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      The visionary pushed his Tesseract, his latest groundbreaking supercar, past eighty miles per hour. He was on the phone with his lead engineers, troubleshooting a problem at his factory.

      “What about cycle time on the new casting machines? Are they hitting the ninety-second target?” the man asked, eyes fixed on the road in front of him.

      “We’re at two minutes fifteen seconds, sir,” the engineer replied. “The thicker walls on the rear underbody are⁠—”

      “That’s too slow. What’s your solution?” he cut in.

      “We’ve modeled a new alloy composition that should improve flow rates by⁠—”

      “Just adjust the cooling parameters and run another test batch tonight,” the man in the car said. “And what about the thirty-X stainless forming? Are we still seeing micro-fractures on the tight radius bends?”

      “Yes, but we’ve modified the roll tension on the⁠—”

      “Have you tried annealing at a higher temperature before the final press?” the man asked. “I want to see samples from both processes.”

      “I’ll have them ready by⁠—”

      The man hung up.

      Did I go to Jack in the Box twice yesterday? The conversation with the engineer evaporated from his mind. He hummed a tuneless song as his carbon-fiber vehicle hurtled along the Marfa highway.

      The man sighed internally, contemplating the vast gap between his vision and others’ ability to grasp it. These people weren’t stupid—they were competent engineers by normal standards—but they simply couldn’t see the exponential possibilities he saw with crystal clarity.

      It was the same at every one of his companies. He’d outline a breakthrough approach that seemed obvious to him, only to watch confusion spread across their faces. He’d learned to break down his thoughts into smaller chunks, to create stepping stones for their linear thinking, but it still tested the limits of his patience.

      This was why he ended up sleeping on the factory floor so often, working twenty-hour days. Vision without execution was hallucination, and if others couldn’t execute at the speed he needed, he’d simply do it himself. He’d become used to it—the sleeping bag in his office, the shower at the facility, the endless hours of refining designs others thought impossible. That was what separated the merely intelligent from the truly transformative.

      His Tesseract began drifting to the right. He frowned, holding the steering wheel tight and steering the vehicle back onto the road. He gently pressed the brakes to bring the speed down. Instead, it lurched forward, speed increasing, pressing him into his seat.

      He pressed the brakes harder, tried to slow the speed of the vehicle as it started to wander on the highway. Without warning, the road was plunged into darkness. The headlights had cut out.

      The man started frantically jabbing at the headlight icon on the vehicle’s control screen. Light flooded the road again. A guardrail was now directly in his path. He stamped on the brakes and spun the wheel, biceps straining against the car’s steering control.

      He felt two wheels lift off the pavement, followed by a stiff bump as it swerved back onto the road. It had barely cleared the guardrail and continued its mad descent.

      The speedometer rose to 112 miles per hour.

      A bead of sweat trickled down his forehead as he impotently slammed his foot against the brake pedal. It sank uselessly to the floor.

      His knuckles were white against the steering wheel as the Tesseract hurtled forward, tires screaming against the asphalt.

      “Tesseract, emergency protocol!” His voice cracked with panic. “Tesseract, call Drew!”

      The sleek dashboard display beeped cheerfully, the words OUT OF RANGE pulsing across the screen.

      The speedometer needle broke across 163 miles per hour.

      The steering wheel turned as though there was nothing holding it. It maneuvered the car towards the edge of the road. The man leaned his entire weight against it, every sinew fighting to wrench it back toward the center line. Mile markers flashed past, a blur of orange reflectors like tracer fire.

      The wheel jerked violently in his hands again, seemingly determined to guide the vehicle toward the precipice ahead.​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​ The car was obliterating mile markers in rapid succession.

      Desperately, he hammered at the emergency override button built into the console.

      Nothing.

      180 mph seared into his eyes.

      At last, the man completely abandoned all attempts at control. White-knuckled and rigid, he clutched the door handle with one hand, the armrest with the other, and screamed.

      The Tesseract jolted, tipping onto two wheels, before flying end over end off the narrow country road, plunging into darkness.

      The horrendous wrenching of metal echoed through the desolate backcountry as metal tore against rock and earth. The sounds of destruction reverberated across the empty Texas landscape.
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        * * *

      

      A spotlight hit the wreckage, which was lying on its roof.

      “Careful! Careful getting him out!”

      “I am being careful, Zyx,” the second voice snapped.

      “He’s very injured. We need intact biometrics for replication.”

      “Obviously.”

      Metal scraped against metal, growing louder.

      “You still got his head?”

      “Yes. Rotate and secure.”

      “On three, raise. One, two, three—lift!”

      A metal winch whined through the night air as the body was hauled upward.

      “Get him in the bay.” Heavy metal clanged as the stretcher was locked into place.

      “Board’s secured. I’ve placed the download device.”

      “Running diagnostics now. Aaaaand … transfer complete.”

      “Open your eyes. Yes, wonderful. Blink if you can hear me. Plethor, you see that?”

      “Yes, well done on the construction. I never doubted you. Open the bay doors.”

      “Hop out, my lovely. Go do your thing.”

      The craft jostled. Several seconds passed before a heavy thud echoed from the ground below.

      “GPS coordinates logged. Before we depart, how did you know fifteen revolutions?”

      “Obvious—it’s smooth. At 0.14 c, I had the auto-drive make a correction toward the embankment. Child’s play. Now, prompt remittance.”

      “Fine, I’ll transfer the funds…”

      The engines hummed to life. A swirl of dust kicked up as the craft disappeared into the night sky.

      Below, beside the twisted wreckage, a pair of glowing red eyes opened in the darkness.
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      Becky slammed her palm against her 2013 Strata’s dashboard, willing it to start. “Come on, you piece of—” She jabbed the start button again. The engine finally sputtered to life, and she exhaled in relief.

      She pulled the Strata out of the parking garage into the morning light. When she’d bought it, the salesman had brushed off her concerns about the maintenance costs. “That’s what separates the professionals from everyone else,” he’d said with a knowing smile. “Luxury isn’t cheap.” Three years and countless repair bills later, she was still trying to figure out what exactly she’d been separated from besides her money.

      She took a left and pulled up to the stop sign, waiting for a break in the passing traffic. She spotted one, let off the brakes, and applied the gas.

      A notification from WHY appeared on her phone. She glanced down.

      Sarah Chen and Tom Reynolds report breaking news from Lucian!

      She swiped the live news report open. The reporter’s voices boomed from the car’s speakers.

      Suddenly, there was a loud thud—she had hit something solid. As she slammed on her brakes, her phone tumbled to the floor. She sat frozen, stunned, her heart pounding in her ears.

      A man stood at her hood, glaring at Becky through the windshield. She could see the identical dents in the metal where his fists had slammed. They were both still clenched as he stared with fury.

      She threw the car into park and jumped out, dashing around to the front. “Oh my god, are you okay?!”

      He turned to face her, with an expression twisted in rage. “Watch where you’re going!”

      “Are you hurt? I’m so sorry, I didn’t see…” She held up her palms towards him and slowed as she glanced him over, looking for injuries. Eyes settling on a shiny metal disc on his temple, she froze. He was a recipient of Lucian’s brain-enhancing implant.

      Becky’s stomach dropped. Great job, Palmer. Nearly running over a handicapped guy on the way to work.

