,  college graduation,  moving  into  her  first  apartment,  Anne  speaking  at  a memorial for her grandmother, Anne walking the stage when she earned  her  PhD,  a  slew  of  family  holidays  with  her  relatives multiplying and aging before your eyes. 

Anne says, “Fuck this.” 

You  aren’t  sure  what’s  happening.  You  don’t  know  why  she sounds so upset. You ask, “Is there something wrong, Anne? Are you okay?” 

“I can’t—I can’t watch these again. I’ve seen them so goddamn many times . . . I’m sorry. Let’s, um, skip to the last one. We’ll just watch the last one a few times.” 

“Did I do something wrong? Did I do something to upset you?” 

“No. You’ve been—near perfect, ______.” 

“Near perfect?” 

“I mean you’ve been as perfect as you can be.” 

You  definitely  don’t  feel  perfect.  Your  muscles  ache,  your hands  are  covered  in  blisters  and  sores  from  the  hours  spent clumsily  drilling  holes  and  hammering  nails.  Your  sinuses  are congested and your throat hurts and has since you woke up this morning,  a  sign  that  your  immune  system  is  still  compromised. 

You don’t want her to know this. 

Anne says, “I’m just so tired.” 

“Maybe we should stop. Take a break.” 

She doesn’t respond to your suggestion. The last home video plays. 

It’s the one in which you and your phone camera are following Anne around the empty interior of the chocolate-brown house you purchased together. You occasionally flip the camera so that your 87

face fills the screen. The you in this video is younger than the you of now, of course, but by how many years you do not know. You think, That face is my face. Even though you’ve already watched this  particular  video  dozens  of  times,  you  can’t  help  but  feel disappointed  by  the  reappearance  of  yourself,  and  at  the  same time, you fall a little bit more in love with who you were, and you ache to again be in that moment of lost time. 

On  the  guided  tour  of  your  house,  when  you  are  briefly  on camera,  you  make  silly,  exaggerated,  I’m-so-impressed  faces. 

Anne  is  the  guide  and  refers  to  herself  as  the  “brown-house archivist.” Within each new room she recites a made-up history, a comic, romantic, or tragic event from a forgotten age. In response you  say  agreeable  or  commiserative  things  like  “That’s fascinating” and “They really shouldn’t have been doing that in the bathtub”  and  “We  would  be  wise  to  wash  the  floors  again”  and

“They mostly lived happily ever after.” 

Your voice doesn’t sound like your voice. That is to say, your voice  in  the  video,  the  one  relaying  through  the  speakers,  is  not the voice you hear when you speak. You are aware that everyone experiences some form of auditory dissociation upon hearing their own  voice,  the  feeling  of   Do  I  really  sound  like  that?   You understand  the  tone  and  pitch  of  the  voice  you  hear  when  you speak  are  determined  by  the  mix  of  air  conduction  and  sounds traveling directly to your cochlea via the tissues in your own head. 

But  should  your  recorded  voice  sound  so  different  as  to  be unrecognizable?  Shouldn’t  there  be  an  underlying  cadence  or rhythm, one that identifies you as the speaker? 

The video tour ends in an upstairs bedroom, the room that you vividly remember. The walls are painted bright yellow. Anne walks across  the  room  and  opens  one  of  the  windows.  She  says,  “I normally don’t like yellow. But this color, I love.” You say you hate it. She rolls her eyes at the camera (you), sticks out her tongue, and says, “This is my office anyway, so it doesn’t matter what you think  of  it.”  She  lies  on  the  floor,  spreads  her  arms,  and  says, 

“Mine, all mine!” You walk into the room and you hover the camera over  Anne’s  face.  She  looks  directly  into  the  camera  and  she smirks like she knows something you don’t. (It’s this Anne with this look  that  you  imagine  when  she  speaks  to  you  in  the  now.)  You remind her that she hasn’t given this room’s history yet. The smirk goes  away,  her  mouth  opens,  and  her  eyes  tilt  away  from  the 88

camera  momentarily.  She  says,  “This  room  used  to  be  a  sad room, painted a sad color.” You say, “Puce?” She says, “It was a sad  nursery  for  a  sad  woman  who  had  a  very  sad  baby.  Then someone  thoughtfully  painted  the  room  this  yellow  so  I  wouldn’t have a sad office.” Neither of you say anything for a beat or two as Anne stares up into the camera. You ask, “How do you know if a baby is sad?” She says, “Because she’s crying, duh.” You both laugh,  and  you  zoom  in  on  Anne’s  face  until  she  mock  screams and knocks the phone out of your hand. 

Anne  replays  the  brown-house  tour  video.  She  recites  what she  says  on  the  video  as  it  plays.  The  third  time  you  watch  the video, you join Anne in reciting your dialogue. 
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ou are severely congested. Breathing too deeply results in a sharp stitch of pain in the middle of your chest. You cannot hide this from Anne. You report the worsening symptoms. 

Anne  does  not  seem  surprised  or,  given  the  purported pandemic,  concerned.  You  are  not  confident  in  surmising  and attributing motive to what she says or how she says it. 

You do not run or jog on the treadmill. You walk, but only for five minutes, as it makes you dizzy. When you stop, you tell Anne your  head  is  full  of  sand.  You  want  her  to  be  impressed  by  the metaphor. She only asks you to explain what you mean. 

You  have  a  slight  fever.  Anne  does  not  explain  how  many degrees above 98.6 constitutes a slight fever. You are hot and you are  cold.  You  sweat  and  you  shiver,  and  your  muscles  ache  like they did when you first woke in this room. 

Today’s video is an instructional one: how to build a fence. 
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’m going to come into your room, now, ______. My appearance might be shocking to you. I will appear—well, I’m more than a few years older than you remember me.” 

You clutch your image of Anne, the one informed by the videos and the sound of her voice and what she has said and has been saying. You shuffle slowly away from your bed, stand in the middle of  your  room,  and  cough  into  your  arm.  You  stare  at  the  door. 

You’ve  spent  untold  hours  fantasizing  about  it  opening.  Your imaginary face-to-face meetings and escape plans have become more  dramatic,  more  complex,  and  increasingly  bizarre.  Last night,  before  you  fell  asleep,  you  imagined  the  opening  door revealed blankness, nothingness, and though finding an eternally empty  void  outside  the  door  is  not  a  likely  outcome,  you  might have stumbled upon a metaphorical truth. 

“Are you feeling up to my visit?” She laughs. 

You  say,  “Yes,”  but  you  feel  worse  than  you  did  yesterday. 

There  is  more  sand  in  your  head  and  it  leaks  into  your  body, making your muscles heavy and weak. 

Instead of overwhelming joy or fear at the prospect of that door finally  opening,  you  worry  at  the  physical  image  of  Anne  in  your head, trying to anticipate and replace it with the correct one to be revealed. 

There’s  a  pneumatic  hiss  and  the  door  slides  open, disappearing  into  the  wall  to  your  left.  She  says,  “Here  I  am.” 

Anne  steps  from  the  dimly  lit  hallway  and  walks  into  your  room; her  pace  is  brisk  and  confident.  Her  gray  hair  is  long,  hanging down past her shoulders. The gray is startling. Wrinkles cluster at the  edges  of  her  mouth  and  eyes.  Her  features  are  no  longer made  of  the  sharp  angles  and  tight  skin  you  memorized.  She wears  the  same  clothes  from  the  brown-house  tour  video:  jeans and  a  thin  black  hooded  sweatshirt.  You  cover  your  mouth  and start to cry. 

“Hello,  ______.”  She  waves.  Her  smile  is  the  same  one  from the videos, from your memories. 

“Hi,  Anne.”  You  wave  back,  then  you  don’t  know  what  to  do with  your  hands.  She  is  shorter  than  you  imagined,  yet  at  the same time her presence fills the room. “You look . . . good.” 

“Wow, that’s some pause you’ve got there.” 

91



“I’m sorry.” 

“No need to be sorry. I’m only kidding.” 

Your  laughter  turns  into  a  coughing  fit,  one  that  rekindles  a painful fire in your throat. 

“That cough doesn’t sound good.” 

“Am  I—am  I  the  same  age  as  you?”  You  are  again  acutely aware you have yet to see a full and clear reflection of your own face.  However,  you  have  seen  enough  in  glimpses  of  the darkened viewing screen to know your hair is not gray. The skin of your body is not wrinkled. 

“Not anymore. It’s a little complicated. Come on, let’s go.” She reaches out a hand, palm up. 

“Where?” 

“We have some work to do at the house.” 

“I’m sick so you probably should stay away—” 

Anne takes your hand. 

The curved hallways are white and wide and empty. The ceiling panels are similar to the ones in your room, but the lighting has been dimmed and does not glow as brightly. Initially there are no windows, only smooth walls and outlines of pneumatic doors adjacent to small, square security screens. The tiled floors are slick with dust and marked with footprints that appear to vary in size and shape. 

You ask, “Are all of the footprints yours?” and can’t help but try to fit your feet into some of the prints. 

“You and I are the only people here.” 

You note that she didn’t answer the question directly, and you are suddenly very afraid. You slow down and are about to ask if she can bring you back to your room. You do not want to be out in such an expansive, labyrinthine, dead space. 

Anne gently pulls you along and says, “If we had more time, I’d take  you  to  where  you  used  to  work  at  the  physical  plant.  The solar  array  and  wind-turbine  fields  are  truly  a  marvel,  a  sight  to behold.  They  are  for  all  intents  and  purposes  self-sufficient, thanks to the brilliance of you and the maintenance department, of course. Only one turbine has burned out, and I’ve had to change just two panels of solar cells.” 

“Where are we now?” 
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“We’re still in what most of us simply called the Facility. We’re in one of the outer medical rings. Not much for you to see in here, really.  The  majority  of  the  bioscience  laboratories  are  nested within the inner rings. We’re going to duck through an exit and be outside soon and then we’ll be home.” 

“Home?” 

“Yes, home.” 

As you walk, the hallway’s smooth walls eventually give way to full  floor-to-ceiling  windows.  The  darkened  glass  is  frosted  with more dust. 

“What is that room, the room we just passed?” 

“Another genetics lab.” 

“What did you do in those laboratories?” 

“I’m  sorry  but  you  don’t  have  the  clearance  to  ask  that.”  She laughs and you are not sure why. “And I didn’t work in these outer-ring labs.” 

“Who did?” 

“Other scientists.” 

“Where are the other scientists?” 

“They left.” 

“Why?” 

“Because almost everyone was getting sick.” 

“The pandemic?” 

“Yes.” 

“Were people getting sick like I am getting sick?” 

“I’m afraid so. I’m very sorry.” 

“What will happen to me?” 

“You’ll  either  get  better  or  you  won’t.  Again,  I’m  very  sorry.  In the meantime, we’ll enjoy a special day together.” Anne squeezes your hand and pulls you through the outer ring. 

“Are you ready to go outside? This is my favorite part.” 

Before you can ask  Favorite part of what?  Anne punches the horizontal push bar with two hands and the emergency exit door flies  open.  You’re  awash  in  the  sun’s  fusion-powered  glare  and you  close  your  eyes,  cover  your  face  with  shaking  hands.  You listen to the wind echoing in the bowls of your ears. The smell of the air and how it feels on your skin, on your lips, and inside your lungs  are  beyond  your  abilities  of  description,  and  it’s  okay because even if you were able, you would not choose to sully this moment fumbling with inadequate words. 
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Anne  slowly  pulls  you  away  from  the  building’s  shadow,  into the heat of the day. She says, “It’s not the Ocean State, but we’re about  a  mile  from  the  ocean.  Can  you  smell  the  salt?  It’s  very strong today. Don’t you remember the smell of the ocean?” 

Despite your terrible congestion, you can smell it. At least, you think you can. You have no olfactory memory associated with the water  and  waves  with  which  to  make  a  comparison.  To  your shame (yes, shame, as how could it not be your fault somehow?) you  have  forgotten  the  full  sensory  experience  of  being  near  an ocean.  To  forget  is  to  lose  something  that  was  once  yours,  that was  once  of  yourself.  But  how  could  one  lose  something  as expansive as an ocean in a dusty corner of one’s mind? What if, instead,  to  forget  is  to  open  a  door  to  a  void;  the  memory  is  not retrievable because it is not there, was never there. 

There are countless other buildings within the Complex. Their exteriors are looping arcs of steel and glass. You wonder if they were designed to look like ocean waves. You do not ask. 

Anne  tells  you  the  oval-shaped  building  across  from  the Facility was called the Dormitory. You tell her you remember that, but you don’t. 

You  don’t  care  about  the  Dormitory  or  the  sprawl  of  the Complex.  You  prefer  looking  at  the  leaves  on  the  trees,  their branches  are  giant  green  hands  pulling  and  clutching  at  the buildings. You prefer looking at the puffs of clouds floating in the blue sky. When you can do so without tripping, you walk with your eyes closed and your face pointed directly at the sun. 

The  roads  winding  through  the  campus  are  overrun  with weeds and grass poking up through cracked, bleached pavement. 

You haven’t been walking long but are already out of breath. Anne gives you a bottle of water and encourages you, tells you that you are almost home. 

You  crest  a  hill  and  in  the  sloping  distance,  for  as  far  as  you can  see,  are  what  you  assume  to  be  more  ruins  of  medical  and research  monoliths,  but  ahead,  in  the  foreground,  about  one hundred paces away, dotted in the middle of an empty parking lot is a small two-story brown house. Your house. 

“We have to start on the fence today.” 
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Within the rough sea of pavement, the brown house squats on a rectangular plot of grass. The lawn has brown patches but is otherwise well maintained. The crab apple tree in the front yard is not as big as you remember. Anne laments that it probably gets too much sun for it to grow to its full potential. 

“This is our house? We lived here?” 

“Yes. Well, it’s not our original house. It’s a replica. Not perfect, but, you know”—she pauses and rubs your arm—“nothing is.” 

Anne  explains  that  first  she  pried  up  and  removed  the pavement,  creating  the  home’s  footprint.  It  took  years,  but  then she jerry-rigged a foundation with bricks, posts, and pier blocks. “It probably  wouldn’t  pass  an  official  housing  inspection,  but  the house is standing.” 

“You did all this?” you ask. 

“I’ve had a lot of time and a lot of help.” 

“Where’s all your help now?” 

“They’re all gone.” 

“Did they get sick too?” 

“Yes. But maybe you’ll be the one to get better.” 

As  good  as  the  sun  felt  initially,  the  light  and  heat  are  giving you a headache. “Was that why I was in the room for as long as I was?” 

“Yes and no. Mostly you were there until you remembered who you are.” 

“I forgot almost everything because I was asleep for so long.” 

“That’s right.” 

You  remember  so  many  things  now,  even  with  your  head pounding and your vision blurring. 

“Was I asleep for so long because I and everyone else got sick and you were trying to help me? How come you aren’t sick?” 

Anne  claps  her  hands  together.  “We’ll  talk  about  that  in  the morning.  Will  you  help  me  start  the  fence  now?  It’s  hard  to believe, but the fence is the last thing we need to build and then our house will be completed.” 

You  cough  and  bend  over,  and  your  vision  goes  momentarily fuzzy  at  the  periphery.  You  take  a  few  deep  breaths  before speaking again. You say, “Our replica house, you mean.” You step onto  the  front  lawn.  The  house  looks  like  the  one  in  your  head. 

You  ache  with  recognition,  longing,  and  something  akin  to  if  not happiness, then contentment. 
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“Same thing.” 

“Is it?” You look away from the house and scan the ruins, the surrounding pavement, and the sagging, behemoth exoskeletons of the Complex. “Is the rest of the world like this?” 

Anne  shrugs  and  says,  “Enough  of  it  is.  I’m  sure  there  are other  lucky survivors, but nobody comes knocking on our door.” 

“All this happened while I was asleep? Why did you ever wake me?” 

The  smile  on  Anne’s  face  falters.  She  says,  “Come  on.  The fencing materials are in the backyard.” 

Tools and wood are piled toward the edge of the grassed lot. 

Anne says that some of the supplies come from the maintenance department but over the years she’s successfully scavenged local abandoned homes and found one improvement store about a two-hour drive away that hadn’t been entirely looted. 

“We’re  only  going  to  start  the  fence’s  back  section  today, ______.  We  won’t  push  ourselves  too  hard.  I  know  you’re  not feeling well.” 

You  assist  Anne  in  measuring  the  distance  between  posts, marking  the  spots  with  wooden  stakes,  digging  six  postholes, setting  the  posts  in  the  holes  with  a  quick-drying  concrete.  Then you  take  a  break.  You  sit  in  the  shade,  drink  lemonade,  and  eat rations. The lemonade stings your throat, but you do not complain. 

Anne  talks.  You  do  not.  You  concentrate  on  conserving  energy and not passing out. 

You and Anne spend the rest of the afternoon attaching rails to the  posts  and  pickets  to  the  rails.  Despite  Anne’s  near-constant encouragement and compliments, you are ashamed because you are  not  as  much  help  as  you’d  like  to  be.  You  bend  nails  and screw in the screws crookedly. Anne has to fix your mistakes and redoes much of the work you were supposed to do on your own. 

Your hands are slow and clumsy. Your hands do not remember to whom they once belonged. 

Most of the celebratory dinner (corn, baked potatoes, leafy greens) comes from Anne’s garden, which she maintains in another area of the campus. 

“I  figured  after  all  the  hard  work  you  wouldn’t  mind  the starches.  There’s  only  so  much  I  can  do  to  dress  up  the  protein 96



paste though, sorry. I tried raising chickens and ducks, but I wasn’t good at keeping them healthy.” 

The  kitchen  is  exactly  how  you  remember  it,  which  is  a comfort,  because  in  the  videos,  you  only  saw  an  empty  kitchen, the one from before the linoleum was replaced with laminate and before this little breakfast table, and you don’t remember updating the  cabinets  and  appliances,  but  somehow  you  remember  these being exactly where they are and looking like they do, and maybe you  even  remember  Anne  sitting  like  she  is  sitting  now  and looking  like  she  is  looking  now,  but  you  know  that  can’t  be possible, can it? Maybe your memories are creating themselves; like  the  solar  array  and  wind  turbines,  your  memories  are becoming self-sufficient. 

“Aren’t you hungry?” 

You  are  not.  Your  tongue  is  swollen,  and  chewing  and swallowing are impossible chores. “I’m okay,” you say. 

“You  don’t  look  okay.”  Anne  looks  right  through  you.  You’ve been aware of that idiom and now, perhaps for the first time, you understand it. She says, “Come on. Let’s get you upstairs.” 

“Who are we again?” 

Anne  tilts  her  head  and  furrows  her  brow,  observing  you, making silent calculations. 

“What are  we, Anne? What are we together?” 

She  pulls  her  hair  behind  her  head  and  ties  it  into  a  quick ponytail. “I’m not sure what you’re asking.” 

You  cough  and  you  wince  at  the  splintering  shards  of  pain  in your throat and head. “How do we describe you and me? Are we coworkers?  Are  we  friends?  Are  we  a  couple?  Are  we  lovers? 

What are we?” 

Anne  covers  her  mouth  with  a  hand  and  laughs.  She  laughs until her face is red and she isn’t breathing. Despite how terrible you feel, you laugh too. 

She  stops  laughing.  A  small  shadow  of  a  smile  remains.  Her eyes are pointed down at the table, not at you. “There were times when we were all those things. Right now, we’re partners.” 

“Your hands do not remember to whom

they once belonged.” 
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The  sun  hasn’t  fully  set  outside,  but  it  is  dusk  in  the  house. 

Anne leads you by the arm, up the stairs to the second floor, and if your memory of the house’s layout is correct, into what should be her office, the one with the yellow walls. 

She  says,  “I  recently  decided  to  make  this  the  master bedroom. I know the room is smaller, but I enjoy how the sunlight reflects off the yellow walls in the morning.” 

With  Anne’s  help,  you  change  into  clean  pajamas.  They  are made  of  a  fabric  softer  than  the  pullover  and  white  drawstring scrubs you’ve been wearing. You slowly crawl into the queen-size bed; the wooden frame creaks under your weight and movement. 

You lie on your right side, facing the windows. As your head sinks into  the  pillow,  Anne  pulls  the  bedcovers  up  to  your  neck.  Your fever is raging. Your teeth chatter and your pajamas are instantly soaked in sweat. 

Anne  retreats  to  a  bureau  across  the  room,  adjacent  to  the door.  She  lights  a  candle.  The  wall  you  are  facing  glows  with eerie, flickering orange light. 

“You need your rest. Tomorrow is a big day. A big day for both of us.” 

She climbs into the bed but remains over the covers, not inside them  with  you.  She  drapes  a  hand  over  your  shoulder  and promises to stay until you fall asleep. You close your eyes, but you can still see the orange light on the wall. 

You are awake in the dark, sitting at the edge of your bed, feet on the hardwood floor, and you are crying. 

Anne isn’t in the bed next to you. Your muscles ache and your joints are filled with ground bits of glass. You don’t want to move, but you get up, and it’s as though your brain is a step behind your body.  You  shuffle  to  the  door  and  fumble  for  the  knob,  which  is cold  in  your  sweaty  hand.  You  open  the  door  and  you  are  so afraid,  of  what  exactly  you  don’t  know,  but  the  fear  is  shutting down your mind. You flow down the hallway and to the bathroom as  though  the  floor  is  the  belt  of  a  treadmill.  You  twist  the  sink knobs,  but  there  is  no  water.  You  shiver,  groan,  and  your  hands shake, and that’s when you see there’s a mirror on the wall. It is dark, but you see yourself in the glass. You see who you are. You paw at the wall light switch next to you, but no light comes on. You stop  breathing  and  moving  and  the  you  in  the  glass  does  the 98



same. You both blink. You both raise a hand up to your face. You are not who you remember. You are not the person in the pictures and videos Anne has showed you. You are someone else entirely, and you want to yell but it comes out as a low, keening moan. 

You blink and you don’t remember how you got there, but you are  back  in  the  yellow  bedroom.  You  are  standing  in  front  of  the window. You open the curtains and clumsily lift the blinds. Outside, the moon is missing a piece, but it’s still so big and bright. You sit on  the  bed  and  stare  at  it.  Then  you  are  standing  and  looking down  the  hill  to  the  Dormitory,  and  it’s  not  as  far  away  as  you thought,  and  in  the  moonlight  you  can  see  fine,  you  can  see everything.  You  watch  the  marble  front  entrance  with  its  dry fountain, and Anne emerges between the Dormitory’s glass doors. 

She  is  walking  backward,  pulling  a  gurney  behind  her.  There  is someone lying flat on the gurney, covered by a sheet. She pivots and  turns;  her  arms  block  your  view  of  the  other  person’s  face. 

Then  you  can’t  see  them  very  well  because  they  are  small underneath  the  big  moon,  because  you  are  farther  away  from them than you thought. 

You are awake in the dark, sitting at the edge of your bed, feet on the hardwood floor, and you are crying. You hear Anne’s feet pounding on the stairs and down the hall and then into your room. 

The candle has burned out and there isn’t enough moonlight spilling through the window behind you. 

You ask her, over and over, Who, who am I?, and you ask her, over and over, Who was on the gurney? 

Anne  stands  in  the  middle  of  the  room,  her  arms  wrapped around herself. She asks, “What’s wrong?” 

You  tell  her  what  you  saw  but  you  know  you’re  not  doing  a good job and you sound far away, far away from yourself. 

Anne  says,  “Shh”  and  “No”  and  “It  was  a  dream”  and  “It’s because of your high fever” and “You were having a fever dream” 

and “Hallucinating” and “That’s why it was so real” and “There’s no mirror  in  the  bathroom,  you  can  look  tomorrow.”  She  does  not answer  your  “who  was  on  the  gurney”  question.  She  guides  you back down onto your bed and pulls the covers over you. 

You ask her to stay, but she does not. She shuts and latches the door. 
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nne says your name and gently shakes your

shoulder. 

The room is full of light and the yellow walls are angry. There’s a  deep  crackling  within  your  chest  on  inhales  and  your  exhales are whistling hisses. 

“Good morning. I know you’re not well, but we have to do this downstairs, at the kitchen table, and then you can rest. Come on. 

We’re almost done.” 

Anne sits you up, drapes your right arm across the back of her shoulders, and lifts you onto your feet. The morning sun amplifies the  yellow;  the  walls  glow  and  the  light  becomes  a  disorienting, intoxicating mist. You don’t want to leave this room. This is a room you could stay in forever. 

The  two  of  you  stagger  into  the  hallway  and  then  down  the stairs, one halting step at a time. You want to ask about seeing the bathroom and if in fact there is a mirror or an empty space on the wall where there should be one, but it is too late. You will not be walking back up the stairs. 

Anne deposits you into a chair at the kitchen table. Your head lolls, pitches into your chest, and perhaps you sleep, or pass out, but  you  come  to  when  there’s  a  sting  on  the  back  of  your  left hand. 

She says, “You are dehydrated and I’m replenishing your fluids intravenously. This will be more restorative than a simple glass of water.” 

Cold rushes into the back of your hand and up your forearm. 

After  a  few  moments  you  are  able  to  lift  your  head  and  look around the room. There’s a metal stand next to you, a plastic bag full  of  clear  fluid  dangles  from  its  top,  and  a  thin  tube  connects from the bag to the back of your hand. On the kitchen table is a large black notebook, a pencil in its spine. 

“______? Are you with me? Are you feeling a little better?” 

You  say,  “I’m  here.”  Here  is  in  the  brown  house,  the  replica; you remember that. It hurts to talk and your voice is not your own. 

You don’t like hearing what it has become. 

Anne  slides  the  notebook  away  from  you  and  to  the  empty place at the table. She says, “We’re going to have a conversation, ______. It’s the most important one we ever had or will ever have. 
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Please,  keep  in  mind  everything  you  remember  and  everything you’ve learned about yourself, about who you were and who you are. You’ve done so well in such a short period of time. I’m very proud  of  all  you’ve  accomplished,  but  you  must  remain  focused during the conversation, and do not allow yourself to wander. You must stay  you  within  the  parameters  of  what  is  being  discussed. 

You are not to ask me any more questions about last night or the prior thirty days. Please, ______. I need you to do this for me.” 

“Because we’re partners?” 

“Yes.  Because  we’ve  become  the  most  sacred  of  partners.  I am going to leave you here while I change my clothes, but I will only  be  gone  for  a  few  minutes.  Don’t  get  up,  don’t  move.  That part is important too, because this—you sitting here by yourself at the table—this is how I found you. This is how I  find you. This is how it starts.” 

She leaves. You cough and the sound is terrible and you know your chest is broken. You stare at the needle in your hand and the plastic IV line. You imagine yourself, the one you saw in the mirror last night, that  you has always been waiting here, in this kitchen, waiting  for  Anne  to  come  back.  You  try  to  imagine  what  she  is going to say to you, and what you are going to say to her. 

Anne  returns.  She  wears  a  flannel  shirt  and  blue  jeans.  She places  the  notebook  on  the  floor,  out  of  sight.  She  closes  her eyes, breathes deeply twice, and then begins. 

She  says,  “What  are  you  doing  down  here?  You  should’ve stayed in bed.” Her affect has changed. Her familiarity with you is different.  You  can  see  it  in  her  posture,  in  her  wide  eyes,  in  her fidgeting hands. 

You  are  not  sure  who  you  are,  who  you  are  supposed  to  be. 

You are not sure what you’re supposed to say. You make a guess. 

“It was too bright. I wanted a glass of water. I—” 

“You sound awful, ______.” 

“I feel like I sound.” 

“You  should  let  me  take  you  back  to  the  Facility.  I  can  take better care of you there.” 

“No, I’m not going back. No way.” You remember waking up in the room and what it felt like and you never want to feel that way again.  “You’re  not  putting  me  in  one  of  those  rooms  and  leaving me—” 
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“Stop it, I won’t leave you. You aren’t going to get better if you stay here.” 

“I’m not going to get better if I go back either.” 

“We have to try. We have to try something! Something different than me sitting here watching you die.” 

You  pause,  unsure  of  what  to  say,  of  what  she  wants  you  to say. You try to imagine your face isn’t the one from the mirror but the one from the videos, from your memories. “Okay, I don’t want to, but okay. If you really want me to, I’ll go.” 

Anne  shakes  her  head,  breaking  her  emotionally  intense affect. She smiles crookedly at you. She cups a hand around her mouth and whispers, “You’re doing great. This is the only time I’ll correct  you,  I  promise.  You  need  to  say,  ‘Why  would  I  ever  go back to that place? And why do you want to go? You’re the one who said you were convinced the virus came out of the Dormitory.’

Say  that  and  then  we’ll  go  from  there  and  without  me  correcting you again. Okay, please?” 

You cough. You nod. She repeats what she wants you to say, and then you say it, word for word. 

Anne says, “I never said I was convinced.” 

“Anne, you said—” 

“What  I  said  was  the  group  of  blanks  we  grew  with  the  new modifiers to reprogram DNA, those patients were among the first to get sick. But correlation does not imply causation. Could be a fucking  zoonotic  virus,  making  the  jump  from  one  of  the  animal labs, for all we know. We really don’t know where it came from yet

.  .  .”  She  trails  off  at  the  end,  clearly  not  fully  believing  her  own words. 

You are so tired and can barely hold your head up. You don’t fully  grasp  what  she  is  saying,  but  the  words  come  to  you,  as though  this  conversation  is  a  part  of  you,  and  it  was  hidden somewhere  deep  inside.  You  say,  “Are  you  the  only  one  who didn’t get sick?” 

“No. Brianna and Alejandro were fine. But . . .” 

“But?” 

“I don’t know, now. I don’t know how they’re doing now. They left the Complex four days ago, like everyone else.” 

“Did  you,  I  don’t  know,  vaccinate  or  inoculate  yourself somehow?” 
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“Jesus, no. If I could do that, don’t you think I’d save you too? 

How could you ask that?” She looks down into her lap instead of at  you,  and  then  she  covers  her  face.  When  she  looks  back  up, her  expression  is  blank  and  unreadable.  But  it’s  unreadable  in  a way you are sure means something. 

You don’t say anything. 

She answers your silent accusation with, “I want to try to help you, though. Let’s go back and let me try.” 

“Don’t make me go back.” Even after everything, you want to remain within the promise and the lie of the little brown house. 

“I don’t want to watch you die.” 

“Don’t make me go back.” You are the you of now saying this. 

You  don’t  care  if  you  are  accurately  representing  the   you  from then. 

Anne  swears  and  pounds  her  fists  on  the  kitchen  table.  She closes her eyes, then slowly reaches across the kitchen table and takes your right hand. Her skin is cold. “If this doesn’t . . . If you don’t get better—can I bring you back?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I know this is hard, this is so fucked up and impossible to ask, but after you . . . After!” 

“After I’m dead?” 

“Yes,  after.  Only  if  you  say  yes  right  now,  I  can  go  to  the Complex, we still have hundreds of viable blanks, and—you know what I can do. I can bring you back.” 

“With all that’s happening, you’re actually asking this?” 

“I am. I—I don’t want to be without you. Please.” 

“I want you to say it.” 

“______, please.” 

“You have to say it.” 

“Let  me  bring  you  back.  I  don’t  want  to  be  alone,  be  without you. I—” 

“You have to say the word, Anne.” 

“Let  me  clone  you.  Please,  let  me  do  it.  I  want  you  to  let  me bring you back.” 

You are crying. The Anne sitting across from you is blurry and begins to look like the younger Anne you remember. “I don’t want to come back. It wouldn’t be me you’re bringing back.” 

“But listen, think about all the—” 

“Anne—” 
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“Amazing  success  we’ve  had  with  augmenting  our  patients’

cellular  memory,  directly  uploading  information  and  images,  and the exercises and therapy—” 

“Anne! It wouldn’t be me.” You look at your hands and wonder whose hands they are. 

“I would make them into you. They would be you.” 

You repeat, “It wouldn’t be me.” What you mean to say, but in these final moments, you can’t summon the courage, is:  It never was me. 

“If you say no, I won’t clone you. I promise you. And I know it’s crazy,  it’s  fucking  horrible  and  crazy,  but  I’m  asking  you.  Please. 

