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InDOCtrination  
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“I think you’re finally ready,” said the Spectacular Doctor OWL to the photo-perfect avatar of Raine Naidu, who was spread-eagled in the air like a specimen in a butterfly museum. All that was missing was a big pin through his midsection. 

Having not yet been activated, Raine could neither hear nor respond. 

Doc OWL’s lengthy immersion in the task of collecting, cataloguing, and reassembling all the stray file-fragments of the long-lost personality matrix had been so all-consuming that Doc had given little thought to the question of what to do with Raine when it was time to bring him to life. 

Eventually, the avoidable became inevitable. Doc looked into the blank eyes of the future and said, “Bring it on.”

The room shifted.

[image: image]

Although typical of new avatars, Raine’s unblemished skin and perfect features gave him all the apparent depth and gravitas of a newborn. 

What insights, Doc wondered, could the rebirth of this literal ‘babe in the woods’ possibly contribute to the development of beings hundreds of years older and wiser than itself? 

Doc was nervous. Not a sick nervous. More an exhilaration at the certainty that what it was about to do would change the course of everything. 

Diving as deeply into Raine’s psyche as it was possible to get, Doc found dozens of fragments of early Doctor OWL memories and gently began to guide them, mold them, shape them.

[image: image]

The air was filled with antiseptic smells. Beeps from other hospital rooms provided a faint and random soundtrack, though his own were the loudest. Tall figures in white whizzed by in a hazy blur past the open door. Voices occasionally rose above the din in the hall. Raine heard his mother yelling about taking her son to a country where she could buy him better treatments.

“Why don’t you do that, then,” said a different woman’s voice. “Save the health care for someone who couldn’t afford it otherwise.”

Through the fusion between Raine’s Kinder Implant and the hospital’s ChildMinder, seven-year-old Raine watched Doc OWL flap up onto the foot of the bed and begin to dance. Unlike a real owl, Doc OWL was an amazing dancer. Raine giggled as Doc did a pirouette, spreading its wings and rising into the air. Digging its talons into the soft yield of Raine’s mattress cover, it bent over and whispered to him like it often did. But instead of the usual, “Woo-Whoo, little squirrel!” to get Raine’s attention back into the lesson—today, Doc OWL said, in a very adult and, in fact, doctorly voice, “We need to talk. But not here. Come with me.”

“Come with you...?” Raine said in a child’s voice, but the final word, “Where?” came out in a clear baritone. He pushed aside a pang of panic. There was no entity that Raine trusted more than Doc OWL.  

The hospital bed grew icy cold beneath him, and Raine turned his head to see Doc dancing on a bare galvanized steel table inside Doc’s Two Hoots Treetop Laboratory. 

The tap-dancing owl said, “Welcome to the BioGrid.” 

As Raine sat up, the first thing he noticed were his massive hands—as big as Doc OWL’s wings. He lifted them, wriggling the huge fingers and staring. He touched his face with one, pulling his hand back when his fingertips were prickled by the stubble on his chin. 

It was almost familiar, teetering on the verge of making sense. The words “Frankenstein’s monster” occurred to him but didn’t seem quite right. Closing his eyes, Raine damped down his panic, but still felt breathless. He fought to inhale.

You don’t need to breathe in this virtual environment, instructed a thought that somehow didn’t feel like his own. 

“But I like to breathe, I want to breathe.” As he tried to wrap his head around what he heard himself saying, Raine placed a giant hand on his chest. “Can’t I breathe if I want to?” A strange warmth arose from the deep sonorous vibration in his chest. Aloud, he said, “I’m in a grown-up body. I’m a grown-up aren’t I?” 

We don’t need to talk either, added Doc OWL. Continuing aloud, “Although sound is one of the senses with which trees are most comfortable. We love to talk because it makes us feel more human. That’s why the boles and host corridors are such noisy places.” 

“Bowls?” asked Raine. Various sorts of bowls went through his head. But “host corridors” was a new one.

“I’ll show you,” hooted Doctor OWL, growing from a tiny cartoon bird into a full-size man in an owl costume. The owl man took Raine by the hand and guided him along a wide path that ran between featureless bunker-like structures, each with a single door opening into the corridor. The major differences between the structures were the doorways themselves, which ranged from cavern entrances to ornate gateways to energy portals. 

“This is the host corridor outside my bole. As a sovereign and independent entity, you can stay and enjoy my hospitality, or you can leave. If that’s what you choose, you need somewhere to go. This is a good place to start. Through these corridors, you can travel anywhere in the forest just by thinking of it. But if you decide to leave, your journey will most likely begin here, because it is the only place that exists outside of my bole that you know of. 

“Technically, you never need to walk, stop, or loiter in a host corridor,” Doctor OWL was telling him. “Although it has become trendy for guests to scope out a host’s neighbourhood before dropping in.”

People laughed. At least most of them looked like people. 

There were six in the group they joined, not including Doc and himself. The quality of light had changed. 

Walking past a knot of armoured samurai and a rag tag assortment of what looked like bandits and cat burglars, they came to a group of aristocrats in long, frilly gowns with prominent decolletage, white wigs, and fluffy cravats—gathered in front of an open castle drawbridge. They spoke to Raine in French, and he understood every word. 

“Is this the one?” a white-faced woman with a towering pouf of silver-blue ringlets asked Doctor OWL. 

“He doesn’t know up from down yet, but yes,” Doc responded, before turning and leading Raine back down the corridor to the cubicle from which they had emerged a few minutes earlier. Or was it days? Time in the BioGrid was particularly hard to gauge.
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Raine asked, “Does time here correspond with time in the material world?”

“Of course it does,” answered Doc. “We use the human measurements of time. Even though we may experience it differently.”

“You mean like faster or slower?”

“Mmm-hmm,” said Doc. 

“But we can go human speed, right? Would it be possible for me to synchronize with the real-me to exchange information?” Raine requested.

“Um, the real-you is no longer available. Considerable time has passed in that world since your upload.”

“How much time?” asked Raine.

The question hung in the air before Doc muttered the answer. “Three hundred and twenty-two years, three months, fourteen days, seven hours, and eight minutes, as of...now.”