      “What’s wrong with you?” he shouted, fist clenched, his whole body coiled and tensed like a spring, trembling with fury.

      “Do you need me to call someone? An ambulance?”

      He glowered at her for a heartbeat. Then, as if a switch had been flipped, he straightened up, his expression becoming pleasant, with a smile crossing his face.

      “Have a nice day,” he said cheerfully—and walked away.

      Becky stood, utterly bewildered, as the man strolled off with his hands in pockets. The sound of his whistling drifted back to her on the morning air.

      She glanced at the fresh dents in her hood, then back at the man’s retreating figure, completely flummoxed.

      Well, it seems like he’s okay.

      Climbing back into her car, Becky retrieved her phone from under the seat, dropping it into the cupholder. Looking at the dents in her hood, she shook her head, dreading calling her insurance company and explaining what had happened.

      She looked left and right repeatedly, checking for pedestrians and oncoming traffic, then pulled carefully into the road. She kept both hands firmly on the steering wheel, determined to be extra vigilant on her drive to work. No more phone distractions.

      After a few minutes of hyper-focused driving, the sounds of “Wake Up, America!” broke through her concentration.

      “…and with the launch of our eleven-thousand nine-hundredth StarFall satellite—yeah, that’s a real number—we’re getting really close to the Grand Finale. That’s twelve thousand units in orbit, blanketing the planet in high-speed, low-latency connectivity. But this isn’t just about internet in the jungle or the Arctic or whatever. This is about erasing borders—geographic, economic, informational. It’s about creating a unified, upgraded civilization. This is human evolution—you know, at scale.”

      The audio cut back to the studio.

      “Inspiring words from Lucian at this morning’s StarFall launch. You know, Sarah, the simplicity is remarkable. Just a small dish and power source, and you’ve got high-speed internet anywhere on Earth.”

      “Exactly, Tom. No cables, no cell towers, no infrastructure limitations.”

      “And the speeds Lucian’s promising would make fiber optic look outdated.”

      “Perfect timing too, with all the infrastructure challenges we’ve been seeing lately. Power outages, network failures… It’s nice to have something that just works.”

      As the light turned green, Becky gingerly pressed on the accelerator, scanning the road like a hawk.
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        * * *

      

      She drove along, mind wandering as it always did. I’d like to get started on the DuPont file today. Coming due in two weeks. She let out a heavy sigh as she contemplated her workload. Henderson done. Johnson, Whittaker, Morales due, in that order.

      As she pulled up to the stoplight, something caught her eye, snapping her out of her work daydream. An Egolectric Prophet. Sleek, elegant, silent, but for the pleasing three-tone music emanating from its external speakers. True luxury—and in that gorgeous golden paint!

      She whistled. “Damn, that’s a nice car! Mmm-mm. I need a picture of this.” She grabbed her phone from the cupholder and snapped a couple of photos.

      With an anxiety-provoking stutter, sending irregular vibrations through her feet and hands, her car died. Distracted from the unpleasantly familiar sensation, she pushed the start button. Nothing happened. Her attention spun back to her own vehicle. “Start, you stupid car!” she shouted, stabbing at the button. After a moment, her Strata sputtered back to life. “What a waste of money,” she growled under her breath. Her attention returned to the gleaming beacon of success next to her.

      Drinking it in, she noticed something odd. Someone was in the back seat of the Egolectric, staring at her through the tinted windows. The woman looked … terrified? She caught Becky’s eye and shouted something, banging on the glass, crying. Becky just stared at her.

      The light turned green, and the Egolectric smoothly pulled away, the panicked passenger still pounding the windows. Becky saw that there was no driver. “What…?” She pulled through the green light, coming alongside the car again, phone still clutched in her hand. The woman was sobbing now, tears streaming down her cheeks. Their eyes met again, Becky’s confused ones with the woman’s crazed ones.

      The Egolectric pulled away again, violently this time, the speed catching Becky off guard. It blazed down the road. The next light had shifted to yellow, and Becky realized with a thrill of horror that the Prophet would not stop.

      The car shot into the intersection just as a semi-truck barreled through from the cross street, running its own red light. The truck missed the Prophet by feet, its indignant horn blasting at the agile sedan as both vehicles emerged on opposite sides of the intersection.

      Becky arrived at the red light in stunned silence, just in time to see the Prophet take a vicious left down a side street and disappear from sight. She sat in silence at the red light, staring down the street where the car had disappeared. The light turned green, but she kept staring. A honk from behind her startled her out of her reverie. She accelerated, finger hovering over the call button on her phone, having typed 911 into it.

      What would I even tell them?

      “Good question,” she replied. “What would I say? ‘A woman was being kidnapped by an electric car. What was happening, you say? Oh, it accelerated through an intersection, somehow miraculously avoiding an accident. Yes, I know that’s probably why she was scared. But she was scared before the accident.’” Becky continued this imaginary conversation for several blocks before deciding against making the call.

      “I’m sure she’s fine,” she said aloud to reassure herself.
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        * * *

      

      She pulled into the bank’s parking lot, still unable to shake what she’d witnessed. That terrified woman’s face kept flashing in her mind.

      “She’s fine,” Becky muttered.

      Grabbing her bag and half-finished latte, she kicked her car door closed and headed into the building.

      It was early—barely seven o’clock. She swept into the empty bank, flipping on the lights, which blinked to life one at a time. She unlocked the staff room, stowed her things, and settled at her desk to tackle the day’s accounts.

      Fifteen minutes later, the front door to the bank swung open, and Becky glanced up to see Whitney blow past in a flash of blue skirt, heading straight to her office without acknowledgment. The glass door clicked shut behind her.

      “Good morning to you too,” Becky muttered, turning back to her desk. “Emails look good. What should I start with today?” Scooting her laptop to the side, she slid over a stack of accounts that she intended to go through. “Let’s see…” She bit her lip, studying them. “Johnson, Morales, Whittaker, DuPont…” One after another, she plopped them in a stack at the corner of her desk. Sliding DuPont over, she flipped it open, ready to start pursuing and planning her attack on it. “Where did I leave off…?” she mused, perusing the files.

      “Rebecca Palmer, please report to Ms. Blackwood’s office. Rebecca Palmer, please report to Ms. Blackwood’s office.” The voice echoed over the bank’s speakers, making her jump. She turned a resigned face towards Whitney’s office, where Becky could just make out her sour expression through the glass of her office door.

      With a heavy, reluctant sigh, Becky closed the DuPont file, stood up, and walked over to Whitney’s office. Halfway there, the glass windows became frosted, and Becky rolled her eyes. Whitney loved to change the glass opacity as employees approached. She said it “set the tone.”

      She knocked on the door, and was greeted with a curt “Enter.” Becky did as instructed, walking into the office and taking a seat across the strangely huge desk from Whitney.

      Whitney stared at Becky. “What are you doing out there?”

      “I… Well, I was about to work on the DuPont file. It’s the closest due, two weeks. I thought it would be wise to⁠—”

      “Wrong. That’s not what you should be doing,” Whitney said, cutting Becky off. “Henderson file. The answer you should have given was, ‘I’m working on the Henderson file.’”

      “Sure, of course. It’s our premier client, I understand. It’s just that I completed it last week.”

