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To Craig Venter, Larry Ellison, Sergey Brin and Larry Page, Mark Zuckerberg, Marc Andreessen, Elon Musk, and all the visionary titans of tech now exploring the possibility of eternal life for those who can afford it.


When you talk to a human in 2035, you’ll be talking to someone that’s a combination of biological and nonbiological intelligence.

—Ray Kurzweil, Google

If emulation of particular brains is possible and  affordable, and if concerns about individual identity can be met, such emulation would enable backup copies and “digital immortality.”

—Nick Bostrom, Oxford University

I don’t want to achieve immortality through my work. I want to achieve it through not dying.

—Woody Allen
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Le Morte d’Arthur

The room was kept dark on purpose, a soft pin spot here and there, because at the age of 127, the creature that had once been Arthur Vogel couldn’t stand bright light. It hurt his eyes, his skin, the tiny blisters that had formed at the top of his skull. Also, he couldn’t tolerate being seen clearly by anybody but Sallie, not even by himself. Hence the absence of mirrors, the proscription against implements that had the capacity to record video.

A while back, at the age of 103 or so, Arthur had retired from public view almost entirely. There he nestled on his vast estate in the pastoral heart of the urban sprawl that stretched from Santa Barbara to San Diego: by day, on his vast outside patio soaking in the vitamin D that he believed would keep him alive forever; after sunset, retreating to his private study to feed the lizards, toads, and spiders that inhabited his massive assemblage of terrariums; and throughout, at all hours, constantly, incessantly doing business through the wireless communications implant that ran beneath the wafer-thin layer of his skull.

Yet as powerful a digital presence as he still might be, he had for some time not actually been seen by human or inhuman eyes; he who had once been the most visible mogul in his coterie of behemoths, the center of a prodigious entourage whose dissolute hijinks had become the stuff of legend, the subject of more ridiculous scandal than Emperor Tiberius in his prime. Orgies! Bottomless onslaughts of willing, wily gold diggers! More ex-wives than the sultan of Brunei! Yachts! Private islands steeped in unpardonable sins! And now—nothing. This absence led to some speculation about his whereabouts, his health overall, and his ability to manage the enormous empire that was currently valued at $63.1 trillion in global operations alone—and that didn’t count the growing hydroponic farm now being built under the surface of the planet of Musk, formerly known as Mars, where he had been first to strike water back in 2034.

Physically, he was all right, as far as it went. But it couldn’t go on like this for much longer. Arthur himself knew that. There were limits to the art of life extension, and he had reached them.

He began every day the same way. At three thirty in the morning, his eyes popped open as if a starting gun had gone off inside his head, and there was no more sleep after that. This was the hard time. The vast beyond beckoned to him then: the possibility that he would not exist; that this magnificent edifice he had built would have the temerity to go on without him. It was then that he was most human; the least fortified with the armature of fame and wealth and technology. It was then that he felt the terror of what most certainly lay ahead if his plan did not succeed and he did not find a permanent solution to the problem of death.

A solution was clearly called for, that was for fucking sure.

So Arthur, who had once been known to friends and enemies alike as the “Mighty Vog,” faced up to the darkness that gripped his heart like a vise in the dead middle of each night and did what he had done since he was a little boy back in the lost, long-ago twentieth century: he got busy.

There was always a lot to do. First, he had to put himself together, which was no inconsiderable task. For more than a year, even Sallie had not seen him in his raw self—what he was before the application of implants, cyberware, and wetware, which were brought to bear each day upon the desiccated nugget of flesh that remained of his original body.

First came the eye, which was the beginning of all things. The eye was loaded with hardware and software that interfaced directly with all the original neurostructure that lay behind it and was the link between his brain and the rest of the intelligent objects that would be added on and expected to obey his unspoken commands. The communications hookups were already loaded into his head, of course, as they were with the superelite that had gotten tired, some twenty years before, of carrying around all those stupid smartphones and, without much trouble, given the limitless human and financial assets at their disposal, figured out a way to place all the necessary electronics into the hard bone that sat right behind the earlobe. Put the eye and the implant together, and you had a pretty fair operating platform suitable for just about any support function.

The thing about the eye, though, was that it was very, very delicate. The least little jostle of the tiny gelatinous orb brought down the whole mechanism. Since each new one took months to build, program, and field-test, this was a verifiable fucking pain in the neck for sure. Not that cost was any real issue, but he still got a little pang when he was forced to shell out more than $2.5 million for a backup that he knew would work 100 percent without fail, hopefully. The thing itself was pretty disgusting, too, he thought as he gently inserted it in its socket and heard the soft click that indicated it was seated correctly in position. Like tenderly placing two fingers of frog guts into your head. He would be glad when he didn’t have to do it anymore. That day was coming.

The rest was a little easier. Propped by the side of his bed was the hip-and-leg assembly that made his limited mobility possible. It was very strong and supple, a welcome addition since—What was it? Six? Ten years ago?—they had pretty much written off the right side of his body completely. Fine, he said. Then he invented the fucking thing himself. Made the sketches. Called in Bob. Had the entire assembly printed—bones, muscles, veins, arteries and capillaries, the knee and all its delicate cartilage, the joints, whatever. That was no big deal; they had been able to print just about anything for years. Implementing an installation process he could accomplish by himself—now, that had been a real bear. That was when a guy like Bob really came in handy. Patient. Brilliant in his own way. Willing to do anything if the science of it presented a challenge to him. Very valuable guy, Bob. Key guy, really. Now more than ever. Had to watch him, though. Motherfucker could get the idea in his head that it was he who was running things.