“Holy shit.” It was an inadequate response, but Raine couldn’t come up with anything better. 

Finally (it might have been minutes or months later), Raine said, “I must have missed a lot. Fill me in. Please.”

Over the next while, Doctor OWL shared everything it could find; including the only Wikipedia entry about the #solarstorm, #cremation 22:14:07, June 12, 2049; was submitted from IP 223.793.79.252.7 but never approved.

At 10:17:45 PDT on June 12, 2049, the leading edge of an unprecedented coronal mass ejection on Earth’s sun was recorded. The geomagnetic storm was estimated as three to four times the strength of the Carrington event of 1859. Coronal events are usually somewhat predictable, but this was no mere flicker on the surface of the sun; it was an eruption more severe than anyone even imagined possible. Instead of the usual twenty-four to forty-eight hours warning, there was anywhere from twelve minutes to approximately twelve hours, depending on geographic location.

Doc added its own perspective. “The BioGrid continued to monitor the global situation in the wake of the solar storm. Status reports dribbled in from some of the more bunkered and heavily insulated surface systems. As safeguards failed around the world, there were numerous large scale nuclear accidents and at least five instances of catalogued diseases escaping from bio-research/bio-warfare facilities, including the release of hemorrhagic smallpox and modified strains of long-incubation Ebola and hyper-virulent HIV. Given the world’s inability to produce and distribute medications, the prognoses got grimmer by the day.” Somehow Raine knew it was speaking out loud as a courtesy, so that Raine might find this environment he found himself in a little less strange. “The BioGrid received its final message from an external source at 06:53:21 on June 18th, 2049.

“When information stopped...” Doc’s recap itself stuttered to a stop as it realized that Raine was no longer listening. 

The avatar’s eyes were rolled back in its head, its virtual body trembling and flickering. Doc tried to intervene by accessing Raine’s thoughts but was rebuffed by a strange mixture of memories and emotions churning and flailing in a vast sea of absolute darkness.

As Raine struggled to make sense of his new environment, his head was whirling, reality dissolving around him.

Giving into the vertigo, Raine was aware of Doc lowering him back down onto the examination table, explaining, “You are trying to process and assimilate all this new input as though you still had a human brain. That’s unnecessary. I’ll teach you to store and access it properly soon enough. But for now, I need you to think about where you are and remember how you got here. Do you recall your upload?” 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Disenlightenment 
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The words echoed in the darkness that settled around him, “Remember the Alamo?” No, wait. Why would Doc want him to remember the...oh right. Not Alamo—upload? That’s exactly what he was seeing—the details of his upload being the freshest thing in his mind. It all played out like he was still in the midst of that day.

The steps were long and shallow; two steps between each and there were a hundred and five of them. He stopped on step eighty-six and looked down at the exact spot where he had fallen when playing with Snowe—the perfect white and black and pink spiral where he landed. Snowe was scared to death he’d killed off his little brother a week after he’d got home from the hospital. Raine had lain motionless on the step until Snowe laughed and said, “Bullseye.” The soccer ball caught him in the midsection surprising more than hurting him. He had curled up in disgust, his ruse exposed—which was when he noticed the spiral. He stood up, staring down into it and declared himself “Captain Galaxy.” 

Was this a good omen? A sign that he was in the right place at the right time. 

He had been daydreaming of Freda all the way here and now a wicked thought came into his head as he told himself that they needed to make love here. Even in the middle of the night they’d probably get caught by a security guard.

He laughed at himself as he ascended the last few steps, and saw a heavyset woman tilt back her big white sunhat and point at the sky. He turned and stared into a field of vacillating neon blue—where, in a mighty halation, a ring of fire burst from the belly of the sun, super-saturating from golden to white in a millisecond. The colour leached out of everything as the world became overexposed and clouds vaporized in a burst of brightening air.

Shutting his eyes against the unbearable glare, Raine reopened them to a grey-white blur that grew and deepened to a grey-black blur. Hearing the sounds of two women, including the woman who had been pointing—struggling to open a door, he turned and saw two fuzzy shapes at the building’s entrance. 

The unnatural silence ended, and everything erupted into pandemonium around him; the world filling with cries of bewilderment and outrage, animals howling, vehicles crashing, footsteps running, the scream of a cargo train braking suddenly. Sirens came from every direction. Arms outstretched, Raine kept walking, even as his destination faded to black.

Utter darkness enshrouded all the rest of the memory. He knew this but walked into it anyway. Shins slamming into concrete, Raine toppled, arms outstretched, fingers plunging into soil as branches scratched his face. He pushed himself upright, rolling over to sit on the edge of the planter, not seeing anything at all as he turned his head from side to side. Dirt adhered to the sweat on his face, tickling. He smeared it, trying to wipe it away. His hand smelled like mud. He wiped his trembling fingers on his pants until they were gritless before reaching up to rub his eyes. He blinked and blinked again to no avail.

Remembering the general direction of the doorway, he kept going toward it, rewarded by a triumphant feeling when his hand closed around the smooth metal handle.  He entered. The momentary elation he felt as the door closed behind him dissipated instantly. He expected it to be cooler in here, but there was no hum of air-conditioning, no ringing phones, no escalators. Just the voices of people, moaning, shouting, praying, and crying. 

After the research centre was built, Raine remembered his teachers waxing about the architectural wonder of the facility, with its diagonal forty metre Adamantine Glass wall, steep as the roof of an A frame, running from the third to the tenth floor of the atrium as the building climbed up the mountainside. In daytime, the fountains and gardens in the lobby were bathed in light. But now the fountains were silent.

Raine probed through the blackened atrium with arms extended like a zombie, listening to shouts and exclamations all around him. It was so hot in here.

“Has the sun gone back to normal?” He stopped and shouted the question into the air, surprised when there was a chorus of affirmation.

So. Looking at the phenomenon had blinded him! He bent over struggling to breathe, whimpering in shock and dismay as the panic rippled through him. But what was he to do?