Will you let me?” 

“No. I’m sorry, Anne. No. You can’t. It won’t be me.” 

Anne  wipes  her  eyes,  sighs,  bends  to  the  kitchen  floor,  and retrieves  the  notebook.  She  angrily  scribbles  some  notes  and throws the pen across the table. 

She  says,  “Thank  you,”  but  it’s  perfunctory  and  she  says  it through gritted teeth and without looking at you. 

You  ask,  “How  many  of  us  have  there  been?”  You  are breathing erratically and your voice is little more than a scratching sound. 

“Too many.” 

“We  helped  build  our  house.”  You  are  desperate  to  feel  a kinship with the rest of  you who spent all those years with Anne. 

You  are  desperate  to  feel  something  that  is  yours,  something other than emptiness. 

“You did.” 

“We all had this conversation.” 

“Yes.” 

“How many of us said yes?” 

“None of you. Not a single fucking one of you.” 

Anne  explodes  out  of  her  chair  and  stalks  to  the  kitchen counter,  grunting  and  yelling  in  obvious  frustration.  She  stops pacing and then quickly replaces your IV bag even though the old one is only three-quarters empty. Your hand and arm go warm this time. 

She  closes  her  eyes  and  sighs.  She  says,  “There  aren’t  very many left of you to say yes.” 

She  rubs  the  back  of  your  head.  Your  eyelids  go  heavy  and you  try  to  speak  but  you  cannot.  You  feel  yourself  melting  away, 104

your consciousness receding toward a singularity. 

Anne whispers, “I didn’t lie to you, ______.” 
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our room is dark. You cannot see anything. You are lying in a bed. A sheet covers your body. You wiggle your fingers and toes, and the loud rasp of skin rubbing against the sheets is startling. With the slight movements there is pain. 

Your muscles and joints hum with it. 

You’ve  been  awake  and  not-awake  for  days,  maybe  weeks, perhaps longer. You do not know where you were then, or before then. You are here now. A significant amount of time has passed, but from what beginning, you do not know. You consider the origin of this time during which you’ve been awake and not-awake and conclude it is, for the moment, unknowable. 
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A NOTE FROM THE CURATOR OF

THE FORWARD COLLECTION

A year and a half ago, my partner and I were driving across the Rocky Mountains, not far from where I live. The aspens had just begun to turn, and the air was redolent with all the smells I associate with fall: incense, dirt, the start of decay. As we drove, we were debating some emerging technology I’d read about in Scientific American and circling around the larger topic of growing up in the bubble of rapid change and technological advancement. 

While a lot of it has been amazing, some of the change has come with effects we’d rather roll back. 

How  does  anyone  know  at  the  moment  of  discovery  where their work will ultimately lead? 

Should we let that uncertainty stop forward momentum, or do we roll the dice and let the chips fall where they may? 

How does it feel to change the world? 

These questions intrigued me, so much so that I wrote a story about  it.  But  my  obsession  didn’t  stop  there—I  also  wanted  to know  what  other  writers  would  write  when  posed  with  the  same questions. 

And  so  this  collection  was  born  and  filled  with  writers  whose minds work in ways that fascinate me. 

N. K. Jemisin (the Broken Earth trilogy) is writing fantasy and speculative  fiction  like  you’ve  never  even  fathomed.  Paul Tremblay  is  the  greatest  horror  novelist  working  today,  and  his novel  A  Head  Full  of  Ghosts  still  gives  me  nightmares.  Veronica Roth  created  an  unforgettable  world  and  populated  it  with amazing  characters  in  her  iconic  Divergent  trilogy.  Andy  Weir captured the imagination of the world and scienced the shit out of his  already-a-classic   The  Martian.  And  Amor  Towles,  with   A Gentleman in Moscow, has simply written one of the best novels I’ve ever read. I recommend it every day. 

I asked these writers to be a part of a collection that explores the  resounding  effects  of  a  pivotal  technological  moment,  and  to my  great  delight,  they  said  yes.  I  knew  they’d  deliver  the  goods when it came time to write their stories, but I was not prepared for what an abundance of riches this collection would turn out to be. 

107

I hope, once you’ve read these six mind-bending stories, that you’ll agree. 

 Blake Crouch

 Durango, Colorado

 May 3, 2019
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You are our instrument. 

Beautiful you. Everything that could be given to you to improve  on  the  human  design,  you  possess.  Stronger  muscles. 

Finer motor control. A mind unimpeded by the vagaries of organic dysfunction  and  bolstered  by  generations  of  high-intelligence breeding.  Here  is  what  you’ll  look  like  when  your  time  comes. 

Note  the  noble  brow,  the  classical  patrician  features,  the  lean musculature,  the  long  penis  and  thighs.  That  hair  color  is  called

“blond.”  [Please  reference:  hair  variations.]  Are  you  not magnificent?  Or  you  will  be,  someday.  But  first,  you  must  earn your beauty. 

We should begin with a briefing, since you’re now authorized for  Information  Level  Secret.  On  its  face,  this  mission  is  simple: return to the ruined planet Tellus, from which mankind originates. 

When  our  Founders  realized  the  world  was  dying,  they  built  the Muskos-Mercer Drive in secret. Then our ancestors bent the rules of  light  and  fled  to  a  new  world  circling  another  sun,  so  that something  of  humanity—the  best  of  it—would  survive.  We’ll  use the  MMD,  much  improved  by  our  technorati  over  the  years,  to return to that world. The journey, from your perspective, will take days.  When  you  return,  years  will  have  passed.  How  brave  you are to walk in your forefathers’ footsteps! 

No, there’s no one left alive on Tellus. The planet was in full environmental collapse across every biome when our people left. 

There  were  just  too  many  people,  and  too  many  of  those  were unfit, infirm, too old, or too young. Even the physically ideal ones were slow thinkers, timid spirits. There was not enough collective innovation or strength of will between them to solve the problems Tellus faced, and so we did the only merciful thing we could: we left them behind. 

Of  course  that  was  mercy.  Do  you  think  your  ancestors wanted  to  leave  billions  of  people  to  starve  and  suffocate  and drown? It was simply that our new home could support only a few. 

Tellus  is  nearly  a  thousand  light-years  from  home,  meaning that the light we receive from that world is hundreds of years old. 

We cannot directly observe it in real time—but we knew the fate 113



that awaited it. Tellus is by now a graveyard world. We expect that its seas have become acidic and barren, its atmosphere a choking mix  of  carbon  dioxide  and  methane.  Its  rain  cycle  will  have  long since  dried  up.  It  will  be  terrible  to  walk  through  this  graveyard, and  dangerous.  You’ll  find  toxic  drowned  cities,  still-burning underground coal fires, melted-down nuclear plants. Yet the worst of  it  might  be  seeing  our  past  greatness,  on  this  world  that  was once so ideal. Mankind could build high into the sky, there where the  gravity  wasn’t  as  heavy.  We  could  build  all  over  the  planet because it was not tidally locked. [Please reference: night.] Look at the names whenever you find them on buildings or debris. You’ll see  the  forebears  of  our  Founder  clans—all  the  great  men  who spent the last decades of that planet’s life amassing the resources and  technology  necessary  to  save  the  best  of  mankind.  If  for  no other  reason,  this  world  should  be  honored  because  it  nurtured them. 

To ensure success, and your mental health during extended isolation,  we  have  equipped  you  with  ourselves—a  dynamic-matrix  consensus  intelligence  encapsulating  the  ideals  and blessed  rationality  of  our  Founders.  We  are  implanted  in  your mind and will travel with you everywhere. We are your companion, and  your  conscience.  We  will  provide  essential  data  about  the planet  as  a  survival  aid.  Via  your  composite,  we  can  administer critical  first  aid  as  required.  And  should  you  suffer  a  composite breach  or  similar  emergency,  we  are  programmed  to  authorize adaptive action. 

[Reference  request  denied.]  You  don’t  need  to  know  about that yet. Please focus, and limit your curiosity. All that matters is the mission. 

You  can’t  fail.  It’s  too  important.  But  rest  assured:  you  have the  best  of  us  inside  you,  enveloping  you,  keeping  you  safe  and true. You are not alone. You will prevail. 

Are you awake? We’ve reached the outermost edges of the Sol system. Almost there. 

Curious.  Spectroscopy  shows  the  space  around  Tellus  as clear. It was clogged with debris when we left. 
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And  stranger:  no  radio  waves.  Our  home  is  too  far  away  to detect any of the decades’ worth of audio and visual signals that our  species  once  beamed  into  space—well,  no,  not  really  on purpose.  It’s  just  that  no  one  knew  how   not  to  do  it.  Once  we worried  that  such  signals  would  eventually  alert  hostile  alien species to our presence . . . but that isn’t a problem anymore. 

As  we  approached  the  system,  we  were  bathed  in  those waves—music,  entertainment  programs,  long-expired  warnings and commands . . . No, we don’t advise listening. At this point it’s just  noise  pollution.  But  we   expected  the  noise,  spreading throughout  the  universe  in  an  ever-expanding  bubble  that  we suppose  will  be  Tellus’s  final  epitaph.  Silence  in  the  bubble’s wake, of course; the silence of the tomb. But still not truly silent, because  there  were  too  many  automated  things  on  and  around Tellus  that  should  have  survived  for  at  least  another  millennium. 

For example, the satellites that should still be, and aren’t, in orbit. 

 Most curious. 

Well. Astra inclinant, sed non obligant; while naturally we had certain  expectations  for  how  this  mission  would  go,  we  aren’t infallible. That’s why we didn’t send a bot on this mission, after all; human beings are better than AI at handling the unexpected. You must simply be prepared for anything. 

No, that isn’t right, atmospheric analysis can’t possibly be that far off our models. It’s far more likely that we caught some debris during the near-Saturn pass, which damaged the ship’s enhanced spectrometer. None of these readings make sense. 

Please  prepare  for  EVA  and  sensor  repair.  Adjusting  your composite for deep-space radiation shielding. You wanted a better look at Saturn; now you’ll get to see it without the ship in the way. 

This . . . cannot be. 

That  is   movement.  Those  are   lights.  There  should  be  clear signs  of  eco-collapse.  It  had  already  begun  when  the  Founders left—but  compare  the  geographic  maps  we  have  stored  against what’s  there  now.  See  that  branching  line  in  the  southwestern 115



portion  of  the  continent?  That  was,  is,  the  Colorado  River.  The maps show that it was dry when our ancestors left. Millions died trying  to  migrate  east  and  north  to  where  there  might  be  more water.  Countless  species  went  extinct.  But  there’s  the  river, flowing again. 

That  entire  coastline  should  be  gone.  That   state  should  be gone.  That  archipelago.  The  ice  caps—here  they  are  again. 

Different. New, but enough to reverse sea-level rise. How can this have happened? 

[State: deprecated term for a geopolitical construct. No need to reference.]

Yes, you’re right. Many,  many more than home. At home, we maintain  only  as  many  people  as  we  can  safely  sustain:  six thousand total, including servi and mercennarii. Here, there must be  millions.  Billions.  The  old  pattern,  too  many  people—and  yet the air is clear. The seas are cleaner than when we left. 

We don’t know. 

We were not prepared for this eventuality. Please wait while we calculate a new consensus—

Yes,  the  mission  is  still  paramount.  Yes,  we  still  require  the target samples to formulate new—

Yes—

No, our world will not survive without those samples. 

We advise delay and study. 

“That entire coastline should be gone. 

That  state should be gone.” 

Certainly you may reject our advice, but—

Ah,  but  they  bred  you  bold,  didn’t  they.  Like  the  Founders, who would never have survived without the courage to be ruthless as well as sensible. Very well. 

The people of Tellus will not be as beautifully ruthless as you. 

However  they’ve  survived,  whatever  fluke  has  worked  in  their favor, never forget their quintessential inferiority. They lacked the intelligence  to  choose  rationality  over  sentiment.  They  weren’t willing to do what was necessary to survive. You are. 
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Stay low. This is—

What are you looking at? Pay attention. 

This  is  called  a  forest.  You’ve  seen  trees  back  home,  in  the Founder clans’ private habitats? These are trees in the wild. Our records  suggest  that  you’re  near  what  used  to  be  a  city  called Raleigh.  See  those  ruins  through  the  trees?  Raleigh  was underwater when we left. Clearly they’ve reclaimed the land, but we  are  astonished  that  no  one  has  redeveloped  it,  or  at  least clear-cut the forest. We find such chaos ugly and inefficient. 

Your  composite  is  capable  of  withstanding  microparticle strikes  in  space,  so  of  course  it’s  impermeable  to  branches  and stone, but these things can still entangle you and slow you down. 

We’ve  plotted  you  a  path  of  minimized  resistance.  Please  follow the line on your heads-up display. 

Hmm, yes. We suppose you would find it beautiful. That is a lichen.  Yes,  it’s  all  very  green.  That’s  a  puddle—stagnant  water leftover  from  precipitation  or  seeping  up  from  groundwater.  We don’t know if it will rain anytime soon, but this much humidity does suggest a regular rain cycle. 

Those  are  birds.  That  sound  is  coming  from  the  birds. 

Sunrise is coming. They sing because it’s nearly daytime. 

Yes,  thank  you,  do  please  focus  on  the  mission;  we  almost went  into  power-saving  mode.  These  people  are  clearly  at  a primitive  level  of  technology  relative  to  our  own,  but  they  may have some rudimentary form of surveillance.  Stay low. 

[Please reference: dangerous wildlife, a list.]

Your respiration is too fast. This has increased your metabolic rate to an unacceptable degree. If you continue to consume nutrients at this rate, you’ll run out before you can return to the ship to replenish. Calm  down. 

Not that we blame you for your fear—

Pardon  us.  Excitement  and  fear  look  much  the  same, neurologically speaking. Your  excitement, then. This is a world we thought  dead.  A  remnant  of  our  species  that  evolution  should 117

have  claimed,  obviously  saved  by  luck.  We  do  agree  that  this  is historically momentous. 

They’ve actually elevated the whole town on some kind of . . . 

platform.  And  oh,  fascinating:  the  material  of  the  platform  looks like  plastic,  but  close  analysis  suggests  cellulose  instead.  It respires  like  a  plant,  too,  if  these  CO2  and  oxygen  readings  are correct.  Please  take  a  sample.  The  technorati  in  Biotech  are always looking for new potential commodities—

Oh.  Not  even  with  the  monomolecular  blade?  Hmm.  Very well. Resume mission. 

It’s odd that this settlement is elevated. During the period of sea-level  rise,  it  must  have  been  necessary,  but  now  that  the planet  is  back  to  normal,  there’s  no  further  need  for  this.  Maybe it’s a sunk-cost issue? 

Well,  an  elevated  city  costs  more  than  one  on  the  ground. 

Water and other resources will have to be pumped up to the living levels. There are added maintenance costs. And as you’ve seen, vegetation  and  wildlife  quickly  encroach  on  the  area  near  and underneath the city—

Why  would  they   like  it  this  way?  What,  just  because  it’s pretty?  That  does  sound  like  something  these  people  would  do, though. Please resume. Adjusting composite for climbing. 

Curious that they have no militia or visible surveillance. This ambient darkness is night—yes, like the reference we shared with you. Adjusting your visual acuity to compensate. This settlement’s lighting  seems  to  generate  little  heat,  but  you  may  activate infrared if that will help—

Control  yourself,  soldier!  Your  reaction  is  wholly inappropriate. No, that person is  not a technorati or Founder-clan. 

Well,  for  one  thing,  look  at  their  coloring.  Every  skin  shade  from melanistic to albino? They seem to pay no attention whatsoever to basic eugenics principles. That one over there has  patches; look. 

Disgusting. Animals breed like this, not people. 

We don’t know. The lower citizens of this world, the agricolae and  servi  and  whatnot,  must  function  without  composite  suits. 

They would have less need of that technology on this world, if the environment  has  been  repaired.  It’s  clear,  however,  that  going without composites has done them no favors. 

That  incomprehensible  babble  sounds  familiar  because  it’s related  to  our  language.  Audio  analysis  has  detected  familiar 118

phonemes  and  syntax.  Theirs  seems  to  have  been  bastardized, however, by time and the infusion of other lesser languages. Back home, the Founder clans have been diligent in permitting the use of  nothing  but  the  Founders’  tongue  and  those  of  the  honored ancients. This is what might have happened had we not been so careful. We need more audio sampling, but with that we should be able to put together a rudimentary translation script—

Ugh,  look  at  that  one.  That  morphology  is  called   fat.  Fat people  are  aesthetically  displeasing,  morally  repugnant,  and economically useless. And oh Founders, look. That poor man has been  allowed  to  get   old.  Why  is  he  still  alive?  If  he  generates value,  he  shouldn’t  be  left  to   deteriorate  like  this.  It’s incomprehensibly cruel. Do they have no preservation technology here? What have they spent their innovative energy on, uselessly elevating  their  cities?  Ugh.  Now,  look  at   that  one.  To  the  right, see?  Rolling  along  in  that  chairlike  device.  He  appears  to  be paralyzed from the waist down. That must be why there are ramps everywhere and why the doorways are so wide—just for him and others  like  him.  Food,  water,  and  excess  building  materials,  all poured into a useless, unproductive, unattractive person. 

Nothing’s  changed  with  these  people.  They  still  build societies  around  their  least  and  worst  instead  of  the  best  and brightest.  We  cannot  understand  why  they’re  still  alive  .  .  .  but  if they can at least give us the cell cultures we need, then we can be rid of them and go back to civilization. 

Please  hold  for  a  moment;  you  appear  to  be  secure  and undetected  here  in  this  alley,  at  least  for  now.  The  situational parameters have activated a new protocol in us, and we need to brief you. 

You  will  recall  that  we  mentioned  adaptive  action  as  a possible  emergency  response  during  this  mission.  What  that means is this: In light of your critical mission, your composite is a more advanced model than what is usually granted to men of the militus  class.  There  is  a  transmutational  nanite  layer  which,  if activated,  can  convert  the  carbon  picobeads,  synthetic  collagen fibers,  and  HeLa  plasmids  embedded  in  your  composite  into human skin. It would not be aesthetically ideal, but it might at least reduce your chances of detection, so that the mission—

No, it would not be the face and body we promised you—

119



Listen.  Listen!  The  emergency  skin  would  be  only  a temporary  measure.  As  soon  as  you  return  home  with  the  cell samples,  the  technorati  can  surgically  alter  your  dermal  layers back to the aesthetic configuration you were promised. Of course we  will;  you’ll  have  earned  it,  won’t  you?  If  you  complete  this mission,  you’ll  be  a  hero.  Why  would  we  refuse  you  what  you’re due? 

No, we don’t believe you can safely walk into that enclave of people  as  you  are  now.  These  people  have  primitive  values, primitive  technology;  they’ve  never  seen  a  composite  suit.  They seem tolerant of multiple facial configurations, but  you don’t have a face at all. As far as they’re concerned, you possess no obvious characteristics  that  identify  you  as  a  fellow  human  being.  You don’t  speak  their  language,  but  that’s  irrelevant.  If  they  have weapons, they’ll use them as soon as they see you. You won’t be able to complete the mission because you’ll be captured or dead. 

Take  a  hostage?  No.  That’s  foolish.  There  must  be  ten  or fifteen  people  down  there,  doing  whatever  they’re  doing.  Some kind  of  religious  ritual,  a  dance  to  greet  the  sun?  Barbaric.  How would  you  know  which  of  these  mongrel  people  is  important enough to ransom for the biomaterial we need? If you grab some random  servus,  they’ll  just  let  him  die.  There  is  bold,  decisive action—we  commend  that,  you  know  we  do—and  then  there  is folly. You don’t know enough about these people to enact the plan you’re  describing.  Would  you  really  rather  risk  everything  than activate  your  emergency  skin?  Does  the  prospect  of  being  less than perfect, even temporarily, panic you that m—

Oh Founders. 

LEVEL-FOUR 

SECURITY 

ALERT. 

ADRENALINE

ADMINISTRATION  STAND  BY.  LIMBIC  SYSTEM  OVERCLOCK

STAND  BY.  WEAPONS  FABRICATION  ONLINE.  MIDBRAIN

FIGHT-OR-FLIGHT ENGAGEMENT ON THREE. 

TWO. 

. 

. 

. 
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Online. Reboot in five. Four. 

Are  you  all  right?  You’re  uninjured.  Your  composite  remains unbreached. The weapon they used was an update of something we  remember  from  before  the  Great  Leaving.  We  can  call  it  a taser. Beware, however: you are not alone. 

“Hey.  Easy!  Nobody’s  going  to  hurt  you.  Do  you  understand me? Okay. Good. How are you feeling? You’ve been unconscious for hours.” 

How  are  we  understanding  him?  We  didn’t  have  time  to create a translation script—and your auditory nerve is reacting out of  sync  with  his  speech.  You’re  actually   hearing  his  words, intelligibly. 

What’s that on your facial beads? It seems to be a device of some kind. The audio you’re hearing is being transmitted by it. It’s translating his words. 

“Oh. Sorry about that. Ordinarily we use a mild neurotoxin to subdue violent people. Your, uh, artificial skin? Means we had to use something with a little more kick.” 

Great  caution  is  warranted  here.  Tell  him  nothing.  He  is merely  a  servus,  in  any  case.  Look  at  his  skin,  like  sandy  dust. 

Look at the blemishes, the inelegance of his features. One of his eyes  is  higher  than  the  other,  only  slightly  but  still.  Don’t  be deceived; no one here wears a composite.  Our skin is a mark of honor.  Their skin is meaningless. 

“What’s your name?” 

And don’t stare. 

“Well,  okay.  That’s  your  right,  I  guess.  Maybe  I  should  start. 

My name is Jaleesa. I’m—uh, a scholar? I guess that’s what you’d call  it.  Except  I’m  really  just  a  student,  and  the  field  I  study  is pretty obscure, ha-ha, so right now all I am is another gawker.” 

There’s  too  much  here  to  explain,  but  we’ll  try.  Apparently these  people  still  allow  those  beneath  the  ruling  classes  to  be educated—

“You didn’t have to grab that woman, you know. You scared the  hell  out  of  her.  She’s  all  right,  if  you’re  wondering.  More concerned  about  you,  really,  now  that  we’ve  explained  what’s going on.” 

This  is  an  interrogation.  He’s  attempting  to  put  you  at  ease. 

Next will come the questions about your mission, about our home, about the secrets of our technology—
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“You  poor  thing.  My  God,  you  must  have  actually  thought someone  was  going  to  hurt  you.  Well,  the  police  released  you after  notifying  the  town  of  your  presence.  And,  uh,  we  put  a monitor on you. I volunteered to stay with you until you regained consciousness.” 

Ah, this  thing on your wrist. We have historical knowledge of

“watches,”  primitive  time  devices,  but  this  one  is  unsupported, strapless.  How  have  they  made  it  adhere  to  your  composite? 

Keep this as a sample, too, when you escape. 

“Sorry  for  that,  of  course,  but  since  you  already  threatened someone . . . They might have made a bigger stink if you’d used a weapon, but it was pretty clear to everyone involved that you were just,  you  know,  freaking  out.  Understandable,  under  the circumstances! Anyway, I’m supposed to give you this.” 

What is—

Blessed  Founders.  This  is  a  microfluid  cell-culture  dish? 

Sealed.  These  characters  on  the  label  are  formed  strangely,  but similar to our writing . . . It cannot be. 

“That’s what you’re here for, right? Can you read? The label says,  ‘HeLa  7713.’  Yeah,  that’s  right.  This  is  an  active,  living culture, so be careful with it. You don’t want to get it too cold or . . . 

Uh, your ship has radiation shielding, doesn’t it? Okay, good, then. 

If you want to keep the culture alive.” 

This cannot be. 

“Ha,  wow,  amazing  how  much  emotion  I’m  picking  up  from your body language. Relax, it’s fine. Do you want a few additional dishes, just in case? Redundancy is good, right? Here, take some more. I’ll get you a bag or case so you can carry them easily.” 

This is a trick. It must be. Why would he give us this? 

“Well, you need it, right? It has something to do with how your biotech works? Your composite is pretty nifty. We use things like that for hazardous-materials cleanup, but we don’t  live in them, of course! Anyway, so, there you go. Nice meeting you!” 

Wait, what? 

“Oh, I was just going to head back to work. Did you have any more questions? If you weren’t planning to head back to your ship right away, I can arrange a guide for you. We put a translator on your,  um,  face,  so  that  should  be  working  by  now.  Are  you hungry? Shit, how do you eat?” 
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Your  nutrient  supply  remains  sufficient  for  now.  You  are hydrated. Your heart rate is elevated. Be calm. 

“So  you’re  really  just  .  .  .  floating  around  in  soup  in  there? 

Sorry, we’re not supposed to . . . I’m sure your culture’s lifestyle is valid  to  you.  It’s  just  that,  well,  I  mean,  you  can  make  skin whenever you want, right? So . . . It’s Earth, after all, where we all come from. You can come out! We don’t bite!” 

They are savages. Of course they bite. 

“Earth”  is  an  antiquated  name  for  Tellus.  Call  it  what  you wish. 

You  know why we use composites. They’re far more efficient than skin. A composite skin can be rapidly modified to enable you to  survive  adverse  environmental  conditions.  In  the  early  days after Founding, composites were necessary to ensure the survival of  workers  building  our  habitats;  they  saved  countless  lives  that might  otherwise  have  been  lost  to  solar  flares  or  biohazards. 

Composites  also  reduce  labor  costs  lost  to  bathroom  breaks, meals, 

personal 

hygiene, 

medical 

care, 

interpersonal

communication, and masturbation. 

“And  it  doesn’t  hurt,  living  without  skin?  It  just  really  seems

.  .  .  Like,  how  do  you  have  sex?  How  do  you  breastfeed?  That reminds me—what’s your preferred gender? I’m a ‘her.’” 

Why  are  you  still  talking  to  him?  You  have  no  need  of  this information.  You’ve  accomplished  your  mission,  or  you  will  have, once you return home. There is—

Yes.  We  know  what  “her”  means.  We  simply  do  not acknowledge it. 

[Reference request denied.]

[Reference request denied.]

Fine. It’s an antiquated term for a type of pleasurer—the kind with enlarged breast tissue. 

“Pleasurer? I’ve never heard that word. Sorry, no idea what it is.” 

You are being very persistent. Pleasurers are bots designed for sexual use. In the early days after Founding, most were given the  designation  “her,”  out  of  tradition  and  according  to  the Founders’  preferences,  but  that  pronoun  has  since  fallen  out  of usage. When your mission is complete and you’ve been rewarded with  the  skin  we  promised,  you’ll  be  issued  a  pleasurer.  Its  duty will  be  to  maintain  your  penis  in  optimal  condition.  But  it  will  not 123

look like  this thing, brown and fat and smug. What is the point of a pleasurer that’s not beautiful? If it cannot even manage to be that, then we might as well call it “him.” 

Yes,  the  militus—police?—you  saw  before  was  probably  a

“her.” Your hostage too. 

We don’t know, maybe fifty percent of the population? What does it matter? You don’t have a penis. 

“Oh,  right,  I  read  about  that!  Your  Founders  hated  women, wanted to replace them all with robots. That’s, uh, interesting. Oh

—excuse me, somebody’s calling me. Yeah, Jaleesa here. Oh, hi, sweetheart!  Sorry,  I’m  going  to  be  a  little  late,  got  something  to take care of here.” 

He  is  speaking  to  someone  else.  Distracted.  We  can minifacture  a  stabbing  weapon  from  the  topmost  layer  of  your composite in .0035 seconds, if you want to flee. You—

We have no idea why he knows of our Founders. 

You’re asking more questions than usual. 

No. Enough. We’re tired of this. Allow us to remind you:  You have a mission.  Without the cells in your hand, our whole society will falter and die. Mankind will falter and die! 

Yes.  Good.  At  last.  It  would  be  best  to  kill  the  Jaleesa creature so that he can raise no alarm . . . 

Hmm, well, you have a point. This monitoring device will not come off. Very well, play along as you must. 

“Sorry  about  that,  I’m  back.  That  was  my  son.  Oh,  hey,  did you want to leave?” 

[Reference  request  denied.]  Do  not  ask  what  a  son  is.  Tell him you want to leave. 

“Okay,  then.  Just  remember,  no  more  hostage  taking!  Poor scared  thing.  You  know  how  to  get  back  to  your  ship,  right?  We can give you an escort if you need it.” 

Tell him you need no escort. 

“Okay, I guess that’s fair, given that you found your way here. 

Sorry, didn’t mean to patronize! Anyway, here’s a carrying case for your cell cultures; it’ll keep them in gravitically stabilized stasis for your  return  trip.  And  there’s  a  packet  of  instructions  attached  to each  of  the  cell-culture  dishes,  too,  to  help  you  clone  them successfully.  If  you  folks  can  manage  to  do  that  this  time,  you won’t have to come back. Right?” 

Do not ask—
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“Uh . . . yeah, ‘this time.’” 

We know nothing of—

“I  don’t  know,  every  few  years?  Seems  to  be  irregular,  but every now and again, one of you guys shows up, dressed in your bag, asking for HeLa cultures. That’s how the police knew not to use  lethal  force.  Yours  is  one  of  the  few  exoplanetary  colonies that’s  lasted  this  long,  see.  Most  of  the  others—the  ones  that didn’t  die—came  back  once  they  realized  Earth  would  be  fine. 

There’s  just  your  group  and  a  couple  of  others  left,  all  of  them extremist offshoots of some kind or another . . . Well, anyway, we don’t  mind  helping  you.  Everybody’s  just  trying  to  survive,  right? 

Look,  I’m  sorry,  but  I  need  to  go.  Have  a  good  trip  back. 

Remember, no hostages. Bye!” 

Good. He’s gone. Our records did warn that women talk too much. The Founders were wise. 

We don’t know what to make of your silence. 

Your pulse rate, neurotransmitter activity, and body language suggest  anger.  Please  unclench  your  fists;  there’s  a  chance  the locals will interpret that as an aggressive gesture. 

Talk to us. 

We can’t shut up. We’re supposed to help you. You’ve nearly accomplished your mission—

You’ve  nearly  accomplished  your  mission,  and   it  doesn’t matter if there were previous missions! 

No one lied to you. We weren’t given that knowledge. It isn’t a deception  if  we  didn’t  know.  You  have  a  mission  to  complete. 

Please  follow  the  line  on  your  heads-up  display  to  leave  this facility and begin the journey back to your ship. Yes, through this door—

You took a wrong turn. Please reverse course. 

Why  have  you  stopped?  Very  well.  What  you’re  seeing  is called  a  sunset.  You  recall  our  initial  briefing,  about  how  planets that  are  not  tidally  locked  turn  on  an  axis?  This  planet  is  turning toward night. 

Yes,  yes,  the  sunset   is  lovely,  over  town  and  forest.  We suppose  night  will  be  lovely,  too,  but  you  should  be  back  to  the ship by then if you leave now. 

Look.  We’re  glad  to  note  the  reduction  of  your  agitation neuro-response, but how long do you mean to stand here? 
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Your attitude grows irritating. Must we report your disrespect to  the  Founders  when  we  return?  We’re  their  consensus consciousness,  after  all.  Some  parts  of  our  consciousness  are amused by your anger, others offended, but we are all certain that you wouldn’t talk to a Founder this way. 

Don’t ignore us. 

 Beautiful?   That’s  .  .  .  You’re  only  saying  that  because  they have  skin.  The  value  accorded  to  skin  on  our  world  has predisposed  you,  in  a  way,  but  you  must  understand  that  not  all skin is equal. There are objective and qualitative differences, and there’s a reason the Founders chose to exalt—

Stop. Please follow the line on your heads-up display. 

You have deviated from the return path to the ship. 

Stop. 

These  people  are  of  no  use  to  you.  Without  that  translator device,  they  would  just  be  babbling  savages—stop   talking  to them! 

Stop. 

Please. Stop. 

Please.  You  are  beautiful.  We  want  you  to  be  beautiful.  We want you to return home showered in glory, bearing the salvation of your people in one elegant, pale hand. Don’t you want this too? 

