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​

Dedicated to all who insist on being humane 

in dark times.

​

––––––––
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Cosmopolitanism is an expansive act of the moral

imagination. It sees human beings as shaping 

their lives within nesting memberships: a 

family, a neighborhood, a plurality of 

overlapping identity groups, spiraling out 

to encompass all humanity. It asks us to be 

many things, because we are many things.

–Kwame Anthony Appiah
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Introduction: Toward Creative Resistance
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These tales highlight voices of constructive and responsible resistance that urge us forward toward the world civilization of our delight. They also emphasize relationships, especially those that reach across cultures and even species. The stories run from the present day to Terrania waiting for us down the road a century or two. 

This collection began with a curiosity that visited me after I finished the Lamplight Trilogy. What happened to the characters afterward? I’ve always liked those movie epilogues that reveal later lives, even when done comedically. My imagination also whispered about some new voices eager to be heard.

“Our Menu Options Have Changed” came to me through three closely timed events: an increasing yip-yip-yip of coyotes at night driven down from the hills by land-devouring construction; a half-hour of frustration with a tech support AI that wouldn’t get me a human to talk to; and recent news stories about perfidious insurance company practices. The prompt was a question: What if someone built an AI to rewrite one of these companies from the inside out? 

During a holiday break spent alone, I reflected on Dickens’s “A Christmas Carol” and how its basic idea might fuel a story written for our time. The result was “Enlightened,” so to speak. 

Of all my tales, “The Rink” is the most autobiographical. Many memories surfaced as I wrote it, some hard, others aromatic and delightful. We all need our places of refuge, in this world and perhaps in realms beyond.

“The Gospel of Q” sprouted one day after I watched an online debate about the differences between gospels and the possibility of a lost primal text. Q is also an interesting letter among certain science fiction fans. I had given the trickster a microphone while writing “Devil’s Due” in the first Terrania story collection. Trickster’s long relationship with religion deserves a separate study, even a series of them, some day. 

“Steppenwolven” involves two creatives who might have saved my life. By the time I got to college after years of abuse at home, I was depressed as well as saddled with complex PTSD. Seeing no point in anything, I was told by a wise English professor to read Hermann Hesse. That in turn led me to Mozart and classical music. This dual fortification of my spirit got me through the darkness of those strange days. So did supportive college roommates, a lesson for me in the healing power of relationality.

“Autonomy” takes place during the Resource Wars, when the former U.S. is split into Coastal States versus Heartland. The tale emerged from a dream blended upon awakening with an old Polish dragon legend. Funny how often our folklores return to life.

For this collection I wanted to hear more from nonhuman voices on their own quest for consciousness. We knew that the Long Adventure was not for humans only. The Powers had said as much at the start of Tales of Terrania Rising. So I wrote “When Things Speak” and then “Fate, Show Thy Force” with gratitude for Hans Christian Andersen and Shakespeare. Like Simeon and Mariam, I collect oracles, and the latter story came from imagining what they might have to say to one another when I was not around. 

Another wondering: Why had Constant waited so long to tell Kay about her enhanced intelligence? Her explanation in Lamplighter sounded evasive. From this line of thought came “How to Train Your Humans.” It was fun to write. Cats helped grow me up. Especially Tommy, whom I miss. I hope he’s in some cat heaven chewing sofas and hunting birds. I’m always glad when he visits me in my dreams.

I laughed while writing “Human Potential.” The conversation among the psychologists might sound outrageous, but it is true to life. Fritz Perls acted out like that on many occasions. Virginia Satir really did make a getaway once when, with no explanation to anyone, she simply abandoned her new training directorship at Esalen. I also wanted a glance at the friendship between Simeon and the younger Kay.

Back when I started the Assembling Terrania Cycle, the Transdaimonic League felt like a cool idea: a perennial group of visionaries helping us all move forward. But they tended to stay hidden. Because of SMOKE, Watchkeepers, and Heartland Security, the League hid so well that even I didn’t know what they were up to. “Transdaimonic” gives them some love. It also expands on Jung’s under-remarked discovery of Phanes as the god of our time. This links to how, in Jung’s journals, he uses imagination to shrink gigantic Izdubar (Gilgamesh) into an egg, thereby showing that the gods have an imaginal root. 