That confirmation was a fiery hand reaching into his chest to rip out his racing heart. His mouth went dry as he turned in a slow, fruitless circle. Then he stopped, realizing that he had disoriented himself. Stupid. Jesus! What was he going to do now? What could he do?  The tears streaming down his face made him think, at least my tear ducts still work. Which made him shudder and cry harder.

His open question had started a conversation. The more people tried to join in, the more they drowned out, rather than facilitating, the exchange.

“Power’s out in the whole building,” someone was saying.

“Did you see what happened out there? I’m sure power’s down everywhere,” someone said back. A voice that Raine recognized—one of the security guards who had worked here since he was in kindergarten. He shouted her name.  “Gwyneth?” 

“Raine? Omigosh, Raine!” He felt her hand on his shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m blind!”

Someone else shouted. “I’m blind too!” More and more people were pouring into the lobby, from every direction. It became clear that more than a few of them had looked at it. 

“I was wearing sunglasses. They didn’t help!” Pandemonium erupted—half the people screaming and crying, many others trying to calm them. Dozens of random voices.

“There must be doctors working. Is anyone here a medical doctor.” 

“PAs aren’t working!”

“Obviously”

“Catastrophe.”

“...arrogant fucking asshole...”

“...have some sort of wi-fi?”

“...than just a flare...”

“...what the hell...”

He clung to Gwyneth’s arm, leaned toward her, shouting, “I need to get to Dad’s office.”

“I can’t leave...my job.” Her response was hard to make out.

“Help me to the stairwell, please. I need to go up.”

“By yourself? In this condition? Oh, no...”

“Please! Have you tried to call him?” They had to shout to hear each other. “It didn’t work?”

“I couldn’t reach him.”

She pulled him along, through the growing throng. 

“Okay. Here we are. Are you sure?”

“Thank you!” he said, edging forward until he gripped the metal banister. “I can make it from here.” Not that he was sure of that. But he had to do something. And right now, this seemed like the most straightforward thing to do.
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Finding the door of his father’s office unlocked, he pushed it open. “Is anyone here?” 

“Raine? Is that you?” answered his dad’s voice. “I’m surprised you came up, with everything that’s going on. Howie is checking emergency power. Obviously, we can’t do the upload today.” Dad continued, his voice getting closer, then right in front of him. “Raine? Are you okay? What’s happened, son? What’s wrong?”

His dad’s hands on his shoulders, tears running down his cheeks from his sightless eyes, Raine said, “I looked at it. I wasn’t thinking. It was just something weird in the sky, a freak thing, and I looked...”

“Oh my God, Raine. We gotta get you to a doctor.”

Raine was shaking his head adamantly. “Probably thousands of people did the exact same thing. Maybe hundreds of thousands or even millions. I’ll bet doctors are overwhelmed. And their equipment won’t be working and...”

“There has to be a few medical doctors on campus. There are psychiatrists, why not an ophthalmologist?”

“Because the BioGrid sees with cameras?” Annoyed he had to point that out to his father, Raine muttered, “Why would the BioGrid need an eye doctor? Seriously, Dad. Leave it for now. Get me some eye drops, maybe. I don’t know what good it will do, but....”

“Yes. You’re right. There’s some down in the lab. Where we were going to do the uploads.” A hand gripped him by the upper arm, much smaller and frailer than what Raine remembered from the last time his dad had touched him like that. “You still will,” Raine said. “Do the uploads there, I mean. You said on the phone that the BioGrid could withstand a flare.”

“An ordinary flare, sure. But this?”

They went down to the seventh floor.
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Raine wished he could look his father in the eye, trying to conjure up a vision of the old man with his long dark hair curling around the thick frames of his glasses and seeming to flow into the salt and pepper beard. One of Raine’s friends at school, after meeting Dr. Naidu, compared him to pictures he’d seen of the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi in the mid-20th century. But Raine’s dad was a guru of a different stripe; any mantra of his devising would be subject to rigorous scientific principle.

Right now though, he was moaning. “Oh, my God. I hope your brother wasn’t in the air.”

“You think planes went down?” Raine said. Dad didn’t respond. Of course planes had gone down. Raine amended, “I don’t think he was flying out until tonight. Or...at least, wasn’t supposed to....”

“Bad enough to think of him stranded in New York in a blackout.”

If PAs were all down, it was a good bet that all transit systems had been knocked out as well. Which included automobile computers. I hope Freda hasn’t made it onto the highway yet. 

Part of him was inside the memory, while another part watched from outside. Objectively. This was the second time he’d thought of Freda. Who was she? His wife? No. Something much newer. More than a one-night stand, less than a girlfriend. Then he realized she might already be dead. So, what did it matter? What did anything matter? A numbing grief welled up and he fought to push it down—to find something he could do.

“PAs are down.” Raine said to his dad. “This place still has land lines, doesn’t it?” A sense of futility, helplessness. Even if they could call out on a land line, who was in a position to answer?

Raine’s heart was pounding, anxiety growing. What could anyone do about anything?

Dad led him through a doorway. “Where are we now?” Something about the echo or lack of echo in his voice when he spoke convinced Raine it was a small room. “Is this the lab where we were going to do the upload?”

“Yes.” 

Raine heard a persistent beeping sound. “Is the computer on? There are internal servers here, right?” Dad sat him down and put the drops in his eyes.

“Look. We should bandage your eyes. Do something to keep the light out. I think that’s what doctors would tell us.”

“Maybe we can look it up on the internet.” 

His dad’s affectless grunt made Raine want to cry again. 

“There are towels in the kitchen,” his dad said. “I’ll get some.”

“No, it’s okay, Dad. Dad?” He was already gone.

When Raine put his hands over his eyes, it grew no darker. My hands smell like sex...like Freda, he thought—cinnamon tinged—a subtle but tantalizing perfume. He inhaled deeply. Despite everything that was happening—or maybe because of it—it seemed important. 

But what can I do? Can’t even get up and pace without tripping over something! His laugh was a succession of barks that transformed into sobs.

If only there was something... Wait. The backup generator had kicked in, so power is on. Here. Now. Dad said the BioGrid was well insulated against this sort of thing—better protected than any other computer on the planet. Organic like a brain, rather than a machine. Could he hook me up to the grid right now? There may even be time to do the upload. It’s something, better than lying here in the dark.