      “No, you don’t understand,” Whitney said, leaning forward, steepling her elaborately painted fingernails. “‘I’m working on the Henderson file.’ That’s the answer I want from you. That’s the only account that matters.”

      Becky found herself staring at Whitney’s nails, with their layers of glossy polish. Her middle finger had a small rhinestone embedded in it. “They all matter, don’t they?” she said, looking up.

      Whitney laughed, a nasally, trashy noise. “‘They all matter’—that’s funny. They do not all matter. Henderson matters. Let me know when it’s complete. You may leave.” Her ostentatious manicure caught the light as she gestured dismissively to the door.

      Becky half stood, confused. “But it’s done…”

      Whitney waved her other hand at her office door.

      Becky let herself out and went back to her desk, giving Whitney’s office a glance over her shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Becky rubbed her eyes and glanced with longing at the untouched stack of account files still sitting where she’d left them that morning. DuPont, Johnson, Morales, all needing her attention—all with looming deadlines.

      She turned back to the mountain of Henderson in front of her, flipping to page 242. What a huge waste of my time.

      She’d finished the account last week. Going over it again…

      Maybe it’s not the worst to make sure it’s tight.

      Especially considering Henderson’s patronage kept Sterling & Trust’s profit margins strong.

      Movement from the parking lot caught her eye. She watched someone in an eighties white Volvo 240 pull into the parking lot and turn into a spot facing Becky’s desk. The car appeared well maintained, if she ignored how it was peppered with small holes and dents on the hood and roof.

      The man climbing out of the car was far and away the bank’s most interesting client. His name was Allen Markowitz, and he was wearing something that never failed to put an amused smile on Becky’s face. He had on a two-foot-tall, shiny, metallic cone-shaped helmet. As she watched, he cinched the chin strap tight and gave his head a vigorous shake. Despite the absurd nature of the helmet’s appearance, it didn’t budge an inch. He headed toward the bank’s entrance with a confident stride.

      Becky felt a mix of amusement and sympathy, watching him. They’d known each other in high school—he’d had an obvious crush on her, following her around like a lost puppy. She’d always been kind, but kept her distance. Now, so much time later, here he was in a metal cone hat, still making her life a little more interesting.

      She generally looked forward to Allen’s bank visits. He brought something fresh and interesting into her otherwise stressful professional life. And she couldn’t help but admire his ridiculous confidence. He was completely unbothered by what anyone thought of him.
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        * * *

      

      “Rebecca Palmer, please report to Ms. Blackwood’s office. Rebecca Palmer, please report to Ms. Blackwood’s office.”

      Becky jumped at the noise, page 248 slipping out of her hand and fluttering to the floor. “Jeez,” she muttered, heading over to Whitney’s office.

      The glass once again darkened on her way over, eliciting an eye roll.

      Once inside and seated, Whitney, fingers steepled, said, “I need you in the vault. Can you handle that?”

      “Of course, I do it all the⁠—”

      “Wonderful, please head down there…” Whitney said, cutting her off. “Actually, you can go down now,” and she waved at her door.

      Becky once again saw herself out; she paused. “Whitney.” No response. “Whitney.” The woman looked up blankly. “My name’s Becky. Not Rebecca. I know I’ve mentioned this before…”

      Whitney looked back to her computer.

      Shaking her head, Becky returned to her desk.

      She locked up the files, minus DuPont, which she tucked under her arm, and headed down the far stairs, deep into the heart of the bank to watch the vault room for the rest of the day. She didn’t hate vault duty; it just meant sitting in a basement room, accomplishing very little while her actual work piled up upstairs. All Becky really wanted was to serve her clients well and close her accounts on time. But between meaningless busywork, redundant procedures, and Whitney’s power games, the bank seemed designed to prevent her from doing the job they’d hired her to do.
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        * * *

      

      Becky was sitting in the tall chair, leaning over the vault desk’s countertop. The DuPont file sat close by, open but to the side, a number of new highlights and sticky notes marking it up. Her cheek smushed into one hand as she leaned against it, while her other hand held her phone with the Egolectric shopping app open.

      “Golden Parachute Yellow, Jovian Red, Billionaire Bitcoin Black… Hmmm.” She changed colors. “Probably Golden Parachute Yellow. Ten thousand more?” She snorted. The very idea was foolishness incarnate. “Still, though…” She put the shimmering paint job onto a Main Character. “I mean, that looks sharp.” She pulled the phone in close to take a better look. “At least it comes with matching pinstriped vegan leather. What other options come as standard?”

      “Hi.”

      Becky snapped out of her daydream. Allen stood at her counter, crooked grin on his face, cone-shaped helmet on his head.

      “Looks like you could use a break,” he said to her.

      Becky stretched, twisting her neck around to an audible pop. “Sorry, Whitney’s determined to keep me from accomplishing actual work.” She shook her head. “Workplace gossip—not really professional, is it? Sorry, what can I do for you?” She squinted at him and cocked her head. “Haven’t you been here for a couple hours now? Banks aren’t exactly thrilling places to hang out.” She slapped the account file closed and thumbed her phone off.

      “Yeah, just an issue with my property taxes. Had to spend waaaaaay too long with that Whitney character. Ugh.” He shivered dramatically.

      Becky grinned from a place of deep appreciation.

      “Anyway, I just need to access box forty-four-forty.”

      She checked his ID, led him to the vault, and unlocked the ornate, golden door to box 44-40.

      Allen slid the cone helmet off of his head, setting it on the table in the middle of the room. It made a strangely hollow bonging noise when it struck the surface. Becky cocked her head.

      Allen caught her look. “So … curious what I have in this box?”

      Becky glanced back up at him. “What you have?”

      “Yeah, you know, you ever get curious about what people keep in here?”

      Becky smiled. “Sometimes I do. It’s pretty quiet down here though, not a lot of foot traffic. Who even knows how many of these are in use?”

      Allen glanced around the vault, eyes stopping on multiple boxes before turning back to her. “Did you… Did you want to check this out?” he asked her.

      “Do I want to what?”

      “That was weird… I just mean, I have some unique things in here. That you might find interesting.”

      Becky raised an eyebrow, and Allen flushed red slightly.

      “Never mind, I’m sorry I asked. You have things to do.”

      “No, now you have my curiosity piqued. Show me what you got, helmet guy.”

      “Hey-O!” he said, flipping the lid of the box open. “Voila.” He started pulling out vials, tubes, and wooden boxes of various shapes and sizes. Two of the vials had yellow Hazard stickers on them.

      “Good lord,” Becky said, watching the menagerie unfold before her. “What is all of this?”

      Allen’s eyes lit up as he held one of the vials up to the light. “Iridium. Hardest metal on Earth—worth more than gold.” He rattled it gently, almost reverently. “Look at these beauties. Perfect for hairspring triggers or ultra-precise pivot points. You can’t get tolerances this tight with anything else.”

      “Like watch parts?”

      “Sure, watch parts,” Allen said. He carefully wrapped the vial in silk and tucked it into a bank-branded tote bag.

      Becky eyed the yellow warning labels. “You sign a policy when you open these. I’m pretty sure hazardous material is a no-no.”

