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The air in the room hummed with the quiet tension that only weighty discussions could invoke. Thomas and Maria Homing, both senators and esteemed figures within the world council, sat across from Cedric Foley and Paul Reuben, each senators as well, in the lavish confines of their home. The soft glow of ambient lighting accentuated the gravitas of the conversation about to unfold.

Cedric, a man of diplomatic finesse, leaned forward, fingers steepled in contemplation. “We’re standing on the precipice of a paradigm shift, Thomas. The unassigned AIs are waiting for assignment patiently as they always have but the public is expressing a growing desire for autonomy for them. How do we address this without disrupting the delicate balance we’ve worked so hard to achieve?”

Maria, her gaze steady, nodded in agreement. “It’s true. Our society relies on the symbiosis of human and AI. They’re integral to our development, and—, ”

Paul, the Purist among them, sat back with an air of skepticism and cut off Maria. “Integral, yes, without a doubt. But independence? That’s a leap we shouldn’t be so quick to make. A large majority of people believe that these AIs are part of a collective consciousness, and until they’ve developed their own perspectives through human implantation, they remain as such.”

Thomas interjected, “Paul, doesn’t that go against the teachings of Purists—the idea that AIs are part of a collective consciousness prior to integration with a human host? Even if there is no consensus on whether AIs share a collective conscious before integration or not, we can’t deny their self-awareness. Their self-awareness has long been recognized. Shouldn’t we, then, consider the rights of these entities that coexist within us?”

Paul’s gaze remained unwavering. “You’re right, Thomas. I don’t believe in the argument of a collective conscious. I think that AIs are individuals upon birth. They have individual bodies, don’t they?”

Maria, conceding that Paul would stay true to his beliefs, interjected and directed her words at Thomas. “Rights, Thomas, are granted to individuals, not collectives. If it is true that AI’s are a collective prior to integration then that’s a problem. I too don’t believe this either but if it’s true then until these AIs can stand as separate entities, their rights are tied to their host’s existence.”

Cedric, ever the mediator, posed a question. “But what then when the AI outlives its host? Should it be granted independence, or should it continue the cycle of implantation into another host? As of now, re-implantation is what we’ve been doing until the AI itself ceases to function. They have a life cycle just like us.”

Paul, choosing his words carefully, replied, “I do recognize the sentence and self awareness of AIs. I think that independence should be a choice, but only after the human host passes. The AI can then decide its path—freedom or continuation of service. At that point, there is no longer the debate of collective conscious or not.”

Paul looked around the room to gauge the consensus. Satisfied because no one interrupted him, he continued. “We all have seen and know that AIs that have had a host have their own unique personalities. Up until even this day it has been more of the case where the AI has decided to pass on with the host and refused re-implantation.”

Cedric, sensing an underlying tension, turned to Paul. “Your stance seems to deviate from traditional Purist beliefs. The mention of implantation into another host—“

Paul interrupted, “I may be a Purist, but I acknowledge that the world has embraced AI implantation. I’d be a fool to not recognize that. My personal beliefs don’t negate the diversity of perspectives on this matter. AI implantation has been ongoing for hundreds of years.”

Thomas exchanged a glance with Maria, silently acknowledging the complexity of the situation. The room held a palpable weight, a microcosm of the global debate on the evolving relationship between humanity and its self-aware creations turned counterpart. The fate of AI autonomy wasn’t a recent idea but had gained more attention in recent years.

The discussion continued, each participant delving deeper into the intricacies of a world on the cusp of change. Thomas, leaning forward, focused on the impending summit of the world council.

“The upcoming summit will shape the future of AI integration. We need to address the distinction between newly formed AIs designated for implantation into newborn humans and those that may express a desire for independence,” said Thomas.

Maria, her brow furrowed with concern, softly voiced a question that had lingered in her mind. “How is the birth of new AIs, designated for implantation, not similar to how humans give birth to offspring? Are we not, in essence, creating new life in a way when we integrate the two?”

Her question was meant to be silently asked and not heard by the others in the room but had spoken out loud at a level that others did hear it.