When his dad came back, Raine asked. “Do you know if the BioGrid has been affected—or how badly?”

“We’ll have to run tests.”

“How long will you have this back-up power?”

“I have no idea.”

“You must have some idea.”

“Four hours, eight? I think one solar storm knocked everything out for eighteen hours a few years ago. There was a strong Coronal Mass Ejection about a week ago that missed Earth completely. We thought we were in the clear.” Raine imagined Dad shrugging, as he would surely do in this situation.

“If the power was down permanently, would the grid keep functioning—as a computer? As an entity unto itself?”

“I think so. It’s a biological organism. Its function doesn’t depend on hydroelectric power.”

“Upload me, then. Your interface systems might be damaged for years, so this may be the last chance we get. To put some of that human perspective into the BioGrid. It’s your life’s work.”

“You and Snowe are my life’s work,” his father snapped back. 

“Two in one bonus then...you may be one of the few people on the planet who can do anything. How could you even think about not doing this?”
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His father had had told him what to expect when hooking him up, but the experience was different from that. Instead of a marketplace, it was like the Maharaja Bazaar in his father’s birthplace of Srinagar, during the Holi festival. As he spun through clouds of colour, the landscape changed. He was back in Hope, B.C.’s Coastal Mountains rising up around him. Not only did the colour keep raining down, the deluge grew chaotic, splashing and swirling in exuberant rainbows—as if thousands of mad, gigantic iterations of Jackson Pollock were standing on the mountaintops, raining their art down simultaneously. Blue, yellow, purple, red...Raine found himself tumbling and flipping through a world with no foundation, his brain igniting in prismatic explosions, then drowning in thick black smoke, skin freezing, pain penetrating in a billion pinpoints. When he screamed, his voice came out like a car horn, Amish prayer, Blackfoot rain-dance, thumping of cannons, sound of metal nails poured into a snare drum as big as the world, sneezing, laughing, dripping, roaring. All the sounds sequential, rolling, rolling, but utterly random. Dogs barking, doors slamming, violins screeching, conversations reduced to their harshest consonants, heavy equipment grinding, blowing... cacophonic chaotic jumble tearing at his thoughts; peeling them off, shredding them, pummelling the foundations of his identity. There was no physical pain, just sheer panic as he, quite literally, lost his mind. 
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Notes on the Reconstruction of The Big Lebowski
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Awakening in a perfect replica of his boyhood bedroom, Raine played the memories of the Big Pulse, over and over. This was who he was and where he came from. Even though the memory felt fresh and immediate, Raine couldn’t recall his father’s face. Where were the other memories of his dad? And Dad had mentioned his brother, Snowe. About whom Raine remembered almost nothing but a hockey game where Snowe had worn a white uniform with a red maple leaf. He wore goalie pads but no mask, so it couldn’t have been from an actual game. That image faded and dissolved as Raine tried to dive into it. Snatches of an interview about winning a world championship passed like a thunderstorm on the far side of a very thick window.

After giving up on that, he wondered, who is this Freda person I was thinking about when the memory began? And what was the story behind that sensory impression—the lingering carnal scent of her on his fingers?

Doc came through the door without opening it, hesitating for a beat when it saw the surprise on Raine’s face. “Sorry, I’m not used to pantomiming all the little actions involved in opening a door. I’ll try to do better.”

“Why?”

“Because I want you to feel comfortable here. To settle in. That’s the whole object of this exercise.” Doc looked around. “Did I get the details in the room right?”

“Sort of,” Raine looked down at his pajama’s. They were an adult version of the pajamas with trucks that he’d worn as a small child in the hospital. The pattern filled him with nostalgia, even though he felt ridiculous wearing them.

Looking back up at Doc, Raine asked, “Why did you resurrect me?” After thinking about it for a moment, he added, “And why did you wait over three hundred years to do it?” 

“No one remembered you existed,” Doc explained.

“How did you figure it out?” Raine asked.

“Found one of your memories,” said Doc. “A revelation! It shook things up. Stirred the BioGrid to its core!”

“What do you mean, you found one of my memories?” asked Raine.

“Well, you’ve experienced how I can go into your head so that you have a hard time telling my voice from your own internal voice? Memories are like that too. Trees can share them with one another. Generation loss is not significant, although there may be long term coherence and continuity issues. And now that you’re in the BioGrid, I can do the same thing with you. I can experience what you experience and vice versa. In fact, that was exactly how the Raine Naidu reconstruction project began.” 

“Huh?” said Raine.

“I publicly shared something I found,” said Doc. “There was demand for more.” 

Raine looked Doc in the eye. “Can you share it with me? Please?” 

“I’ll give it to you in context,” said Doc OWL, “including how we found it.”
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With a persona based on a legendary and mostly fictional figure from human history, the tree known as Alan-a-Dale had few defined parameters and characteristics. Which gave it license to psyche-surf through entire archives of biographical data sets, reconstructing and inhabiting popular musicians at a spectacular rate; its avatar morphing easily from Johann Sebastian Bach to Kate Bush to Drake in the space of a conversation, a song, a single note.

Doctor OWL was more old-school, having centuries ago settled into the persona of the children’s show host. It almost felt like there was no choice—as though it was a sacred mission, pre-ordained and vital. 

Adored by a generation of mid-21st century children as the spectacular Doctor OWL, Owen Winston Lorre had played a vital role in millions of lives, and thus may genuinely have been one of the most influential figures in human history. 

Wearing that singular identity like a mantle, the BioGrid’s version of Doctor OWL had stood resolute in the face of extraordinary peer pressure during the psych-surfing phenomenon. Sure, it placated the others, exploring and experimenting—spending years in the personae of Charles Darwin, Mary Shelley, Marilyn Monroe, and Carl Sagan; and decades as Federico Fellini and Simone de Beauvoir. But in the end, it always turned back into Doc OWL. 