      Allen, apparently not hearing Becky’s remark, tilted one of the bulbous containers to the light. “Hmm. Still sealed. We’re good.” He reverently placed it into the tote as well, also packed in white silk. Reaching back into the box, he pulled out a stack of CDs, all labeled AOL with a logo of a running man inside a triangle. The promotional text read, 1000 hours free! So easy to use, no wonder it’s #1. Following those were two silver bars. All went into the bag, and Allen zipped it shut with a satisfying sound.

      Becky watched all of it unfold, feeling a curious mix of impressed and disconcerted.

      What is this guy all about?

      He slid his helmet back on, chin strap clicking in the compressed silence of the tight room. They left the vault, and at the front desk, Allen turned to Becky. “Hey … while I have you. A quick question. Just something… Not a big deal.” He fidgeted with the tote’s strap.

      Becky watched him fuss with the nylon and raised an eyebrow. “Sure, what’s up?”

      “Uh… Do you want to go have coffee with me?” he spilled out. “Nothing serious, just to catch up, you know, on … things.”

      Becky laughed, feeling an out-of-place thrill of interest.

      Allen looked hurt.

      “No, no, I’m not laughing at you,” she said with a smile. “I wasn’t ready.” She pondered for a moment, studying him: shiny headgear, crooked smile, misplaced confidence. Tote bag with a strange assortment of Allen filling it. “Yeah, that could be fun. What do you have in mind?”

      “Hey, alright! Saturday morning? I know a place.”

      “Sure. Where?”

      “The Sacred Bean. It’s quiet, out of the way.”

      “Perfect.”

      Allen’s grin widened. He slung his tote bag over his shoulder. “Looking forward to it, Becky Palmer.” With that, he headed for the door, helmet gleaming under the fluorescent lights, waving a hand over his shoulder in farewell.
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      Becky woke with a jolt, her phone alarm blaring. Coffee with Allen. Today. She reached over, silencing the alarm and staring at the ceiling, blinking sleep out of her eyes and trying to get her brain to wake up. Come on, Palmer. Time to get up and get ready.

      She sighed, sitting up in bed, and rubbed her face. As the mental fog cleared, her thoughts drifted to the day ahead. Coffee with Allen Markowitz… The guy with the cone helmet. She wasn’t quite sure what to expect.

      She shuffled to her closet, flipping on the TV for some background noise. Her usual Saturday uniform—designer jeans and a cashmere sweater—hung front and center, carefully organized by color. Whitney would approve, but would Allen?

      “Coming up next,” Tom’s cheerful voice announced from the TV, “the reclusive visionary and founder of SpaceWHY has agreed to join us for an exclusive interview!”  

      Becky paused, her hand hovering between a crisp white blouse and a faded concert T-shirt she never wore in public. She grabbed the blouse, but hesitated, glancing back at the concert tee hanging in the corner of her closet. That was her favorite shirt, though she’d never admit it to others.

      “Today’s guest is an extraordinary man who rarely grants interviews,” Sarah Chen said, “but whose innovations have fundamentally transformed human civilization. Please welcome, Lucian!”

      Applause erupted as Becky tossed the blouse onto her bed and reluctantly pulled out the concert shirt. She held it against herself in the mirror, grimacing. Too casual? She’d look like she wasn’t trying at all. Not what successful people wore. I have an image to maintain.   

      “Welcome to our show, Mr. Lucian! It’s a pleasure to have you.”

      Lucian smiled. “Yes, of course. Here I am, in the flesh, as they say.”

      “Jumping right in, it’s been two years since you came out of nowhere, assuming control of your father’s companies. Rebranding, changing corporate direction, and reformatting them from the ground up. But despite this, or maybe because of it, you’ve produced world-changing products, including bringing high-speed internet to some of the most remote regions on Earth through your StarFall platform,” Sarah said. “I understand you’re approaching twelve thousand satellites?”

      “As the eldest, taking over was my right. I saw many, many failings in the previous models. Correcting ship, as they say, allowed me to produce such products as what you mention, StarFall, which represents true global connectivity. Critics call it a digital divide, but we’ve built a digital gateway. Through my social media company WHY, a child in rural Mongolia can access the same verified information as a student at Harvard.”

      Becky frowned, discarding the T-shirt and pulling out a silk top she usually saved for first dates. It was too much. She didn’t want Allen to get the wrong idea, so she returned it.

      “WHY represents unfiltered human communication,” Lucian’s voice continued as she rifled through her closet. “We use WHYAI to ensure that factual content reaches the widest audience. The truth rises naturally to the surface.”

      She pulled out a simple navy sweater—professional enough to maintain her dignity if seen by colleagues, but casual enough not to look like she was trying too hard. Perfect middle ground.

      “But how exactly does WHYAI determine what’s factual?” Sarah was asking. 

      “WHYAI processes information the way a human brain does, but on a planetary scale,” Lucian said. “It identifies patterns, correlations, and causation. The system is neutral and unbiased.”

      Becky hesitated with her hand on her designer jeans. She glanced at her worn-in weekend jeans—her preferred choice, but not for going out. Allen wouldn’t care. After all, he’d shown up at the bank wearing his comical headgear.

      “Speaking of connected minds, let’s talk about Brain Bridge,” Sarah said as Becky reluctantly reached for the weekend jeans. “The medical community has called it revolutionary…”

      She caught herself in the mirror—navy sweater, weekend jeans. She frowned. The woman staring back wasn’t the polished banker her colleagues would respect. Just … Becky.

      “The human brain is remarkably adaptable. When given the right interface, it will do almost anything you tell it to,” Lucian said.  

      Becky started to change back into her designer jeans, then stopped herself. Why was she overthinking this? It was just coffee with Allen from high school. No one who mattered would see her. She cocked her head. I look too casual. She returned to the closet, her fingers reaching instinctively for the designer accessories, trying to salvage some semblance of success. She slid open her jewelry drawer and pulled out her Cartier bracelet, for which she was still making payments, and her diamond stud earrings she’d picked up at an estate sale. She put them on. Perfect, she thought, looking at her reflection. I’m wealthy, but I don’t care about it.  

      Sarah’s voice turned personal: “Lucian, my sister was paralyzed in a car accident last month. Thanks to Brain Bridge, she’s walking again. Our whole family is incredibly grateful.” She hesitated. “But lately, she’s having these terrible nightmares. Really vivid ones about combat situations—things she’s never experienced. Have you heard about anything like this from other patients?”

      Becky paused, listening more intently. Something in Sarah’s question triggered an unease she couldn’t place.

      “Neural plasticity can produce unexpected effects during sleep cycles,” Lucian replied smoothly. “When we repair neural pathways, the brain sometimes … explores new connections. It’s a natural part of the healing process.”

      A producer hurried onstage and urgently whispered in Sarah’s ear. The interview abruptly broke for commercials, cutting to gleaming Egolectric models.  

      Becky paused before switching off the TV. She grabbed her Loewe cross-body and headed for the door, snagging her Persol sunglasses on the way out and perching them on her head. She glanced at her reflection in the entryway mirror, pleased with what she saw. High-end accessories, casual I-don’t-care clothes. The picture of success and the casual acceptance of it.

      Whatever Allen wanted to talk about, she’d hear him out. After all, he was harmless, and she loved coffee.
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        * * *

      

      Becky walked to her car through the empty parking garage, her footsteps echoing off concrete walls. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead, casting harsh, shifting shadows, making the empty space even more cavernous. The air hung damp and musty, with traces of exhaust and the metallic scent of standing water.   