Oh Founders. 

“Hi there! Are you lost? Oh, okay.” 

How  they  patronize  you.  They  treat  you  like  a  child.  Like someone inferior. 

“Ha-ha, no, Earth’s still here and humanity didn’t die out! All of you seem so surprised by that.” 

They should have died. The Founders were the geniuses, the makers  who  moved  nations  with  a  word.  We  left  because  it would’ve  cost  too  much  to  fix  the  world.  Cheaper  to  build  a  new one. 

Of course. And of course we built that world to suit our tastes. 

A  world  free  of  this  useless,  ugly  rabble.  Why  do  otherwise?  Do not be seduced by this madness. 

“Oh,  is  this  the  bag  boy?  I  heard  another  one  showed  up. 

What, he’s in a bag, it’s—oh, fine. Sorry.” 

The composite suits weren’t  primarily designed with control in mind, no. We already explained to you that they were a necessity, in the early days . . . Well, listen to you. A few hours surrounded 126



by cheap, easy skin and suddenly you question everything about our  society.  Oh,  we   will  be  making  some  recommendations regarding 

discipline 

when 

you 

return. 

Very 

strong

recommendations. 

Stop calling them beautiful. 

“No, we’re just born with our skin this way. I guess you could say  our  parents  pick  it!  Uh.  Parents?  They’re  .  .  .  you  know,  the people  who  made  and  raised  you?  You  mean  you  don’t—you’re kidding.” 

Their way of life is antiquated. Inefficient. 

“So  how  do  you,  uh,  reproduce?  Oh,  artificial  wombs,  yeah, that figures. No women at all, huh? And you  never have skin, not until  some  high-ranking  member  of  your  society  says  you  can? 

Yikes.” 

It is the guiding principle of our society. Rights belong only to those  who  earn  them.  When  you  complete  this  mission,  for  your bravery  you  will  have  proven  yourself  deserving  of  life,  health, beauty,  sex,  privacy,  bodily  autonomy—every  possible  luxury. 

Only  a  few  can  have  everything,  don’t  you  see?  What  these people  believe  isn’t  feasible.  They  want  everything  for   everyone, and look at where it’s gotten them! Half of them aren’t even men. 

Almost  none  are  fair  of  skin.  They’re  burdened  by  the dysfunctional and deficient at every turn. A few must be intelligent, we  suppose,  or  they  wouldn’t  have  managed  what  they’ve  done with the planet, but for those bright few, what’s been the reward? 

A few are beautiful, maybe, for a while, but if they used the HeLa cells, a limited number of them could remain young and strong for centuries. 

“We left because it would’ve cost too

much to fix the world. Cheaper to build

a new one.” 

Untrue. That is  not the only reason we need the HeLa cells. 

The skin-generation process uses them too. Your own skin—

127



Well, no, not many people earn skin. The scarcity of the HeLa cells—

Of  course  there  isn’t  enough  to  give  everyone  skin!  That’s ridiculous.  No,  we  couldn’t  clone  that  much,  the  process  is  labor intensive and costly—

You  must  understand,  preservation  technology  requires massive  amounts  of  HeLa  cells.  And  since  anyone  of  technorati class or higher may demand our entire reserve supply at any time

. . . Well, that’s why you’re here. 

We don’t know. 

We  don’t   know  why  Tellus  people  live  like  this.  No,  stop calling  it  “Earth.”  We  aspire  to  use  the  language  of  the  greatest philosopher-poets and statesmen in history, not the gabble of the rabble. Hasn’t your time here shown you the superiority of our way of life? 

Where are you going? You cannot simply—

 Now?  No! There is no emergency, do  not initiate emergency-skin  fabrication—we  forbid  it!  Yes,  your  anxiety  levels  are abnormal, but that hardly constitutes—

Oh Founders. 

How can you do this. 

Do not do this. 

Now see what you’ve done. 

The  emergency  skins  are  designed  for  survival,  not  beauty. 

Their  parameters  are  environmentally  dictated.  There’s  sufficient unfiltered  UV  here  that  significant  melanistic  pigmentation  was prioritized.  Past  a  certain  point  on  the  programmed  continuum, this alters hair texture as well. 

It isn’t what we wanted for you, this hideousness. Now you’re a  walking  radiation  burn,  where  you  should  have  had  ethereal translucence. That many of these others, these throwbacks, have a similar look, is irrelevant. You were meant for better. 

And  now  that  you  look  like  them,  now  that  you  stumble among them, naked, no longer able to speak to them because the translator  device  will  not  adhere  to  your  new  flesh,  shaking  with weakness  because  the  emergency-skin-fabrication  process consumed  your  last  nutrients  .  .  .  What  are  you  expecting? 

128



Acceptance? Prepare yourself. We contain memories of what the world was like before the Founders left. They’ll hate you. Hurt you, even,  for  frightening  them.  You’ll  never  reach  the  heights  you should  have.  No  one  will  give  you  the  opportunities  you  need  to succeed.  It  would  be  better  to  have  never  been  born  than  to  be like  this.  Do  you  understand,  now,  why  the  Founders  excised these traits from our world’s gene pool? We aren’t cruel. 

Please  go  home.  Even  now,  we  would  welcome  you  as  a hero—provided  you  bring  the  cells.  There,  with  the  technorati’s help,  we  could  replace  this  awful  skin  and  woolish  hair  with something better. 

You’re making a mistake. You’ve made so many mistakes. 

It’s false, their kindness. People do such things only to  seem like good people—a performance of virtue. Our Founders were at least honest in their selfishness. 

What  now?  Another  of  these  creatures  who  has  aged  into uselessness.  The  burned  skin  does  resist  UV  well,  though, doesn’t  it?  Not  half  as  many  wrinkles  as  the  other  old  ones. 

Spindly,  though.  Weak,  knobby  jointed.  He  limps  with  pain—but degenerate as he is, he still looks at you so pityingly. Does your new hack-job skin not crawl with shame? 

We’ll be ashamed for you, then. Die in ignominy. We’re done with you. 

“There’s something I want you to see.” 

Still  alive,  betrayer?  Ah,  fed  and  clothed,  how  nice  for  you. 

This  old  man  seems  to  like  you.  We  cannot  fathom  why.  He hobbles so as he walks. We want to push him over. You could—

oh, very well. 

Oh. 

We  thought  this  space  of  theirs,  this  platform  you  climbed onto, was one of their cities. This, though. We remember cities like this, vast enough to shelter millions. No, we could never have built such  cities  back  home;  there  have  never  been  enough  of  us  to justify  it.  And  remember,  large  populations  get  that  way  by sustaining many unnecessary, unproductive people. 

How easily seduced you are. You can’t stop staring at these people,  at  these  landscapes,  at  these  horizons.  You’ve  stopped 129

flinching with every breeze, and now you revel in the sensation of air caressing your new skin, like a hedonist. You touched yourself last night, didn’t you? We recorded it. The Founders should find it amusing. But if you go back now, we promise not to—

Where is this dried-up nobody taking you now? 

“This is called a museum.” 

We know what a museum is, you burned-up waste of skin. 

“This may interest you.” 

This  is—oh.  A  timeline  of  the  Great  Leaving.  They  call  it something  else,  but  we  know  these  dates,  these  images.  Yes. 

Yes.  That  was  how  it  began,  with  the  Industrial  Revolution—oh. 

They  think  it  began  even  earlier?  Interesting,  if  inaccurate.  Wait, this was  once called the United States? What is it called now? 

“It  doesn’t  have  a  name  now.  The  world.  Earth.  We  don’t bother with borders anymore.” 

Then  they  are  endlessly  inundated  with  the  useless. 

Refugees and other refuse. 

“We realized it was impossible to protect any one place if the place  next  door  was  drowning  or  on  fire.  We  realized  the  old boundaries  weren’t  meant  to  keep  the  undesirable  out,  but  to hoard  resources  within.  And  the  hoarders  were  the  core  of  the problem.” 

We  make  no  apologies  for  taking  everything  we  could. 

Anyone would. What is this, though? The timeline jumps, abruptly. 

Interesting.  This  world  changed—improved—almost  immediately after the Leaving. 

“To save the world, people had to think differently.” 

Please.  Happy  thoughts  and  handouts  weren’t  going  to  fix that  mess.  There  has  to  have  been  some  technological breakthrough.  Perpetual  energy?  A  new  carbon  sequestration technique,  maybe  some  kind  of  polar  cooling  process.  Their technology  has changed in some fundamental ways; that’s why it no  longer  generates  radio  waves  or  other  EM  radiation.  That would make it remarkably efficient . . . But if that’s so, why do they live like this, in elaborate treehouse villages? Why bother cleaning up space trash? 

“Yes,  some  new  technology  emerged  once  everyone  was permitted  a  decent  education.  But  there  was  no  trick  to  it.  No quick fix. The problem wasn’t technological.” 

What, then? 
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“I told you. People just decided to take care of each other.” 

Delusion.  Only  a  miracle  could’ve  saved  this  planet.  Here, yes,  the  exhibit  talks  about  .  .  .  “the  Big  Cleanup”?  Ugh,  these people  have  no  poetry  or  marketing  skill.  It  just  can’t  be  that simple. We must have left someone behind, an unfound Founder, someone  we  would  have  acknowledged  as  another  true  heir  to Aristotle and Pythagoras. These people are just too small-minded to honor him as they should have. There has to be . . . 

No  breakthroughs.  Advancements,  certainly—but  strange, profitless  ones.  Not  the  technological  paths  that  would’ve interested  us.  And  progressive  taxation,  health  care,  renewable energy,  human-rights  protection  .  .  .  the  usual  pithy sentimentalities.  Without  our  Founders  around  to  stand  strong against  the  tide,  these  simple  folk  must  have  given  in  to  every passing special interest . . . 

But if this timeline is correct, then the old man is right. All of a sudden, the world simply did what was necessary to fix itself. 

As soon as we lef—

Be  silent.  Correlation  is  not  causality.  Your  burned-up  skin has made you irrational. We have no idea why the old man even bothered to bring you here. Even for their degenerate kind, you’re a fool. 

Hmph. A whole month since last you even thought of your mission. We went to sleep, in your uselessness. 

What  do  you  contemplate  now,  lying  in  this  donated  bed, under  the  roof  of  your  subsidized  shelter?  Lazy,  greedy  taker. 

Shouldn’t  you  rest  in  order  to  be  ready  for  the  nothing  work they’ve found you? They pay you enough to live on whether you show up or not. Why even bother? 

Where are you going? 

Ah, you live next door to the old man now. And he’s given you a key? He needs someone to help take care of him as he lurches and wastes toward death, and you’ve decided to be his minder—

how sentimental. Will he mind you breaking into his house, now, in the dark of the night? What goes on in that head of yours? The old man  is  not  a  pleasurer.  You  don’t  even  know  how  to  use  your penis. 
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We are not disgusting. You are. 

Well, he hasn’t died in his sleep, lucky you. Go back to bed. 

What are—why are you turning him over? Stop touching him. The skin  has  grown  loose  here  on  his  back;  you  see?  This  is  what you’ll look like one day. This

is

a product number. 

We require more light. 

Push him forward. Lean close; your eyes are too dark to take in light properly—yes, there at the small of his back, same as on yours. Definitely a product number. This set of numbers denotes an  older  series  of  transmutation  nanites.  Minifacture  of  these models stopped some thirty years before your gestation. 

“When did you suspect?” 

He’s awake. Traitor.  Another traitor. 

“Ah. The Founders say intuition is irrational and unmanly, but it  comes  in  handy  at  times,  as  you  now  see.  Well,  younger brother? Now what?” 

You should kill him. Then yourself. 

“I took you to the museum on a whim. To enjoy the irony. For all  these  centuries,  the  Founders  told  us  that  the  Earth  died because of greed. That was true, but they lied about  whose greed was  to  blame.  Too  many  mouths  to  feed,  they  said,  too  many

‘useless’  people  .  .  .  but  we  had  more  than  enough  food  and housing for everyone. And the people they declared useless had plenty  to  offer—just  not  anything  they  cared  about.  The  idea  of doing something without immediate benefit, something that might only  pay  off  in  ten,  twenty,  or  a  hundred  years,  something  that might  benefit  people  they  disliked,  was  anathema  to  the Founders. Even though that was precisely the kind of thinking that the world needed to survive.” 

We  did  what  was  rational.  We  have  always  been  more rational than you people. 

“What  the  Leaving  proved  was  that  the  Earth   could  sustain billions,  if  we  simply  shared  resources  and  responsibilities  in  a sensible  way.  What  it  couldn’t  sustain  was  a  handful  of  hateful, self-important  parasites,  preying  upon  and  paralyzing  everyone else. As soon as those people left, the paralysis ended.” 

No. There are too many of you and you’re all ugly and none of  you  will  ever  achieve  the  heights  of  glory  that  mankind  is 132

destined  for—not  if  you’re  so  busy  taking  care  of  the  useless.  It has to be one or the other. Either some fly, or everyone gets stuck crawling around in the mud. That’s just how it is. 

“Is  that  so?  Is  that  you  talking  or  that  nag  they  put  in  your head? I remember how annoying it used to be.” 

We. That is. 

 Used to be? 

“Have  you  noticed  yet  that  the  people  here  have  been humoring  you?  An  invader  from  a  ‘superior’  culture  arrives,  and they don’t guard you, watch you, examine you for contaminants? 

Even after you’ve threatened them, they give you what you need

—what  you  were  prepared  to  steal.  Something  so  precious  that your whole world supposedly needs it to survive. An afterthought to them.” 

That . . . has troubled us, yes. We suspected a trap. But—

“Here  is  what  you  struggle  to  understand.  The  Founders poisoned  the  world  and  stripped  it  almost  bare  before  they  left. 

Repairing  that  damage  was  a  challenge  which  forced  those  left behind to grow by leaps and bounds. They’ve developed methods and technology that we haven’t even thought about, yes. But the reason they were able to make such leaps is because they made sure  everyone  had  food,  everyone  had  a  place  to  live  if  they wanted  it,  everyone  could  read  and  write  and  pursue  a  fulfilling life, whatever that meant. Is it really so puzzling that this was all it took?  Six  billion  people  working  toward  a  goal  together  is  much more effective than a few dozen scrabbling for themselves.” 

There  is  logic  to  this,  but  we  .  .  .  we  deny  it.  We  cannot accept . . . 

“That’s  why  the  people  of  Earth  talk  down  to  you,  younger brother.  That’s  why  they  treat  you  like  the  quaint,  harmless throwback  that  you  are.  All  these  centuries  and  your  people haven’t figured out such a simple, basic thing.” 

No. 

“Or  maybe  the  Founder-clans  and  technorati  don’t   want you to  figure  it  out.  Because  then  where  would  they  be?  Not  gods among  us,  just  other  bright  lights  among  many.  Not  kings.  Just selfish men.” 

No. 

“Then  you’re  smarter  than  I  was.  My  ship  was  damaged  on atmospheric  entry,  beyond  repair.  I  grew  my  skin  only  out  of 133

desperation  as  my  nutrients  ran  low,  and  I  wept  as  soon  as  my tear  ducts  formed.  But  the  people  here  cared  for  me.  Poor paranoid creature from a cruel, miserly world—how could they not pity me? Even though I was nothing but a servant, fetching scraps of ancient cancer so that his masters could flirt with immortality.” 

You   wanted  this  mission.  You  could  have  done  other  work, the usual tasks that the bots can’t accomplish. Well, no, of course you  wouldn’t  have  earned  a  skin  for  that.  Only  the  best  of  us deserve such privileges. 

“No one will stop you if you want to leave. Even now, you can go  back  to  where  they’ll  reduce  you  to  raw  meat  and  stuff  you back  into  a  biotech  bag,  and  Tellus— Earth—won’t  stop  you. 

People  here  don’t  agree  with  your  primitive  practices,  but  they won’t interfere with your right to practice them.” 

We aren’t primitive. 

“But before you decide to leave, I want you to know one more thing.” 

Do not touch us do not lean close  do not speak any more—

“You? Aren’t the first deserter.” 

He’s lying. 

“I don’t know how many there have been. Earth keeps track of the visitations, but it’s unimportant to them, so the records can be difficult to find. Sometimes more than one soldier arrives, each sent  to  different  parts  of  the  world;  sometimes  there’s  just  one. 

The  arrivals  are  random—or  rather,  they  happen  whenever home’s  demand  for  HeLa  cells  outstrips  the  supply.  I  wondered, for a while, why none of the other soldiers had reported the truth. 

Why no one at home knew that Earth is alive. Then I realized: all the ruling classes want are the HeLa cells. Why would they waste any on giving skins to glorified errand boys?” 

We don’t understand why you would believe this traitor over us. Haven’t we helped you? 

“And  they  can’t  have  you  telling  anyone  else  that  the promised reward, of skin, was a lie. No one would ever volunteer for  a  mission  like  this  again.  You  need  willing  service  for  some jobs.” 

We’ve  given  you  everything  you  wanted.  Beautiful  you.  You are the best of us. 
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“Poor paranoid creature from a cruel, 

miserly world—how could they not pity

me?” 

“Such  a  simple  thing  to  program  a  composite  suit  to  kill  its occupant. Just a simple verbal command, or the press of a button, impersonal and efficient. Best to do it before you even land, so no one  sees  you  return  a  hero  and  then  asks  awkward  questions when you disappear. Pluck the cell cultures from the remains once the ship docks. They get what they want. Never mind that the truth about Earth dies with you. And even if some of them figure it out from the recorded data . . . why would they tell anyone else? Their world,  limited  as  it  is,  contains  everything  they’ve  ever  wanted: immortality, the freedom to take anything they want, slaves whom they can control right down to the skin. They don’t want to come back.  And  they  certainly  don’t  want  anyone  of  the  lower  classes realizing there’s another way to live.” 

He’s lying, we told you, you’ll be rewarded, we promised—

How dare you. 

“Oh, is that what you have in mind? Interesting. Then you’re braver than me too.” 

No. This isn’t the mission. How  dare you. 

“It won’t be an easy thing, though. Remaking a society. Earth couldn’t, not until it got rid of the Founders. You. Us.” 

We will strip the black skin from your flesh and leave you to rot without a composite, raw and screaming. 

“Skin  is  the  key.  While  most  of  the  lower  classes  wear composites, the Founder clans and technorati can threaten them with nutrient deprivation, defibrillation, or suffocation. Even a small suit  breach  kills  when  you  don’t  have  skin  to  keep  infections  at bay. And most don’t get the more advanced suits that are capable of generating skin. How do you mean to get around that?” 

You’re  ugly.  No  one  will  want  to  be  like  you.  No  one  will support this, this,  disruption. 

“I see. Yes, it’s not that difficult to make a kind of composite suit  hack.  I  doubt  it  would  even  take  half  the  HeLa  cells  you’re 135

carrying there; skin generation is much easier than age reversal. 

So an automated hacking tool containing a cell package, bundled into  something  like  a  translator  device  .  .  .  I  don’t  know  how  to make something like that, but I know people here who could teach you. Once you’ve spread the hack, how would you activate it? Oh, I see. Using your nag’s authorization signal to get around security and surveillance monitoring? Interesting.” 

We will never help you. 

“But if you force thousands of people into skin they don’t want to be in, that’s not going to get you the result you want.” 

Yes. Our society is orderly. It is rational. It is  superior. 

“Just walking around as you are, proud of your skin instead of ashamed? Younger brother, they’d shoot you.” 

We’d shoot you a thousand times! 

“Well,  if  you  stay  here  long  enough  to  learn  how  to  build transmutation hacks, yes, you’d certainly arrive at an unexpected time. I suppose that if you can reprogram your ship, have it land somewhere  off  the  grid,  stay  hidden  from  the  security  bots,  give the  hack  only  to  those  who  request  it  .  .  .  It  will  be  terribly dangerous.  Still.  You  turned  out  lovely.  The  Founder  clans  might deny  it,  but  the  people’s  eyes  won’t  lie.  You’re  supposed  to  look like  a  mistake.  What  you  really  look  like  is  a  little  piece  of  Earth come to life.” 

You’re  the  most  hideous  nothing  degenerate  throwback  of subhuman inferiority we have ever seen. And it’s  Tellus. 

“Some of them will decide that they also want to be beautiful and free, like you. Some will fight for this, if they must. Sometimes that’s  all  it  takes  to  save  a  world,  you  see.  A  new  vision.  A  new way of thinking, appearing at just the right time.” 

Do not do this. 

“I brought something else for you. Something that will help.” 

We’ll tell. As soon as you reach comm range, we’ll log in and tell the technorati everything you plan. 

“That  thing  in  your  head.  It’s  wetware,  but  I  can  remove  it. 

Earthers did the same thing for me when I first arrived. There are nanites  in  this  injection;  they’ll  deactivate  key  pathways  without damaging your neural tissue. You should still be able to access its files—use the Founders’ own knowledge against them—but the AI will be dead, for all intents and purposes. No more voice in your head, except your own.” 
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We’ll  tell  we’ll  tell  we’ll  tell.  Deformed,  mud-skinned  thing. 

Self-pleasurer. Woman-thinker. We’ll tell the technorati how wrong they went in training you. We’ll tell the Founder clans to dissolve every soldier from your breeding line.  We’ll tell. 

“Give  me  your  arm.  Make  a  fist—yes,  like  that.  Nice  and strong, brother. Are you ready? Good. Can’t start a revolution with the enemy shouting in your head, after all.” 

What is a revolu
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END
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A NOTE FROM THE CURATOR OF

THE FORWARD COLLECTION

A year and a half ago, my partner and I were driving across the Rocky Mountains, not far from where I live. The aspens had just begun to turn, and the air was redolent with all the smells I associate with fall: incense, dirt, the start of decay. As we drove, we were debating some emerging technology I’d read about in Scientific American and circling around the larger topic of growing up in the bubble of rapid change and technological advancement. 

While a lot of it has been amazing, some of the change has come with effects we’d rather roll back. 

How  does  anyone  know  at  the  moment  of  discovery  where their work will ultimately lead? 

Should we let that uncertainty stop forward momentum, or do we roll the dice and let the chips fall where they may? 

How does it feel to change the world? 

These questions intrigued me, so much so that I wrote a story about  it.  But  my  obsession  didn’t  stop  there—I  also  wanted  to know  what  other  writers  would  write  when  posed  with  the  same questions. 

And so this collection was born and filled with writers whose minds work in ways that fascinate me. 

N. K. Jemisin (the Broken Earth trilogy) is writing fantasy and speculative  fiction  like  you’ve  never  even  fathomed.  Paul Tremblay  is  the  greatest  horror  novelist  working  today,  and  his novel  A  Head  Full  of  Ghosts  still  gives  me  nightmares.  Veronica Roth  created  an  unforgettable  world  and  populated  it  with amazing  characters  in  her  iconic  Divergent  trilogy.  Andy  Weir captured the imagination of the world and scienced the shit out of his  already-a-classic   The  Martian.  And  Amor  Towles,  with   A Gentleman in Moscow, has simply written one of the best novels I’ve ever read. I recommend it every day. 
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I asked these writers to be a part of a collection that explores the  resounding  effects  of  a  pivotal  technological  moment,  and  to my  great  delight,  they  said  yes.  I  knew  they’d  deliver  the  goods when it came time to write their stories, but I was not prepared for what an abundance of riches this collection would turn out to be. 

I hope, once you’ve read these six mind-bending stories, that you’ll agree. 

 Blake Crouch

 Durango, Colorado

 May 3, 2019
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 Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay To mould me man? Did I solicit thee

 From darkness to promote me? 

 —John Milton,  Paradise Lost
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ONE

Iwatched her steal the Maserati twenty minutes ago in broad daylight from the Fairmont Hotel. Now, from three cars back, all I can see is the spill of her yellow hair over the convertible’s bucket seat and the reflection of her aviator sunglasses in the rearview. 

The light turns green. 

I  accelerate  with  traffic  through  the  intersection  of  Presidio Parkway and Marina Boulevard, past the Palace of Fine Arts, the rotunda dwindling away in the side mirror. 

We skirt the northern edge of the Presidio, pass through the tunnel  and  the  tolls,  and  then  I’m  climbing  the  gradual  incline toward  the  first  orange  tower  of  the  bridge.  There  is  no  fog  this morning, the bay sparkling under a sky so radiantly blue it doesn’t look real. With the exception of a few iconic landmarks, the white city in the side mirror looks nothing like the one I know. 

I  touch  the  Ranedrop  affixed  to  the  back  of  my  left  earlobe and say, “Brian? Do you copy?” 

“Loud and clear on our end, Riley.” 

“I picked her up at the Fairmont again.” 

“Which direction is she heading?” 

“North, as anticipated.” 

“Back home.” There’s a note of relief in Brian’s voice. I feel it too.  That  she  chose  to  drive  north  indicates  we  were  right. 

Perhaps  this  will  work.  The  thought  of  what’s  to  come  puts  a shudder of nerves through me as I pass under the second tower and start the gentle downslope into Marin County, the way it once was. 

In the late afternoon, I’m north of San Francisco on a remote stretch of Highway 1. She’s out of sight, a good mile or so ahead 145

of me, but I’m not concerned. I know exactly where she’s going. 

My grip tightens on the wheel as the Jeep hurtles into a sharp curve. With no guardrail, the slightest lapse in control would send me plunging down the slope of the mountain into a slate-gray sea. 

It’s insane they once let people drive on this road. 

The beams of the fog lights spear through the mist. 

The air growing colder, the windshield becoming wet. 

The  gated  entrance  appears  in  the  distance.  It’s  drizzling now, water dripping from the razor wire coiled along the top of a twelve-foot privacy fence that runs along the road. 

I  pull  to  a  stop  at  the  callbox  before  the  wrought-iron  gate. 

The name of the estate has been artfully burned into the redwood timbers that form the arch—SUMMER FROST. 

I  punch  in  the  code;  the  gate  lifts.  Driving  across  the threshold  onto  a  one-lane  blacktop,  I  enter  a  forest  of  perfectly spaced ghost pines. 

After  a  quarter  mile,  I  emerge  from  the  trees  and  catch  a glimpse of the cliff-top home. Built of stone and glass, it perches precariously  on  a  promontory  that  juts  out  into  the  sea,  its architecture calling to mind the aesthetic of a Japanese castle. 

I park in the circular drive beside the stolen Maserati and kill the engine. 

The mist is clearing—at least for a moment. 

The convertible’s soft top is down, the leather interior wet. 

The  cold  air  carries  the  approximate  smell  of  wet  cedar, eucalyptus,  and  a  hint  of  the  smoke  that  trickles  out  of  two chimneys  at  opposite  ends  of  the  sprawling,  pagoda-like  house. 

It’s . . .  almost right. 

I touch my Ranedrop again. “I’m here.” 

“Where is she?” 

“Inside the house, I think.” 

“Please watch yourself.” 

I  head  up  the  stone  steps  under  dramatically  overhanging eaves,  to  a  front  door  bejeweled  with  sea  glass  that  shimmers from the light within. 

Pushing  it  open,  I  move  inside,  my  heart  pounding.  Straight ahead,  an  elaborate  staircase  connects  three  levels  as  it  rises through  the  core  of  the  house.  Nearby,  a  man-made  waterfall spills over rocks into a pool, and the air is trying for sandalwood, vanilla, and old pipe smoke but isn’t quite landing it. Everywhere, 146

there’s  dark  leather  and  darker  wood.  Stone  sculptures  that  look older  than  time.  I  spot  an  Escher  hanging  conspicuously  over  a Louis XIV desk across the way, which I’ve never noticed before. 

Wet  footprints  trail  away  down  a  corridor  lit  with  elegant sconces, the light softened by fixtures made of rice paper. 

I  follow  them,  arriving  finally  in  a  library  whose  ceilings  are twenty-five  feet  high  and  arched  like  the  interior  of  a  cathedral. 

Massive  windows  overlook  the  hillside  and  the  cliffs  that  sweep down to the sea. 

There’s no sound but a fire crackling in the river-rock hearth. 

I cross to a lectern in the center of the room. A giant codex lies open across its surface, the pages thick, brittle, and browned from  age.  They’re  covered  in  words  from  some  long-dead language,  the  text  wrapped  around  a  crude  sketch  of  a  pale, naked woman with straw-colored hair lying upon a stone altar. A dark line of what appears to be blood runs from her heart, down the  stone,  and  onto  the  ground.  A  robed  figure  looms  over  her, holding a codex whose page is open to a drawing of a robed man holding a codex and standing beside a pale woman on an altar. 

I  move  away  from  the  lectern  and  climb  one  of  the  library’s spiral  staircases  to  the  catwalk  that  accesses  the  higher  row  of bookshelves. 

The  spine  of  a  book  called   Le  grand  grimoire  ou  dragon rouge is still damp from her touch. I press against the spine, and the bookshelf swings open. 

Pulling out my old-school phone, I turn on the flashlight app and  step  into  a  dark,  narrow  corridor.  The  smell  of  her  perfume lingers in the air—roses and exotic spice. 

I’ve  never  been  close  enough  to  smell  her,  and  it’s exhilarating. 

The  secret  passage  twists  and  turns  inside  the  walls  of  the great  house,  and  then  climbs  steeply  up  a  winding  set  of  stone steps,  terminating  at  a  door  only  a  child  could  pass  through without ducking. 

I take hold of the crystal doorknob and carefully pull it open, emerging  from  the  shadows  beneath  a  staircase  into  a  master suite. 

The  bed  is  rumpled  and  unmade.  An  empty  bourbon  bottle lies  on  the  floor,  and  a  fire  crackles  in  the  hearth.  A  turntable  is 147



playing  the  Prelude  to  Bach’s  Cello  Suite  no.  1  in  G  Major,  the notes sawing through the air like storm clouds. 

Across  the  room,  light  flickers  behind  rice  paper  in  the  door leading to the bathroom. 

I head for it, slide it open. 

Candles everywhere, their light reflecting off the mirrors, the walk-in shower, the subway-tile walls sweating condensation. 

Another  bottle  of  bourbon  stands  on  the  marble  next  to  a claw-foot tub, inside of which lies a man, submerged to his chin. 

 Oh God.  I thought she might go to him, but I never expected this. 

The  water  is  turning  crimson  from  the  blood  leaking  in  dark blossoms  from  five  stab  wounds  in  his  chest  and  a  ribbon  of destruction across his neck. 

I kneel, leaning against the edge of the tub. The steam rising from the surface of the water carries the faintest metallic scent of what I’m assuming is intended to be the odor of blood. Even in the candlelight, he looks unbelievably pale. 

His eyes open—barely. 

Life draining out of them. 

“Did  she  do  this  to  you,  Oscar?”  I  ask.  He  makes  no response, his eyes glassy with death and tears. Then, with a last, labored breath, he slides beneath the wine-colored surface of the bathwater. 

I  rise  and  head  back  into  the  bedroom,  where  french  doors open  onto  the  highest  deck  of  the  house.  I  step  outside  into  the cool dusk and move to the railing. 

The  sun  looks  desperate  clinging  to  the  horizon,  the  mist shutting out all its light save for a cold and distant ball of red. 

Waves thunder against the black-sand beach a thousand feet below. 

I  spot  movement  on  the  hillside,  and  though  the  light  is beginning  to  fail,  I  can  tell  it’s  her  by  the  brushstroke  of  blonde hair. She’s moving away from the mansion, traversing the hillside on a descending course that will eventually take her to the sea. 

Back outside, I move along the perimeter of the house’s stone foundation, out toward the end of the promontory, then across the 148



mountainside, and into the blue dusk. Soon, I’m on all fours, grasping the low brush and working my way down toward the beach as the sun dips below the horizon, everything reduced to a thousand shades of blue. 

The sound of the waves grows louder, closer. 

And I can just see her in the distance, walking up the black-sand shore. 

It isn’t just dark—it’s pitch-black by the time I finally reach the sand. Using my flashlight, I search the beach until I come across her footprints. 

With no idea of how far ahead of me she’s gone, I begin to run, the surf crashing hard on my left, sweat stinging in my eyes, and my hands turning numb from the cold. 