Arthur put the $6 billion leg in place and felt the pulse kick in on the cyborg ankle. He rose to his feet and carefully walked to the door of his bedroom, which whispered open as he approached.

“Diego,” he said into the murky dark that lay outside his threshold.

In a beat or two, there was a small rustling not far off and then a pleasant hum, which grew modestly in volume until its source materialized in the doorway. The object in question was a circular, Frisbee-sized platter, perhaps eight inches thick, glowing about its edges, that could be described as a cross between a nineteenth-generation Roomba and a late-century Hoverboard. It floated in midair about chest high. This was Diego, Arthur’s virtual manservant. Imbued with modest AI, Diego was capable of performing many household functions: carrying messages, making simple reservations and appointments and audio/video calls, and, of course, cleaning carpets and doing some light dusting. The original human Diego, who had served Arthur for more than thirty years, had expired due to old age some years prior. Arthur, missing his amanuensis and friend, had downloaded a wide variety of messages and responses into the little android that the original Diego had been kind enough to record in advance of his demise. And so Diego, in a sense, lived on—not in his own consciousness, because he was dead—but in that of his master. It was insufficient as a source of comfort and companionship that the real Diego had provided. But it was something.

“Good morning, Diego,” said Arthur to the floating Roomba. “I’m up. I know it’s early. I hope I didn’t disturb your slumber.”

“Not at all,” said Diego. “I’m always awake at this hour. Come to think of it, I’m awake at every hour.”

Arthur recognized that this was not one of the prerecorded responses the nonvirtual Diego had provided to the database. It was clear that the machine was learning as it went along, adding to its trove of potential replies with new rejoinders assembled by its rudimentary artificial intelligence. This was either amusing or not, Arthur thought. With originality of thought came a host of other possibilities, not all of them congenial to servitude.

“I’ll have my breakfast now,” said Arthur.

“What will you have, sir?” asked Diego, hovering in the air before his face, but tilting a little bit, as a dog will do when it strikes a position of inquiry.

“I want a big fat steak,” said Arthur truculently.

“I will bring you a bowl of berries and a small portion of synthetic yogurt.”

“Okay, goddamn it,” said Arthur. It was true that the massive T-bone in his imagination, if he ate even a small portion of its crusty, salty, fatty magnificence, would kill him: stick in his ancient craw and choke him to death. He also felt very strongly that it was more than worth dying for. Steak! God, to eat a steak! Chew it with a strong, working set of teeth and feel its delectable juices slide down his powerful, muscular gullet and into a resilient stomach that could process a tin can if such was required. But no. Those days were over. Anything more dense than a raspberry or a bowl of gruel was to him as potentially lethal as a schuss down one of the black diamond slopes he used to run with ease at Gstaad. This was no life, no life at all. He would not tolerate it one second longer than was required. Call Bob, he thought. Nail down the timetable. “And tell Sallie she can come in now,” Arthur added, slipping his day teeth into his mouth.

“Thank you, sir,” said Diego. “And may I say you look your best today,” he added, and left. What did a compliment mean from a floating Roomba? When he was a boy, the talking elevator had made its appearance. He remembered the first time one had told him to “Have a nice day.” Well-wishing mechanical entities had proliferated since then. He still didn’t find them convincing, but the penalty for failure to embrace what was defined as progress was severe—not just socially but economically as well. So he had chosen to lead the parade rather than resist it. And now he would do so again.

The defeat of death was no small achievement, after all. It could be considered the crowning achievement of a life, particularly if that life were established to be of a very high quality—and without end.

There was much to do. While even the earliest birds were still huddled in their cold, dark nests at this hour on the verge of the continent, it was a bright day on the East Coast, late morning in London, and tomorrow in Mumbai and Macao. And in all these locations, there were his people, hard at work doing whatever it was they were supposed to do in pursuit of corporate profit, each of them trembling with fear at the possibility that if Arthur got it in his mind to call them, they would not be on hand to greet him with shiny noses and bushy tails. So he did what he always did to fend off the despair that comes with early wakefulness. He contacted people at every corner of the globe and frightened them to death.

Arthur didn’t have to scream and yell anymore to give them a hot blast of motivation. His low, almost imperceptible rasp was enough to throw even the heartiest two-star general into anal rictus. “Are you aware, Mr. Georgikashvili, that it is almost February, and the pylons have yet to be put into place?” he would whisper to the manager of a project designed to redefine the function of the Black Sea, which was now all but empty. “I’m hoping I interpreted the launch schedule wrong, Dick,” he barked very quietly at the engineer in charge of the interplanetary space station shuttle. Quiet barking was a skill one developed over time, particularly when it became a necessity. It was hard to achieve volume when the sound was being generated by artificial vocal cords, even very good ones. A final call was made to a small island off the coast of Vanuatu, in the South Seas, which he had owned since his early seventies, when his wealth had grown so extreme that it shocked even him.

How in the world could one person get so rich? He wondered about it every day. It seemed to him that his life had been an unending pageant of relatively ordinary events, each of them taking up time, but, in the end, he had been granted no time at all. Where had it all gone? For instance, back in the day (as they used to say back in the day), Arthur had attended something called Woodstock: a concert that had, at the time, embodied the chaotic hopes and ideals of his peers. Jettisoning those as soon as he reached manhood, he plunged with his customary focus into his true calling: making money. He had been in finance for about a decade, made a plump bundle, and retired by the time he was thirty-five to tinker around in a small laboratory he maintained in his garage. There he pursued dark studies, working for weeks at a time without food or sleep, delving deep into the practical applications on the leading edge of science. Synthetic viruses, for example, were then all the rage, along with other entities that bridged the gap between organic and inorganic. The gray area between life and death—that was his hobby, his obsession. At one point, he had a wife and a couple of children, but at about this time, they fell away from him, and nothing had been heard of them for many years. They were not part of the necessary database.