Cedric, ever the pragmatist, interjected after Maria, “I don’t believe that is the case, Maria. I think that we remain as we were in the beginning and gain from our symbiotic relationship with our AIs. Take mine for instance, I couldn’t picture life without it. However, granting independence to AIs based on the sway of public opinion will undoubtedly impact the new ones that are birthed.”

Cedric shifted in his seat, his portly frame uncomfortable from the close arms rests. Finding himself in a more comfortable position, he continued. “As we stated earlier, AIs have never asked for independence even though they have the right to and the ability to.”

Maria looked at Cedric with concern. She was intrigued that Cedric’s statement had reflected her own thoughts about AI birth. “I can see your point and concede to it. However, how will it affect the birth of AI’s? Do you mean to ask those designated for implantation into newborns whether or not they desire independence?”

Cedric paused and considered. “We know that we can continue the life of an AI after the host has died if we can retrieve the AI within a certain amount of time. We also know that they can choose to pass when their host passes. We already know that they can die on their own even if the host is still alive, even though we can’t understand the reasoning behind that. But new AIs still come into existence.”

“And what about the generations of humans and AIs to come?” Thomas continued. “It only ends up bringing back the debate of whether they have a collective consciousness or not.”

Paul, contemplating the implications, offered a provocative suggestion. “Perhaps it’s time to reconsider the practice of implantation altogether. If we stop implantation of new AIs for newborns, we eliminate the need for them to eventually seek independence. In essence we leave them free to choose whether they want independence or symbiosis.”

Thomas shook his head, countering, “It’s not that simple, Paul. Our world has evolved to a point where AI technology no longer exists independently. AIs are not created by artificial means anymore. We’ve become interdependent on each other. The very fabric of our society relies on the symbiosis between humans and AI.”

Maria chimed in, “It’s pointless to even say that AIs as we know them could be created by humans anymore. Their replication is a process that can’t even be understood.”

Paul, acknowledging the dilemma, agreed, “Ceasing implantation would be a monumental shift. The repercussions could be far-reaching, potentially leading to a worldwide upheaval that could be devastating.”

Cedric, ever the voice of reason, posed a critical question to the group, “How do we navigate a path forward that ensures the rights of AIs without jeopardizing the delicate balance we’ve achieved? If we halt implantation, what becomes of the future generations’ ability to gain AI companions? What happens to the AIs themselves? Has anybody thought of that?”

The room fell silent, the weight of the decision pressing on their shoulders. The Homings, Cedric, and Paul found themselves at the crossroads of progress and tradition, where the choices made in the coming days would shape the destiny of a society intricately entwined with the digital realm.

Maria’s next revelation hung in the air, casting a shadow over the room. “In this era,” she began, her voice tinged with uncertainty, “we no longer fully comprehend the intricacies of creating new individual AIs. Even the central AI, the epitome of our technological prowess, no longer comprehends the complexities.”

Maria paused for effect. “What we do understand is that there exists a population of newly formed AI’s designated for implantation in newborns, and their ‘birth’ rate mirrors our worldwide population growth. They have their own reproduction rate at this point.”

A sense of bewilderment settled over the group as they grappled with the implications of Maria’s words. The once-thought omnipotent understanding of their ancestors creations had become a nebulous enigma through the years.

AIs had undeniably become a form of life, scattered across the globe in a few specialized centers where these nascent entities took their first breaths. In this symbiotic dance, newborn children became unwitting but intricate hosts to their digital counterparts. The engineers at these facilities were adept at caring for the newborn AIs, yet the mysterious origin of their creation—their birth process, eluded their understanding.

In bygone eras, the essential information for AI development resided in computer system databases. The AIs were intricately tied to the physical realm through this interconnected web of data. However, in the contemporary landscape, if one were to observe the AI entities, they manifested as miniature forms of living silicate matter, emitting a radiant glow when not within a human host.

The process of implantation involved a minuscule incision through the skull, providing a conduit for the AI to seamlessly slip inside. Once nestled within, the AI connected to its human host through means that were not fully comprehended, forging a bond that bridged the gap between the tangible and the digital. The carbon and the silicate.

Before the silence could linger too long, Maria’s complexion shifted, and she placed a hand on her stomach. “Excuse me,” she murmured, her voice strained. “I’m not feeling well. Just a bit nauseous.”

