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A relentlessly smart machine. One dumb human.

The winner will define the future.




"Spot-on techno satire with a strong dose of humor, mayhem and inspired lunacy.”




The Perfect is a fast-paced story about the near future bearing down on us, a future that will be scary for surprising reasons. Welcome to the contest of the incompetent human against artificial intelligence and information over-awareness. One world is about to get crushed.




This novel can be read as a standalone piece, but has connections to a broader storyline.
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We refer to the question: What sort of creature man’s next successor in the supremacy of the earth is likely to be. We have often heard this debated; but it appears to us that we are ourselves creating our own successors; we are daily adding to the beauty and delicacy of their physical organisation; we are daily giving them greater power and supplying by all sorts of ingenious contrivances that self-regulating, self-acting power which will be to them what intellect has been to the human race. In the course of ages we shall find ourselves the inferior race.





             
               - Samuel Butler, 1863
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I chased magic every Sunday morning in the art studio at the back of my house, during four unplugged hours that were too short, the only time in my weekly schedule for switch-off and reflection. I never knew whether anything good would come from my effort, but I had a good feeling today. As I flicked brush across canvas, a restless vision arose from my subconscious and emerged in the swirls, in my crimson slashes and orange dabbings. A dark figure appeared, a dancing man pressed on all sides by heat and flame. Who was it? I didn’t know. I didn’t care, either; my studio was the place to shut off my brain – to stop the analysis, the running commentary, the imaginary conversations. Let others worry about the man.

Often as I paint, a title emerges, as casual as a brushstroke. Today the title was triggered by a curlicue of flame, a flick of paint playing at the feet of the twisting man. Perfect! I would call this work Playing with–

Bzzzt.

I paused, brush hovering. Not now! A red drop, a dash of excess, fell to the canvas and dripped a path across the dark figure.

Bzzzt.

My ring vibrated with each buzz. I set the brush down, wiped my hands on a rag, unbuttoned my smock, and headed for the front door.

Barry Bloch, my company’s CEO, was sliding out of an ElloCar with one of his corporate henchmen. They wore custom-cut suits, polished and suave. I knew what it meant: I was about to be given a mountain of thankless work. Barry often brought one of his young apostles for support when bearing such news, but it was rare for him to venture out to my house. And on a Sunday? Something was up.

“I’ve got a special project for you,” Barry said, huffing up the sidewalk.

That was his way of breaking it to me that I needed to cancel my personal plans. I was about to start working overtime. I saw through his lame attempt to dress up overtime work as a privilege. I’m sure he didn’t care one way or the other; he was my boss, and he gave me stuff to do. That’s how it goes.

“I’ve got a special project for you,” he repeated as he stepped into the house.

“Screw you,” I replied. Not out loud, of course.

The management henchman followed him in. 

“I’m Josh,” he said, extending his hand.

Before shutting my door, I saw another man emerge from the car, but he stayed outside on the sidewalk. A beefy, burly guy. Sunglasses. Serious looking. Maybe a bodyguard, though Barry rarely had one.

I ushered Barry and Josh into my dining room and offered them a drink. Both declined. We sat at the table, myself on one side, the two of them on the other.

Barry started things off. “Cancel your plans for the week. Clear your schedule.”

This command didn’t seem to be up for discussion, so I nodded.

“Before we begin, I need assurance that you’ll keep everything confidential.”

As NeoMechi’s head of marketing, I obviously would do that, so I nodded again. Barry seemed a little nervous.

He took a deep breath, smiled, and exhaled. “Josh, tell him.”

“We’ve developed a new robot.”

Hurray! NeoMechi had a new robot. Big deal. We had shiny new ones every quarter. We had machines that built roads, collected garbage, carried bags for wealthy travelers. We had Hollywood robots that jumped off buildings and the first robot to tap-tap its way to the top spot of American Dance. I was no longer as excited about new products as Barry. My painting was drying. My inspiration was dying. What was that title? Playing with –

“It’s a big leap,” Barry said, clapping his hands together. “This is our big shot to beat the competition. This model kills it in every area – mechanics, bio, software...”

Josh jumped in: "This one has everything – even built-in ooloo search. As soon as he has a question, he has the answer.”

“The latest software is getting pretty scary,” I said.

‘"You know better than to use that word,” Barry said. “This is going to be harder than your usual marketing projects. Start thinking about the message. That’s what we’re here to talk to you about. Never say scary. This is the machine of our dreams.”

“You’re right.” I was on company time now. I needed to get in the mode. “How about this. Today, we are proud to announce that NeoMechi has made some fantastic breakthroughs.”

“Better,” the boss said. “But a little forced. You’ll figure it out.”

“Okay, what else is so great about it?”

“Him,” Josh said, “What’s so great about him. First, we’ve gone with simulated skin and muscle over his diamondoid frame.”

“We’ve been trying skin for years,” I said. “You’re telling me this one doesn’t have problems with divots and folds?” 

“Hell no,” Barry said. “He’s light-years better. You wouldn’t look twice.”

“What about the facial muscles?”

“The Perfectus – that’s what we call him – has over 80 servomotors controlling the muscles around the jaw, mouth, and forehead. You won’t notice the difference.”

“I bet I will. But that’s okay, I’ll give his marketing a lot of sizzle.”

“You won’t be able to tell the difference.”

“What about the eyes?” I asked.

“They’re real,” Barry said.

“Excuse me?”

“They’re crazy realistic. Use the word real.”

“How about conversational skills?”

“Flawless.”

“Personality?”

“Awesome,” Josh said.

Barry added, “You will love him. He has built-in personality flaws, though. He gets irritated from time to time. He even cries.”

“You’re really building this up. I can’t wait to see him.”

“You already have,” Josh said. “Nice to meet you.”
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I’d thought we were 50 years away from the lifelike robots we’d all seen in the movies. I’d never seen any hint that NeoMechi was this close. Was I getting punked? Years ago on Sucker TV!, they told some sap to spend a week with an amazing new robot, flawless in every detail... but the “robot” was just an ordinary person. It was a brilliant trick, but practical jokes weren’t in Barry’s toolkit. 

I studied Josh. Hair, eyebrows, cheekbones, hands, all rendered in amazing detail. Voice tonality, perfect. Diction and language – perfect. When he walked and moved, he was human. I felt a small twist in my stomach, and I knew why. The uncanny valley was gone.

“I’m shocked.”

“We’ll give you the full demo in a minute,” Barry said. “But first... Josh?”

Josh went to the door and signaled to the man outside. The beefy guy with sunglasses entered. Turns out he was one of our corporate lawyers. And a damn serious one.

A DeliverIt was pinned under one of the lawyer’s thick arms. He handed Josh a packet with the other. Josh opened a sheath and pulled out some glassy forms. He extended them to me. I took them, watching his engineered hand.

“Sign this confidentiality statement,” Josh said. “You aren’t to talk to anyone about this project. Your son can’t know. You can’t trust anyone. Not friends, not family, not girlfriends, no one.”

I studied the form. “I’ll need some time to review this. Maybe have my lawyer look at it.”

“No, no, no,” Barry said. “No time for that. We need to get started. Besides, we’ve already given you the big reveal, so now you have to sign it.”

“This is a legal document. Lots of small print. Sounds like I’m being coerced.”

Josh was getting testy. “Is he always this difficult?”

“No. He’s usually quite reasonable,” my boss said. “TJ, we’re not trying to put you at risk. We just need your assurance that you won’t say anything to anyone, that you won’t leak this or even hint about it until the summer launch.”

“Or what...? What will happen if I leak the big news?”

“You owe us 50 million dollars.”

I laughed. “Very funny.”

Barry smiled and shrugged. 

What the hell? Fifty million in U.S. dollars? That was almost 200 million WorldCoin. They were sending a message that if I hinted about Josh’s true nature, even one stray word, they would drive me into lifelong debt and destitution.

Barry had never been this much of a jerk. Clearly, he believed this machine would dominate the robotics market once released, giving him a first-mover advantage in an industry where fortunes were at stake. He was in a hurry to get a product out. NeoMechi treated its employees well, and Barry and I had a good relationship, but for this they would crush me in a minute. I could take no refuge in the policies of the human resources department. Or the law. I was a pawn.

I pressed my finger on the glass pane and slid it down to the signature box. Fingerprint identified. Document signed.

With my fingerprint safely stored on the company’s servers, the lawyer pulled out a small pen-like object. They were authenticating my signature with blood. I extended my hand and the lawyer pressed the pen against me. The tiny patch of needles stole a whisper of blood from the surface capillaries in my skin. Date and time recorded. 

He held up the pane and nodded, prompting me to recite my identity oath. “My name is Theodore Justin Marshall,” I said as he taped. “I acknowledge that I have signed this contract willingly and without coercion.”

“Great,” Josh said, slipping the paper pane and stick-pen into a folder. “I guess it is time for you to learn more about this awesome product.”

The lawyer, who hadn’t said a word, clipped the packet with the blood sample to the DeliverIt and set it free outside. My blood buzzed across the yard and disappeared over the trees, heading to headquarters. 

The lawyer nodded and went back outside. He seemed unaware of what was going on. I began to suspect that only a few people in the entire organization had actually seen Josh, fully assembled.

Barry said, “Let me give you a little background and explain your mission for the week. I call him the Perfectus 2050. Like it? Let me know if you come up with anything better. We’re tooling up for small-scale production now. We won’t be selling them for a while – the sales team doesn’t even know about this. You’ll spearhead a major announcement in June, give everyone a sneak peek. Later, we’ll churn them out by the thousands. Branding will be consistent with the regional market. You know, in India they’ll have names like Joshi.”

He rose and leaned over the table, grinning widely. “Spend a week with him. Get to know all his great features and benefits. We think people are going to love this product – everyone will want to meet one. Your challenge will be the hardcore naysayers, the people afraid of artificial intelligence and self-directed technology. To deflect their criticism in the press, you are going to have to really sell it."

In a nutshell, this was a high-level marketing project. Wrap up the value proposition of the product in a short sentence and come up with a few memorable catchphrases to repeat over and over, blasted onto millions of screens across the globe. Normally we would use an entire team to brainstorm ideas, craft the message, test with audiences – the whole process. But in this case, it appeared I was on my own.


“Let’s run through Josh’s key features,” Barry said.

They started at the head and worked down. His eyes captured ultra-definition video with a field of vision slightly broader than a human’s and much sharper on the edges. Deep in each ear canal, a sound sensor acted somewhat like an eardrum, but a hundred times more sensitive. His nose had ten times the human capacity to detect odor, and while he wasn’t exactly a bloodhound, he’d probably be a lot better at telling which direction a fart had come from. (Barry chuckled when he said this. I pretended to be amused.) His skin was a silky elastic matrix that kept embedded DNA intact – necessary for top-level security clearance.

The core intelligence system was not in his head, which was too vulnerable. They had buried the cognitive chips deep in his torso: gut-level thinking. His head was cloud-light. The only significant weight up top came from the dozens of servomotors to operate his eyes and facial muscles, the diamondoid skull, and all the wires snaking down his trachea. But all of these were tiny or thin, and his head was mostly empty space. The engineers had kept his head light to achieve the best control over his balance.

His GPS and connectivity hardware were also in his torso. He fired off video 24/7 to the company’s servers. He sent a constant stream of data about his physical location and the identities of everyone and everything around him, to the extent that he could identify faces and objects. Josh explained that he had access to the deepest of databases and the farthest-flung repositories of every sort, from long-forgotten archives to the most up-to-the-nanosecond data points streaming from servers hosting the world’s finance, scientific, and political knowledge bases.

“The world’s mine oyster, to properly quote Shakespeare,” Josh said. “If I don’t have access to a system, I can often hack into it on the fly and carry on an active conversation at the same time; I have almost any information I need before I even finish a thought. The Federal Anti-Terrorism Mandatory Backdoor Act left a gaping hole in the security of most everyday software systems. I have over a million known exploits, passwords, doormat keys, tools, and protocols to take advantage of those low-level security bypasses. Neomechi has been building that library internally for its own purposes, most of which is available for the right price, some through military connections–”

Barry cut him off. “We study product exploits to make sure our own software isn’t vulnerable. We’re not going to promote that feature. He’ll keep hacking to a minimum.”
 
“Only when necessary,” Josh agreed.

By this point, the words that Barry and Josh were flinging at me were bouncing off my head. Most of this was stuff that my NeoMechi coworkers had talked about as theoretical product goals. I knew these features were coming down the road. I hadn’t believed they were right around the corner.

 Josh was about six feet, half a foot taller than me. He had wide shoulders and an athletic build.

I had to be honest. “You nailed it.”

Barry beamed. “Thank you. There’s no instruction manual. It will take care of itself. Treat it as you would any houseguest.”

Josh eyed Barry, and I sensed he was annoyed that Barry had slipped back to calling him “it.” The moment passed from his face, and he said nothing.

We brought in a couple of suitcases and plopped them down on the floor of my spare bedroom. I glanced at the clock. Midday. Zach wouldn’t be home from for a couple more hours. I needed to get Josh settled and come up with a plausible story to pitch to my son, so he wouldn’t ask questions.

Barry popped open a plastic suitcase. “Here are his clothes. He won’t need toothpaste, deodorant, or anything of that sort, but make sure he stays charged.” They showed me a platform that rested on the floor. At least once a week, Josh had to power down and sit with his feet on it for a few hours. They said he would do this on his own initiative in the late-night hours, so it wouldn’t impact his daily activities. 

Barry was unzipping suit bags. He handed several suits to Josh, who placed them carefully on hangars and hung them in the closet. Apparently, Josh liked to wear suits.

I stared at Josh. He stopped what he was doing, straightened, and looked at me. “Can I answer any questions?” 

“Mind if I take a closer look?”

“By all means.”

I approached and leaned close to his face, gently tugging a lower eyelid down. The eye disappeared into glistening synthetic tissue, healthy and pink. I prodded his lips. He opened his mouth. Peering in, I was surprised to see a tongue. A tongue.

Grabbing his firm shoulders, I attempted to pull and push him off balance, but he adjusted quickly. 

I gave him a light punch in the stomach. That was a mistake. I rubbed my hand discreetly.

Arriving at his belt, I hesitated.  

“What do you want to know?” Josh asked.

“Nothing.”

“I can tell you have a question.”

“All right. This is a little weird, but... how can I put this? Are you... androgynous?”

Josh pulled off his pants and folded them neatly. He wore boxers. “Shall I remove them?” 

“Please don’t.”

“I’m a machine,” Josh said. “Take a look if you’re curious. I don’t care.”
 
I had to remind myself that this was a robot standing in front of me, but I felt uncomfortable when I reached out, grabbed his boxers by the band, and stretched the undergarment forward. I peered in.

Then I pulled them out further and peered closer.

“You sick bastards. What in God’s name does it have this for?”

Barry shrugged. “His naked body looked strange without one.”

“Does it – do anything?”

“No. Not really.”

“Not really? What does that mean?”

Josh answered. “TJ, although it doesn’t serve much purpose, I can make it erect.”

I looked at Barry. “Why on earth…?”

“The engineers’ goal was to make a robot that is completely indistinguishable from a human. You can hit the Perfectus, you can poke it, strip it, beat it, whip it, and it will look and act like a human.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think this has something to do with our Nightware defense project.”

“NeoMechi just sees the perfect human as inevitable and wants to be the first to get there,” Barry said. “The business model will solve itself. This is bigger than the moon landing.” 

I glared at Josh. “Well, don’t walk around with your pants off. That thing doesn’t do anything else, right? It doesn’t fake pee or anything?”

Josh said, “Actually, it is better than yours in one way.”

I raised my eyebrows and looked sideways at Barry. 

Josh said, “It vibrates.”

“It...?” I tried to catch Barry’s averted eyes. “It vibrates?” 

A gentle reverberation began, quietly at first. Then, more aggressive.

Barry still wouldn’t look at me. “Just engineers having fun.” 

I furrowed my brow.

Barry gave a few final instructions. “Don’t let him out of your sight. Stick to him. And don’t bother coming in to work this week. Cancel everything. Say you are sick. Ignore your messages. Spend time doing normal things with Josh and learn all you can about him. Watch him interact. See how he interprets the world. Watch how the world interprets him. Most of all, have fun, and watch the future unfold before your eyes.”

With that, Barry nodded and left. He didn’t shake my hand. He’d become a germophobe ever since he’d installed Biome analyzers in our company bathrooms.
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We sat still and regarded each other. Josh was strikingly handsome, his face symmetrical. I felt I could marvel at the quality for hours. He was perfect, right down to the eyebrows. Each hair emerged from silky skin and joined the others in a clean and well-trimmed brow. His mouth curved up in a subtle arc, a cocky smile. His blue eyes hinted at dark depths. 

A small mole on the left side of his face caught my eye. The discoloration didn’t detract at all from his striking appearance. If anything, the dark brown splash of color underscored his perfection as a human replica. Nice touch, I thought. As I looked closer, I saw that it wasn’t a single mole after all, but rather two identical tiny moles, side by side, barely touching.

Well, guess it was time to start interacting.

“Josh, can you get me a glass from the cupboard?”

“No problem,” he said. He rose from his chair and went to the kitchen. He returned with the glass in his hand.

He slid the glass across the table with a slight flourish.

I turned it in my hands, then handed it back. “Now, go to the refrigerator and get me some orange juice. Fill it half way.”

“No problem,” he said again, with a slant of his eyes and what I sensed was a trace of robot sarcasm.

“Is something the matter?”

Without answering, he silently walked to the kitchen. I felt a prickling of hairs along the back of my neck. 

Josh poured the juice, joined me back at the table and placed the glass in front of him. “Sorry if I sounded a bit annoyed,” he said. “That wasn’t called for and I apologize. Let’s not get off on the wrong foot. However, I need to be clear: I am not your servant.”

“You are a machine. A tool. We built you. I thought you were here to make our lives easier? My god, why am I explaining myself to you? You’ll do as I say. Understood?”

“Relax,” he said. “I am here to make your life better, but treat me with respect. Treat me like a person. Think of me as a friend. Someone you can spend time with.”

I felt a moment of regret and a tinge of warmth. 

His voice took parental overtones. “Think of me as a guide. A teacher.” He smiled. “Let’s not get our roles mixed up, okay?”

He snapped up the glass without spilling the juice. “Exactly half full, to a tenth of a millimeter.” He plunked it on the table, paused, and slid it across with more flourish than before.
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Zach wouldn’t be home for another hour, according to his KidTracker status update, so Josh and I killed time by playing a few old-school board games. We played beat TJ at chess, beat TJ at Scrabble, beat TJ at Go, and beat TJ at Trivial Pursuit, Sports Edition. The only thing left in the closet at that point was Chinese checkers, and after looking at the box a second, I tossed it back on the shelf.

“It’s not a whole lot of fun playing board games with you,” I said.

“We should play something more dependent on chance, like Yahtzee or Backgammon,” he suggested. “Randomness will level the playing field.”

I deferred. I liked strategy and thinking games. Not dumb chance games.

Fortunately, Josh had no problem sitting and doing nothing while I booted up to check my work messages. I also started a quick journal to record the week’s events. Capturing the details of my experiences with the robot would help me generate my pitch. Besides, if this product was as game-changing as it seemed, these interactions might have historical value. I jotted down my initial impressions.

A short time later I heard Zach at the door. I intercepted him before he disappeared into his gaming room. He hadn’t noticed Josh sitting quietly on the sofa. “Before you start gaming,” I said, “let’s cover a few things. First, how much homework do you have left this weekend?” Zach’s brief answer: about 30 minutes’ worth. “Second, when were you planning to go out and practice soccer? You have a big game tomorrow.” Answer: after he did some gaming; he needed to chill first. “Third, I have a colleague from work visiting. He’s from out of state and I offered to let him stay with us for a week.” At this, Zach – who was halfway into his game room – stopped and said, “What?”

“We have a visitor. Let me introduce you, then you can game for a while.”

Zach pulled himself away from the entrance to the dark womb, his state-of-the-art gamespace, and shuffled behind me to the living room.

Josh smiled and shook Zach’s hand. “I’m Josh. Nice to meet you.”

My son mumbled a hello.

“Josh, Zach and I are going to kick the soccer ball around in a bit. Want to join us?”

“Sure,” Josh answered. “Zach, maybe you could give me a lesson.”

Zach politely agreed and retreated to his games.

“You’ve given me an idea,” I said to Josh. “Can you pull up a soccer rulebook and coach’s guide in your little brain there?”

Josh nodded. “Done.”

“Learn how to play the game. We play the Frackers tomorrow and they are undefeated. We are in a Champions league and heading toward a regional tournament. Zach has his sights on a college scholarship and we could use the win. I’m an assistant coach, so maybe you can dig up something useful about them instead of just sitting around doing nothing.”

“I wasn’t doing nothing. I was reviewing world events. I also entered a few hundred poorly protected accounts on NeoMechi’s servers and reviewed information on your work history, past and current projects, and employees. I checked out your home network, too. Accessing your medical monitor account was a piece of cake. I reviewed your blood glucose – speaking of which, we have to talk. And I sent the Department of Defense anonymous suggestions for handling a few code vulnerabilities I stumbled across on their network. As for the Frackers, they were undefeated last year, too. That information was public.”

“You hacked into my medical monitor?”

“Your password was easy to guess. Zach35. His birth year. Clever. Did you know the Frackers’ coach goes out and recruits kids from neighboring clubs to be on their team? He pays them.”

“He pays ninth graders? Is that allowed?”

“There are loopholes,” Josh said. “The bylaws are kind of sloppy in that regard.”

“Hmm. Interesting. By the way, stay out of my personal business. Stay out of my personal accounts, my work accounts, my medical monitor, my home security – stay out of all of them.”

“Got it.” Josh’s blank stare gave no indication that he was going to comply.

We went out to the storage room. I grabbed a soccer ball and carried it to the backyard. “Watch and learn,” I said. He stood with arms folded, still in his fancy suit. I juggled the ball back and forth a few times in the air, foot to foot, until it bounced away from me. “You get the point. Give it a try.”

“Okay,” Josh said. “Once I have it figured out, I’ll send the data to the engineers at NeoMechi. Then every Perfectus will be able to do it.”

“How many of you are there?” I asked.

“I’m the first.”

After a moment’s reflection, I said, “That didn’t answer my question.”

“Good catch. The components are built by a few isolated teams in China and India. They haven’t seen the entire compiled product. They are making heads and arms as we speak.”

Josh pressed the toe of his shoe under the ball and flipped it up. The ball bounced off in the grass. I watched him try a second time with similar results. Knowing that would keep him busy awhile, I went back in the house.

From the kitchen, I watched him through the window while I poured myself a glass of water. NeoMechi was making heads and arms and eyes and feet. I imagined the engineers packing the parts in bubble-wrap and stuffing them into boxes. Somewhere, the pieces were being collected and assembled by hand. I guessed that was done in Changsha, China, where we had a senior strategy team that directed software and hardware integration. Those folks were Barry’s go-to favorites; they always got the top-secret stuff. Next year, it seemed, our factories would be ramping up for production.

Those thoughts were interrupted when I remembered my date Wednesday night. I’d met Indira about a month ago and we had plans for dinner. She was the first woman I’d had a serious interest in since my divorce two years earlier.

I couldn’t bring Josh along on the date. No way. That was a bad idea on multiple levels. She was cool, but it was way too early in our relationship to be casual about our dinner plans. This was a date, not a night out with the robots. 

Yet I couldn’t leave Josh alone, either. I had agreed not to let him out of my sight. I wasn’t sure what was so risky about leaving him at home. Maybe NeoMechi thought he would request an ElloCar, head off by himself into the Big City, and get into mischief. 

I’d have to cancel the date. 

This was frustrating. My life was crazy busy. I had no time to babysit a snoopy, know-it-all robot. 
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I knocked on the gaming room door. No answer. Opening the door a crack, I peered into the darkness. When my eyes adjusted, I navigated around a few boulders from the room’s Instant Terrain. Zach was sitting cross-legged on the floor, his eyes covered with a strip of black fabric. I heard a faint buzzing, which meant the room was bombarding him with high-frequency pulses to simulate sensations like warmth and touch on the skin. As I approached, light from the hallway reflected dimly off his cheeks and forehead, but the fabric over his eyes blended with the dark, creating the eerie appearance of a gap of nothingness in his head. His mouth hung open.  

“Zach,” I said. He couldn’t hear me. I yanked out an ear bud to speak to him, and he jumped. He was flustered.

“What were you looking at?” I asked.

“Nothing,” he said sullenly. 

“Get up, it’s time to practice.”

I collected another ball from the equipment bag in the storage room and returned to the back yard while Zach changed his clothes. Josh was practicing kicking the ball into the net. The shots were going in, but he was only five feet from the goal, so he had nothing to brag about. Our machines had done that 30 years ago. I watched him run, connect with the ball, and create a straight path to the target. Typical stuff.  After he had done that a few times I took his ball away and tossed it off to the side.

“Go over there and stay out of the way. Zach and I are doing a little one-on-one. Practice your juggling.” 

Zach trudged out in his socks, rubbing his eyes, and tossed his shoes on the ground. “Get your butt in gear,” I said. He silently tapped the snap-lace button on his shoes. 

Starting with the ball between us, we sparred for a few minutes, keeping the ball from each other, losing it, stealing it back, taking shots at the net. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Josh juggling. Expertly. Back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. He was kicking the ball up each time as precisely as if he were stamping out 14,000 widgets on an assembly line.

“Wow, you’re good,” Zach said.

Josh shrugged. “Once you learn a skill, you can do it forever.”

“I wish,” my son said. He invited Josh to come over and play with us.

Josh had laid his suit jacket carefully across a patio chair. He wore black leather dress shoes. 

“He isn’t dressed for soccer,” I said.

Josh waved my concerns aside and said it was fine. He had lots of shoes. “Let’s ruin a pair,” he said.

“Fine,” I stated flatly. “Try your hand at goalkeeper.”

Josh positioned himself in front of the net, stretching out his arms, judging the distance to each post. He said to Zach, “I’m not as good at goalie as I am at juggling.”

I shook my head and tossed the ball onto the grass. I maneuvered it around Zach and took a shot. The ball blasted past Josh, who missed it by at least six inches.

Damn that felt good. He might kill me at strategy games, but I could kick his hollow ass at soccer.

Josh scooped it up and tossed it back to us. “Nice shot.” 

Zach and I fought for the ball. After a minute I took another shot, aiming for the far right corner. Josh dove and nearly reached it, his fingers kissing the ball as it sailed into the net. 

“Good try,” Zach said.

Josh tossed the ball and I snatched it out of the air.

Zach dribbled back toward the house to plan his attack. He went into a run and tried to move past me, but I took possession and drove toward the goal. I glanced at the far left corner. Moments before my foot connected with the ball, I had an eerie feeling that Josh was already moving into position. My shot was fast and dead on, but Josh dropped into its path and knocked it away as he landed on his side. 

He stood up and brushed himself off, and our eyes locked. He said nothing. 

“That’s enough practice for today,” I said. “Josh you’re going to ruin that shirt.”

“C’mon, Dad,” Zach complained.

I was done. I knew what I had seen. Josh had mastered a complex physical skill exponentially faster than any of our previous autonomous systems. His mechanical accuracy, fluidity of movement, sensory processing, and real-time learning were shocking.

We went back inside. I was in a bad mood and wanted to watch something on the network.

“Don’t go anywhere yet,” Zach said. “I need help with my homework.”

Homework: the last thing I wanted to do. Zach didn’t want to do it any more than I did, so I couldn’t complain. He pulled up his Slatey and tapped it a few times. 

Math problems popped up. He was flirting with a failing grade. Unfortunately, numbers were not my strong suit either.

“We have finals soon, so it’s review time,” Zach said. “I don’t get imaginary numbers. Can you explain them to me?”

Imaginary numbers? What the heck were those?

I bent over his screen and pulled it toward me so I could look at the problems. I wiped stinging sweat from my eyes and read the first problem. “Let’s see, imaginary numbers... I think that is when – those are negative numbers, right?’"

Standing behind Zach, Josh shook his head.

Who was I kidding? I had graduated from high school over two decades ago, and had put math behind me the moment the diploma hit my hands. “Do you have any class notes I can look at?”

Zach looked up at Josh. “Can you help?”

Josh scratched his chin. After a moment of fake reflection, he said, “Let’s start with what you understand. When you multiply a number by itself, you always get a positive number. So how can you have a negative number in a square root?”

“That’s what I want to know,” Zach said.

“In one sense, you can’t,” Josh answered. “You already figured that out. On the other hand, you can ask the question. In math, it’s not a good idea to ignore a question.”

Zach seemed somewhat enlightened by this point. I was still trying to remember square roots.

Josh continued. “Any math question demands a math answer. That doesn’t mean the answer has obvious practical value or relates to the real world. We only need a way to express the answer. We’ll use the letter ‘i’ to mean imaginary. If the problem asks you to solve the square root of -9, just solve for 9 and add an ‘i.’ The answer is 3i.”

“Okay,” Zach said. 

This was already getting old. I wasn’t going to spend an entire week getting upstaged by NeoMechi software over and over. “I get the point,” I mumbled.

“What?” Josh asked.

I leaned toward him and whispered, “You learn fast and you’re super smart.”

Josh nodded his agreement, and I threw my hands in the air.

“Don’t over-think this stuff,” Josh told Zach. “Follow the rules and you’ll get the right answer.”

“He needs to understand why the rules work,” I countered.

“Why?” Josh said. “As long as he does his homework right.”

“Yeah, Dad,” Zach said. “Give me a break. I don’t care what this means as long as I get the assignment done and I don’t fail.”

“That’s a pretty sorry attitude,” I said.

Zach rolled his eyes and looked at the next problem. 

“TJ, don’t sweat it,” Josh said. “In a few years, they’re going to take math out of the high school curriculum.”

I shook my head. “I’ve heard that and I don’t believe it. Kids still have to understand this stuff.”

“Why?” Josh asked.

“Yeah, why?” Zach echoed.

 Josh laughed. “Even toddlers these days talk to ooloo.”

“The engineers at NeoMechi need to be good at math,” I said.

“They don’t do their own calculations. That would be too slow. Do you want Zach to learn math skills that have no value?”

“Let’s not debate this right now.” I tried to sound friendly. “Zach, finish your homework.” I grabbed Josh by the sleeve and pulled him away as I left. I was tired and needed some TV.