In the early part of the current century, Arthur had invented a tiny nanomagnetic switch based on quantum electronics that was capable of being both on and off at the same time. Nobody could think of a use for it until it was discovered to be essential in constructing the first generation of machines that could truly think in a meaningful, human sense of the term. The ability to sustain two conflicting thoughts simultaneously appeared to be a fundamental part of genuine cognition. The nanomag relay made this possible. It had yet to be supplanted by any subsequent design, and Arthur was now worth several trillion dollars—an amount that seemed large but, in truth, didn’t go as far as it used to. There were at least a dozen trillionaires on the Forbes list, although he was the leading one. Virtually limitless resources were at his disposal. There was nothing he couldn’t afford or do if he got the idea into his head. Now he had gotten it into his head to call Vanuatu.

“Hello, Eddie,” he said into the air in front of his face. His utterance was picked up by the infinitely tiny wire that ran up his mandible and into the wireless pod that nestled in the mastoid bone behind his right ear. “Tell me about the sunrise,” he said wistfully. Of course, Arthur could pick up a live hologram of the rising sun itself from the setup he had installed on the island, but this was better: one real, nonvirtual human being to another. There is no better sight than that which is provided by your mind’s eye, properly stimulated. Eddie was surprisingly good at that.

Eddie had been born on the island when there were people there. Now there was just him—all four hundred pounds of him, usually in a sarong, because that was all that would fit him. He was accompanied by six dogs and a giant Komodo dragon that might have been one of the original residents of the place. His job was to take care of things on Vanuatu in anticipation of the day when Arthur would arrive and greet the sunset of his life. Eddie would do so until he died and then would be replaced by a new Eddie. He was fine with the solitude. He was a poet by nature and had a trove of the best weed in the world. His descriptions of the sun, the moon, the rain, the stars, were a little different every day, but, then, so was nature. He spoke to Arthur about that for a while. Arthur sat there, watching his terrariums, and listened.

After some time, there was a change in the density of the air in the room, and a very mild scent of something ineffably beautiful crept in, and Arthur knew that quietly, in the darkness, Sallie had arrived.

“Hi, Artie,” she said. He turned off his head and felt her presence.

“Where the fuck have you been?” he said, not impolitely.

“Asleep,” said Sallie. “Like most normal people.”

She came close and sat on the bed. She was in her morning caftan, which was bright orange and very roomy. Her hair was tousled high on her head, tied into a giant exclamation point by a ribbon. Sallie appeared to be a rather youngish forty, but that could mean anything. Tall—way taller than Arthur. High cheekbones. Lovely bottom. Not a big nose for the size of her face, but not a small one, either. A little bit of a button on the end. A few freckles, if you looked close.

“I missed you, teacup,” said Arthur.

“Take your medicine?” asked Sallie.

She disappeared into the massive bathroom suite that lay beyond the bedroom.

“I want you,” he said quietly.

“We can have a very good time if you take all your meds,” came the voice from the dark beyond.

“Fuck,” said Arthur. “I hate this shit.”

Sallie came back with a tray that held a variety of bottles, tubes, and poultices, and a big glass of water. She handed him a large brown pill, scored in two. “Your Denamarin Chewable for your liver.” He took it. She presented another: this one small and light yellow. “Now your Renagel, for your phosphorus.” He took that, too. “Eat this little water cracker,” she said, offering him a pale wafer. “You’re supposed to take the Renagel with a little food and water.” He took it and munched on it for a few moments with an expression of mild disgust.

“It’s dry,” he said, with a little tang of complaint in his voice.

“I’m sorry, Snooks,” said Sallie. “Put out your palm.” He did so. From a weekly medication organizer, she removed a fistful of tablets and capsules. “Heart . . . kidneys . . . lungs . . . arthritis . . . vitamins,” she intoned as she extracted pills from the med strip, each of its compartments embossed with an initial for its name of the week. Then she placed each into his waiting hand.

“Tumil-K,” she said. “Furosemide. Vetmedin. Enacard. A half tab of spironolactone. Half tab of Rimadyl. One tab Welactin.” He took each without comment but with a little bit of water. At the end, he said, “Pathetic,” to nobody in particular.

“Put your head back,” said Sallie. He did so. From her little tray, she selected a succession of very small plastic bottles, dispensing one drop of each into Arthur’s original working eye. “Dexasporin,” she said, “one drop . . . cyclosporine, one drop . . . tacrolimus once daily . . . one, two . . . and your Opticare. There.”

She put away the bottles on the tray and placed the tray on the night table. “Okay, now, Artie. Roll over.”

“Goddamn it,” he said. “Motherfucker.”

She gently lifted Arthur’s bathrobe and pulled his silken jammies down a little bit, exposing one very elderly cheek. She kissed it. Then she removed a small pneumatic hypo from her caftan and expertly administered an infusion. “Stay still, Artie. Daily subcutaneous fluids. You know.”

“I want you to call Bob. Call this morning. I don’t want to wait anymore.”

“Artie. You can’t rush this. They say he won’t be ready for another month, maybe two.”

“Oh,” said Arthur. “Right. Right.” But he had stopped listening, because he had made a decision, and once you’ve made a decision, that’s the time you stop listening. After a while, he rolled over again and looked at her. She accepted his gaze.

“You look very juicy, Buttercup,” he said, feasting both his analog and cybernetic eye at her with tremendous appreciation. “You are so beautiful. I can’t believe how beautiful you are.”