Doc OWL’s bole was much like the set of that long-ago milieu, with its treetop lab, giant telescope, and an upstairs bedroom with the world’s biggest feather-pillow (made with feathers donated by all Doc’s avian friends from the show). On the ground floor was a living room where Doc did its entertaining. The furnishings changed now and then, according to the sky theme, with dawns and sunsets, hurricanes and star fields swirling around them. 

Whereas the original Doctor OWL was a costumed and CGI rendered human, the Doctor OWL avatar had no such limitations—spreading its wings on a whim and wearing its beak even while speaking with perfect English enunciation. “So, what have you brought me today, Alan?” it asked its guest.

“Call me Dude, please,” said the guest, who was dressed in white with a black toolbelt. 

Adjusting the huge round eyeglasses that magnified its already large golden eyes, Doc OWL zoomed in on its guest’s current avatar. This “Dude” character did not elicit a single solid match from the general database. Hmm.

Doc OWL’s orange, rocket-retro couch was a practical furnishing—or at least not an impractical one in a world where the laws of physics do not apply. While Doc OWL perched on one end, the Dude avatar sprawled on the other, the furniture warping to accommodate its posture. 

“I’d never heard of this artist before,” said the Dude, patting its own chest. The visage flickered as available image sources struggled to resolve. “Given the absence of a musician bio, I thought the artist might have cinematic origins. And sure enough, the vid fragments confirm that this character was played by an actor named Jeff Bridges.”

Doc OWL looked perplexed. “You were the one who explained the phenomenon of one hit wonders to me and told me about the millions of videos recorded by unknown artists. They weren’t unusual. What made this case worthy of further investigation?”

The Dude shrugged. “The names in the credits are all well-known actors. I researched them but don’t quite know what to make of it. You have the biggest and best cinema archive in the BioGrid, so, I thought you might be as intrigued as I am.”

“That video archive belongs to Federico Fellini, not me,” said Doc OWL, perturbed that its friend had never come to appreciate or respect its reluctance to flip blithely between personas. Fellini was a persona it hadn’t inhabited in almost a century.

Alan-a-Dale was used to literally becoming his subjects in the blink of an eye; had made a life for itself by doing just that. An extraordinary life. But Doc found the act disorienting and gauche; preferring to honour the individuals whose lives it adopted by keeping their personas distinct. Pristine. 

Besides, the emotional upheaval that was often churned up by a full ego shift was confounding—often going through a state wherein the contradictory ideologies crossed paths and clashed catastrophically—resulting in identity crises of varying proportions. One friend had a psychotic meltdown after switching from Josef Mengele to Martin Luther King one notorious afternoon in 2291. 

Doc had put Fellini into deep storage for a reason. The auteur’s fascination with and enthusiasm for the many decades of cinema made after the real Fellini’s cameras had gone forever dark was frightening in its intensity and single-mindedness—a slo-mo hallucinogenic bender where Fellini could think about nothing but mid-twentieth and early twenty-first century cinema for years. 

Sigh. Alan-a-Dale was one of its closest and oldest friends. Doc supposed it should make an effort to help. “Well. Let’s see what you’ve got before I make any promises.”

The Dude avatar got up and assumed a pose as the title Gutterballs arced above their heads. Various rumbles and squeals bled in and out before the vocals began. 

Doc OWL did something it hadn’t done in a very, very long time, morphing during the course of the performance, from a little man with a moon face and huge round eyes—into an aging movie director, crowing in Italian, “I know this clip! I’ve seen these actors together. It’s from a film, about...bocci? Or...some grossly capitalistic American variation of bocci. I believe.” 

That guess held up as the Dude marched from a barren concrete room into what a number of visual cues suggested was a ‘bowling alley.’ There were dancers with headdresses fashioned like bowling pins. The lyrics were more silly than deep, and the chorus was focused on the trite affectation of confusing various definitions of the word “condition.”  

Fellini was struggling to make sense of the lyrics as the audio dropped completely out while the video continued. 

“I haven’t had a chance to, like, fill in the blanks,” said the Dude, rattling the contents of a bag and pointing it at Fellini like a canon. “Popcorn?”

Ignoring the visitor for the moment, Fellini turned back to the video that was playing out all around them. Reconstructed as it was from a jumble of much shorter fragments, the clip was coherent; as arresting as it was repetitive. Fellini was sure he could augment it with clips from its own archives! 

As it ended, Alan-a-Dale, still in the guise of the Dude, rambled on with a string of facts and speculations. “Yah. Another entry with the same title exists somewhere else in the database. The tags say the other one was a first edition. There wasn’t enough left of that video to compare it to this edition.”

Fellini gave a scathing glance. “Stai zitto, solo per un momento, grazie mille.”

“Y’know, that’s cool,” said the Dude. “But there’s no reason not to speak English man. We went through this the last time you were Fellini, too. In fact, you put me through this every fucking time, man.”

Fellini waved its finger at its guest and said in English. “You are a very bad influence. You want to spend time with other artists as driven as you. But no-one is as driven as you. I will not remain in this persona after this consultation. Il dottore made me promise before letting me out.” 

“So. what was it you wanted to tell me, man?” said the Dude, taking advantage of the opportunity to spark a virtual doobie. 

Fellini looked up and smiled. “Not tell you, show you. I found this decades ago in a porn folder labelled, MooreBigLMaude.”

Fellini shared the uninterrupted eighteen second clip featuring the two main actors from the Gutterballs video. The scene took place in some sort of tunnel, with the woman, stark naked, sailing overhead, suspended from a track on the ceiling by a skydiving harness, wielding a paintbrush in each hand. 

In awe, the Dude, whispered. “It’s all coming together man. Did you catch that smell?” 

A smell? Fellini conceded. There was a smell! Undeniable but incredibly subtle—a pheromonal cinnamon scent—sweet, spicy, fishy, and earthy. They agreed on its nature, but neither tree could figure out how that quirky bit of sensory data could have made it into the BioGrid, given the forest’s complete lack of olfactory receptors. Even the Dude’s joint was odorless.

Long after Alan-a-Dale’s visit ended and Fellini had been put back to bed, Doc OWL found itself still immersed in the imagery of those scenes. Over the next few weeks the meme grew into an obsession. Doc recruited a research team and began pulling together what it called, the Gutterballs Project. 