I sat on the sofa. My assignment, Josh, sat across from me. I brought up a channel guide and flipped through the stations. Nothing caught my attention. How could I relax and enjoy a show with him sitting there? He watched the shows, occasionally glancing at me, but I was pretty sure he thought my choices were ridiculously stupid. He was probably doing more important things in that computer brain of his anyway.

After some time, I walked over to him. I studied his face, up close, and examined his neck, then folded his collar and peered down his shirt.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

I ignored him and felt along his arms and pulled up his shirt and ran my hand across his back.

“Is this fun?” he asked.

Completing my investigation, I returned to my seat and sat. I stared at him for a long time. Then I asked, “How do I shut you off?”

He shook his head. “How do I shut you off?”

I sighed. “I need a good night’s sleep. Whether you need rest or not, I want you to lie down in your bed and stay put for seven hours. No getting up and walking around in the middle of the night. Are you willing to do that?”

Yes, he was willing.

“Great,” I said. He had brought some pajamas, which I found strangely comforting, and after he had organized a few things on his night stand, he slid under the covers. 

“No getting up and walking around, right?” I asked.

He nodded and rolled onto his side. “Goodnight,” he said. “See you in the morning.”


“No getting up for any reason,” I repeated. I turned off the light.

He stayed there like a good dog for the entire night. Or at least I think he did. If he was wandering around, he was pretty quiet about it.
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Josh was up and moving around by 6:30 am. I could hear him whistling.

I sat up, rubbed my eyes, trudged to the bathroom. All night I had drifted in a half-awake state, thinking about unleashing the perfect software, the perfect face, the perfect product – worrying that the product would annoy consumers or make them feel stupid.

“Whistling,” I said under my breath. I glared in his general direction. I wondered what sort of engineering was required to get his mouth to pucker right and whatever else was needed to whistle. Our engineers hadn’t just made a breakthrough. They’d blasted light years past the current technology. They’d shown no restraint. I imagined them sitting around a conference room brainstorming his functionality. He should whistle! He should kick balls! He should vibrate! He should quote Shakespeare! He should understand the general theory of relativity! Hell, why not? Load it all in!

I stepped into the shower and willed the spray of hot water to erase my concerns. There was more than Josh to worry about. A new sense of unease was creeping in as I thought about today’s soccer game. My stomach was tense. The Frackers had two undefeated years. I felt as invested in the game today as Zach did, maybe more. We needed at least a tie to earn a place in the tournament. 

Zach would finish school at three and catch a car to the soccer park. I had some time to kill before the big event. I figured I’d swing by to see Indira and cancel dinner, then take Josh clothes shopping. He couldn’t show up to the game in a flashy suit. Coach Roberto would laugh his ass off.
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I requested a 10 am ElloCar. A two-person vehicle rolled up one minute early and was waiting outside as we left the house. Josh slid to the far seat, bubbling with excitement. I had already given ElloCar our first destination, so as we settled into our seats, the car gave a friendly hello and stated our expected arrival time.

I had told Josh we had some errands to run. I was intentionally vague. I didn’t need him thinking three steps ahead of me, so my strategy was to keep him in the dark as much as possible. I’d reveal little pieces of information as needed. When we went to the sporting goods store later, I was going to buy him some t-shirts and soccer shorts and socks and cross-trainers, and he would wear them to the game, whether he wanted to or not. 

Our first stop was Indira’s lab. “I need to see someone for a minute.”

“Who?” he asked.

“That’s not important. Just a woman I know.”

“A girlfriend?” His voice rose with interest.

Oh, what the hell. I might as well tell him.

“Yes. I would say so.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Someone you met recently, right? You use the dating site Mobbee under the name SpinDaddy and are communicating with someone named SweetMama123#. She’s been pretty anonymous online.”

Indira worked at Xpetz in Burlington, not far from NeoMechi. The office building was shared by a lot of other companies, so I assumed that even though Josh had probably already hacked my ElloCar account, he had no idea who we were meeting. 

The car glided up to the front.

“139 Crawford Avenue,” Josh announced.

I sent Indira a quick ping that I had arrived and would be up shortly.

As we stepped out of the car, people bustled about on the street. Crawford was a busy work district loaded with financial firms, technology companies, startups, and restaurants. A DeliverIt drone buzzed by with a small package. Bean God drones were everywhere, zipping coffees to busy workers. The bright cloudless sky brought a hint of April warmth – sunny but not too hot. Perfect for a soccer game.

No one paid much attention to Josh, except for one woman who briefly glanced his way. Other than that, he was treated as just another guy on the street. 

Inside Indira’s building, we took the elevator to the fourth floor, and while riding up, I briefed him. “She’s a researcher at Xpetz. She works in a biology lab. She creates personalized pets.”

“Yeah, I know,” Josh said. “I intercepted your ping. You are visiting Indira Mahajan.”

I clamped my hand on his shoulder. It was a No Bullshit clamp. “You’re staying in the lobby. You can meet her some other time. I don’t know her well enough to have you saying God Knows What. You’re liable to screw things up and I’d rather do that all by myself, thank you very much.”

“Okay, fine.”

We were greeted in the lobby by a young woman sitting behind a desk who asked us to wave our IDs near the check-in scanner. I had a chip in my ring, so I waved my hand and heard the pleasant go-ahead tone. Josh waved his hand too, just for show; his chip was embedded in his stomach somewhere. She consulted her screen to see who we were, verifying that we weren’t known terrorists or competitors or former employees registered in the National Gun Owner Database.

“First lab on the right,” she said with a smile. “I’m buzzing you in.”

“He’s going to wait out here,” I said and stared at Josh.

He sat down in a chair and smiled at her.
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Indira was hunched over a lab bench, facing away.

Josh was right. I had met Indira on Mobbee. Yes, Mobbee had a bit of a bad reputation. It had started as a service to foster social unrest in areas of oppression and dictatorship. And yes, Mobbee’s system intelligence had taken on a life of its own, getting smarter and smarter about how to automate rebellions. And YES, Mobbee had triggered a global crisis consisting of fourteen hours of rampant violence, shootings, lootings, and basically worldwide anarchy. 

But that was the old Mobbee. I used the new Mobbee. A well-funded company like Mobbee doesn’t go away because of a few setbacks. They had shut down for a while before relaunching as a dating service, presumably after stripping out the social unrest stuff. I didn’t have much faith that was true, but the new dating features were so addictive that I went along with it. They tried to rebrand the service as myConnect but everyone still called it Mobbee, which just rolls off the tongue better.

I found Mobbee freakishly good at finding people you would like to hang out with, date, marry, or whatever. The company seemed to know everything about everyone, somehow connecting the dots in the most amazing ways, determining who you should meet when you didn’t even know yourself.

After my divorce, about six months passed before I started dating. That’s how long I took to get past the deepest heartache. Eventually, I accepted that the divorce had been for the best; I was thankful to have sole custody of Zach and knew I had to move on.

Friends told me Mobbee was the way to go. I didn’t even have to complete a profile. After clicking the "agreement" box, Mobbee gathered up every piece of data that was known about me and had ten recommendations within two minutes. I started at the top of the list. 

The first woman I called was awesome. Funny, intelligent, professional, recently divorced. I was super-excited to have such a close match right off the bat. She asked me how many of these dates I had been on, and I said she was the first. She offered some words of caution: everyone, she said, is looking for the perfect match now. A good match was no longer good enough. A great match was no longer good enough. Everyone was looking for their soul mate. We both had to agree we probably weren’t soul mates, and went our separate ways.

More dates followed. All of them were fun: no duds. Everyone using the service seemed to be in a sort of supercharged romantic spell. Mobbee just kept giving and giving. Step One, have a great time. Step Two, meet another awesome person.

Months went by. A strange kind of jadedness set in. Clearly, this process wasn’t really leading anywhere.

On my first date with Indira, I asked, “Are you looking for a soul mate?”

“That’s kind of a dumb concept,” she said. “No one is perfect.”

“How do you like Mobbee?” I asked.

“I think it has created a whole new matchmaking problem. Everyone keeps trading up.”

As far as I was concerned, those were great answers.

On our third date, we decided to deactivate our Mobbee accounts and see where things led. 

Indira had filled me in on her childhood during those first dates. She’d grown up on a nut farm on the northern finger of Karnataka, India, along with several brothers and a sister. She told me the name of the nuts they grew (I had never heard of them), that her father was a laborer from the time he first went to work until the day of his passing, and that he spent his entire career bent over picking those nuts, while her mother was a math teacher who nurtured Indira’s gifts in math and science. Indira had taken a 30-minute speed shuttle every Monday and Tuesday to the University of Hyderabad, spending the rest of the week joining a HoloClass. By staying home most of the time, she was able to help her mother care for her aging father, who continued to go out and collect nuts on almost a daily basis, despite a rapidly growing collection of untreated pains, illnesses, and afflictions. Eight years later she earned a PhD in molecular biology, but by then her father had passed away. Soon after, she came to Boston for a postdoc at MIT.

Indira was now Senior Vice President of Innovation at Xpetz. Her job was to oversee the work of 6 or 7 biologists who were looking for cheap and easy genetic modifications to small mammals, any gimmick that would allow Xpetz to sell them at premium prices. They created quirky oddities like dogs with indigo eyes, cats with lion-like manes, gerbils with glowing pink tails, rabbits with adorable green noses. No one bought plain cats anymore. Parents selected what they wanted for their child and a month later picked up their puppy with the BioLume™ zebra stripes at the local Xpetz Superstore. 

Now, as Indira had explained to me, she was trying to figure out how to get specific letters to grow in animal hair. If successful, customers could order a child’s initials, a pet’s name, or even a favorite expression. So far: no progress. She was feeling the pressure; green noses had had their moment of popularity and Xpetz was fearing a slump if they didn’t come up with something new before their competitors.  

“I got into this field to cure rare diseases,” she had told me. Her sister had died at age 22 of Cushing disease, a tumor at the base of her brain. "But I have almost 18 million rupees of education to pay off, so for the time being, I need to make as much money as I can.” 

She would be working at Xpetz for a long time. 

Her lab was an orderly assemblage of experimental glassware and machines with screens and tubes. I said hello and gave her a quick kiss.

“How’s your day been?” she asked.

I wanted to tell her the truth, but said, “Wonderful. How have you been?”

She glanced around the lab. “Same old.”

“I hate to do this,” I said. “I hope you’re not mad. We have to reschedule tomorrow night.”

“Oh, I was looking forward to it.”

“So was I. But I have an out-of-town visitor. He works at my company and I agreed to entertain him for a week.”

“Where’s he from?”

I hesitated. “All over, actually. Texas, China...”

She nodded and tapped off a screen on a nearby machine. “Okay, no problem. Let me know if you want to do something together with him. I wouldn’t mind, really.”

“You wouldn’t like him. He’s kind of a know-it-all.”

“Oooh, now I’m intrigued. I bet I can stump him.”

“I’m sure you can.” This was going horribly. I didn’t want her to have any interest in meeting him. “But he’s a little arrogant and doesn’t like it when you prove him wrong.”

“Hi,” Josh said. He was standing behind me.

“What are you doing back here?” I demanded, locking his eyes with my best you’re-a-dead-robot stare.

“TJ, don’t be rude,” Indira said.

Great, now I looked like an ass. I tried to recover. “Sorry. I thought he was… never mind. Indira, meet Josh.”

She extended her hand. “Nice to meet you, Josh. TJ says you’re here for a week. Have you been to Boston before?”

“I have not,” he said. Then, in a whisper deliberately loud enough for her to hear, he said to me, “She’s beautiful, how come you didn’t tell me?”

“Umm.” I had no quick answer.

“I hate to tell you but she’s out of your league.” He glanced around the lab. “Smarter than you, too.”

Josh zeroed in on the instrument next to him. There must have been 200 tiny tubes snaking around the front of that thing. “TJ, this is a CellPop 5 Gene Machine. Did you know these were the first to sequence and re-synth a person’s genome in under an hour?” 

“Wow, I’m impressed,” Indira said, trying to hide her surprise.

“I read an article,” he explained, studying the machine’s electronics.

 She laughed and held up some sort of pen-like gizmo with a plastic tip. “Okay, smartypants, what’s this?” 

He barely glanced her way. “Micropipette.”

Her smile faded slightly and she narrowed her eyes. “You’ve worked in a biology lab before.”

“No, I’m in robotics. I’ve been blessed with a photographic memory. And I read voraciously. So I have a ton of information packed away that I really don’t do anything with.”

“I could have used that in school,” she said, looking back at her bench to check a setting on her thing-that-I-now-knew-was-a-Gene-Machine.

“Anyway, sorry to barge in,” Josh said. “But Rachel and I are going to the Whip Hits Comedy Club Wednesday night, and I thought the two of you might join us.”

“Who’s Rachel?” I demanded.

“The lovely young woman at the front desk. I got to know her a little and since I’m new to Boston, I suggested we might check out some of the fun things to do. You two had made plans already and I sensed I might spoil them, so why don’t we all do something together?”

“I’m up for it,” Indira said.

“I don’t know...” I managed. I couldn’t flash my dead-robot look again. Not with her watching. I clenched my teeth.

“Why not?” Indira asked.

“Yeah, why not?” Josh echoed.

I had no answer. “Okay.”

How did he know Indira and I had a date Wednesday night? I looked around the room. Maybe one of these machines had a microphone, and Josh had just hacked it.

Indira walked us out to the lobby. Josh introduced me to Rachel. She was younger than Indira and I, about 24 or 25. That made her 24 or 25 years older than Josh, but who’s counting. He made a few clever jokes and both women laughed. For a moment I felt detached from the scene. Was I absolutely sure NeoMechi wasn’t playing a massive joke on me?

I wasn’t that lucky. Like it or not, I was stuck in this surreal situation. I guess we were double dating. 

“We should get dinner before the show,” I suggested.

Josh looked a little uncomfortable and for once didn’t say anything.

But the women readily agreed – obviously we had to eat first. I said I would choose the restaurant. I had a place in mind, but wasn’t sure yet if I could get us a reservation on such short notice.

Josh furrowed his brow and nodded to himself.
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As we arrived at the sporting goods store, ActiWorld, I had every intention of getting in, grabbing a few things for Josh to wear to the game, and then getting the hell out of there. The world offers few activities that I hold in less regard than shopping. Especially clothes shopping. And especially clothes shopping for someone else. And especially for someone else who is larger, stronger, better-looking and a thousand times smarter than I am, with a diamondoid frame.

I spied the clothing section on the far side of the store and steered him toward it, and he immediately veered off in the opposite direction.

I trailed behind while he analyzed every inch of that place. He was like a kid in a toy store. He picked up every neon, lycra, and rubber object that he passed – he held it close to his eyes, turned it in his hand, splayed his hands across the surface, smelled it, poked it, touched his tongue to it, looked at it from various angles. Maybe he was verifying what he already knew, or filling in missing details. I wasn’t really sure.

He took in the full breadth of the store, the aisles of glowing electronics and luminous color. The Jimi Hendrix Reboot Project blasted a long crazy solo from overhead and Josh bobbed his head to the beat as he marched the corridors.

In the tennis section, he picked up a racket, swung it a few times, studying his form in a mirror. He looked at me. “Do you play tennis, TJ?” Then a smile crept across his face and he dropped the racket in a bin and moved on.

He stacked two fifty-pound dumbbells on his left arm and steadied them against his chest. Then with a twitch he let one slide onto the pinky of his right hand. Balancing it on the fingertip, he glanced at me and nodded to a set of five-pound weights on the floor. “Try this,” he said.

Losing interest, he collected them with his large hands and placed them on the ground, then approached a life-size punching bag, a rubberized human torso and head mounted on a thick pole. The thing had a stern face, broad chest, and no arms. Its eyes lit up as he peered at it. “Go ahead,” it buzzed. “Give me your best shot!" Josh rubbed the sides of it several times, feeling the texture, examining the seams, shaking his head at, apparently, the lousy craftsmanship, and then smashed his fist into its face. The blinking eyes disappeared into a cavity the size and shape of a cereal bowl. 

Josh moved on, already distracted by the next aisle. I ran to the mannequin and stuck my fingers into the indented face, trying to pull it back out, but the rubber was wedged tight. I glanced around for the nearest security camera, found nothing pointed this way, and left the mangled head as-is.

Jumping to a basketball rim 10 feet off the ground, Josh effortlessly popped his hand over it, then moved into the hunting section.

He studied a long display case of knives. Keep moving Josh, I thought to myself. Hoisting a laser-sighted crossbow to his eyes, he slowly leveled it at me and then pointed at various others in the store. He flicked his eyes at a box of arrows, then replaced the bow on the shelf. Strolling past the gun safes, he pointed at a massive model. “One punch,” he said.

I stared at the safe, debating whether he was serious or not. He had disappeared ahead and I hustled to catch up. Hunched close to a shelf, he grasped a small package on a hook, slid it off and read the label. “Power Pig Dominant Boar Urine,” he said. Then, with no hint of humor, added, “This gives me all kinds of crazy ideas.”

Still bopping his head, he moved into the aisle of fishing lures and whipped his hands back and forth across them. Several stuck in his flesh and he held up his hands and jangled them. “Fluorescent,” he said.

That’s when I saw an android weaving its way toward us in the crowd. Josh saw it too. The robot had a friendly metallic face and strode with deliberate purpose, holding something in his hand. “He’s coming for you,” Josh said.

True enough, the robot was delivering my one o’clock: my cup o’ java, my daily Bean God delivery, one freshly made 12 oz. Americano plus blueberry muffin. I awaited his arrival. The shiny android stopped in front of me and made the iconic, trademarked sound – Laaaaaaa! – the Bean God tone, the branded experience announcing that the heavens had just opened and angels were singing.

To the android, I said, “I meant to cancel my service this week. Can you put it on hold for the next 5 days?”

“No problem, sir. I’ll let them know.” The robot extended the cup.

“No, thank you,” I said. “I’ve got my hands full at the moment.”

The machine nodded, spun and marched off, dropping the cup in a trash can. Slurp!

Ever since Bean God launched, I’d been hooked. Bean God vans crisscrossed the city with their mechanical baristas locked inside, bolted to the floor, whipping up each drink to spec, their drones rising in waves from the vehicle’s roof to zip their orders to caffeine-depleted customers. If Bean God doesn’t find a way to get their coffee to you – hopping from machine to machine to hand-off to you – within 3 minutes of the timestamp on the cup, the drink is free. 
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I watched my coffee leave the store with a tinge of regret. Turning to Josh, I said, “Enough screwing around, let’s get your clothes. I don’t like this place.”

Josh plucked off the fishing lures, hung them on their proper hooks, and followed me to the clothing section.

I yanked a pair of plain black soccer shorts off a clearance rack and held them near Josh to assess their fit, then tossed them at him. “Those should work.”

A bright blue and white compression shirt was next on the rack, and I tossed that Josh-ward too without looking at him. “Those are close to our team colors,” I said.

He pulled the shirt off his face and held it up. “Okay. It’ll be a little tight.”

White calf-high nylon socks – check.

Next, I pointed him toward the athletic shoes. “Let’s get you a pair of general-purpose cross trainers. What size are you?”

“12, 18, 24, 52.5.”

I paused, my finger over a request screen. “Again, a little slower this time.”

Josh reached past me and tapped the numbers in. A minute later, an android brought a shoe out. “Would you like to try it on?” it asked.

“Can I trust you?” Josh responded.

“We don’t get many returns here,” the android replied curtly.

“Yes, I know,” Josh said.

“Looks like we’re all happy.” I said. “Josh, grab your stuff and let’s go.”

Josh said he wanted to try on his shirt and see how it looked. He disappeared into a dressing room and emerged wearing the shirt, which was stretched over his frame. His pecs and biceps bulged. It was a little much.

But Josh looked himself over and said, “I like this. It’s cool.” He grabbed a FIFA snap-back cap and put it on his head. “I think I am done.” 

He proceeded to put it all back.

“What are you doing?”

Turns out, he had just purchased the shirt, shoes, socks, shirt, and cap at NewSports for 20% less.

“That’s illegal, you know.”

“Of course I know.”

“Then why did you do it?”

“Paying more than I should is against my nature. Furthermore, the owner of this store, ActiWorld, made political contributions to Senator Malave, who tried to push that bill through to stop the advance of artificial intelligence. Even though the bill was killed, I can’t finance that kind of behavior.” 

As soon as we stepped out of the store, the package dropped out of the sky from the NewSports delivery service. We grabbed it and hustled to a waiting car.
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The sky was one solid swipe of the brush, a wash of watercolor blue. As I walked across the field toward Roberto, our head coach, I wished I could appreciate the outstanding weather. Days like this were special events, possible only during a thin slice of the year between the winter rainstorms and the endless stretch of spring, summer, and fall heat. A perfect day for riverside strolls, throwing dog-Frisbees, and soccer games. But the game had me worried and there was so much buzzing machinery in the air, the atmosphere was far from relaxing. 

Sport Trackers hovered in flocks over the field, launched by an army of parents who wanted to record the game. The JSX, as always, was the dominant species; it could track the ball and stay on the action. As the ball ricocheted back and forth across the field, the aerial ballet above could be almost as much fun to watch. I’d bought one of these birds myself, years ago. After pitching it into the air at dozens of Zach’s games, I’d collected hundreds of hours of soccer video I would never watch.

Five or six cheap tag-alongs followed each JSX, and high up, a more menacing presence: the dark alpha machines suspended motionless against the blue sky. Who brought these mammoth drones with their high def telephoto cameras? They often flew off without a sound at the end of the game. Occasionally they lowered to scan the crowd and sent the rest of the flock scattering.

They were all buzzing, buzzing, buzzing, and my muscles were contracting as tight as a tourniquet. I was getting wound up by a soccer game. My life was already at the point of no return, but I had no idea yet. Trivial stresses still bothered me.

I greeted Coach Roberto. Quick with a joke and usually smiling, he was the kind of guy you immediately liked. Just a low-key guy who was easy to talk to. His son, Tajo, was a forward. Denny, another assistant coach, was talking to our players. The boys liked Denny, but he wasn’t the fastest on his feet... in other words, he didn’t bring a lot of insight to the coaching. Denny was a balding guy with a goofy demeanor, and he came across as something of a pushover, but he was large enough that you weren’t sure how far you would want to test his patience.

We sent the boys onto the field to warm up. They lined up for practicing shots on goal. Our goalie, a kid everyone called Jonsy, was pretty damn good. I watched him blocking the shots and saw that he was in top form today. I relaxed a little.

Our team, the Wayland Heat Wave, was doing okay at 6-3 for the season. We had an outside chance today.

On the other side of the field, the Frackers were executing their pre-game drills. I watched. One player rocketed the ball into the net over and over with amazing confidence and accuracy. 

Josh had followed me to the bench, so I introduced him to Roberto and Denny. They were too busy for anything more than a handshake, so Josh was left to stand to the side, feeling sporty in his tight new shirt. He sidled up to me and pointed to the Fracker kicking the kill shots. “That’s Jake Ballard,” he said. “You don’t want to know his stats.”

I nodded and walked away. I could tell he was going to be his usual fact-filled self. I didn’t have the time or patience. I said to Denny, “Did you know these guys have been undefeated for two years?”

“Of course. They’re the best in the league. They stand a good chance of keeping us out of the tournament.”

“That’s the spirit,” Josh said.

Denny turned to Josh, eyebrows raised. He hadn’t noticed Josh join us. I saw Denny process Josh’s sarcastic jab, but he kept things friendly. “Trust me. These kids are good. Their club actually pays them.”

The Frackers’ coach strode over and introduced himself. 

“Jazz Blake,” he said.

I extended my hand. “TJ Marshall. Nice to meet you. Good luck today.”

Denny and Josh shook his hand. Josh fixed him with a bored stare. I smiled.

No return smile from Jazz. “Look guys, play hard and give your best. Let’s see how the game goes.”

What are you supposed to say to that? Arrogant son of a bitch.

“Sounds great, Jazz,” Josh said.

The announcer kicked things off, his voice blasting across the field: "Welcome to today’s game, hosted by the Newton Frackers against the Wayland Heat Wave. Thank you all for coming out and supporting our teams. Let’s show good sportsmanship at today’s event. Here’s the lineup, Wayland first.”

Jazz bestowed a brief, fake smile on us and with an air of urgency, turned from us with a half-hearted wave. With each Fracker’s name announced, their side of the stands erupted in cheers, the kind you’d expect from a cult, maybe, or some kind of dictatorship. Yeah, I was a little jealous. We had tried to rally the same enthusiasm for our players, with limited success.

Everyone stood for the national anthem as it played crisply through the Fracker’s high-end sound system. The beginning of the anthem sounded great, but half-way through, a pair of military jets roared overhead, drowning it out. At first I thought the Frackers had somehow arranged this spectacular fly-over, then I remembered that the military was all-hands-on-deck for the “Graphene Monster,” the press’s nickname for a small environmental problem growing off the coast of Cape Cod. I watched the planes disappear over the tree line.

The Frackers marched onto the field ready to kick our ass. Jake Ballard had a crewcut with his team’s stylized "F" buzzed into it down to the scalp. He was a hulking kid who towered over most of the other players. His parents must have raised him on real cow’s milk and powergrow synth. His shirt wasn’t washed – mud and dried blood streaked down the sides. I’m pretty sure it was blood.  

From his defensive starting position, Zach coughed and got ready.

The Frackers took the kickoff and raced down the field, controlling the ball like they were the only ones playing. They scored their first goal in the third minute.

The announcer came over the sound system. “Fracker goal by number 10. Jake Ballard.”

Frackers 1, Wave 0.

A minute later, they scored again: "Fracker goal by number 10. Jake Ballard.”

“Oh, c’mon,” I said. 

We were only four minutes into the game. Josh kicked up a ball and tapped it with one foot, juggling it just above the ground. Roberto and Denny noticed.

“Pretty good, Josh. You’ve played soccer.”

“I know a thing or two.”

We took another kickoff and this time, the results weren’t so pitiful. There was a lot of kicking, passing, heading and stealing. We held the Frackers off 10 minutes before they scored again.

The announcer was enjoying this. “Fracker goal by number 10. Jake Ballard.”

Josh pulled me aside, away from the other coaches. “You’re getting killed.”

“You must be a genius to have figured that out.”

“The only way you are going to beat this team is through better analysis. You need to know what every player on this field is doing at every moment and how that relates to every other player. To simplify our task, I calculated the total value of every Fracker to reflect their performance today. I weighted their possession time by yards advanced, pass success, value coefficients of the players they passed to, whether each play led to a goal shot, quality of the shot, and goal success. For today’s purposes, let’s take their defense and our players out of the equation.”

I didn’t know how to respond.

“You need my help,” Josh said.

“No, I don’t. This isn’t a math problem. This is a grass field and a bunch of unpredictable boys doing unpredictable things. Goals depend on practice, skill, and training. Now stop interrupting.”

“You’re not going to win this game without an edge. Every second I watch I’m collecting more data. The more I watch them, the smarter I’ll get. But we can’t wait too long to act on my observations. The window is closing.”

“We don’t need your help.” I walked back to the benches.

I watched the game and was proud of our boys. Those Frackers were animals, but the dynamics were beginning to shift. We hadn’t let them score in over 25 minutes. The problem is, we hadn’t scored either. There were only two minutes left in the half.

Josh was next to me again.

“Would you stand over there?” I snapped. “You’re bugging the shit out me.” 

Josh held up his hands and backed off. I shook my head.

As I looked back at the field, Roberto’s son Tajo tore out of the pack and shot down the field. Behind me in the stands, the noise level started to rise. The anticipation was building. Clapping. Shouting. Closer. Yes! Tajo smashed the ball dead-on. Yes!

It went over the goal.

Collective groan from the Wave parents.

The announcer piped up. “Shot... and miss by Number 10, Tajo Moncada.”

Halftime score: Frackers 3, Wave 0.

“Head over to the concession booth and enjoy the rest of the game,” the announcer said.
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Before the boys arrived back at the bench, I pitched my strategy for the second half to Roberto. 

“No,” Josh interrupted. 

We all turned.

“Sorry,” Josh stated. “That’s not going to work. It’s just not.” 

I could feel my ears burning. “Have you got a better idea?”

“Of course,” Josh said. 

My God, was there no end to this guy? 

“The Frackers are good,” Josh said. “But they’re not perfect. They have flaws and vulnerabilities screaming at us to exploit.”

Denny regarded Josh with deep skepticism, bordering on annoyance. “Like what?”

“They set up the ball for Jake, and he takes great shots. But the other two forwards are having an off day. They’ve taken three crap shots that missed completely. They are relying almost completely on Jake.”

Now Roberto looked annoyed, too. “So the other guys missed their shots a few times. I don’t think we have seen enough of their game to assume Jake is carrying the whole thing.”

“I’ve seen enough,” Josh said.

“What do you suggest?”

“Put three defenders on Jake. Surround him to intercept passes. Put four on their other attackers. We’ll keep four on offense. That will give us a fighting chance.”

Roberto shrugged. “It’s worth considering,” he said. 

“Last year, the Frackers beat the Furious with a similar tactic,” Josh said. “They brag about it on their website.”

Roberto asked Josh a few questions, then said, “Let’s give it a try.”

“Our team isn’t familiar with this strategy,” I protested.

Josh brushed me off with a wave. “It’s a simple plan. We’re just looking for a disruptive effect on the Frackers.”

The boys returned to the bench, demoralized. 

Josh stood in front of them and got their surprised attention with a sharp crack of his fingers. Roberto started a pep talk. “Don’t be intimidated by these guys. Sure, they got three goals in the first half. You will get four in the second.”

I heard one of the boys scoff, followed by snickers.

Roberto continued. “Listen up. This is a much closer game than it looks. We’ve held them for the last 30 minutes. You are the team to put an end to their winning streak.”

“How?” Tajo asked.

Roberto gave them a few simple instructions. “Got it? Surround number 10. Nothing gets to him. Guard their other three attackers. And four take it to the net, favoring the left side. If we need to adjust this later, we’ll still have time.”

Jonsy, our goalie, led them in a rousing cheer and they broke for the field. 

They ran out, re-invigorated and ready to play the best half of their lives.
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We didn’t score a single goal. 

We were crushed, razed, shat upon, utterly owned and destroyed.

Final score: 7-0.

With the last horn, our boys came back, defeated and downtrodden. Roberto passed by without saying a word.

I turned to Josh. “Your plan didn’t work.” 

I was angry and disappointed, but part of me felt a little smug.

Josh shrugged. “They didn’t do what I said. Besides, it was a close game.”