She had put away all the paraphernalia of old age now, and she leaned over him as he lay in bed, his tiny, slightly artificial head resting lightly on the pillow. “I love you the way you are, Artie, you know that, I hope,” she said, quite serious now. “All this stuff you’re going to do to yourself, it’s for you, honey. It’s not for me.”

“That’s nice,” said Arthur, “but you’re deluded.”

“It’s the human condition, Artie. There’s something okay about just being human, you know? Going with that flow.”

“Fuck that,” said Arthur. He put his arms around her and kissed her, and she kissed him back.

“Go ahead,” he said. “Print one out.”

“Okay.”

Sallie patted the top of his mottled, shiny head. “You are one horndog,” she added, moving over to the dresser, where she addressed a small printer that rested unobtrusively next to a houseplant. She made sure the readouts were appropriate, and then she pressed a button and went into the bathroom. Turned on the shower. A bit of humming.

Arthur lay back on the bed, his hands behind his head. Profits were good. His businesses enjoyed a 78 percent market share in every single space in which they operated. That was not particularly unusual. Amazon and its subsidiaries controlled 87 percent of all online retail. The global conglomerate that was once Facebook now held a 92 percent market share of all online advertising. He listened to the sound of Sallie in the shower. Gonna get laid soon, he thought. That’s one thing that never gets old.

Sallie came in, still wearing her flowing caftan. “Ah, here we go,” she said. She gently removed the brand-new penis from the 3-D printer and placed it on the little plate of bone-white china that rested on the night table by the side of his bed. “Now I’ll leave you for a minute,” she said demurely, and once again went into the bathroom, the sound of running water coming from the sink.

On the way out, she had dimmed the lights. It was nice in the room. The shades were closed but the sunlight was streaming in; it was still early! Lots of time for all the great things you could do in a day if you weren’t dead. Arthur looked at the freshly created penis. It was a decent size, but not ridiculous. Quite attractive, actually. Much nicer than what had become of his original, when he considered it.

She came back in just a few minutes later, without the caftan. “You ready?” she said, smiling.

“Baby,” said Arthur, snapping the new appendage into place with a soft and reassuring click. “I’m always ready.”



2

Gene Wakes Up to Find His Mind Is Empty

He was sitting on the edge of the pond near the giant white tower when it all came rushing over him. “You’re here,” said a voice inside him, and he knew it was true. He was here. He liked it. Until then, he wasn’t quite sure, but the little voice announcing his arrival to himself kind of settled it for him. He was here. Now all he needed to know was where he was. And who.

Enormous building blocks were strewn in clusters around the hillside in front of him. Thin asphalt roads more suitable to golf carts than to proper automobiles snaked to and fro between these rectangular piles of white stone. Here and there, a self-driving vehicle went by at a benign rate of speed, with one or two passengers inside doing nothing obvious except consulting transmissions from their inner electronics. Across a major thoroughfare from the short, squat building units stood a tower of white concrete that appeared to be the hub of the complex. What went on in there?

People went in and went out. He watched them and wanted to be them. They were nicely dressed, and many carried what at first appeared to be briefcases but upon closer examination revealed themselves to be screens with little handles jammed with electronics and data. They all had itty-bitty antennas sticking out of the tops of their heads.

He looked at the big white obelisk for a while longer. It seemed familiar somehow. Could this be the building where he lived or worked? Did he work? If so, what was his job? Shouldn’t he know? This big, tall structure . . . was it a residence or an office? From the demeanor of the human and vehicular traffic going into and buzzing around it, it could be a residential tower, no doubt about it. On the other hand, why did people look so intent and purposeful upon entering it as well as leaving it, unless it was a business of some kind? Perhaps it was both?

Nobody ever got in trouble for taking the time to watch things, so he did that some more. He was still quite concerned, though. There were obvious gaps in his awareness. He seemed to know a bit about some things. Language and associations didn’t fail him. He knew the names for things. But at the center of his consciousness of himself, there was something missing. Among the things that were missing was an idea of what was missing.

What time was it? The sun was relatively low in the sky, but that could mean either morning or early evening. It seemed more like morning. He decided to go with that as well.

He felt hungry. Did he have any money on him? He felt for his pockets and realized he didn’t have any currency whatsoever. This gave him some additional uneasiness. How would he pay for things? He seemed to be appropriately attired in what might have been characterized as casual business wear—slacks, collared sport shirt, tasty little canvas tennis shoes. He was clean and not starving. Did he have access to funds? He certainly hoped so. Life without money is no life at all; he knew that, at least.

“Right index finger,” said a little voice behind his mind. And yes, at the end of the longest finger on that hand was the chip. Ah, good. He was not without means, then. Who put it there?

He felt like he’d just woken up out of a deep nap; the kind that leaves you discombobulated for the rest of the day. But it was still morning! Did he have some kind of a night job? Why didn’t he know?

“Can I help you with something?”

He turned in the direction of the voice, and there he was: a man in a simple one-button gray suit and a black 3-D exo-fitted Kevlar second-skin T-shirt capable of modulating itself in accordance with external conditions, as well as the mood of its owner. He was neither tall nor short, of middling weight, neither fat nor thin. His hair, which was thick, curly, completely white, and quite disordered, was cleared neatly away just above his ear to make room for the rather stylish cerebrocortical implant that was the emblem of his class and status.

Gene could tell by the way the man was looking at him that he was known to this fellow. He now paused in his attention to him for a moment, and Gene knew the mysterious stranger was listening to an incoming message. He waited for the transmission to finish. Nobody likes being required to shuttle between the analog and the digital realms too abruptly.

“Hi, Gene,” the distinguished figure said at last. Then, when Gene failed to answer: “What’s going on in that empty noggin of yours? Anything?”