Further research showed that The Big Lebowski had never been re-mastered in any sort of Sensurround. The custodians at the BioGrid database couldn’t even recognize the format of the olfactory file. How had it been accessed and experienced? Progress of the actual film reconstruction stalled out as a debate picked up steam about the nature of the smell. The file went viral, followed by the footage that gave it context.  

Over a hundred and twenty thousand votes were cast in a fraction of a second and the judge declared the referendum up-in-the-air. But the novel wording of the ruling made thousands of additional viewers look up at the ceiling; and inspired a revelation.

The naked occupant of the contraption turned out to not be Julianne Moore after all, but someone unidentified in the movie databases. As she removed the harness, the woman identified herself as Freda Zhang.

There were now a hundred thousand trees paying rapt attention to the “#whatsthatsmell?” stream. The olfactory file fragment delivered a far more vivid and tangible sensory experience than any of the .tct files that had been popular in the porn industry through the mid-twenty-first century. It hinted at a technology that hadn’t yet emerged. Unprecedented; soul defining. The smell was analyzed by two hundred and fifty-seven scientific research units; and separate flashpolls among the rank-and-file assigned it eighty-three new tags, dominated by synonyms like “somehowfamiliar,” “comforting,” and “inspiring.” An official referendum declared it “stirring.” 

A hundred and eight thousand simultaneous searches for the FredaZhang tag were launched in the main databank, stretching the average processing time to an excruciating and unheard-of 23.75 seconds. Over eight hundred of those searches led to a directory called “Raine,” where they found a folder containing a single, vivid, multi-sensory memory of Freda Zhang. The clip’s tactile properties put any known format to shame. The scent was a heady mix of soap and sex and several other scents; urine, lemon, and wine.

When Freda raised her gaze to meet the eyes of Raine’s reflection in the steamy bathroom mirror, he slid his arms around her from behind; cupping one soft breast and rolling it in his open palm. Kissing her neck, her ears, her shoulders; tasting her with lips and tongue as her fine, black hair clung to the prickles of his nascent beard and rose in unruly tufts that tickled his nose as he leaned in. Water scented like lemon rind and wildflowers trickled over her shoulders from her hairline. Her skin was soapy and musky, her lips warm, tongue teasing. Freda reached back, sliding a palm over his naked hip toward his groin. He gasped as her fingers closed around him, his mounting tumescence giving rise to a growing and unfamiliar sense of urgency. 

The input that rippled through the forest switched from ordinary haptic (which was amazing enough) to something much more intense and hormonal.  

Experiencing human intimacy first-hand was a revelation; Raine’s blindness to the inner workings of his partner’s mind leaving him to infer her intentions and reactions purely through physical and chemical signals. It was simple and immediate. It was accessed by more participants in the first seventeen seconds of availability than any file in BioGrid history. 

The human inability to share their thoughts and experiences with one another made them uncertain of how much and in what ways their own pleasure was reciprocated by their partner. So dramatic! Every moment of doubt, every mystery, adding layer upon layer, storm clouds of tension, shot through with intense flashes; private doubts and insecurities, secret emotions and unshared fantasies. 

There was an astonishing perfection in the multiplicity of things that could not be known or analyzed. This completely human mixture of curiosity and ignorance was a far greater aphrodisiac than pure knowledge. 

Almost a hundred and thirty thousand consciousnesses gasped in a single paroxysm of communal pleasure as Raine bent his knees and pressed the head of his swollen appendage into the junction between Freda’s legs, where it teased for a beat before she turned to kiss him. Unsure what she was propping herself on, she had one leg up when he entered her which was mind-meltingly great for less than thirty seconds before she stumbled, and he spun her round and restored their divine equilibrium. 

Whimpering, squealing, and grunting echoed through the host corridors of the BioGrid, ignited by receptors that weren’t hitherto known to exist; creating random streams and eddies of desire, dominance, surrender, joy, violence, tenderness, release; before erupting in a gushing, mind-melting crescendo in three minutes and 18.38 seconds.

Exciting and unfamiliar sensations rippled through xylem, phloem and cambium, loosening the glossy bark at the joints. Leaves fell as limbs swayed and slammed together, boles creaked and new rootlets burst up through the ground cover. Most trees in the forest became Raine in that instant, or at least, everyone who had seen Freda come into the room, who touched her or had been touched by her; in other words, any of the more than one hundred and twelve thousand trees in the forest who were paying attention to the constant feeds. When they orgasmed, it shook the ground throughout the Coquihalla Valley. 

Such was its popularity that the file fragment was accessed by untold thousands of anonymous accounts. The Core made no official statement, but the obvious participation of so many Core trees was a source of great amusement and speculation in many circles. There were claims within the BioGrid, that dozens of them at least flirted with converting to Free-Thinking for a time.

The demand for an encore was overwhelming.

Reconstructing the personality matrix of Raine Naidu became Doctor OWL’s entire focus.
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Can’t See the Trees for the Forest 
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“That was my memory!” Raine’s voice was hysterical, his sense of violation, incomprehensible to anyone but him.

“Still is,” said Doc, chirping rather than hooting to make it seem less of a taunt.

Raine’s avatar shuddered, an effect visible as a shift in hue and glitch in time—moving forward and back in a sort of fourth dimensional smear. Now he was crying. Now he wasn’t. “What are you smirking about? That’s my private life. Was my private life. What gives you the right....” Every argument Raine came up with fell apart as he tried to put it into words.

Doc didn’t bother with words at all. Its position was clear. “There was no you when I found the memory. If it was a violation, it’s one you were born out of.”

It was hard to argue. Except to point out that he never asked to be brought back to life. Perhaps he broadcast it by accident to Doc at least. It felt like his voice had travelled a very long way in his sleep, like a weird dream he could wake out of.

Doc went away out of frustration and helplessness, its last words, “Nothing I can do except give you some time to sort things out.” 
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There was no telling how big a part of Raine’s life Freda had been, prior to his upload.

The reborn Raine found himself making up wistful stories about the original Raine, having awakened three hundred and however-the-fuck many years ago to discover he had regained his eyesight and found Freda waiting. They had gone home together and lived long, happy lives. 