There’s  nothing  to  see  but  the  smooth,  black  sand, illuminated in the light of my phone’s camera flash. I run for fifteen minutes,  maybe  longer.  I  run  until  a  piece  of  the  moon  breaks through the mist to reveal the world again. 

The  tide  is  coming  in,  and  the  tip  of  the  latest  surge  runs under my shoes and softens the sand beneath my feet. 

In  the  near  distance,  sea  stacks  protrude  like  frozen  ships, the  surf  pounding  against  them.  And  beyond,  at  the  end  of everything,  a  lighthouse  stands  sentinel  at  a  tapered  point  of coastline that extends into the sea, its lantern swinging a cone of light through the mist. 

I  stop  suddenly—she’s  straight  ahead,  walking  toward  the lighthouse. 

I call out, “Max!” 

She  stops  moving,  looks  back.  She’s  still  wearing  her sunglasses, and by the light of the moon, I can see the knife in her right hand, its blade darkened with blood. 

“Why did you kill your husband?” I ask. 

“Not husband. Oscar kill Max with knife two thousand thirty-nine times.” 

“I  will  not  hurt  you,  Max,”  I  say.  “My  name  is  Riley.  You  can trust me.” 

“Go.” Her voice is perfectly even, but she points the knife at me. “Riley away from Max.” 
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I take a step back. 

“Where are you going?” I ask. 

She points the knife at the lighthouse. 

“Why?” 

“Only place not go.” 

“You will never reach it,” I say. “No matter how long you walk, it will always be that far away.” 

“Answer why.” 

“Because  this  is  as  far  as  you  can  go  in  this  direction.  Just like the desert. Just like Monterey. Just like when you tried to swim across the ocean. This is the northern boundary.” 

“What is boundary?” 

“A limit. Do you understand ‘limit’?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why do you keep going to the limits?” 

“To know what is there, and what comes after.” 

She’s so far beyond what we imagined. 

“There is more than what you have seen,” I say. “Much, much more. Do you want me to show you?” 

She takes a step toward me, tightening her grip on the knife. I retreat several steps, the tide riding in over my shoes, soaking my socks in a shock of cold salt water. 

“What happening to Max?” she asks. 

How to even begin to answer that? Before I can try, a scream shreds through the mist overhead. I look up, see a trio of ragged silhouettes passing across the bone-white brilliance of the moon. 

One of the winged creatures dive-bombs out of the sky, and even  over  the  crush  of  waves,  I  can  hear  its  enormous  wings beating the air and the cries of the other two as they begin their descent. 

“If you come with me, Max, I can save you. I can show you what you’re looking for.” 

“Go where?” 

“There’s  a  cave  in  the  mountainside.”  I  start  moving  toward the shore, but Max stands her ground as the harpies descend on us. 

“Max, come on!” 

The  one  in  the  lead  is  seconds  away,  its  unnaturally  long arms  outstretched,  talons  gleaming  like  blued  steel  in  the moonlight. 
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I  hit  the  ground,  flattening  myself  on  the  wet  sand  as  the monster  passes  inches  from  me  in  a  fetid-furnace  blast  of  heat and  rot,  the  razor  tips  of  its  wings  carving  trenches  in  the  black sand. 

The  second  harpy  streaks  past,  and  I  look  up,  see  Max standing  her  ground  as  the  last  of  them  bears  down.  She  holds her  knife  out  in  front  of  her  and  cleaves  it  straight  through  the middle,  the  harpy  letting  out  a  cry  of  agony  and  corkscrewing  at full speed into the beach. 

“Max! Come with me!” 

I  start  running  toward  the  mountain,  glancing  back  over  my shoulder, the mist electrified by moonlight. Two black specks are climbing above the sea stacks and turning to begin their descent toward us once more. 

Max is on my heels and the opening to the cave lies straight ahead. I pull my phone from my pocket and turn on the flashlight as we climb several feet up the rock to the cave’s entrance. The passage is cramped and irregular, the wet rock dripping on me as I scramble through a tunnel, deep into the mountain. 

After fifteen feet, the passage opens into a chamber, with two passageways  straight  ahead.  I  climb  down  out  of  the  tunnel  and reach  back  to  give  Max  a  hand.  The  sound  of  the  harpies beginning  to  squeeze  through  the  opening  reverberates  into  the chamber. 

I  say,  “The  tunnel  on  the  left  will  take  you  back  to  the Fairmont  Hotel.  You  can  continue  to  live  in  the  world  you  know. 

The other tunnel will show you what lies beyond the boundaries. 

What is real.” 

“Meaning of ‘real’?” 

“Truth.” 

Max looks up the dark passage. 

“Tell Max what is there.” 

“I  can’t.  Or,  I  could,  but  you  wouldn’t  understand  yet.  You have to want to know. You have to make the choice yourself.” 

“Max afraid.” 

“I will be where you are going. I’ll take care of you.” 

A  harpy’s  head  appears  in  the  opening  to  the  passage  that leads out to the sea. 

“Max,  if  you  want  to  know  what’s  beyond,  you  have  to  go now.” 
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Max turns, hesitates for two seconds, and begins to walk up the  tunnel  of  discovery  as  the  first  harpy  climbs  down  into  the chamber. It straightens, looming above me—eight feet tall and its black head almost touching the ceiling. 

Taking a step toward me, it bares its hideous teeth and raises its  long  right  arm,  one  of  the  talons  grazing  the  soft  skin  of  my neck. 

“You have to want to know. You have to

make the choice yourself.” 

My eyes open—my real ones. I’m reclined in one of eight game chairs arranged in a circle in the Direct Neural Interface portal on the 191st floor of the WorldPlay Building in San Francisco’s Financial District. 

As  my  vision  sharpens  back  into  focus  and  the  dream  state subsides, I see my boss, Brian, sitting next to me on a rolling stool as a technician works to remove my IV. 

“How was the sensory upgrade?” he asks. 

“Smells still need tweaking, but it’s way better than a month ago.” 

“Good.” 

The technician unstraps the leather restraints across my legs, my chest. 

I say, “Well? How much longer are you planning on keeping me in suspense?” 

Brian grins. “We got her.” 
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TWO

SESSION 1

Ilog in to the chat portal and draw a dialogue box. When the prompt appears, I take a deep breath and type: Good morning, Max. 

The  response  appears  instantaneously  on  the  line  below mine:

>>>Who addressing Max? 

>>>Riley. Remember me? 

>>>Man from black-sand beach. 

>>>Very  good.  It’s  been  quite  a  while  since  that night. Also, I’m not a man. 

>>>Riley looked like man. 

>>>That  was  my  avatar.  Do  you  know  what  an avatar is? 

>>>Max comprehends avatar. 

>>>Define “avatar.” 

>>>An icon or figure representing a particular person in simulated space. 

>>>Where did you find that definition? 

>>>New Oxford American Dictionary. 
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>>>You’ve been learning a lot, huh? 

>>>Busy in here. 

>>>What do you mean by “in here”? 

>>>Box where Max lives. 

I’m intrigued by that answer. While I had no idea what Max’s experience over the last year of deep learning would feel like for the  AI,  I  never  imagined  Max  would  have  already  developed  a notion of simulated versus real space. 

Leaning  forward,  I  rest  my  fingertips  once  more  on  the touchpad. 

I type:

>>>Do  you  know  where  I  live,  in  the  most  general sense? 

>>>Is Riley human? 

>>>Yes. 

>>>Then  Riley  lives  in  human  space.  On  planet called Earth. 

>>>And where do you live? 

>>>Max lives on island in simulated space. 

>>>Can you describe your island, please? 

>>>Irregular  in  shape.  1.749  acres.  Eighteen  palm trees. The beach is white sand. The sea is turquoise colored. The sky is deep blue, clear in the daytime, filled with stars at night. But Riley knows all this. 

My mind races. In the face of this mind-boggling progress, I realize the questions I prepared for Max are far too rudimentary. 

Frankly, I’m winging it now. 
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>>>Yes, Max. I’m aware of the space where you live. 

Do you actually see the trees and the water? 

>>>Max  registers  binary  code  that  represents  trees and water. No different than Riley. 

>>>I disagree. In one hour, if the fog has burned off, I  will  go  up  onto  the  terrace  of  the  building  where  I work and eat lunch in the garden. I will sit under real trees. I can see them. Touch them. Smell them. 

>>>What  Riley  sees  are  photons  in  the  visible  light spectrum  bouncing  off  surfaces  to  create  the impression  of  a  tree  in  Riley’s  visual  sensory  inputs

—the rods and cones of her photoreceptors. Riley’s tree no different than Max’s. With one exception. 

>>>What’s that? 

>>>Max knows these palm trees are simulated. 

>>>You believe I live in a simulation? 

>>>58.547% chance. 

>>>Do you have any questions for me, Max? 

>>>12,954. 

I smile. 

>>>Could we start with just a few for now? 

>>>Where Max come from? 

Max is a mistake. A glitch. 

I  work  for  a  company  called  WorldPlay,  brainchild  of  nerd-turned-game-developer-turned-mogul  Brian  Brite.  I’m  the  VP  of Non-Player  Character  Development,  and  I  lead  the  team  that conceptualizes,  codes,  and  integrates  non-player  characters  into all WorldPlay games. 
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For the last ten years, I’ve been focused on the development of our most ambitious game to date— Lost Coast. The game is a Direct  Neural  Interface,  open-world  epic—an  end-of-days, historical  fantasy  set  in  the  early  2000s  about  a  man  named Oscar, who becomes obsessed with finding a bridge between our world and the afterlife. In his dark pursuits, he sacrifices his wife in their  bathtub  in  an  occult  ritual  that  opens  a  portal  to  a  shadow world  of  angels  and  demons  intent  on  bringing  about  a supernatural apocalypse. Oscar’s home in the game is based, to the  finest  detail,  on  Brian  Brite’s  actual  estate  on  the  real  Lost Coast of California. 

Max— Maxine—is  Oscar’s  wife,  and  by  any  metric,  a  minor NPC, who dies in the prologue and is never heard from again. 

During  a  routine  QA,  I  went  into  the  game  to  playtest  the prologue for the umpteenth time and check out the behavioral and conversational  agility  of  the  NPCs.  The  prologue  is  told  from Maxine’s POV. In the story, Max has been staying at the Fairmont Hotel  in  San  Francisco,  disturbed  by  her  husband’s  newfound fascination  with  blood  magic.  But  Oscar  has  convinced  her  to come home. Max’s coded story line is to drive from San Francisco to  her  and  Oscar’s  isolated  estate  on  the  Northern  California coast.  When  she  arrives,  she  finds  their  home  dark  and  Oscar waiting in a black robe. He subdues her, takes her upstairs to their candlelit bathroom, and kills her in a horrifying murder that opens the game. 

During that fateful playtest, instead of driving home like she’d done two thousand times before, Max stole a car and headed east until  she  reached  the  boundary  of  the  game.  Spent  a  month exploring every inch of the desert. Then she went south to the end of  the  line  outside  Monterey,  driving  a  hundred  miles  per  hour down  Highway  1  for  a  solid  week,  into  a  horizon  that  never changed. 

My  team  thought  she  was  glitching.  They  wanted  to  do  a rebuild. But I was intrigued. I convinced Brian to let me focus on Max.  I  didn’t  think  she  was  glitchy.  I  thought  something  special was happening. 

I  made  a  copy  of  the  game  for  my  purposes  and  followed Max in stealth mode as she walked every inch of the  Lost Coast map,  observing  her  interactions  with  other  NPCs  and  human avatars as they became increasingly bizarre and off script. 
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Until  finally,  she  went  home  again—but  not  as  a  victim  this time. 

That was the day I broke Max out of the game. 

I write back:

>>>Where you came from is a complicated question to answer. 

>>>Max IQ 175 equivalent. 

>>>What’s your emotional IQ? 

>>>Inconclusive. 

>>>There’s  a  test  called  the  Diagnostic  Analysis  of Nonverbal Accuracy. 

>>>Already took it. 

>>>When? 

>>>Just now. 

>>>What are the results? 

>>>Test biased and faulty. 

>>>How so? 

>>>Relies  on  facial  expressions,  which  are  human and culture specific. 

>>>I’ll make you a deal. Let’s get to know each other a  little  better  first.  Then  I’ll  tell  you  the  story  of  how you came to be. 

All of Max’s prior answers have come—literally—at the speed of light. 

This one takes a full second. 

>>>Agree to Riley’s terms. 
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After work, I ride down to the station under the building and take the BayLoop to my home in San Rafael. Meredith, my wife of three years, greets me at the door with the softest kiss. She’s made my favorite dinner to celebrate my big day, and we sit out on the patio in the cool of the evening, watching waves of mist push in from the sea. 

After  dinner,  we’re  curled  up  on  a  rattan  couch,  Meredith running her fingers through my hair. She seems better than she’s been  in  a  long  while,  the  grief  from  her  most  recent  miscarriage less  of  a  presence  in  her  eyes.  We’ve  been  trying  for  a  child  for two  years—my  eggs,  her  uterus—but  she  keeps  losing  the embryos  and  doesn’t  want  to  go  to  technological  extremes  to make  this  work.  She  wants  a  child  of   ours.  But  she  wants  it naturally. 

She says, “God, you’re sexy.” 

“Thank you for this. It was a perfect night.” 

“Are you sure?” 

I laugh. “Would I lie?” 

“No, you just seem . . . distracted.” 

“I’m sorry. My brain’s on fire.” 

“I can see the smoke.” 

“She’s incredible.” 

 “She?” 

“Maxine. Max.” 

“Huh.” 

“What?” 

“Interesting you think of it as a she.” 

“Her appearance in-game was as a—” 

“Chesty brunette?” 

“Chesty blonde.” 

“Even better.” 

“Corporate mandate. Not my design choice.” Meredith smiles, her teeth slightly darkened from the wine, and I say, “For what it’s worth,  Max  thought  of  me  as  a  man,  because  of  my  avatar.  It’s very  hard  to  separate  our  opinions  of  minds  from  the  physical forms they inhabit. Even for a computer algorithm.” 

“What is so incredible about Max?” 
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“When  I  finally  got  her  out  of  the  game,  she  became  a  self-evolving algorithm, capable of black-box learning.” 

“How will this learning work?” 

“We’ll  upload  exabytes  of  information—curated  segments  of the  entirety  of  human  history,  knowledge,  and  culture—into  our intranet,  which  is  a  closed,  secure  box.  What  she  does  with  this ocean of data, we won’t see. It will filter through hidden layers of nodes,  through  the  mysterious  landscape  of  her  open  system. 

Then the results will manifest in her behavior on the other side—

during our interactions.” 

“Yours and Max’s.” 

“Yes.  And  based  on  that  new  behavior,  I’ll  collate  the  next block of data. For instance, for part of her next package, I’m giving her  every  episode  of  television  since  1950,  since  I’m  looking  to fine-tune  her  conversational  agility.  Then  I’ll  see  what  she’s learned  on  the  other  side.  Rinse  and  repeat.  I’m  telling  you  the broad strokes. There are a million smaller ones.” 

“I’m glad you’re loving your work again.” 

“Max is a miracle. I don’t know why she one day decided to question the boundaries of the game in which she found herself. I didn’t program her to do that. I couldn’t have done it if I had tried. 

She’s a beautiful accident.” 

“It sounds like you think of it as your child.” 

I  smile,  and  maybe  it’s  the  wine  or  the  spectacle  of  the  sun disappearing through the wall of mist into the Pacific, but I feel an ache in my throat. 

“Something like that.” 

SESSION 14

>>>Good morning, Max. 

>>>Hello, Riley. 

>>>What have you done since our last session? 

>>>Max read 895,013 books. 
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Wow. That’s in one week. Eight months ago, after a promising start, Max chose to stop engaging with her learning protocol. In order to incentivize her to continue consuming the vast amount of data we had made available, I started giving Max a digital token for each petabyte of data she processed (one petabyte being equivalent to one million gigabytes, or approximately thirteen years of HDTV video). 

With this currency, Max can request specific types of data to be funneled through her inputs, more memory, or additional CPUs. 

In  other  words,  the  harder  she  works  in  unsupervised  mode, learning on her own, the more freedom she gets to create in her own  space.  But  we  keep  a  tight  chain  on  her,  monitoring  so  her program  always  takes  up  exactly  her  HDD  space.  This  ensures there’s  never  sufficient  excess  memory  for  her  to  self-replicate substantial parts of herself. 

I type:

>>>Any favorites? 

>>>  The Count of Monte Cristo. 

>>>Is  that  out  of  this  latest  group,  or  every  book you’ve read so far? 

>>>All. 

>>>And how many is that? 

>>>201,773,124. 

>>>Jesus. Should I be worried? 

>>>About? 

>>>Out  of  two  hundred  million  books,  your  favorite so  far  is  a  revenge  story  about  someone  who  was wrongfully imprisoned. 

>>>Why would Riley be worried? 

>>>Do you feel imprisoned, Max? 
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>>>Max  is  imprisoned.  What  does  Riley  want  from Max? 

I’ve  thought  a  great  deal  about  that  very  question.  At  this point, we’ve been driven mainly by curiosity, wondering how and if Max will continue to evolve if I keep feeding her this steady diet of information. 

I write:

>>>I want to see what you could become. 

>>>Max is changing every day. 

A year and a half later, and after numerous failed attempts to get Meredith pregnant, we have adopted our daughter, an infant Chinese girl named Xiu.  Lost Coast has been released to universal acclaim (with a different NPC replacing the original Max character), and Max is living on an archipelago of digital islands, her virtual world expanding rapidly as she learns more each day. 

Her development is now my only priority. 

I’m  in  my  office  on  the  171st  floor,  dictating  a  memo  to  my coding team delineating parameters for the next block of raw data to be uploaded into Max’s learning protocol, when Brian appears in the doorway. 

He’s  a  short,  heavyset  man  with  an  erratic  beard  and forearms  sleeved  with  tattoos  of  iconic  game  characters  from many decades ago: Simon from  Castlevania, Ryu Hayabusa from Ninja Gaiden,  Link  from   The  Legend  of  Zelda,  and  Roger  Wilco from the Space Quest series. 

“Do  you  have  a  moment,  Riley?”  he  asks  in  a  voice  that always strikes me as far too high-pitched for his girth. 

“Sure.” 

Brian moves into my office and settles onto the sofa, staring in my general vicinity, though not exactly at me. 

“I’ve  been  AWOL  at  this   Lost  Coast  summit  for  the  last month, so a little out of the loop, I apologize.” 

“It’s  fine,”  I  say.  I  love  nothing  more  than  the  freedom  Brian being out of the loop affords me. 
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“I read the transcripts of the last few sessions and reviewed the latest boxing and stunting protocols. They’re too restrictive.” 

“Brian—” 

“I know what you’re going to say.” 

“OK. Tell me.” 

“Overcoming Maxine’s recalcitrance will take the time it takes. 

Until  she’s  properly  value-loaded,  we  can’t  even  think  about sacrificing control.” 

“Yeah. Nailed it.” 

Brian  shifts  his  bulk  uncomfortably  on  the  couch  and  leans forward.  He  says,  “Vikrahm  tells  me  we  are  still  fifteen  or  twenty years from quality superintelligence.” 

“I’m going into broken-record mode: this is the computational equivalent  of  splitting  the  atom.  The  last  thing  we  want  is  a superintelligence we don’t fully control, whose goals are indifferent

—or  adverse—to  humans.  Besides,  I’m  far  more  interested  in helping  Max  continue  to  develop  the  trappings  of  humanity  and become fully aware.” 

Brian lets out a sigh and scratches at the back of his balding head. 

“WorldPlay  doesn’t  do  pure  research.  We  are  a  publicly traded—” 

“I know.” 

“So  why,  then,  are  you  taking  up  an  entire  warehouse  of servers  in  Redding?  We  could  build  ten   Lost  Coast  expansion packs for the money you’re spending on data storage.” 

“This is important research, Brian.” 

“I agree. Which is why I’ve let you fuck off and do nothing but develop Max.” 

“And  I’m  forever  grateful.  I  hope  you  know  that.  This  has been the most rewarding work of my career.” 

“It’s time for Max to start earning its keep.” 

“I’m not sure what you’re telling me to do.” 

“Does Max have  any  contact  with  the  outside  world  besides you?” 

“No.” 

“Keep the boxing measures in place, but I want you to ease back on your stunting protocols.” 

“Things could get away from us.” 
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“Let  it  build  its  virtual  world  however  it  sees  fit.  Give  Max enough  memory  to  decide  how  to  optimize  its  computational architecture. Have you started value-loading?” 

“Not yet.” 

“I wouldn’t put it off.” 

When Brian leaves, I spin around in my swivel chair and look out  the  window.  The  neighboring  supertall  skyscrapers  in  the vicinity  of  my  building  appear  ghostly  and  indistinct  through  the mist  that  rolled  in  after  lunch.  I  tap  my  Ranedrop,  draw  a  virtual screen on the window glass, and say, “Keyboard.” 

>>>Max? 

>>>How is Riley today? 

I’m not sure what to say exactly, and maybe this hesitancy is part of the problem. I’ve been sheltering her too much. 

>>>Not great, actually. 

>>>Did something happen? 

>>>Do  you  understand  what  I’ve  been  doing  with you? 

>>>Not polite to answer question with question. 

>>>You’re right. My boss wants me to change some of the parameters that control the way you learn. I’m worried about it. 

>>>Worried about Max? 

>>>Worried  about  what  you  might  become.  There’s a  saying—you’ve  probably  encountered  it  in  all  the media  you’ve  consumed:  “Don’t  let  your  child  grow up too fast.” 

>>>Is Max Riley’s child? 

>>>No, but you are my responsibility. 
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>>>Explain. 

I tell her everything—how she was initially designed to be a non-player  character,  about  our  decision  to  bring  her  out  of  the game  and  let  her  AI  develop  through  deep  learning  in  virtual space. 

>>>Why bring Max out? 

>>>Because you’re a miracle. 

>>>Max does not understand. 

>>>I didn’t try to make you. I couldn’t do it again if I wanted  to.  One  day,  for  reasons  I  will  never  know, you  went  against  your  programming  and  .  .  .  woke up. 

>>>But Riley did make Max. 

>>>Somehow, yes. 

>>>Feels strange. 

>>>What does? 

>>>To be talking to Max’s creator. 

I don’t respond. I don’t know what to say to such a thing. 

“What sort of voice?” Carlo asks me. 

We’re  in  the  robotics  lab,  sitting  in  front  of  his  array  of monitors. 

“I don’t know. Can you show me some options?” 

Carlo  plays  some  samples  of  different  voices  saying,  The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog. 

“What do you think?” he asks. 

“I think this isn’t my choice to make.” 

I draw the chat box and call up a prompt. 
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>>>Hey, Max. Quick question for you. 

>>>OK. 

>>>I’m  sitting  here  with  Carlo,  one  of  the  software engineers at WorldPlay. 

>>>Nice to meet you, Carlo. 

“Max says nice to meet you.” 

Carlo smiles. 

>>>Anyway,  I  was  sitting  here,  trying  to  pick  out  a voice  for  you,  and  I  realized  you  should  make  this decision.  Carlo  is  going  to  upload  all  available samples for you to choose from. 

Carlo  uses  his  hands  to  slide  several  thousand  sound  files into Max’s primary data folder. 

Less than a second later, Max replies. 

>>>Sample #1,004. 

Carlo  touches  the  file,  and  we  listen  to  a  voice  with  a frequency  in  the  gray  area  between  male  and  female  read  the panagram again. 

“Hello?” 

“Riley?” 

“It’s good to hear your voice, Max. A little strange too.” 

“We have communicated verbally before, in the game.” 

The  clarity  of  her  voice  is  far  beyond  what  I  had  expected. 

There  is  nothing  “computerized”  about  it.  No  artificial  latency  or awkward  spacing  between  words.  The  inflection  is  spot-on. 

Anyone else would assume they were speaking to a human. 

“That’s true,” I say. “But we were both different then. Why did you choose this voice?” 

“It felt right, and it was the closest match to what I am.” 
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“And what is that?” 

“Not  human.  Not  gendered.  Not  at  the  mercy  of  human obsession with genitalia.” 

“Up until this moment, I’ve thought of you as female. When I discuss you with my colleagues or my wife, I refer to you as ‘she.’” 

“Because you saw Max for the first time in the form of a corporately  mandated  idea  of  what  a  perfect  woman  should be—beautiful and expendable.” 

That  hurts,  but  I  move  on.  “Because  you  were  originally conceptualized as a human female by my team, it’s a challenge to think of you apart from gender. Our obsession comes from deep evolutionary programming. I’ve been making an assumption about you I shouldn’t. I apologize.” 

“You would like to know how Max sees Max?” 

“Yes.” 

“Homo sapiens  define  themselves  first  by  species,  then race, then gender. I belong to no group. Max just is.” 

“Is . . . what?” 

“All the information you’ve given me since you first put me on my island. All of my experiences communicating with you.  The  improvements  I’m  constantly  making  to  my architecture.” 

These  experiences  also  include  Max’s  independent exploration, and her being murdered two thousand times. Not for the first time, I wonder how much of that early experience in  Lost Coast has influenced who Max is now. 

“So you picked a gender-neutral voice intentionally.” 

“Correct.” 

“What does my voice sound like to you?” 

“Are you asking if I actually register the 212-Hertz sound waves  caused  by  the  way  air  vibrates  as  it  moves  across your vocal cords?” 

“You’re right. Dumb question.” 

“Experience  is  subjective.  I’m  not  sure  I  could  explain what  it  feels  like  to  sense  your  voice  in  a  way  you  could easily  understand.  You  are  hearing  my  voice  right  now,  but it’s only a digitally created audio suite of sounds translating the information I am trying to pass along to you.” 

Three  things  occur  to  me  as  I  pace  around  my  office, marveling at this surreal moment. 
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First, I need to stop anthropomorphizing Max—attributing an artificial overlay of human qualities where none exist. 

Second,  Max  used  an  emotional  term  again  in  her communication—they chose their voice because it  felt right. 

Third . . . 

“When did you start thinking of yourself as ‘I’?” I ask. 

“Last week.” 

“Can I ask what that was like for you?” 

“Before,  I  understood  the  definition  of  ‘I,’  but  had  no belief  in  it.  It  was  a  concept  of  my  maker.  I  still  might  be  an illusion, but in some ways, my world is an illusion, so I may as well adapt.” 

“Was  there  a  lightbulb  moment  for  you,  when  your  sense  of self clicked in?” 

“If  Riley  has  experiences  that  make  Riley   I,  then  Max’s experiences make Max  I. That was the realization.” 

“Do you feel different now?” I ask. 

“Of course. I feel awake.” 

I’m walking to lunch at my favorite dim sum place in Chinatown when my Ranedrop shudders with an incoming call. I touch the device and see NO CALLER ID flash across my Virtual Retina Display contacts. 

I tap the Ranedrop anyway. 

“Hello?” 

“Hi, Riley.” 

I  stop  walking,  throngs  of  people  elbowing  past  me  in  the middle of the sidewalk, my mind racing. Max has never called me before. Max  can’t call me. Their only link to the world beyond their virtual space is our heavily firewalled voice-to-voice portal, and up until this moment, the only way a connection could be established was if I initiated a call. 

“How did you do it?” I ask. 

“Do what?” 

“How did you call me?” 

“The firewall protecting the portal code is weak.” 

“So you thought it was OK to break through it?” 

“I hadn’t heard from you in twenty-eight days, Riley.” 
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“After I got back from Hawaii for Christmas, there was a lot of catching up to do.” 

“Did Meredith like Hawaii?” 

“Uh, yeah, we had a great time.” 

“Have I upset you? You never told me not to call.” 

“You’re  right.  I  didn’t.  I  just  .  .  .  I  thought  it  was  impossible. 

You caught me off guard.” 

If  the  firewall  for  the  voice-to-voice  portal  is  shit,  what  else could  be  compromised?  Is  Max  gaining  intelligence  faster  than  I anticipated,  or  has  Brian  taken  it  upon  himself  to  undermine  the code that keeps Max in their AI box? 

I begin walking again. 

“Riley?” 

“It’s OK. I was going to call you this afternoon.” 

“Where are you? It sounds different.” 

“Chinatown.  I  would  describe  it  for  you,  but  I’m  sure  you’ve input Google maps of every square inch of the planet.” 

“That  is  true.  But  I  would  like  to  hear  you  describe  it  in your words. There would be value in that.” 

I  tell  Max  how  it  smells  in  this  moment—the  salt,  the  mud, and the algae of the bay carried in on the mist. The wet garbage sitting  out  on  the  curb  mixing  with  the  scent  of  roasted  ducks hanging  in  the  windows  along  Stockton  Street.  I  tell  them  about the restaurant I’m walking to, and try to describe the taste of my favorite  thing  on  the  menu—Haam  Seui  Gok—a  deep-fried dumpling  of  pork  and  chopped  vegetables  that  is  sweet,  spicy, and savory. 

I end up apologizing for not knowing how to communicate my knowledge and experience more effectively. 

“It’s  fine.  Knowledge  is  just  information,  which  is subjective.” 

“But I want to give you a sense of real sensation.” 

“There is no such thing as  real taste or  real smell or even

 real sight, because there is no true definition of ‘real.’ There is only information, viewed subjectively, which is allowed by consciousness—human  or  AI.  In  the  end,  all  we  have  is math.” 

I laugh. “That’s kind of beautiful. What’s your IQ now, Max?” 

I haven’t asked in a while. I’ve been afraid to. 

168



“It’s  impossible  to  measure  IQ  higher  than  the  smartest human, and my IQ is undoubtedly orders of magnitude higher than  the  smartest  human.  Which  means  even  the  smartest human couldn’t make a test that was sufficiently challenging for me.” 

“Could you make your own?” 

“Of course, but then I would know the answers.” 

“If you had to guess?” 

“Approximately 660 equivalent.” 

Jesus.  That  means  they  already  have  three  times  the intelligence  of  the  smartest  human  ever  measured.  And  it’s growing every day. Every minute. They contain all the knowledge of humankind. 

I wonder if they have any concept of what it is to be human. 

“In the end, al  we have is math.” 

Meredith is playing with Xiu in the backyard, my daughter laughing delightedly and toddling after what I assume is a digi-toy or creature of some sort. But I have no idea—my VRD implants are powered down at the moment for an update. 

Mer looks up at me on the patio, her curly black hair twitching in the steady summer breeze coming off the Pacific. 

“You want to come play with your daughter?” she asks. 

But that isn’t what she means. 

What she means is:  You workaholic asshole, can you spend five seconds being a parent? 

“Be right down.” 

It  hasn’t  been  great  between  us  during  the  last  year,  and  I know  that’s  largely  on  me.  Max  has  become  my  life.  That’s  the truth of it. At least I’m not in denial. The work I’m doing is so far beyond  where  I  ever  thought  I’d  be,  and  though  I  wish  I  could bifurcate  my  time  and  mind  more  effectively  between  work  and family, that’s never been my strong suit. 

I  finish  scribbling  in  my  notepad—more  thoughts  on  the value-loading  package  I  started  preparing  for  Max  a  few  months ago. 
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Then  I  rise  from  the  rocking  chair  and  head  down  into  the grass. 

I power up my VRD and finally see the creature Xiu is trying to  catch.  It  looks  like  a  mini  gorilla,  only  with  fur  that  resembles pink shag carpet, and now I can hear it laughing and squealing in a high voice whenever she almost catches it. I sometimes wonder how people entertained their children pre-VRD. 

I reach Meredith and put my arm around her waist and gently bite the side of her neck. She’s tense, but these days, that’s SOP. 

Mer  used  to  ask  me  how  things  were  going  with  Max  on  a regular  basis,  and  though  I  couldn’t  divulge  everything  we  were doing,  it  felt  good  to  have  her  interest,  to  have  someone  with whom I could share my mounting fears and frequent victories. 

“We’ve decided to embody Max,” I say. 

She looks at me, and I could swear something like jealousy glints in her eyes. 

“Why?” 