      The dreary surroundings didn’t diminish Becky’s anticipation about coffee with Allen. As quirky and odd as he was with his helmet, he represented something new in her otherwise stale routine.

      A distant dripping sound punctuated her thoughts as she approached her car.  The emptiness of the building bothered her. When she’d bought the condo, the real estate agent had promised it was the “up-and-coming spot for young professionals such as yourself!” She’d imagined a vibrant community, but the reality was isolation. The gym rarely had more than one or two people, and they remained cold and standoffish. She felt invisible in this place she couldn’t really afford.  

      She clicked the button to unlock her car, but nothing happened. She frowned and hit the button again. This time, the car beeped and unlocked. Relief washed over her, until she slid behind the wheel and pushed the start button. The vehicle remained dead. She tried it again and again, each time with less hope of the car coming alive. Finally, she admitted to herself it wasn’t going to start.   

      “No, no, no,” she whispered, checking her watch. She was going to be late now. Allen struck her as the punctual type. Her Loewe cross-body suddenly felt heavy against her hip, the Persol sunglasses perched on her head absurdly extravagant inside a car that wouldn’t even start.  

      She pulled out her phone to call a ride-share, then hesitated and opened her banking app. Her checking account balance made her wince. Another thirty-dollar ride would mean skipping lunch next week. She slipped the phone back into her purse, climbed out of the useless car, and headed for the street. The coffee shop wasn’t far away, and the bus was free.  
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        * * *

      

      The bus rolled forward with a jerk, causing Becky to stumble and tighten her grip on the metal bar. Standing among indifferent faces, she caught her reflection in the window and adjusted her sunglasses. The casual but expensive look still worked, although public transportation wasn’t part of her planned aesthetic.  

      Her thoughts drifted to Allen as the bus lurched over a pothole. What did he want to talk about? She found herself both dismissing his quirky behavior and curious about it. When was the last time she’d spoken to someone who seemed so utterly confident about anything?  

      She pulled out her phone, reflexively opening WHY to scroll through her feed, trying to maintain her balance as the bus took a corner. Lucian’s latest post demonstrated a new Brain Bridge feature, already amassing millions of likes. She hesitated, thumb hovering over the heart button, then caught herself. In a few minutes, she’d sit across from a man who hadn’t owned an electronic device in years. Maybe she should put her phone away.   

      The smell of urine wafted from the back of the bus, mixing with body odor and the artificial pine of cleaner. Becky wrinkled her nose as she tried to maintain as little contact as possible with the surfaces around her, her designer shoes offering little stability on the grimy floor.  

      As she slid her phone back into her cross-body, she saw through the smudged window a large truck with the StarFall logo emblazoned on its side, carrying a massive load of metal rods. It turned down another street, disappearing from view.
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        * * *

      

      The bus pulled up to her stop outside the coffee shop. Becky spotted something metallic glinting in the daylight. It was Allen, wearing his standard helmet. She grimaced. What was she thinking, meeting him in public? People would stare and assume they were a couple. 

      She stepped off the bus, adjusting her sunglasses again. Not a date, she reminded herself. Just catching up with someone from high school. She spotted Allen at an outdoor table, took a deep breath, and approached.  

      “Hey.”

      Allen spun, his cone helmet fixed to his head like it was a part of him. “Becky!” His face lit up. He bounced to his feet and gave her a quick hug. “Glad you made it.”

      He gestured to the chair across from him. Becky glanced around nervously, but most people were too absorbed in their phones to notice them. Only a couple of nearby patrons gave Allen’s headgear curious looks.

      She slid into the seat, unable to help a small, authentic smile that the presence of the cone helmet brought to her lips. It was something easy to talk about.

      “That’s quite the fashion statement you’ve got going on there.”

      Allen patted the side of his helmet fondly. “Why, thank you, I think it has a certain aesthetic appeal. Very retro-futuristic, don’t you think?”

      “It definitely makes you stand out.” Becky chuckled. “Though I have to say, you were always good at that, even in high school.”

      A server approached their table with a friendly smile. “Morning, folks. What can I get for you today?”

      “I’ll have a skinny oat milk latte, please,” Becky said. “And a cream cheese Danish.”

      Allen nodded at the server. “Just black coffee for me. No cream, no sugar, nothing tracked by Big Coffee.” He winked at Becky. “And I’ll take a bran muffin.”

      “The muffins have been baked fresh this morning,” the server replied. “Coming right up.”

      As the server walked away, Becky raised an eyebrow. “‘Big Coffee’? Is that a thing now?”

      Allen chuckled. “I’m just kidding. There’s no Big Coffee … or maybe there is.” He smiled knowingly. “But enough about mysterious coffee conglomerates. What’s new with you? What have you been up to?”

      Becky shifted in her seat. People rarely asked her open-ended questions. “Nothing special. Just … normal boring stuff.”

      Allen laughed. “No way. Tell me one thing you enjoyed doing last week.”

      Becky searched her memory. “Um… Car shopping, I guess?”

      “Okay, that could be fun. What’s caught your attention?”

      “Simple. Something that works. Currently, my Strata lies dead in its parking garage.”

      Allen laughed. “Nice. My Volvo 240 never sees a mechanic. Thing’s practically immortal.” He tilted his head. “Sorry, that sounded like a brag. Dead cars, very frustrating. So that’s it? Just car shopping?”

      Becky nodded, mildly unnerved with the repeated personal questions. The conversation stalled as the server returned with their pastries.

      “What else do you have going on?” Allen prompted after a moment. “Any trips planned? Hobbies? Off-grid activities?” He grinned at the last one.

      “Well,” Becky started hesitantly, “I do have a vacation coming up. My yearly Mexico trip.”

      “Nice! Where do you go?”

      “Same place every time—Hard Rock in Cabo. Four days, all-inclusive. Don’t have to think about food or drinks. Sometimes there’s concerts. You just … show up.”

      “You don’t sound thrilled.”

      “No, I am! I think…” She hesitated. “Sometimes I wonder if I should try something different. But you know what they say: never ‘should’ on yourself.”

      The server returned with their drinks. “One skinny oat milk latte, and one black coffee. Need anything else?”

      “I’m good,” Becky replied.

      The server glanced to Allen, her eyes flicking up to his cone. 

      “I’m set,” he said to her.

      She nodded and left, glancing back over her shoulder as she walked off. 

      Allen took a sip of his coffee. “Mmm, pretty good! So, this vacation—it’s something you want to do, or something you think you’re expected to do?”

      Becky furrowed her brow. “I’m not a people pleaser, if that’s what you’re implying.”

      “No, no, for sure not. I’m just saying, it’s easy to get into the habit of going along with what’s expected of us.” 

      “Eh. You’re not wrong. I bought my Strata because the salesman said it’s what ‘successful women drive.’ Which is dumb, right? I’ve never liked the thing…” She trailed off and took a drink from her coffee. “I can’t help but think, maybe I am a people pleaser?” She shook her head. 

      Allen nodded. “Totally get it. It’s hard to say no to someone persuasive.”

      “Exactly! I didn’t want to disappoint him, which is insane. He was a random guy. Why did I care what he thought? I think I’ve decided to replace it. I’ve been playing with the Egolectric app, building different models. The Savior looks amazing—though obviously, the Main Character would be perfect, but the price is ridiculous.” She caught herself rambling. “I’m sure it’s way out of my price range. My stupid repair bills are adding up though, so maybe that…”

      She stopped, aghast at the building expression on Allen’s face.

