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After Dinner Conversation is an award-winning independent nonprofit publisher. We believe in fostering meaningful discussions among friends, family, and students to enhance humanity through truth-seeking, reflection, and respectful debate. To achieve this, we publish philosophical and ethical short story fiction accompanied by discussion questions.
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From the Editor
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THE NIGHTLY NEWS IS episodic television. There is always a good guy and bad guy. There is always a panic situation. Structurally, the news is the same as M.A.S.H., Law & Order, Seinfeld, or House. The names in the news change weekly, but the story never progresses. It’s pop culture, disguised as information.

And yet, now more than ever, it’s hard to ignore. I’m writing this in March and can’t imagine the crazy that will have taken place by publication.

Here is what I believe: core things don’t generally change. Truth is truth. Values are values. Family is family. The boat rights itself. And the farther and longer the boat leans to one side, the more shocking the snap to upright. Our goal, as a literary magazine, is to reframe pop culture news as for examples of a more universal truth.

The question isn’t if person X did a corrupt power-grabbing thing this week. The question is whether this instance helps inform us about how power has historically, repeatedly, and consistently been corrupted? Corruption is not a thing that just happens. It’s a thing that, perhaps, has always happened, and the real question is what is the fundamental truth as to why?

Deep breath. Ignore the static to see the patterns. If you see the patterns, you won’t need to see over the horizon because you’ll already know what is there.
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Being of Several Minds
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Paul Schreiber 

* * *
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CONTENT DISCLOSURE: Medical Procedures; Strong Language

* * *
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EILEV ENTERED THE TECHNICIAN’S office, scanned in, and cognitively consented to release his thought data. He found a seat, trying to focus against the overlapping streams:

The Sixers fell 138–127 to the Nets, a significant blow to their playoff hopes. They played like garbage again—of course they did, since it was a game that mattered...

Seven ways to enhance your dashboards visually: First up, white space!

It’s these little laws, these quiet policies, they hope we won’t notice, won’t think too big a deal, that start building, people; they start adding up, more and more, until before you know it, you’ve been displaced, replaced, and the future is unrecognizable, without space for us...

The waiting room was clean, sterile, with smooth silver floors and bare white walls. Sets of two or three gray plastic chairs were scattered in apparently random patterns, sometimes bracketed off with empty glass end tables. In the corner, a coffeemaker stood thinking, sensing the flavors in its pot: dark chocolates, a hint of gooseberries, a slight oiliness from the roast. 

“What the hell is a gooseberry?” Eilev accidentally wondered, and he was immediately inundated with responses: 

Gooseberries are a tart, nutrient-rich fruit in the genus Ribes (which also includes currants), with numerous health benefits, including...

Save fifteen percent on dark roast coffees! Explore fair trade and sustainable options... 

The dark rises, as we have long known it would, though they’ll try to silence us, though they’ll ostracize us, call us lunatics...

Elevate your cocktail game with elderberry-infused Grey Goose vodka...

Several additional voices broadcast, too, though Eilev could not hold them all in his mind, hearing only flashes of the loudest and most sensational. Other items in the room were similarly busy, sending information about themselves out into the ether: the fluorescent lights above, bestowed now with that curse previously granted only to humanity, counting down their lifespan, aware of their own mortality; a vending machine broadcasting its contents, anxious that only two of a popular nutrition bar remained. 

All this chaos should have been silent background, but Eilev’s mindmesh recast everything. He sighed, rubbing his aching forehead and checking the time. If the technician could fix this quickly, he might still be able to make a half day at work, sneaking back into the cubicle farm with the other medical data analysts after lunch. A small tweak, they had promised on the phone. Eilev wasn’t sure he could afford to miss even a half day. 

Still, he couldn’t function like this. Simply reflecting on his work for a moment had initiated a dozen new streams. Some advertised job openings; in others, conspiracy theorists broadcast dire admonitions about Eilev’s employer, Siox, one of the leading purveyors of the terabytes of data leaking from biotech enhancements. Simultaneously, in quieter threads, unions transmitted their messages to those, like Eilev, in unprotected adjunct roles: gig workers, who could so easily be dismissed. Eilev glanced across the room, trying to silence the voices.

There was an old man in the corner, rubbing his short, frizzled gray hair and staring blankly ahead, lost in his programming; across the room, a mother sat with a young child, not more than five, probably here for her first calibration. 