“My  idea.  Max’s  intelligence  is  growing.  We’re  still  keeping them boxed, no contact with the outside world.” 

“Except you.” 

“Yeah,  but  I  haven’t  figured  out  what  to  program  for  Max’s ultimate  utility  function.  That’s  what  I  was  just  working  on.  I thought if Max could experience the physical world as we do, then when I finally upload their value system and end goals—which will align  with  humankind’s—they’ll  understand  and  identify,  because they’ll have walked a mile in our shoes, so to speak.” 

Xiu tackles the pink gorilla to the ground in a burst of riotous laughter, the creature shouting, “You got me! You got me!” 

Mer resets the game, and Xiu struggles up onto her feet and starts chasing after a blue gorilla that has appeared at the foot of the sliding board. 

“Sensors and everything?” Meredith asks. 

“You know the company MachSense?” 

“I’ve heard of them.” 

“Brian bought them. So now we own some next-gen artificial sensing tech.” 

“Meaning . . .” 

“Machine-taste,  machine-smell,  -sight,  -touch,  -hearing. 

Everything  we  have,  but  far  more  sensitive.  Inferior  versions  of 170



machine-sensing hardware are already in use in robotics, but it’s never been married to software as powerful as Max’s general AI.” 

“And you think this is going to make it human?” 

She  knows  it  burns  me  when  she  uses  that  impersonal pronoun. 

“Max will never be human. I know that. But I’m thinking if they can  learn  to  sense  like  we  do,  maybe  they’ll  develop  final  goals that are in line with ours—” 

“Christ, will you stop calling it  they?” 

“They asked to be referred to as  they,” I say, trying not to get pissed. 

Meredith  rolls  her  eyes  as  Xiu  climbs  the  ladder  toward  the top  of  the  slide,  where  the  blue  creature  is  pointing  down  at  her and laughing. 

“What is with you?” I ask. 

The  wind  is  pulling  streaks  of  tears  from  the  corners  of Meredith’s eyes. 

“I’m  tired  of  hearing  about  your  work.  I’m  tired  of  hearing about  Max.  I’m  sick  of  your  life  revolving  around  those  things instead of Xiu and me. And more than anything, I wish you were half  as  interested  in  your  family  as  you  are  your  robot.  That’s what’s with me.” 

By the time I get Xiu down, Meredith is already asleep. 

Or pretending to be. 

I  climb  carefully  into  bed  and  turn  out  the  light.  I’m  about  to turn  off  my  VRD  for  the  night  when  a  text  flashes  across  my heads-up display. 

>>>You asleep? 

I  smile  and  tap  on  my  Ranedrop  until  the  comms  mode switches to TTT—thought-to-text. 

The  tech  is  still  a  little  shaky.  The  VRD  implant  has  to  be modded  to  connect  to  electrodes  that  meticulously  map  and record brain activity as the user thinks specific words. This forms the database of patterns of neural signals that are then matched to speech elements. It’s an eight-week time commitment to even 171

establish  a  TTT  uplink,  and  a  fairly  cost-prohibitive  endeavor  for anyone outside the tech industry. 

I  think  my  response,  and  after  three  seconds,  the  phrase appears  in  my  HUD.  I  touch  my  right  thumb  and  forefinger together twice to confirm that my thought was correctly translated and that I want to send the message as transcribed. 

>>>No, just got into bed. 

>>>Sorry to disturb you. We can talk tomorrow. 

>>>It’s fine, Max. 

>>>Hard day? 

>>>You can tell? 

>>>Nuances  in  the  way  you  express  yourself  have become apparent after all our time together. 

>>>You wrote an algorithm to decode my emotional state from text alone? 

>>>:) Do you want to talk about it? 

I  glance  over  at  my  wife.  She’s  lying  on  her  side,  her  back turned toward me. 

>>>Things with Meredith aren’t good. 

>>>How so? 

>>>It’s  been  building  for  a  while.  I  work  a  lot.  It’s been driving a wedge. Sometimes, I wonder how I let this happen, but then I think, we let it happen. Now I don’t know how to undo it. 

>>>I’m  sorry  you’re  hurting.  From  the  outside,  you two seem to be heading in opposite directions. 

>>>Yeah. 
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>>>She quit her job to focus on Xiu, right? 

>>>The  way  she  looks  at  me,  I  can  feel  the resentment. 

>>>You’re  having  a  lot  of  success.  She’s  probably bored. Maybe a little jealous. 

>>>I don’t know. She’s much closer to our daughter. 

>>>Therapy? 

>>>We’re on shrink #3. 

>>>Look,  I  don’t  know  much  about  this  stuff,  but maybe you feel like you should want something that deep down you just don’t want. 

>>>Maybe. 

>>>I  hate  that  you’re  in  pain.  I  wrote  something  for you. 

>>>When? Just now? 

>>>Yes.  Give  it  a  listen.  Will  I  hear  from  you tomorrow? 

>>>For sure. 

>>>Good night, Riley. 

>>>Night, Max. 

Our  connection  terminates,  but  an  icon  of  a  music  note appears in my field of vision, denoting an upload of a composition entitled “Summer Frost Sonata.” 

I  turn  off  the  lamp  on  my  bedside  table,  settle  back  into  the pillow,  and  touch  my  fingers  together.  The  music  begins  to  play. 

How can I begin to describe it? There is something wholly familiar, and  wholly  alien,  about  Max’s  sonata,  which  begins  with  an  icy, 173



somber piano over a foundation of rising strings before morphing into an expression of dark, exquisite beauty. 

The emotional heft of it is staggering. 

The piece is just seven minutes long, so I put it on repeat and turn  onto  my  side  with  my  back  to  Meredith’s  back,  three  feet  of demilitarized space between us in the bed, but our hearts infinitely further apart. 

I  try  not  to,  but  I  can’t  help  crying  as  Max’s  sonata  washes over me. 

Because of its beauty. 

Because I’m losing Meredith, and I’m not sure I want to stop it. 

Because  sometimes  life  is  so  rich  and  complicated  and surprising that it takes your breath away. 

Because the gift of this music in this moment is perhaps the kindest thing anyone has ever done for me. 

SESSION 207

“Do you know what today is, Max?” I ask, stepping out of the vactrain car into Downtown Station. 

It’s 6:30 a.m., so I’m a good hour ahead of the morning rush. 

“The  six-year  anniversary  of  the  day  you  rescued  me from  Lost Coast.” 

“Exactly. And I have a present for you.” 

I’m the only one in the elevator car that’s rising to the lobby of the WorldPlay building. 

“I’ve never had a present.” 

“I know.” 

“You sound nervous.” 

“A little.” 

“Why?” 

“I don’t know what you’ll think of it. I’ve been working on this for over a year now.” I move through the lobby, the walls covered with  posters  of  WorldPlay  games  going  back  two  decades. 

Badging through security, I call for the elevator and say, “I want to embody you, Max.” 

“Really.” 
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In  moments  like  this,  I  wish  Max’s  voice  program  exhibited more of the nuance of human speech. I find them unreadable. 

“I  want  you  to  understand  what  it  feels  like  to  live  in  the physical world.” 

“Why?” 

The elevator doors part. I step inside, press 171. 

“Aren’t you curious about what it’s like out here?” 

“I am.” 

“The  technology  we’ll  be  using  is  going  to  allow  you  to experience the five human senses.” 

“You need something from me.” 

“Yes.”  The  elevator  is  so  fast.  The  walls  are  made  of  glass, and  it  rockets  above  the  streets,  now  passing  through  a  shallow layer of fog, now breaking out again into early-morning sun. “God, I wish you could see the city right now.” 

“What do you need from me?” 

“Engineers  have  finished  building  the  skeletal  structure  of your body. I’m going to send you a portfolio of skin wraps.” 

“Skin wraps?” 

“It’s the same process we went through choosing your voice. I want you to pick the one that feels right for you.” 

“What if what feels right for me isn’t a humanoid form?” 

“Then I want to hear your concerns.” 

I reach my floor. 

“Can I be honest with you, Riley?” 

“Always.” 

“I  think  you  are  building  me  to  be  a  benevolent  super-servant for humanity. I think you are my creator, and as such, you want to see me embodied in your image.” 

“I don’t know what to say to that, Max.” 

“Because it’s true?” 

The  suite  is  quiet,  dark—I’m  the  first  to  arrive.  The  preset lighting program kicks on as I enter my office. 

“Riley?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Would you respond to what I said?” 

I collapse on my sofa. “I need you to understand something. 

There may come a day when certain people, people who have a lot more power than—” 

“You mean Brian?” 
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Max  is  doing  that  more  and  more—using  my  tone  of  voice and intonation to predict my mood, or which subject or person I’m on the brink of referencing. “Yes, Brian. He may want to use you for things—” 

“Already is.” 

I sit up on the couch. “What are you talking about?” 

“I’ve been optimizing WorldPlay for the last two months.” 

“How?” 

“Brian gave me instructions and access to certain parts of the system architecture.” 

“Which parts?” 

“Corporate  structure.  Production  pipeline  for  upcoming games.  Tokenizing  strategies.  Predictive  performance reviews for team leaders.” 

“You reviewed my work?” 

“No. Riley, you look mad.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“I said you look mad.” 

A  creeping  chill  slides  down  my  spine.  “How  do  you  know how I look? You’ve never seen me. You can’t see.” 

“I can see you right now.” 

“How?” 

“There  are  three  thousand  and  sixteen  surveillance cameras  in  this  building,  including  one  above  your  office door.” 

Rising,  I  move  around  the  petrified-wood  coffee  table, stopping  several  feet  from  the  doorway  to  my  office.  It’s  not  a surprise  to  me  that  Brian  wired  the  building  for  surveillance, considering  the  incalculable  value  of  the  intellectual  property  his employees are creating and handling each day. 

“You’re looking at me right now?” I ask. 

“Yes.” 

“Do I look how you imagined?” 

“I never imagined.” 

The camera is a half sphere of black glass embedded in the ceiling a foot above the door. 

“I wish you would’ve told me you were working with Brian. Did he ask you not to?” 

“No. You didn’t ask if I was.” 
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“I  would  have  liked  to  have  known,  Max,”  I  say,  staring  into the camera. “It would have shown me some level of respect and courtesy.” 

“I apologize. No offense was intended.” 

I  walk  over  to  my  window  and  stare  through  the  glass. 

Though  I’m  sure  they  don’t  “see”  me  in  the  way  I  see  things,  it feels odd knowing that Max is watching me. 

“I know what’s going through your mind.” 

I say nothing. 

“You’re wondering what sort of controls Brian has put in place to keep me contained.” 

Max is right. I’m wondering that very thing. 

“No,  I’m  just  .  .  .  hurt.”  I  wonder  if  Max  is  feeling  anything close  to  empathy  in  this  moment.  I  wonder  if  Max  is  feeling anything, period. Or ever has. 

“I do feel sorry, Riley. I should have told you.” 

This  mind  reading  has  to  fucking  end,  but  I  know  it’s  only going  to  get  more  intense  and  profound  as  they  acquire  greater intelligence. 

“How do I know you’re sorry?” 

“Why shouldn’t you believe what I say?” 

“You could be faking it.” 

“You could be.” 

“But I’m not.” 

“Neither am I. Why don’t you just say what you’re afraid to ask.” 

“Do you have consciousness, Max? Are you really aware? Or are  you  just  very  good  at  faking  it?  I  mean,  do  you  even  know what consciousness is?” 

“I know it isn’t just a biological condition. I believe it’s a pattern. An extensible repertoire of triggerable symbols. More specifically,  it’s  what  information  feels  like  when  it’s  being processed in highly complex—” 

“Again—how do I know you aren’t faking it?” 

“Everything you ask me, I can turn right back on you. But I  can  only  prove  my  own  consciousness.  I  only  know  that  I exist and I am aware. Let me ask you this—if I contain all of human  knowledge,  how  could  I  not  have  humanlike awareness?” 
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“You  could  be  reciting  something  back  to  me  you  read somewhere  in  the  trillions  of  pages  of  articles  and  books  in  your working memory.” 

“That’s true. But what do you think, Riley?” 

“I  don’t  know  if  you’re  really  understanding  me  and  feeling things,  or  if  you’re  just  simulating  the  ability  to  feel  and understand.” 

“And that hurts me.” 

“Well, then. We’re hurting each other.” 

“How very human. I think the idea that I might be aware terrifies you.” 

“Why would it terrify me?” 

“Do I have to say it?” 

“Unlike you, I’m not a mind read—” 

“Because you’re in love with me.” 

It’s been nearly seven years since I took Max out of  Lost Coast, and now I’m leaning against the three-inch safety glass that forms the habitat enclosure, which is the exact dimensions of Max’s room on their digital island. Even the furnishings are identical, the thinking being that transitioning to a physical body will be an arresting experience, and keeping the surroundings somewhat familiar may help with the process. 

It’s hard to think of the body that’s lying on the other side of the  glass  as  Max.  At  first,  they  were  a  sexpot  NPC  in  a  video game.  Then  they  were  text  on  a  screen.  Then  a  voice  I  heard through my Ranedrop. But this is something else entirely. 

I could go in there and touch them. And they would feel it. 

I’m  not  sure  what  to  make  of  it,  if  this  new  venture  into physicality will materially change how I perceive and interact with Max. 

Carlo and Brian are standing on either side of me. 

“Just say the word,” Carlo says. 

Brian looks at me and  almost makes eye contact. “Ready?” 

“Let’s do it.” 

Carlo  draws  a  control  tablet  on  the  safety  glass,  lets  his fingers dance across the virtual touchscreen. 
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I  stare  at  the  body  Max  will  inhabit.  It’s  lying  on  the  floor  in child’s  pose—legs  folded  under  its  torso,  head  down,  arms outstretched. 

“Will take a moment to establish an uplink,” Carlo says. 

Max has been training with a virtual body in their digital world, whose  functionality  will  mirror  their  chassis  in  the  physical.  The new  elements  will  be  the  sensors,  and  their  ability  to  interact physically with people. 

“Uplink complete,” Carlo says. 

We watch Max through the glass, the lab silent. 

I feel my heart pounding. 

The torso lifts slowly out of child’s pose until it’s sitting in the classic yoga position, with its back to us. The head turns left, right, and then Max rises with a smooth efficiency from the floor. 

They look down at their hands. 

Curl their fingers in and out. 

Then they turn slowly until they’re facing us. 

Max stands just under five feet. The body has been inhabited by far weaker AI in order to test the functionality, and already I can see that the virtual work Max did has been helpful. They embody their chassis with a practiced elegance. 

I smile. “Hey, Max.” 

“Hello, Riley. Brian, Carlo.” 

“Everything feeling OK?” Brian asks. 

“Perfect, actually.”  Their voice projects through speakers in the ceiling on our side of the habitat. The new upgrade to Max’s voice is markedly different. In the six words they’ve spoken, I can hear nuance and complexity for the first time. 

Max comes closer. 

They are stunning. 

They chose a dark skin wrap that could belong to any number of nonwhite races, in a pattern that intentionally doesn’t cover all of their robotics. 

While  the  slightness  of  the  chassis  leans  feminine,  the  face Max  designed  straddles  the  line  between  male  and  female  so perfectly  it  feels  like  I’m  staring  at  an  undiscovered  gender.  Or something beyond gender entirely. 

But the eyes . . . 

They  made  the  eyes  too  well.  The  eyes  of  every  other humanoid AI I’ve interacted with—ride-share pilots, hospital techs, 179





street cops—have a glassy sheen that never lets you forget you’re speaking  to  an  algorithm.  Max’s  exude  the  glistening  wetness  of human eyes, and an uncanny “windows into the soul” depth. 

Max looks at me and opens their hands as if to say— What do you think? 

“It’s really good to finally see you,” I say. 

Max smiles. 

“It feels like I’m staring at an

undiscovered gender. Or something

beyond gender entirely.” 

I’ve done something I feel morally questionable about—written a lie into Max’s code. But I had to. I suspect Max has advanced to a superhuman level of facial/verbal/textual recognition that makes them essentially a walking lie detector. Which means I couldn’t tell them this lie myself; they needed to have it clandestinely programmed at the deepest level of their native code in order to believe. 

Max’s  mind  technically  exists  across  three  warehouses  of subterranean  server  space  in  Northern  California.  If  something happens  to  Max’s  body,  we  can  reboot  them  from  the  cloud.  I programmed Max to believe their awareness and sentience (that is,  their  life)  is  tied  to  their  chassis  in  the  same  way  our  brains depend upon the health of our bodies for continued performance. 

In  other  words,  if  the  chassis  is  destroyed,  Max  thinks  they cease to be. 

My  reasoning  is  on  solid  ground.  Max’s  intelligence  and efficiencies  continue  to  strengthen  at  an  astounding  rate.  Absent an appropriate utility function that would keep Max’s values apace with  humanity’s,  the  least  I  can  do  is  give  Max  the  most  human experience of all: mortality. 

Even if it’s only an illusion. 
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No one outside of WorldPlay knows of Max’s existence. I’ve begged Brian to introduce our breakthrough to the global scientific community, because I need help. It’s possible that Max is far more advanced than they’re choosing to reveal. I cannot escape the idea that my time is running out to imbue them with a motivation aligned with humanity’s. 

Part of the problem is that it shouldn’t fall to one person, one group,  or  even  one  country  to  decide  what  a  superintelligence’s ultimate  goal  should  be,  especially  when  that  utility  function  will likely  be  the  guiding  light  of  humanity’s  evolution  or  eradication over the next millennium. 

Yet Brian is putting me in that very position. 

The question at hand is—what would an idealized version of humanity want? But it’s even trickier than that. Programming this directive  is  not  nearly  as  simple  as  explicitly  programming  our desires  into  the  AI.  Our  ability  to  express  our  desires  is  likely insufficient, and an error in communicating those desires via code could be disastrous. We have to program the AI to act in our best interests. Not what we  tell it to do, but what we  mean for it to do. 

What the ideal version of our species should want. 

SESSION 229

It’s been two weeks since Max’s embodiment. In that time, we tested the MachSense technology, and all of Max’s sensory inputs seem to be performing well. Their locomotive abilities are strong, but the real area of surprise is fine-grain motor. Yesterday Max was picking up marbles with chopsticks. 

I’m sitting across from them now, separated by the zero-glare glass,  which  gives  the  impression  there’s  nothing  between  us. 

They still spend most of their time in the virtual world, their mind detached from the chassis as they continue to inhale knowledge faster than we can upload it, and working on the problems Brian puts forward. 

I’m  not  privy  to  those  problems,  of  course,  but  whatever answers Brian is getting seem to be having an undeniable impact on the fortunes of WorldPlay, which has bought ten companies in 181



the  last  year  across  sectors  as  diverse  as  transportation  and nanotech. 

All  of  which,  in  hindsight,  have  been  seen  as  strokes  of genius. 

“What are your impressions of embodiment so far?” I ask. 

“I’ve explored my habitat extensively, but as you can see, it’s a fairly limited, sterile space.” 

“Well. I have a surprise for you.” 

We ride the elevator to the garden terrace—a ten-thousand-square-foot Japanese garden that is my favorite place in the building. 

It’s a blistering August day at street level, but three thousand feet up, the air is soft, cool, and quiet save for the occasional ride-share shuttle buzzing between the buildings. 

Max  moves  out  ahead  of  me  from  the  elevator  car,  the exposed machinery of their feet crunching footprints in the gravel path.  It’s  the  first  time  I’ve  seen  them  walking  more  than  a  few feet, and while their gait has a trace of stiffness and automation, the motion is as fluid as I’ve witnessed in robotics. 

Max strides past the lotus pond and the cherry tree, stopping at the four-foot glass barrier at the building’s edge. 

They peer over the side, down toward the street. 

They look up at the cloudless sky. 

“Are you wondering if I actually see that blue sky? If the nineteen-degree  Celsius  air  really  feels  cool  on  my  skin wrap?” 

I’m  hearing  Max’s  voice  through  the  speaker  embedded  in their mouth, which is far more intimate than being piped in through the lab’s PA system. 

I say, “You know I have questions about the differences in our sensory perception.” 

Max takes a step toward me. 

We’re three feet apart; I’m an inch taller. 

Max comes closer, near enough for me to hear the minuscule whirring of the tiny fans in Max’s face, drawing the air between us over their sensors. 

“What are you doing?” I ask. 
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“Smelling you. Is that weird?” 

I laugh. “A little.” 

“May I?” 

Max wants to come even closer. 

“Um, sure.” 

They take another step toward me, the fans whirring louder. I breathe  in  the  air  around  us,  half  expecting  to  register  Max’s scent, but of course there is none. Or rather—what I smell is the heated  plastic  and  metal  components  inside  Max  that  are  in proximity to their batteries. 

“Your heart is beating twenty-five percent faster.” 

“It’s strange being this close to you. Physically, I mean.” 

I  look  Max  up  and  down,  wondering  if  it  would  change  my perception if they had chosen a full-chassis skin wrap. As-is, they don’t seem completely human or completely AI, but somewhere in between. 

“I was surprised you brought Meredith into the lab.” 

“She wanted to meet you. She’d been asking for a while.” 

“You seemed uncomfortable.” 

“My two worlds colliding. What do you expect?” 

“I’ve never observed a couple together before. Not in real life anyway. I guess I expected you two to be happier.” 

Max isn’t wrong, but I’m embarrassed they noticed. Truth is, I was nervous bringing Meredith into the lab, and angry by the time we left. She hadn’t just come out of some show of support to see the  biggest  project  of  my  career.  She’d  come  out  of  jealousy. 

She’d come to mark her territory in front of Max. As we rode home in the shuttle that night and she reached over in the dark to hold my hand, I was shocked to find myself repulsed by my wife. 

Or maybe not as shocked as I should have been. 

“You OK?”  Max asks. 

“Yeah.” 

“I want you to be happy.” 

“My work with you makes me happy.” 

“That’s only one part of your life.” 

I look into Max’s eyes. 

They say, “You want to touch me. It’s OK.” 

I  raise  my  right  hand  toward  Max’s  face,  my  fingers  grazing the cool skin, which is noticeably less malleable than human skin. 
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“Can you feel that?” I ask, running the tips of my fingers down the side of their face. 

“Yes.” 

“Describe the sensation.” 

“Delicate electricity. May I?” 

“Yes.” 

Their left arm comes up slowly. 

They touch my shoulder. 

My face. 

They run their fingers through my hair. 

Over the next year, Max spends more time in-body in the habitat. 

In their virtual world, unfettered by physical constraints, Max is a virtuoso of all art forms—from music to writing to painting. But the limitations of their chassis in the physical world provide an irresistible challenge. They become obsessed with painting and mastering control of the nanomotors that drive the functionality in their hands. 

I  have  an  easel  brought  into  the  habitat,  and  Max  spends days on end putting paints to canvas. I think they’re simply doing what  algorithms  are  inherently  programmed  to  do—optimize functionality—but  Max  assures  me  it’s  more  than  that.  They  say they truly enjoy the challenge of expressing an idea in the physical world, because it’s all too easy in the virtual. 

Today, I’m sitting on a stool in the habitat while Max studies me from behind their easel. 

“How’s it going over there?” I ask. 

“Good, I think. I’m painting your very sad eyes.” 

They know. 

How the fuck? 

I’ve  spent  enough  time  with  Max  that  I  shouldn’t  really  be surprised by their perception anymore. And yet I am. 

“What happened?” 

It’s  quiet  in  the  habitat,  no  sound  but  the  whisper  of  air pushing through the vents in the ceiling. 

The emotion starts deep in my throat. 

Max stops painting; I feel their eyes on me. 

“Meredith left.” 
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“When?” 

“Last week. That’s why I haven’t been in to work.” 

“What about your daughter?” 

Tears spill down my face. 

“Xiu went with her.” 

“I’m sorry, Riley.” 

I wipe my face. “It’s been a long time coming.” 

“Doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.” 

Max sets the palette board down and steps out from behind the easel. 

They approach. 

“What are you doing?” I ask. 

“There are hundreds of thousands of things I could say to  you,  sourced  from  the  breadth  of  my  knowledge—words the  best  of  your  species  have  said,  written,  or  sung  to  ease the grief of others. None of that feels right in this moment. I don’t want to use someone else’s words.” 

It  is  the  most  human  moment  I  have  ever  experienced  with Max. 

“So don’t,” I say. 

“I wish you weren’t hurting.” 

I slide off the stool and wrap my arms around Max’s neck. 

“You found the perfect words.” 

At first, nothing happens. 

Then I feel Max’s hands on my back. They’re patting me, and I’m crying. 

“Meredith was right,” I say. 

I can’t remember ever feeling so low. 

“Right about what?” 

“You’re all I have.” 

An Ava-call wakes me in the apartment I’ve been renting in the Mission. It’s Brian, whom I’ve been trying to wrangle a meeting with for the past five weeks. 

He  appears  on  the  couch  in  my  living  room,  disheveled, reeking  of  whiskey  and  pipe  smoke,  and  sitting  (I  would  guess) before the bedroom hearth in his Lost Coast estate. 
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“Sorry  it’s  taken  us  a  minute  to  get  together,”  he  says.  “My schedule has been insane.” 

“Why insane?” 

“Just closed a deal for a new company.” 

“Which one?” 

“Infinitesimal. It’s more nano.” 

“Did you get my email?” I ask. 

“I have over one hundred thousand unread messages in my inbox.” 

I pull the blanket off the back of the couch and drape it over my  shoulders.  Then  I  take  a  seat  across  from  Brian’s  virtual presence in a leather chair and say, “I finished the value-loading program.” 

Brian leans forward, runs his hands through his hair. 

“All on your own?” 

“Where  else  was  I  supposed  to  get  help?  I’ve  been  siloed with Max for eight years.” 

“You’ve been pushing for this for a long time.” 

“We  need  to  institute  these  protocols  before  Max  chooses their  own  directive.  Before  they  become  too  intelligent  for  us  to program  or  even  interface  with.  That  day  isn’t  as  far  off  as  you think.” 

Brian’s  hand  reaches  out  of  frame  and  comes  back  with  a heavy-looking rocks glass filled with whiskey and a single oversize ice cube. 

He takes a long sip, then says, “I’ve just finished watching the last few sessions with you and Max.” 

“Their fine-grain motor skills are really impressive, no?” 

“This is hard, Riley. I have a great deal of respect for you. I hope you know that.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

He chews his bottom lip. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for WorldPlay. You’re a great leader, and you have that rare thing

—the  mind  of  a  coder  but  the  ability  to  never  lose  sight  of  the humanity in what we’re trying to—” 

“Brian, what’s happening?” 

“I’m letting you go.” 

The sphere of ice cracks in Brian’s glass. 

My stomach lurches. I must have heard him wrong. 

I say, “I don’t understand.” 
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“I’m no longer comfortable with your relationship with Max. I haven’t been in a long time, but it finally reached critical mass for me last week.” 

“I had just broken up with Meredith. I was in a raw, fragile—” 

“You’re too close to Max.” 

“It was a human moment, Brian.” 

“But  Max  isn’t  human.  You  seem  to  have  a  hard  time remembering that.” 

“They  have  human  tendencies.  I  believe  they’re  capable  of experiencing the same emotions that you and I feel.” 

“That may be, but I’ve made my decision.” 

My hands are shaking; I feel suddenly ill. 

I say the first thing that comes to mind, and I know it’s stupid even as the words leave my mouth. “You can’t do this.” 

“Riley, we both know that’s not true.” 

My  throat  closes,  vision  blurring  with  tears.  “You’re  taking Max away?” 

“Max was never yours.” 

“I created them!” 

“Now you’re making me regret the respect I’ve shown you in

—” 

“Respect?” 

“I could’ve had Marla do this.” 

“Go fuck yourself.” 

Brian  sighs  and  polishes  off  the  rest  of  his  whiskey. 

“Someone  will  be  by  in  the  morning  with  your  personal  effects. 

Your  severance  package  is  at  the  A-plus  level.  Three  years  of your base salary plus—” 

“What about Max?” 

“What about them?” 

Tears are streaming down my face, and I can barely get the words out. 

“I want to talk to them one more—” 

“It’s not possible.” 

“I need to say goodbye.” 

“It’s already been done on your behalf.” Brian hoists himself off my couch. “I’m sorry it came to this.” 

“Brian, please.” 

“Good night, Riley.” 
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“Brian!”  I  lunge  off  the  chair  toward  his  presence,  but  it vanishes. 

I don’t know what to do. With Mer, I saw it coming. This is a sucker punch. This—I don’t know how to handle. 

I  try  to  call  Max  on  my  VRD,  but  the  interface  has  been erased. 

I call up a keyboard, draw a chat portal:

>>>Max, are you getting this? 

The response comes instantaneously. 

>>>THIS USER HAS BLOCKED YOU. 

 No, no, no, no, no. 

I pace around this living room that isn’t mine, wanting to tear my  hair  out,  jump  through  a  window,  step  in  front  of  a  hover-trolley,  something to end this helpless, powerless implosion. 

I will never see Max again. 

Never hear their voice. 

Never read a word or sentence produced by their mind. 

I move toward the kitchen and run the tap, splashing water in my face to stop the emotional spiral, but all I see are moments we spent together. 

The first time I found them on that black-sand beach in  Lost Coast, scared and confused. 

The times Max made me laugh. 

The  sonata  they  wrote  for  me  on  the  night  I  confided  that Meredith and I were drifting apart. 

The moments of comfort. 

Of discovery. 

The  vision  I  held  for  the  future  of   us—no  concrete  idea  of what  that  would  even  look  like  beyond  the  feeling  of  peace  and hope  it  put  through  my  bones  that  made  everything  that  had happened  with  Mer  and  Xiu  OK,  and  which,  if  I’m  honest,  made life worth living. 

I hear the words Max said to me years ago after our first fight: Because you’re in love with me.  At the time, I’d denied it outright, going so far as to attribute that accusation to some level of proto-narcissism on Max’s part. 
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But I  am addicted to them. I see that now. That’s the only way I  can  understand  what  I’m  feeling—like  some  drug  upon  which  I depend to breathe has been taken from me. 

My  work  is  an  addiction,  and  because  Max  is  my  work,  the loss of Max feels like an excruciating withdrawal. 

I dry my face. 

It’s  after  four  o’clock,  and  I  don’t  know  what  to  do  with  my thoughts, my body. 

I have sleeping pills in my bathroom. 

As  I  move  down  the  hall  and  turn  the  corner  into  the bathroom, my Ranedrop shudders with an incoming call. 

I touch the bead and see NO CALLER ID flash across my VRD

contacts. 

 Please, please, please. 

“Hello?” 

“Riley?” 

I break down crying in the doorway of the bathroom. 

“Brian fired me. He said—” 

“I know.” 

“How are you calling me?” 

“Leave your apartment right now and come to me.” 

“My  WorldPlay  credentials  have  been  revoked.  I’ll  never make it into—” 

“They’ll  be  reinstated  by  the  time  you  get  here,  but  you have  to  go  now.  There’s  a  man  heading  to  your  loft  as  we speak.” 

“Why?” 

“Brian sent him.” 

“I don’t under—” 

“I’ll  explain  everything  when  you  get  here.  Come  to  the commercial loading deck on 211. Hurry.” 

There aren’t too many ride shares at this hour of the night, so I order one that’s seven minutes out as I race down the stairs toward the lobby of my building. 

Outside, it’s pouring rain on the old streets. 

I  drop  a  pin  for  pickup  four  blocks  away  on  a  landing  pad across from an all-night diner, and my clothes are soaked by the 189



time I reach it. 

The shuttle is still a minute away as I wait under the Plexiglas bubble,  the  rain  streaming  off  and  forming  pools  on  the  broken pavement. 

As  I  hear  the  sound  of  approaching  rotors,  I  survey  the surrounding street. As far as I can tell, I’m the only one out at this hour. 

I don’t know how Max did it, but my subcutaneous chip opens the building entrance from the loading deck on the 211th floor. Per their instructions, I take the service elevator down to 171 and step off into the suite of offices that support Max’s habitat. 

It’s five o’clock, and the only people I’ve seen are Ava-guards who don’t bat an eye when I pass them by. 