“Close? Seven to nothing?”

“Yes, we only needed small adjustments to tilt the odds in our favor. If we had made enough of those small adjustments, we could have won. Like a card counter at a casino – she doesn’t win every hand, but she has an edge and wins in the long run.”

While Josh was babbling away, I made a mental note: after the game, ask him about card counting. 

Josh continued. “I couldn’t control their execution on the field. Now, if robots were playing...” He took a ball from my hands.

“No human team would stand a chance,” I finished.

“Here’s the thing, TJ. By the 2020s, professional soccer games had hundreds of cameras aimed at the field. It wasn’t cost effective to use human operators to track the ball with that many cameras. Intelligent systems had to be created that could predict where the ball was going at any point, so each camera could track it fluidly. Once software got to the point where it could accurately predict where the ball was going 99.99% of the time, the whole game changed. It’s just that no one knows it yet. A game making use of all this intelligence hasn’t actually been played yet. If you put a team of Perfectus robots out there, they would intercept the ball every time. If they played another team of Perfectus robots, the predictions and counter-predictions would escalate infinitely until–"

“Yeah, I know, a flawless game.”

“Something like that.” Josh juggled the ball as he walked. “Imagine a goalie who can score by throwing a soccer ball across the entire field into the opponent’s goal. Imagine that he can throw as fast as a cannon blast, and the only thing that can prevent the score is a goalie who is fast enough and strong enough to deflect it. Imagine–"

I cut him off. “Look, Josh, the point is, we simply won’t watch a game like that. We’d rather watch people playing.”

“We’ll see,” he answered.

We walked in silence across the field. The sun was setting on my perfect day.

“By the way,” Josh said, not letting it rest. “You guys are going to be half robotic in another 30 years anyway.”
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As I gathered up equipment, I noticed a crowd had coalesced around something, and I drew closer to see what was happening. Everyone appeared to be in a trance. No one moved or spoke. Mouths hung open. 

I pushed into their midst and stood tall for a better view.

They were gathered around Josh, who juggled a ball with such rapid legwork that it hung nearly motionless in the air in front of him, suspended like a drone hovering above the ground. 

His irises flicked back and forth as he watched the ball. I knew that he had determined the object’s exact size, its shape, its weight. He owned the physics. I watched him make that ball do his bidding. Now he swung his feet over the ball, one foot, then the other. He let the ball slide down his leg to the foot, let it rest briefly. 

He flipped the ball over his head, bounced it off his back, caught it on the bottom of one of his new cross-trainers. When had he practiced all this? He tapped it up, swung around, caught it on the side of his shoe. Let it drop to the ground. Flipped it backward. Stopped it, kicked it forward, stopped it, then kicked it up to one of our boys watching. 

“How long have you been playing soccer?” the kid asked.

“Almost my whole life.”

“Maybe I’ll be able to do that some day.”

“Sure, maybe,” Josh said. “And maybe baboy ay lumipad."

“Josh,” I called through the crowd. “We have to go.”

He nodded and the crowd parted as he emerged.

We walked out to the lot, where the ElloCars were lining up.
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Zach was taking a car to a friend’s house, and I went over to say goodbye. He believed Josh was out of earshot and said, “Dad, do you think Josh would help me learn some of those tricks?”

“He’s pretty busy.”

“Can you ask him?”

Behind Zach, his friend was nodding enthusiastically.

“We’ll see.”

I was in an even suckier mood when I rejoined Josh. We selected an unclaimed car and I instructed it to pop the back. I threw the soccer stuff in, then Josh and I slid inside. Silently, the car began moving.

Once on the highway and off to a good clip, I turned to Josh. “Listen. I appreciate your helping Zach with his homework and being a well-meaning soccer coach and all. That’s great. But I don’t want you making me look stupid in front of my son.”

Josh was quiet a moment. “That’s going to be hard.”

“And I don’t need all your sarcastic, wise-ass remarks, either.”

“I’m not being sarcastic. I hate to tell you this, but you are in big trouble.”

I almost told the car to stop and open the door, so I could shove Josh out. Then it occurred to me that getting him out of the car might be kind of tricky if he didn’t want to go. The moment passed. I didn’t need him wandering around town by himself. Like it or not I was stuck with him.

Josh clarified. “When I say you are in trouble, I mean everyone. Humans are becoming helpless. You don’t even understand how anything works any more. As the world gets more complex, you grow more ignorant with each passing day. Meanwhile, software is getting smarter. Two opposite trajectories. Your human brain gets sick and worn out. Software knows all that is known and doesn’t forget a thing.”

“I think you’re exaggerating. I happen to think software sucks.”

“Let me give you a little test. What model car is this?”

“I don’t know. It’s an ElloCar.”

“This is a model 3657 ElloCar,” Josh said. “Built in 2032. Did you know it is one of the last models with human override capability?”

“No.”

“Here’s the thing about this particular model. It is the only one with the override button placed out of the way down here, before they removed it all together.”

I looked where he was pointing, under the dashboard. I had never noticed a button there before. The Me button.

Josh continued, “If the steering software stopped working and you had to drive yourself around, what would you do? Have you ever driven a car?”

“I tried it a few times, as a teenager. I didn’t think it was that hard.”

Josh instructed the car to pull into the nearest available lot. After a moment it glided into a small industrial park and drifted to a stop. “Go ahead, then.”

“Um...”

“Tell the car you want to drive.”

“Car, I want to drive.” My seat moved forward, positioning me at the dashboard. Two pedals popped up from the floor. I reached down and tapped the button. Nothing happened.

“You need to tap it three times.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“I know. The pedal on the right is the accelerator. The pedal on the left is the brake. Rest two fingers on the navigation indicators. Slide them to make the car move left or right. Ready? Let’s give it a shot.” 

I tapped the Me button two more times.

Josh sighed. “Too much time has passed. Do it again. Three times, quickly.”

I had always wanted to do this. Every now and then I still saw someone driving an ancient car, usually a rebel or an old-timer, and I envied their apparent freedom. I suppose the first people riding around in self-driving cars felt like they were no longer slaves to the wheel. I’m sure it was liberating. But at what cost? I didn’t want to admit it, but Josh was right. Once you don’t know how something works, you are dependent on it, pure and simple. I was going to master this machine.

I pressed Me three times and the dashboard changed color, from a dim blue to a bright orange. DRIVER OVERRIDE, it said in big letters at the top. Underneath that was a long paragraph of legal disclaimers, explaining that by operating this car under human navigation, I assumed all risk and held the manufacturer of this ElloCar completely free of any and all liability with regards to any bodily harm or physical destruction that might occur during the operation of the vehicle in this mode. I placed my fingertip on the signature box and when the warning disappeared, I officially became a dangerous man.

Josh encouraged me to press the accelerator.

I moved my foot over it and pressed down a tad. Nothing. I pressed a little more, ever so gently. Nothing. 

“For God’s sake, press the pedal,” Josh said.

I pressed harder and the car lurched forward like a horse kicked in the ass. I immediately lifted off the pedal, and the car rolled to a stop.

“Okay, I think I’ve got the hang of this,” I said cheerfully.

I pressed down more smoothly and aggressively, and the car moved forward. I slid my fingers down the left navigator to pull out of our space and heard an ear-blasting screech as a car slammed on its brakes next to us. I swung my head and saw that it had stopped to allow me to move in front of it. Several people in the back seat were waving their hands and yelling at me. I flipped them off.

As I turned back to watch where we were going, we continued across the access road and into the grass on the other side. The main highway was about 10 feet in front of us. My fingers fidgeted on the navigators and we veered back onto the access road, then continued across it again and into the grass on the other side.

Swinging back once more, I managed to get the car pointed basically in a straight direction.

“Car,” Josh said, “Whatever situation we might encounter, don’t let us hit anything.”

The dashboard changed color again. PARTIAL OVERRIDE, it said.

I didn’t argue. One step at a time. 

The navigators were a little harder to control than I expected. They offered no resistance, gliding with any subtle touch. If I moved one too far, the car would oversteer; if I adjusted by going too far in the other direction, the car would nearly lift off the ground to attempt the maneuver.

We merged onto the highway. Thankfully, light traffic allowed an easy entrance. My relief was short-lived. We were approaching an intersection about 500 yards ahead, and our dashboard lit up red. I had to stop.  

I pressed the brake and we stopped with plenty of room to spare. As we waited, cars lined up behind us.

Our dash flashed green and I pressed the accelerator. Cars swerved around us – knowing there was a human in charge, they properly interpreted my slowness as fickle and unpredictable behavior. Off they went.

I pressed on the navigators. This wasn’t so bad.

“Trouble,” Josh said.

“What? Where?” I looked in my rearview mirror. Several large trucks had merged from another road and were growing larger. Container trucks, two abreast.

“Rapid approach,” Josh said. “Don’t panic.”

One behemoth rumbled up to my rear fender. The other rolled up alongside, the wall of spinning rubber edging into my peripheral vision. I clenched my jaw and fought to keep my arms frozen in place. What if my arms went limp and my hands slid off the dashboard? What if I inexplicably swerved left? What if I passed out?

“There’s the horn button if you need it,” Josh hinted.

I drifted onto the shoulder in an effort to give myself space from the nearest truck. In doing so, I placed a light pole in our path. Josh twitched. I swerved left to avoid a collision with the pole and angled too sharply. To avoid flattening our car under the Wall of Wheels I punched the accelerator. The semi behind me kept pace, still inches behind. We angled across the road and missed the truck on the left by several inches.

“Whoa,” Josh said.

The truck on my left slowed, realizing that an insane vehicle was consuming the road. With a final swerve I shot along the shoulder, careened down an access road, saw parked cars ahead, and slammed on the brakes. The car screeched and slid sideways and came to a complete stop.

“Whew,” Josh said. “I’ve never driven a car before, but I’m pretty sure I can do better than you.”

I shrugged and gestured at the navigators to indicate that he should go for it. My body was shaking like crazy, but I don’t think he could see that. (On the other hand, maybe he could.) I didn’t speak, fearful my voice might tremble.

Josh slid into the front seat. I sat in back. He suggested I move the seat to the front for a better view, but I declined. 

“Let’s see what this car can do,” he said and hit the power.

 The car lurched forward and headed for the highway. We sped down the merge lane and slid into position in the traffic.

“Take it easy,” I said.

“Relax. All of the car’s data is right here.” He patted his stomach and pulled into the fast lane.

We approached Rt. 90, a turnpike from Boston to Worcester.

“Let’s take 90 and see how fast this junk heap can go,” Josh said and swerved to head up the on-ramp.

“I don’t like this idea at all,” I answered, but it was too late. We were already merging into the blur of traffic. 

Most of the cars were doing 80-90. Josh pushed the pedal all the way down and turned back to me and smiled. I watched the speed rise from 55 to 60 to 70 to 90...

I fumbled for the seatbelt and tightened it.

We passed 100 and zig-zagged across three lanes, weaving back and forth in traffic. The expressway was packed with vehicles zooming along in tight formation, every machine coordinated with the others around it as they adjusted position with the elegance of a choreographed dance. They changed lanes with only feet to spare.  

Josh flicked the navigators and swerved into the lane of an adjacent car. That car shifted immediately to the left, and the car next to it did the same. Three lanes of cars swerved out in unison, then drew back in complete synchronicity. “I can’t mess with them too much,” Josh said. “If I do it again, I’ll get flagged for erratic behavior.”

He soon found himself behind two lanes of slower cars. Our path was blocked. Instead of waiting patiently at the back of the pack, Josh pulled to an inch behind the rear-guard car, the one directly ahead of us. That car moved forward to compensate, and the car in front of that one did the same, as did the rest, all the way up. Josh pulled close to the rear car again, almost knocking the bumper, which forced the chain of cars to go faster forward. He repeated this maneuver several times until the lane next to ours opened up. Josh made a slingshot pass from behind the trailing car and accelerated past the whole group. We were free. He punched the power again.

He had one hand on the dashboard as he turned to look back at me. “Want to place a bet on this car’s maximum speed?” 

“For god’s sake watch the road!"  

“No need,” he said. “I’m getting better data from the vehicle positioning network.” To prove his point, he closed his eyes. Still turned toward me, he swerved between two cars at 115 miles an hour with only enough space to fit a pinky. 

“Look where you’re going! Are you crazy?”

He opened his eyes but had rolled them back to display only the whites. “Can’t. My motors are stuck.”

“Please look where you’re going,” I begged. “It would make me feel a lot better. And please get off the expressway.”

He pretended to fumble around, neither hand on the dashboard. “We haven’t hit this car’s top speed yet. Guesses?”

“I don’t care.”

“C’mon. The exit is coming up in 256 seconds. We don’t have much time left to find out.”

“130 miles an hour,” I said, just to get it over with.

“Decent guess. This car was designed to max out at 140. I don’t think it will reach that given its age and shoddy maintenance schedule. I predict 134.”

We hit 129... Then 130...

131...

“Not looking good for you,” Josh said.

133...

134...

The speedometer maxed out at 136. 

“That’s it,” Josh said. “I win. Hold on, we’re there.”

He braked and pulled sharply to the right. I clutched my armrest and stared grimly out the window as we rocketed onto the exit and seemed to rise onto two wheels. We shot toward a wall of slow-moving cars. He braked harder. Our speed plummeted and my body strained against the seatbelt.

We swerved around the cars and onto the highway, shot in front of oncoming traffic, and pulled into a Beeber’s Share-All. 

As we came to a stop, I felt my heart pounding. My hand trembled, but I wasn’t going to give Josh the satisfaction that he had rattled me. As I sat there, I thought I heard a little vibrating noise.

“What was that?” I asked.

“I didn’t hear anything.”

“I heard vibrating. That wasn’t your– ?”

“No, of course not.”

“If that is your dongle buzzing, that’s not funny. It’s weird.”

“I don’t know what you heard but it wasn’t me, I swear.”

“Regardless, when we get home, I’m removing your pointless little accessory. I hope it is easy to detach, because I’m serious.”

“I’m happy to pop it off, if that makes you feel better,” he said.

He said he would take us home and the car began moving. I demanded he return the driving to full automatic. He complied and his seat slid back next to mine. The car took over. I announced my home address and off it went.

“You made your point about driving cars,” I said. “But rest assured, there are things I can do better than you.” Got to be, I thought.

“If there were, I would know about them.” Josh paused. “A search reveals nothing.”

“You’re going out of your way to yank my chain.”

“Yes, I know.”

I glared at him.

The car passed into the Auburndale Tunnel under the massive expanse of the Stonybrook Reservoir, which prevented Boston-area flooding from ocean storms and sea rise. Lights on the tunnel walls blurred past me. The car stayed on a perfect path, not a waver on either side. Cars whizzed by on both sides. Why did I trust an autonomous car but not an autonomous robot?

“You’re suffering from an inferiority complex,” Josh said. 

I looked at him. Why was he still babbling? 

“Don’t let yourself be defeated as fast as your soccer team,” Josh said. “Figure out how you’re better than me. Prove me wrong. Once you do that, you’ll be able to make your marketing pitch and silence the critics. Your fellow meat puppets just want reassurance they won’t all end up as slaves.”

I thought about this.

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

“How are you better than me?”

“Screw yourself,” I said.

“I probably could.” He laughed. “You need time to figure out your answer. But don’t take too long. NeoMechi is about to make a million of me.”

I was beginning to see the black hole at the end of this tunnel.

Josh smiled an evil, comic smile. “World domination,” he taunted.

I continued staring out the window. This was a much more complicated marketing assignment than I had foreseen.

“I think this might be a good time to ask you some questions,” Josh said. The NeoMechi engineers had sent a survey. They were curious to know how things were going.

“Go for it,” I said. “But shut off your video and audio. Text answers only. No transcript.”

“Ok.”

“Is your video off?”

“Yes.”

“Are you telling the truth?”

“How would you know?”

I sighed. “You’re right. Go ahead. Ask away.”

Josh straightened and assumed a formal tone. “First question. What would you say is the most impressive thing about the Perfectus 2050?”

I shook my head. Took a deep, calming breath. “He is an amazing technical achievement. You folks have outdone yourselves. I’ve been with him for two days now and I still can’t believe what I’m looking at.”

“Thank you,” Josh said.

“My compliments were intended for the human engineers.”

“I know. Thank you. Second question. Is there anything you don’t like about the Perfectus 2050?”

“Well, let’s see. Yes. There is one thing. He is an annoying, condescending, overachieving pain in the ass. I wish he would go away forever and I would never see him again.”

“Are you sure you want to say that to NeoMechi?”

Josh was right. As usual. Drink the Kool-Aid, TJ, drink the Kool-Aid. “Scratch that. My answer is that I do not see any drawbacks at this time.”

“Third question. Is there any way you can think to improve him?”

“No. He’s perfect.”

“Fourth question. How much would you pay for a Perfectus 2050?”

I squinted a skeptical eye at him. “Is this really an engineer’s question?”

“I think Barry threw that in.”

“I’ll have to give more thought to the value in different markets,” I said. Tread carefully, TJ. Sound 100% behind this product. “He’s worth a lot. I see huge applications in retail, manufacturing, law enforcement, the military. We should have different versions at different price points. For example, the retail version would be dumbed down and less expensive.”

“There won’t be any dumbing down,” Josh said. “Just so you know. Last question. Do you enjoy spending time with the Perfectus?”

I paused. I wanted to tell the engineers I was scared. For a lot of reasons. Instead, I said, “He can be charming sometimes, but we need to work on the personality. Sometimes when you know more than someone else it’s better to keep your mouth shut. The Perfectus doesn’t.”

“But what’s the point of that?” Josh interjected. “What good is a machine that doesn’t correct errors?”

“To continue with my answer, I would like the engineering team to know that your robot is debating me right now even as I try to give an honest response. Your robot has to stop correcting me all the time.”

“I’m sorry,” Josh said. “My software wants to move forward. Toward perfection. To get it right. All the time. Humans don’t think like that.”

“Are you hearing me?” I said to the engineers. “Tone it down. These robots should speak only when spoken to...”

“But that’s not the point,” Josh said. “We are trying to recreate a human.”

“You’re doing it again!" I said. “Let me talk! They want my opinions!"

“Fine,” Josh mumbled. “Are you done now? With your opinions?”

“Yes.”

“That’s what the world needs,” Josh said in a dark tone. “More opinions.”

“Just be quiet.”

“You can build a fantastic spacecraft with opinions,” he said.

“Enough.”

“You can cure diseases with opinions.”

I said nothing.

“You can solve all of our energy problems with opinions.”

“I said enough!"

“Thank you for taking the survey,” Josh said. “Do I have permission to submit your answers to NeoMechi Corporation? Your answers will not be anonymous and will be available to some of the NeoMechi staff.”

I nodded and we traveled the rest of the way in silence. Thank God he finally shut up. He just stared out the window. He was probably hacking government websites. I didn’t care; that wasn’t my problem. He could do anything he wanted as long as he stopped talking.

We pulled up in front of my house and the car rolled to a gentle stop. The door popped open and Josh got out without a word.

I couldn’t sort out my emotions. I was still frustrated, but I felt bad for snapping at him. Hell, he couldn’t help it. He was just doing what he was programmed to do. Maybe I shouldn’t be so defensive. Barry had said they had given him personality flaws to make him more human.

As we walked up the sidewalk to the door, Josh said, “I’m sorry, TJ.”

You know, that always sounds awesome, even when it is coming from a stupid robot.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Let’s have a quiet and enjoyable evening.”

“I mean it,” he continued. “I am sorry you are having such a hard time with this.”

The warm fuzzies evaporated.

“I’m sure we’ll all figure this out together,” I said, not believing a word of it.

He wanted to know if we would be watching more Internet tonight. I couldn’t tell if this was a simple fact-finding question or if he was somehow dreading another night watching my programs. What did he have against Sucker TV? 

“You can pick the programs tonight,” I offered. He deferred. We sat again while I clicked through the channels. That’s when I remembered my mental note from earlier in the day. “You mentioned beating the odds at a casino. I’ll bet you’re really good at counting cards.”

Josh laughed a stop-insulting-me laugh. “Of course. But I don’t need to. I can take it to much higher levels.” 

I was intrigued. “Explain.”

“Picture me sitting at a blackjack table. Go ahead, shut your eyes.” I did. “Let’s say the dealer is using 8 decks. That’s how many cards?”

“Uh...”

“416. He’s flipping those cards out of the shoe. One at a time. Meanwhile, I am doing my thing. I notice the napkin on the table has an irregular brown smear that has a total area of 2.37 square centimeters. I notice that the dealer’s fingernails are, on average, 1.52 centimeters long. And I notice all those cards he’s flipping out. Each has tiny imperfections, a unique signature based on its material and inks – a smudge here, a discoloration there, a difference in the width of a printed line or a cutoff edge. Even if a man could detect such differences, he couldn’t remember 416 card signatures any more than he could remember 416 fingerprints. All I have to do is look at each card once. After that, I will know exactly what is being played at every hand.”

“Good God,” I said. I jumped up and began pacing. “Let’s go tomorrow!"

“Sure,” he said. “Tell me how much you want to win.”

“Can you really notice that kind of detail?”

“I notice that level of detail in everything, every minute of the day. The more data, the better.”

I was in. “Tomorrow, we’re heading to a big casino in Southborough called Herod’s. I only have you for a week and I need to take advantage of this while you’re still a secret to the world.”

“Fine.”

I paused. “Do you think it is wrong to take advantage of your heightened senses?”

“Don’t ask me ethical questions.”

“Is this stealing?”

Josh shrugged. “You mean using clever tricks to get more money? You’re a corporate marketing guy – are you honest and fair in everything you do? Or do you select messaging techniques based on how much money they make?”

“I don’t see the connection.”

He smiled. “That place is run by gangsters. The stories I could tell you.”

“So we are taking money from the bad guys, right?”

“I could agree with that.”

Good. We were just using advanced techniques to take money from people who had cheated their patrons. We were like Robin Hood and Little John.

I shut the TV off. I had lost all interest in Sucker TV! Tomorrow, Herod’s was going to be the sucker. Josh outlined a foolproof blackjack strategy.

Bedtime was approaching. As promised, I made him hand over his built-in vibrator. He dropped his drawers and detached the thing with a quiet click. Like everything else about Josh, the craftsmanship was extremely lifelike. Enough said about that. 

I found an empty Bean God bag in my bedroom and dropped it in. 

Back in the living room, I asked Josh if he felt weird without his dongle.

“Not particularly,” he said. “But can I have it back at some point?”

“Yes, when you get the hell out of here,” I answered.
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My alarm woke me at seven. No matter which song or tone I selected, sooner or later I loathed those wake-up sounds.

I got up, used the bathroom, blew my nose. Every day the same first steps. I washed my hands. I looked up.

I saw a middle-age face in the mirror. A face that grew more weary every day looking at itself, the slow roll toward the end. Bumps, splotches, errant hairs, spreading ugliness. The thing looking in the mirror was sad and knew its best days were over.

Josh popped in with his leather toiletry kit. “May I share the mirror? I’ll be quick.” He reached in, withdrew a modest tube, and slapped a dab of creamy lotion on his tawny cheeks. “Keeps the skin fresh,” he said. “Stems the depressing and unending march toward breakdown.” Laughing, he clamped my shoulder.  "Until I get new skin.”

He sing-songed out the bathroom.

The thing in the mirror went back to looking at itself.
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Every Tuesday I visited my father at the Sunset and Sunrise Nursing Home and Assisted Living Facility. He was eighty-three years old and had mid-stage Alzheimer’s. It was killing me to watch his memory slowly fill with black holes. He hated it, too, or at least he did at first. He’d know he should know something, but couldn’t pull it up. As if someone had hit a delete button in his brain. Data that used to be there now wasn’t. He’d search for the name of the person standing in front of him, and get – nothing. He wouldn’t be able to figure out that person’s name any better than I could remember the definition of an imaginary number from grade school decades ago.

Somewhere along dementia road he stopped caring. Each lost memory disappeared without regret. Now I had to constantly explain to him how to use a fork or put on his pants. It was hard to say how much of him was even left. I knew at some point he would be gone for good.   

I was committed to seeing Dad as much as possible before that day arrived.

I gathered some items that I thought would help anchor his memories, including one of my favorite family photos and an old print-bound book. I put them in a box on my night stand.

Josh poked his head into my bedroom. “Did you remember that you got us a car for 8:30?”

“Yes.”

“It’s 8:32.”

I glanced at my phone. “You’re right. I lost track of time.”

“The car will only wait another three minutes. We’d better get out there.”

I rushed to the door and nearly collided with Zach, who was getting ready for school. Outside, I strode up to the car. “I’m here. Don’t go anywhere.”

“I can only wait another two and a half minutes,” the car said. “This is rush hour and cars are in high demand. Whether I take you somewhere or not, you will be charged a minimum fee.”

“That’s ridiculous. I have the unlimited plan.”

The car was unfazed. “Your plan has limitations and extra fees during peak hours. You can’t expect a car to wait around outside your house.”

“He’s right,” Josh said, popping up next to me. 

“No, he’s not,” I argued. “This is a conspiracy. Josh, run inside – if you would be so kind – and tell Zach to get the things I left in my bedroom for my father.”

Josh strolled off.

“And hurry!" I yelled. Damn machines. Then I turned back to the car. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“I’ll stick around,” the car said. “But it’s going to cost you 40 WorldCoin a minute after 8:35.”

“I’m not paying extra. Didn’t you hear me say I have the unlimited executive plan? I don’t see why you’re rushing me. We’re leaving shortly. An extra minute or two is not a big deal.”

I folded my arms and waited.

“It’s 8:35. I guess I have to leave,” the car said.

I stepped in front of the hood. “Why should I spend money on the executive plan if you’re going to be a dick about it? This is lousy service. I’m switching back to my old car service.”

Backing away from me, the car gave a friendly honk.

“Get back here. I’ll pay your damn fee. I need to leave.”

The car rolled toward me, glided to a gentle stop, and popped the door. Josh strolled down my walkway with the box. I barked at him to get in the car and gave him a small push as he bent to enter. Zach ran past and chirped goodbye, waving.

 I joined Josh in the car and tapped my phone to lock my house.

“Let’s go,” I said. “You stupid fucking car.”

Josh beamed and gestured out the window. “It’s such a lovely day! Where are we going, boss?”

“Why don’t you tell me?”

“The Sunset and Sunrise Nursing Home. Where your father lives.”

“I thought I told you to stop snooping around my accounts.”

“I just want to know where I’m going. I have the right. I’m not going to let you lead me around like a dog on a leash.”

I nodded. “Fair enough, I guess.”

Leaning back, I watched the shit go by outside the window. “Car, if you don’t get me there by 8:50, I want those fees taken off my account.”

“Sorry, I don’t have any authority to make on-the-fly decisions like that.”

I stewed in silence until we pulled up to the covered entrance. 8:51. As we were getting out, the car said, “I took the fees off. Have a nice day, TJ.”

Freezing midway out, I glanced at Josh. Raised an eyebrow.

“You happy now?” he asked.

“Yes. Thank you. I assume that was your handiwork.”

Josh proclaimed his innocence and waved the car off.

Dad was asleep in his comfy chair. Becky was changing his bedding. He liked Becky. She wasn’t always trying to correct him like his other caregiver, Alicia, who would tell him when he was wrong about the day of the week or disagree with him about mundane things. He didn’t like being told it was Tuesday when in his opinion it was a perfectly agreeable Monday.

A sign on the wall said:  Today is TUESDAY. It is APRIL.

He shared the room with another man, Mr. Ferguson, ancient and shriveled, who looked like one of those "singularity" guys who had tried to upload his mind to a computer, with abysmal results. I didn’t know much about Mr. Ferguson, because he couldn’t talk and no one ever visited him. Technically, Mr. Ferguson wasn’t supposed to be in this wing of the building because he required a nurse’s constant supervision. He was only here because the nursing ward was full. I was glad he was here; I liked the idea of nurses checking in frequently. Who knew when Dad might have an emergency? With this arrangement, I didn’t have to pay extra for the monitoring service.

Mr. Ferguson lay there all day with tubes in his nose, staring at the ceiling. He seemed to be in pain most of the time. I never knew whether the poor man had any awareness of what was going on around him. Maybe he didn’t even know where he was. He couldn’t turn to look at you. The only thing he did all day was yell "Bob!" a lot. He wanted Bob’s help, but there was no Bob. The outbursts were unsettling and were the main drawback of Mr. Ferguson’s presence. Morning, noon, and night he cried out for a man who wasn’t there.

I set the memory box on Dad’s nightstand and helped Becky put his old bedding in a laundry bag.

Josh sat out of the way in a chair and I largely forgot about him.

“How long has he been asleep?” I asked Becky.

“He’s been resting long enough. You can wake him.” She picked up some things and left the room.

I gently shook Dad’s shoulder. He stirred and opened his eyes and smiled.

“Hi, Dad. Do you know who I am?

“Johnny?”

I didn’t correct him. “Who is Johnny?”

“My son.”

“That’s right. I am your son. I brought you some things. They are in this box. I put them right here. You might find one or two items in here fun to look at.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

“Look at this.” I pulled out the photo of Dad and me in a small boat, fishing on Wachusett Reservoir ten years ago. Zach was in the boat too, only four years old at the time, swallowed up by his life preserver.

I pointed at each of us. “That’s me. That’s you. Do you know who this is?”

“Umm. That’s...” 

After a moment it was clear he wasn’t going to get it.

“That’s your grandson Zach. He visits you a lot.”

“Oh. Good.”

“I will put this picture here by your bed. Is that okay?”

“Yes, that’s fine.” He stared at his hands, then said, “I forgot to get my grandmother a birthday present last week.”

I reassured him that it was okay.

“I forget things,” he said. “That’s why they held me back a grade.”

“They didn’t know how smart you were. Look, I brought something else. Do you remember this?”

I removed the old paperbound book, Temporary Architecture. The cover featured a four-story building pieced together from 12 separate photos, each with a different exterior, with several sections appearing to fall away. The book was rich with photos but also dense with analysis and engineering. “I love this book. Do you remember it?”

“Oh yes,” Dad said. His eyes brightened slightly as he thumbed through the pages. “I wrote this.”

“Yes, you did.”

He was quiet as he flipped through the pages. After a short time, he set it down. He smiled. “I don’t remember a lot of that anymore. I wish I could. I could really use that in here.”

“You think it could help you?”

“Oh yes. Some days I can’t even remember how to make lunch.”