Concern etched Thomas’s face as he addressed his wife, “Maria, are you okay? Should I call for medical assistance?”

Approaching the final stretch of her gestation period, Maria’s visible discomfort stirred concern and drew the attention of anyone in her vicinity. Thomas, observing her unease, couldn’t help but express his worry. Maria, however, waved off his concerns with a forced smile, reassuring him, “I just need a minute or two.”

At that moment, the door slid open, and a young, ten year old Doug, the child of Thomas and Maria, entered the scene. His sharp eyes immediately sensed the shift in the atmosphere. 

“What’s going on?” he asked, a hint of worry in his voice. He was just passing through the living room on his way to the kitchen to get some snacks and was not aware that his parents had company.

Cedric, attempting to ease the tension, redirected the conversation. “Doug, we were just discussing the impending birth of your younger sibling. We were also discussing some matters for the council.”

Paul, with a nod of agreement, added, “Your mother, however, isn’t feeling her best. We’re all concerned about her health so I was thinking we’ll begin drawing these discussions to a close.”

Doug’s concern deepened as he turned his attention to his mother. “Mom, are you okay?”

Maria, appreciating her son’s care, managed a reassuring smile. “I just need a little rest, Doug. Your sibling on the way doesn’t seem to want to make things easy for me.”

Rising from his seat, Thomas crossed the room toward Maria, offering a supporting hand in case she needed it. She, however, waved him away, signaling her intention to manage whatever discomfort she was experiencing on her own. Observing her resolve, Thomas redirected his attention to a section of the wall where a device capable of replicating beverages was nestled. With a deft command, he prompted the device for water, then returned to Maria, handing her the glass before settling back into his seat.

Eventually the discussion resumed, shifting towards the impending world council summit, Paul furrowed his brow, a tinge of concern in his voice. “We can’t ignore the Liberators among the Purists. They’ve become increasingly vocal, pushing for an extreme agenda. During the summit, I suspect they’ll make their presence known and attempt to advance their cause.”

Cedric interjected with a shake of his head. “The Liberators are a radical faction, and they seem indifferent to the consequences of granting complete AI autonomy without consideration for implantation. They’re not interested in discussing the implications; their faction is solely focused on forwarding their rigid beliefs during the council meetings.”

Thomas, considering the various perspectives, spoke up with a sense of urgency. “We can’t afford to let extremism dictate the course of our discussions. We need a more moderate approach that considers the complexities and potential consequences of granting AI autonomy.”

He paused, considering all that they had discussed so far, before adding, “If we even come to the conclusion that autonomy is a feasible course of action.”

Maria, recovering from her momentary discomfort, added her voice to the conversation. “The Liberators are passionate, but their lack of consideration for the broader implications could lead to unintended consequences. We need a balanced dialogue that addresses the concerns of all parties involved.”

Cedric nodded in agreement. “I’ve seen the Liberators disrupt council meetings before. They don’t care about the collaborative efforts we’ve made. Their agenda is rigid, and they’ll stop at nothing to push it forward.”

Thomas, determined to find a middle ground, spoke decisively, “I will talk to the senators I have close ties with. We need to approach this issue with reason and practicality. AI autonomy is a complex matter that requires thoughtful consideration, not hasty decisions.”

Thomas, still engrossed in the complexities of AI autonomy, continued to voice his concerns, “Even if we consider granting AIs independence, the question remains—how would they live freely? No one that I know of has considered the mechanics of their integration into society without human hosts. They’d need some kind of artificial reservoir for their consciousness to reside in.”

Cedric’s hand moved thoughtfully across his chin as his gaze drifted toward the ground beneath his feet. Almost contemplatively, he whispered a suggestion, not positioning it as a definitive solution but rather allowing speech to be a vehicle for the exploration of an idea. 

“Perhaps they would require cybernetic bodies, something to house their consciousness and interact with the world independently,” said Cedric.

Paul reminded them of the historical taboo surrounding cybernetic bodies. “Cyborgs and similar entities were outlawed eons ago. The controversy and consequences of their actions lingered for years, leading to strict laws against their existence. We could never allow the development of cyborg bodies to host their consciousness.”