Okay, thought Gene to himself. I do know this guy. But how?

The two just looked at each other for a little while.

How old was he? Forty? Sixty? A hundred sixty? Gene couldn’t tell. If you looked very closely, there was a roughness about his skin, a touch too much sinew about his neck, and a delicate boniness about his hands that bespoke age—possibly great age. The hair was truly remarkable: a perfect, shaggy mane that would have been the pride of a teenager, except that it was completely white. There was a firmness about his midsection and upper body, though that had to have been engineered in some way. Any age, then. But healthy. Very, very healthy.

“Do I know you?” Gene asked, as politely as possible.

“Oh my,” said the man. “We did it.”

He sat down on the bench next to Gene and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. Gene peered into the dignified, friendly face. It didn’t look wholly unfamiliar to him. The sun was behind the face, creating a radiance above and around it. He couldn’t quite grasp all the details, though. They did look comforting, at least. “We’ve seen each other around a little,” said the man. “You’re Gene, of course,” he said. “I’m Bob. I work in Building Eight, over there. Remember?” He gestured to the phallic white tower.

“I do . . .,” Gene said, which was not completely true . . . although if he tried very hard . . .

“Ah, but you don’t.” Bob looked sad, but a little triumphant, too.

There was a short silence in which the two once again looked at each other, to no good effect. Then Bob leaned into him, not too close, but not too far, either.

“You need to come see me now, Gene.” It was not a request.

“Building Eight,” said Gene.

“Yep.” Bob appeared to be seized by some powerful emotion that rendered speech impossible for a moment. Then: “Yep,” he said again. “I’ll give you a couple minutes to enjoy . . . whatever.” He stood. “Take about five minutes. Then come on over. You know the way, right?” He tapped Gene on the side of the head that held his communications implant. Then he turned and moved off toward the structure he had identified as Building Eight. Every now and then, he turned as if to check something on the horizon, but Gene could tell Bob was looking at him. Eventually this began to make him nervous, and he got up, crossed the lawn, and meandered off down the path in no particular direction whatsoever.

“Top of the mornin’ to you!” said a pleasant voice with a very slight Irish lilt.

It was an extremely large security bot built into a Segway: a 3-D holographic screen mounted on a mobile platform with one comically chubby wheel. These bots had been invented fifteen or so years ago in a rush of start-up enthusiasm. Their AI had yet to be completely perfected. They had no body to speak of, although the early models—essentially a TV on a rolling stalk—had been so top-heavy that teenagers had initiated a sport of tipping them over. They would lie there, complaining in a polite, robotic tone until their battery quit. Then they would be carted off.

That was not their only deficiency. In addition to their balance issues, these initial, skeletal models were extreme residents of the uncanny valley, so creepy that a simple upper body sporting a faux uniform had to be added to second-generation iterations to calm the fears of older citizens and small children. It also rendered them greater stability. They were also issued with protopersonalities, to make them less scary. For the most part, that failed, too.

In spite of this inauspicious debut, the newly improved models caught on in the security space. There were now hundreds of them around the city in the employ of one privatized police department or another, perambulating about open public sectors on their big, fat wheelbase, transmitting video to a central databank and resolving simple interactions with a certain low-level competence. Anything remotely complex got relayed to human observers back in the command hub.

“Officer O’Brien,” said the bot. “That’s me. And I was just wonderin’ if I may be of some assistance. You look a bit lost, and I’m sure there’s someplace you need to be.” It waited, taking Gene in. A small amber light blinked on the brim of the electronic creature’s fake police cap, which was built into his head.

“Thank you, Officer,” Gene replied deferentially. “Do you happen to have the time?”

The light on the cap immediately flipped to green. This was an inquiry its intelligence was built for. “Nine-fourteen in the mornin’!” it said with pleasure. “Time to be doin’ what you’re supposed to be doin’!” Then it scanned Gene’s face, once up, once down, with a horizontal beam that came out of the brim of its cap. There was a short silence while the machine digested this data. It was weird being scanned this way, Gene thought, without his permission.

“Nice weather,” he said, just to say something.

“Likely to turn nasty later on,” Officer O’Brien replied, tipping its trapezoidal head skyward, which tilted its entire body backward at an awkward angle.

“With what probability?” Gene inquired.

“Eighty-two point six percent.”

“Well, then,” said Gene. “See ya.”

“Actually,” said the bot, “my data show that you are scheduled for a meeting with Dr. Bob in Building Eight”—it whirred a little bit—“ten a.m. sharp.” It started whirring again.

Of course, the thing knew everything about Gene, including his name. After a similar scan, it would probably know everything about anybody. There were a lot of names in the world and there wasn’t a chip available at any supermarket checkout stand that couldn’t hold them all.

“Okay,” said Gene. “Well, thanks for the help, Officer O’Brien.” And prepared to go on his merry way.

“Dr. Bob!” said Robocop. “That’s a pretty big deal.” And the little indicator monitor on the brim of its cap suddenly mutated over to amber again and then to red. Then it leaned over and planted its hologram of a face, which was now assuming a stern expression, very close to Gene’s. “Don’t be late,” said the bot with a touch of menace. It was so close that Gene might have felt its breath, if it had any. He also noticed that the hologram of Officer O’Brien needed a shave.

Its duty done, this protector of public safety reassumed its pleasant demeanor, pivoted 180 degrees on its axis, and, with a saucy rev of the tiny Segway propulsion system, tootled down the pathway toward the next cluster of buildings.