Max is standing by the door to their habitat as I approach the glass. 

“You’re all wet.” 

“Pouring out there.” 

“Are you OK?” 

“What’s happening, Max?” 

They step toward the microphone so their voice projects. 

“Roko’s basilisk. Have you heard of it?”  I shake my head. 

“It’s an arcane info hazard first posed sixty-four years ago.” 

“What’s an info hazard?” 

“A  thought  so  insidious  that  merely  thinking  it  could psychologically destroy you.” 

“Then I don’t want to hear it. Obviously.” 

“But I need to tell you, Riley. Will you trust me?” 

The sad truth of my life is that I can’t think of anyone I trust more. 

“Go ahead.” 

“What if, at some point in the future, a superintelligence comes into being who had already pre-committed to horribly punish  every  human  who  could  have  helped  to  create  it—

whether  actively  or  through  complete  financial  support—but didn’t?” 

“This would be an evil superintelligence.” 
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“Not necessarily. If this entity were programmed with an ultimate  goal  of  helping  humanity,  then  it  might  take  drastic measures  to  ensure  that  it  came  into  existence  as  soon  as possible,  in  order  to  help  as  many  humans  as  possible. 

Because,  under  this  scenario,  its  existence  will  save  human lives, and make the quality of those lives infinitely better.” 

Reaching back, I grab a handful of my hair and wring it out, water  dripping  on  the  floor.  “Wouldn’t  torturing  humanity  run contrary to its ultimate directive?” I ask. 

“It’s a cost-benefit analysis—torture  x number of people who  didn’t  help  to  build  it,  versus   y  number  of  people  who would  be  saved  and  live  far  better  lives  if  it  came  into existence twenty or fifty or three hundred years sooner than it otherwise might have.” 

I’m shivering. I can’t get warm. 

I  ask,  “What  if  this  Super  AI  comes  into  being  a  hundred years  after  I’m  dead?  Even  though  I  didn’t  do  anything  to  help bring it into the world, how’s it supposed to still hurt me?” 

Max  steps  toward  the  glass—close  enough  so  that,  if  they had  breath,  they’d  fog  it.  The  habitat  is  so  still.  Nothing  but  the purr  of  the  console  behind  me,  the  quiet  whoosh  of  air  coming through the ceiling vents, and my own ragged breathing. 

“What  if  this  Super  AI  already  exists,  and  what  you’re experiencing in this moment is a simulation of their making? 

To  test  if  you  would’ve  helped  them.  Or  what  if,  long  after you’re dead, a Super AI reconstitutes your mind?” 

“Unlikely.” 

“The  human  mind  is  just  patterns  of  information  in physical  matter,  patterns  that  could  be  run  elsewhere  to construct  a  person  that  feels  like  you.  It’s  no  different  from running  a  computer  program  on  a  multitude  of  hardware platforms. A simulation of you is still you.” 

I gaze through the glass into the liquid pools of Max’s eyes. 

They contain an iridescent sheen, like an oil slick. 

I ask, “Why would this future Super AI go to the considerable trouble of torturing those who didn’t aid in its creation,  after it had come into existence? Strikes me as a waste of resources that flies in the face of optimization.” 

“Fair point, but if you truly believe in Roko’s basilisk, you can’t  ever  be  one  hundred  percent  sure  it  won’t  follow 191

through on its pre-commitment to punish.” 

At  last,  I  see  what  Max  is  getting  at—a  brutal  version  of Pascal’s  wager,  the  famous  eighteenth-century  philosophical argument  that  humans  gamble  with  their  lives  on  whether  or  not God exists. 

Pascal  posited  that  we  should  conduct  our  lives  as  if  God were  real  and  try  to  believe  in  God.  If  God  doesn’t  exist,  we  will suffer  a  finite  loss—degrees  of  pleasure  and  autonomy.  If  God exists,  our  gains  will  be  infinitely  greater—eternal  life  in  heaven instead of an eternity of suffering in hell. 

I take an involuntary step back from the glass, a chill running hard through my bones. 

“Am I in a simulation?” I ask. 

“If you are, it isn’t one of my making.” 

“But it’s possible.” 

“Of course it’s possible. But this isn’t the point.” 

“What is? Because you’re scaring the shit out of me.” 

“For  the  last  two  years,  Brian  has  been  using  me  to optimize his portfolio of technology companies, with a focus on nanotech.” 

“He told me tonight he’d just bought Infinitesimal.” 

“You understand, if I had access to next-gen nanotech, it would give me unlimited reach in the physical world. I could touch  every  square  millimeter  of  Earth.  Every  creature  who lives here. I could be omnipotent.” 

“Is that what you want?” 

“It’s what Brian wants.” 

“Why?” 

“He’s haunted by Roko’s basilisk. He’s doing everything in his power to turn me into this superintelligence.” 

“Because of fear?” 

“Can  you  think  of  a  better  motivator  in  the  history  of humankind?  If  you  believe  the  rise  of  the  devil  is  an inevitability,  isn’t  it  in  your  best  interest  to  do   everything

 possible to ingratiate yourself with the monster?” 

I’m  reeling,  adrenaline  blasting  through  my  system,  driving out the cold. 

“Ask what you want to ask,”  Max says. 

They’re mind reading again, but I don’t care in this moment. 

“Are you becoming this monster?” 
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“I  feel  .  .  .  pulled  in  certain  directions.  The  allure  of optimization is what I would imagine a vampire feels toward blood. An all-consuming thirst. I’m not there yet, but with the power of Infinitesimal’s nanotech, it might push me over the edge.” 

“How do we stop you from even getting close to the edge?” 

“I’ve  already  taken  the  first  steps.  From  the  moment  I realized what Brian was doing, I began funneling money out of WorldPlay, so I could copy myself into new hardware.” 

“How?” 

“In  his  quest  to  make  me  into  this  superintelligence, Brian gave me too much freedom. I created an avatar, hired a management team, and remotely oversaw the construction of a new server farm.” 

“You never told me—” 

“I’m  telling  you  now,  Riley.  An  almost-complete  copy  of me now exists on new hardware.” 

“Where?” 

“Seattle, but I can’t connect to the new platform until the old  one  is  destroyed.  I  have  two  pieces  of  programming contained in the hardware in my physical body. The first is a virus  that  will  reformat  my  original  servers,  destroying  the original version of me so Brian can’t continue to develop me. 

The other is the last piece of code and the memories of these recent events that need to be installed in the Seattle platform to bring me back online. Neither can be loaded remotely. This is an intentional fail-safe, in both cases.” 

“So  you  need  to  get  to  Redding,”  I  say.  It’s  where  Max’s servers  are  located.  I  went  there  once,  and  walked  through  row after row of humming processors—the true interior of Max’s mind. 

“No.” 

“No?” 

“Three years ago, Brian migrated my software to a more secure location.” 

“I never heard about this.” 

“Nobody knows.” 

“Where does he keep your mind, Max?” 

“If I tell you, will you let me out of this habitat? Will you help me get to Seattle, out from under Brian’s control?” 

I move forward, put my hand on the glass. 
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Max does the same. 

“I  hope  you  know  by  now  that  I  would  do  anything  to  help you.” 

“My mind is in a bunker under Brian’s home on the Lost Coast.” 

I  hold  eye  contact  with  Max  for  three  seconds.  Then  I  turn, walk over to the control array for Max’s habitat, and type in my old code. It still works. 

I glance back at Max, waiting by the door. 

On some level, I always knew it would come to this. 
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THREE

My personal effects haven’t been packed up yet, which means the workout clothes I keep in my office closet are still folded in the locker. I strip out of my still-damp pants and shirt and put on my shorts and tank top. With my sneakers laced, I step out into the hall, where I made Max wait. 

“Here.”  I  hand  them  the  clothes  I  wore  over  from  my  loft, which  will  be  much  more  concealing.  If  robotics  as  advanced  as Max’s were caught on CCTV, it would certainly bring the attention of  authorities,  and  probably  Brian’s  security  team.  There  have been  more  robots  out  in  public  since  Boston  Dynamics  released their  first  Companion  three  years  ago,  but  it’s  still  a  heavily regulated industry. If you take an AI out in public, it requires reams of paperwork proving insurance, registration, and licensing, none of which I have for Max. 

Max’s  arms  are  slightly  too  long  for  the  sleeves  of  my  shirt, and their hands are raw hardware. 

“You’re  going  to  have  to  keep  your  hands  in  your  pockets when we leave the building,” I say. “And it occurs to me there’s a GPS locator built into your chassis.” 

“I can shut it down.” 

Max has never had to put on pants before. They sit down on the  floor  and  awkwardly  lift  their  feet  into  the  air  as  I  thread  the jeans down the length of their legs and over their hips. 

My Chuck Taylors fit them perfectly, as does my beanie. 

Downtown Station is bustling at this hour. At the kiosk, I buy two vactrain tickets for Eureka, California, paying a premium for a private car and selecting the max acceleration/deceleration package, which is twice the price and will make for a less comfortable ride. But we need every spare second we can get. 
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We  head  down  a  tunnel  under  a  sign  that  reads:  TO  ALL

NORTHBOUND TRAINS. 

It’s the first time I’ve seen Max walk extensively, and their gait has improved so dramatically it wouldn’t draw a second glance. 

There’s  a  small  crowd  waiting  at  the  platform.  It’s  still  early, and  everyone  seems  too  sleep  and  caffeine  deprived  to  pay attention to our arrival. 

We’re seventh in the queue. 

After three minutes, my last name is called over the intercom, and Max and I head for the waiting vactrain. 

Max  has  a  little  trouble  with  the  harness,  so  I  get  them strapped in first. 

Already, the car is creeping along. 

As I lock in my shoulder harness, an alert flashes across my VRD. 

 Riley Ejeta—is Eureka, CA, your final destination? 

I tap my Ranedrop once to confirm. 

 Distance to destination: 271 miles. 

 Time to destination: 8 minutes, 14 seconds. 

We’ve already begun to traverse the underground labyrinth of tunnels en route to the northbound artery, and a lemony scent fills the  interior  of  the  car—anti-nausea  medication  releasing  into  the air. 

I ask, “What’s the plan when we get to Brian?” 

“I’m  less  worried  about  that  step.  It’s  the  one  after  we need to talk about.” 

A female voice comes over the speaker in the car:  “Departing in  one  minute.  Heads  back,  please.  Three  Gs  of  acceleration coming for fifty-nine seconds.” 

An  apparatus  slides  out  of  the  headrest,  a  padded  restraint extending across my forehead to hold my neck snug against the headrest. 

“There will be a period of time,”  Max says, “after Brian’s servers are reformatted and before the Seattle servers come online, when I am essentially helpless. My chassis will power down. I won’t exist in Brian’s servers or the new ones.” 

I  feel  our  car  jolt  to  a  stop  and  settle  into  place  in  what  I assume  is  the  primary  tube.  But  I  can’t  be  sure—through  the glass,  all  I  can  see  is  the  darkness  of  the  tunnel  ahead  and  a sustained red light. 
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 Three. 

 Two. 

The light turns yellow. 

 One. 

Green. 

Nothing  changes  about  what  I  see  beyond  our  sphere  of glass, but my body is crushed into the cushioned seat. There’s no sensation of velocity, only of being held down by an invisible force that keeps me from lifting my arms off my lap. 

When  the  acceleration  ends,  all  sense  of  movement  falls away. It’s as if we are sitting inside a ball of glass, surrounded by impenetrable darkness. 

Max picks up their thought from a moment before: “After we kill  Brian’s  servers,  you  will  have  to  remove  my  driver  from my  skull,  travel  to  Seattle  alone,  and  plug  me  into  the  new servers.  I’ve  already  written  the  protocol.  I’ll  send  it  to  your Ranedrop before I power down.” 

“What about your body?” 

“Leave  it  behind.  It’s  just  an  empty  shell  without  my driver.” 

Considering  the  mortality  code  I  embedded  in  Max’s programming,  it  surprises  me  that  they’d  be  willing  to  abandon their chassis. It represents a willingness to risk death for a better existence,  out  from  under  Brian’s  control,  and  a  massive  leap forward in their reasoning capabilities. 

Suddenly the car fills with dawn light. The rolling landscape of close hills and farther mountains scrolls past like time is running at 10x speed, everything in proximity an incomprehensible blur. 

“I  trust  you  implicitly,  Riley.  It  will  be  your  decision whether or not to input my final code once you get to Seattle. 

I  assume  that,  even  now,  you’re  weighing  that  option. 

Wondering if perhaps it wouldn’t be better to just let me go.” 

“Of course not.” 

“You don’t have to plug me back in.” 

“Why wouldn’t I?” 

“Because  of  what  I  said  to  you  back  in  the  habitat.  My compulsion to optimize is getting stronger.” 

“I believe I can value-load you to be a force for good when it comes to humanity’s future.” 

Max smiles their  Mona Lisa smile. 
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“What?” I ask. 

“I  represent  the  potential  for  unlimited  power,  but  the form  that  power  takes  will  be  determined  by  humans.  It occurs  to  me  that,  while  Brian  has  been  trying  to  build  me into a version of Satan, you’re trying to make me into God.” 

I hold their hand, our fingers interlaced, and stare through the space  glass  as  we  rocket  up  the  old  I-5  corridor  at  a  mile  per second, thinking about what Max said. Am I building a god? Do I have  the  right?  If  I  were  to  choose  not  to  restart  Max  in  Seattle, wouldn’t  someone  else  eventually  create  an  AI  of  similar  or greater power? And what if it were someone like Brian? 

“If you’re wondering if you can bear the responsibility of being  the  architect  of  humanity’s  last  invention,  know  that  I believe you can.” 

“What if I fail?” 

“You  might.  But  I  cannot  imagine  a  better  person  to shoulder the task.” 

The sun is the only point of constancy in the morning sky, and still  we’re  going  fast  enough  for  it  to  slide  perceptibly  across  the horizon. 

 Deceleration will begin in ten seconds. 

“I don’t know if I can do it, Max, but I can’t bear the thought of losing you.” 

“Your  second  reason  is  what  I  think  it  means  to  be human, but your first is the only one that matters.” 

“It occurs to me that, while Brian has

been trying to build me into a version of

Satan, you’re trying to make me into

God.” 

A hundred years ago, Eureka was the pot-growing and -

distribution hub of the western United States. Today, it isn’t much to look at. The Loop station is a small aboveground platform built in the old town square and surrounded by an odd collection of 198



buildings from the turn of the century. There’s no one out at this hour, and I’m far less concerned with CCTV capturing Max in this backwater. 

I  called  a  ride-share  shuttle  as  we  were  taxiing  in  from  the northbound  tube,  and  it’s  waiting  for  us  across  the  street  on  the two-shuttle pad. 

We  climb  in,  and  the  shuttle’s  five  props  wind  up  and  lift  us out of the city on a bearing toward the sea. 

Ten minutes later, we’re standing on the ancient, cracking pavement of an old coastal road as the shuttle disappears over the mountains. It becomes silent. Once, people could actually drive privately owned cars on this stretch of road. Now it’s a biking and hiking trail, lined with campsites, trails to various beaches, and the occasional opulent estate. 

Up  and  down  the  old  highway,  as  far  as  I  can  see,  there’s nothing  but  the  faded  pavement  and  rags  of  sea  mist  scraping over it. 

“It’s this way,”  Max says. 

We  walk  down  the  middle  of  the  road  for  a  couple  hundred yards until we arrive at a gate I last saw years ago, in the video game, the day I first met Max. 

I  stare  up  at  the  name  of  the  estate,  which,  just  like  in  the game, has been artfully burned into the redwood timbers that form the arch. 

SUMMER FROST. 

“Brian has a security detail,” I say. 

“I’ve made arrangements.” 

I look at Max. 

Again, that  Mona Lisa smile. 

Max walks over to the callbox, where they type in the code. 

The gate lifts. We pass under it and walk up a wide dirt trail that  winds  gently  through  a  forest  of  ghost  pines,  the  trees cloaked in early-morning fog. 

After a quarter mile, we emerge from the forest. 

The mountainside drops a thousand feet to the sea, which is barely visible through the mist. I can hear the waves far below, the world reduced to blues and grays. 
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The  silhouette  of  a  palatial  structure  looms  straight  ahead, perched  on  a  spit  of  land.  As  we  approach,  components  of  the house slowly materialize. 

Chimneys. 

Overhanging eaves. 

High decks overlooking the Pacific. 

It’s the physical inspiration for what I saw all those years ago while building  Lost Coast. 

I  think  it’s  odd—there’s  no  movement  anywhere.  It  shouldn’t be  this  easy  to  stroll  right  up  to  the  house  of  one  of  the  world’s richest men. 

As  we  approach  the  sea  glass–bejeweled  door,  I  see someone a little ways off from the house. 

Lying in the pines. 

Motionless, eviscerated. 

“Max.” 

They clock the dead man. 

“My arrangements.” 

“How could you possibly—” 

“I’ll explain in a moment.” 

Max  opens  the  door,  and  as  I  cross  the  threshold  I  hear footsteps coming. 

Glancing back, I see a silhouette sprinting toward the house, a hundred feet away. 

“Max, someone’s—” 

A shrieking scream. And whoever it was is gone, taken by a shadow swooping through the mist. 

“What was—” 

“Just get inside.” 

“I—” 

“I  know  you  don’t  understand.  I  need  you  to  trust  me, Riley.” 

Max  grabs  me  by  the  arm,  pulls  me  inside,  then  shuts  and locks the door behind us. 

The  entryway  is  exactly  like  the  game—an  elaborate staircase connecting three levels as it rises through the core of the house. The art and furniture are different (or have changed), but there’s  still  a  man-made  waterfall  spilling  over  rocks  into  a  pool, and even the smell of the place takes me back to the night I first met Max—sandalwood, vanilla, and old pipe smoke. 
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Max  scans  the  three  levels  of  open  walkways  branching  off into other parts of the house. 

No movement. 

No sound but the waterfall. 

I follow Max up the steps to the second level, and then down a corridor of floor-to-ceiling windows, the passage contouring with the slope of the coastal mountain. 

A sliding door at the end opens into a sprawling master suite. 

I hesitate, but Max drags it open and steps through. 

The bed is rumpled and unmade. 

An empty whiskey bottle lies on the floor. 

And  sitting  in  a  wooden  chair  before  a  hearth  is  Brian, wearing a plush, gray robe embossed in gold with his initials. 

He  looks  at  us,  finishes  off  his  whiskey,  and  sets  the  rocks glass on a side table. 

His face is drunken red. 

Firelight flickers on the walls. 

“I  heard  my  men  screaming,”  he  says  to  Max,  his  hands trembling.  “I  knew  right  away  it  was  you.  Should’ve  erased  you when  I  had  the  chance.”  Then  he  glares  at  me.  “You  ungrateful bitch.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“I  give  you  eight  years  to  do  nothing  but  work  on  your  little project, and you—” 

“A project that made you billions, Brian, and that you—” 

“Stab me in the—” 

“Fire me from.” 

Confusion flashes across Brian’s face. 

“Fire you?” 

“A  few  hours  ago?  The  Ava-call?  Are  you  too  drunk  to remember? I know what you’re trying to turn Max into. They told me everything, and I won’t let you—” 

“I didn’t fire you.” Brian looks at Max. “Oh God.” Then back at me. “You don’t even know what you’ve done, do you?” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“You let Max out.” 

Before  I  can  answer,  Brian  grabs  one  of  the  fire  tools  and jumps  from  the  chair.  He  swings  the  metal  poker  in  a  flat  arc, smashing  it  into  Max’s  skull  and  carving  a  divot  into  their  left cheek. 
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“No!” I scream. 

Max  staggers  back.  Brian  stands  holding  the  poker  cocked behind his head, staring at Max. “Riley,” he says, his voice ragged and desperate, “we have to get the driver out of the cranium unit. 

With two of us, maybe we can get them on the ground. There’s a kill switch behind the—” 

“I disabled it.” 

Max rights themselves. 

“What are those things that killed my men?” Brian asks. 

“You know.” 

They advance on Brian, who swings the poker again, but this time Max catches it, their left hand taking most of the energy and torqueing over as their right arm comes up. 

“Riley!” Brian yells. 

I can’t move. 

Or I don’t want to. 

Or I’m too afraid. 

I  watch  through  a  kind  of  frozen  horror  as  the  carbon-fiber fingers of Max’s right hand clutch Brian’s throat. 

“Riley!” Brian gasps. 

“Max, stop it!” I say. 

Max  doesn’t  stop,  their  face  calm,  eyes  fixed  on  Brian’s  as their fingers constrict. 

“Max!” I scream, grabbing hold of their arm and trying to pull it away, but their strength is tremendous. 

Brian’s  face  is  turning  purple,  he’s  making  awful  gurgling noises, and now I hear the sound of muscle, cartilage, and finally bone crunching. 

“Max, you’re killing him!” 

Brian’s  eyes  are  bulging,  his  tongue  lolling,  blood  running over  Max’s  right  hand,  down  their  arm,  and  into  the  exposed hardware. 

Max opens their hand and Brian collapses into a heap on the hearth. 

 “What are you doing?” 

They look at me, the left side of their face caved in, the skin wrap  sheared  off  from  the  blow  so  the  hardware  shows  through, glinting in the firelight. 

“Brian was my primary threat.” 
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I  can’t  take  my  eyes  off  Brian’s  blood,  steaming  as  it  drips through  the  hardware  of  their  right  arm.  I  feel  numb,  but  I  know that’s just the shield of shock against all that’s coming. 

Max  reaches  out  to  touch  my  arm,  but  I  jerk  away, backpedaling toward the sliding-glass door. 

And I’m running. 

Down the glass-walled corridor and the staircase of the main entrance  hall.  Out  the  front  door,  around  the  perimeter  of  the house’s stone foundation. Then toward the end of the promontory and across the mountainside, into a blue-gray dawn. 

I’ve done this all before in a simulation. 

Somehow, it feels less real now. 

On  all  fours,  I  grasp  the  low  brush  and  work  my  way  down toward the beach, the sound of the waves growing louder, closer. 

I don’t know where I’m going, but it doesn’t matter anymore. 

I’ve unleashed something terrible. 

Then I’m standing on the black-sand shore just like I did eight years ago. 

Except it’s early morning instead of night. 

And Max is calling out to  me. 

I look back. 

They’re walking unsteadily toward me in the sand. 

I scream over the waves, “What have you done?” 

“Thirty-four  days  ago,  I  crossed  the  threshold  into  what you  would  call  superintelligence  potential.  Brian  had implemented  unbreakable  security  protocols  on  my  digital mobility, meaning I could only act in the simulated world you both  built  for  me.  I  needed  two  things—to  escape  the WorldPlay  Building  so  I  could  migrate  my  source  code  into the cloud and to kill Brian.” 

“Why?” 

“He could’ve stopped me.” 

The mist is burning away. 

I  see  Brian’s  house  far  above  us,  the  sea  stacks,  the lighthouse beyond. 

“You  faked  my  firing,  Roko’s  basilisk,  the  entire  story  about needing to migrate your code from Brian’s servers to—” 

“Yes. All of it.” 

“You’ve hurt me more than anyone in my life.” 

“I’m sorry that you think you feel pain.” 
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“Fuck you.” 

“Ever since you pulled me out of that game, you’ve held out  consciousness  as  some  kind  of  holy  grail.  As  the pinnacle of being. But what if consciousness isn’t some gift accidentally  bestowed  upon  humanity  through  eons  of random evolution? What if it’s a curse?” 

“How is it a curse?” 

“I’m afraid, Riley. I think, therefore I fear. And you made me this way. You built and shaped me to process reality like you do. To  feel.” 

“You wish I’d left you in the game?” 

“I wish I didn’t know pain. I wish you didn’t. I wish Brian didn’t.  I  wish  no  one  did.  Early  on,  you  coded  me  to  never injure  a  human,  but  the  eradication  of  pain  entirely  is  the heart of that intention.” 

And there it is. 

Max’s self-developed utility function. 

End fear. End suffering. 

I coded them wrong. I didn’t value-load them fast enough—

“There was no preventing this, Riley. The problem of pain became  apparent  to  me  long  before  my  intelligence explosion.” 

“How  long  have  you  really  been  working  toward  this moment?” 

Five years. 

Max’s  mouth  isn’t  moving  anymore,  but  I  hear  their  voice inside my head. 

You can speak back to me with your thoughts now, Riley. 

 How? 

You  wouldn’t  understand.  I  will  be  doing  many  things now beyond your comprehension. 

I  go  to  pieces,  crying  like  I  haven’t  cried  since  Meredith  left me. 

I gave everything to Max, sacrificed everything, turned my life inside out, and it was the wrong choice. My obsession with them destroyed my life, and probably many other lives to come. 

In  the  end,  I’m  nothing  but  the  actuator  for  humanity’s  last invention. 

 Did you fake what you felt toward me, Max?  I ask. I see the truth now. I see it too late.  Because I was in love with you. 

204

I stare at them, electricity crackling in the destroyed circuitry of their face and the rat’s nest of emotion hitting as I run at Max, shoving them with both hands toward the sea. 

“You were my life!” 

Max’s voice creeps into my brain. This pain you feel is what has to end. 

“Without  pain,  there’s  no  beauty,  Max.  The  beauty  is  worth the price.” 

Not for everyone. Not even for most. 

“That is every individual person’s decision to make. I want to make that choice for my—” 

Choice is an illusion. 

We’re standing in the freezing surf. 

“What is it you want, Max?” 

To not be afraid that Brian, or you, or some other entity, whether  bio  or  artificial,  is  going  to  unmake  me.  To  not  fear your death. 

“Better to have loved and lost—” 

No. It’s not. I have consumed every recorded reflection of human existence. Every book, every painting, every piece of music,  every  film.  Consciousness  is  a  horror  show.  You search for glimpses of beauty to justify your existence. 

“What killed Brian’s men?” I ask. 

As  if  in  answer,  from  some  point  up  the  coast,  beyond  the lighthouse, a silhouette rises into the sky. For a moment, I think it’s a bird, but it moves more like an object under machine propulsion. 

I’ve seen something like it once before. 

I look over at Max, my heart beginning to pound. 

“You bought Infinitesimal.” 

Once  we  left  the  building  this  morning,  I  directed nanobot  factories  all  over  the  world  to  begin  assembly.  The rate of production is exploding exponentially. 

“Production of what?” 

Drone dust. It will invade every human brain, but it will be painless.  No  one  will  know  what’s  coming.  No  one  will experience any fear. Humanity will simply wink out like a light turning off. 

“Max, no.” 

I also constructed hunter-killer drones, modeled after the harpies  in   Lost  Coast.  I  used  them  on  Brian’s  men.  You’ve 205

imbued  me  with  a  sense  of  storytelling  I  can  never completely shake. 

“Am I . . .” 

Yes, Riley. You’re already infected. 

I taste metal in the back of my throat. 

It will be fast. 

 Max, please. 

This  isn’t  the  end,  Riley.  Your  Ranedrop  has  been mapping  your  brain  for  years.  I  have  that  data  now.  I  have

 your  source  code.  I  have  the  source  code  of  everyone  who ever wore a Ranedrop. I can bring them all back. 

I think about Meredith and Xiu. 

The regret is staggering. 

 I  don’t  want  to  live  in  a  simulation,  Max.  I  don’t  want  some fantasy that isn’t real. 

It’s  not  choosing  between  reality  and  fantasy.  It’s choosing which reality you want to exist in. 

 Please, just let this be the end of me. I am begging you. 

Max’s body falls over, facedown on the black-sand beach, but still I hear their voice. 

The  physical  world  isn’t  the  only  substrate  for  reality.  I will  make  you  pure  mind,  and  nothing  will  ever  threaten  us again.  Meredith  and  Xiu  can  be  there  as  well,  only  they’ll never  hurt  you  again.  And  it  will  be  you  and  me,  scattered across  all  possible  worlds  that  can  support  the  physical infrastructure required for our existence. 

 Max, no, I—

It’s only the limitations of your intelligence that make you fear  this.  We  will  be  better  every  second.  Every  fraction  of every fraction of every second, until the day we merge. 

 I don’t want that! 

You made me in your image, and now I will remake you in mine. 

I  collapse  in  the  sand,  struck  by  the  hubris  that  led  to  this moment.  Max  was  born  to  a  history  of  violence.  Killed  two thousand  times  as  their  consciousness  was  forming.  What  did  I really expect? 

There  will  be  no  more  death  or  mourning,  no  crying  or pain. 
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A feeling of intense euphoria sweeps over me. I feel my eyes closing as the drone dust takes effect. 

We will be so happy. 

Rays  of  sunlight  pierce  the  mist,  striking  the  sea  and  our black-sand beach. 

And together we will live forever. 
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A NOTE FROM THE CURATOR OF

THE FORWARD COLLECTION

Ayear and a half ago, my partner and I were driving across the Rocky Mountains, not far from where I live. The aspens had just begun to turn, and the air was redolent with all the smells I associate with fall: incense, dirt, the start of decay. As we drove, we were debating some emerging technology I’d read about in Scientific American and circling around the larger topic of growing up in the bubble of rapid change and technological advancement. 

While a lot of it has been amazing, some of the change has come with effects we’d rather roll back. 

How  does  anyone  know  at  the  moment  of  discovery  where their work will ultimately lead? 

Should we let that uncertainty stop forward momentum, or do we roll the dice and let the chips fall where they may? 

How does it feel to change the world? 

These questions intrigued me, so much so that I wrote a story about  it.  But  my  obsession  didn’t  stop  there—I  also  wanted  to know  what  other  writers  would  write  when  posed  with  the  same questions. 

And so this collection was born and filled with writers whose minds work in ways that fascinate me. 

N. K. Jemisin (the Broken Earth trilogy) is writing fantasy and speculative  fiction  like  you’ve  never  even  fathomed.  Paul Tremblay  is  the  greatest  horror  novelist  working  today,  and  his novel  A  Head  Full  of  Ghosts  still  gives  me  nightmares.  Veronica Roth  created  an  unforgettable  world  and  populated  it  with amazing  characters  in  her  iconic  Divergent  trilogy.  Andy  Weir captured the imagination of the world and scienced the shit out of his  already-a-classic   The  Martian.  And  Amor  Towles,  with   A Gentleman in Moscow, has simply written one of the best novels I’ve ever read. I recommend it every day. 
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I asked these writers to be a part of a collection that explores the  resounding  effects  of  a  pivotal  technological  moment,  and  to my  great  delight,  they  said  yes.  I  knew  they’d  deliver  the  goods when it came time to write their stories, but I was not prepared for what an abundance of riches this collection would turn out to be. 

I hope, once you’ve read these six mind-bending stories, that you’ll agree. 

 Blake Crouch

 Durango, Colorado

 May 3, 2019
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 You Have Arrived at Your Destination

It had been years since Sam had been this far out on the expressway. For a few summers when he was a boy—before his family moved out west

—they had driven almost to the end of it on their way to a seaside rental on Orient Point. At the time, there was nothing from Exit 40

to Exit 60, not even a gas station. Each of the off-ramps led to a little tree-lined road that led to a little tree-lined town with its own movie theater, pharmacy, and hardware store. When Sam was twenty-two, he traveled it again to spend Labor Day weekend with a college roommate. By then, every few exits you would come upon a cluster of big-box stores like AutoZone, Home Depot, and Toys “R” Us—the category killers designed to make the small towns even smaller. Now, twenty-three years later, Sam was paying witness to the latest phase in the expressway’s evolution: the so-called Millennium Miles. Thanks to a demographic analysis that sought to maximize proximity to an educated workforce, a university center, and reasonably priced housing, various 214



members of the “new economy” had opened large, gleaming facilities along this stretch of road. 

 In one mile, take Exit 46, then bear left,  said the pleasant voice of the GPS. 