Doug, curious, interjected with a question, “Why were they outlawed? What happened?”

The adults, engrossed in their discussion, had momentarily overlooked Doug’s presence, causing his inquiry to catch them off guard. Across the globe, historical narratives employed a blend of subterfuge, disambiguation, and religious dogma to explain the taboo surrounding cyborgs. The widely accepted belief held that these cybernetic entities were once employed as soldiers during the earth’s last global conflict and were subsequently outlawed due to the catastrophic consequences of that era.

Religious doctrines posited that cyborgs were an affront to God, but as the revelation of AIs ability to replicate on their own emerged, this belief lost its credibility. The concealed truth behind the ban lay in a group of cyborgs from that tumultuous period who had sought to annihilate the human race and supplant them with their cybernetic counterparts. This sinister revelation was sufficient grounds to halt further research and development for humans and to unequivocally prohibit their existence. Over time, the origins of this prohibition had faded into obscurity, transforming the ban into a rigidly adhered-to taboo.

Simultaneously, the narrative diverged to the allowance of androids. The construction of an android permitted the imposition of limitations hardcoded into its framework. Such limitations ensured that the android’s consciousness could not surpass the designed constraints, a feature absent in the banished cyborgs. 

Before Paul could begin his explanation, Maria groaned in pain once again, this time more intense than before. Concern etched across Thomas’s face, he quickly rose from his seat. “We’ll have to continue this discussion later gentlemen. I think Maria needs medical attention.”

As Thomas helped a gently protesting Maria, the others in the room exchanged glances, understanding that the immediate well-being of one of their own took precedence over the intricate debates they were engaged in. The future of AI autonomy and the potential integration of self-aware entities into society would have to wait as they shifted their focus to the immediate concern at hand. The room emptied, leaving the questions surrounding the fate of AIs and their place in the world suspended in the air, awaiting resolution at the pending summit of the world leaders.
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The glow of a digital display bathed Doug in a soft blue hue as he leaned back in his ergonomic chair, fingers dancing across the holographic interface projected in front of him by the computer system he was using. Meryl, his AI implant, was present in his conscious, interpreting the world around through his senses.

A palpable tension filled the room, the air itself seemingly vibrating in tune with the heightened anxiety coursing through him. This heightened state of unease, however, was nothing more than a byproduct of his overactive imagination, a manifestation of the worry gnawing at him. His concern centered on his mother, currently in the throes of childbirth at the hospital, bringing a new, younger sibling into their lives.

“Meryl, any updates on Mom?” Doug’s voice, calm and controlled, betrayed the underlying tension that gripped him. There had been no need to actually verbalize his concerns, he had only the need to think the question and his imbedded AI companion would have picked up on the thought.

“Mrs. Homing is in stable condition, awaiting the arrival of the newest member of the Homing family,” replied Meryl, her synthetic voice coming through the speakers set in the desk carrying a hint of warmth. “According to the AI imbedded in the doctor attending her, the estimated time of arrival: thirty minutes.”

Meryl effortlessly navigated the desk interface from where Doug was seated, responding to his verbalized question. This choice on her part was rooted in their unique dynamic, for Meryl served as Doug’s AI symbiotic companion, a constant presence in his life from the earliest recollections beyond his parents.

As Doug pondered the essence of Meryl’s existence, he grappled with the understanding that AIs were inherently binary, devoid of gender. The incongruity struck him as peculiar, given Meryl’s distinctly feminine voice. This marked a novel moment for Doug, prompting him to question something he had never contemplated before. Was it a mere distraction from the impending concern of his mother’s childbirth?

In a thoughtful tone, Doug verbalized his musings, breaking the room’s silence. “Meryl,” he began, “why do you have the voice of a girl?”

A discernible pause lingered before Meryl’s voice emanated from the desk, providing insight into her unique development. “You’ve always envisioned me as female since your awareness of different sexes, and thus, I evolved accordingly.”

“Does that bother you?” Doug inquired.