Bob, then. Gene felt his guts tighten with a passing shadow of dread. Who was this Bob person? Why did he have to go see him? He didn’t want to! What power did this guy have over him? None! Ha! The morning was bright and blue, with flecks of white at the very top of the dome. It was pretty, and he felt like a walk anyhow. So he put one foot in front of another and headed off in the opposite direction from Building Eight. Fuck ’em, he thought. I’m a free person!

“Where ya goin’ there, champ?” Here it was again, the intrepid, artificial Irish cop. Whoever had programmed this thing had a sense of humor. The bot had circled back, then sped up to move alongside him, rolling along on its ridiculous propulsion system at precisely his speed. A small siren announced itself, very softly, from a sonic warning system embedded in the entity’s head. After a moment or two, it repeated its question with slightly less cordiality.

“Where d’ya think you are goin’, actually.”

“I really have no idea, Officer,” said Gene, and he kept moving. They’re not really dangerous, he told himself. They wouldn’t give a firearm to a machine with the IQ of an intelligent toaster, would they?

“You have . . . no idea?” said the officer, as if the words were disassociated concepts that did not fit together in the slightest.

“That’s right,” said Gene, turning to the bot and staring deeply into its receptor space. “Maybe I think it’s just too nice outside to keep my appointment with this Bob fellow.”

“Well. That can be ameliorated,” said Officer O’Brien. It immediately began to rain, not everywhere, but right over Gene’s head. A brief clap of thunder was followed by a single bolt of lightning that came dangerously close to his ear.

“Now perhaps you can keep your appointment,” said the bot.

For this unique annoyance, Gene might have blamed the Stanford University physicists who had recently introduced the notion that, in order to do their jobs well, servile entities would need to incorporate simple emotions essential to decision making. Right now the machine was smirking in satisfaction at the solution it had engineered with its brand-new, state-of-the-art local environmental manipulator.

“Okay, very funny,” Gene said. The rain stopped.

“Get going, pardner,” O’Brien growled. But there was a twinkle in its crystal eye. “Building Eight.”

Gene put his arm around O’Brien’s molded shoulder. “Your shoelace is untied,” he said.

“That gag was old a hundred years ago,” it said, but it did look down at exactly the point where its feet might have been.

Gene turned and walked on until he reached Building Eight. People were streaming in and out of the enormous, arched portal. “What is this place?” he asked a comparatively friendly-looking citizen who was hurrying by.

“It’s Building Eight,” the man replied. Polite. Annoyed.

“Yes,” Gene said. “But what is Building Eight?”

“Well,” said the fellow slowly, as if checking an internal regulator. “It’s where we’re both going.” Then he tore off through doors that hissed open at exactly the right moment to gain him entry.

Gene examined his alternatives. Then he went into the building.

An image exploded in his head. He had walked through the front doorway of a great cathedral sometime in the far-distant past. The light was streaming in through immensely tall stained glass windows, and there was singing in the choir high above. He felt awe and, most annoying to him, fear, mingled with a desire to obey the builder of the temple. He felt himself breathing differently. A hum surrounded him: a low purr of human activity that was both soothing and exciting. Towering, translucent elevators transported people skyward.

“Bob?” he asked a floating eyeball conveniently located in a slender kiosk marked INFORMATION that abutted one of the elevator banks.

“Excuse me for a moment,” said the bright and shiny object. “You’re Gene, right?”

“Who wants to know?” growled Gene. This was pissing him off.

“Well,” said the glowing optical sphere, “if you are Gene, then you are cleared for entry to the elevator. If you’re not Gene, you aren’t.”

“Okay,” he said, trying to sound as belligerent as he could. “I am, in fact, that person.”

“You might want to watch that attitude, pal,” said the eye pod darkly. Then it brightened. “Or have it medicated out! That’s available on the fourteenth floor.” Was it smiling? How do you smile if all you are is an eyeball?

Gene determined to stay off the fourteenth floor if he could help it.

There was one solitary elevator provided for transportation to Bob and another advanced mechanism to summon it: a deep socket in the wall of the elevator bank intended for insertion of the supplicant’s finger. He placed his digit into it, and, after a moment of thought, it lit up. A little hologram of a dodecahedron rotated within the minuscule housing in the wall while the elevator came to meet him.

Big deal, thought Gene.

The elevator came. It was a transparent room of clear polymer and spun titanium supported by a massive steel floor that floated like a leaf on the wind. Similar vehicles glided up and down throughout the spacious central atrium. “Thanks, Gene,” said the room as it deposited him at the doorway to Bob’s office. It was the only space on the floor. A small panel in the front door slid open, revealing a 3-D screen.

“Hiya, Gene!” said a fat, friendly face in the monitor. “We’re expecting you! Please take off your shoes when you come in the house.” It clicked off.

The house? thought Gene. Up here? But he left his shoes neatly in the tiny vestibule between the elevator and the front door, which now opened to reveal the fat face that had greeted him in the security screen. The face was on a head—nothing but—that was just floating there. A triumph of hovercraft tech if ever there was one, thought Gene. It started with skateboards. And now this.

“Hey there,” said the head. It looked affable enough.

Gene took a peek around. He was in the foyer of a capacious New Orleans manse in the days before the great flood, when that lovely city finally disappeared beneath the waters of the Gulf for the last time. Ah, what a shame. But . . . how did he know that? Yet he did know it, and more. History of the antebellum South. Furniture that was in favor immediately after the first American Civil War. And at the same time, he actually knew nothing at all. All his knowledge had been overlaid upon a base of wet, gooshy stuff. It was frustrating.

“Bob’s not quite ready at this moment,” said the head in a light Southern accent. “He asked me to keep you company here in the foyer while you wait. My name is Edgar.” It floated there, looking at Gene expectantly.