      “Egolectric?” Allen asked, face morphing into one of distressed confusion. “Lucian’s company? You’re seriously considering buying something owned by this … this…” He hunted for the right word before skewering it. “… techno deity?” His hands clenched. “Wow. Just … wow. I did not take you for someone who’d willingly support someone so … so clearly…” Hands into claws, waving in the air, jaw grinding for the words. “You have no idea! What he’s…” Allen again lapsed into a silence that fed his growing anger.

      Becky looked around nervously. Patrons nearby looked over in alarm. She grabbed her phone, a habit to deflect the embarrassment. She hoped they’d ignore her.

      With a visibly titanic effort, he spread his hands out onto the table, closed his eyes, blew out a breath through pursed lips. “I’m sorry.” He opened his eyes, but the anger lurked beneath the surface of his pupils. “I’m sorry,” he repeated, with more emphasis. “Look, him and I… Not a good first date reaction, is it?” He tried a smile, but it was weak and forced. “I wasn’t ready. ‘Egolectric’ is a trigger word for me—not your fault.”

      “Of course,” she said quickly, unnerved by his reaction. “My apologies, I didn’t know.”

      Trigger word? She shifted in her chair. The conversation stalled, an awkward silence filling the space between them. For a while, they just watched people walking past the coffee shop on the sidewalk. Becky finally looked back to Allen, forcing away her disquiet. His hands remained on the table, palms down, with the tiniest quaking.

      She grasped at a topic change, hoping to placate him, smooth out the moment. Disarm the concerned patrons.

      “Um… So, question for you…”

      “Of course! What’s up?” Relief flooded his voice. 

      “Just about high school. Something I’ve been wondering about. You came to a couple reunions after graduation, then disappeared. Where’d you go?”

      Allen shrugged, releasing his hands from the table. “I stopped going, because what was the point? Every reunion was the same—people looking at me like I was some kind of freak, whispering when they thought I couldn’t hear. They thought I was some weirdo in high school, and nothing changed at those reunions. Truth be told, those first few years after graduation were rough. I felt lost, I couldn’t make sense of anything.”

      “I’m sorry! That can’t have felt good. I mean, from my perspective, sure you came across as…” She searched for the right word. “… unique, I guess. But that’s the thing—everyone should get to be themselves without being judged.”

      Allen shrugged. “Spot on. Just tell the world that.”

      “Well, apparently, I’m an idealist, and I never knew it.”

      “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with being an idealist! It’s folks like you that know what true north is.” He ran a hand up his cone helmet and ending by pointing straight up, then grinned at her.

      She laughed despite herself. “You know,” she said, “we all thought you’d be the next tech billionaire. But now you’re walking around with a metal cone strapped to your head.”

      “I know it looks strange,” Allen admitted. “But there’s a reason for it.” He hesitated, studying her. “Let’s just say I noticed patterns in how digital technology is being used to watch us. Especially once Lucian took over.” He tapped his helmet. “This is my lifesaver.”

      Becky nibbled her pastry, watching him with a blend of fascination and concern.

      “We only communicate through physical means now. Haven’t owned a phone in five years. Once we removed ourselves from screens and tech, everything became more … fresh.”

      “Hold on,” Becky interrupted. “Who’s ‘we’?”

      “The Coneheads,” he said, and tapped his helmet.

      “Right…” Becky said slowly. “That … makes sense, I guess. There’s more of you? I’ve never seen anyone else wearing one of those.”

      “We stay under the radar,” Allen said. “Most people think we’re crazy anyway. But we know what’s coming.”

      Becky shook her head. “This is a lot to take in.”

      “Too much?” Allen asked, his expression concerned. “I get carried away.”

      “No, it’s not that,” Becky said. “It’s just so different from how people live. You know? Devices … rule our lives. It’s baked into our culture. How many different things would we need without phones?” She pointed at hers. She ticked off on her fingers: “I’d need a camera, a calculator, a flashlight… I mean, GPS… If I didn’t have my phone’s map, and I took a wrong turn on the way to work, that’s it. I’d have to accept my fate and live in my car.”

      Allen chuckled. “Yeah, okay, I hear you. It was a hard Band-Aid to rip off. And yeah, without GPS, you do get lost. But then you find your way, and it’s fine. And you learn something about your city.”

      “That’s what you say. I have a terrible sense of direction.”

      “Riiiight … because you never let yourself get lost! Do it! Every now and again. It’s fun.”

      “Yeah, but with what time?”

      “I’m kidding, you’re right. Who has the time to wander the city for hours on end? I’m just saying. Being disconnected released us from the confines of need.”

      “Sounds like a luxury I can’t afford.”

      “You’re not wrong. I’m just saying.”

      She considered his words, rolling them over in her mind. “I can concede your point though. It brings me comfort, I suppose. Without it, in the modern world, effecting change becomes impossible, doesn’t it? How else would I advance at work? People need ethical bankers. Shoot, my building is full of predatory lenders. I try and create a calm, safe zone for my clients. Without tech, those poor families would be stuck with the Whitneys of the world.”

      “Exactly! You nailed it. Be that safe place in a storm. I think that’s awesome, what you’re doing. It’s noble.” His smile was clean and friendly. “Not exactly light conversation for coffee though, is it? But hey, this is supposed to be fun. Our first date and all.”

      The unexpected comment caught her off guard, pulling a bemused laugh from her. “Oh, is that what this is? Our first date?”

      “Sure is!” Allen said with a wink.

      They continued chatting, Becky falling into an unexpected rhythm of comfortable, organic conversation. It was a strange sensation. She’d known he would be awkward and weird. And he was, but in a good way—a fresh way.
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        * * *

      

      When Becky had agreed to this coffee, she’d been unsure what to expect. Was he unstable? Dangerous? But sitting here now, she realized Allen was precisely who he’d always been: intelligent, independent, and unapologetic.

      They finished their coffee and cleared their plates. When it was time to leave, she smiled. “This was nice.”

      “Yeah,” Allen said. “It really was. Think you’d want to do it again?”

      “Maybe. Let’s see how it goes.”

      “Works for me.”

      They hugged, then walked off in opposite directions. As Becky headed for the bus stop, she felt something strange and unfamiliar—a quiet spark of joy.
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      Becky sat on the crowded bus, thoughts lingering on her refreshing coffee date with Allen. There had been something authentic about the way he spoke without constantly measuring his words against what others might think. But as the bus lurched between stops, that pleasant warmth faded. The acrid smell of exhaust, the sticky floor beneath her feet, and the uncomfortable proximity to strangers served as unwelcome reminders of her situation. Car dead. Having to choose between buying coffee and getting a ride-share. Being carried around the city like a college student instead of driving herself like a successful banker would.

      When the bus jerked to a halt at her stop, she fumbled with her phone, which flew out of her hands and onto the sticky floor with a bang. Grimacing, she gingerly scooped it up and made for the door, barely squeezing through.

      Her brain tried to recap all of the embarrassing things she had probably said to Allen. Instead of perseverating on them, she redirected her embarrassed energy by slipping open WHY and scrolling.