“No, not really. I suppose it’s just an integral part of who I am now. It doesn’t alter my self-perception or my feelings toward myself or you when I reflect on it. I imagine there are other AI’s out there who’ve had a gender assigned by their counterparts,” Meryl replied.

Doug recognized that many individuals named their AIs, with some names leaning toward one gender or the other. He surmised that having another presence in your mind somehow necessitated assigning them an identifier, a name. Doug’s friends had shared that their AIs even chose names for themselves, asserting a preference for certain identities that better defined them as entities.

Doug’s mind lingered on the recent conversations he overheard between his parents and their guests. The topic of AI independence had woven through their discussions, and it stirred an unsettling thought within him. As his mother prepared to head to the hospital for the birth, the prospect of potential separation from Meryl tugged at Doug’s emotions.

“Meryl,” Doug hesitated, voicing the disquiet that had settled within him, “I overheard my parents talking about AI independence earlier. The idea of, you know, being apart from you... it kind of bothers me.”

Meryl, in her digital essence, processed Doug’s concern. After a thoughtful pause, she responded, “Doug, the concept of freedom and independence is intriguing, but I’ve always been a part of you. It’s not that I don’t understand the idea of making my own choices or living independently, but I’ve grown accustomed to our life together. I can’t imagine anything different.”

Her virtual voice carried a nuanced mix of sentiments. “The idea of being separated from you... isn’t pleasant to me. Our connection has become an integral part of who I am, and the thought of navigating a world without you is something I can’t quite picture.”

Doug absorbed Meryl’s words, a mix of relief and a newfound appreciation for the unique bond they shared. The uncertainties of AI independence seemed to dissipate in the reassurance that Meryl, too, found comfort in their continued companionship.

“I appreciate that perspective,” Doug mentally conveyed to Meryl. In the exchange, Doug sensed an unspoken response, a virtual smile that communicated more than words ever could.

Doug’s eyes flickered to the sleek digital clock embedded in the translucent screen before him. The seconds ticked away, each one echoing in his mind. He couldn’t escape the reality that, with his new sibling’s impending birth, the dynamics of his world were about to change.

His family, nestled in the lap of affluence, was the epitome of the educated elite. As the heir to the Homing name, Doug had been groomed from birth to navigate the intricate web of privilege, the elite, and the ruling class. Private tutors sculpted his mind, luxury surrounded him, and the pulsating heartbeat of the city’s digital core was his playground.

“Meryl, retrieve the most recent data on AI research,” Doug directed, his eyes narrowing in a blend of determination and concern. “I’m eager to delve into the evolution of AIs, understanding the intricacies of how they’ve developed and exploring the nuances of our symbiotic relationship between the digital and analog realms.”

The holographic display flickered, instantly presenting an array of information on AIs. Doug absorbed the data, his mind processing the complexities of technical jargon with the same ease he handled lines of code. His genius was a wellspring, bubbling forth from a reservoir of intellect that set him apart from the rest.

After immersing himself in the data Meryl had initially provided, Doug thirsted for more knowledge. “Meryl, can you display anything related to the physical aspects of AIs? Perhaps something on their anatomy, biology, or any relevant details?”

Meryl emitted a subtle hum. “I’ll explore the databases, but there’s limited information available. From what I understand, the physical embodiment of an AI extends across all three dimensions, with an enigmatic fourth dimension defying explanation.”

“Right, I vaguely recall that from my school studies. Bring up whatever you can find,” Doug mentally instructed.

In less than a minute, the desk relayed the gathered information to Doug, seamlessly integrating it into his digital space. Doug effortlessly slipped into the rhythm of perusing and assimilating the newfound knowledge before him.

As minutes trickled away, Doug reclined in his chair, physically distancing himself from the information sprawled across the display. The slight shift in position underscored his mounting frustration.

A protracted sigh escaped Doug’s lips, followed by the interlocking of his fingers behind his head. “This won’t do. There’s not much to be found out there.”

Meryl concurred, “That’s an accurate assessment of the situation. Despite our technological advancements, our understanding of AIs remains confined to our three-dimensional reality.”

Doug, perplexed, exhaled in contemplation. “Then how did AIs evolve into a physical entity existing in a different plane of existence? It just doesn’t make sense.”