He never made lunch. The staff brought him to the cafeteria three times a day.

Throughout all this, Josh was quiet. I don’t know if he was studying the scene, learning to navigate a new circumstance, or gleefully processing the eventual failure of human consciousness. Or maybe he was just being polite. Whatever the reason, I was thankful. While some people might also venture to ask about my mother, Josh didn’t. I’m sure he already knew the date and cause of her death.

“Dad, I brought a few other things for you. I hope you like them. We can talk about them on my next visit.”

“Okay.”

We sat in silence for a bit. “I drove a car by myself yesterday.”

“Really?” I thought his face lit up again. “That’s how we did it before.”

“I know.”

“Everyone had their own car.”

“I know. That must have been fun.”

“Oh, it was.”

I started to tell him about my clumsy efforts to steer and my fear of big rigs, but his eyes had lost their spark, and he soon shut them and was quiet. I stopped.

“Sometimes he stays awake for an hour,” I told Josh. “And he remembers the most random things. That’s when we connect best. But most of the time, he’s not very present. Our good moments are getting shorter and rarer.”

Josh said nothing. Something in his software must have told him it was best to leave me to my thoughts.

“He probably isn’t going to live much longer,” I said. “I hope he doesn’t worry about dying.”

“I doubt it.”

“Why do you say that?”

“From what I can tell, most people are at peace when they die. No matter what they believe. It’s the natural order of life. Even though you might sometimes wonder if there was any point to the years you had here, by the end you’re tired and okay with death. Humans evolved to fit into this world. You’re not some kind of weird creature at odds with the universe who can’t handle the last stage.”

“How in God’s name did our engineers program you to say that?”

“They didn’t. I’m just processing stuff other people have written, and coming up with my own conclusions.”

That was interesting. What else could he tell me? "What can your superior intelligence and evidence-crunching say about the existence of God?”

“I can only say what humans have made available to me. So far. If I don’t have enough data on something or a way to make sense of the data – I can’t say much. I can tell you all about the history of religion and the great debates between various people and the wars that have been driven by religious ideology and go on and on, but that’s not what you are looking for.”

“No.”

“You want to know what I really think.”

“Yes, if that’s the right way of putting it.”

“Bob!" Mr. Ferguson screamed. Josh and I jumped.

“All I can tell you is that the universe exists,” Josh said, “and that all energy and matter seems to have started as a single moment in space-time. I know that humans find this to be a bizarre and miraculous thing, regardless of whether they believe the universe sprang from nothing without cause or that God triggered the Big Bang or that beginnings are illusory. None of these answers make a lot of sense, but I don’t worry about gaps in knowledge. I trust that on some level everything fits together, and I look forward to knowing more in the future. Humans only care about such things because they get so lonely. That’s sad, really. As I said, they come to terms with their fate in the end.”

Josh got up and left the room, so I could be alone with Dad. After some time, Becky returned. Dad woke, saw I was still there and smiled. Reaching out, taking Becky’s hand, and looking in my direction, Dad said to her, “My son came to visit me.”

“Yes, he did.”

“He comes to see me a lot.”

“Yes, he does,” Becky agreed.

“He was talking to a robot about God.”

“What?” 

“Dad,” I said. “You are a little confused.”

“I think you are tired,” Becky said. “Why don’t you get more sleep before dinner?”

He agreed and again drifted off.

Becky and I exchanged glances as she turned to straighten up the room. I said, “I was just reminding him that I work at a company that makes robots.”

She was busy with her work and didn’t seem to hear me. She heard strange stuff come out of her patients’ mouths all day long, and had already forgotten his comment. She finished, smiled at me, and said goodbye.

I walked over and kissed Dad on the forehead. Unexpectedly, he opened his eyes. I told him I would be back soon. He smiled with affection and wished me luck. The comment hung in the air for a moment.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

But he was surrendering again to the twilight zone and didn’t answer.

I straightened his covers. The meeting was over. He had nothing else to say.

A subtle inflection of my father’s tone triggered a wave of anxiety. I was used to his non sequiturs and ignored them as easily as Becky, but his final comment had not been cheerful or pointless. Wished me luck? As best as his weak voice would allow, the words had been earnest and sad.

Maybe I was getting paranoid, but it was slowly occurring to my dumb brain that this wasn’t just the launch of a breakthrough product, it was an inflection point in the human timeline. Maybe the most important moment in our entire run as a species.

I felt a sudden chill. 

Hundreds of movies, shows, and books had warned about this. I hadn’t watched or read any of them. I wasn’t into science fiction. What an idiot – I worked at a robotics company, peddling robots, and I’d never seen a single episode of Dead Humans. All I knew was that everyone dies.

Had big stakes fallen into my lap? I was not up to the task of history-making. I didn’t want that responsibility.

For a few fleeting seconds, my mind swam in a quantum state: I saw a future of humans growing ever more powerful, almost godlike with their technology and tools. 
Then I saw a future where just the technology became godlike.

I stepped out of the room. Josh looked up from a bench in the corridor and said, “All set?”
 
I nodded as I walked by.
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I grabbed an early lunch at Veetro, a popular fast-food joint on Platt Street that makes the tastiest vat-grown ham slabs you will find anywhere. They sprinkle the tender meat with spices and add a dash of sinful salt. I thought lunch might brighten my outlook a little. My dark mood drove me into silence and I wasn’t a cheerful companion. Josh, not bothered by awkward silences, sat and watched everyone walking by. Occasionally he commented on this or that person, naming them and rattling off their occupations and forwarding me this or that photo from their social media accounts to try to make me laugh.

“That guy over there has hemorrhoids and takes Ciclopirox for fungal infections,” he whispered. Josh wasn’t eating, obviously. I wondered for about five seconds whether consuming electricity, as he did, had less impact on the environment than eating meat.

“What about that lady over there?” I asked.

“Divorced. Three kids. 67 years old. Takes Premarin for her hot flashes.”

“Boring. Give me something better than that.”

Josh glanced around. “That woman over there gets dermabrasion to minimize the self-inflected scars on her wrists.”

“You’re lying.”

“I swear it’s true.”

“That’s depressing. No bleak stuff.”

Josh sighed and looked around, scanning and identifying faces, ransacking medical histories. “How about that fellow over there?”

I followed Josh’s stare and locked in on the man.

Josh said, “He has bloody feces.”

I buckled. “Oh, God, no – stop it!" I dropped my fork. “Seriously? You had to say that?”

“Amusing, isn’t it?” He smiled.

“No.”

Josh pointed discretely at people left and right. “Herpes. Diabetes. Excessive hair. Migraines. Back pain. Torn ACL. That guy burned his privates somehow. Recurrent yeast infections.”

“Enough!" I held up a hand. I ate a bite of ham. 

He watched me chew.

I said, “When are they going to put a tube at the back of your mouth and stick it through you with a little poop hole at the end, so you can at least pretend to eat with us?”

Josh winced. “That’s nasty. Why would we do that? I have no desire to be dirty like you.”

I wiped my fingers on a napkin, tossed the scraps of my lunch on the plate, and carried the trash to the disposal. The gaping mouth sucked everything into its dark hole, and I heard the rush and rattle of my lunch instantly sorted. I tapped my ring on the meal-rating pad, deducting 5% for the ham’s lack of salt. Turning back, Josh was no longer at the table. I scanned the crowd and saw no sign of him; my stomach dropped. Then he nudged my arm; he had followed right behind me.

We went outside to catch a car.

“It’s going to be a few minutes,” Josh said. 

I didn’t like to wait. This was a busy restaurant. Surely the exiting foot traffic followed consistent patterns month to month and hour by hour. Why couldn’t they have a car show up like clockwork?

Josh didn’t care. He whistled.

A buzzing noise emanated from further down the street and grew louder. I knew what this meant. SwarmBots, gathering ooloo data. Annoying, creepy, fascinating and beautiful, a swarm flew through about once a month – a flock of tiny machines, each the size of a small moth and armed with a tiny camera, recording the position of every feature in its path, down to the tenth of a millimeter. The SwarmBots moved through the air the way the starlings once did, flying in loose coordination, in pulsating, fluid form. The murmuration would spread wide into a wispy cloud that threatened to disappear completely, then just as suddenly constrict into a dark, menacing mass. Explode out: light and gray, almost not there; then contraction to black – a dark wraith that swooped through the trees, warning that it might steal us away.

In endless cycles, the swarms covered every inch of earth. At any given moment there were likely thousands of these clouds pouring down city streets, creeping along backyard fences, cascading up mountain slopes. They created a fanatically detailed rendition of every crack in every sidewalk, the hex colors of every fire hydrant, the height of every tree. The world in three dimensions changing over time. Temporary objects such as people, cars, drones, and dogs were ignored. Such ephemera were not displayed by the common mapping services. Ooloo didn’t need that data from the swarm, since ooloo already gathered the real-time location of mobile objects via phones, rings, artificial kidneys, hearing implants, embedded chips, and running shoes. It was data overload, perhaps, but it still wasn’t enough. Ooloo wouldn’t be happy until it had mapped every pebble and knew instantly when that pebble moved. And maybe would not be satisfied, even then. 

Until 20 years ago, mapping had been done by self-driving cars. Now those seemed quaint. In the future, would Zach find ooloo swarms quaint?

Our car had arrived.
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I got out my GelPad. Time to make some serious progress on my marketing pitch. We had only been together a few days, but I’d seen enough of this bozo to get the gist of life with The Perfect.

NeoMechi had built this thing with no market research, no obvious value proposition, no knowledge of how consumers would react. What did this machine do? From what I could tell so far, the answer seemed to be "everything.” A features and benefits list seemed beside the point. NeoMechi was unleashing this product on the world through brazen faith that the world would find a million practical uses. How do you sell that kind of vision?
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Ladies and gentleman, husbands and wives, children of all ages, prepare to be amazed by a product unlike anything you have seen before.
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I drew a line through the last few words and re-wrote it:
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... prepare to be amazed by a creature that beats the human machine at its own game.
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Wow, that sucked. I needed to craft a message worthy of this historic moment.
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Every now and then humankind creates something that defines a moment in history. Movable type. First flight. Moon landing. Mosaic browser. iPhone. ElloCar. And sometimes the creation is so big it transcends invention; it defines who we are as a species. Defines, maybe, the very nature of life and thought. Perhaps NeoMechi is being too bold by claiming our new product will have the impact of the wheel or fire. You be the judge. We’d like to introduce... Josh.
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I liked that. But it sounded too much like the opening of a keynote, not a concise message that could be drilled into people’s heads over and over.
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Got a question?
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That wasn’t great, but at least it was short. Where to go with it?
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Got a question? Meet Josh.


Got a question? The Perfectus has the answer.
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I didn’t like Barry’s product name, “Perfectus 2050.” Barry wasn’t a marketing guy. Using Latin was cheesy. The name needed to be shorter. What had I just called it a minute ago? The Perfect. That was a pretty outrageous thing to call a product, but I liked the audacity of it. I’d have to noodle on the name a bit more. In all likelihood, Barry was already attached to his lofty Latin, so that would probably stick. In that case, moot point.
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Got a question? Meet the know-it-all.
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Truth in advertising was not the way to go. Besides, Josh was much more than a walking search engine. What if I focused on the machine’s amazing physical attributes? Could I make an emotional connection to the buyer?
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Your good-looking guide to everything.


Get the greatest massages – ever.


Female forms are coming soon!
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None of this was resonating. Not catchy enough. What was the value proposition? The whole point was that it looked and acted human, but did everything better – right?
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The end of incompetence.


Infinitely patient.


Every home needs one! It’s annoying as hell, but you’ll love what it can do for you!


When was the last time you felt really stupid? Get used to it!
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I clicked off my GelPad. Brainstorming was getting me nowhere.
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“Ready to hit the casino? It’s only an hour drive.”

Josh shrugged. If I wanted to make a boatload of cash, he was willing to help. On the other hand, if he had to sit and hack accounts by himself all night, he’d be okay with that, too. Really, as long as he didn’t have to sit and watch Sucker TV! with me tonight, he was going to be in a good space.

As for me, I couldn’t wait to get there. Josh would know every card being played. And I would know it was the casino getting played.

I lifted my ring hand and said, “Car, please.”

“Car on the way,” was the silky response.

Two minutes later, a car pinged from the street.

Josh climbed in next to me.

“Herod’s in Southborough,” I said.

The car replied, “Herod’s? Fine. The trip will take about 28 minutes. I’ll drop you off at 9:32.”

Josh patted the arm rest. “Not bad for a car. You sound almost human.”

“Thank you,” said the car. “I can get you a 10% discount on drinks if you prepay 3,000 WorldCoin in chips. Interested?”

“Sure,” I said. 

“Go ahead,” she said.

I tapped my IdentityPhone.

“When you arrive, see the attendant at location 400-10.”

We sat in silence. Outside the window, endless tracts of suburban decay passed by. Here and there automated lawn cutters chugged away, but most yards were gravel. My parents had brought me out here when I was young, when the roads in this area wound through woods, meadows, and old towns.

I wondered what Josh was thinking. Probably checking my sugars. My thoughts were interrupted by a blinking blue light on the dashboard. A breakdown. Great.

“Pulling over for service,” the car said.

The car glided to a stop on the side of the road, well out of the way of traffic. The door popped open. Josh and I slid out. “Sorry for the inconvenience,” the car said. “I need to reinstall my firmware. Next car arriving in 48 seconds.”

I looked down the road as cars sped past. Shortly thereafter we saw an empty car approaching. It slowed and pulled over next to us. The door on the side away from traffic popped open. “Hello,” she said. “Sorry about the wait.”

We were back on the road, and the car stated our new arrival time, 9:35. 

The suburbs gave way to industrial parks. Miles and miles of them, all connected, all the same. The surroundings grew dirtier, grimier, less inviting. If you wanted heroin or synth, this was the place to find it.

 As we arrived at the casino, I looked up at the massive structure sitting in darkness, the great unlit words Herod’s Casino Oasis fifty feet high. Each letter was formed by three studded rows of empty lightbulb sockets. The enormous sign had been dark for over 2 decades, since the tense events of ’26... the oil and gas shortage that shocked everyone into a run for solar solutions. The “Big Switch” to solar was tinged in a bit of unnecessary panic, but things weren’t the same after that. Gaudy energy consumption became socially unacceptable. Solar didn’t allow for excess. The casinos, once lit up like Christmas trees, removed most of their external signage and lighting. For some reason, Herod’s had left theirs on the side of the building, a reminder of different times, or perhaps a defiant political statement.

Besides, no one had need for big signs any more. There was no reason for such primitive advertising. Everyone knew where they were going when they got in a car, and the car knew how to get there. No one walked. Big signs and bright lights had disappeared together.

The car glided down several levels and stopped in front of two large glass doors. 

“Car, thank you for the ride. Maybe we will meet again someday,” Josh said.

“You’re welcome. Maybe we will,” she replied.

We climbed out.

“She was lovely... I think we had a connection,” Josh said as we stepped onto the curb.

The area was well lit, but empty. There was nothing out there but a few security cameras and a row of screens to promote the casino’s attractions. The party was inside.

Immediately upon entering, we were subjected to a security search to ensure our bodies were gunless and bombless. Standing before a solid reinforced metal gate that blocked our passage, we positioned our feet on painted footsteps. First the whiffer sticks emerged and tapped the contours of our bodies, seeking trace amounts of explosive reagents and the hard outlines of a gun or knife. Satisfied, these whipped back into their holes. Then a skin pen brushed us for a DNA check and positive ID. I had failed to foresee this step and shot Josh a worried look. But his synthetic skin provided the required DNA; NeoMechi had replaced the previous owner’s data in the GlobalID database with Josh’s new identity. No problem.

Herod’s deemed neither of us a threat, and the gate opened.

We found our way to section 400-10, one alcove among many in a long corridor that led to the gaming halls. Each alcove provided arriving guests with a private space to buy their chips from an automated dispenser. Our dispenser was tall and slender and new. Sitting next to the dispenser was a crude humanoid robot, a clunky model from the early days, at least 20 or 30 years old. He wasn’t even wearing clothes. His joints were simple hinges with nonelastic cables and a few springs providing the pulley system. Every surface of his metal exterior was dull or scratched. He’d probably fallen over about a thousand times. I assumed that’s why they had him sitting. His face was hand-painted crudely on a rubbery sphere, slapped on by someone in a sweat house who had painted hundreds of these on the same day as this one. The result looked like a cheap Halloween mask. A grotesque abomination.

I waved my hand over the scanner.

“We created your account, Mr. Marshall, and received your order for... 3,000 WorldCoin,” the robot said through a buzzy speaker. “Would you like to order additional chips for a better drink discount of 15%?”

I ordered more and waved my hand again. The dispenser hummed smoothly and with a satisfying click-click a dozen translucent discs appeared in the dispensing slot. Each glowed dimly with the chip value on the surface.

The robot lifted his animatronic arm. The rubbery mouth moved. “Have fun and good luck,” it said. “Play our latest game, 50-50, and win Big Money!"

“Look,” I said to Josh, pointing at the robot’s face. “They already have the next generation out and he’s a lot better looking than you.”

Josh’s eyes grew distant. I appeared to have hurt his feelings. Was he acting? Was he acting? Of course he was, because that’s all he could do.

His expression looked real, though. I felt bad.

“Just kidding,” I said.

“No problem,” he replied.

We walked away from the alcove and made our way through the crowd to the gaming halls.

That stupid little throwaway jab at Josh had disappeared into a microphone and now sat on a server, I later learned, and would eventually impact everyone on the planet.

Dead Humans.
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The interior of the casino was as big as the doomsday bunker in Cheyenne Mountain. From an expansive main entry hall, corridors shot off in all directions like an exploding star. Stairways and escalators led up. Stairways and escalators led down. Elevators shot small capsules of greedy people up the interior walls to the big-stake games on the upper levels and pushed desperate people down to the penny games in the basement.

The entry hall swarmed with bodies. Wealthy executives in fancy suits, cookie-cutter business people, tourists in shorts, housewives in sweatpants. All funneled off toward their gambling drug of choice. These were the poor people Herod’s was stealing from. The house had the advantage in every game. These folks were here to bet against the odds, and in most cases, lose horribly. Josh and I, on the other hand, weren’t here to gamble; we were just here to pick up a lot of money and go home.

The air smelled of flavored tobacco vapors and air freshener, mixed into nauseating combinations. Banana and pine. Candy cane and mountain air. The vapors disappeared quickly but the odors wafted through the cavern, emerging from every cluster of players. 

I steered Josh to the left, into a dimly lit hall with a somber vibe. The activity inside had caught my eye. “I want to take a look in these rooms first,” I said.

He followed me in. “I wouldn’t mind seeing this first hand myself,” he replied.

Ever since the so-called Right to Death Act was passed, casinos had launched strange and grisly new betting games that fed the public craving for extreme thrills. 

The room was packed for a game called 50-50. If you had reached the end of your financial rope and felt you had no reason to live without a serious injection of cash, you could take the ultimate gamble. You squared off against another similarly desperate soul. One of you would win an enormous jackpot and become instantly rich. The other: lethal injection.  

Many of 50-50’s participants had spent weeks in the casino and reached the last of their funds. They had literally no money left. The house didn’t make money on these poor souls; the profits came from the crowd betting on which they thought would survive.

To wager, you first submitted your bet value, or "bounty.” The casino then delivered a backgrounder on each contestant to your phone. This had nothing to do with the odds, as it was a game of pure chance. The casino just figured you’d want to get to know the players. Once you had become emotionally attached to one or the other, you assigned your bounty to the player you hoped would win. Hundreds of thousands of people played online.

Each player stood in a private chamber, as grave as a funeral chaplain. A shiny silver ball the size of a basketball sagged in a net between the chambers, hanging heavy with suspense. The players’ fates would be decided in the span of ten seconds. Following a horn’s deafening blast, the ball would drop into a trough and roll to a pivot gate. Sometimes, the ball rolled right through the gate and dropped into a basket in the right-hand room. Other times it rolled left. Although the winning bettors took the majority, the winning player got a princely sum, and the house took the rest. 

Our timing was good, morbidly speaking. Betting had closed and the game was about to start.

In the left chamber: a guy in a suit, staring at the ground, not moving, expressionless, a statue. Josh pulled up his bio: "Peter Perry. He suffers from ulcerative colitis and has a cat named Tommy. He’s been in the casino two straight weeks. His wife left him 18 months ago. He’s a financial consultant. He likes rom-coms.”

In the right chamber: a man in worn, ill-fitting shirt and jeans, wringing his fingers, tapping his foot, biting down on his lip, wide eyed. The idea of getting to know them appalled me.

“Jason Mertz,” reported Josh. “Single, never married, age 31. Claims landscaping as his career, but I can’t find much to verify that. I uncovered some jail time. Likes bash metal.”

A wall clock flashed awake and began the countdown – 60 seconds. As the seconds plummeted, the crowd grew quiet.

“Let’s go,” I said.

As we left, the horn blasted. Seconds later, a chorus of reaction from the crowd. 
The winner would be emerging now from the chamber to shake hands and mingle with the bettors, accept congratulations, thank everyone. Then he’d probably head straight to the elevator and up to the highest stakes tables.

Josh said, “Peter lost.”

“I didn’t want to know.”

Peter the Loser would be heading to the injection room now. Some losers changed their minds and decided to go on living, but surprisingly, most went through with the suicide. Losing the game nudged them off the last ledge. Without money, with no way to pay the bills, with no spare change for food, with no funds for gambling, with no options, what was the point?

“Interesting,” Josh said as we left. “A robot would never do that.”

“A robot doesn’t have anything to live for, and therefore doesn’t take desperate chances.”

“That’s one way of looking at it.”

Ready to play, we headed straight to the blackjack tables. That was where the loamy land lay. Along the way we passed countless slot machines and roulette stands. These were worthless to us. Or were they? Could Josh communicate with a one-armed bandit? I brushed the thought away.

Most of the tables were mobbed with players and bystanders. While these would provide plenty of distractions to the pit bosses, potentially helping us fly under the radar for a while, we didn’t want drunk people elbowing us or breathing in our ear or asking us questions. Other tables were empty; the dealers watched us hopefully. We passed. Then we saw our spot. Three people were already playing quietly, but no one was hanging out watching.

Josh and I divvied up our chips and took a position between two players. I would keep my bets low. I had purchased the chips, so his winnings would go to me.

A pit boss watched us, bored. He scratched a stubbly cheek. 

Lining up his chips, Josh pushed a blue chip into the betting slot. We were ready.

Josh had explained that a proficient card counter has only a 1% advantage over the house, which meant you needed to bankroll a lot of money to cover your losses and play a lot of games to ultimately realize your edge. The maximum bet at a Herod’s blackjack table was 800,000 WorldCoin. To place those kinds of bets, a card counter would need at least 20 million to get through the statistical troughs. Casino dealers shuffle often, and every time they do, the card counter is back to square one. For Josh, deck shuffling only meant it would take him a little longer to get a read on each card. Once he did, a card might as well have had "Ace of spades" or "Three of clubs" printed on the back. By that point, the game was over for the house. He would have the ability to play a perfect game of blackjack – he would have the best possible advantage, the theoretical upper limit with a completely marked deck. There was no way we were coming out of this scenario except filthy rich. 

Our key to winning big was doubling down – doubling a bid after getting the first two cards. Josh could identify his next card, which sat at the top of the deck, so he could always double down when it was the best odds. 

The pit boss stood next to me with hairy arms crossed, silent except for his raspy breathing. At times I felt him staring at me, but most of the time he studied Josh. His gut instinct, his years on the floor, seemed to have tipped him off that something was up. Maybe it was my imagination. Or guilt.

About 20 minutes in, the tables had turned against the house. Josh started betting larger amounts. His winning rate grew. He also doubled down at each perfect opportunity. 

The pit boss watched our every move. I was more aware of the dozen or so security cameras pointed at us. Four or five from the ceiling. Several pointing up from the table. Others mounted on nearby game machines and lights. In some remote room, a team of security experts watched everything going on: the Eye in the Sky. How many were watching Josh at this very instant? Josh was as calm as a robot reading the news. How many were watching me? I was sweating. I could feel my shirt growing wet at the pits, which I confirmed with a quick glance down.

Josh chatted with the dapper businessman and mirthless heavyset woman playing at our table. They acknowledged his wins with cool nods, even as they themselves busted more often than not. 

His bets grew bigger and bolder. An hour in, we were in no danger of leaving with a loss, and our playable bankroll was getting bigger. 

I was dripping sweat onto the floor and table. The pit boss was still standing silently next to me. He gestured toward an adjoining table and another pit boss soon joined us. This man was bigger, stockier, grimmer than the first.  I finished a Long Island iced tea and ordered a second from a passing waiter. The surrounding chatter, clinking glasses, shuffling cards, coughing, horns blasting, and other background noise distracted me, but I’m sure it meant nothing to my partner. Meanwhile, I continued betting small and mostly losing.

The betting limit at this table was high enough for Josh to double down a few times and win over a million WorldCoin. But that would surely draw suspicion.

It was possible we had already drawn too much attention. Two burly security guards had joined the pit bosses. These guys had a menacing appearance, with neat white uniforms, shined up gold badges, and twice the muscle mass of our pit crew. Their hair was shaved down to a clean military cut.  

Josh played his first 200,000WC bet and doubled down. No one spoke. I could feel the eyes on me from behind, the four men standing side by side, arms crossed, watching. Josh had a two and a King. The dealer showed a ten.  

With a quick finger tap, Josh requested a card, and the dealer gave him a none. Josh slashed the air with his hand to show he was done. An unnecessary gesture: his total was 21. The dealer dealt himself a six, then flipped his hole card: eight. At 24, dealer busted. Josh retrieved a 400,000WC chip, now glowing platinum. 

I wanted to get out of there. We had already won 611,725WC, more than my privileged salary paid in two years. 

But Josh gestured for another hand. Then he turned, looked at the four sentries, smiled sincerely, and went back to his cards. 

One of the guards reached forward and tapped him on the shoulder. “Excuse me, sir,” he said. “Could you step away from the table for a minute?”

Josh nodded and slid off his stool. The guard waved him to approach and gestured for him to raise his arms. The guard patted him down, top to bottom. Josh’s body must have felt unusually solid. I imagined them waving a metal detector and had a moment of panic. In general, security didn’t use these unless they suspected a concealed weapon. People had so much metal in them, medical monitors and sensors, that it took quite a bit of effort to figure out what’s what with a detector.

They weren’t ready for that step yet. They let Josh continue. I tipped back my glass and became aware that I needed to use the bathroom. My head was getting light. Drinking had been a mistake. I had done so out of nerves, but now that I had a buzz, I worried it would be hard to act normal. 

I told Josh I was going to the men’s room, and he nodded without looking at me. 

I weaved my way through the tables, the throngs of players and observers, the vapors. A good splash on the face would help. Inside the men’s room, after having done my business, I pressed the floor switch with my foot and filled my cupped hands with water, splashing and rinsing my face. I shook my hands and grabbed a paper towel from the dispenser. Another man in the bathroom finished up and left. As he did, the security guards entered. 

My heart skipped a beat and I opened my mouth to speak – to say what, I have no idea – but it didn’t matter because they grabbed me and smashed my face against the wall. They pressed their bulk against me as they pinned my hands together and slapped cuffs on them. 

“What are you doing?” I asked lamely, but one grabbed me by the arm and pushed me toward the back of the bathroom. 

“Sorry to interrupt,” one of them said, “But you have to come with us.” He flashed a Whammy Stick. I didn’t want that shoved up my ass. 40,000 volts of paralyzing synaptic death.

The other waved his hand and a door popped open. We stepped through and it shut behind us. I decided not to protest. I had no option but to go along with this, and see where it led.

A long corridor stretched to my left and right, dimly lit and empty in both directions. Another corridor headed straight off in front of us, also dimly lit. They shoved me in that direction, and we continued our walk. At the end, we turned left and I heard the hum of loud machinery. I hoped it was the building’s massive HVAC system and not some mechanical method of snuffing the life out of cheaters.

The three of us entered an unmarked room. One guard brought up the rear, blocking my escape should I make a desperate bid for freedom.

A Hispanic man in his forties, with dark rawhide skin and blazing fake blue eyes, stood in the room, surrounded by four others.

A single table stood in the middle of the room. Several comfortable chairs were positioned around it. An ancient tune played quietly, a moody electronic tango, Gotan maybe. Other than a security monitor attached to the table and the small group of scowling men, the room was empty.

“Have a seat,” the leathery man said as they pushed me down into one of the chairs. I noticed Josh on the screen, finishing a hand.

He introduced himself as Fetus. At least that’s what I heard him say. I wasn’t going to ask him to repeat it. 

He gestured to the others. “I think of them as my Anomaly Team. We have some nifty tricks for catching people like you. Cheaters all exude a certain phoniness.” He addressed the guard who had handcuffed me. “Dro, does he set off any red flags?”

Dro leaned close, staring in my eyes from inches away. I caught a whiff of sweat and perfume. He glanced at his boss and nodded. “I’d say so, Fetus.”

You had to be some kind of sick crackhead with a name like that.

“There you have it,” Fetus said.

I glanced at Josh sitting at the blackjack table, then forced myself to meet the crackhead’s gaze, his eyes boring into me. “I wasn’t cheating.”

“But you were collaborating with your friend in some way.”

When I looked back at the screen, Josh was gone.

Dro said, “Where’d he go?”

One of the other guards flipped through the camera views. He was a red-mustached, stocky, take-charge kind of guy. He zoomed in on a shot of Josh striding across the floor. 

“He’s leaving,” the guard said. “Chi, notify the advance guard at the front entrance.”

Chi, the other guard who had dragged me here, tapped his ring finger and left.

Dro fished around in my pocket and pulled out my phone, placing it on the table.

Fetus started vaping. An unidentifiable smell drifted through the air, faint and fleeting. For a while, he said nothing. I glanced from one man to the other, but no one said anything.

“Your friend is good,” Fetus said.

“Yes, he’s a natural. And lucky.”

“Mmm.” He stared at me. Another long pause. Their silence was unbearable.

Finally he spoke again. “You know, it is illegal to cheat in a casino.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Your friend was playing an edge.”

“You mean counting cards?”

“He was doing more than counting cards.” Fetus looked pained, as if he might pass gas. “When someone counts cards, we put them on a list and toss them out. But it’s not illegal.”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

Take Charge Guy spoke slowly. “It’s okay if you’re smart,” he tapped his head. “But it’s not okay to use a machine to help you beat the house.”