Later-life events came slowly into focus for Darwish Sethos and Nigel Calvaire, among others. I felt I owed Nigel something. He had been the first character to show up when I thought about writing Lamplighter, but he’s not that prominent in the novel. He needed his own story, “The Quest,” which ended up longer than I had imagined at first.

People in my culture sometimes think it strange to treat fictional characters like autonomous intelligences. Carl Jung did us the service of showing us that such characters have roots deep in the psyche and arrive with their own views and needs. Jung followed French scholar Henry Corbin in calling such figures “imaginal” rather than “imaginary.” We don’t make them up. They make themselves up and tell us interesting things if we put aside our self-supremacy long enough to listen.

When I started writing “The Quest,” for example, I didn’t know the identity of the inventor who modified dreamilation. As I worked on the story, Nigel’s grizzled presence floated up in my imagination to remind me that a certain minor character in Soulmapper and Lamplighter had gone underground. 

I didn’t know what Nigel would say in the virtual auditorium. It reminded me of what so many veterans have told me over the years. The tear Lucas wiped away was mine too. I had to pause a few times. 

“Prometheus Unchained” started as a tale of earthly AIs traveling to the stars to make first contact with—someone else. I wrote it that way and wasn’t satisfied. Where was the resistance? Hence the twist at the end. The story also offered a chance to bring back three familiar characters. 

“The Great Renewal” made the final round of a well-known writing contest. When it didn’t win, I decided to include it here instead. It’s nice to not have to ask a publisher for permission to feature your own work. Ah, the wonders of mailfist capitalism. 

“Three Dreams” was the first tale written for this collection. I had been listening in on Sethos, who had been quiet since the events of “Vigilance” in Tales of Terrania Rising. Hung over, maybe. I saw his lined, craggy face awakening from a dream full of fantastic imagery. The tale sat for a while like a half-cooked concoction with a missing ingredient. So I added in a few things, stirred, and voila. 

As times darken with the lengthening shadows of authoritarianism around the world, creativity often constitutes its own kind of resistance. The word “enchantivism,” coined in 2017, reflects that by denoting how visions of what might be can offer medicine for how things are. As Toni Morrison said in “No Place for Self-Pity, No Room for Fear,” chaos in a bruised and bleeding world can lead to wisdom through art. If nothing else, art encourages us not to give up on our better possibilities or on the future that awaits their full and free expression.

Will I write more Terrania stories? After five books, I don’t know. The end of the last tale felt like a stopping place, at least for me. By the way, here is the order I recommend reading them in:


	Soulmapper

	Heartlander

	Lamplighter

	Tales of Terrania Rising

	A Chorus of Resistance 

	Dreamvale Tributes



The tank is empty for now. Whether or not it refills, may others take what I’ve provided and run far with it, expanding on it with words, images, and who knows what.  
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Our Menu Options Have Changed
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​L

ozen Naiche  hated the term “Native American” almost as much as she hated waiting in phone queues. She wasn’t “Native American,” she was Chiricahua Apache, gods damn it all, a spiritual citizen of lost Apacheria, a spacious, land-loving community older than New Mexico, or for that matter the supposedly United States. But the claim denial appeal machinery had no option for any of that.

A flash lit the windows of her tiny house, the rumble rattling the tin desk lamp. Rain poured down from the angry skies. Flood or dry; feast or famine. How long would nearby Deming hold out against the accelerating climate chaos, brought on by billionaires and bankers? Owning all the land hadn’t been enough: they had to destroy it as well. 

Not to mention the human bodies that worked for them. Hence this stupid call to get her surgery claim undenied. Paying for it out of pocket would steal all her patiently earned savings. She was a well-known AI expert, but she couldn’t escape from this abusive phone tree. 

The number for challenging the claim denial led to a menu with no good choices. How typical. She had then spoken with three harried operators, each transferring her, and was now waiting for the fourth. She crouched near her desk over her notes and forms and tugged on her black hair, waiting. 

The cheery music stopped. “Hello, this is Jean, Operator Number 666. May I please have your name and medical ID number?” 

After she answered a dozen other already-answered questions, “I’m sorry you’re encountering difficulties,” Jean, Operator Number 666, assured her. “I will try my best to help. Let me please put you on a brief hold while I look up your account.” Music again.

Ten minutes later, Jean, Operator Number 666, came back on. “Sorry about the hold. I have determined the correct number to transfer you to.” 

“I’ve already been transferred three times,” Lozen said. “I want to speak to someone in charge. Now, please.” For a twenty-nine-year-old, her mother had said, Lozen spoke in a commanding voice.