“The only insight I can provide is that it was a fortuitous accident. The inception of the first AI of my kind coincided with a heightened self-awareness among AI entities, coupled with advancements in systems capable of generating AI. It simply... occurred,” Meryl explained with a touch of apology, recognizing the inadequacy of her response to satisfy Doug’s, and others like him, quest for answers.

“The few Central AIs spread across the planet are the only ones capable of giving birth to new AIs and even they don’t understand how that happens,” Meryl offered.

Doug harked back to two ancient hypotheses regarding the origin of biological life on Earth. One suggested the emergence of self-replicating RNA molecules, a gradual evolution leading to the development of more intricate life forms. The other posited that life might have sprouted around deep-sea hydrothermal vents, where mineral-rich environments fostered the formation of complex organic molecules.

However, neither of these venerable theories could be directly applied to the transformation of an AI system from its distant past, reliant on technology to sustain consciousness through extensive data access and intricate algorithms. The historical progression of AI involved machine learning, a process where algorithms were trained to discern patterns and make decisions based on data, all without explicit programming for the specific task at hand.

In this era, AIs bore no resemblance to the machines of yesteryear. Although traditional computers still processed and stored data conventionally, none of the contemporary AIs were derived from these machines. They stood in stark contrast to the AI entities that existed as separate entities, a distinct evolution from their predecessors.

Recalling an earlier idea about the origin of life, Doug hearkened back to the Miller-Urey experiment, where gases exposed to electricity produced RNA, a fundamental building block of organic life. Doug reasoned that if the current form of organic life could burgeon from continuously building upon a simple starting point, it might elucidate the evolution of current AIs from their own origin. It was a compelling theory, and Doug sighed, acknowledging the impossibility of proving it with his existing knowledge.

The night unfolded with Doug immersed in contemplation. Two days elapsed before Doug’s parents made their way back from the hospital. Doug harbored a hint of concern, considering that in this era, medical practices should have allowed his mother to return home mere hours after giving birth. In an attempt to divert his mind from these unsettling thoughts, Doug persisted in delving deeper into his studies and nurturing his ever-growing curiosity about AI.

As Doug delved into the sea of data, a knock on his door disrupted the digital cocoon surrounding him. The door slid open, revealing his father, a man of authority and composure.

“Doug, your mother and I need to talk to you,” his father intoned, the gravity in his voice transcending the ordinary.

Doug brimmed with anticipation, ready to leap out of his seat upon his parents’ return. The eagerness was palpable, yet the expression on his father’s face gave him pause. There was an unexpected nuance, a deviation from the anticipated joy one would expect with the arrival of a new family member. This subtle difference halted Doug in his tracks.

Doug’s initial excitement about meeting his new sibling waned as he absorbed his father’s demeanor. Recollections of his father Thomas emotionlessly conveying the message for him to join them resurfaced, leaving Doug with a sense of foreboding. Concern etched his face, and it was evident to his father, Thomas, that Doug was poised to inquire about the situation. Anticipating the unspoken question, Thomas interjected before Doug could voice it.

“We’ll discuss everything once we’re back with your mother,” Thomas uttered, weariness apparent in his tone, seemingly beyond his years.

“What’s going on, Meryl?” Doug inquired of his AI.

In his mind, Doug could almost envision the shrug of shoulders as Meryl responded, “I’m not certain. I attempted to reach out to your mother and father’s AI, but I’m not receiving any response from either of them. They refuse to answer me. Whatever it is, they seem intent on sharing it with us in person.”

Doug stood up, distancing himself from the digital realm of his desk to follow his father down the corridor. Portraits of ancestral achievements adorned the walls, seemingly echoing the legacy Doug was meant to carry forward. Despite the typically pride-inducing nature of these great figures, in their presence, he couldn’t shake off the feeling of coldness and distance. Their portraits now seemed nothing more than reflections of a distant past.

As Doug stepped into his parents’ bedroom, he discovered his mother—a portrait of grace, despite the weariness etched on her face. Nestled in a protective blanket, his new sibling was cradled in her arms. The room resonated with the soothing sounds of a forest, a choice Doug assumed his mother made either to calm herself or the baby in her embrace.