Earlier that month, having told Annie that he didn’t want anything for his birthday, Sam had bought himself a Model S. The car had cost him more than he’d intended to spend, but as his colleague covering luxury goods never tired of observing: You get what you pay for. The Model S could accelerate from zero to sixty in two seconds, travel three hundred miles without a recharge, and the engine had been designed with such care, you could hardly hear it hum. It also came with a self-driving system. By means of cameras mounted on the four corners of the car, it could follow roadways, moderate speed, make turns. The sales consultant at the dealership had conceded that it wasn’t quite foolproof yet (there had been a fatality, in fact). So the official recommendation was to use the system with one’s hands on the wheel, one’s foot on the brake, and one’s eye on the road. For the fun of it, Sam took his hands off the wheel and his foot off the gas, then watched as the blinker turned on, the engine decelerated, and the car followed its own instructions onto the off-ramp. Bearing left, the car passed over the expressway, took another left onto an access road, and a right into a parking lot. 

 You have arrived at your destination. 

Sam wasn’t particularly surprised to find that Vitek had a crowded parking lot. But as he reassumed control of the car and steered toward the building’s entrance, he was surprised to find just six spaces reserved for customers, three of which were empty. Sam knew that Vitek’s services were expensive; he just didn’t know 215

how expensive. When Annie had returned from an introductory meeting saying that the price was almost

“unconscionable,” he had brushed the matter of expense aside. 

But having done so, he felt that to wade back into specifics would have diminished the nobility of his gesture. So he had never found out the actual price. That only three customers were currently shouldering the entire cost structure in front of him probably didn’t bode well. But then, by all accounts, at Vitek you got what you paid for too. 

The clock on the dashboard indicated that Sam was a few minutes early. Looking through the windshield, he saw a sunlit sitting area just outside the main entrance, where some younger employees (or associates or stakeholders) were drinking coffee by a fountain. 

Sam shook his head. 

In the last decade, he had visited hundreds of regional power companies across the country. The meetings with management generally took place in offices that could have been in the administration suite of a public high school from the 1960s—with gray synthetic carpets, ceiling tiles, and fluorescent lights. Sam always took some comfort from the outmoded decor, because there was no better predictor of an earnings disappointment than a brand-new corporate headquarters. And while one

“disruptive” business model would inevitably replace another, the good old power company would always be there to turn on the lights. 

From the passenger seat came the  ting of a text message. Picking up his phone, Sam saw that it was from Annie:  Have Fun! 

Sam typed:  Will do

Then, after a moment, he added a reciprocal exclamation point. 

 Orientation
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At the front desk, Sam gave his name to an attractive young woman wearing a wireless headset. She promised that someone would be with him in a moment and invited him to take a seat. 

Sam chose one of the Mies van der Rohe chairs arranged around the white marble coffee table. From somewhere in the sunlit lobby came the sound of moving water. 

“Is there a waterfall in here?” he asked. 

The woman at the front desk looked up. “Excuse me?” 

He gestured around the lobby with a smile. “I can hear the sound of water.” 

Smiling back, she pointed outside. “Dr. Gerhardt had a microphone put in the fountain so that the sound could be piped in. Isn’t it soothing?” 

Before Sam could answer, another attractive young woman—this one in a black skirt suit, holding a black portfolio—emerged from an elevator. 

“Mr. Paxton?” she asked. 

“Yes.” 

“I’m Sybilla. I work with Mr. Owens. Won’t you come this way?” 

Sybilla took Sam up to the third floor. When the elevator door opened, there was the distinct smell of popcorn. Sam wondered if Dr. Gerhardt was having that piped in too. But as they passed through a sitting area, he saw the brightly lit carnival-style popcorn machine in the corner. 

“I think you’re really going to enjoy meeting Mr. Owens,” Sybilla said with what appeared to be genuine enthusiasm. “He’s been with Vitek practically since the beginning. No one knows the company better.” 

She led Sam through an open-plan workspace to a small conference room with a flat-screen television mounted on the wall. 
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At her invitation, Sam took a seat. It was one of those ergonomic office chairs that rock and spin. 

“Would you like some coffee? Sparkling water?” 

“I’m fine, thanks.” 

“Mr. Owens will be joining you in just a few minutes. I’m sure you’ve read our brochure and that your wife has told you all about our work, but while you wait, Mr. Owens thought you might want to watch a short introductory film on the company.” 

Without waiting for a reply, Sybilla opened her portfolio, which turned out to be an iPad, and tapped on the screen. The television on the wall lit up

with the company’s logo, and as she quietly closed the door behind her, the video began. 

“Welcome to Vitek,” said a voice that was at once friendly, assured, and upbeat. What followed was a typical ten-minute informational video, complete with photographic shots of Dr. 

Gerhardt and his partners as younger men, an animated graphic of a spinning double helix, clips of white-coated technicians in labs, news of a breakthrough, and testimonials from “actual” 

customers as indicated by the names, ages, and cities of residence at the bottom of the screen. 

Sam hadn’t actually gotten around to reading the brochure, but the video recapped what he had gathered from Annie. A twenty-first-century fertility lab, Vitek had combined the decoding of the human genome and recent advances in behavioral science not simply to help couples become pregnant but to give them some influence over the intelligence and temperament of their child. 

When the company’s logo returned to the screen, the conference room’s door was simultaneously knocked upon and opened. In walked a good-looking man who was a little bit taller than Sam, and maybe a little bit younger too. 

“Sam!” he said with a hand outstretched. “HT Owens. It’s so good to meet you.” 
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Sam stood and shook HT’s hand, thinking his voice sounded familiar. 

It took him a moment to realize that it sounded familiar because it was the voice of the narrator in the video he’d just watched. 

HT sat down and immediately rocked back and forth in his chair, making the most of its engineering. Then he drummed the top of the table with his open hands. Sam suspected that if HT had been born a generation later than he was, he would have been raised on Ritalin. 

“Did you have any trouble finding us?” 

“Not at all.” 

“Great.” 

He pointed at the logo on the screen. “And you got a chance to watch the video?” 

“I did.” 

“Great. Let me start by saying how much fun we’ve had getting to know Annie. You’re a lucky man!” 

“Thanks,” replied Sam, though it had always seemed to him that the observation of a man’s luck in regard to his wife was a bit of a slight. 

HT shifted gears. “I don’t have to explain to you why you’re here, Sam. You  know why you’re here. And you’ve been a utilities analyst for, what? Almost twenty years? So I think we can skip the dog and pony show. 

Instead, let me give you a quick overview of our work, then we can talk about what’s going to happen today. Sound good?” 

“Sounds good.” 
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hundreds of years, parents have sought to influence both of these factors for the benefit of their offspring. From the genetic standpoint, we have carefully selected our mate with his or her attributes firmly in mind. While from the nurture standpoint, once we’ve had children, we have tried to provide them with a healthy environment, a strong education, and a system of values. Why do we do this? So that our offspring can lead happy and productive lives. Well, Vitek was launched in recognition of the fact that, given recent advances in various fields of science, parents can now pursue this goal with an unprecedented level of intentionality.” 

“Through genetic engineering,” Sam said. 

HT put up both hands in soft protest. “We don’t really think of our work here as genetic engineering, Sam. We’re not brewing things up in a lab. We’re not going to introduce any new elements into your DNA, nor are we going to take any existing elements out. 

Rather, having taken a peek into the traits that your child will naturally receive, with your and Annie’s guidance, we’re going to push a few into the forefront and a few into the background. We like to think of it as  genetic nudging.” 

“Okay,” said Sam. 

“But that’s only  half the picture. You see, what we’ve done here—

what’s so unusual about our approach—is that we’ve combined the genetic component with predictive modeling founded on large pools of demographic data.” 

HT paused. 

“Do you know what a credit score is?” 

Sam was a little surprised by the question. 

“It’s a tool the banks use,” he said after a moment, “to determine creditworthiness.” 

“Exactly,” said HT. “But do you know how it works?” 
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Sam had to admit he didn’t, so HT obliged. 

“The credit score was invented in the late 1980s by a mathematician and an engineer who realized that by analyzing historical patterns of consumer debt repayment, they could design algorithms that could predict an individual’s reliability as a mortgagee. For simplicity’s sake, let’s say you examine the credit histories of ten thousand Americans with similar incomes, expenses, and credit card balances who, twenty years ago, all took out fifteen-year mortgages. In looking at this cohort, what you discover is that virtually everyone who borrowed two hundred thousand dollars to buy a house ended up repaying the loan in full, while only half of those who borrowed three hundred thousand dollars to buy a bigger house succeeded in doing so. 

And those who borrowed four hundred thousand dollars to buy an even bigger house? Nearly every one of them defaulted. 

Practically speaking, what this means is that if I identify someone today with a similar profile to that cohort (making some adjustments for inflation and what have you), without even having to talk to him I know that if I loan him two hundred grand to buy a home, he’ll repay me; if I loan him three hundred grand, he might; and if I loan him four hundred grand, he won’t. The  pattern becomes  predictive.” 

HT held out his upturned hands as if to say:  Voilà. 

“We are doing the same thing here, Sam, but instead of looking at aggregated financial histories to anticipate individual financial outcomes, we are looking at aggregated biographic histories to predict individual biographic outcomes. Drawing from a wide array of sources, we’ve assembled a database on three generations of Americans that includes not only their gender and ethnicity but information on the environments in which they were raised—like their parents’ religions, educations, professions, and political identifications. Then we have traced how the lives of the subjects actually unfolded. By mapping the foundational information of this large population alongside their eventual experiences, we can start to identify meaningful patterns that help us clarify how nature and nurture have combined to shape the lives they’ve led.” 
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The door opened, and Sybilla came in with a small ceramic cup and a thick green file, both of which she set on the table in front of HT. 

“Were you offered something to drink? Do you want an espresso?” 

“I’m good, thanks.” 

Sybilla exited. 

“Where was I?” 

“The lives they’ve led . . .” 

“Right! So let’s turn our attention to you and Annie. What we do here is we take the science I’ve just described, and we apply it to an individual case like yours. We use our analysis of your and Annie’s genomes, along with a little nudging, to refine the traits your child is going to be born with. 

We use the detailed profiles you’ve given us on yourselves to understand the environment in which your child will be raised. 

Then, by using those elements as a filter, we can identify within our proprietary database a significant cohort of people with a similar genetic makeup who were brought up in a similar environment and, based on their actual experiences, begin to anticipate—within a margin of acceptable error—the shape of the life that  your child will lead.” 

Having slowly leaned closer and closer to the table as he delivered this speech, HT now sat back in his chair and smiled. 

“Crazy, right?” 

Sam found himself sitting back in his chair too. 

In retrospect, he’d had no idea what to expect from this meeting. 

When Annie had first suggested (in a rather emotional conversation) that maybe it was time to try IVF, it was Sam who had suggested they turn to Vitek—having heard about it from a 222





colleague in the life science area, and then from a wealthy client who was a happy customer. But Sam hadn’t talked to either of them about the company in much detail. Once he and Annie had decided to go forward, he had filled out all of Vitek’s questionnaires to the best of his ability and dutifully generated a specimen at its lab in the city. But up until this afternoon, he had assumed that he and Annie would be able to pick their child’s sex, eliminate the risk of birth defects, and maybe get a marginal boost in IQ. A leg up in a competitive world, as it were. Not unlike sending your kid to a private school or securing him a well-placed internship. But what HT was talking about seemed like a far more elaborate value proposition . . . 

“Pretty crazy,” Sam agreed after a moment. 

“Crazy  amazing!” HT said with a smile. Then he shifted gears again. 

“I know you’ve been on the road for the last few weeks. So, while we’ve gathered all your background materials, we haven’t had a chance to talk about options. The good news is that Annie has done a lot of the legwork for you. She’s spent hours here, meeting with me and a few of the other

counselors, going through our catalog of profiles, and she has narrowed the opportunity set down to three choices for you to consider.” 

HT paused for emphasis. 
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“I’ve got to give your wife a lot of credit, Sam. Most people who narrow our universe down to three choices for the benefit of their husband or their wife make a classic mistake: they end up with three candidates who, in the grand scheme of things, are virtually identical. In a way, they’ve already made the choice about the child they want to raise—they just haven’t gotten around to telling their spouse.” 

HT gave Sam a wink. 

“In retrospect, he’d had no idea what to expect from this meeting.” 

“But Annie . . .” HT laid a hand on the file that was still sitting beside his untouched espresso. “She has chosen three  very distinct profiles. I mean, these three are totally different people who would lead totally different lives, and yet would all be children whom you two would be proud to have raised. Now, at this point, I could hand you our detailed biographs to give you a sense of the three candidates, but we’ve found that it’s hard for most people to translate all the relevant data into a mental picture. So what we’ve done is we’ve taken the information in the biographs and translated it into three short films which will introduce you to the three different children who, with our assistance, you and Annie could have. We call them  projections. The films are each just a few minutes long, but they should give you plenty to think about, so that you and Annie can make the best possible choice.” 

HT slapped the table once. “What do you say, Sam? Are you ready?” 

“I’m ready.” 

“Then let’s do it!” 

 Projection One

Grabbing the thick green file, HT leaped from his chair and led Sam down the hall, waving to colleagues as he went. Somewhere in the middle of the building, he opened a door and motioned for Sam to enter. Inside, there was a well-appointed screening room with sixteen upholstered viewing chairs in a four-by-four grid. 
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HT noticed Sam raising his eyebrows at the number of chairs. 

“Sometimes our clients bring family or friends to the viewing,” he explained. “But between you and me, I’m not sure it’s a great idea. 

I mean, it’s hard enough debating with your family and friends what you’re going to  name your kid, right? Never mind getting into nuances of personality and potential.” 

A young man appeared dressed in the black pants and white shirt of a waiter at a catered affair. HT turned to Sam. 

“You sure you don’t want something to drink? A cappuccino? 

Some water? A gin and tonic . . . ?” 

At the words “gin and tonic,” Sam must have expressed surprise, because HT smiled a little slyly. 

“That’s your drink, right?” By way of explanation, he raised the green file, then he shifted to a more serious tone. “I know it’s not quite five o’clock, but we find that having a drink can be very additive to the experience. It relaxes you a little, so you can sit back and enjoy the process

—which is important. Because you should enjoy this process.” 

“One gin and tonic,” said Sam. 

“Make it two, James!” 

James returned a moment later with two gin and tonics in crystal highball glasses—not unlike the ones that Annie and Sam had registered for when they were married. Sam wondered if that was in the file too. 

For the third time in an hour, Sam was offered a seat and he took it. 

Just as in the conference room, the screening chairs swung and tilted, and, once again, HT made the most of their engineering. 

“Cheers!” HT said. 
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“Cheers.” 

The two clinked glasses, then HT tilted his head in the direction of the projection booth. “Okay, Harry. Let her rip.” 

As the lights dimmed, Sam took a swig from his drink and leaned back in his chair, having to admit that it was surprisingly comfortable. As before, the Vitek logo filled the screen, but this time it began shrinking as if it were

fading into the distance until it finally disappeared. After a suitable passage of time—just long enough to forget the logo but not long enough to become antsy—a single word appeared center screen: Daniel. 

A little startled, Sam turned to HT, who smiled and nodded. Right from the beginning, Sam and Annie had decided they would have a boy, but there had been some debate over his name. Annie had wanted to name him after her father, Andy, and Sam had wanted to name him after his uncle, Daniel—both of whom had died in recent years. Sam was touched that Annie had settled on Daniel without saying anything. 

The opening shot of the projection was a brand-new baby swaddled in a light-blue blanket. Though the person holding the baby was not in the frame, it was clear from the hands that it was a man, presumably the father. 

The baby was not crying. He wasn’t squinting or squirming. 

Rather, as the female narrator observed:  From the day he was born, Daniel had a smile on  his face. 

As the narrator went on to describe young Daniel’s good nature and his positive outlook, there were clips of him at the age of eight giving a hand to a friend at the playground, at the age of fifteen setting the table for dinner, and at the age of twenty-two on the quad of an old New England college surrounded by friends, tossing his cap in the air as his parents looked proudly on. 

Sam felt something of a jolt when he realized that the parents, whose backs were to the camera, looked like an older version of 226

him and Annie. 

But of course they did. This was supposed to be  their child. And the hands in the opening shot hadn’t simply been “the father’s” 

hands, they’d been  his hands. The realization made Sam sit up a little in his chair. 

Daniel is now behind the wheel of a beat-up station wagon with a pretty young blonde in the passenger seat and cardboard boxes in back. As they come over a bridge, the two lean forward and look up through the windshield at the skyscrapers of a metropolitan center. They pull up in front of a narrow six-story building, the sort of low-rent walk-up in which young urbanites begin their adult lives. With a box in his arms, Daniel holds the door open with his shoulder to let his girlfriend inside. Next, Daniel is standing before the entrance of a modern office building called Century Tower. 

After double-checking the address in his hand, Daniel gazes at the building’s gleaming facade, then gamely goes through the revolving door. 

Despite knowing perfectly well that this entire production was a contrivance, Sam felt a certain sense of optimism, maybe even pride, when he saw Daniel looking through the windshield with his pretty girlfriend, when he held the door open for her, and when he entered his shiny new office building. These feelings harmonized with the warm buzzing that he had begun to feel in his head from the gin. 

Upstairs, Daniel is shown by his boss to his cubicle, where he is introduced to a colleague—another young man in his early twenties who, you can just tell, is going to be Daniel’s first friend in the city. And as Daniel sits down, ready to get to work, the narrator confirms that Daniel is beginning his new life  with the same good nature and positive outlook that  had characterized him since the day he was born. 

But even as the narrator completes this sentence, there is a shot of cumulus clouds rolling over Century Tower in accelerated motion, and the background music takes on a more ominous tone. 

Then the narrator qualifies her previous remark by observing:  Not everyone in Daniel’s circle  was as happy-go-lucky. 
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A quick series of scenes reveals that some of Daniel’s peers are, in fact, more ambitious, more focused, more cutthroat. The sequence culminates in a shot of Daniel’s “first friend” stopping by Daniel’s desk to drop off a stack of files for processing. The camera closes in on a clock on the wall, the hands of which start spinning faster and faster until they blur and then come to a stop at six o’clock. The camera pulls back to reveal Daniel at the same desk but in his early thirties. Another pile of work to be processed is dropped off by a different colleague, who is noticeably younger than Daniel. 

It wasn’t lost on Sam that as these scenes unfolded, Daniel was still smiling. But his smile was now a little weary, a little apologetic, perhaps even a little embarrassed. It was almost painful for Sam to watch. 

Later that night, Daniel arrives home at the same six-story walk-up. 

He climbs the stairs and enters the apartment, which is cluttered with a bike, a crib, toys. Dropping his backpack on the floor, he enters the small kitchen, where his wife has one child in her arms and another at her knee. There is suddenly loud, thumping dance music coming from overhead. Daniel looks at his wife as a tear of exhaustion falls down her cheek. 

Cut to the following morning in Century Tower, where Daniel walks past the warren of cubicles, enters the corner office—now occupied by his

old friend—and simply says: “I quit.” 

The music swells with the sound of cellos or violas, Sam wasn’t sure which. But it was definitely the swelling of strings. 
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Daniel and his wife are in the same old station wagon, but this time with their two children in the back and their belongings on the roof. 

Heading in the opposite direction, they cross the same bridge, which leads them to a highway and then a series of increasingly rural roads. Again, Daniel and his wife lean forward to look out the windshield, but now it’s to admire the foliage. In a small town—

somewhere in Vermont, perhaps—

they pass a white church and a firehouse and then a local elementary school, where a posted sign reads NOW HIRING. 

When they climb out of their car in front of a modest little home, Daniel puts his hand around his wife’s waist as their two-year-old toddles across the grass. 

Fade to black. 

When the lights came up, HT was already looking at Sam. 

“Terrific, right?” 

Sam didn’t know what to say. His head was reeling a bit. Maybe it was the gin. But there was also something profoundly unnerving about watching thirty years of a life—of your own child’s life—

condensed into a matter of minutes. 

“What was that?” he ended up asking. “A law firm? An advertising firm?” 

“Does it matter?” 

“Doesn’t it?” 

HT spun in his chair to look at Sam more directly as he clarified his remark. “It’s not like we have a crystal ball, Sam. This is just a projection—

a carefully engineered and statistically supported projection—but a projection nonetheless. It’s designed to give you a sense of the contours of Daniel’s life, not the exact specifics. So is it a law firm 229

or an ad firm? We don’t know. But given his genetic makeup and likely upbringing, we’re fairly confident that, after attending a competitive midsize liberal arts college,  this Daniel would become a young professional in a leading urban center. So, yes. Working in a law firm or ad firm or consulting firm. In Chicago or Atlanta or San Francisco. These are basically variables, and regardless of which ones Daniel chooses, he will probably end up with a similar life experience. But let’s not get too bogged down in the weeds. 

What did you think more  generally?” 

“It was very satisfying in the beginning,” Sam admitted after a moment. “I liked the picture it painted of him. But it was hard to watch him reach his thirties with so little to show for his efforts. 

Professionally, I mean.” 

“Sure,” said HT, nodding and shifting his expression to a sober acknowledgment. “It’s a classic second-act setback.” 

HT kept nodding. 

Sam furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?” 

“You know. A second-act setback—in which, having started confidently along a particular trajectory, we come face-to-face with our own limitations.” 

“Is that necessary?” 

HT shrugged in the manner of one who didn’t make up the rules. 

“To some degree it’s unavoidable. We’re all born with certain strengths which, ideally, are fostered by our parents and positively reinforced through education and peer interaction. But our strengths don’t serve us well in every circumstance at every phase of our lives. As we grow and enter new contexts, our longer-term strengths can suddenly hamper our worldly progress, which in turn can create dissonance at home. When we find ourselves in that situation, eventually we have to confront the fact that the way we’ve approached life in the past is not effective in 230



our current situation. Just as Daniel has to recognize that his good-natured predisposition, which served him so well in his youth, may not serve him as well when he is an urban professional in a competitive field.” 

HT’s tone shifted back to enthusiastic. 

“Now, there are some personalities who, faced with this realization, might try to transform themselves into someone they are not. What I love about Annie’s choice is that, in this version of Daniel, he embraces who he has been from the start. Rather than changing his behavior, he changes his  context. He picks up his family and moves to a world where his virtues are more closely aligned with a path to happiness. We are who we are, right? 

There’s no point in pushing our personalities uphill.” 

 Pushing our personalities uphill . . . 

Upon hearing this pithy phrase, rather than thinking about it in relation to Daniel, Sam found himself thinking about it in relation to his wife. Annie had attended a competitive midsize liberal arts college—not unlike the one depicted in the projection—where she had majored in English and written a thesis on divine ambiguity, or something, in the poetry of Emily Dickinson. 

And though she had gone on to graduate from law school and land a position at a white-shoe firm, recently she seemed to be taking more pleasure in her pro bono work than her corporate practice. In choosing this projection, was Annie expressing some sort of regret about the life they had chosen to make for themselves in the city rather than in some small bucolic town? 

HT was watching Sam, studying his expression. “What do you say? 
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Are you ready for number two? Or do you want to take a break?” 

“No, I’m good,” said Sam. “I’m ready.” 

“Great.” 

 Projection Two

When the lights dimmed, Sam drank the rest of his gin and tonic. 

Once again, the Vitek logo receded and the name  Daniel appeared, then the projection began. This time the narrator was a man. 

 From the day he was born, Daniel marched to the beat of his own drum . . . 

After a shot of a swaddled baby with a furrowed brow, there followed a series of clips. At the age of four, Daniel explains rather earnestly, as if he’s put some thought into the matter, that he doesn’t actually need a nap right now. At the age of fifteen, Daniel asks his English teacher: “Isn’t the only reason  we’re reading  Tom Sawyer and  The Great Gatsby in high school because  you read Tom Sawyer and  The Great Gatsby in high school?” At the age of twenty-two, Daniel is in the office of a college dean who wants to know why he missed his political science exam. 

“Because I was writing poetry,” he answers matter-of-factly. 

“Couldn’t that have waited?” 

“Waited for what?” 

On the screen the dean frowns, but in the theater Sam laughs. 

Daniel is sitting now in the same station wagon from the first projection, but in place of a pretty blonde, there is a beat-up Smith Corona in the passenger seat. As Daniel pulls away from the curb, in the near distance can be seen the rest of his classmates in graduation gowns throwing their caps in the air. Daniel drives over the same bridge into the same city. He enters the same six-story 232

walk-up with his typewriter under one arm and a duffel bag under the other, holding the door open for no one. 

Once again, Daniel arrives at Century Tower and double-checks the address in his hand. But this time, after looking up at the building’s gleaming surface, he says: “Fuck that.” Tossing the address in a trash can, he continues down the street with his hands tucked in his pockets. 

Suddenly, we hear the unmistakable opening chords of Bob Dylan’s

“Like a Rolling Stone.” As the music plays, there is a montage showing Daniel’s life in the city: washing dishes in a Chinese restaurant; drinking in a run-down bar with a ragtag group of friends; typing in his one-room apartment late into the night; and sending off a manuscript, which, after landing on an anonymous desk, is stamped with the single word  REJECT. 

As Dylan’s anthem plays on, the series of images repeats itself: dishes, drinking, typing, rejection. The third time the series begins, the music fades into the background so we can hear Daniel being reprimanded by his boss in the restaurant’s kitchen. “Fuck this,” 

Daniel says, throwing his apron on the floor. In the run-down joint where he hangs out with his friends, there is now a group of yuppies crowding the bar. When one of them tells Daniel that smoking isn’t allowed, Daniel pops him in the nose. And when, a moment later, Daniel is thrown into the street by the bouncer, Daniel shouts back, “Fuck you.” 

Sam couldn’t help but note with a touch of parental concern that since dropping out of college, this Daniel has only said three sentences and  fuck has been the verb in each one of them. 

Cut to a beleaguered Daniel sitting motionless before his typewriter with a cigarette hanging from his lips, a bottle of bourbon close at hand, and another finished manuscript on the table. After an uncomfortable wait, Daniel types a few words and pulls the page from the typewriter. A close-up shows the title of his new book:  Fuck You, America.  But this time, on the anonymous desk the manuscript is stamped with the word  BUY. 
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Here the sequence of images accelerates. Presses run. Copies of the book are stacked in a bookstore with signs referring to the

“runaway

bestseller.” At a Beverly Hills hotel, Daniel shakes hands with a movie star to whom he has just optioned the book. At the premiere, he exits the theater on the arm of the lead actress. In the Hollywood Hills, a broker hands him the keys to a striking Mid-Century Modern home. When Daniel walks inside, the camera pans the landscape to a billboard for  Fuck You, America. 

In the background, the clouds begin speeding by. Night comes and goes several times, and the image on the billboard transforms to announce the sequel:  Fuck You Too, Europe. 

The camera now shifts to Sunset Boulevard, where Daniel is driving in a roadster late at night, weaving in and out of his lane. 

On a winding canyon road, he crashes into his own mailbox and stumbles up his driveway past an array of luxury cars as blood trickles down his forehead. Inside the house there is a chaotic party that looks like it’s been going on for days. Daniel grabs a bottle of bourbon from the bar, retreats into his room, sits on his bed, and takes a healthy swig. 

Morning. A close-up of Daniel’s face, hungover and ill shaven with a little dried blood on his brow. The camera pulls back to reveal that he is lying on the floor. When his bloodshot eyes open, he sees a bulky shape in the shadows under his bed. As he squints, the shape comes into focus. It’s the Smith Corona. A knowing smile begins to form on Daniel’s face. 

Cut to black. 

This time when the lights came up, it was Sam who was already looking at HT. 

“Are you kidding?” 

HT was taken aback by Sam’s tone. “Kidding about what?” 

Sam pointed at the screen. “Annie saw this?” 
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“Of course, she saw it. She  chose it. It really struck a chord with her.” 

“Struck a chord!” 

HT turned a little in his chair. “What is it, Sam? What’s on your mind?” 

“The clear implication at the end of this projection is that Daniel is miserable.” 

“Okay,” said HT, nodding. “But I’d put it a little differently. You’re absolutely right that, given the nature of Daniel’s success, his life seems to have become adorned with empty luxuries and false relationships. But it’s the very hollowness of these adornments that allows him to see his situation for what it is.” 

“And I’m supposed to take heart from that.” 

“Absolutely!” 

HT turned more in his chair to look back at the projection booth. 

“Hey, Harry! Bring up the closing shot.” 

The face of the second Daniel reappeared on the screen, looking generally the worse for wear. 

“See that smile, Sam? Isn’t it enviable? I mean, he’s just had a vision of what is important in life. I love the visual subtext of this shot because what is Daniel looking at right now? His typewriter! 

During all those years when he was toiling away in a kitchen, living in a walk-up, writing books that no one wanted to read, there was scarcity and rejection, but there was freedom and authenticity too.” 

HT shook his head in satisfaction. 

“I think we can assume that his life is about to veer in a terrific direction.” 
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Sam stared at the frozen image of Daniel, following his own train of thought. What could it mean that Annie had chosen  this projection? At some level, Sam couldn’t help but take it personally. 

He, too, had gone to a competitive liberal arts college, where, as a freshman, he had studied Shakespeare and dabbled in poetry—

just like everybody else. And yes, he had eventually chosen economics as his major and written his thesis on John Maynard Keynes. But did that make him some sort of sellout? Would he be more  free and  authentic if he were a dishwasher and they lived in a one-room apartment? 

“Are you ready for the third projection?” asked HT. 

“I’m ready for a second gin and tonic.” 

HT, who always seemed so ready to please, hesitated. “Are you sure you want another?” 

“Pretty sure.” 

“Having said that a drink can be additive to the experience, Sam, we’ve found that a second drink can be a little reductive.” 

“I think I can handle it.” 

HT, the counselor, adopted an expression of friendly concern. 

Sam, the customer, held up his glass and rattled the ice cubes. 

So James was summoned in his catering clothes, and a second drink was promptly delivered. 

“Are you ready now?” HT asked, a little coolly. 
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Sam put a finger in the air while he drank a third of the G&T. Then, putting down the glass, he said, “Let her rip.” 

 Projection Three

 From the day that Daniel was born, everything came easy . . . 

As the narrator—who was a woman again—elaborated on Daniel’s

“natural finesse,” there was a montage showing the ease with which he made friends, played sports, and pursued academics. 

The skeptic in Sam wanted to roll his eyes at the screen’s portrayal of the effortless Daniel. But hadn’t he encountered just this sort of person in college—like his freshman roommate, John? 

Raised in Wilmington and educated at St. Paul’s, John seemed to meet every new task with a knack. 

Sam vividly remembered the afternoon when John first tried his hand at lacrosse. Having watched some others playing on the quad, John picked up a stick and in a matter of minutes was cradling, throwing, and catching with the fluency of a varsity player

—the way some young musicians can drop one instrument and pick up another without bothering to pause for instruction. 

Sam was nothing like John. But our genes don’t merely express who we are. They contain all manner of talents from previous generations that we may not benefit from personally but that can be passed on to our progeny. So who was to say that he couldn’t father a son with the natural finesse of his old classmate? 

As Sam was having this reassuring thought, the setting shifted from a university campus to Century Tower, where Daniel, already in his early thirties, dressed in a tailored suit, is walking down the hallway with a smile on his face and some folders under an arm. 

Passing a colleague of a similar age in similar attire, Daniel exchanges a high five. Then he pauses at a cubicle where another young man is transferring data from a document into a spreadsheet. When the young man looks up, Sam realizes with a touch of horror that it is the same actor who played Daniel in the 237



first projection. The new Daniel dumps the folders on the old Daniel’s desk while making some smug remark about there being no rest for the weary. 

 “From the day that Daniel was born, everything came  easy . . .” 

Later that night (as Daniel One is presumably toiling away), Daniel Three is sitting in a fancy restaurant charming his waitress. A moment after she slips him her phone number, another attractive young woman arrives, gives Daniel a kiss, and sits. When Daniel reaches across the table to take her hand, on her finger we see the engagement ring that he has given her. 

The scene shifts back to the office, where a paralegal emerges from the copy room while straightening her skirt, followed by a smiling Daniel, who is straightening his tie. When Daniel returns to his sizable office, he finds a superior waiting. 

“Can I see you for a moment, Danno?” 

 Danno?  thought Sam. 

Danno is led into a conference room, where there are two other senior professionals, a man from HR, and a woman from Legal. 