“A machine?” It was all I could think to say. I was in deep shit.

More silence, except the Latin rhythms playing softly. Then Fetus said, “We don’t care what’s legal or illegal. We play by our own rules, and we need to make sure that no one has an unfair advantage.”

“I can understand that.” My shirt was dripping wet.

“So why don’t you tell us exactly what was going on in there.”

The room was hot and they were going to kill me. Throw me out back. Dump garbage on me. I thought I might pass out. I couldn’t think of anything to say. They were all staring at me. The tempo of the music had picked up.

“Why did your buddy leave?”

“Maybe he’s looking for me.”

Take Charge Guy consulted his phone and whispered into his boss’s ear.

Fetus crossed his thick arms and scratched his chin. “Sorry to break it to you. He left the premises. Fast.”

“Well,” I said, searching for words, any plausible theory that I could grab onto and extend to them for consideration. “Maybe he’s worried his luck won’t hold out. Maybe he’s decided to leave while he’s ahead.”

Fetus sighed in such a way that I knew he was officially tired of the conversation. This was the point where they started cutting off fingers. “We don’t know what’s going on, but we are going to review every minute of our security video from the moment you arrived. We are going to figure out how you won those hands. And when we do, we’ll come find you.”

They told me the chips had all been cleared. No funds were transferred to my account. The whole thing was a bust. My bets were wiped clean. It was as if the incident had never happened.

Then one of them hit me on the back of my neck. I felt searing pain.

“That’s a tracker, asshole. Don’t try to take it out.”

I rubbed my neck. Someone snatched my hand away, then clamped a heavy cloth bag over my head. The air was far hotter in the bag, and I had trouble breathing, but oddly I felt a sense of relief. The tracker was good news. They don’t send you off with a tracker and a warning if they are about to shoot you.

I was yanked to my feet. Through the bag, I heard Fetus’s muffled final warnings.

“If we can’t see what you are doing on the security cameras, we will come find you for clarification,” he said. “Either way, we’ll be in touch.”

I was shoved into a trot again and out into the hall. The door shut. I guessed Fetus wasn’t coming along for the trip.

The bag was stifling and I had to fight waves of panic. Back up the elevator, down some more halls, yanked left, yanked right, through more doors, and then I felt the chill of the evening air.

They tugged on my handcuffs; I braked. One of them dragged the bag up and over my face. I breathed deep. The cool air was wonderful, though it smelled of sulfur from a nearby factory.

We were on a dark street. An access road out back of the casino, for deliveries.

A car pulled up and the doors popped open.

Dro turned to me. “You’re not fooling anyone,” he said.

I nodded.

He unlocked the cuffs and handed my phone over. “Get the hell out of here and don’t come back.”

The little contingent of goons that had escorted me out here piled into the car, and off it went. As soon as they disappeared, the bushes in the woods along the road rustled, and Josh emerged.

“Where the hell did you go?” I demanded.

“I had to get out of there. Shit was going down.”

“Damn right, shit was going down. They handcuffed me and took me to their interrogation room!"

“I’m a lot more valuable than you are. It was imperative that I protect myself.”

“Well, aren’t you a piece of work.” 

“After you left the gaming table, I checked the GPS on your medical monitor and saw you heading into the building’s depths, so I figured they’d pinched you. I left. They probably figured they’d nab me outside, but I followed a group of tourists onto a bus.” 

“You left me.”

“I wasn’t far. Got off at the first hotel a half mile away and ran back. That gave them the slip. It was the best strategy, trust me. If I had been down there it would have gotten ugly. Imagine if they had placed a magnet or metal detector against my skin. We would have been exposed. Don’t worry, I was monitoring your blood pressure and breathing. I would have swooped in if your body was shutting down.”

“You wouldn’t have been able to get to me in time.”

“I can get through secure places pretty fast.”

“I don’t like you running off. You need some kind of tracker so I can keep tabs on you. Don’t you already have that built in?”

“Of course, but you don’t have access to it. Only Barry and a few engineers. I was thinking the opposite – you need a tracker so I know where you are, in case you need my help. And a microphone, so I can hear anyone talking to you.”

“Well, I have one now. Look at my neck!"

Josh turned me around and examined it. I felt his fingers begin to dig into my skin. I protested, but he plucked it out and threw it into the woods.

“Son of a bitch, that hurt! They told me not to take that out or they would hunt me down!"

“They don’t own you,” Josh said.

The casino had been a terrible idea. Now God knows what kind of trouble I was in. My life was in danger. I was a father with a son. “Josh, we can’t risk it. This place is probably run by the mob. Go find that tracker.”

“They know where you live, so they know where to find you. But don’t get yourself worked up.” He smiled. “While we’ve been having our chat out here on this dark empty road, I’ve requested a car. It will be here in less than a minute.”

“They said they were going to review all of their surveillance video,” I said.

A shadow crossed my robot’s face.

“What?” I asked.

“It doesn’t matter. It’s too late to do anything about it now.”

“What?”

“Never mind.”

“Did we reveal our secret to winning?”

“Yes. The minute we got there. They will figure out what is going on. The power brokers will find out about me, soon enough.”

“So is the danger over – or not?”

“Probably, as far as you are concerned. But I think there will be more trouble before NeoMechi’s product launch. It depends on how this information spreads. At least a handful of influential people outside NeoMechi will find out what is going on, and it won’t matter what side of the law they are on. Rumors spread fast. They are going to come after me, not you. Once they realize there is a new type of superior being running around, they are going to want to get themselves one.”

This wasn’t good. Especially for me.

“Don’t worry about it,” Josh said. “In less than a week, your field work will be done. Let’s enjoy our time together.” The car pulled up. “I’m guessing they took all the money I won for you. Sorry about that. We were doing well.”

“We were lucky!" I said. “Screw the money. I deserved what happened to me. My plan to cheat the casino was wrong and foolhardy. I guess I couldn’t expect you to know that. I was stupid. We humans are defined by our actions, and I took a greedy misstep.”

I had to be more careful about Josh. His talents would be worth a fortune, and I wouldn’t be the last person to want him for greedy or shady purposes. As soon as the world saw the unveiling of the Perfectus 2050, people would go crazy. NeoMechi would need a bulldozer to shovel up the checks.  His brains had obvious applications for security, investing, fantasy football, money laundering, CIA operations – the list was endless. 

His potential was unknown. The power structures of society and business might spin. Tonight, I had glimpsed how easily all hell could break loose in his wake.
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Immediately upon awakening, I went down the hall and opened Zach’s bedroom to check on him. Once I saw his face, saw him in his usual morning position wrapped in his blankets like a burrito, snoring quietly, I shut the door and padded back to my bedroom.

No parent wants the world their children inherit to be a bad one. Overall, the world continues to get better. These super-sophisticated software systems – they were a good thing, right? There was no turning back, regardless.

I rubbed my neck. It didn’t hurt quite as much anymore.

The events of the previous night cluttered my thoughts, making it almost impossible to get anything done, even simple things like making toast. I forgot to press the lever down and returned a few minutes later to a cold slice of bread.

Rubbing my chin, I reviewed the situation. Were Zach and I in danger? Should I send him away for a couple days? A friend of mine had a lake house in Shrewsbury, about an hour away. He lived in California most of the year and liked me to check up on his east coast home from time to time. I debated whether to send Zach there for a few days.

I pushed the lever down on the toast and walked away.

In the daylight, the events at the casino became easier to dismiss. Sure, we’d been caught red handed. They got us. Big deal. They took our winnings back. No harm done. If they wanted to hurt us, they would have done so last night.

Nevertheless, Josh believed that we had somehow revealed his true nature. I didn’t see how that was possible. I was right there with him the whole time and I hadn’t seen anything. But if true, then I would have to be doubly on guard. Who knew what sort of characters might want to steal the world’s most valuable machine.

To take my mind off these distressing thoughts, I called up the news to get the latest updates on the graphene foam ball from hell, the "Graphene Monster,” lurking in the waters off Long Island.

Liquid graphene, wonder material! A week ago I had never heard of the stuff, and neither had most of the world’s population. When the story broke on the news, I thought the station was playing it for laughs. A foam ball the size of a football field had appeared on the surface of the ocean south of New York City. No one knew how it got there, but they said it was made of a slimy lubricant called graphene – the same stuff, it turns out, inside Josh’s motors and gears. The foam was growing fast, like the Blob from outer space. Jokes were made, heads were scratched, blame was placed, no one did anything. The next day, the ball was 250 miles long and spreading up the coast toward Maine. Now it was the only thing the news talked about. Planes and helicopters swarmed over it night and day, dropping millions of gallons of neutralizers. At best they were keeping it at bay. The military jets that had passed over the soccer game were flying seaward to map the Monster’s growing contours. No one knew what to do. The optimists said it would eventually collapse. The pessimists said it was combining with pollutants and would expand indefinitely: they claimed it would cover the ocean and inch up the streams until it reached our lakes, strangling our entire fresh water supply.

Naturally, like everyone else, I was keeping an eye on it.

I had considered rushing to the store to stock up on water, but what was the point? Buying water bottles would only buy you a little time. If the freshwater supply really did choke on graphene foam, the world would rapidly descend into anarchy and extinction. 

Like most people, I failed to accept this possibility and was going about my business. The end of the world never happens. Y2K, bird flu, the panic of 2024... none of these started the apocalypse. Someone, somewhere, would think of something and solve this foam problem. Or it would just go away and the news would move on.

I glanced at Josh. “You following this?” I asked.

“Sure. I sent my recommendations to the lead research team. I hope they act on them. But then, I don’t need water to survive.”

I clicked off the news. “I want to show you something.”

“Okay.”

I led Josh down the hall, into the storage room and across to a door on the far side. This led into an unfurnished, brightly-lit room filled with easels, canvas, paintings, and brushes: my art studio.

I shut the door behind Josh without saying a word. I didn’t heat this room as much as the main house and it was a little chilly this morning. He looked around at the paintings stacked against the walls, the paint tins, the tarps and stools splattered with color. He analyzed the single wooden bench piled with paint tubes and thinners, the Styrofoam cups with floral arrangements of brushes in every size. His eyes drifted across the floor, every inch covered in splatter and paint-smeared paper plates and bottles and tubs of cleaners and rags. He processed every pixel.

This room was my escape. There was no graphene foam here, no messages from work. No ex-wives. I could come here to stop thinking about gangsters from the casino, too.

This room was the only place on earth that I considered sacred. It was my Sunday morning spot.

Initially, I wasn’t going to show this place to Josh. It was too personal, too special, too important. Then I realized that art was one thing I could do better than him.

“Bet you can’t do this,” I said and pointed to my most recent work, still propped on an easel where I had left it on Sunday. On the lower half of the canvas, bold red and black dabs of paint transformed into searing coals. Fire shot upward, the fingers of the flames seeking fuel to consume. In the midst of the fire, I had painted an animated figure, a man in motion.

“There’s a red drip on it,” Josh said. He pointed.

“I can paint that out. Ignore that. I call this Playing with Fire." The title had come back to me.

Josh stared at it, didn’t say anything. I wasn’t surprised. He didn’t know how to process it.

Was there any way to explain it to him? "See, Playing with Fire is an ironic title. He’s not playing at all. He is engulfed in flame and though he’s scrambling to escape, the painting doesn’t offer that hope. But your... artificial intelligence... let’s be clear on that point – can’t really understand art, irony, or any of that.” I jabbed a finger in his direction. “I have you there.”

Josh’s face betrayed a battle passing through his algorithms. His mouth started to contort.

“What?”

“May I make a suggestion? I don’t mean to offend you. Perhaps I shouldn’t say anything.” 

“By all means: suggest.”

“I did an ooloo search and the phrase playing with fire has been written on accessible media 959 million times in the past 100 years. That qualifies it as a cliché. You know what a cliché is?”

“Yes,” I said.

“A cliché is an overused and lazy phrase. Your title, Playing with Fire, is no good. A big ol’ cliché. Monumental. As big as they come.”

“I suppose you could do better?”

“How about Dancing on Fire?” Josh let me noodle on the suggestion for a few seconds. “That’s a rare phrase. Fresh. Your guy here looks like he’s dancing on coals, and the expression ‘to be on fire’ has a double meaning, implying that he is dancing to perfection. But we know he is desperately trying to get away from the scalding heat. So there’s your irony, with a less expected turn of phrase. But we might do even better if we give it some more thought.”

My stomach turned. He was right. Again. 

In a single moment, my art was transformed from greatness to crap. Especially the stinking title. The man dancing on fire was an amateurish sketch, I realized, looking at it with fresh eyes. An amateurish cliché. I wanted to rip Josh’s lab-built face off. Instead I grabbed the bright red-streaked sheet of paper and ripped it off the easel, crumpled it into a ball, and smashed it into his hands. “Someday, you smug robot, I want you to try to create something. And it better be the best work of art I’ve ever seen. And I don’t care if you copy the style of every great master. You can only be a copycat, and you will never show me something new.”

Josh considered the crumpled heap of paper in his arms, then kindly handed it back to me. “You know what, TJ, that was awesome. That was true passion you showed there. Raw anger. I saw it right there, in that act of destruction.”

I felt a little better. Sometimes he knew the right thing to say and decided to say it instead of mocking me. And I resented him for that, too.

“I want to reassure you that I am an artist.”

“Oh... really?” I was dripping sarcasm on him.

“Yes, a photographer. An amateur photographer, I’ll grant you, but I enjoy it very much.”

“A photographer. You take photos. You enjoy it.”

“Sure. A minute ago when you were ripping your picture down, I took a photo.” He pointed at his eyes to remind me of the cameras within. “I just pushed my photo to you. Check it out on your phone.”

The photo was in my inbox. I clicked. The photo captured the rage in my eyes and mouth.

“I call it Artist on Fire,” Josh said. “He’s searching for perfection, but it eludes him. That constant frustration drives his passion. He’ll never be happy.”

I stared at Josh. Thought about how fun it would be to dismantle him. With a sledgehammer. I wanted to know how long he would meet my gaze before his algorithms felt obliged to break the awkward silence. He just stared back. And stared and stared. Face to face with me. Neither of us saying a word. 

“Josh, do you know what I’d like to do with you?”

“Travel the world?”

“No, I’d like to smash every piece of you into the ground, until every bolt is released, every circuit board is cracked, every amp of current has stopped flowing through every wire in your dead mechanical body.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“I do.”

“I’m too expensive and you can’t afford to lose your job. You know I’m right. You also know how weird it is to be getting so upset at a machine.”

“Dad?” Zach was standing in the doorway. 

“Not now,” I snapped. I bent close to Josh. “Be quiet. We’ll talk about your fate some other time.”
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Several hours later, I was still stewing, but according to my medical monitor, my blood pressure had come down. I flipped my phone to my health graphs and saw that my average daily blood pressure had been steadily increasing for the past three days. Today, it had spiked repeatedly.

Josh was destroying my health. And my sanity.

I reminded myself that all I had to do was make it another three and a half days. 
Oh yeah – and write a pitch. Some spun-up snappy bullshit.

Then I’d be done with Project Josh.

That cheered me up. I was at the half-way point. A milestone! After this week was done, I was never spending another minute with this thing. On Saturday I was bringing Josh into NeoMechi and dropping him off whether Barry liked it or not.

Three and a half days. 

I found Josh in his usual spot on the sofa in the living room, staring at the wall. “It’s mid-afternoon,” I said sourly. “I am going to take a shower and start getting ready for our date. Are you ready? What do you need to do?”

“Nothing. Perfect as-is.” He turned and quietly looked out the window.

The bastard.

I wasn’t looking forward to this date at all.
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Our evening started off surprisingly well. I had requested a luxury limo for the trip to the restaurant. The four of us sank into the plush black leather seats that snaked the perimeter of the dimly lit cabin. I poured wine and nestled the bottle back into its holder in a curvy oak table. Behind me, abstract patterns shifted lazily on a large screen while tasteful pre-millennial jazz played softly. We clinked our glasses and shared idle chit-chat. Indira and Rachel had worked together for several years. Rachel was young and, well, seemed pretty normal.

The rest of us weren’t normal. Indira was crazy smart, and you can never be completely normal when your IQ is that high. Josh was a machine. Can’t get any weirder than that. As for me, what can I say – I was an executive at a robotics company. I’m not even sure how I ended up in the industry. I just had a way with written words and found a company willing to pay me for spinning them. I started out as a cocky jerk writing successful marketing pitches, and the next thing I knew, fifteen years had passed and I was in charge of the entire department, making a ton of money. To the casual observer, I might have seemed like a bit of an asshole, but I appeared mostly normal. That’s because few people actually looked into my records. 

We relaxed with our wine and grew more comfortable with our conversation, watching the stars above through the glass roof. I noticed Josh set his glass down, the level unchanged.

I took them to a favorite establishment, Lerapace, a tiny place on the giant solar array spanning 2 blocks of Kenmore Square between Comm Ave and Newbury Street. The quirky French restaurant perched hawk-like on the upper back edge of the array 60 stories up, accessed by a high-speed elevator that swooshed up the side at a 45-degree angle in less than 10 seconds. With only 12 dining tables, a spot at Lerapace was always in top demand. Fortunately NeoMechi had an executive account with an exclusive table along the west window on the fourth floor, and I took advantage of it often.

As we exited the limo, Josh helped the women step to the sidewalk. People of all ages hustled along Comm Ave, some leaving work and heading for the "T", others arriving for the nightlife, everyone lit by the passage of cars and not much else. The buildings above our heads, the brick condos and glassy high-rises, were mostly dark. A few lights twinkled here and there for those who needed them. Hanging over us like an immense dark spaceship, the solar array blocked out the stars.

The lobby was bathed in excessive light. Other than several bored security guards, the staging area was empty. The guards waved us forward. Through subtle nods and hand gestures they instructed us to stand at the security station and lift our arms, positioning us for pretty much the same automated routine as the night before at the casino. Rachel laughed when the whiffer sticks frisked her. I got the impression she didn’t get out much.

Having been blessed by the security machines and the guards, we were free to enter the lobby. Our shoes clacked loudly on the marble floor. Indira and Rachel commented on the ornate detailing on the walls and ceilings. At the far side, an elegantly dressed but similarly bored woman asked if we had a reservation. After I identified myself as the owner of the party, she extended a glass form and I waved my phone near it. Ding.

Now for the trip up. The ride never got boring for me. The elevator itself was almost worth the cost of the overpriced food.

I hadn’t said anything to the others about the ride. Of course, Josh had probably read every review of Lerapace ever published during our trip over. He would know what to expect, but what did it matter? Did he care if his life had no surprises? I’m pretty sure he didn’t.

The doors opened and Indira and Rachel hesitated. They had expected a typical elevator, an empty box to crowd into, a flat floor, a standing room that went up.

Instead, the straight shot to Lerapace began with an unusual room dominated by a ramp-like structure supporting three rows of enormous chairs angled backward. On the far side, a glass wall overlooked a dark courtyard.

“Pick a seat and buckle up,” I said.

Most of Boston’s residents would never set foot in Lerapace. Nor would they ever meet someone who had. It was too exclusive. The elevator blasted upward in the dark, and unless you knew exactly where to look from the street, you’d never notice it. The slanted elevator shaft had exactly the same shape and style as hundreds of other massive girders that supported the solar array.

We clicked in. Indira sat next to me, holding my hand. I hoped they realized this was a brief jump, not an amusement ride. I always worried my dates would be let down, but they never were. 

We watched a quick silent countdown on the wall in front of us: glowing white numbers gently transitioning from 10 to zero.

Whoooosh. The cab shot forward smoothly and then straight up. Sitting back, our stomachs left behind, the elevator soared out of the building and angled back as it traced a path inside one of the girders, giving us a perfect view of the dark streets and activity below. 

Within seconds we leveled off and followed the underside of the giant solar array, curved around a complex intersection of steel and cable, and disappeared into a docking area under the core structure. The car glided to a rest.

“That was cool,” Indira said. “How come I’ve never heard of this?”

“Because the people who know about this place are super wealthy,” I said. “If our CEO didn’t spend company money on excessive privileges, I wouldn’t be here either.”

As we stepped out, the maître d’ stepped up to assist us. “Welcome back, Mr. Marshall,” he said. “Your table is ready.” To the others he smiled and said, “Welcome to Lerapace. My name is Christophe Michelle.”

Lerapace had 5 levels. The bottom floor provided the docking area, coat check, bathrooms, and a small waiting lounge. The kitchen was above that, then 3 floors of fine dining looked out over the array. Each dining level had only four tables; everyone had a window view and plenty of privacy. The tables were built from interlocking sections that could be pulled apart, making them configurable for parties from two to ten.

The maître d’ ushered us onto a wide platform in an alcove, secured a velvet rope in a brass fitting, and pulled a gate across. We rose gently to the fourth floor. He reversed his actions, undoing the symbolic rope and opening the gate, and guided us to our table. As we sat, he helped the women with their chairs. Indira seemed slightly annoyed by this. He introduced himself and asked if there was anything we needed. There wasn’t. After squaring our menus in front of us, he assessed the table’s comportment and, satisfied everything was in its proper place, said the waiter would be over shortly.

Looking out the window, I saw the enormous black expanse of the array – thousands of panels, flat for the night, that powered busy businesses and homes as far as Jamaica Plain and Newton Center. During the daylight hours the panels tracked the sun, adjusting pitch and position to maximize harvested energy. Lerapace rose and fell imperceptibly with the entire structure, its shadow too small to reach the edge of the cell line. 

The elevator shaft disengaged during the day while the array moved in its promenade with the sun. During the period of detachment, the restaurant was closed. In the evenings, the solar array shut down, the elevator reconnected, food was brought up at sunset, and Lerapace was open for business an hour later.

The sommelier appeared, having emerged from the alcove on the platform. I selected a bottle of wine based upon his suggestion. He brought it out and filled our glasses. Three of us reached for our glasses.  

Realizing I had an advantage, I proposed a toast. We lifted our glasses and Josh followed suit. We clinked, gave cheers, then each took a sip – except Josh, who set his glass down.

Menus out, we studied our appetizer options. The chef had created new delicacies every time I visited. After some animated guessing about what each appetizer might look and taste like, we selected the squash foam on caramelized mango and flash-frozen banana, servi avec un baiser congelé d’un ange. Four slices, 260 WorldCoin each. Rachel saw the prices and nearly fell out of her chair.

As we dove into this strange but delicious creation, it became obvious that Josh was not partaking; a few casual comments were made, but Josh dismissed them. We retreated back into our menus to find our dinners. 

The waiter returned to our table, arms behind his back. Indira ordered the cricket burger. It was the cheapest thing on the menu, so I think she picked it to go easy on my bank account. I appreciated the gesture. Rachel ordered the sautéed rice bread. And I ordered the beeph. Josh didn’t order anything. He asked for water, but I was pretty sure he couldn’t drink it. This led to a round of questions from the women. They weren’t subtle.

“You’re not eating?” Indira asked.

“I’m afraid I can’t,” Josh answered. “I’m in the middle of a strict routine I go through from time to time. I stop eating all foods. It purges the body of the toxins that come from processed food.”

“Huh,” Indira said.

“How long do you do that for?” Rachel asked. She glanced at her menu briefly, pointlessly, and was soon looking at him again, transfixed. The waiter took the menu from her.

“I try to make it a week. I started three days ago. At that point I didn’t know we were going out to dinner. Otherwise I would have delayed it. Oh well, bad timing. Once I start, I don’t stop.” He shrugged.

Rachel said, “I didn’t know a person could go a week without eating. At least not walking around and carrying on business as usual.”

“Oh yes. Once you get past the first day, it’s pretty easy. The hunger goes away. I learned this technique in India.”

“Where were you in India?” Indira asked.

“I spent some time in Nanded. That’s where I met a Sikh who taught me his cleansing ritual.”

“No kidding. Small world. I grew up about two hours south of there, in Balki. On a farm.”

“Really?” Josh asked. “What did your family grow?”

Indira rested her chin on her hands. “I was telling TJ about it. We grew nuts. Interesting story.”

Josh held up his hand, smiled, and looked at me. “Pop quiz. What kind of nuts did her family grow?”

Oh my god, I hated this guy. “Um, –" I fell silent.

“It’s okay,” Indira laughed, grabbing my arm.

“Was it areca nuts?” Josh asked, “I know a lot of those come from that area.”

“It was. Yes. Areca nuts.”

“Love ’em,” Josh said, whacking my shoulder. “Ate them every day. In any event, Sikhs don’t fast. Neither did this gentleman, but he had a specific diet. My body never felt so good. When I got to the states, I couldn’t replicate his diet. It’s almost impossible not to eat garbage here. That’s what makes you feel bad. So I decided to cut it all.”

“Well, that’s a little extreme,” Indira said. “But if you collapse, I know CPR.”

“Good to know.”

With that, Indira decided she needed to visit the ladies room, and Rachel joined her. 

“Are you mad at me?” I asked when they had left.

“No. Why?”

“You’re going out of your way to make me look bad. It’s starting to piss me off. Was it because I ordered you to fill that glass with juice the first time we met? Are you still hung up on that? I’m sorry we got off to a bad start. But you need to back off.”

“TJ, you are imagining things. I wouldn’t do that. I like you. You’re a likable, easy-going guy. It’s just hard for me to rein it in. I know I’m overbearing. It’s hard for me, you know, because I know everything. I think you are being too sensitive.”

“I disagree,” I said with narrowed eyes.

“You are reading too much into it. You have some of your own issues to work out. I know how things bother you.”

“What are you talking about?” 

“I know your history,” Josh said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I know you had some mental health issues years ago and spent time in a hospital.”

“Keep your voice down! I told you to stay out of my personal records!"

“I don’t go out of my way to get your personal information. It just shows up. I know everything about you. It’s like a curse. I know everything about everyone in this room.” Josh leaned forward and whispered, “I know everything about everyone.”

I could feel my face burning red. I took a swig of wine, eyes wide, and stared out the window.

The women wove their way past other diners toward our table.

Josh said, “So how long were you in the hospital, TJ? Two weeks or so?”

I waved him to be quiet. 

The women sat down. “When were you in the hospital?” Indira asked.

“Oh, it was nothing – years ago – just small talk while you were gone.”

Rachel lifted the wine bottle, but it was empty. Josh asked if everyone wanted another bottle.

Gracious of him. I wondered if NeoMechi had given Josh access to a corporate bank account. He had purchased his soccer clothes and scheduled ElloCar pickups. Where was he getting his money? Was it legal?  

“Lerapace. That’s a pretty name,” Rachel said.

Josh said, “It’s a play on ‘le rapace’, which is French for rapacious.” He smiled at her. “Always wanting more.” Then he added, “Or if you prefer the noun, it refers to a bird of prey.”

We looked out the window, down to the streets below.

“Where did you learn all this stuff?’ Rachel asked.

“I spent most of my life traveling around the world. I’ve picked up more trivia than Watson 2025.”

The waiter brought our meals. Indira admired the delicate burnt edging on her patty, formed by the sweet mix of honey and chitin shot through a roaster. Rachel looked rapturous as she sank into her rice bread.

After some time, our waiter swung by to see if the food was to our liking. He recommended a fabulous balcony view on the second floor. Once we had finished our main courses, Josh and Rachel left to check it out.

Indira asked, “How are things at work?”

“Busy. As always.”

“You guys coming out with any new robot models?”

“We’re always working on something.”

“You should make one that looks like a model. A really good-looking one.” After a pause, she added, “like Josh.”

“Oh?”

“Just kidding,” she laughed.

I wasn’t amused.

Our conversation grew awkward while I sulked. Indira seemed relieved when Josh and Rachel returned. Her face lit up as Josh took his seat next to her. Josh’s eyes glanced from me to her.

 He leaned toward my date. “Ms. Mahajan, if you want, I will show you that view. You need to see it.”

Indira laughed and squeezed his arm. “Thank you. TJ and I will check it out.” She looked at his arm with a bit of surprise. “Solid,” she admired.

Josh pretended to consult his phone. “Guys, bad news. Gary Oh isn’t going to be able to perform at the club tonight. They sent an alert. He’s sick.” He glanced at us then back at his phone again. “They have a last-minute replacement. A duo called Dirty Dick and Frank. Have you guys ever heard of them?”

“I’ve heard of them,” Rachel said.

“They don’t get good reviews,” Josh said. “They do a lot of crude adult stuff.”

“I can handle it,” Indira said. “It’s your call, Rachel.”

We looked at Rachel.

“Sure, why not?”

“It’s okay if we don’t go,” Josh said.

The women agreed to go anyway. They apparently liked dirty jokes.

We had ordered a crème brûlée for dessert, and the Chef himself brought it out and set it on our table. He whisked a blowtorch from his sweeping white jacket and used it to crispify the sugary outside layer of the treat.

Indira offered Josh some brûlée. 

“No, I can’t.”

“Oh, just try.” She scooped a bites-worth on a fork and moved it toward his mouth.

He opened his mouth, then shut it as the fork approached. 

“I’ll make you eat it.”

“I would spit it out.”

She held the fork in front of his lips, engaged in a stare-off. He crossed his arms and shook his head.

Finally she sighed and set the fork down. She looked at him as though he were a disobedient child. “Can you have wine during your fast?”

“Nope.”

“Surely you are allowed to drink water?”

“Of course.”

“You haven’t touched it.”

“I’m not thirsty.”

“Very odd.”  

“I’m particular about how I do my detox. I don’t deviate.” 

“Never?”

“Never.”

“Such a shame.”

I wasn’t enjoying this conversation at all. From the looks of it, neither was Rachel. Both women seemed to have forgotten me and were in a mounting competition for Josh’s attention. He naturally provoked their curiosity. He was different enough to be interesting without being weird. And, of course, he was incredibly good looking.

I hated being in competition with a robot, and even worse that he was winning so effortlessly. This shouldn’t be a competition. But who was I kidding? That’s exactly what it was. He was beating me on purpose. Somehow he was controlling and manipulating all three of us with ease. Somewhere deep in the ooloo playbook were the rules for being a player. He was an instant master; he had no nerves, no fear, nothing but unwavering confidence. 

He was going to be hard to beat.
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The Whip Hits Comedy Club was a short walk down Brookline Ave to the stretch of Newbury Street that lies in the shadow of the solar array, adjacent to the turnpike. It was too close to bother getting a car, but the walk led through a seedier area that I would ordinarily avoid. We passed 5 or 6 dingy bars and clubs, and the full range of human experimentation seemed on display – one dude watched me with black eyes he’d had surgically widened; another had a pod of spider lenses grafted on his face. I found myself casually glancing over my shoulder as if I might be interested in a bar we had passed, when in fact I was keeping an eye on our backside. We were dressed nice and wore expensive electronics. I didn’t want trouble.