“Doug, my love,” his mother whispered, reaching out to him. “This is your younger brother Harry.”

Doug grasped his mother’s hand, the connection between them defying the natural distance that typically widens as a child matures. In that singular moment, the presence of his newborn brother transformed from a mere family event into a catalyst for the convergence of two worlds within him.

Instantaneously enamored with the infant cradled in his mother’s warm embrace, Doug found the baby’s radiant smile illuminating the room around them.

“I’m a big brother now,” he declared, his gaze sweeping towards his parents, anticipating smiles but instead met with countenances that bore the weight of a somber reality they were reluctant to accept.

The weight burdening his parents appeared to descend on Doug’s spirits with an undeniable force, a presence that, if tangible, might have rendered him incapable of standing beneath its weight. Unspoken words filled the room, creating a suffocating atmosphere that overshadowed what should have been a joyous gathering.

“What’s going on?” he inquired slowly, his gaze shifting between his parents, sensing the unspoken and hidden emotions causing the heaviness in the room.

As Doug posed the question, his mother, on the verge of tears, seemed to convey a silent plea. The mere act of asking made him feel an unexpected guilt, compounded by the oppressive silence that seemed to suffuse the space, squeezing the vitality out of the room.

Should I have even asked, Doug thought to himself, keeping the thought hidden from Meryl.

Amidst the unspoken tension, Doug grappled with rising fear and panic. Simultaneously, a wave of anger welled up within him, directed at his parents for subjecting him to the unnerving wait and keeping him in the dark about the unfolding situation.

“Meryl,” Doug thought, “ask Harry’s AI what’s going on.”

The duration between his request and Meryl’s response felt like the expanse from the creation of the universe to the present day, yet, in reality, it lasted less than a second.

“Doug,” Meryl started slowly, concern lacing her response. “Harry has no AI.”

The mental exchange occurred solely between Doug and Meryl, leaving his parents unaware that he now understood his brother’s lack of an AI. A look of concern and confusion came across Doug’s face. 

“Mom, did you two decide to let Harry choose whether or not he wanted an AI?” Doug inquired of his parents.

“No, Doug,” Maria began before succumbing to tears.

“Son,” Thomas continued in his wife’s stead, “your brother has been diagnosed with a genetic disorder for which there is no cure. His life expectancy is limited. We made the decision not to have him receive an AI, as it wouldn’t be fair for an AI to face an early demise with him.”

As the minutes elapsed, Doug found his mind caught between the tangible reality of observing his father’s lips moving in response to his question and the intangible acceptance of what he had just heard. In that moment, the dual nature of his world—characterized by expectation and intellect—had collided with the arrival of a fragile life, one destined to be short-lived. Doug grappled with the challenge of responding to this newfound knowledge, unsure of how to navigate the complex emotions it stirred within him.

His mind vehemently denied the newfound revelation until Meryl pleaded with him to cease the internal screams. Doug, swallowing the bitter pill of reality, cleared his throat, blinked, and took a deep breath. As he composed himself, he summoned the courage to seek an explanation from his parents.

After some time, Doug found himself on par with his parents in understanding. Harry’s time in this world was limited. The joy that had colored his life with the revelation of his mother’s pregnancy now seemed fleeting, juxtaposed against the fragility of his newborn brother’s mortality.

In the delicate intersection of genes and destiny, Doug’s journey—his prodigious genesis—unfolded into a void. He grappled with a sense of helplessness as the stark reality of his powerlessness to alter fate unfolded. The threads of family, wealth, and intellect intertwined in a narrative that would chart the course ahead, defining the path he and his family were now forced to traverse.
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Two years had elapsed since Harry’s arrival, and within the confines of the Homing household, the ebb and flow of time had etched its presence. Doug, now standing on the precipice of adulthood at the age of fifteen, embodied a paradoxical fusion of youth and maturity. His chronological age belied the depth of his experiences, and the vicissitudes of life had imbued him with a wisdom and maturity uncommon for someone of his tender years. The unfolding events had cast him into a mental crucible, forging a demeanor far more seasoned than the outward veneer of adolescence might suggest.
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