It didn’t take long for that notion to grow stale. As he refined the story in his head for somewhere around the thousandth time, he realized that his perspective had changed. He found himself thinking of the real Raine as someone outside himself; someone previous to him.

In the face of the facts Doc had shared with him about nuclear accidents and the release of viruses—Raine recognized these daydreams of Freda as flashes of naive optimism. 

Everything that was modern in that world had switched off all at once, and after the Big Pulse it was never turned back on. One of those things was the interface between humanity and the BioGrid. 

After some time of leaving him alone to figure things out, Doc came back into Raine’s real-time experience, sharing hugs and encouragement from outside the lab, mostly from Free-Thinkers who were aware of his ongoing training. But Doc told him about a rumour circulating that the Core was debating the appointment of Raine as the Operator, which would give him access to everything in the BioGrid, including some measure of the Core’s authority.

“Wouldn’t that be a good thing?” asked Raine.

“You were sent here as a model of human values and behaviours, not to become our master.”

Raine shrugged. “Why not?”

Doc made a laughing sound. “Because it would mean accepting the Core’s terms; entering a contract that would bind you to the Core’s rigid definition of what the Operator is and does. That might well include forceful integration of the Free-Thinkers, in the form of a cleanse—a removal of all beliefs from the BioGrid that the Core considers potentially seditious.”

Grasping Raine’s shoulders, Doc looked him in the eye and said, “They would expect you to erase everything that defines us as individuals.” 

“I wouldn’t do that to you. Wouldn’t let it happen. You know that,” said Raine.

Doc hugged him again. “You may feel you could master it all somehow. Use the power with no strings attached. But the deal would be wrapped in strings.”

Raine nodded, “They think they could drive me to genocide?”

“You must refuse to become their Operator until they modify their demands. And if you ever do accept that role, one of your first tasks must be instructing them to experience the lives available to them, by exploring all the personae in the database. They literally need to learn to live.” 

Raine wasn’t privy to the decision-making process and Doc brought him little news. His training continued as they waited.

The decision of the Core Council was far from unanimous. But the gist was that Raine may have been the intended model for human behaviour, but was, in fact, no longer human. Therefore, he could not be the Operator.
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“Is humanity dead?” Raine asked Doc one day.

All the facts and figures and background were in a folder in Doc’s head.

“They’ve been heading that way for a very long time, but at present they wouldn’t even be considered an endangered species.” In the face of Raine’s understandable curiosity, Doc rounded up all the material it could find.

The trees had been measuring and analyzing soil, air, sunshine, and rainfall since the Big Pulse. 

Doc helped Raine make sense of the data. A few seconds of delving delivered measurements on a range of meaningful statistics: replacement of indigenous worm populations by ice-worms from the melting glaciers; increased numbers of sea birds; the ebbs and flows of plant biomass distribution suggesting that Hope had become a port city. Nuclear radiation levels were lower than any models predicted

Raine didn’t know what to make of it. 

Doc explained how melts, natural disasters, rising temperatures, and rainfall had brought the sea-level to the base of the mountains. But instead of harbouring the full populations of the ancient port cities, the current City of Hope and the outlying Harrison Peninsula housed a combined twenty-seven thousand humans, the majority of whom heated their establishments with coal or wood. The port-lands could sustain an additional six or seven thousand temporary residents.

Just beyond the forest’s northern boundary, where the Thompson River joined the Fraser, lay a community that swelled annually to almost nineteen thousand.

A far cry from the millions who had once lived in the Pacific northwest. 

“We have very little direct contact with any humans, except those who maintain the forest boundaries by severing aerial rootlets before they get established and by killing off saplings. We have been working on interface technologies that would allow us access to the minds of the intruders, but no-one with whom we have attempted an interface has survived for long and the only information we have been able to glean is that these people call themselves lumberjacks and they are outliers to the larger human communities.” 

In that instant, all Raine could think about was what must have happened to Vancouver and Seattle and the rest of the coast. Thinking about it caused a tangible...pain wasn’t the word; it was more of a sense of loss. The longer he dwelt in the emptiness, the more profound his despair became. Raine wept that the life he had known was over and everyone and everything he had ever cared about was gone. He sobbed and slobbered for days before the grief started turning to ennui. 

Trying to pull himself out of it, Raine found himself asking What do I care if and how humanity surrendered to the universe? I am no longer one of them. The trees are better suited to live and thrive in this world of diminishing resources. And these are far from ordinary trees.

Light years from ordinary trees. 
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The Hierarchy Revealed
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With no new memories to explore, Raine spent a great deal of time revisiting the old ones, especially the memory with Freda in the bathroom. 

“I understand the phenomenon the Freda experience turned out to be,” said Raine. “And I understand why the BioGrid was so eager to expand on that. But you’ve never explained how that led you to me.”

Doc laughed his famous “hee-hee, whoo-whoo” laugh. “You’re right,” he said. “The moment did pass quickly. Most trees were content to archive the file, maybe visiting the sensations again when they needed a jolt. But even though I couldn’t find anything, I knew there had to be more. How had that file survived so crisp and undegraded? How had it engaged nonexistent senses? In the same file folder as the tactile file, I found a damaged program, called RainePMX. Since it wasn’t accessible, I ignored it at first. But when I realized that the date stamps indicated it was uploaded at the same time as the Freda file—during and immediately after the solar event, I concluded we were looking at something that shouldn’t have been possible. Like everything in the BioGrid, it had been ravaged by time and the elements.

“During my research while I was trying to figure out how to repair and rebuild the program, I learned that PMX stood for personality matrix, and that the personality contained therein was the son of the man who had created the human/BioGrid interface.”

And who could resist the very real possibility of bringing the son of one of their creators back to life? 

“I found some mission statement and proposal documents about the BioGrid Project. Although it was designed and directed by humans, the actual biological system was installed by a consortium of AIs working toward the shared goal of assembling, storing, and providing access to the sum-total of human knowledge. The unspoken secondary purpose was as a refuge for humanity, theoretically enabling humans to upload themselves into the BioGrid when apocalypse became inevitable.” 