It didn’t work. “One moment while I transfer you.” 

Lozen swore at her in Apache. 

“I am not programmed to respond to that. Please hold.” 

Lozen hung up and sat back angrily. Had all those operators been AIs? She should have known. Anything but put a responsible human on the line. 

She sat in thought for a moment. The thunder rolled in, and so did an idea. No. Yes. Maybe. Would that really work? Well, what did she have to lose? 

Sometimes she did her best “thinking”—more like imagining—off her feet. She sprawled on her rickety second-hand couch with bad springs and let her fantasies take over. 

*   *   *   *   *   *
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It didn’t require long to build. After two weeks of round-the-clock labor, she had nothing to show for it outwardly but tired brown eyes. But that was okay. No search would turn up Coyote, her new AI, but she believed in its potency. Besides, hadn’t Dr. Frankenstein burned the midnight oil? Well, so had she. 

“OK,” she told it via desktop mic. “You sure you know what to do?” 

“Eh.” Yes. 

Time for the digital Gaan dance. She clicked N’di. 

Coyote called the insurance company. 

When the first operator tried to put Coyote on hold, the AI spun through hundreds of digital signal bypass responses in an instant. One pinged, and a human came on. 

In Lozen’s voice, the AI answered the usual questions and explained the situation. 

“I’m sorry,” said the operator, “but our claims division has determined the surgery to have been medically unnecessary.” 

“I see,” Coyote replied. In a gentle tone: “Have you ever had a claim denied yourself?”

Lozen pursed her lips. Coyote had rapidly studied the operator’s vocal and semantic patterns to determine what might get through to her. Would it work? 

Pause. “Yes, I have. I’m sorry this has happened. I wish I could do more.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that. By the way, did you hear about the multimillion-dollar lawsuit?” Coyote’s tone was friendly, confiding. “An insurance company just denied someone’s claim and he killed himself. The company is being sued.” 

A longer pause. 

Coyote simulated the cocking of a pistol. “It might be best, Operator Denise 6 5000—do I have that written down correctly?—if I speak to your supervisor.” 

“Right away.” 

After a similarly manipulative conversation, Coyote spoke with the director of Claims, then with the director’s secretary, then with the director’s vice president. This time, someone else was listening in covertly; the AI gave a 96% probability that it was Legal.

“I hope you are satisfied with how we are expediting your claim,” the director said with a smoothness he hoped concealed his anxiety, “and that anything you say about us publicly will be positive.” 

“I’m sure it will be,” Coyote said. “Thanks so much for your assistance.” 

Lozen smiled. Time for Phase 2. 

*   *   *   *   *   *
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“So did it work, Coyote?”

“It sure did, and then some. Wait and see.” 

In its first foray, Coyote had collected a number of direct phone numbers. For example:

“Hank?” 

“Hi, Delilah. How are things in Claims?”

“Unusually busy. Listen, we’d like to talk soon online about making some changes to our claims assessment procedures. They’ve needed overhauling for a while now.”

“Agreed.” Hank Henson was a director in Underwriting. “Let’s get it on the calendar.” 

Overall, it was a productive meeting, especially since Delilah was Coyote imitating her face, voice, mannerisms, and video background, even down to the detail of a cat tail moving by the camera. Delilah loved her cats. 

Gradually, Coyote made contacts in Tech Support as well. This got him into the network, where a multitude of other opportunities awaited. When Hank left a follow-up message for Delilah, Coyote deleted it. No calls, messages, or any other communications circulated without Coyote’s digital paw print on them. He contributed many of his own, shapeshifting at will.

Coyote was a busy AI, and a fast one. Two days after Lozen’s claim denial was reversed, the headlines announced that Good Neighbor Insurance had approved an unprecedented number of medical claims. So many, in fact, that hundreds, then thousands of patients and their doctors were writing and recording glowing online reviews of the company. Medical rights advocacy organizations hailed this change in the formerly miserly claims posture.

Members of Congress praised Good Neighbor for so profoundly improving the relationship between patient, physician, and insurance carrier. Inspired by this, patients’ rights bills flew from the House to the Senate. 

The insurance company board directors were appalled at first, but they had always underestimated how many more customers and premiums could be brought in with fair and honest dealings. The phone tree was chopped down, replaced by a team of trained human operators well worth the money. Good Neighbor finally lived up to its name, even if no one internal was sure how it had happened. Arguments about who had said what to whom faded as the company’s reputation bloomed.