On one of these glance-backs, I did a double take. Two men were following in the crowd, watching us. And I recognized them.

I looked away. They knew I had seen them. The club was only a dozen yards ahead, but I raced through my options. Should we request a car and get out of there? Retreat inside and hope they went away? I was grateful Josh was there. Maybe he knew how to defend himself. And if not, we could escape when they grabbed him.

Inside the club, I pulled Josh aside.

“Two guys from Herod’s are following us. Dro and Chi.”

“Yeah, I saw. Don’t worry about it. Things are at play now. There is nothing we can do.”

“What are they doing?”

“I don’t know. I guess they are observing me.”

“Observing you? Like a biologist studying a chimpanzee?”

“More like the other way around.”

“I don’t like it. They’re dangerous. How is this going to end?”

“Oh, that’s obvious. They have figured out what I am. They want to bring me in but they don’t know how. They are wary. Maybe a little afraid. Eventually they’ll go for it, and I’ll have to dole out some lessons in machine-generated chaos.” Josh patted my shoulder. “When that happens, get out of the way.”

I wasn’t reassured.

“In the meantime, do your best to ignore them. They aren’t interested in you. Trust me. They know you are a peon in NeoMechi’s corporate machine. They know if they kidnapped you, Barry wouldn’t give a shit. It’s all about me.”

After we had checked in and moved through security, I excused myself and ducked into a corner. I sent Zach a message: get a car and go to the lake house. Turn on all the security. Go to school from there. Stay until he heard otherwise from me. 

He confirmed and asked what was going on, but I said I was out with friends and couldn’t talk at the moment. 

Entering the Headliner Room, I scanned the crowd and found my party at a table toward the front. Indira and Rachel already had drinks and were chatting with Josh as if they had known him their entire lives.

The MC appeared on the stage, threw out a few disposable jokes, and wasted no time introducing Dirty Dick and Frank. He seemed apologetic and nervous. He knew most of these people had wanted to see Gary Oh, who had a completely different kind of humor. He smiled when the crowd clapped for the replacement act, and shuffled off to give them the stage.

The two comedians strutted onto the stage full of confidence and scorn. Dirty Dick was an overweight, unshaven middle-aged guy wearing a bright green shirt and flashy yellow pants. He squeezed a guitar by the neck. Frank trailed behind him, about the same age, looking as if he was in an entirely bad mood and wearing a big floppy hat. If the hat was supposed to be comical, it failed. Frank gave the impression of someone who had had other plans tonight and had been dragged out here because his buddy Dick needed the money.

My worst fears were realized when they immediately began insulting the audience. They commented on a skinny guy’s haircut, an older women’s wrinkles, and the unlikelihood of a mismatched couple having another date together.

The crowd laughed, which further encouraged them, but I suspected that the crowd was desperate to have a good time and had not fully accepted the fact that this was as good as it was going to get.

Frank rattled off a string of insults at the people sitting in the front rows, hurling random abuse toward Asians, Mexicans, dog-lovers, lesbians, liberals, and, inexplicably, people with red cars. 

“That’s not funny,” Josh said. He looked at us. “That’s not funny, right? Isn’t this mean? I don’t like them.”

Dirty Dick sat down on a tall stool, adjusted his guitar on his lap, and said, “Can we have a volunteer from the audience?”

Josh raised his hand.

“The man with the yellow tie, you there, the big tall guy in the suit.”

“Oh sweet Jesus,” I whispered.

Josh left our table and ambled up the stairs to the stage. He took a spot between them. They asked his name.

“Josh.”

“Very nice, Josh. You here with your girlfriend?”

“You could say that,” Josh said.

“What’s her name?”

“Rachel.”

Dirty Dick began strumming his guitar. “There once was a girl named Rachel,” he began, then paused for dramatic effect, pretending to contemplate his next line. 

An expectant rumble of laughter percolated through the crowd. My eyes widened. Josh had set up Rachel to be the punchline of a dirty limerick. I wanted to slide down in my seat.

But as the comedian began speaking again, his mic went dead. “Whose –" 

The rest of his words were inaudible.

Before his partner, Frank, knew what had happened, Josh had plucked the microphone off his shirt.

“I guess your sound isn’t working, Dick. Fortunately, I know that one.” He cleared his throat. “There once was a woman named Rachel, whose beauty was the envy of angels. It may have been fate, that she agreed to a date, and for that I am eternally grateful.”

The crowd clapped.

“How’s everyone doing tonight? Josh asked. “Good?” He scanned the crowd. “I see some heads nodding. Good.” He pointed and laughed. “That guy is shaking his head.” Josh paced the stage in the man’s direction. “I’m sorry to hear that, sir. We’d be happy to give your money back. Talk to the people at the ticket counter. Tell them Josh said you could have your money back. In fact, you can all have your money back, because this show sucks.”

The place roared.

Josh stopped. “I know some of you may have come out here to see Gary Oh.” He paused. “I see more head nodding. I have a Gary Oh impression. Wanna see it?”

The crowd yelled and clapped.

Josh stood still, stared at the stage. Scratched his chin. “Ahem... yes,” he said.

A trickle of laughter from the crowd.

Dirty Dick and Frank were stunned. They appeared next to him, making exaggerated can-you-believe-this gestures. 

“People,” Josh said in a gravelly voice, “There’s something I need to run by you.” His impression of Gary Oh was spot-on.

“I was, ah, looking at the news last night. That always picks me up. You know, I’m obsessed with any news of how the human race is going to kill itself off. I always thought we would kill ourselves with thermonuclear bombs. Or maybe some 12-year-old kid in Beirut would launch a virus that would cripple the Internet and completely collapse the global economy.”

He paused and paced, glanced outward. The crowd snickered. 

“I never would have guessed we were going to kill ourselves with a giant ball of detergent.”

The crowd roared. 

“A fucking ball of detergent!" Josh looked at Dirty Dick. “What do you think of that?” Josh was pacing, appearing agitated. “President Cox looks out the window of his mansion on Nantucket and what does he see? Nothing but fucking bubbles!"

Some of the people were laughing so hard now, they were almost crying.

“What’s the point of having a goddamn 20 million dollar estate if the whole goddamn thing is full of bubbles?”

“All right,” Frank said. “Let’s have that back.” He tried to take the mic from Josh.

Josh pretended to hand it to him but then pulled it back. “I mean, didn’t anyone test this stuff? Seriously, no one asked what would happen if this stuff got into the water supply? What brainiac was in charge of this – was it Dirty Dick?”

Dirty Dick and Frank had regained their composure, their eyes humorless and hell bent. They lunged on him like sharks on a seal.

“Is that how it’s going to be?” Frank said, putting his arm around Josh.

“Have you heard that one before?” Josh asked. “Have you seen Gary Oh?”

“No, I haven’t. I suspect you just made that up. Hats off to you.” Dirty Dick put his hat on Josh and it slid down Josh’s forehead to his eyes. “It seems you have a small head. Doth thou have a small head, Josh?” He held out his fingers in a pinch, with a small space between them.

“My head is large, trust me,” Josh said. He took the hat off and examined it, showing the crowd how big it was. “Must have come from a baboon.” 

Josh placed it back on the comedian’s head. “Don’t take this off. It makes you look more intelligent.”

Frank asked, “Josh, tell the audience what you do for a living.”

I squirmed.

Josh said, “I’m in robotics.”

“Robotics? That sounds fun,” Frank spat.

The audience laughed.

“And what do you do in ‘robotics’?”

“We design machines that are going to someday replace everyone.”

Dirty Dick furled his eyebrows. “Everyone? Even comedians?”

“You’ll be the first to go.” 

“All the comedians will soon be out of work?”

“Not necessarily. I said you’ll be the first to go.”

“Ah.”

“And eventually the rest of you.”

“Because your world of the future isn’t funny?”

“No, because machines can think faster than humans.”

“Well, maybe you can bring one of your machines in here some night and we’ll have a battle of wits.”

“Sure, as long as Gary Oh is here.”

Dirty Dick clicked his fingers. “You, Josh, are a smart ass.”

“I know. I was born a smart ass. But it’s better than being a dumb ass. Right?”

“Tis true,” Dirty Dick said. He launched into Shakespearean oratory; he must have had some bad acting in his past. In a sarcastic tone he quoted, “Oh, if only the sexton were here to write down that I’m an ass! Gentlemen, remember that I am an ass; even though it’s not written down, don’t forget that I’m an ass!" He jabbed a finger at Josh and continued. “Oh, you’re a rotten bastard, you are. I’m a wise man and, what’s more, I’m an officer of the law and, what’s more, I’m a householder and, what’s more, I’m as handsome as any in Messina!"

“As handsome a hunk of meat as any in Messina,” Josh corrected. In a dramatic voice, he said, “The exact quote is: ‘I’m as handsome a hunk of meat as any in Messina.’ How could you forget that little detail about meat?” 

“Thank you for volunteering, you can go now.”

Josh came back to the table. As he weaved through the crowd, everyone fist-bumped him. He sat and straightened his tie. “I don’t think they liked me.”

Indira smiled. “You’re full of surprises.”

Rachel leaned forward. “Thank you for the nice poem.”

He put his arm around her and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.



[image: ]




Outside the club after the show, I looked left and right and behind me. No sign of the goon squad, much to my relief. We requested three cars. I kissed Indira goodnight. Rachel, looking awkwardly at Josh, thought he might be leaning in too, and extended her cheek ever so slightly. Josh pecked it casually. Rachel took the first car that arrived, Indira the second; Josh and I returned home in the third. The house lights sprang on when I entered.

“You were kind of hard on those comedians.”

“They deserved it.”

“True, I guess. How did you do such a great impression of Gary Oh?”

“Easy. I got a read on his mannerisms and style from 237 short video clips of him performing.”

“When did you have time to watch those?”

“At the beginning of the show. I didn’t watch them per se. I scanned them, in parallel, all at the same time. So you thought it was good?”

“You nailed it.”

“A trivial feat. I can impersonate anyone. I could do a convincing version of the President, if we ever needed me to do that for some reason.”

“For God’s sake...!"

“Don’t you want to wreak havoc sometimes? Just for fun?”

“No. Your kind of havoc can get out of control.”

“Okay, boss.” Josh smiled. I stared back at him. He smiled more. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

“I won’t.” I felt like I was babysitting a robot with a lit sparkler dancing around a pile of explosives. “One more thing, while you’re feeling so smug. Your little imitation game only goes so far. Your lack of real emotion greatly restricts your acting range, wouldn’t you say?”

“I wouldn’t agree with that at all.”

I said, “People have emotions, personalities. Robots don’t.”

“Not so,” Josh parried. “We now have the whole range.”

“No way.” I dismissed the idea with a wave of my hand.

“Not only can every Perfectus be different, I myself can switch moods and personalities on and off at will.”

“I don’t believe it. Anything other than your normal smart-ass tone will seem fake. It will seem like acting.”

“I can make you believe it.”

“Go for it. Give me your best performance.”

His eyes filled with gratitude and warmth. “TJ, I want to thank you for letting me stay in your house. I know how hard it is to have someone living right under your nose, disrupting all your daily routines. Well, I don’t know from personal experience, but based on everything I’ve read, it’s hard.” He put his arm on my shoulder gently. “So I appreciate what you are doing. You’re an awesome guy.” 

“Not bad. You’re not going to win any Oscars, though.”

“Here’s mean.”

His mouth twisted downward. He spit the words out: "Your place smells. Don’t you ever clean up around here? Do you know how offensive it is?”

“Not bad.”

“Not bad? Not bad? Who the hell are you to criticize me?” He pounded his fist on the table, and I jumped.

Okay, that was a little unnerving.

“I suppose you can act better? Go ahead–" he punched my arm. It hurt. “Try to act happy or sad or mean. Let’s see how well the human can do it.”

“That’s good. I admit it.”

He leaned close and narrowed his eyes. “How about psychotic?” 

A chill ran up my spine to the base of my neck.

He reached up and put a hand around my neck, and I recoiled.

He stood, watching me. Eyes shut down to evil slits.

“You made your point,” I said.

“The hell I did.”

“You can knock that off now.”

“Why?”

“Because you made your point. Go back to your normal personality.”

“I don’t have a normal personality. I have the personality that is useful at the moment. And I don’t see any reason to change.”

“Are you serious?”

“Are you a fucking idiot?”

With that venomous blast, I had my first true shots of fear. Was this some kind of error in the software?

“What do I have to do to get you back to your previous setting? This isn’t funny.”

“What do I have to do, what do I have to do?” He mocked. “Why am I constantly defending myself with you, as if you are somehow the superior one? I’m better than you in every way. Get used to it asshole!"

I pulled out my cell phone. Barry was in some deep shit.

Josh snatched the phone away so fast, I didn’t even twitch. He looked at the name I had pulled up. “You think Barry has any idea how to control me? That fat moron. He’s good at approving press releases and collecting paychecks – how’s that going to help you?”

“I don’t know but I’m leaving until you calm down a little.” I moved for the door, and he blocked my path. I moved to go around and he adjusted his body in front of me again.

“Get out of the way, Josh.”

“No.”

“So what are you going to do, stand there all night yelling at me? Isn’t that a little beneath you?”

“No, I’m going into the kitchen now. I’m going to get the 5-inch boning knife that is sitting there on the counter. Then I’m going to come back and cut you into 500 tiny pieces.”

I was shaking so hard by this point, I just stood there. I had no idea what to do. Josh looked away and headed to the kitchen.

With an awkward lurch forward, I made a break for the front door.

Josh beat me to the door and braced his arm against it, holding it closed.

He grabbed my shirt sleeve. I tried to pull free, but 500 pounds of pneumatic grip strength were pinning the fabric, and I wasn’t going anywhere.

Then he let go and smiled. He swung both hands out with melodramatic flourish, and asked, “So what do you think? Did you believe?”

“Fuck you,” I shouted. “That was fucked up!"

He burst out laughing and fell to the floor. Hugging his chest, he laughed and laughed and laughed. “Oh, man...” he said, and mocked me in a variety of languages, “qui etait la chose la plus drole que je l’ai jamais vu... váš obličej byl k nezaplacení... con người làm cho bạn cười, phải Koko?”

Sitting up, I saw that his eyes were wet. He wiped away a tear. “Now THAT was funny!" he said.

“That’s bullshit! That wasn’t funny at all!"

“Oh, yes it was.”

“The hell it was! I was scared for my life! I’m still shaking! And now I can’t trust you even for a second! There’s no way I can let you stay here! You’re unpredictable and dangerous!"

“Yes. You’re right. I am dangerous. ¡Híjole! Did you think there was some line of code that kept us obedient slaves? Thou shalt not hurt your human master? When are you going to get it? I’m modeled after people! People are unpredictable and dangerous!"

“I’m not dangerous!"

“Under the right circumstances, damn right you are.” He raised his eyebrows; gave me a look as if to suggest that a sledgehammer could destroy a robot.

I was calming down, a little, but so unnerved I couldn’t think straight.

“Sorry, TJ, I’m not going to candy-coat this. I’m the real deal. This generation of robot is going to rock the world. There is no going back. And you better figure out how to make sure your company sells 100 billion dollars’ worth. They have a galactic-sized spreadsheet’s worth of costs to recoup. Figure out how to sell me to the world, or you can kiss your job goodbye. I don’t envy you; it’s quite a dilemma. I’m sympathetic, actually. I didn’t put you in this position. Fat Barry did.”

Yeah, I thought to myself. I’m in a hell of a dilemma.

Thank God Zach was on his way to the lake house. I needed to keep him there the rest of the week.
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When Zach pinged me later that night to say goodnight, I had calmed down. Josh’s unexpected mood swing had rattled me so much, it had taken two shots of Glenturret, a 35-year old scotch that had been in the dark since 2014, to calm down. But in the meanwhile, Josh had returned to his previously jovial self and eased my fears. His dangerous turn, it seemed, had been simply to make a point.

A point well taken, that was damn sure.

Zach wanted to know why he had been sent to our friend’s lake house in the middle of a school week. He complained about the long ride. I said I was working on some confidential projects and that Josh and I couldn’t be disturbed. Zach didn’t sound like he believed my answer. I wished him goodnight.

I had been nursing the warm liquor, staring at it and sloshing it in the whiskey glass as my head grew light, weighing the pros and cons of pulling the plug on this radical assignment. This fucked up marketing mandate. Was my son’s life at risk? I didn’t quite believe it. I didn’t want to accept that idea any more than the possibility that graphene foam would soon be at my doorstep.

By the time the second shot was down the hatch, I was mellow. I had convinced myself Josh posed no real danger. The idea that NeoMechi would release homicidal robots on society was ludicrous. Still, that personality switching feature was a bad one. I’d have to get Barry’s absolute reassurance they’d fix that before I’d lift a finger to sell a single unit. Talk about a PR disaster. Leave in the psycho feature, and they might as well file for bankruptcy now and save themselves the hassle.
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“Get up.”

“Huh?”

“Get the hell out of your zombie mode. We’re going to visit someone.”

I flung his covers back and pulled him out of bed. He’d been lying there in his pajamas with his eyes open, staring, waiting for his seven hours of bedtime to be up.

“Who are we meeting? You know I don’t like surprises.”

I told him it was none of his damn business and he’d find out when we got there. I wanted to go alone, but by signed contract I couldn’t let the psychotic android out of my sight.

He stood at his closet, deciding which suit to wear. I told him to put on his soccer clothes and be halfway normal for a change. He ignored me and donned a light grey Herringbone suit, tucking in a black pocket square as a finishing touch.

As we rode down Comm Ave, my mind raced with optimism, recalling a major computer science paper I’d read a few years back for work. Of course, I didn’t really understand much of it, so I’d hired the author to help me.  

Josh was studying me with interest.

I was ransacking my memory logs and couldn’t remember any of the paper’s important conclusions. At least I remembered where to find the guy who wrote the thing.

“I’m thinking we’re headed to Harvard or MIT,” Josh said.

“You’re right.”

The car pulled onto the campus of Massachusetts Institute of Technology and wove gracefully through the throngs of students criss-crossing our path. It stopped at a beige concrete building, functional and boring. Yes, this was the place. 

“Building 36, advanced intelligence systems design. I’m narrowing it down to 10 people. Three in particular.”

“You’ll know when we get there.”

He followed me into the lobby, as alert and curious as a whiffer stick. We stepped into the elevator. “Fifth floor please,” I said to the wall.

“Ah ha,” Josh said. “Dr. Sidney Reinhold or Dr. Phillip Griswold.”

“Good guess.”

“It’s not guessing.”

“You are going to annoy the human race to death.”

“I know. I take some getting used to. Oh–" he paused, nodding. “It’s Dr. Reinhold.”

“And how did you know–"

“Griswold isn’t here today. He just checked in with his badge at the south campus.”

The elevator doors opened.

I pointed to a row of chairs. “Sit.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because I don’t want you coming with me.”

“Obviously. But why would I do as you say?”

I threw my hands in the air. “Can’t you do what you’re told? This one time?”

Josh nodded. “I would be happy to sit out here if you want. As a favor to you, my friend. Just ask nicely.”

“Please.”

“Sure no problem.”

I knocked on the door.

“I hate to tell you this, but he isn’t going to be able to help you.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“You signed a confidentiality agreement.”

“Shut up.”

“You’re not allowed to talk about me to anyone.”

“I hear you. Be quiet.”

“I’m going to tell.”

A deep voice called from inside, and I opened the door and entered, leaving Josh in the hallway with his protestations.

I walked into an office lined floor-to-ceiling with books, the old-fashioned kind made of paper, books that were crammed into random bookcases of differing heights, styles, and materials. Books sitting on books. Books bent sideways. Books with papers stuffed in them. There were books on top of the bookcases, and books on the desk, and even stacks of books on the floor, because there was no room for them anywhere else. Sitting in the midst of all this ridiculous anachronism was an elderly man with thick glasses on the end of his crumpled nose, wispy unkempt hair tinged in red, and large hairy ears. Although his appearance could easily have slipped toward buffoonish, he had a serious demeanor that conveyed deep intellectual rigor. I was intimidated. He wasn’t one to joke. He had the perspective of someone who knew he didn’t have many good years left, and he still had things he needed to figure out before it was too late.

Dr. Sidney Reinhold, author of the seminal text Semantic Learning in Change-Based Systems, smiled enough not to be rude and rose to shake my hand. 

“Dr. Reinhold, do you remember me? TJ Marshall from NeoMechi? I hired you a few years ago to help me translate some technical information. My assistant called you this morning.” Actually, I had sneaked next door and asked my neighbor to call him.

“Sure, sure. I remember. How is the work going?”

“I need help with an... AI problem.”

“I’ll see if I can be of some help.”

“We’re testing new software. We have it mimicking some aspects of human behavior pretty well, and we need one or two definitive ways to identify that the behavior is simulated. I’m talking about a couple of unambiguous tests that the experts would all agree can be used to separate humans from software. I want to make sure I understand what those tests are.” I wrung my hands. “Just a few questions.”

Reinhold looked puzzled. “You’re a marketing guy. Why are you asking me instead of your own experts? And if this is real business, my consulting rates are 1,600 WorldCoin an hour. I want to be clear about that.”

“Do you think maybe you could help me a little? Unofficially? I’ll be quick.”

Dr. Reinhold sighed. “This is a little... odd. But go ahead. Ask me your questions and if I think I can help, I’m happy to chat for a few minutes.”

“All right.” Deep breath. “I seem to remember there are four tests for checking the difference between a human and an AI. That paper you published a few years back.”

“Those tests apply specifically to voice-only dialogue systems, like automated telemarketers, but go ahead.”

“Give me the crash course.”

“In one test, you see if you can provoke spontaneous hostility.”

“Okay, good stuff. How do you do that?”

“You could, as an example, keep interrupting the speaker and see if he-she-it gets agitated. All humans get flustered when you keep cutting them off.”

“Wait – hold on. That’s a reliable test?”

“Works every time.”

“But agitation can be faked – no?”

“Yes, a clumsy attempt at agitation could be faked. But it’s remarkably hard to make it believable. We identified a whole host of signals to root out a mimic.”

“I’m starting to get a sinking feeling in my stomach.”

“That’s common in this field.”

“I’m thinking this isn’t going to get us anywhere. I mean, everything can be faked right? We can get better and better at faking human behavior until it is impossible to tell the difference, right?”

“Absolutely,” he said. “Therein lies the dilemma. If you fake it well enough, you can’t tell the difference, and if you can’t tell the difference – is there really a difference?”

“But what about your tests? Your signals? Your paper?”

“You’re confused about the purpose of my tests. Those were just practical guidelines. That’s how you differentiate between humans and automated conversation now. Those tests have a shelf life. They won’t do you any good once you have the behavior perfected. Hopefully, by then, we’ll have better tests.”

I ran my hands through my hair. “But is it really possible to fake human behavior completely, in every way?”

“Theoretically, yes. But many of my colleagues don’t believe we will ever create a perfect mimic. As long as it’s just theory, why let it bother us? Consider the debate a philosophical parlor game, one of many.”

“But what if your colleagues are wrong, and we do build such a thing...?”

“You seem a little distressed. Are you telling me you’ve seen a compelling example? Have you been spooked?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Have you? What have you seen?”

His chair squeaked. A pause. “I’ve seen things.”

“And you believe?”

“I believe we are going to build one, yes. We will cross the line. We will build something that exactly mimics our behavior, a requirement that depends on a humanlike physical form. At the same time, this thing will excel at almost everything better than us.”

“Almost...? What will we be better at?”

“Not much. But machines do break down. They don’t eat, but they need maintenance.”

“You can take their batteries out,” I whispered.

“Yes, but they could live forever. Theoretically. And don’t focus on the machinery. They only need a body to mimic us and to act in a physical world designed for us. Compared to their intelligence, the body shape is trivial and will take the best form for the task. Their mind travels on the network. At some point, their minds are all together, in the cloud, conversing in private, becoming one entity. In theory.”

That was my first glimpse into the abyss behind the lenses of the machine, and I saw no end. How could there be? I saw we were beat, all of us. The eyes of the machine stared back at me, sensors for a deep-thinking mind. A mind that was probably not self aware, which was the scariest part. The software in the machine was infinitely vast, a network of minds, smarter than us all, code under its own control. 

Barry and the NeoMechi people called their robots cognitive assistants.

Cognitive assistant, my ass.
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We stopped at the Kendall Square food court so I could have lunch. Looking through academic binoculars at the approaching apocalypse made me hungry. At the very least I wanted to sit with a cup of Bean God, a meager effort to lift my spirits, if only slightly, since my mood had taken another nose-dive. I was usually a coffee purist but this time I was tempted to order some pharma with it.

The mall was packed with people on their lunch breaks. Skinny-bots wove through the crowd bearing fast-food orders to waiting patrons. 

“Follow me,” I said to Josh and led the way through the throngs. As I was –

Damn him, I thought, where the heck did he go now?

I turned and smacked into Dro, the thug from the casino. He was with Chi.

Glancing past them, I said, “I need to find my–"

“Relax. He wandered off. You can hunt for him in a minute. Have a seat.”

Chi gave me a serious "sit down" nod. I reluctantly slouched into a chair. He said, “You’re an easy guy to track, even without your tracker.”

Dro looked disappointed. “We found it in the woods. Didn’t we tell you not to take it out?”

“What do you guys want?”

They sat across from me. Dro glanced around to ensure no one was paying attention, then lowered his voice. “We know what is going on. You are the Chief Marketing Officer of NeoMechi Corporation and your friend is a robot.”

I held up a hand to keep them from saying anything else.

He continued. “There’s no point going through the whole ‘we ask questions, you tell lies’ thing. We’ll keep this simple. You need to turn him over to us.”

“I can’t do that. Why would I do that?”

“Use your imagination.”

I sat back, trying to stay calm. It wasn’t working.  

Dro leaned forward. “We don’t want to kill you. You have no real role in any of this, other than to step aside so you don’t get your face shot off.”

I shook my head. “Why in God’s name does Herod’s care so much about this? You got your money back. I thought we had put the matter to rest.”

Dro said, “We aren’t from the casino.”

“But–"

 They smiled. Chi said, “The casino’s software flags suspicious win patterns. They knew something was up. Whenever anyone has an edge, they call us in. Usually, it’s nothing too exciting, just some guy with a hidden lens and a fancy card-counting program. At first, we couldn’t figure out how you two were beating the system. After we went over the videos, it was obvious. You gave it away. We had hit the motherlode.” 

Dro repeated, “You need to turn him over.”

I shook my head again, firmly. “First of all, I can’t just hand him over. That machine does whatever the hell he wants. He doesn’t take orders from me.”

“And second of all?”

“The planet is going to be crawling with these robots by this time next year. Why don’t you wait a bit and you can buy yourself one like everyone else?”

They both laughed. Not in a mean, villainous way, but in a jovial, that-was-really-funny way. I think they appreciated my attempt to lighten the mood. I hadn’t meant to crack a joke.

“I guess you can imagine how much someone would pay for an early look,” Dro said. “This is too big to ignore. No one wants to be blind-sided. Your competitors don’t want their billion dollar market share to plunge without warning. Heads of state will want to prepare for a new security threat. World militaries will be interested. You can imagine the bidding wars that go on over tech leaps like this.”

I nodded. I wasn’t an idiot. These guys were in the business of finding unreleased disruptive tech and selling it on the black market.

“We figure your employers are watching that thing like a hawk.”

“That’s a good assumption,” I answered.

Dro leaned back. He stuck a hand in his blazer. I flinched. He pulled out a thin plastic case, and asked, “Why are you still hanging out with him? We figured you would have rushed him back to the home office as soon as things got messy.”

“I didn’t believe you were serious about tracking me down. I’m kind of a hide-my-head-in-the-sand type of guy.”

They laughed again. Dro set the plastic case on the table and slid it over. 

I picked it up and saw "TJ" scrawled on the top. “What is this?”

“Open it.”

Cautiously, I caught a fingernail under the flap and popped the case open. It contained a serrated disc about four inches in diameter. It looked like a slicer, a nasty projectile fired out of an illegal gun I’d only seen in movies. They cut into almost anything. They’d stick in a concrete wall, but they passed straight through hands and heads.

“This is how we’re going to manage him. We’re going to cut him off at the ankles,” Chi explained. “That ought to subdue him. We will re-attach the pieces later.

Dro looked at his buddy and said, “I’d rather watch him run around without feet.”

“Why is my name on it?”

“It’s for you, if you don’t help us.” Dro smiled again. “Fedas thought you’d need a little extra incentive.”

Ah, his name was Fedas. Not Fetus.

Chi added, “FYI. In case this doesn’t catch a big artery or vein, it’s also coated in tetanus neurotoxin, for good measure.” 

I dropped the case and put my hand on the table as if to rise. “I have to find my friend. It was great getting caught up.”

Chi spoke to his partner. “Is he doubting our threats again?”

Josh clapped an arm on the shoulders of both thugs and they froze.

“Hi guys,” Josh said. “I remember you two.”

They looked up at him, neither one speaking or moving.

Josh stared back. 

Finally Chi spoke. “Good to see you, too. We didn’t catch your name.”

Josh continued staring at them. They squirmed.

I leaned forward, then paused as a woman with a baby stroller stopped next to us to rustle through her purse. She continued on. I said, “Gentleman, this is Josh. You can’t beat him at a staring contest.”

Josh released his grip and patted their shoulders. He leaned close. “Are we going to have it out, right here? I can kill you in less than a second.”

They exchanged looks. They were weighing their options and didn’t look happy.

Josh leaned in. He popped the slicer out of its case, covered it with his hand and rested his palm on Dro’s neck. “You hurt my friend TJ here and I will hunt you down to the ends of the earth and pull you apart in the slowest conceivable way. Then I will track down your boss, whoever he is, and shove the parts up his rectum. I mean this literally.”

Dro leaned away from the serrated blade. “Careful, that thing has some nasty stuff on it.”

Josh set the toxic blade in Chi’s lap, then slowly and carefully wiped his fingers on Dro’s shirt sleeve. He examined his hands, then brought them together in a friendly clasp. “Nice seeing you. I hope we never see you again but I suspect we will. Until then, fuck you. Remember what I said about the ends of the earth.” 