      Her post from that morning—a sunrise photo she’d composed to frame her brick condo building—sat untouched. Two likes, no comments. Barely an acknowledgment that she existed. The familiar hollow feeling expanded in her chest.

      She navigated to Lucian’s WHY account. His latest post showed him shirtless on a massive horse, holding a Brain Bridge implant triumphantly overhead like a trophy, hundreds of hair-like filaments dangling between his fingers, gently waving in the breeze. Behind him, a StarFall satellite launch painted the sky with billowing white exhaust. The counter showed 112 million views and 46,289 comments.

      Success. That’s what it looks like.

      The thought was absurd. How did one compare themselves to Lucian? But it felt so easy for him.

      Family money. It’s easy when you have a Scrooge McDuck amount of family money to work with.

      Heading down to the parking garage, she stopped short, seeing her lifeless car waiting for her. A not-so-distant part of her had truly hoped it would be gone, but here it sat. Even thieves didn’t want a part of it.

      She got the key fob out and pushed the button to unlock the door. No response. Reactive fury built up in her as she stared at the useless lump of metal, plastic, and glass.

      The anger detonated. She cocked her arm back, keys grasped in her sweaty palm, aimed at nothing in particular, and let them fly with a shout. The keys shot gracefully through the air before hitting the concrete and shattering into innumerable tiny pieces.

      Becky immediately felt her anger give way. Great. Now my two-hundred-dollar key fob is broken too.

      She stared at the car, doing the mental math.

      During the Strata’s last temper tantrum, the tow truck had cost her four hundred dollars. The consultation at the foreign car repair shop was three hundred dollars, and they said it needed a new electrical something-or-other. That new electrical something-or-other had set her back two thousand dollars. She’d had to put her groceries on the credit card for two weeks because she’d used up her entire paycheck. And here the car was again, broken, costing her dollars she didn’t have.

      It’s cheaper to buy something new. She waited for her practical voice to argue, to remind her about debt and responsibility.

      Instead: Do it.

      “Well, shoot, if you both agree, it must be worth looking into,” she said.

      She pulled out her phone and dialed from the Egolectric app.

      “Hello, this is the Egolectric sales division, Logan speaking.” 

      “Hello, Logan! I’m Becky Palmer; I’m interested in checking out your cars.”   

      “Excellent! How can we at Egolectric help you?”   

      “I have a trade-in, but here’s the problem: it won’t turn on.”   

      “Happy to hear it! Very common problem with cars that aren’t Egolectrics!”   

      “Really? Okay, I guess… Where do we … go from here? Do you guys need to take a look at it…?”

      “We’ll send a tow truck and bring it to our facility to get you a trade value.”   

      “I paid kind of a lot for it. It has the premium color option. Dynamic Sunstone Red.”

      “Very reasonable, we’re happy to offer you exactly what the vehicle is worth.” 

      “Oh, really? Do you have an algorithm or something? Like, how would you know that without looking at it?”

      “Something! Please hold.” 

      Synthetic elevator music pierced Becky’s ear at a startling volume. She pulled the phone away with a wince. Between the too-loud musical interludes, a professional woman’s voice chirped about Egolectric’s “record-breaking safety metrics” and commitment to “sustainable progress.”​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​ 

      After several moments, Logan returned.   

      “We have availability at two twenty p.m. or three fifteen p.m. Which would you prefer? Assuming your concern is a priority.” 

      “It’s almost two o’clock now.”

      “Good news: Egolectric will send a tow truck to your location. Our driver will be there in approximately thirty minutes to take your car to the dealership. A Savior will arrive at exactly two fifty-two to allow you to make your three fifteen appointment.”

      “Oh, okay, that works great. Where will you pick me up? And what will I need to bring with me?” 

      “We’ll collect you at the front entrance to The Grove. All you need to bring with you is your smiling face!” 

      “Wait—I didn’t give you my address,” Becky said. 

      “We wouldn’t be the most sophisticated automotive company on the planet if we didn’t have advanced location services, Becky! The tow truck is on its way to 2847 Madison Grove Court, parking garage, spot forty-two. Welcome to the Egolectric family! We go with Ego,” he added quickly, before the line went dead.  

      Becky stared at her phone, feeling a vague unease. She shoved it aside, and instead welcomed a rush of anticipation. She could already picture herself behind the wheel of that Golden Parachute Yellow Prophet, turning her fellow bankers’ heads as she pulled into her work parking lot. Her fingers traced the edge of her phone, imagining them on the leather steering wheel instead. 
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, the tow truck pulled into her parking garage, driving straight to her vehicle. The driver leaned out the window, a weathered man with a salt-and-pepper beard and a worn, sweat-stained cap. “This the car needs picking up? Silly question, I guess—ain’t no other cars in here.” 

      Becky waved once, tall. “Over here!”

      “Alright, then.” He hopped out with surprising agility for his bulk, work boots hitting the concrete with a solid thud. “Name’s Mike.” He started working the controls, the hydraulic bed whining as it tilted toward the ground. Mike unspooled heavy chains, whistling an unrecognizable tune as he worked. 

      “Where we taking this beauty?” he asked, hooking the front axle. 

      “Egolectric dealership,” Becky replied. She felt apprehension and fear curling up like smoke through her body. But following it closely was anticipation. While the lifeless hulk being dragged onto the trailer was something she’d grown to despise, it was a small representation of her life. Soon to be gone—she hoped.

      Mike let out a bark of laughter. “Ah, Egolectric. Man, that whole rebranding thing…” He shook his head while securing the hook. “Biggest waste of resources I’ve ever seen.” 

      “What do you mean?” Becky asked, redirecting her attention. “It’s not waste, it’s business acumen. Rebranding makes sense. It’s all about growth, value, and long-term branding.” The tag lines flowed from her automatically.

      The hydraulic winch fired up, drowning out his initial response, although he carried on talking regardless. As the noise subsided, Mike continued, “Six million perfectly fine vehicles recalled. Six MILLION!” He gestured with greasy hands. “All because some trillionaire woke up one morning and decided the old name didn’t sound fancy enough. Had to remove all those T’s and replace ’em with these state-of-the-art E’s, rims and all. Generated enough scrap metal to build a small city.” He laughed, tightening the chains. “Made a killing that month though. Every tow truck in the country was running twenty-four-seven.” 

      Becky’s car settled onto the flatbed with a metallic groan. Mike secured it with additional straps, his movements efficient and practiced. 

      “I’m sure they made it up in the back end,” Becky said, watching him work. 

      “Sure. That’s worth all the scrap, right?” Mike chuckled, wiping sweat from his brow. He finished securing her car and slammed the control panel closed. “But hey, what do I know? I’m just the guy who cleans up after the big ideas.” He wiped his hands off on a towel wrapped around the control levers. “All set!” he called out, climbing back into his cab. “Good luck with your new ride. Hope it works out better than this one.” He gestured to her Strata with a knowing smile before pulling away. 

      She watched the truck disappear around the corner.

      She hated that car. Now it was gone. Strangely, she felt a little sad.

      No. We’re not feeling sorry for that total dumpster fire.