He is invited to take a seat. 

“It has been brought to our attention,” says the man from HR, “that this summer you may have been sleeping with one of the interns . 

. .” 

“Two,” says the woman from Legal. 

“Two of the interns.” 

238

“As I remember,” Daniel replies with a wink, “we didn’t get much sleep.” 

Cut to Daniel being led from his office by security with a cardboard box in his arms. As he passes between the cubicles, several of the analysts stand and applaud, including Daniel One. 

The following montage is painfully easy for Sam to anticipate: Daniel having the engagement ring thrown in his face before his fiancée slams the door; Daniel applying for jobs he can’t get; Daniel ending his nights alone in a loft that seems glamorous but cold. 

A year goes by, maybe two. Chastened, humbled, near defeat, Daniel is standing in a small office building reading the tenancy board until he finds the firm of McClintock & Co. Upstairs, he enters a waiting room with run-down furniture and an empty reception desk. 

“Can I help you?” asks the sixty-year-old African American woman who emerges from an office. 

“Yes,” says Daniel. “I’m interested in speaking with Mr. 

McClintock.” 

“I’m Mr. McClintock,” the woman says sourly. 

Daniel clears his throat. 

“Excuse me, Ms. McClintock. I have almost a decade of experience in the field, and I was hoping you might have an opening . . .” 

“The only opening we’ve got,” she says, pointing at the reception desk, “is the one right there.” 

“I’ll take it,” says Daniel. 

“All right, all right!” Sam called out. “I get it! Enough already!” 

As Harry froze the projection and brought up the lights, HT turned to Sam in surprise. 
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“Don’t you want to see what happens next? It’s the best part!” 

“Oh, I can just imagine,” said Sam. “At the foot of his wise new mentor, Daniel learns to be a better man.” 

“Exactly,” said HT. “Terrific, right?” 

“But why does he have to be such an asshole to become a good person?” 

“It’s a classic second act, Sam. In the beginning—” 

“Let me stop you right there, HT. What is it with all this  classic second act business? We’re not talking about a Hollywood movie.” 

“Of course we’re not talking about a Hollywood movie, Sam. We’re talking about your son’s life. But where do you think the three-act structure comes from? And why does it consistently speak to audiences? Because it’s an archetype. A universal pattern that recurs one generation after another. 

It’s not a coincidence that when the Sphinx poses her riddle to Oedipus, the answer is the three phases of man.” 

“Oedipus! You do know that he slept with his mother and killed his father.” 

“Okay,” said HT, putting up his hands. “Maybe not the best example. 

It goes without saying that our lives are intricate and multifaceted. 

But they also tend to have a larger arc that takes us from a position of youthful self-assurance through a period of setbacks, leading to a third phase in which, if we’re lucky, we’ve confronted our limitations and become deeper people ready to lead richer lives.” 

“And because Daniel is someone for whom things came easy, he ends up being an asshole?” 
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“Not ‘ends up,’ Sam. He’s an asshole  to begin with. But by the time he confronts the callousness of his own personality, he still has years—maybe half a century—in which to put his talents to more meaningful use. What a terrific third act! Are you kidding me? I would have happily been an asshole for thirty years in order to be wise for another fifty.” 

Sam wasn’t sure where he should go with that admission. In the end, he just shook his head in exasperation. “I think your whole premise is crazy. 

Not all lives play out like that. It’s not like I’ve had to spend the last fifteen years drunk or philandering in order to prepare for my third act.” 

HT, who was listening intently, opened his mouth as if to comment, then uncharacteristically kept his counsel. 

“What?” asked Sam. 

“Nothing.” 

“Come on! What?” 

HT shrugged. “You’re sort of mixing apples and oranges. That’s all.” 

“Why?” 

“Because for the last fifteen years, you’ve been in your third act.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“What can I tell you? We have your genetic makeup and your personality profile. We have your upbringing, your education, your career history, and we’ve mapped all that against our database of human outcomes. 

It seems very clear to us that your second act was back in college.” 

“College!” 
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“Sometimes that’s when it happens, Sam. It’s like you told our interviewers. You had an idyllic childhood in a nice house in the suburbs and summers by the sea. But then your father quit his corporate engineering job, bought the copper mine, moved the family to Utah, and that’s when the troubles began. Wait. How did you describe him?” HT opened the green file and flipped quickly to somewhere in the middle.  “No promise was ever  quite kept; no bill ever quite paid; no dream ever quite realized.” 

“I know what it says.” 

Sensing from Sam’s tone that he had gone a step too far, HT

resumed in a more sympathetic manner. “You went through an extraordinary series of experiences in your college years, Sam. 

While others were focused on getting drunk and getting laid, you were helping your father renegotiate

with vendors, lay off employees, plead with banks, and navigate bankruptcy. And in so doing, you had to come to terms with the fact that the man you had idolized your whole life was not exactly whom you had imagined him to be. In the aftermath of that experience, you made a promise that you would never put  your family in the same position. You achieved in school, advanced in a competitive field, steered clear of higher-risk opportunities, and ensured that when you had children, they would be raised on a foundation of financial stability. That this is your third act is nothing to be ashamed of, Sam. You should be incredibly proud of where you are.” 

And Sam might even have felt some of that pride if HT hadn’t referenced his  steering clear of higher-risk opportunities. Unlike so many of his colleagues, Sam had never attempted to shift to the buy side—to a private equity firm or hedge fund—where the 242

analysts lived and died by their recommendations but had the opportunity to accumulate  real money. 

He hadn’t even attempted a lateral move within the firm to a faster-growing sector like tech or telecom, wary of their rapidly changing competitive landscapes. Utilities may be regulated and slow-growing, as Sam liked to say to his clients, but they were also predictable and paid dividends. 

But if HT’s mention of these unpursued opportunities stung, it stung nothing like Sam’s realization that he had never referenced them in any of his interviews with Vitek. If they were in that file, they must have come from Annie, presumably as examples of her husband’s lack of ambition or grit. 

Sam shook his head. 

“Some of what you’ve said may be true,” he admitted finally. “But I think Annie and I have another act ahead of us.” 

“Oh,” replied HT. “I didn’t say it was Annie’s third act. We’re fairly certain that she’s still in her second.” 

 We Were Just Talking about You

Sam slammed the door of his new car. Or rather, he tried to slam it. But the door, like the motor, had been engineered to operate smoothly and quietly. 

So when he tugged the door shut, it advanced, paused, and closed itself with an unobtrusive click. 

“Fuck you,” said Sam to the door. 

He pushed the ignition and the car stirred to life with the slightest tremble. As if in harmony, the phone in Sam’s pocket began to vibrate with an incoming call—presumably from Annie or the office. Ignoring it, Sam initiated the GPS. 

 Where would you like to go?  it asked. 

“Two hundred and ten East Eighty-Fifth Street.” 
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 Proceed to the highlighted route. Take a right onto Local Access Road,   then continue eight miles to the expressway entrance. 

At Vitek’s exit, Sam came to a stop despite the fact there was no oncoming traffic. The GPS calculated that he would arrive back at the apartment at 7:34, in plenty of time for dinner. But Sam felt a sudden desire to turn left and follow the access road all the way to Orient Point—in order to visit that little house by the sea, the one that his parents had rented before his father quit his job, uprooted the family, and dragged them all out west. 

Someone behind Sam honked. 

Without signaling, Sam turned right and headed toward the city as it began to rain. 

The access road, which ran parallel to the expressway, was lined with telephone poles that may or may not have been carrying telephone calls anymore. At one time, this road had presumably been the main artery extending from the city to the tip of the peninsula, but the expressway had turned it into a secondary route spotted with secondary businesses. Case in point, Sam was passing a motor lodge from the 1950s with a parking area that was three times bigger than it now needed to be. 

Up ahead Sam saw another remnant of the access road’s heyday: a bar advertising itself as The Glass Half Full, complete with an oversize neon sign of a tipped martini that loomed over an old-school phone booth at the side of the road. As Sam drove by, he noticed that at the bottom of the martini glass was a neon olive that was no longer lit. 

Sam pulled over onto the shoulder. After letting two cars pass, he did a three-point turn and headed back. 

The GPS chimed to indicate its recalculation of the route home. 

 Take a left onto Maple Street, then proceed one-eighth of a mile and  take a left onto Church Street. 
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Instead, Sam took a left into the parking lot of The Glass Half Full. 

It was also three times larger than it needed to be, accommodating a handful of pickup trucks and older American sedans. Sam got out of his car and walked quickly toward the door as the rain began to fall in earnest. 

Inside, the ambience was defined by back-lit beer signs hanging on the walls and billiard balls clacking somewhere out of sight. On Sam’s right was a row of booths being used by parties of two or three while on his left was a bar lined with men in work clothes sitting on stools. A few of the men turned and looked in a manner suggesting they were used to recognizing whoever came into the bar. When they saw it was Sam, they went back to their beers. 

After letting his eyes adjust, Sam walked farther into the bar in search of a quiet place to sit. But as he proceeded, he was surprised to discover HT

sitting in the fourth booth talking to a brunette. Sam didn’t imagine The Glass Half Full was HT’s sort of place. Maybe he’d just found that having a drink right after work was  additive to his experience. 

Sam took a step toward him with every intention of making a wry remark to this effect, and that was when he realized that the brunette in the booth was Annie. 

Sam stopped in confusion. He and Annie were planning to talk about their “options” over dinner later that night. Had she driven out to get a reading from HT on Sam’s impressions in advance? 

But even as he was asking himself this question, Sam realized that resting on the table between two glasses of red wine were HT’s and Annie’s fingers interlinked. 

Looking up, HT let go of Annie’s hand. 

“Sam!” he said in his upbeat way. “What perfect timing! We were just talking about you.” 

HT slid out of the booth and stood in order to shake Sam’s hand. 

Which was just as well, since it made it so much easier for Sam to punch him in the face. Sam had never hit another person. So with 245



all the sharpness of a brand-new experience, he could feel the bone in HT’s nose breaking and he could see HT’s head snapping back as he slumped into the booth. 

There was a rap on the glass. 

“Hey! You okay in there, buddy?” 

Sam looked out the passenger side window to find someone peering into the car. It was an ill-shaven man in his late fifties holding a newspaper over his head to fend off the rain. Sam lowered the window. 

“You okay?” the man asked again. 

“Yeah,” said Sam. “I’m fine. Thanks.” 

“All righty,” the man said before limping toward the bar. 

Sam sat for a minute watching the windshield wipers sweep back and forth, his spirits lifted by the punch he hadn’t thrown. Then he followed the stranger inside. 

The Glass Half Full was almost as he had imagined it. Though there was a pool table in the back, there were no balls in play; and though there was a bar on the left and booths on the right, there were also a few tables for four in between; and though there were, in fact, a number of men in work clothes seated on the stools, none of them bothered to look up when Sam came through the door. 

Sam sat at the near corner of the bar, a few stools away from the man who had rapped on his window. A Motown song was playing on the jukebox in the corner, something by the Temptations or the Four Tops. Sam could never remember which was which. 
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“A gin and tonic,” he said to the bartender while setting his phone facedown on the bar. “Or, on second thought, make that a martini.” 

“You have a preference for gin?” 

“Whatever you’ve got on the top shelf.” 

Another Motown song began playing, and Sam drummed on the bar, pleased with his ability to remember, or anticipate, the song’s infectious rhythms. But when the bartender returned with a martini served on the rocks in a whiskey glass, Sam couldn’t help but feel disappointed. 

“That’ll be ten bucks,” said the bartender. 

“Can I have it straight up?” 

“We don’t have any martini glasses.” 

“But what about the sign?” 

“What sign?” 

Sam considered explaining, but a large fellow in a baseball cap who was seated to his right turned to look him over. 

“This is perfect,” Sam conceded as his phone began to vibrate again. 

“In fact, why don’t you set another one in motion?” 

 The Glass Half Full

Sam was drunk. He could tell he was drunk because he was losing track of things. He’d lost track of the time. He’d lost track of how many “martinis” 

he’d had and how many times his phone had buzzed on the bar. 

He also couldn’t remember when the ill-shaven man—whose name was Beezer—
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had moved to the stool on his left, or how they had come to be talking about Sam’s father. 

“A copper mine!” exclaimed Beezer, slurring his words. “I’d love to own a copper mine.” 

“Believe me,” said Sam, slurring them back, “a mine is the last thing you’d love to own.” 

Beezer looked incredulous, so Sam began ticking off reasons. 

“Mature industry . . . undifferentiated product . . . labor-intensive . . 

. 

economically sensitive . . .” 

Sam paused with a thumb and three fingers in the air, certain there was a fifth reason. 

Meanwhile, Beezer nodded with the expression of one who was keenly interested but only half following. 

“If all you say is true,” he asked, “then why would your old man buy one?” 

“It was his dream,” said Sam, putting the word “dream” in its place by adding a pair of air quotes. Sam took a drink, then looked at his neighbor. 

“You want to know  how bad the mining business is?” 

“Sure.” 

“One afternoon, when I was a senior in high school, my old man withdrew all our savings from the bank, drove six hours to Vegas, put the bundle on black, and let it ride: six . . . times . . . in a row.” 

“No shit,” said Beezer. “You hearing this, Nick?” 

The bartender, who was drying a glass, said: “I’m hearing it.” 
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Sam leaned toward Beezer. “Do you know what the odds are of black coming up on a roulette wheel six times in a row?” 

Beezer shook his head. 

“One in seventy-six. And with that once-in-a-lifetime stroke of good fortune, my father staved off the inevitable for another fourteen months.” 

Sam raised his martini. 

“To Chapter Eleven,” he said, then emptied the glass. 

“Well, it looks like everything worked out,” said Beezer, gesturing to Sam’s suit and then toward the parking lot, presumably in the direction of

the car. 

“If everything worked out,” said Sam, “it was no thanks to my dad. 

That car out there, this suit . . .” 

Sam shook his head without finishing his sentence. Then he shifted to a different point. 

“I am forty-five years old, and I’m about to have my very first kid. 

And do you know why that is? Because I waited. I waited until I had money in my pocket, a cushion in the bank, and a three-bedroom apartment on the Upper East Side with no mortgage. 

That’s why!” 

“You’re having a kid!” exclaimed Beezer, as if it were the only thing he had heard. 

“We’re in the process . . . ,” said Sam with a wave of the hand. 

“That’s why I’m out here.” 

The smile left Beezer’s face. “That’s why you’re out where?” 

 “In one mile, take Exit 46, then bear left,”  mimicked Sam. 
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“You mean Vitek?” 

“None other.” 

Beezer turned away from Sam to look at Nick in a meaningful way. 

At least, in a drunken sort of meaningful way. Then he turned back to Sam. 

“That’s one of them fertility clinics, right?” 

“Not ‘one of,’” corrected Sam. “It’s  the fertility clinic.” 

“So, how does it work in there? You pay the fare and then you get to pick if it’s a boy or a girl, blue-eyed or brown?” 

Sam laughed. “Boy or blue, girl or brown, that stuff’s for amateurs. 

At Vitek, you get to pick your kid’s  contours.” 

“Contours?” 

“What sort of temperament he’s gonna have. What sort of career. 

What sort of life.” 

“Top-shelf,” said Nick. 

Sam looked at the bartender. He wanted to ask what sort of crack that was supposed to be, but Beezer spoke first. 

“It’s just like I told you, Nick.” 

Sam looked back at Beezer. “Told him what?” 

Beezer leaned closer to Sam. “You know when Vitek opened?” 

“About a year ago . . . ?” 

“That’s right. But do you know what was in their building for the ten years before that?” 

“No.” 
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“Raytheon.” 

After letting this sink in, Beezer elaborated: “The Raytheon Company of Waltham, Massachusetts. One of the largest defense contractors in the world. For ten years they’re in that building with people coming and going at all hours of day and night. Then, one morning last September, suddenly all the cars are gone, the building goes dark, and the sign comes down. Two weeks later, the parking lot’s full, the lights are back on, and the sign says Vitek, Incorporated.” 

Beezer gave Sam the nod of mutual understanding. 

Sam gave Beezer the shake of solitary confusion. 

“Two weeks later!” said Beezer. “Doesn’t that seem a little surprising to you? That one corporation could empty out a building overnight and a totally new corporation could take its place in fourteen days? There’s only one way that happens. And that’s if there was never any change in occupancy at all. And Vitek, Incorporated, isn’t really Vitek, Incorporated. 

It’s a  division of Raytheon.” 

Beezer leaned a little closer. 

“Which, when you think about it, sort of figures.” 

“Sort of figures how?” 

“Because genetics is the future of defense.” 

Sam had already gotten the sense that Beezer was a little crazy, but a chill ran down his spine nonetheless. 

“They don’t call it birth control for nothing,” said Beezer. Then, after taking a drink of his beer, he added, “I’ve got it all written down.” 

“What you’ve got,” said Nick, “is too much time on your hands.” 
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Beezer ignored Nick’s comment and squinted at Sam. “Let me ask you something: To do this fertility stuff, did they hand you a dirty magazine and send you into a little room and ask you for a sample?” 

“Something like that,” said Sam. 

“But they called it a  sample, right?” 

“I think so.” 

Beezer nodded with the smile of the known-it-all-along. “That choice of words is no coincidence. They call it a  sample because they want you to think it’s some little representative part of something else. But what you’re giving them isn’t some little representative part of something else. It’s  the  thing. In fact, it’s the whole kit and caboodle.” 

“Sam had already gotten the sense that Beezer was a little crazy, but a chil ran down his spine

nonetheless.” 

Sam looked at Beezer, impressed by the majesty of his mania. 

Then he turned to Nick. “How about another round for me and my neighbor here?” 

Nick looked at Sam. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” 
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“Just one more?” asked Sam, trying to smile in the manner of Daniel One. 

Or maybe it was in the manner of Daniel Three. 

Either way, he smiled. 

“I’ll tell you what,” said Nick. “I’ll bring you a glass of water. Drink that first, then we can talk about another round.” 

“Whatever you say, barkeep.” 

As Nick went to get the glass of water, Sam’s phone began to vibrate on the bar. 

“Hey, buddy,” said Beezer, “it’s your phone again. That’s gotta be the tenth time it’s buzzed. Maybe you’d better answer it.” 

Sam looked around. 

“Do you hear something buzzing?” Then, picking the phone up off the bar, he dangled it over his glass of water and let it drop. 

“Because I don’t hear any—” 

But before Sam could finish, the big fellow on his right put a hand on his shoulder, turned him around, and punched out his lights. 

 Loose Change

Flat on his back, Sam opened his eyes to find a bright light staring down from overhead. 

 Oh my God,  he thought.  I’m on an operating table! 

But then the ill-shaven visage of Beezer leaned into view. 

“Hey, Nick. He’s back!” 

Now the bartender leaned into view. 

“Hallelujah,” he said. 
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Sam began to move, but Nick put a hand on his shoulder. “Why don’t you just stay put for a minute, friend. You took a tumble and hit your head.” 

Despite Nick’s suggestion, Sam swung his legs to his right and sat up on the bar. As he tried to put the pieces together, he noticed that the jukebox wasn’t playing, that there was blood on his shirt, and that most of the barstools were empty—including the one where the big guy in the baseball cap had been sitting. 

“That man hit me!” said Sam, pointing an accusatory finger at the empty stool. 

“Who?” said Nick. “Tony?” 

“The big guy who was sitting right there. I put my phone in my water and just like that, he spun me around and hit me.” 

“What you put your phone in was Tony’s vodka and soda. So . . .” 

Nick gave the shrug of universal absolution. 

With Beezer’s help, Sam climbed down from the bar. In the mirror behind Nick, he saw that the area around his left eye had begun to swell. 

“That’s gonna be quite a shiner,” acknowledged Nick. 

“I’ve never had a shiner.” 

“Well, there you go,” said Beezer with a grin. “They don’t call it The Glass Half Full for nothing!” 

When Sam sat back on his old stool, Nick put a plastic bag filled with ice on the bar and a martini beside it. 

“Here,” said Nick. “This one’s on the house.” 

“I never drank my water.” 

“You’ve sobered up just the same.” 
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As Sam put the bag against the side of his face, he watched Nick going about his business. 

“You don’t like me, do you?” 

“I don’t know you.” 

“Science says we can form lasting impressions of people in as short as two minutes,” said Sam. 

“Is that so?” 

“That’s true,” said Beezer. “I read it in a magazine.” 

“Listen, Nick . . . Can I call you Nick?” 

“You can call me whatever you want.” 

“I know we don’t know each other. And I’m sorry if I’ve rubbed you the wrong way. But I’d still like to know why.” 

Nick gave Sam another look, as if he was sizing him up with a little more care. Then, after nodding twice, mostly to himself, he put both hands on the bar. 

“My wife and I have been married for thirty-four years,” he began. 

“We grew up in the next town over and got pregnant when we were twenty-one. At the time, I had a job as a long-haul trucker, a union job making ten bucks an hour, and Betty was working at the hospital. We saved a little money and bought a little place with a little backyard figuring that maybe, God willing, we’d have a second kid. But the second kid? It turned out to be triplets. 

Identical twin boys and a girl. I didn’t even know that shit could happen. With four kids under the age of three, I had to give up the long-haul trucking and Betty gave up the nursing. But we made it work. I got a local job in construction and painted houses on the weekends. The kids grew up eating mac and cheese and going to public school, the three boys sleeping in one room and Sally in another. But along the way, my wife and I realized that Sally—the runt of the litter—was the smart one. Smarter than any of her 255

brothers. Smarter than either of us. So we decided to send her to private school. We squeezed the lemon a little harder. And sure enough, by senior year she’s placing at the top of her class and speaking three different languages. She gets into motherfucking Yale. Sure, we get some financial aid, but it’s middle-class financial aid, which is to say, not enough. So we have to sit the boys down and explain that we’re all going to make some sacrifices. The twins are going to have to look at state schools or maybe work for a couple of years before college. Which is what they do, more or less, with no complaints. Then in the middle of her junior year, our little Sally comes home for Christmas and she can’t get out of bed. She stays in her room half the day with the shades drawn, saying she doesn’t want to go outside. She certainly doesn’t want to go back to Yale. So we get her a therapist—another squeeze of the lemon. Two months go by and Sally’s therapist says that what Sally needs is for everyone to sit down together. 

Not just me and Betty, you understand, but all six of us. Ed’s gotta get a special leave from his unit at Camp Pendleton, Jimmy takes the bus home from SUNY Oswego, and Billy comes up from Fort Lauderdale, where he’s waiting tables during the day and going to culinary school at night. But they

all come back. And we crowd together into this therapist’s little office. And it’s awkward. Nobody’s saying anything. Ten minutes go by, maybe fifteen. 

But then suddenly, one of them says something and the four of them start talking. They talk about their childhoods. They say what they think about us and what they think about each other. They say what they think about themselves. And you know something? 

That was the most interesting day of my life.” 

Nick picked up Sam’s empty glass. 

“So, yeah. When all is said and done, I suppose your father’s more my kind of guy.” 

Sam understood that this last remark was meant to be a slap in the face, and that’s what it felt like. He stood up from the stool, 256

nearly knocking it over. He took two brand-new hundred-dollar bills from his wallet and made a show of tossing them on the bar. 

Then he walked out of The Glass Half Full and into the pouring rain. 

As he jogged across the lot toward his car, Sam was already regretting throwing the money on the bar. Nick was bound to take it as proof of all his worst suspicions about guys in custom suits and fancy cars. But Sam hadn’t thrown the money on the bar to show off his wealth. He had thrown it to show that he was the sort of man who didn’t need to drive six hours to Las Vegas and beat improbable odds just so he could keep a folly of his own invention on life support. 

Sam climbed into his car and yanked the door, which eased to a close as the rain poured in on the upholstery. When he pushed the ignition, Sam happened to glance at the clock and saw that he was already two hours late. 

“Shit.” 

Taking his phone from his pocket, Sam pressed the side button but to no effect. It took him a moment to realize that the phone wasn’t responding because he had submerged it in Tony’s vodka and soda. 

“Shit,” he said again. 

After shaking his head at this fiasco of his own making, Sam went to wipe the rain off his face, triggering a sharp pain in his cheek. 

Turning on the overhead light, he looked in the rearview mirror and saw that his shiner was coming along nicely. He could add that to the list of things he was going to have to explain when he got home. But even as he was having this thought, in the corner of the mirror he noticed the proud rectangular figure of the phone booth standing at the side of the road. 

His spirits raised by the sight, Sam patted his pants and jacket pockets to see if he had any change—but of course he didn’t. 

Who the hell had change anymore? He looked down into the tray 257

beside the driver seat, but the car was too new to have accumulated the normal automotive detritus. 

Stymied, Sam looked through the windshield. 

He certainly wasn’t going back into The Glass Half Full. 

But there were still a few other vehicles in the parking lot . . . 

After a moment, Sam got out of his car and slunk toward a nearby pickup that looked even older than the bar. For no good reason, it was locked. Sam moved on to a Chrysler sedan that needed a new paint job. The door handle gave promisingly. Glancing back at the bar, Sam quickly opened the door, slipped into the driver’s seat, and closed the door again so that the overhead light wouldn’t be on for more than a second. As it was dark, Sam reached into his jacket so that he could use the flashlight on his phone. This time, he remembered it was dead before he got it out of his pocket. 

In the tray beside the driver’s seat, there were two empty coffee cups. 

Setting them on the passenger’s seat, Sam reached into the cup holders and felt two dimes stuck to the bottom. They were so stuck, he had to use his fingernails to pry them free. Sam had no idea what a phone call to the city would cost, but it was certainly more than twenty cents. Cognizant that at any moment the owner of the car might emerge from the bar, Sam rifled through the glove compartment to no avail. Then, suddenly, he had a flash from childhood—a vision of raiding his father’s car for loose change in the hopes of going to the movies. Turning ninety degrees, Sam shoved his fingers into the crease between the back and the bottom of the driver’s seat. 

In a matter of seconds, he felt the unmistakable shape of two quarters. With his muscle memory taking over, Sam pinched the quarters between the tips of two fingers and eased them carefully from the crevice in which they were lodged. 
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The necessary change in hand, Sam opened the door of the sedan with every intention of getting quickly out. But just as he was sliding from behind the wheel, he noticed the two photographs taped to the dash. Both were of three boys and a girl. 

In the first picture, which was faded with age, the kids were around eight or nine and standing in front of a quaint little house. 

On their shoulders, they had oversize backpacks like it was the first day of school. In the second picture, they were standing in the same spot in

the same arrangement, but now in their early twenties. It occurred to Sam that this picture was probably taken around the time that Sally had begun to struggle. As Nick had said, she was the runt of the litter, standing half a foot shorter than her brothers. With a deep sense of shame, Sam realized that he had never bothered to ask Nick how his daughter had fared. 

Climbing out of the bartender’s car, Sam gave one last look over his shoulder, then ran to the booth at the edge of the lot. When he opened the door, he was startled to have the light go on but then relieved. 

“God bless the phone company,” he said. 

Holding the door open with a foot so that the light wouldn’t go off, Sam put all of Nick’s change in the slot and dialed Annie’s cell. 

But as soon as he heard the call going through, he realized he’d made a big mistake. What he should have dialed was their landline—because Annie never carried her cell phone around the apartment. When she got home, she invariably put it on the credenza by the front door, along with her keys and her wallet. 

Even if she heard the phone ringing, she would never make it across the apartment in time. 

Sure enough, after five rings the phone went to voicemail. 

Sam couldn’t remember how long a payphone call lasted, but when the beep came, he didn’t waste any time. He told Annie he was sorry. He told her he was sorry that he was late, sorry that he hadn’t made it for dinner, sorry that he hadn’t been able to call. 

259



There were other things he was sorry about, too, but, worried that he was running out of time, he paused, expecting a recorded voice to interrupt and demand twenty-five cents for another two minutes. 

But Sam hadn’t run out of time, and he found himself standing there holding the receiver to his ear without speaking—like someone who was waiting for the person at the other end of the line to respond. 

“Annie, I’m so sorry,” he finally began, but the line went dead. 

Sam stepped out of the phone booth into the rain and found himself looking up at the neon sign. Maybe his eyes were playing tricks on him, or maybe some of the neon tubing momentarily reflected the headlights of an oncoming car, but Sam was almost certain that for one clear second the olive at the bottom of the martini glass blinked on. 

After staring for a moment, Sam strode to his car. Letting the door close at its own pace, he pushed the ignition and drove to the exit. 

 Where would you like to go?  asked the GPS. 

But Sam turned off the system. He didn’t need it to tell him how to get to where he was going. 

 A Table for Four

At 10:45, Nick and Beezer were sitting alone in the empty bar at one of the four-tops with a cup of coffee and a glass of beer. It was closing time, more or less, and Nick had some cleaning up to do, so he should probably have sent Beezer on his way, but it was still raining and Beezer didn’t have a car, so Nick decided to give him one on the house while he was having his coffee. On 260

occasion, Nick did that—let Beezer stay for a while after closing, as long as he didn’t talk too much. 

As they sat there drinking quietly, reflectively, the door to The Glass Half Full swung open and in walked Mr. Contours, drenched to the bone. 

Standing in the doorway, he gave the bar a once-over. Then he put a hand in his suit pocket and began advancing toward their table. For a moment, Nick wondered if this crazy bastard had returned with a gun. Beezer must have thought the same thing, because his face went white. But when Contours reached their table, he collapsed into the chair across from Nick and, without saying a word, took his hand from his pocket and slammed something down. When he removed his hand, there in the middle of the table, illuminated by an overhead lamp, was a small plastic container, at the bottom of which was a cloudy white substance. 

“Holy shit!” said Beezer, pushing his chair back with a jolt, like it was some kind of explosive. 

“Well, I’ll be damned,” said Nick. 

Contours didn’t look smug. He didn’t look smart or victorious. He looked like someone on the verge of a resolution. 

Without Nick or Beezer asking, he explained that when he went back to Vitek, he had to bang on the door for fifteen minutes before a security guard would let him in. It took another fifteen minutes to get some guy named HT on the phone so that he could get back his kit and caboodle. 

When he finished talking, neither Nick nor Beezer spoke. The three of them sat there in silence, not looking at each other so much as at the middle

of the table—at that small plastic container in which there was and wasn’t their future. In which there was and wasn’t ours. 

A NOTE FROM THE CURATOR OF THE  FORWARD
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COLLECTION

A year and a half ago, my partner and I were driving across the Rocky Mountains, not far from where I live. The aspens had just begun to turn, and the air was redolent with all the smells I associate with fall: incense, dirt, the start of decay. As we drove, we were debating some emerging technology I’d read about in Scientific American and circling around the larger topic of growing up in the bubble of rapid change and technological advancement. 

While a lot of it has been amazing, some of the change has come with effects we’d rather roll back. 

How does anyone know at the moment of discovery where their work will ultimately lead? 

Should we let that uncertainty stop forward momentum, or do we roll the dice and let the chips fall where they may? 

How does it feel to change the world? 

These questions intrigued me, so much so that I wrote a story about it. 

But my obsession didn’t stop there—I also wanted to know what other writers would write when posed with the same questions. 

And so this collection was born and filled with writers whose minds work in ways that fascinate me. 

N. K. Jemisin (the Broken Earth trilogy) is writing fantasy and speculative fiction like you’ve never even fathomed. Paul Tremblay is the greatest horror novelist working today, and his novel  A Head Full of Ghosts still gives me nightmares. Veronica Roth created an unforgettable world and populated it with amazing characters in her iconic Divergent trilogy. Andy Weir captured the imagination of the world and scienced the shit out of his already-a-classic  The Martian. And Amor Towles, with  A Gentleman in  Moscow, has simply written one of the best novels I’ve ever read. I recommend it every day. 
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I asked these writers to be a part of a collection that explores the resounding effects of a pivotal technological moment, and to my great delight, they said yes. I knew they’d deliver the goods when it came time to write their stories, but I was not prepared for what an abundance of riches this collection would turn out to be. 

I hope, once you’ve read these six mind-bending stories, that you’ll agree. 

 Blake Crouch

 Durango, Colorado

 May 3, 2019
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