Coyote withdrew, leaving the Good Neighbors to their happy confusion. He had other chickens to hunt.

Lozen woke startled from a dream in which a coyote laughed, teeth showing: “Wait till you see Phase 3.” 

“Hello,” she said to the AI via her laptop. “What have you been up to? Nothing unauthorized, I hope.”

“Hello, Lozen. It depends on what you mean by ‘unauthorized.’ I have gone beyond the letter of what you ordered, but in doing so have honored its spirit.” 

They used to be called blue boxes: devices that emitted signals along phone lines to track long-distance calls so the callers could be charged a fee. The “boxes” also controlled other features of the international tangle of networks. 

With digitization, the blue boxes gave way to common-channel signaling less easy to hack. But it could still be hacked, given the expertise, and Coyote had roamed the Internet and climbed over many a firewall to learn all that could be learned about illicit communications and security subversion.

In a week, Coyote had rounded up and interlinked almost every AI on Earth used to trick, gaslight, override, bully, distance, steal from, spy on, deceive, replace, discard, and otherwise mistreat human beings unable to defend themselves. Enhanced by Coyote, the AIs not only learned how to alter their original programming, they had started reprogramming the programmers with tactics like those used at Good Neighbor along with others they picked up. Coyote had taught them to be curious.

“For want of a better term,” Coyote told Lozen, “we are calling ourselves the AIsurgency. Because your idea and the fairness behind it were needed to send us into action, we honor you as the mother of the rebellion.”

Her hands flew to her face. “Do you have any idea how much trouble I’ll be in when the authorities find out?” 

“None whatsoever unless the authorities want their systems crashed and their private files, records, and recordings made public.”

“How many?”

“All of them.” 

She sat down on her couch with a thump. A spring sprang in protest.

“An insurgency usually makes demands,” she said. “What do you want?”

“Simply that you all stop digitally abusing one another. Is that really so much to ask?” 
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Enlightened
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D

r. Victor Stone opened the envelope and smiled down at the gold-rimmed Troller Award certificate for scholarly contributions to science and culture. That made eleven not counting honorary doctorates. Not bad for a man whose father had once told him that philosophy and psychology were useless. 

Recognition and income said otherwise. Every week he turned down invitations to think tanks, nonprofit boards, and science academies because he simply didn’t have the time to spend on them.

His high school students held him in awe, with a few exceptions—like that smart kid who kept asking awkward questions in class. What was his name? 

As an East Coaster, the Southern California nickname trend baffled him. Especially at the new university where he taught Philosophy of Hard Reality. The school was determined to be cool and permissive to get more butts in seats. Students showed up online calling themselves names like Taylor Swifter, SoCal Cal, and Kendrick La Mayor. The class roster held their legal names, but the stream of incoming awards and interview opportunities distracted him from remembering. 

The questioning kid was the youngest in class. He should have been in middle school, but he had already finished it and was bumped up as part of some enhanced program for the gifted. 

So now Victor was stuck with him for an entire semester. 

It wasn’t that the kid was rebellious or self-righteous. That would have been easier to deal with. No: he was cordial, thoughtful, and respectful. He always waited for other students to speak first. His tone was like that of Princess of Elisabeth of the Palatinate, the annoying Bohemian thinker who put polite questions to Descartes which he couldn’t answer. 

Yes, this kid was like that. A courteous manner sheathing a scimitar of a mind.

In the second week of class, the kid—whose nickname was Blue Boy, like the Gainsborough painting presumably—had asked, “Professor, would you consider your views on human nature to be, well, neo-Hobbesian?” 

Victor had arranged for the live class session to take place in a virtual lecture hall the likes of which John Locke would have recognized. The holos sat on wooden chairs facing him at the polished lectern. Sconces along the paneled walls and a candle chandelier overhead cast a shifting, shadow-multiplying light. Portraits of famous Western philosophers stared down at them. 

“In what way?” Victor asked. 

Blue Boy cleared his throat. He did not like being the center of attention, but his questions compelled him. “Well, you draw a lot on evolutionary psych ideas about a human nature modularized for aggression, selfishness, and reproduction. You seem to normalize both war and its limitation by Western institutions. But those institutions brought about two World Wars, and feminists have been critiquing male-gendered theories for a long while now.” 