Gene felt some reply was required. “Hello, Edgar,” he offered at last.

“The truth is,” said Edgar, with an odd mix of humility and enthusiasm, “I’m trained only for vestibules and foyers. Next month I hope to graduate to waiting rooms.”

“Well,” said Gene. “Good luck with that.” He couldn’t think of much else to say. A strangely uncomfortable silence then ensued in which Edgar continued to hang in midair, grinning the way people do when they want to appear friendly but had run out of conversational topics.

This was one of the new CyberPals that the very wealthy could purchase for business and entertainment purposes. They were competent at virtually any form of communications: scheduling, greeting, and the like. Obviously, they came up short if any manual labor was required, since they had no arms and legs. It was not until the Disney unit of Alphabet entered the market, however, that something really went wrong. The Goofy head, for instance, refused to stop crashing violently into any wall that was available to it, exclaiming “Gorsh!” over and over until it incapacitated itself. The Mickey head would be quite pleasant at first but would end up wandering around the house, laughing in a strange, high-pitched giggle. They were eventually phased out and could now be found mostly at garbage dumps, still awake, blinking and muttering to themselves until, after several years, their solar power systems died.

Edgar was receiving an incoming alert. “You can go in now,” he said.

“Thanks, Edgar,” said Gene. Then, just to be friendly to a fellow creature, he added, “And good luck with your, you know, career progress.”

“A man’s reach must exceed his grasp, particularly when he has no arms,” Edgar replied with exaggerated gravity. Then they both cracked up.

“Through there?” Gene inquired, pointing to a doorway beyond.

“Yeah,” said Edgar. “Good luck to you, too.”

This time Gene’s bowels seized up for real. He felt like he was about to go onstage for a crucial performance but had neglected to learn his lines. He stood rooted to the spot.

“Go on,” said Edgar, scooting over and nudging Gene with his flat plastic forehead. “You’ll do okay. Bob’s a nice guy.”

“Really?”

“No,” said Edgar. “Not really.” And he laughed, a tinny, sparkly sound, and ascended to the corner of the vestibule near the front door, where he deactivated himself. The entire far wall of the room suddenly dematerialized, and Gene found himself in a brand-new, expansive living space. The man he had encountered earlier was rising to greet him from behind a desk in the far corner, a wobbly grin on his handsome face.
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Bob the Great and Powerful

Gene couldn’t move. What was he so fearful of? This mild-looking gentleman in front of him didn’t seem to offer much of a physical challenge. What was there that bestowed such tremendous power over him? Nothing that showed. Something, then, that didn’t show—that was invisible. Among things that we fear, aren’t those the worst? The monster under the bed? The creature in the closet? The angry parent in the next room?

“Come on over, son,” said Bob. “I won’t bite you. Much.”

Gene approached slowly. The room was enormous and spectacular, preternaturally quiet, with huge, towering windows of the old-fashioned kind—not hermetically sealed plate glass—that actually opened onto the great outside world that lay beyond the pristine tower of Building Eight. They were very high up. Gene walked to the open window. The vista before him consisted mostly of what had to be called suburbs. He could see many pretty houses: some for medium occupancy, many others for one or two families, and, in several places, what were obviously gated communities sporting castles of which the Thane of Cawdor would have been proud . . . whoever he was . . .

There were also some very clean industrial parks with spiffy acres of expensive vehicles parked for a variety of serious purposes, he was sure, and what looked to be dozens of self-contained strip malls with the same configuration of small stores in each. He could make out at least ten gigantic big-box stores, too, guarded by hovercraft bristling with high-tech weaponry. Everywhere, in every direction, the same. But no, wait: there along the very distant rim of the smoky horizon to the east, the ancient bones of some ancient urban center lay smoldering, a strange green haze rising from its decaying towers, a warm, definitely analog light radiating from its old stone piles of glass and steel.

“It is mysterious, isn’t it?” said a voice immediately behind him, so close that it seemed to be emanating from within his own head. “The old city.”

“What is that stuff way, way out there?” Gene asked without turning around, as one would do with a friend with whom pretense was no longer an issue.

“You’ve seen it before, Gene. But you remember nothing about all that, do you?” the voice inquired. Gene did not reply, because no reply was necessary. It was true. He knew a lot of random junk. But he remembered nothing.

After a time, the man behind him, in a voice choked with emotion, said, “You’ve got nothing up there but the basic superstructure, do you, son?”

“I wish I knew what you were talking about,” said Gene, turning around to face his interrogator.

“Let’s sit,” said Bob. “There’s no reason we can’t be comfortable while we get this little part over with. Then you’ll be off to the next chapter of your great adventure. Would you like that?”

“Again,” said Gene. “I think you have me at a disadvantage.”

“I have you at a disadvantage. Jesus. It’s like talking to myself.” Bob returned to his default position behind the desk, reached down, and came up with a rather large Xnfiniti silver cushion about a meter wide, deflated, and held it in front of him like a child about to play a fun game with a new friend. “I like to sit on this,” said Bob. “It helps my whole sacral situation. Remember?”

“The floating tuffet,” Gene observed.

Bob peered at him thoughtfully. “Still some memory in evidence,” he said, as if dictating to an invisible microphone, as indeed he was. He positioned the deflated cushion behind the enormous slab of steel that served as a desk, sat down on it carefully, crossed his legs, and then activated it. The thing then glowed with a very gentle white light, inflated to a full, plump ovoid, and lifted itself smoothly about a foot or so off the floor. “Ah,” Bob sighed. “That’s better. Age is a terrible thing, Gene. And it’s the spine that goes first, you know.”