Unintentionally, after staring for a moment at the mother and child, Eilev made eye contact with the mother and immediately looked away. The mindmesh, however, caught hold of his discomfort, abruptly opening a stream on parenting, then mothers, then, oddly, the best positions for conception; pretty quickly, the content became simultaneously trad-religious and quite graphic, and Eilev stared down in discomfort, trying to focus on something mundane to quiet the streams. He concentrated on the Sixers, slowly naming every player on their roster, calling up their season stats, average points, rebounds, assists, deflections, efficiency, until his mindmesh fell back under his own control. 

Behind the desk, behind a thick sheet of glass, a man in scrubs shuffled something in a drawer before disappearing into a back room. The glass, Eilev noted, was new since he’d last visited the office; but it made sense, considering all the crazies out there now. Especially for a receptionist—what did that poor guy have to do with anything?

Eilev tried to recall a comedy that he’d been watching on the subway, a heady indie short that explored digitized and inorganic life, but the other streams were too loud, and he couldn’t quite focus, staring at the glass. Instead, his attention was drawn to the loudest stream, a man yelling about Skimplants, the mindmesh producers.

The Mark of the Beast! Read about it, you all. It’s right in there. The Mark of the Beast, and here they are out in the open, putting it in all these mindless fools, tired of thinking for themselves. 

Because that’s what they want—that’s what they need, isn’t it? A mindless bunch of consumers, laying on their beds, with no need to move—

Fifteen percent off Egyptian cotton bedding. Twenty-four hours only!

—a herd of cattle just eating up their narratives like grass. Hollow-eyed, soulless—look at them, staring at the walls—it’s like they’ve been lobotomized. There’s nothing there anymore. Nothing human.

Eventually, after the old man and the young child had finished, the receptionist nodded at Eilev and buzzed open the door, and Eilev walked down a thin hallway until he came upon a square office. A slightly portly, bearded man in a black T-shirt sat behind an L-shaped walnut desk, gazing at the wall as those with a mindmesh often do, reviewing something. His file, Eilev assumed.

When Eilev knocked, the technician raised his eyes and greeted him. “Come in,” he told him. “Have a seat.” He gestured toward two plastic chairs. 

“I’ve just been looking through your thought data,” the technician said, almost smirking. “You’ve been searching some pretty unhealthy stuff. I’m not saying anything about it, man, but they keep track of this stuff, you know? Probably in your best interest to tone it down a little.”

“It’s broken,” Eilev told the technician defensively. “That’s why I’m here—I don’t have any control over where it’s going.”

“But it’s responding to your thoughts, right? Lost its filter, you say, but it’s just chasing down more detail about what you’re thinking. ‘Expanding thought,’ like the ad says.” 

In the background, Eilev’s streams continued, but he tried to tune them out and focus on the technician.

Surveillance—the whole fucking thing is surveillance, that’s all anything is built on anymore; the government, business; no one does anything but watch one another, a bunch of impotent voyeurs. We don’t make anything anymore; we don’t do anything; we just slink off into a corner and observe, taking notes...

Back-to-school tech is going fast! Get here now for the best deals on all must-haves to ensure your student remains top of the class...

“Right, but it’s kind of hard not to think about something when it’s blasted inside your mind; like, I start with wanting to know the Eagles’ defensive statistics, and somehow that’s two degrees away from rants about how crime-ridden Philadelphia has become, which very quickly leads to some abhorrent streams, and they just won’t shut up.”

“Well, just try not to think about such racist stuff, and the mindmesh won’t track that content down.”

“I’m not the one thinking it,” Eilev insisted. 

“Or use a surrogate to make it harder to trace back to you. They’re easy to find. Probably go about it the old way, though, because it looks suspicious if you have thought data on surrogates and then suddenly your thought data is clean and respectable, you know—like, oh, I just turned over a new leaf.”

Still scanning, the technician noted, “Legally, they can’t use any of this individuated thought data, and everything at this appointment today is confidential, of course, but still, there’s a record there, man.”

“Can you fix it?” Eilev asked. “Stop all this—chaos? noise? I don’t need a surrogate, just a filter that works, so I’m not hearing a thousand voices simultaneously.”

“Look, I think a lot of newbies have a hard time separating their thought from the mindmesh, at first. It can feel disorienting to have these other streams of knowledge or awareness. We get that—it takes time to come to terms with this wider consciousness, to familiarize yourself with a superhuman mind. There might not really be anything wrong, exactly—you just have to learn to live with it for a while, learn to focus.” 

“This is—I’ve talked with others,” Eilev protested. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to be. Something is off.”

The technician stared at him for a moment, and it seemed to Eilev a condescending stare, though perhaps he was simply scanning through past case data. “Well, let’s think about this logically for a minute: There are really only two things we can do at this point. Most simply, I can reset the chip. The mindmesh will learn from your thoughts, tracking and enhancing the electrical signals of your brain. If, for some reason, something went wrong in the initial fine-tuning, we can simply erase and refresh, giving it another chance to learn from new data. 