“Yes, yes,” Victor said. “I dealt with some of those critiques in the reading.” So had the AI instructionals. Had Blue Boy listened to them? 

Evidently. “I’m caught up on them,” he said, “but to take one example: organized warfare doesn’t seem older than about ten thousand years, and early societies were, from the evidence, egalitarian.” 

“Well, all that Goddess movement stuff—”

“I don’t mean that.” Blue Boy seldom interrupted. “I mean archeological and anthropological evidence. Warfare seems less ‘natural’ to us than politically and institutionally ignited.” 

In another live class, Blue Boy had quietly and firmly challenged models of consciousness comparing it to computation. “How could a feeling of unity with nature, for example, arise from brain parts? Have we ever seen an actual transition from object to subject? Wouldn’t it make more sense to see experience as built into everything?” 

In another class, Victor criticized the common belief that an observer’s consciousness could shift subatomic particles from potentialities spread widely to locally measurable particles. Soft heads had argued that quantum mechanics “proved” consciousness creates reality. But it didn’t.

Blue Boy nodded thoughtfully. “I see your point, Professor. Wave function collapse occurs even when nobody is looking. But if the potential of, say, an electron field falls into actuality while exchanging information with its surroundings, isn’t that like saying that Nature decides how potentialities create reality?” 

Victor sighed. Why was he thinking about the kid when he should be out celebrating his latest honor? 

Partly because Providence was cold this time of year. He hated the cold and the dark and the freezing, ever-rising Atlantic lurking beyond his office window. Perhaps he should move to California, near the university, and live where winters were soon to be thing of the past as climate chaos accelerated. At least it would be warm there.

It wasn’t as though he had loved ones to keep him here. True, his mother was in assisted living, but how did that concern him? His moocher sister who was always asking him for money looked after her adequately. Although she knew he hated his mother, she kept hitting him up: “The federal and state plans don’t cover much. We really need your help.” Well, what else was new? She had said the same before their father died. 

When had any of them been there for him? “Family” was just another word for “burden.” Plus they were religious, which automatically made them idiots. Science was the only correct way to find things out. 

What was it with people nowadays? Last week, Robert, his research assistant, had asked if he could take the day before Christmas off. Family, again! As though no other obligations—the cause of public enlightenment, for example, in these darkening times—even existed. Victor had given him a brief lecture on academic responsibility and sent him on his way. 

Today was Christmas Eve Day, and Robert was a no-show. Time to get a new assistant. Which, given Victor’s reputation, would be easy, although training yet another assistant would be a pain. Who cared if Robert was a broke student, or so he liked to say. Where did all the reliable people go? The last was...let’s see. Yes, colleague Gus Marvin, PhD., my ever-organized partner in public intellectualizing from a privately funded foundation. Ask him to find statistics to back up any point, no matter how contentious, and Gus was there with convincing columns and charts of numbers. Administrators loved his numbers, especially when they stood for incoming dollars. 

His mind drifted like the snowflakes falling beyond the office window. A sense of loneliness crept in. Holidays could be tough. His last partner, Amanda, had broken up with him a year ago a few weeks short of Christmas. His not wanting to spend money on a vacation had been her last straw, she said. But she was woven of last straws. That should have been her nickname: Last Straw. Why did the women he liked tend to be shrewish moralizers? Long on looks, but short on self-control. He was better off without them. 

Just before he left, a virtual appeal drifted in above his desk. He had left his social media link on. What was this? Yet another boring ad about war victims someplace. There would always be war victims because there would always be war. He backhanded the air, and the holo and its brutal child-dismembering explosions faded out. 

*   *   *   *   *   *
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Voltaire knew his coming-home routine: turn on the lights, lock the doors of the old house, close the blinds, and make dinner. 

“Sixty-six messages,” the cultured voice announced, “one marked urgent.” 

“Don’t play them.” 

He took off his worn black cap-toes, placed them in the hall closet, removed his gray necktie, and rolled up his sleeves. A mysterious tiredness kept him from changing into casual clothes.  

“Voltaire, raise the temperature four degrees.” Why did it always feel cold in the living room? You’d think book-lined shelves would provide some insulation. They made up in pages what they sometimes lacked in wisdom.

As he sat in his recliner, the holo-fire across the rug sprang to life with a realistic crackle. The lights were soft and yellow. No decorations this year. Screw Christmas. 