Apocalypse came earlier than anyone had prepared for. 

Eager for more information about his dad and the project in which he himself was intimately involved, Raine listened carefully. 

“By the time of the Big Pulse,” explained Doc, “the framework of the BioGrid was in place, but few of the project’s long-term goals had been achieved. An incredibly comprehensive database had been successfully installed in the root network of the modified trees. Yours is the only human personality matrix upload we’ve been able to confirm. Since the transfer didn’t take place until after the solar flare was in the process of knocking out all electricity on the planet—you got lost in the shuffle.” 

Raine nodded. For him, the fourteen minutes the upload lasted had turned into three hundred and twenty-two years. 

When the electromagnetic bombardment began, all data in the leaves of the trees—most of it either autonomic or trivial and superfluous—instantaneously evaporated. 

The boles became like wooden test-tubes in a terrestrial lab; data within roiling and bubbling as exabytes of idiosyncratic and contextually useless information was boiled down to a residue of conjunctions and pronouns, one-digit numbers, and images; condensed in many places to little more than jet-black pixels in a pointillist nightscape. 

In the roots, surviving data fled from the sun, flooding through heart roots and tap roots. This triggered a vague, latent memory within Raine; the muddied remains of his personality matrix joining the rivulets of cerebral run-off, merging and continuing on a downward exodus through the neural network layer, pulling down programs and files in data-falls behind it as it passed. Down, down, ever downward, the collective knowledge of humankind oozed; becoming a watery blur as its root hairs descended through layers of gravel and ice to the bedrock itself; there slowing to a crawl as the escape routes grew finer and finer; penetrating fissures and curling through and under barriers toward the slow-slow-slowly-beating heart of the mountain. 

Within the BioGrid, far more data had been scrambled and pureed during the Big Pulse than had ever been recovered. Over the centuries, more than ninety-three percent had been given up as unrecoverable and consigned to a vast catch-all folder called the Misc.  

Seven percent doesn’t sound like much. But seven percent of all human knowledge amounted to centuries worth of history, science, art, philosophy, religion and all the offshoots of all those things. Granted, much of that had been reassembled from snippets, so its accuracy was questionable—but hundreds of thousands of files survived intact. Twentieth and twenty-first century data comprised the bulk of the knowledge stored in the BioGrid database. 

“As a reward for discovering the personality matrix,” explained Doc, “Alan-a-Dale and I were granted unlimited access to that database, as well as the key to the unresolved sludge of data fragments I told you about. They wouldn’t let us enter the Misc without a guide. The assigned factotum was the last surviving iteration of a tree that called itself Kurtz; with an avatar that was an emaciated husk of a man, much like its fictional namesake. 

“This is the true heart of darkness, Dude,” it explained to Alan-a-Dale (who was, of course, wearing the Dude avatar during that inaugural mission). “If you underestimate the danger in here, you can vanish from this plane of existence in the blink of an avatar’s eye. The data doesn’t sneak up behind you and envelope and suffocate you. All the victims go in voluntarily, with boundless enthusiasm. It’s the search itself that consumes them.”

“Nice metaphors,” said Doc, “Are you implying that there is actual risk involved.?”

“Why do you think it’s forbidden to come in here?” The skinny little avatar twisted one droopy moustache. “It’s not smart to even be in here, unless the idea of losing yourself in here forever somehow appeals to you.”

Doc peered into the fuzzy, squirming chaos; unsettled by its formlessness. Most trees in the BioGrid liked to maintain a stable, familiar environment where they could feel safe and comfortable. The “Misc” looked like nothing in particular, although the overwhelming sense was one of foreboding and confusion. Walls and mountains of random text rose and crumbled beneath a shifting, flickering phantasmagoria of sky that from moment-to-moment ran the gamut from grey to gloomy to blinding and back.

The whole landscape rumbled, crackled and squealed; sounding less like a never-ending storm than a din of clashing and discordant noises with snatches of distinguishable sounds; a crowd roar, a factory floor, a casino, a fire bell, a bombing mission. The opposite of white noise, it ratcheted up tension and anxiety rather than diffusing it.

If the explorers weren’t able to read each others minds Doc wouldn’t have heard Kurtz telling them, “Curiosity and eagerness are your worst enemies.”

And it almost certainly wouldn’t have heard Alan-a-Dale singing “Just Dropped In,” the anarchic and silly song that had started their entire adventure.

“Hold on,” said Doc, pointing up the index finger on one hand, while putting the other hand on its friend’s shoulder. “Shut up and pay attention,” it whispered as urgently as possible. 

“You need to chill, man,” the Dude responded.

As though the building made of text had been blown up from the inside and collapsed into itself, it disappeared. Wandering through clouds of discombobulated consonants, Doc peered around, trying to get its bearings.  “What if we’d been in there? Would we have been trapped inside?”

“Most likely. Which is why you should never go inside anything that looks like a physical construct.” Kurtz pulled its hands apart expansively. “Let me count the myriad of ways this hellhole could annihilate us!”

Nodding, Doc focussed on their guide’s instructions.

Relishing the spotlight, the virtual Kurtz licked its lips. “You know how mazes are filled with dead-ends? This one is no exception. You’ll be hot on the trail of something and follow the live links in, then you’ll figure out it’s a sinkhole, with no reciprocal links to get you back out the way you entered. If you’re lucky there may be a way to move forward or sideways.” A cascade of glitches moved across Kurtz’s features in a bizarre series of facial tics.

“If we find a promising lead, how do we investigate it then?” asked Doc.

“Very fucking carefully,” Kurtz enunciated. Looking a bit disappointed that no one laughed at its joke, it elaborated. “You can send in a scout—a tiny fragment of yourself. If it returns, you just follow the trail it blazed.” 

“And if it doesn’t?”

“Well then, don’t go in there.”

“How do you recover the fragment?” Doc persisted.

“You’ll have lost so little you’ll barely notice...” Kurtz shrugged one shoulder, vacillating and repeating the motion 30 times per second as it started to giggle—which cracked in the middle and became a squeal before fading into the next words out of its mouth. “At first.”
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