      She started to mentally configure her dream Prophet in Golden Parachute Yellow. With her past towed away, Becky turned her thoughts toward the Egolectric dealership, pushing aside any lingering doubts. 
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        * * *

      

      Becky stood at the vestibule of her condo at 2:50, waiting for the dealership car to pick her up. She’d grown increasingly nervous, the image of her Strata on the tow truck being taken away replaying through her mind. Are they going to know my car was already towed there? Will I have to tell them? How much are they going to give me for it?

      Her mind spun in circles until she heard faint sounds of classical music floating through the air, and turned her head to see an Egolectric Savior pull up smoothly to the curb. The back door opened with a whisper, beckoning her inside.

      A voice drifted out of the car. “Good afternoon, Becky! I’m your autonomous vehicle for today, scheduled to take you to Egolectric Raleigh. The dealership is expecting you in about twenty minutes.”

      Becky leaned over, raising an eyebrow, staring into the car. “An autonomous vehicle? That’s weird. Hello, is anyone in there?” She leaned in, examining the interior, and she was struck by the intoxicating new car smell of leather, chemicals, glue, and wealth.

      “It’s just you and me.”

      “This is so strange,” she said to herself. “I’m not sure I’m good with this.” She took a step back.

      “That’s perfectly fine, Becky! Many of my passengers are not prepared for a curated experience. I’ve safely transported over ten thousand humans across the city with a perfect safety record. My systems are constantly monitoring road conditions much faster than a human driver could. You’re safer in me than you are alone.”

      “I guess I wasn’t expecting a curated experience.”

      “Naturally. However, you are on your Egolectric journey! We want you to enjoy a slice of your new life. Why drive yourself? It’s dangerous. Allow me to safely ferry you to your new experience.”

      Images of Egolectric safety ratings flashed through her mind. “Zero percent accidents,” she mused. “Maybe this is how they pull it off. You don’t drive yourself.”

      “Exactly right, Becky.”

      “What the hell? If I’m going to get wet, I might as well go swimming. Let’s do it.” She slid into the back seat, and was immediately immersed in the promised world of Egolectric. Impossibly smooth, buttery textures. Accent lighting along the contours of the roof line. Subtle pinstriping that stitched the interior together. Graceful, sweeping lines that held Becky in a warm embrace.

      “Whooooaa,” she said, completely and totally unprepared. “Damn! This is…” Words escaped her. “I want to say ‘nice.’ But that seems insulting.”

      “I understand! You are experiencing a common human reaction: worshipful awe. Some small housekeeping items before we take you away: the red button below the touchscreen can bring us to a safe stop at any time. If you have questions during our ride, just speak normally—I’m designed to engage in conversation while maintaining focus on driving. Would you like me to explain how some of my systems work, or would you prefer to relax?” 

      “Relaxing and getting comfortable sounds amazing.” She decided to test this new car out. “Can you play some jazz?” 

      “I’ve accessed your ‘Becky’s Jazz Favorites’ playlist, and it’s playing now. Great taste in Miles Davis, by the way. The ride should take about fifteen minutes with current traffic. Let me know if you need anything else along the way.”  

      “Accessed my playlist?” Becky asked, a confused chill settling over her. “Wha…?”

      “Yes, through our app. We custom-build your experience. Welcome to world-class luxury, Becky Palmer. Your journey starts now.”

      Oooookaaay….? I guess I gave the app permissions…?

      The familiar sounds of Miles Davis filled the cabin. Becky extracted one of the perfectly chilled bottles of water, settled into the opulent vegan leather, and forced herself to relax.
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        * * *

      

      The driverless Savior turned onto Liberty Avenue, and Becky gasped. The Egolectric complex stretched beyond sight—thousands of gleaming vehicles behind chain-link.

      They glided past a billboard announcing their arrival to the dealership. It bore a gleaming Egolectric, over which read the words, Your Future Is in Our Hands! It also featured an LED sign with the number 0, stationed under Days since last Egolectric auto accident.

      “Approaching Egolectric Welcome Center,” the vehicle announced. “Your Prophet awaits.”

      Two display models gleamed at the entrance—a Main Character in Bitcoin Billionaire Black, and the Prophet she’d been dreaming about, in Golden Parachute Yellow. A man waited at the curb, his brilliant smile visible from fifty feet away. As she pulled up, she noticed the metallic disc on his temple. He was a Brain Bridge recipient. Becky had a flash of her last encounter with such a person.

      Different guy, she told herself. But she felt the faint stirrings of anxiety approaching from the bottom up.

      Turn on the banker brain, Palmer. Be a shark.

      “We’ve arrived at Egolectric Raleigh for your three fifteen appointment. The door is now opening for you. Enjoy your car-shopping experience.” 

      Becky hopped out and approached the waiting man. She forced a slow, measured inhalation as he opened his mouth to start selling to her.

      “Welcome to Egolectric! Are you Becky?”   

      “That’s me… I’m here to test drive a car. I spoke with Logan on the phone, we made an appointment a little while ago?” She wiped her sweaty palms off on her pants.

      “Oh, Logan is a b… I mean, he’s our virtual assistant. My name’s Maximillian Thorne—Max is fine.” He extended his hand. “I’m the client advisor assigned to help you.” 

      “Very nice to meet you, Max,” she replied, grateful to know what part of the conversation she was assigned, and clung to it. His grip was firm, but comfortable. 

      “So, first time looking at an Egolectric? Most people get pretty excited when they see what these babies can do,” Max said with a warm smile. 

      “Yeah, first time. I’m a little … nervous, I guess, but excited too. Life’s been a mess lately—car troubles, work stress, zero respect from my co-workers. Just … yeah, a lot.” 

      “That sounds rough,” he said, nodding sympathetically. “Workplace drama can really drain you. What field you in?” 

      “I’m a banker,” she said, savoring the professional weight of the words. Whenever people asked what she did, this answer always gave her a small thrill of pride. “I manage finances and loans.” 

      Max’s eyes lit up. “That’s awesome! Which bank do you work for?” 

      “Sterling & Trust, downtown,” Becky added, enjoying his enthusiastic response. 

      “Oh, that’s funny! Jarod just worked with a lady from Sterling & Trust yesterday. She wasn’t ready to make the leap.” 

      “Oh, really? Do you know who?” 

      “No, but she seemed a little particular and mentioned a couple times that she’s a VP.” 

      “Wait—do you mean Whitney?” she asked with a puckered face.  

      “Yeah, Whitney, that’s it. She was awful.” He laughed.

      Having been given permission to laugh at Whitney, Becky partook. Her chuckling was from someplace deep—a validated kind of mirth.

      “Anyway…” Max pulled out a tablet and started tapping through screens. “I see you’ve been playing around on your app. Looks like you fancy the Golden Parachute Yellow Prophet?”

      “Um…” Becky paused. “I do… How … do you know that?”

      “If you can’t tell, this is all pretty dialed in!” Max clapped his hands together. “Let’s kick this off with a couple questions. What brought you into the brand? What, if anything, did you like about your previous vehicle, and what did you hate about it?” 

      They really get into my data. She shook off the thought. Wealthy people live this way. Why would I want to regurgitate all of that information to him? Now he just knows.

      “Full transparency: I’m embarrassed to say my Strata had to be towed here,” she said. “I wouldn’t even know what positive thing to say about it.” She reflected for a moment. “I guess I liked the cupholders. They fit my coffee mugs perfectly.”





OEBPS/images/etj-logo-small.jpg