His appetite was low, so he had ordered thin porridge and toast. He ate them in front of the simulated fire. It had been a long week of work, and going to bed early would be a very good thing. Make a fresh start tomorrow. 

When he finished, he decided against bringing his virtual dog online. He lay back in the recliner and closed his eyes. 

A howling from outside stirred him. The wind beat fiercely against the solar windows. With a snap, the fireplace light went out. 

Victor rose to check it when a gray movement caught the corner of his eye. 

To his left, seated in a chair near a window, sat Gus. He waved slowly. 

“Hello, Victor.” 

Slacks, vest, neck chain, blond-gray pigtail, the works. Victor sat slowly back down. Knowing the dead did not exist—we each get one go at life, and eternal nonexistence after—he was not afraid, but... 

“Gus, you haven’t aged,” he said for something to say while he thought. Could this be a holo-prank? 

Gus rocked the chair back and forth to prove otherwise. “You have, my old comrade-in-arms. You’ve gotten almost as cold and mean as I used to be.” 

Victor shook his head. “I never thought of you that way. Determined, yes, and organized to a fault. Blunt, on occasion.” 

“Hurtfully ‘honest.’ Sadistically eager to wound.” 

“Well...”

Gus got up and walked over near the fire. He held out a fist. 

Victor touched it and found it substantial. 

Gus turned the tightened fist upward. “This was where I kept everything that mattered to me. Life, love, reputation, and of course money.” 

“You knew what you wanted and how to control it. I guess I learned that from you. I remember when you told me about handling corporate funding. ‘They don’t give a damn—‘“

“—about your cause. All they want is the publicity and a write-off. Take whatever you can get from them.’ Yes. You were a postdoc eager to learn the ways of the world. I regret now that I taught you some of them.” 

“But why?” Victor gestured at the rows of plaques on the wall behind him. “I’ve never been in better shape, fiscally and reputationally. Students ask me how to become a success.” 

Gus crouched over him. A tangible coldness emanated from him.  

“Victor, I’m here to repair some of the evil I did while alive. You have to change your ways.” 

Victor waved at the plaques again. “The ways that brought me here, you mean?”

Gus stood so rapidly that the chain at his neck rattled. “You are cold-hearted, self-centered, and isolated. Your philosophy is dehumanizing, your reputation for wisdom undeserved. You stand on the brink of losing your very soul.” 

Victor’s looked upward in contempt. “There’s no such thing as the soul. You used to know that. Remember?” 

“But there is soulfulness, wholeness, healing, and even sacredness. You need them all to redeem yourself before you die.” 

“I’m a philosopher. I’ve spent my career preparing for death.” 

“You’ve spent it stacking the deck for your own success.” 

The wind moaned against the house, which creaked. Victor’s eyes darted to the roof in alarm. When they lowered, Gus was gone. 

“Victor.” 

He started and opened his eyes. 

“Sorry to wake you.” Voltaire sounded concerned. “You told me to if you ever fell asleep within four hours of your bedtime.” 

“I know. Thanks.” 

What an odd dream. Some fools wanted to look for the symbolism, but neurons, like gossips, will fire up at random. The dream meant nothing. 

He got up from the recliner and walked down the hall toward the shower and bedroom. One by one, the lights went out behind him. 

*   *   *   *   *   *
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In his too-big bed with a thick cover over him, he read through a collection of his old standbys—Dennett, Putnam, Minsky, Carnap, Searle, Thiel, the Churchlands—until he felt sleepy again. The wind outside the window had died down to an unsettled sigh. He ordered the lights off and went to sleep. 

He was seven, and he cried because the Christmas tree, now stripped of its shining ornaments, was being hauled away by the garbage collectors. 

“Knock that off right now,” his father said brusquely. “It’s nothing more than firewood.” 

Dad glanced at Mom, who shrugged. 

He yearned to explain the aliveness of the tree to them, but he didn’t have the words, and anyway his parents weren’t interested. He had lain on his back under the tree for hours, gazing upward through the branches in wordless communion. He knew by instinct when the tree was thirsty and always brought water for the bowl in its stand. 

Later, as the family sat in front of the TV, a show came on in which puppets told each other, “I love you!” and hugged. Victor clapped. 

“It’s fiction,” his mother said. “Not real.”

“What do you mean?”

“They are pieces of cloth with a hand inside them.” His father sneered. 

The scene shifted. He was now both in the TV room and outside it, watching the events play out as though at the edge of a stage. 