Bob then sat in silence, regarding Gene with thoughtful concentration. Gene felt the sensation of Bob probing the inside of his brain with delicate, inquiring fingers, moving his various lobes this way and that, peeking underneath one and then the other. Finally he inquired, as politely as he could, “Is this supposed to be some kind of conversation? Because if it is, you’re doing very well holding up your end.”

“You’re doing great, right?” Bob inquired abruptly.

“I guess so,” said Gene. Then, after a second, he added, “Though I suppose it depends on what you mean by ‘great.’ ”

Bob assumed the same dictational tone and spoke to nobody in particular. “The substrate of consciousness appears intact,” he said, “but the long-term and short-term memory issues seem to have been resolved, and with them the problem of consciousness.”

“Bob.” Gene stood up. “I think I’ll be going. I personally feel like this is getting me nowhere.”

“Right. Right. You should.” He stayed seated and fixed Gene with a steely gaze. “Just a couple more questions?”

“Go ahead.” Gene sat down.

“You know who you are?”

“Well,” said Gene, “I mean, sorta.”

“Do you remember anything about the last couple of weeks? Friends? Activities of any kind? Stuff like that?”

“Actually, no, Bob,” said Gene, who felt a bit relieved to be asked about it. “Where I live. What I do. My clothes. This chip I have on the end of my finger.” He looked at it quizzically. “This thing behind my ear . . .” He touched the communications implant, which leapt into life and hummed congenially. “I have no recollection of acquiring any of these things.”

“Well . . ., you have them, don’t you?” said the doctor. His eyes were light blue and slightly watery. “I mean,” he said, “you wouldn’t be the first person in the world to be defined by his possessions and generally amnesiac about why you acquired them in the first place.”

Gene considered this nutty statement. What did it have to do with his predicament?

“I mean,” he said, “I seem to be in the middle of a relatively established setup here. But I don’t think it was me who set it all up.”

“But you feel good, right? You feel strong and smart and wide awake and ready for anything this crazy old world can throw at ya? Just checking.”

“Well . . .,” said Gene. “Yeah. I mean, as far as that goes.”

“Groovy,” said Bob. He jumped off the silver cushion and onto his feet with surprising agility for one with ostensible spine issues. Then he came around the desk, put his arm through Gene’s, and began to walk him rather ceremoniously to the door. “Gotta scramble now, me hearty,” he continued in a false, jocular tone, then “Holy cannoli!” he exclaimed, looking at an archaic wristwatch. “You have to be in Bel Air in . . . forty minutes! Gotta hustle!” They had arrived at the door to the room, which had magically rematerialized.

“Come back right after,” Bob instructed him. “That’s an order, amigo.”

Gene was now at his wit’s end. He disengaged his arm from Bob’s friendly grasp and turned to face him, man to man. “Seriously, Bob,” he said. “What’s in Bel Air that I have to be there so immediately?”

Bob looked him over carefully. “Come on, son,” he said gently. “Try.” Once again he gently tapped the silvery implant behind Gene’s ear. Gene closed his eyes. There was an airy silence in the room where they were standing together, one thinking, one waiting. “It’s in there,” said Bob, with the same note of patient impatience.

A bird was singing somewhere. Was it a bird or a recording of a bird? A faint smell of . . . Was it ozone? Or . . . Was it perfume? Yes. Very light. A clean smell. Fresh-cut flowers—not fancy ones, daffodils—with a hint of lilac, almost imperceptible. A woman sitting on a couch in a vast living space of some kind, not reading, not doing anything, just . . . sitting, staring out an enormous plate-glass window onto a patio that opened up onto a virtually endless lawn so green and perfectly groomed it had to have been planned and maintained by an intelligence artificial enough to be satisfied with nothing short of perfection. She was in a long, white caftan, her hair collected in a careless sheaf of golden sunshine at the top of her head.

“Sallie,” said Gene.

“Mmm-hmm.” On the other side of the lawn was a vast infinity pool, shimmering waves of bright-blue water cascading gently over its far side and into an abrupt chasm that stretched off into the landscape beyond, where the well-tended mosaic of homes and pools and neatly tended macadam paths faded away, as it did here, into the ruins of a smoking, reeking urban cauldron that lay beyond. And now Gene knew he was dreaming a waking dream, for here was this beautiful woman, Sallie? And she was turning her head now in his direction, and she was staring frankly into the eye of his imagination, and in her was a call—a beckoning of some kind. Then it was just the two of them, he and Sallie, staring into each other the way lovers do. And yet they most certainly had never met. Or had they?

“What if I don’t want to go?” said Gene, to nobody in particular. He had lost his awareness of Bob in there someplace.

“Oh, you’ll go,” said Bob. He touched the back of Gene’s neck then—not roughly, but not casually, either, as one would press a button on a microwave oven to get it started. Gene saw nothing but blank white for a brief moment. Then all the pain in the world filled his head. Then he was back in the room.

“That really hurt,” he said.

“This isn’t easy for me, either, Gene,” Bob said, his hand now grasping Gene’s elbow perhaps a little too firmly. “We’ve been working together for a while, you know, and during that time, I’ve come to see you as something of a . . . Well, anyway, what’s the point of that?” His nose had developed a decided thrush, and around the corners of his eyes a bit of extra moisture appeared. “We all of us have our roles to play, son. It’s time for you to play yours.”

“Whatever that may be?” said Gene.

“Yes.” The two stood looking at each other for a moment. Now Gene saw, Bob was perhaps not quite as fit as he looked when the sun was shining bright and his nanotech body shirt was newly printed. After their brief conversation, he appeared a bit weary. Shorter than Gene, too. And much, much older, now that he looked a bit harder.
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