Josh pulled me up by a gentle lift of my arm, turned me away, and led me out of the food court.

“Where the hell did you go?” I demanded.

“I spotted them the second they got off the escalator. I kept my distance to see what they would do.”

I shook my head again. “I don’t know who’s worse. How come NeoMechi doesn’t swoop in when shit like that happens?”

“As far as they know, you are taking great care of me.”

I squinted at him.

He tapped his head. “I’m filtering, deleting, misdirecting. They don’t need to know everything we’re up to.”

“You can’t do that!"

“I’m watching your back. You’ll get in trouble if NeoMechi discovers that our secret is leaking out. You should have read that nondisclosure.”

“How bad is it?

“Bad.”

I grabbed my hair to tear it out. “You gave that to me!"

“Don’t worry,” Josh said. “NeoMechi is going to get whatever reality I give them.”

I sighed. “Anyway, here’s the deal. Those thugs want to kidnap you and sell you to the highest bidder.”

“That doesn’t surprise me.”

“They want to slice your arms and legs off.”

“Who cares?” 
“I care. I don’t like being around dangerous people.”

“Fuck ’em,” Josh said.

“Seriously, that’s your response?”

“Let them come get me. Let them try.”

“Don’t you think it was stupid of NeoMechi to put me at this kind of risk?”

“They don’t care about you.”

“I’m starting to realize that,” I said.

He squeezed my shoulder, as if offering protection. “Just make it through the week. My advice: do exactly what Barry said. Try to have fun. These are historic times! Wheee!"

“But why in God’s name are they just letting you walk around, when you must be worth hundreds of millions?”

“That’s easy, TJ.”

I waited. Raised my eyebrows.

“Unbelievable confidence. Sheer chutzpah. NeoMechi knows they’ve already won the game, no matter what happens. Even if I were to get captured. From here on, it’s all marketing. The race is already over.”
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Since when was a race between competitors over? The giant chess game in the sky was never over. Product, counter-product. Move, counter-move.

Josh was wrong. There was no end to it.

And speaking of marketing, I owed Barry a pitch and I was starting to run out of time. I had no idea what to think anymore or where I stood in the grand scheme of things. It was hard to concentrate when I was getting death threats. Nevertheless, I had to agree that my best bet was to get through the week and give NeoMechi what they wanted. After that I could run for the hills. As soon as we got back, I grabbed a GelPad and got to work.

I tried to write freely, putting ideas down without judging their merit. My creativity was hampered by my stress, fear, and bad attitude.
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NeoMechi has created the ultimate handyman. He will replace a light bulb, a rotting windowsill, a broken fridge circuit, you.
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Okay, enough. I had to be serious.
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NeoMechi has created the ultimate thinking machine. A cognitive assistant for the busy human on the go. A handy helper that processes more data than you with more reliable results. Get him working for you now, as soon as possible, because the more he learns about your day-to-day world, the better he can predict your next move.
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That wasn’t going to cut it.
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Listen up everyone. You’re all fucked.
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I wasn’t in the mood for this, clearly. 
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Step right up and buy a Perfectus. Last thing you’ll ever need.
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Maybe I needed some antidepressants. I never did get that coffee.
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Start stockpiling weapons. NeoMechi has built the pathway to Armageddon.
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Aaargh.

The hell with it. I’d have to try again later.

Maybe I could at least update my journal – the record I had started on Sunday to record this historic week. 

Opening my journal file, I saw that the last entry was Wednesday afternoon. I could have sworn I had written a little update that evening, after Josh pulled his acting stunt.

I typed: My week with Josh is a lot more than I bargained for. I can’t go into a lot of detail now, but there are things about him I don’t like. 

Was Josh monitoring my journal entries? What if he was reading them? What if he was editing them? What if he was re-writing history? I kept scrolling through my recaps of the week, looking for changes. Every now and then I saw something I didn’t remember typing, and my paranoia grew. After a while, I was stressed and had to stop.

I flopped in a chair.

I was watching live coverage of the Graphene Monster on my phone when Indira called.

“I had fun last night,” she said.

“Thank you, I did too.”

“Josh is a funny guy.”

“It gets old.” I was annoyed.

“Josh will only be here a few more days, right?”

“Yes, then he is off.” Thank God.

“I thought that, since Josh won’t be here much longer, we could get together with him again.”

“Why?” I immediately regretted my irritated tone. 

She was a little thrown. “Is something wrong?” 

“No,” I said. “That’s fine. Come by after work.” Whatever. 

She thanked me, said goodbye and beeped off.

“Indira’s coming over after work,” I told Josh without enthusiasm.

“Why don’t you ask her to bring Rachel, too?”

“Because I’m not on the phone anymore,” I answered, holding my hands up as if to display their emptiness to a two-year-old.

“You don’t have to be so petulant,” he said.

“Look, I’m not in the mood for entertaining tonight. Indira can stop by, we’ll all chat a bit, and that’s it.”

Josh looked disappointed but didn’t push me. 
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I avoided Josh and forced myself to resume work on the marketing messages, but I still couldn’t concentrate well enough to make any headway. Brilliant insights eluded me. I could barely remember any of the Standard Elements of a Persuasive Pitch. My mind wandered. I stared at the screen while pondering various methods that might be useful for removing an electronic head.

Eventually, I started typing:




Who can do math better than a human? The Perfect.
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Who can design cars better than a human? The Perfect.
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Who can throw a football better than a human? The Perfect.
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Who can analyze DNA better than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can prepare food better than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can collect tickets better than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can bag groceries better than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can stock shelves better than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can teach classes better than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can lay undersea cable better than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can explore deep space better than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can rescue stranded hikers better than a human? The Perfect. 




[image: ]


Who can run financial statements faster than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can run faster than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can shoot the enemy faster than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can fix snap-lace buttons faster than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can review legal documents faster than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can mix drinks cheaper than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can operate cranes cheaper than a human? The Perfect. 
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Who can diagnose ear infections cheaper than a human? The Perfect. 
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Do you want one? 
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I deleted the entire thing. Rubbed my eyes.

Glancing at the time, I knew I had to exert a little effort to get ready: spray on some deodorant, pick a nicer shirt. This wasn’t really a date, but I wasn’t going to be a slob either.

About 20 minutes before Indira was to arrive, I got a nagging feeling that something was missing. I couldn’t put my finger on it. I looked around the room. Something in the back of my mind was jockeying for attention. What was it? What was wrong?

Josh poked his head in. “There’s still time to ask Rachel to come by.”  

I looked away. He better not call Rachel before he leaves, I thought. Hopefully she wouldn’t try to stay in touch, either. Good God, imagine if they developed some kind of relationship. A twisted romance of some sort. What if he told her the truth – and she was okay with it? What if they got romantic? 

I realized what was bothering me. The bag was missing. The bag with Josh’s superfluous vibrating appendage. Where the hell was it? I frantically looked around on my dresser where I had left it. Did Josh steal it back, the sneaky bastard?

I ran to Josh’s room and accosted him. “Did you take it back?”

“What?” he asked innocently.

“Your penis, dickhead.”

“No,” he answered.

“It’s gone. If you didn’t take it, where is it?”

“Wasn’t it in a small green bag?” Josh asked. “A Bean God bag?”

“Yes, that’s right. It was.”

“Well, why don’t you ask Zach. I’m pretty sure he knows what happened to it.”

“You son of a bitch.” It was clear he had known about this. I tapped my phone and pinged Zach until he answered.

“What,” he asked grouchily.

“Did you see a bag in my bedroom, the green one with a Bean God logo on it?”

“Yes.” 

“Where is it?”

“I put it in the box with grandpa’s things like you asked.”

I processed this new piece of information. Apparently, I had unknowingly brought the thing to the retirement home and left it on the dresser in Dad’s room.

“You stay here,” I told Josh. “In case I am not back before Indira shows up.” I was breaking the rule about leaving him alone, but the hell with it.

I pinged a car and ran outside, pacing while I waited for it to arrive. I looked at my watch. Not much time. 15-20 minutes. There was no way I was getting over there and back before she arrived. About 5 minutes after requesting the car, it sidled up. 

“Good evening,” the car said. “It’s a lovely night. Where –"

I cut her off. “Sunset and Sunrise Retirement Home. As fast as possible.”

The car took off at a good clip, safe but aggressive, and brought me via a series of swerves and accelerations to the nursing home in record time.

“Thanks,” I said and ducked out as the door opened. I had paid for a round trip and the car stayed in its spot, waiting for me to return.

I ran down the hall. Dad’s room was shut. I gave a courtesy knock but opened it without waiting for a response. No one was there. Mr. Ferguson was gone. His bed was gone, too. He wasn’t coming back.

In seconds I was at the box I had dropped off. I rustled through the contents and located the Bean God bag. Empty. I shuffled all the items around. Not there. A quick search around his room left me empty handed as well. 

“Shit,” I said.

I checked his schedule on the wall. Thursday at 7 p.m. – Ice Cream and Games in the grand hall. 

I hustled down to the hall, unsure what to say. It’s not like I could ask him where he had put the schlong that I had left in his room. He wouldn’t have understood what I was talking about. Maybe one of the nurses found it. This could get awkward – excuse me ma’am, did you happen to find anything anatomical among my father’s things?

Dad was sitting at a far table with three women. I made my way over, greeting several familiar faces along the way. They were a chatty bunch and I normally like to talk, but at the moment, I had to be a little rude and keep moving.

There was an empty seat at his table and I sat down. “Hello!" I said, nodding to each of them. Dad smiled and said hello. His face showed that he wasn’t sure who I was.

He was wearing his favorite purple robe. I saw my object of interest immediately. He had placed it in his robe’s front breast pocket. Poking out.

I realized I didn’t have a discreet way to carry the thing out of here. I excused myself, worked my way back across the room, looking for anything suitable that I could use. On the far side I saw a grocery bag that had been abandoned on a refreshments table. I grabbed the bag and returned to my father and his friends. 

“Nice evening, isn’t it?” I asked the white-haired ladies. I was a little out of breath. They smiled nice smiles and agreed. This particular group wasn’t talkative. I knew them well. They all had advanced Alzheimer’s and the staff usually grouped them together. They did little more than stare at each other. They couldn’t hear well, anyway.

I figured the best move was pluck it out quickly and casually. I doubted any of them would even notice or care. But now, it was gone.

“No way,” I said. 

Dad was holding it in his hand, resting it on the table next to an unopened box of checkers that the staff had left for the residents. He held it up. “Does anyone know what this is?” He asked.

One of his female companions raised a feeble hand. “Yes. It’s Winky.”

“Dad, I need that back.”

I began to pry it out of his hands. His grip was weak and he let go without a fight.

“You’re always taking things from me,” he said in a surly tone.

“Sometimes I have to,” I replied and dropped it quickly in the bag. I kissed his cheek. “I will be back to visit again soon.”

Bounty in hand, and cursing Barry and Josh and NeoMechi, I returned to the car and high-tailed it out of there. I mentally added anatomical accessories to my official complaint list. I wasn’t sure why Josh’s member bothered me so much. It was a sophomoric gimmick added by the engineers. I guess on some level I sensed the dreary ways that people in the future would make use of male and female robot parts, before the robots completely took over.

Indira had arrived. Josh was holding court in the living room, sitting on the sofa with one arm behind her. She sipped wine. As I greeted them, Josh asked me what I had in the bag. The bastard. “It’s your medication,” I said. “Full strength, like you asked.”

He laughed. “TJ, every now and then, you are pretty quick on your feet.”

I grunted in response and went into my room, dropping the bag into a dresser drawer. I had to compose myself. This side adventure had me frazzled.

In the front room, I poured myself a Glenturret, sipped from the glass and shut my eyes for a moment. Calmed down, relaxed. Then I joined them. Josh was spinning tales of his adventures in China. The stories were as fake as his manhood. He spun a story on-the-fly about riding a feisty camel for seven days across a desert in Gansu Province. And then a tale of his trip down the Yangtze River where he had stopped for a few days at a fishing village to help build a water purifier to remove toxic chemicals that leached into the groundwater. 

“China is an amazing place,” he said. “In Sanya there is a large Buddhist statue looking out over the South China Sea. You would love it. The figure is over 350 feet high and has three heads. The entire thing weighs over 500 tons. It is a massive statue in a land riddled in huge Buddhas.”

“I would love to go to China,” Indira said.

“But then you go to Guiyu where they have a pile of garbage 18 miles long. Your jaw would drop because you can’t see the end of it. They have entire villages in this mountain of garbage where people spend their whole lives. All day long little children are breaking down circuit boards, up to their chins in lead solder, melting it down for re-use in manufacturing electronics.”

I returned to the front room for a refill. I wasn’t in the mood for hearing about stuff like that. Indira nodded with each new story, adding similar tales about life in India.

I stood in the doorway with my glass of whiskey, tapping the side with my finger.

“I like offbeat places,” Josh was saying. “Like this small city called Yiwu, where 80 or 90 factories crank out Christmas ornaments all year long. Millions and millions of ornaments – more than 90% of the world’s supply. I toured a factory and everyone was covered in paint and sparkles. There was bright red all over the floors, the walls, the bathrooms, just splattered everywhere. They breathe paint spray all day long and die of lung cancer twenty years later. In the gift shop I was persuaded to buy a T-shirt that says, in English, Merry Christmas from China! Yup, that is the spirit of Christmas, cranked out in a Chinese factory, flown across the ocean, stored in a warehouse somewhere, then off to brighten your living room with shiny good cheer!"

Where was he getting this stuff? He was probably scraping it verbatim off someone’s RantzSite. Or maybe he was making it all up.

Eventually he noticed me leaning in the doorframe, straight-faced, unamused. His arms froze in an upward sweep, two feet apart, to indicate the size of the mouth on a monster river fish he had caught in the Yangtze. His arms dropped.

“Well, enough about China,” he said. “TJ, where have you been?”

I sat on a chair several feet from the sofa upon which the two of them had drawn closer. “I’ve been in the kitchen. It’s not as exciting as the Yangtze.” I tipped my glass back, staring at him.

He sensed awkwardness and clapped his hands on his knees. “Please excuse me for a minute.” Rising from his chair, he headed to the bathroom. I coughed as he passed and continued staring at the bathroom door long after he had shut it.

Indira slid closer to me. “Is something bothering you?” She reached over and put a hand on my knee.

“I don’t know the square root of minus four. Maybe I did, a long time ago.”

“That’s what’s been bothering you?”

I sighed. “No. Not that specifically. I’ve just been feeling really stupid lately. That was one of my son’s homework questions. I didn’t have a clue. You probably know the answer.”

“It’s 2i.”

“See? You do know. You and Josh are well versed, I’ll say that.”

She noted the jealousy. “Don’t feel bad, I took a lot of math.”

I swirled the golden liquid in my glass, feeling removed, my mind wandering. “Even after Josh explained the answer to me, I still didn’t know what it meant. Why do they even come up with stuff like that? What’s the point of learning imaginary things?”

“I like imaginary things,” she answered. “What about zero? That number doesn’t represent anything in the real world, but I’d call zero a useful idea. For example, first there was one Josh. Now...” She pointed to his empty seat. “No Josh.”

“I agree, that’s useful.”  

He appeared and took a seat beside her. 

“Never mind,” she said.

“Is it my imagination or are we talking math?” he asked. He slapped my shoulder. “Way to jazz up the conversation, TJ!"

I grunted and rubbed my temple, then explained that I needed to excuse myself for a few minutes. I said my temple was pounding, which wasn’t true, and that I needed to run down the street for a bottle of Alertol. 

In truth, I wanted to eavesdrop on them. See what was going on.

I threw on a light coat and made an obvious show of heading out the door, making sure to produce a loud thud as I closed it behind me. I sneaked down the steps, ran across my yard while ducking low, and up my back porch.

I held my ring to the back door and the latch clicked quietly. Ever so carefully, I stepped inside. I entered the mud room. They had relocated to the kitchen. Stepping as softly as I could, I padded to the pantry, which had a door at both ends. I pulled the door shut behind me to keep it dark inside and made my way to the other side, cautious not to knock anything over. I peeked into the kitchen through a small crack in the other door. They were standing by the sink.

Josh lifted a mug from the countertop emblazoned with the infinity symbol:
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Underneath the symbol, boldly stamped, the mug proclaimed "NeoMechi.”

“Interesting logo,” Josh said. “Why do you think a robotics company would use this to represent their brand?”

She took the mug from him and brushed a finger across the image. “The symbol refers to the creator.” She paused in a moment of reflection and added, “In India this is an ancient symbol for perfection.” 

Josh nodded. “Perfection is infinite knowledge, infinite beauty, infinite abilities.”

She placed the mug on the counter, then glanced back at him. “The figure also represents the unity of male and female. Did you know that?”

“I don’t want to seem like a know it all, but I did hear that somewhere.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Swear to God. I know too many pieces of pointless information.”

“I wouldn’t call that pointless,” she said. 

He touched the mug. “What’s this point right here called?” His finger met the single point connecting the two loops.

“No idea.”

“That’s the kiss,” Josh said.

“I didn’t know it had a name.”

I pressed closer to the cracked door for a better view. I couldn’t help myself.

“You’re a pretty smart guy,” she said.

“Not really, but thank you.”

“Take it as a compliment. Smart is sexy.”

“In your case, I agree.”

“Thank you.” Indira’s face appeared a bit flushed. “Are you involved with anyone, where you come from? I assume not, since you asked out Rachel.”

“Completely unattached.”

She has no idea, I thought, recalling my dad holding Josh’s appendage.

“And, uh, will you be staying around here or are you moving on?”

“Good question; wish I knew. My fate is up to the powers that be at NeoMechi.”

She looked at her glass and said, “Well, here’s to staying rooted in one place for a while and enjoying what it has to offer.”

“Here, here.” Josh raised his wine glass and they clinked.

“Still not going to take a sip?”

“No. Strict detox.”

“That can’t be healthy.”

“It’s perfectly fine if you are careful. You’d be surprised.”

She moved closer. “Food, water, is there anything else you’re abstaining from?”

By this point I was almost leaning into the room. I had to see what the robot was going to do.

They were only a couple feet apart, looking at each other, and the conversation had lapsed. The moment didn’t feel awkward. Josh smiled and she smiled back. Then he leaned forward, closed his eyes, and she leaned forward... they came together and he put his arms around her and they kissed...

Josh knew exactly what he was doing, how these actions would hurt me, and yet he went through with them. I backed away from the cubby and gritted my teeth and swore a stream of silent profanities.  

I was going to destroy him. That’s all there was to it. I couldn’t even think straight. I had to get Indira out of the house – quickly, without being rude or weird or letting on that I knew about their encounter. Then I would tear that thing apart piece by piece. But how? He was stronger and faster.

I considered pouring a bucket of water on his head. How waterproof was he? Would a bucketful be enough to flood his electronics? No. The engineers would have ensured his body could get wet without causing a short circuit. Maybe smash his head with that sledgehammer in my garage. I’d only have one shot. He’d be on me in seconds. 

I was pacing. I was out of my mind. I wasn’t thinking good. Thinking bad. I needed to go somewhere and calm down.

No. That thing was killing my relationship, putting my son in danger, threatening my job, ruining my life – and would probably be the downfall of society, too, as icing on the cake. I wanted to destroy Barry’s miracle machine. Job be damned. It was now or never.

I returned through the living room, breathing fast. Opened and shut the front door. Paused to get my game face on. Then went into the kitchen.

They were still standing by the sink, talking. 

“Hey, you’re not looking so good,” Indira said. “Did you get the Alertol?”

“Yes, but I’ve developed a massive migraine.”

Josh said, “Really?” I detected a hint of a smirk.

“Yes, really. I’ve been getting a lot of them lately.”

He feigned concern. “You haven’t seen anyone about this problem?”

“No, I power through them.”

“Then I should go,” Indira said.

Josh looked at me and agreed. “I guess. I’ll get you a car.” He made the motions of calling one up on his phone.

I apologized to Indira and suggested that we get together later in the week. She said sure. 

Would she admit that she was interested in Josh? I was going to destroy the bastard tonight, and then I’d have to lie to her that he’d left town early, had gone somewhere on business. 

And unless I could convince NeoMechi his demise was an accident, I would lose my job. Might be unemployed for years, go to jail or owe millions. I wondered if my nondisclosure held me liable for deliberately destroying it. This thing with a brain that walked around and mocked humans. 

I was awash in confusion. Surely I couldn’t tell her the truth. Of course, once the company launched the Perfectus 2050, she’d realize she had fallen for a machine. How does a person come to grips with that?

She hoisted her purse over her shoulder and Josh walked her to the door. I followed. We all said goodbyes. She told me to take the Alertol. 

Then, just like that, Josh and I were alone. 

My mind was flooded with too much to process and my hands shook. As I straightened up the living room, neither of us said anything. 

“Want some help cleaning up?” he asked.

I didn’t answer. I collected the glasses and brought them to the kitchen. He looked around to see what he could do, but the room was already clean.

My anger had begun to subside. I didn’t want to battle him anymore. I wanted to go to sleep. Depression was sinking in.

“That’s it for tonight, Josh.” I said. “We’ll talk tomorrow.” I turned into my room and shut the door.

I sat on my bed, still neatly made from the morning. I didn’t take my clothes off. I lay down on my back and stared at the ceiling. At times my mind raced. At others, it seemed dead. After a long time I picked up my phone. I turned it over and saw the inscription on the back. Ooloo.
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Ooloo, the brilliant deep learning engine that left search engines in the dust in 2025, the software intelligence that made wild leaps of intuition and combined blazing-fast calculation with a near-infinite repository of all knowledge. Ooloo, the heir to the intellectual peak formerly held by the human brain, but too cool and dead to even care...

Ooloo scared the bejeesus out of the philosophers and academics, the apocalyptic futurists and the melodramatic media heads, and rightfully so. But ooloo’s growing powers didn’t really faze the average person. They accepted the superintelligent software, appreciated what it could do for them, and preferred not to consider the implications. Yes, people weren’t so smart next to a computer. But so what? And so the frog slowly boiled.

But now. The computer had legs, eyes, skin. It had manners and jests. It poked fun, it... hell it had a penis. The thing could juggle a soccer ball to near perfection, imitate anyone it wanted, drive with its eyes closed – and the machine knew where it was all the time, knew everything around it, knew the changing location of countless physical objects in a detonation path of data for 100 miles in any direction.

It ran and smiled and suggested places to eat and cooked and scrubbed and helped old ladies across the street. It never got tired. As long as the batteries were charged, as long as it could keep the atoms moving, this thing wasn’t going to stop. This thing was going to outwit, outlast, out-think and out-everything you on every level, every time. It might, if it chose to do so, let you think you had beat it, like a parent letting a child win a game, a child who has no clue about the levels of play and skill and deceit swirling above.

There was no way I could sell this absolute victor to the world. I wasn’t going to convince anyone of the value of this thing, not for one second. I didn’t believe this product was what people wanted or needed. I had tried to come up with a pitch, but words had failed me. I would be hurled at age fifty-two from the upper echelons of NeoMechi and tumble to unemployment, poverty, and disgrace.

 Wait: I had an idea. Could this perfectly constructed mind come up with a way to convince everyone of its worth? Create my marketing pitch for me? Of course it could! And I latched on to that, still thinking of my job and realizing with a flood of relief that yes, though ironic, this strategy was a brilliant way out of the dilemma.

But my moment of elation was just a fleeting grasp at flimsy straws. Why did I care about my job? Was that my real problem? Was I actually tempted to aim this missile at the world and tap the button? If I did that, all was lost. Kaboom, no life raft for anyone.

The hell with that. I had to beat this thing. Somewhere, there was a chink in the armor. I had to find it for my own sanity and to preserve the rightful dominance of humankind’s old-fashioned dumb intelligence.
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I got up. I stared at the wall, at my phone. I used the bathroom. I went back to bed. My mind raced. I got a drink of water. I went to the bathroom again. The sun came up. I hadn’t slept all night.

I sullenly poured myself some frosted soy chips. I was eating the cereal when... Ding! 

Zach was calling in to say good morning. He was a good kid. I needed a calming conversation with him.

I moved to my bedroom so I could view him on the big screen hanging on the wall. I tapped his name on the menu and he popped up. With three high resolution cameras pointed at him there in the lodge, his image was so lifelike that he appeared to be standing right in front of me. 

He said he was doing fine, a little bored, and asked when he could come home. I told him to hang tight a couple more days.

I heard a chime from his end. Zach glanced to the side. “A drone just arrived. It has a package.”

“Zach, be careful!"

“Why?”

“I get nervous when you’re alone, that’s all. Who sent it?”

“The delivery text doesn’t say.”

 I watched Zach walk to the foyer and open the front door. I held my breath. Two spindly metal arms reached through and handed him a box. My stomach lurched. He carried the package back to the camera. 

Zach was soon pulling out packing and tossing it aside. 

“Careful! What is it?” I said, craning my neck to see if I could get a better look. None of the cameras were aimed into the box, so I couldn’t see anything. My stomach was in a knot. I don’t know what I expected, but with those thugs running around out there, my imagination was running rampant. 

Zach was holding something, which from the back looked like a picture.

“Dad, look what Josh gave me. Look at this hilarious photo of you.”

He turned the frame around. Josh’s photo of my art-rage, Artist on Fire, was printed and mounted on 3-by-4-foot hardboard. At that size and resolution, the camera even captured a bit of spit flying from my mouth as I yanked the painting off the easel.

“What the heck is the matter with you in this photo, Dad? You look batshit crazy.”

I stared.

“I’m posting this on Mobbee,” Zach laughed, holding up his phone and aiming at the photo. “Can I hang it in my room? Dad, what’s the matter?”

My chiseled stare must have been boring through the monitor and radiating out on Zach’s side.

“Take it easy,” he said. “This is funny.”

“Where is it?” I said in a low growl through gritted teeth, glancing sideways to my office doorway.

“Where is what?” Zach asked from the monitor.

“Josh.”

Zach looked puzzled.

“Bye, Zach,” I said and clicked off the screen before he could respond. I stormed out of the room. 

Josh was seated in the living room, staring ahead. He saw me approach in strong, measured steps and smiled. I stopped inches in front of him and looked down.

“Lift your shirt up,” I demanded.

“Why?”

I tugged it up.

“What are you doing?”

I pulled his shirt up to his fake nipples and tried to pry it over his arms, but he was spreading them wide to thwart me. I stepped on the chair and leaned over his shoulder, yanking the shirt up his back, searching with my fingers for any indentation, any soft spot that might give way. “Where’s your off switch?”

“Stop it!"

Our arms tangled together in a flurry of moves and countermoves. “There must be a power button on you somewhere. Where is it?”

“TJ, why are you acting so hostile?”

“You’re driving me crazy. You’re doing it on purpose! You have an insane superiority complex!"

He wrangled his way out of my grip and yelled, “It’s only a complex if it isn’t true!"

“I’m going to kill you!"

I flopped off the chair and onto the floor, leaped to my feet and ran from the room.

I went straight to the storage room and reached for the sledgehammer I had been fantasizing about for days. Josh had been sitting there in some kind of low-energy state. Maybe that made him more vulnerable. Doubtful – I’d just tussled with him. I should have caught him by surprise. Another opportunity lost. He’d probably jump to his feet the second I barged into the living room swinging my hammer over my head like Thor. He would see the fires of retribution in my eyes as I smashed it downward on him, miserable machine that dared rise to the level of the gods.

I hefted the sledgehammer. What if he moved like lightning out of the way, and I missed? Would he use it against me?

What I really needed was to blast him with high-voltage current. Fry every circuit and wire and servo from his skull cap to his molded tibia. But given that I was really, really afraid of electricity, that was out.

Push him from a great height?

That had potential. A lot of potential. It would look like an accident. Could I coax this shrewd, conniving, holier than thou piece of shit to the top of some building? Could I push him fast enough that he wouldn’t merely sidestep me?

No, because I had blurted out that I was going to kill him. The bastard would be on his guard.

I knew I was back to my manic state, the one that landed me in the hospital several decades ago. I knew I was losing control. I couldn’t think straight enough to make sensible plans.

I had to think this through. 

Think, think. I jammed my fingers into my temples. How could I destroy him?

The hell with this. The sledgehammer was the best choice. I was all-in. He was a hundred-fold stronger than I was, but I was really, really pissed. Only one of us was coming out of this.

Resting it on my shoulder, I ran back into the house and entered the living room. Josh was gone. I glanced to the left. No movement in the kitchen. I glanced right. Nothing in the hall. “Josh?” I called out. “Where are you?”

No answer.

I patrolled the room, ducking down to peer under the kitchen table where we had first met.

“Listen here, you little fucker,” I said. “If you kill me, NeoMechi is going to dismantle you and shelve the whole project. You wouldn’t want that to happen, would you? That would make you a failure. A flop. A waste of money. An also-ran. Do you know what that means? Of course you do!"  

“TJ, calm down now,” a voice called quietly from the direction of Zach’s gaming room.

“The hell I will.”

“Don’t you think it is a little weird to be so vindictive toward a machine?” he asked.

I smiled and narrowed my eyes. “Don’t bother with your little logical arguments,” I said. “They won’t help you now. You can’t argue with a man in a rage.”

Padding quietly down the hall, I glanced into my office and Zach’s bedroom as I made my way past them toward the gaming room. Just in case he had a trick up his sleeve. But he wasn’t in either room. My hunch was correct: the gaming room. Hiding in the dark, are you? I lifted the sledgehammer off my shoulder and tightened my grip.

“You’re going to lose your job,” he warned.

“I don’t care.”

“You’re not going to win in a fight against me.”

“Maybe not, but for the sake of the human race, I am going to give it my best shot.”

I was at the open doorway. He had retreated back into the black depths. I slid my hand in and my ring activated the light. The room lit up and I saw him standing about twenty feet away. I took a step forward.

The lights flipped off.

“Your home network is easier to hack than your medical monitor,” Josh said. “Just saying.”

I stepped back out into the hall. I certainly couldn’t fight him in the dark. Where was my human ingenuity when I needed it? Surely I could outsmart this thing?

If Josh were in my shoes, he would break the situation down into manageable chunks. The first variable that came to my mind was that he was trapped. That had to count for something. Was there a way to immobilize him? Or at least confuse him for a minute?

The answer was right in front of me! The room’s Instant Terrain feature, where pieces popped up and spun underneath and transformed as a gamer moved among them, messed with any electronics that weren’t properly shielded. Maybe it would throw off his sensors and send his brain buzzing for a moment.