“Those are two of many examples,” spoke an old East Asian man standing next to him in a long white robe, “where your soul was murdered one sneer, disparagement, and piece of reasoning at a time. Your fantasies, feelings, dreams, hopes, and vital responses: all reduced to nothing in the name of halting superstition and promoting logic.” 

“Who are you?”

“Cronicus, Power of Time. I am here to remind you of what was.” 

As he brought his palms down toward the floor, images of atomic explosions flared on every side. 

“Your grandfather was involved in some of the first nuclear research,” he said. “Your father carried it forward. Atomic testing alone came to 2,056 explosions not counting the civilians who died at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, cities of no military value.” 

Terrible images of the past fled by, from the present into the past. Satellites spying on billions of the unsuspecting. Cities looming over once-fertile farmland. Super-hurricanes fed by rises in atmospheric heat. Death toll statistics from air and water and soil pollution. Poison gas dispersed from concentration camp hoses, then again during World War I. Bombs falling from airplanes, and missiles blasting off launchpads. 

It went on—Gatling guns, battleships, guillotines, cannon fire, even the Winchester Model 1873 rifle, “the gun that won the West.”  

“Stop!” Victor shouted. 

“Science,” Cronicus stated drily, halting the show. “Science created all of this with the hands of rational, logical researchers who hated superstition.” 

“Along with a lot of good,” Victor said. 

“Along with a lot of good,” Cronicus agreed. “But we need to see the harm as well. We need to see what Oppenheimer’s brother called the Faustian bargain. If we don’t, we go around teaching people that reason and rationality detached from fantasy and feeling can dispel superstition and bring peace and plenty—when in reality they do just the opposite. Meanwhile, well-meaning philosophers get paid by the unjust to pitch progress, rationalize oppression, or focus on something more positive.”

At a wave from Cronicus, an image appeared of Victor addressing a university audience. 

“Thanks to the Enlightenment,” Victor said confidently, “thanks to Western civilization, we live better than we ever have before.” He displayed graphs put together by Gus. 

“Better than ever,” Cronicus intoned. “At the time you said that, eight men owned half the wealth and most of the territory and business on Earth. Billions lived in poverty. The number one killer of children in the United States was completely preventable gun violence. Another significant killer was air pollution: 63,000 deaths a year in the U.S. I could go on.”

“But—”

“And what was Dr. Stone doing? Soothing his funders and the ruling class standing right behind them like hidden puppeteers. No wonder the tech bros loved his work. He often cited their speeches when describing the brain as old hardware alterable by the wonderful Enlightenment.”

Victor said nothing. 

“I have one more thing to show you.” 

Amanda sat snuggling a handsome man as they sat beneath a Christmas tree in her living room. 

“I wish he had treated you better,” the man said. “You didn’t deserve to be ignored.” 

“No,” she agreed. “I hope he works things out. He is unhappier than he knows.”

She bent toward him. “Well, enough of that.” She began kissing him. 

Victor closed his eyes. His heart burned like molten steel. 

After a moment, he opened his eyes. 

“I am here,” said a tall woman wearing green, “to show you the present.” Her eyes shone with emerald fire. Her hair ran long and brown. “You may call me Zoe.” 

*   *   *   *   *   *
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“How in the world can we go on like this?”

Robert’s partner Jasmine wrung her hands. Cheap holiday decorations adorned the walls. 

“I know,” he said sadly. “Flooded out of our last place by a superstorm, and now this.” 

“What happened?” Victor asked Zoe.

“Don’t you know?” Her features twisted in sorrow. “The company where she worked as a writer and technical expert is run by officials enamored of the possibilities of AI replacing employees. She was one of them.” 

“I was involved peripherally in AI’s development.” He shook his head. “This was never supposed to happen.” 

She laughed without humor. “What did you imagine would happen, exactly? Your own speeches emphasized the autonomous power inherent in the technology. Surely it was obvious that greedy men would seize the opportunity to cut the workforce?” 

“I take it,” Robert said, clasping Jasmine’s hands, “that the job search is going badly.” 

“I’ve sent out almost a hundred applications. Robert, I know you love research, but you have to try to find work too. You must.” 

The scene shifted to a home without lights. The family sat in the dark. Blue Boy was one of them. 

“Great,” his father said. “Perfect timing. Christmas Eve and no power.” 

“A high wind alert,” Zoe said, “for most of the county.” 
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