“That’s what I’d recommend, for now.

“I’m not sure what could have gone wrong, though,” the technician added. “I’ve been implanting these for over three years, and I haven’t had a single complaint related to the device itself. In pretty much every case, the mind is the issue, not the machine.” 

Eilev frowned, trying hard to listen over an anti-cyborg rant.

“Worst comes to worst, the other option is more invasive: we try to fix your mind, figure out why its signals are off. We consider rewiring the implant. But this is really rare, almost never needed. I’d be very hesitant to start messing around with the mindmesh after implant. 

“We’re also seeing an uptick in requests for removal lately, with all the hatred being spewed over this, but it’s such an overreaction: Your tuning is off, so we rip the net from your cortex? Your eye itches, so we scoop out your eyeballs? People have just lost their minds lately—no trust anymore for science. You should know up front, I’m very hesitant to prescribe removal; I just don’t do it for my clients.”

Eilev frowned. “No, I don’t want it out. I need this—I just need it to work,” he said.

“Well, let’s start with a reset,” the technician replied. “If that doesn’t work,” he shrugged, “I guess we figure out why your mind is glitching.”

* * *
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FOR A FEW MINUTES AFTER Eilev left the office, he knew peace: silence in his mind. Outside, the turmoil of the city, overflowing with humans and machines, still collided with him like a thick, wet blanket; but his mind, at least, was still, and he could see a billboard without being bombarded by advertisements, or notice a person on the street without hearing the darkest thoughts of the web, or remember tasks from his work without having them drowned out in conspiracy theories about the company. 

After that, a single voice returned. Eilev first noticed it while looking at a bird, strange and yellow, one he hadn’t seen in the city before. Quietly, a stream opened and provided information about the species and its geographical range. 

While Eilev was on his afternoon walk through the city park, the polyphony returned, prompted at first by his response to a man lying on a bench. Three streams began at once broadcasting very different messages scorn, empathy, safety, and Eilev’s wave of despair ripped the mindmesh into a thousand confused voices as it strove to respond to his thought. 

There were options, of course, beyond the technicians, illicit procedures conducted in dank basements, outside the purview of the government; but, even if he’d risk some amateur, potential hack manipulating his mind, trusting anything available over the mindmesh seemed insane, given the draconian penalties for biotech experimentation outside the government’s sanctioned clinics. 

There were blockers, filters, surrogates, he supposed, but even then: you’d have to trust that no one who frequented the same service would have an unfiltered mindmesh, because one open mind would endanger the whole enterprise.

As he thought, his mind screamed at him in a million voices, the online prophets castigating the corrupt who had undergone this procedure, conspiracy theorists speculating on the government’s use of thought data, bouncy and future-themed advertisements for the mindmesh itself. Eilev collapsed on a bench and buried his head in his hands, drowning in multiple streams. 

And almost involuntarily, his mindmesh began broadcasting information about surgeons, about those who would covertly remove or add biotech enhancements, promising to supercharge a mindmesh or rip it out, depending on one’s preferences; the videos’ aesthetics implied various levels of shadiness, some claiming their work had government approval, but all promising anonymity. Mentally, Eilev saw locations light up across the city map, though concentrated mostly in the Northwest.

While lost in this search, a man sat down on the bench beside Eilev, an older man, nearing late middle age, with short, mostly gray hair, though it was often hard to tell how many enhancements one had employed to slow aging; perhaps much older. He wore dress pants, a sweater, and a peacoat, a living anachronism on an autumn stroll through the park. Eilev, of course, noticed nothing; until the second tap against his arm, he did not even realize the man was attempting to hand him a note card.

Eilev took the card, staring at the man in confusion as voices in his mind warned against strangers in the park and tracked down the cost of the man’s coat. The man nodded and smiled sympathetically. “Just try to concentrate on the lines,” he told Eilev. “Read them, and focus, and listen for the quiet voices.” And with that, he stood and continued his walk. 

On the note card, small, typescript letters spelled out a short verse:


Be more than man, or thou’rt less than an ant.

Then, as mankind, so is the world’s whole frame

Quite out of joint.



Eilev read the card two times, not fully comprehending, wondering if the man wrote these lines, wondering why they had been dropped in his hand. Not unexpectedly, the mindmesh, hearing the verse, released a torrent of voices condemning this age, along with ads from biotech companies promising superhuman abilities. Eilev read the note card again, trying to make sense of it, and the mindmesh located the author and publication history. 
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