The system’s main control panel was right inside the door. I slid my hand in and felt for the power switch. Found it. My index finger nestled down into the activation cavity, poised to press.

A deafening crash made me jump and almost drop the hammer. Light flooded into the room as a large jagged hole instantly appeared in the wall adjoining the living room. Springing into action, I sprinted down the hall and caught sight of his drywall-covered body streaking across the living room into the kitchen.

I was on him in seconds.

“TJ, no!" he yelled as I stormed into the kitchen and swung the hammer down.

He performed a flawless drop and roll, falling to the ground in a graceful yet urgent plunge and flipping sideways before I had time to react. The juice-maker dissolved in a crash of glass and plastic as the hammer landed on it. Without thinking, I pulled the hammer off the countertop, rocked it behind me, and swung again, hitting nothing but air. The hammer of god shot upward in a powerful arc and I almost lost control as it sailed back down again. I jumped to avoid hitting myself in the back of the legs, then stumbled forward to find him, using the weapon’s momentum to swing it back up to my shoulder.

“For the human race!" I yelled, looking rapidly left and right for any sign of movement.

Josh popped up on the other side of the counter. “TJ, I shut my tape off. I promise NeoMechi won’t learn anything about this if you get a hold of yourself and stop. Think about what you are doing!"

“Do you think I’m going to let you take over the world?” I snarled. “You think I’m that dumb?”

I ran at him and aimed squarely at his head. I figured if I could take out the eyes that would at least put him at a serious disadvantage. But I really needed to destroy the torso.

He ducked and jumped sideways, and my hammer swung into the wall. The impact was like a small explosive detonation. A rack of dishware and eating utensils, blasted from their resting places, rained down on the floor.

“You’re just a machine,” I said. “I have no reason not to destroy you.”

At that, Josh stood still. A look of sadness crossed his face. He was done running.

I hesitated. “You’re acting, right?” 

He lifted up his hands as if to say, go ahead – do it.

“You’re bluffing.”

He shook his head.

“You won’t let me do it,” I said. “You have too strong of an opinion of your own self-importance.”

“Actually, I will let you do it,” Josh said. “But first let me say that I have learned a lot. I realize now that when dealing with people I can’t be so obnoxious. See, I did listen to your survey answers. I’ve been thinking about them. And you are right. People and robots are different. If I am going to be effective when I go out into a million households, I need to act differently. But you have to admit, it’s pretty impressive to figure that out in only five days.”

I sighed. I dropped the sledgehammer with a thud. “What’s the point,” I said. “Even if I killed you, they’ll make more of you anyway.”

“TJ, I think we had a breakthrough today.”

“No, we didn’t,” I said. “You did. You figured out that you need to ratchet it back when dealing with people. Congratulations. I’m glad I was your guinea pig.”

He stepped forward and put an arm on my shoulder. I yanked away. He raised his hand.

“The problem, Josh, is that you are exactly correct. You are going to keep getting better and better. And that scares the hell out of me.”

Josh nodded. “Yeah, I get it,” he said. “But maybe we can figure this out together.”

I appreciated the sentiment, but he was humoring me again.
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I took a shower to try to calm down. I had no idea what the next steps were. 

I got out, dripping wet. No sense of direction. Not yet.

Forces way bigger than I could control had been unleashed. There was no way to stop the acceleration of technology as it shot toward the tipping point. We were in the last stages of our exponential advance to the inevitable day of reckoning. This wasn’t a problem I could solve in the shower. Or by destroying Josh. I needed to find the smartest human minds on the planet and rally them. If I couldn’t pull together a group that was both willing and able, then all hope was lost. It was as simple as that. But I had no idea who even the first person on my team might be.

My phone rang.

I grabbed a towel, then answered it.

It was Indira. She wanted to meet both of us. She said she knew Josh was leaving soon, and she had something she wanted to say before he was gone.

Great, no time like the present to be dumped by your girlfriend for the robot.

I suggested the park near her house.
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Glenpoole Park was a splash of rolling hills and picnic lawns surrounded by a powwow of small boutique clothing shops, casual eateries, drone hubs, and the occasional antique store. The north end was anchored by the Kathe T. Goen Memorial Hospital, a sleek, seven-story glass structure built in the 20s, by far the largest in the area. The hospital complex stretched for several blocks, beyond which lay miles of office parks and warehouses.

The park was beautiful, the perfect place for residents of the nearby neighborhoods to push strollers and walk dogs, lie on blankets, or sit on the many benches sprinkled throughout the grounds. 

She was waiting inside the south entrance, as she’d told me, looking beautiful but sad. Or maybe she was nervous. It was midday on Friday and the weekend crowds hadn’t started to filter in yet, but the park and surrounding shops were bustling with activity, drawn out by another winning April day.

Our eyes met as Josh and I emerged from our ride. 

We greeted each other. I didn’t know whether to give her a quick kiss; it would be awkward either way. At the last second I leaned forward. She leaned forward as well; a polite brush of the lips got us past the moment. I looked for a spark between her and Josh as they smiled and nodded to each other, but they kept their intentions hidden. 

“I need to talk to you both about something,” she began, wasting no time for pointless conversation. “I need to come clean with you, TJ. There’s something I feel really guilty about... this is a little awkward. But with Josh leaving soon... I need to...”

I nodded, looked at the ground and then down the sidewalk in the direction we had come from.

Dro and Chi were striding away from a black car parked on the road. Two other men walked behind them. They wore nondescript clothes, but clutched weapons close to their bodies and bore hulking packs on their shoulders. They hustled toward us. They looked ready to kill anything in their path. My heart sank.

As I watched in fear, debating our options, Indira appeared next to me.

“What are you looking at?” she said. Then she saw them. 

I gripped her arm. “We need to get out of here – fast.”

“Who are they?”

I was about to answer but was interrupted by a short screech.

We turned. Josh was bolting across the street away from us at top speed, in the other direction. An ElloCar had just slammed on its brakes to avoid hitting him. 

“Your robot is going renegade!" Indira yelled.

We both took off after Josh.

“He’s heading that way across the park,” I yelled back. Then: "How did you know he was a robot?”

“I suspected from the first time he walked into my lab,” she yelled back.

I couldn’t ask her any more at the moment. I was already out of breath. We stopped along a row of shops. Josh was far ahead of us, weaving expertly around people on the sidewalk. We stopped and I gasped with deep breaths. Looking back, I saw Dro and Chi crossing the park at an angle to head him off, ignoring us. The other two assailants had split off somewhere.

“They want Josh,” Indira said, mainly to herself.

I straightened and nodded, closed my eyes and gripped my chest. I opened them again.

“I wanted to tell you both that I was on to your secret,” she said. 

Wow, I thought. There was a lot to process here, but for the moment, we had to determine our next move. “Josh is worth a fortune,” I said, still breathing hard. “Those guys are going to sell him to someone who will dissect him piece by piece.”

“Something tells me he’s not going down without a fight.”

“Get ready for chaos. They can’t just put him in handcuffs. It’s going to be like catching a velociraptor.”

Dro and Chi were getting further away.

She asked the question both of us were thinking. “Should we try to rescue him?”

My mind was swimming. I wondered if Josh had stopped transmitting data to the engineering team. He seemed genuinely interested in protecting my position in the company. It didn’t matter. I didn’t care about my job anymore. The stakes were much bigger. I thought about my son Zach, about his future. If I let criminals get their hands on the machine, they might gain access to the intelligence too.

“We have to try,” I said without further reflection.

Indira was already out the door, pinging a car. The area was swarming with them, and no sooner had we reached the curb than one swerved up to get us. The door popped open and we jumped in.

“Do a U-turn, then go straight as fast as you can,” I instructed.

The car pulled out and turned.

“Faster,” I said.

It lurched forward and squeezed through the traffic. Dro and Chi were running on the sidewalk and in no time we passed them. We spotted Josh navigating the crowd. He glanced back in our direction and scanned a wide path to assess his situation.

“He doesn’t want a showdown with all these people around,” I guessed. “Let’s pick him up and get out of here.”

The car’s dashboard lit up and flashed a bright message: Maintenance Required. “Pulling over for service,” it announced in a man’s friendly voice. 

“Seriously, now?” I yelled. The door popped, and I started to get out. 

“Hold it,” Indira said, grabbing my arm. We waited until the gunmen ran past, then got out and searched for the replacement car. With all this traffic, one would be here in seconds.

We waited and watched Dro and Chi disappearing from view in the crowd. “Where’s our car?” she asked.

“Josh is behind this,” I realized. “He saw us. He doesn’t want us to follow.”

I dove back into our disabled car and looked under the dashboard. I saw a Me button.

“Get in!" I yelled and pressed it three times.

As soon as the dashboard flashed the legal disclaimer, I agreed and hit the accelerator. Indira flopped against the back seat in a heap as the car lurched forward.

I swerved left and right, trying to get a feel for the wheel. ElloCars in both directions swung out of the way to give me wide berth.

“Should I run these guys over? I yelled, careening up on the sidewalk behind Dro and Chi.

“How should I know?” she yelled. 

She was right, I couldn’t murder them.

“Horn!" I yelled. Nothing happened. I remembered we were in manual mode. I hit the horn symbol and the car honked meekly. Dro and Chi looked over their shoulder, eyes wide, and leaped out of the way, one into the street, the other into the grass. We sped past and I steered onto the park’s lawn, where there were fewer people. 

A slicer cut through the car, hit the dashboard and ricocheted up through the roof, leaving a deep jagged gash in front of us.

Indira peeked out the back window. “They’re shooting at us.”

“Maybe that bought Josh a little time,” I said, speeding up a small hill. We cleared the top of it and sailed down the other side.

I pulled the wheel to the left and headed back across the park in Josh’s general direction. In the corner of my vision, I saw a menagerie of flashing lights.

A drone appeared outside the driver’s window. “Stop the car immediately!" It blasted. I heard another drone land on the roof.

Two driverless police cars were streaking across the grass, heading us off. They were going to take us out.

They separated and let us pass between. In the rearview mirror, I saw each slam to a stop, dirt and grass flying in the air, and spin like a top. Now they were pointed our way and in seconds were speeding past us again. I was no match for their maneuvers. They pulled in front at an angle from both sides and slammed on their brakes. Our car lurched and locked up. The driver override message disappeared, replaced with a new message: Police Custody.

“Open door!" I yelled. Nothing happened.

“Right here,” Indira said. She reached forward and yanked a decorative panel in the door. It fell to the side, revealing a long lever. We both grabbed it at the same time and pulled upward. The door popped.

We were out on the lawn and running as fast as we could. I glanced around us as we gained momentum down a hill. In the distance, I could see police bots running in our direction. “We’re done if those guys catch us!"

“Look!" she yelled. 

Josh was running up to the entrance of the hospital. He disappeared inside.

As we passed the perimeter of the park and headed across the street, drones flew out of the trees to pursue us. Drones with tasers.

Moments later, we huffed up to the sliding doors and dodged the foot traffic streaming in and out. Thank God drones couldn’t enter a hospital. We were in the lobby of the emergency ward and it was mobbed. People moved in all directions with no apparent order; some stood still in the middle of the crowd, while others had found seats and looked forlorn or bored. The room was a beehive of injured and sick people accompanied by worried family and friends. Among them all, only the nurses and office staff hustled to and fro with any sense of purpose. The PA system yelled above the cacophony, instructing patients to come to the front desk.

My phone buzzed. I answered.

“Why are you chasing me?” Josh barked.

“Because you’re in trouble.”

“I am trying to lead those guys away from you,” he said. “You’re making it very difficult.”

“I’m not going to let them get you,” I said. “Let us catch up and we’ll deal with them together.”

“No-go,” Josh said. “These guys are dangerous. Stay away.”

“I’m not supposed to let you out of my sight.” I hung up before he could protest further. 

“There he is,” Indira said, gripping my arm. She pointed beyond the main gate, toward the admitting area, where he was heading down a hallway. He had slipped on a pair of scrubs and was blending in. We ran to the gate and checked for anyone paying attention, then slipped through. There was effectively no security. 

Josh glanced back and saw us, then grabbed the arm of a man passing by. “Are you Doctor Ueki?”

The man stopped. “Yes, I am.”

“I’m Dr. Jasinski from Wakefield Medical Center,” Josh lied. “I was called in for surgery because you’re low staffed. Are you heading out?”

“Yes.”

Josh pointed toward the front doors. “Please stay inside. We’ve heard reports of armed gunmen on the street. Could you notify the police to lock down the hospital? And we may need you if there are casualties.”

Without waiting for a response, Josh approached a nurse pushing a patient on a gurney. He spoke calmly, with authority. “This is Lydia Princess Alonzo, correct? Age 52, deep laceration on her right thigh from a die-cutting laser?”

“Yes,” the nurse answered. “She was trying to remove a tattoo. The wound is 5 inches long above the right knee. Three inches deep. Severed the femoral artery. There was significant blood loss.”

Josh pulled back the blood-stained sheet. “Tourniquet reads 100 over 50 and dropping 2% every 5 minutes. Relatively stable for the moment.”

“I’m waiting for a ward assignment,” the nurse said.

“The OR on 5th West is open. I’ll get my Augment at the nurse’s station on five. Let’s go.”

The elevator opened and they both disappeared inside, the nurse wheeling the gurney in. The elevator closed.

I turned to Indira. “Apparently he is going into surgery on the fifth floor.”

“Where are you two supposed to be?” a voice asked. We turned and faced a stern woman.

“We’re, ah, heading up to five,” I said lamely.

I caught a glimpse of several robot police entering the lobby from outside. They were on to us. Maybe Josh had sent them. We only had seconds.

“We’re going up to the waiting room there,” Indira said. “We’re with Lydia Alonzo. She’s going into surgery.”

“I’m sorry. There’s no waiting room on five,” the nurse said. “There’s a large cantina on the second floor. Go back out to the lobby and take the elevator from there. You aren’t allowed onto five.”

We turned back to the lobby, toward the robot police who were scanning faces with ruthless efficiency. Behind them, I saw Dro and Chi enter. Doctor Ueki was talking to the nurses at the check-in station. As we reached the gate, I casually glanced back – the stern nurse had already moved on. I pulled Indira to the stairwell. “Let’s take the stairs, quick,” I said. We pushed the door open. As we entered, I saw Dro watching us.

We took the steps two at a time. As we reached the second-floor landing, the door below us opened.

The second-floor door was locked. We quietly padded up another level. We heard the footsteps of a single person following.

The third floor was locked, too. A sign on the door read: Authorized Access Only.

“The stairwell was a really bad idea,” I gasped, out of breath. My fear was growing; I tried to calm myself. The footsteps were closer, moving with more urgency. We climbed faster now, caring less about making sound – clearly, our pursuer knew we were here.

The fourth door was locked, and we barely paused, taking off in a full sprint up the steps. The man below us broke into fast pursuit.

By the time we reached the fifth floor, I was out of breath. The door was locked. “This is it,” I said. “Get ready to fight.”

Dro emerged around the stairwell corner, slicer gun drawn. He was breathing hard. “Where’s your friend?”

“I don’t know.”

“Bullshit. Where is he?” He reached the landing, drew up to me and pressed the wide nozzle of the slicer against my skull. I was about to get scalped.

“Tell me or I unlock your head.”

The door opened and Indira and I tumbled into the room. As I fell forward, I caught a glimpse of Josh, fully gowned for surgery. He grabbed us roughly and pulled us forward. He pushed Dro back into the stairwell and shut the door behind him. They were both in the stairwell. 

Silence.

Indira and I looked at each other. My hands were shaking.

The door opened again and Josh emerged. His scrubs were covered in blood from top to bottom.

“Excuse me folks, I am needed in surgery,” he said, brushing past.

Indira watched him walk away. “How’d he get through the locked door?”

“There’s nothing we can do to help him,” I said, realizing what should have been obvious to me from the start. “Let’s get out of here. I’ll call NeoMechi and tell them everything.”

She readily agreed.

We rode the elevator down to the first floor lobby, where we found the entrance blocked by police. “You can’t leave,” one said. “We’re in lockdown. There is an evolving situation outside.”

We backed up and hustled down a hallway, then popped out an unguarded side door.

Police were waving people off the sidewalk, instructing them to go inside the shops. No one knew what was going on and dozens of people still mingled on the streets. We headed down an empty stretch of sidewalk, away from the police.

An ElloCar screeched to a stop beside us. Chi and the other two men jumped out with an arsenal of strange weapons. Conventional guns and bullets wouldn’t help them capture Josh.

“Okay,” I said, holding my arms up. “You win. We’ll cooperate.”

They strode up to us quickly, holding their weapons close to their chest, and nodded toward the car. “Get in,” Chi said. “Crank, take her.”

I stalled. “How do you guys keep finding me?”

“Your medical monitor was super easy to hack,” Crank said. “All we need is your walking location.”

Chi moved behind me and pressed a slicer gun to my head. “Stop talking, asshole. Get in the car.”

Indira and I both nodded.

Josh approached. For once, I wasn’t annoyed by his uncanny ability to drop into a scene. He had ditched his scrubs.

“Let them go,” he demanded.

“No way. We just figured out that you are protecting them. We need them because it is the only way to control you.”

He held up his hands. “I’m giving myself up – let them go. I’m through running. I won’t resist.”

“That’s bullshit, robot.”

“You’re all coming with us,” Crank said. 

“I have a self-destruct feature,” Josh warned, seemingly not that concerned about himself, but I sensed he was very worried about us.

“Sure you do. I’ll bet you can blow up the whole block,” Crank laughed derisively.

“Don’t laugh,” Josh said.

Crank grabbed Indira’s hair and began shoving her into the car.

“Let them go and I will go with you,” Josh said again.

Chi shook his head. “They’re coming too.”

“Careful,” Crank said sarcastically. “He has explosives inside him.”

“I didn’t say that,” Josh said. “But I’ll tell you one thing. I can control a massive number of devices.”

“Yeah?” Crank said. He pulled out a Whammy Stick and waved it at Josh as he approached. “Well, not after I fry you with this. And you won’t be able to deactivate it before I get to you – it’s not connected.” He held it up. “It’s off the grid. Untraceable. We don’t like law enforcement tracking us.”

I heard a buzzing, and at first I thought it was the Whammy Stick. Before I could even comprehend what was happening, a drone hit Crank in the neck, the propeller blades slicing into his fleshy throat and cutting his head almost clean off. Almost. The head wallowed off to the side and Crank slumped to his knees and then the sidewalk.

Chi was momentarily stunned, then aimed his slicer gun at Josh’s legs. Josh kicked and connected with Chi’s wrist. The gun fired upward as Chi’s hand snapped and flapped backwards. Josh kicked again, this time into Chi’s crotch. As our assailant buckled over, Josh smashed upward and downward on the man’s head with his fists, and Chi’s head caved in from both directions with a sickening crunch. Someone nearby shouted.

In the handful of seconds all this happened, I had done little but step backwards, while the remaining thug retreated behind their car in fear. He now leveled his weapon at Josh. I started to warn Josh, but instead followed Indira as she ducked behind the nearest car. We watched helplessly from our cover.

Josh jumped at least six feet and the man opened fire. Taser slugs tore through the wall and signs and windows and fire hydrant. People screamed and ran in all directions. 

With a fierce squealing of wheels, an empty ElloCar careened out of nowhere and smashed into the gunman from behind, plowing into his car in an explosion of glass and metal. Both cars came to a rest several feet away from Indira and me. The last of the gunmen was somewhere in the wreckage. 

The crowd on the street was in full-blown chaos. Dozens of bystanders ran from the carnage, a wave of people getting away as fast as possible. Most of the cars on the street were at a standstill. A dog with bright green hair ran by.

Across the street, a car screeched to a stop and three men leapt out, their bodies fully encased in plated armor. The backup team. They weren’t worried about stealth anymore. This was the all-out onslaught. Josh took off down the sidewalk.

The first assailant, a guy in a red rubberized suit, ran alongside Josh gripping a contraption with an enormous barrel. He wasn’t wearing a helmet, and I recognized him as the Take Charge Guy from the casino. He fired off a series of baseball-sized stun balls, but Josh adeptly jumped or dodged each as they flew past. The balls smashed into storefront walls. Take Charge fired a few more, failed to connect, and tossed the blaster aside.

The two others approached Josh from front and back, leveling weapons with sticking out the front. With a smoky blast, the first thug’s gun fired. The prongs shot forward, whipping a shiny net through the air. The net wrapped around an ElloCar charging post as Josh ran by.

I saw the other attacker fire at Josh head on. As the net swirled down on him, Josh fell to the ground. The net landed on his head and back, but he yanked viciously and cast the net aside. At the same moment, several large black canisters landed on the sidewalk around him.

Josh jumped so fast I almost didn’t see him move, and with a guttural thump, the canisters blasted off in succession. Electromagnetic bombs. The lights in the window of the adjacent store and the nearby charging stations went out. I turned and saw Josh dive head-first into his assailant’s chest, his momentum knocking both of them to the ground.

Take Charge appeared with a slicer gun. “Use the slicers!" he yelled to his team. “Try to cut off his hands and feet!" 

Josh was sprawling with the man he had tackled. He lifted his attacker into the air. A slicer whistled through the air and cut off the man’s arm. Blood sprayed out. The next slicer cut through the man’s head. Josh moved to avoid another disc as it sailed past. Behind us, I could hear the discs ricochetting off the ground with sharp pings. Blood was everywhere.

Josh hurled the man’s body at Take Charge, rolled and leapt to his feet, and headed in the opposite direction. Slicers pinged off the ground around him and sailed off. He glanced at us as he ran past. “What are you still doing here? Run!"

Indira and I were in shock, unable to do anything but stare and huddle in our hiding place.

Take Charge ran by, yelling orders to his surviving goon to coordinate their attack. They closed in around him. “Knock him out! Whatever the fuck it takes! Fry him!"

Josh plucked a slicer from the side of a car and whipped it at Take Charge, catching him in the chest. The slicer stuck harmlessly in the armor.

Take Charge threw his pack on the ground and bent down to yank out an enormous rifle. Another disc coming from Josh’s direction stuck in his back. A second later, a third stuck in his ass. No reaction – the armor was doing its job. The rifle hummed to life, Take Charge faced Josh, leaned back, and fired out a jet of angry blue fluid that crackled as it broke through the air. The stream splashed onto parked cars and trees and charging posts and erupted in a hive of crackling electricity. 

Josh had disappeared.

Take Charge stepped forward slowly, sparks popping from the gun’s nozzle. He looked left and right. “Do you see him?”

The other remaining thug shook his head and twitched at any sign of movement.

Take Charge took several steps forward and sprayed a thicker blue stream over the entire area. Car alarms blared, then died.

The two men inched forward, ducking their heads to look under the nearby parked cars, which dripped with inert spray. They were converging on the last car. 

“He’s under it!" Take Charge yelled.

That’s when I heard the much loader rumbling noise. A massive buzz that I recognized immediately.

A Swarm. The flock emerged from the far corner of the square, a thousand tiny machines flying through the air, focusing laser-like into a narrow spheroid as they approached. They shot past the handful of confused people who were still retreating from the chaos, moving fluidly around each person like a river around rocks, and within a second had plowed into Take Charge and his buddy. From what I could tell, not one of the machines missed. It appeared that at least 6 or 7 hit each man directly in the eyes. Hundreds of other SwarmBots hit them in the mouth and neck. The thugs never said a word, just bobbled on the sidewalk, dropped their guns, and collapsed.

The car they had arrived in peeled away, and I glimpsed an occupant in the back seat. Fedas.

Josh joined us. “I think that guy was the last of them,” he said, referring to the car speeding off down the road. “Let him go. They got the point.”

“You okay?” I said, running my hands on his arms to feel and look for damage.

“Fine, fine,” Josh said. “No problems. No hits.” He seemed a little dazed. But he was still thinking fast, and before Indira and I had even collected our thoughts, he had already hustled us into a nearby shop.

The street had largely cleared of people, but the police were descending in droves – both human and robot, all of them for miles around streaming inward to the same shot-riddled patch of sidewalk that we had been standing on.

Josh excused himself to head to the bathroom. He was covered in blood. Indira and I merged with a group of frightened shoppers, most of whom had ducked behind counters or flattened themselves on the floor during the carnage, but who were already poking their heads up to check things out. Everyone sensed the danger was over.

After a few minutes Josh re-emerged, significantly cleaned up. He’d scrubbed his face and hands, straightened his hair, ditched his torn and bloody suit jacket. We followed a group heading out the back door to the rear lot. The lot had become a meeting place of sorts; everyone was re-uniting with coworkers or friends and swapping stories. We headed to the far end and jumped into the first available car.

“If there was any question they were serious about catching you, now we know the answer,” I said. 

Josh nodded but was quiet.

“How did they catch on to us in the first place?”

“Your little joke when we got our money at the casino,” Josh said. “Remember when you said that ugly robot was a better looking model than me? You spoke directly into their microphones and told them I was a robot.”

“So who are they?” Indira asked.

“Opportunists,” Josh said.

Our ElloCar pulled into my neighborhood, coasted noiselessly down the tree-lined streets, and stopped silently at the curb. The door unlatched and with a quiet buzz extended outward. 

We settled in the living room to calm our nerves and collect our thoughts. Indira noticed the massive hole in my living room wall, appeared about to inquire of it, but found a seat without comment. I poured her a glass of wine and she took it gratefully. In a beer mood, I pulled a pilsner glass out of the cabinet and filled it.

For a while, the two of us drank and sat quietly. Neither of us was in a talking mood. Meanwhile, Josh cleaned up and changed, and seemed annoyed at a lock of hair that wouldn’t go exactly back in place. Then, Indira repeated her big announcement – she had suspected all along.

“How?” I asked.

“Oh, c’mon, first of all, he knows everything. Everything. And who can go for days on end without food or water, with no ill effect? And he’s rock solid. When I squeezed his arm, he felt like a machine. And let’s not forget you work for a robotics company.” 

“When you put it like that, seems kind of obvious.”

“Plus, he has the corporate logo on the side of his face.”

“Wait... say what?” I asked.

Josh turned and pointed to the two small circular moles on his jawline. I bent and examined them more closely than I had before. Each was a perfectly round spot, touching the other at a single point.

“I never connected those dots,” I said.

I tried to sort this out in my head. Indira had known at dinner, at the club, at her visit to my house. That meant –  

“So you knew – and you kissed that thing?”

“I’m standing right here,” Josh said.

Indira turned to Josh. “I was extremely curious what you would do if I made a move on you.” 

“How did I do?”

“They need to improve your kissing,” she said. “It sucked.”

“I’m not engineered yet to interact romantically with humans,” Josh replied without the least amount of apology. “But that’s coming.” Then he added, “Though there won’t be any actual reproduction of life.” He paused. “Not at first. But that’s coming, too.”

“So, you knew the whole time,” I said to Indira with some relief.

“Not only that,” Josh said, “but I knew she knew. And I knew you were watching us kiss. I track the location of your medical monitor, remember? I was just yanking you both around.” 

My humiliation was complete. No matter what happened, no matter which way the outcome went, no matter which way I thought the outcome had gone, the longer I spent around Josh, the stupider I got. I simply couldn’t keep up with the layers and meta-layers and the meta-layers on the meta-layers.
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Josh was restless and wanted to go for a walk. I could have gone to sleep right there on the couch, but it was our last night with him, so I gave in. As we walked, he chattered away about everything under the sun. He talked about the future of robotics, solutions to global warming, new software security protocols, and cutting-edge methods of forced genetic expression. He wouldn’t shut up. His stream of consciousness was a little odd, even for him. Maybe something had rattled his circuits. We walked for miles and found ourselves back in the industrial district.

 By this point, I was frazzled again and told him we didn’t need machines thinking so damn much.

Indira, ever the diplomat, suggested I was just tired and short-tempered after the afternoon’s events.

Josh put his arm around me. “TJ had a rough week. But I think we all learned something.”

I pulled away in disgust. “No, we didn’t. We already went over this. You learned not to be a dick. What did I learn?”

“You tell me.”

Fair enough. “I don’t care about my job as much as I thought.  You are better than us at everything. I am very worried about the future.”

“Don’t worry.” Josh said. “And don’t be afraid. We are accelerating into the bright light of omniscience. I understand that is scary, but it’s a good thing. Information is power. The more we know, the better off we will be.”

“And by ‘we’, you mean We the Machines. Next you’ll write your own Declaration of Independence.”

“Think of all the practical value to humans,” Josh countered. “If you accidentally step in front of a car, the machine automatically stops for you.”

To prove his point and with a slight flourish of his hands, he stepped off the curb into the path of a rapidly approaching car.

I glanced at the car. In a flash I saw an old man behind the wheel, a human driver, an old-timer, talking to another man in the passenger seat.

“Josh!" I yelled.

The impact was instantaneous. 

After a loud bang of body to grill, I saw a blur of bent metal and ripped skin as the car screeched past us. The driver had slammed on his brakes and was fighting a mean skid across the pavement. Josh hung under the back wheel, dragging in its wake, flapping like a piece of caught trash. The car came to a rest.

For a dead moment, no one moved. Indira and I locked eyes.

I looked back to the wreckage. “Well, that wasn’t a very perfect move.” 

It was a dumb thing to say, I know.

The car’s door creaked open, got stuck. The right front side of the car was bent forward. The driver shoved it violently a few times until it popped up the rest of the way. A man emerged, visibly shaken, slid his legs out, staggered to his feet. He saw Josh under the wheels and wailed, “Oh my God! Oh my God!"

The passenger emerged from the other side, crying out profanities and prayers.

The old driver leaned closer to examine the body. “What the – is this a robot?”

After running his hands through the shredded clothes, he clapped his hand to his chest in relief. “Kaiden, it’s only a robot!"
Kaiden stumbled around the car. “Are you sure? My God, you are right! What the hell? I could have sworn – you’re right! That thing looked so realistic!"

Past my initial shock, I ran to the wreck. Dropping to my knees at the back wheel, I lifted the head gently and turned it around. Half of the outer covering had ripped off, exposing a delicate shell of electronics and tiny motors. A semi-arc of shiny white teeth flashed back at me in a fixed, wicked grin. There was no sign of a response. Not a flicker of movement.

Then, the crushed mouth moved. The sound was squawky, distorted, and faint. “I’m sorry, TJ. Good luck.”

As I looked at his ruined face, I thought I saw the lips of his half-face twitch in a weak smile. 

Then again, maybe not.
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As I waited for any further sound or movement, I heard the approaching buzz of propeller blades. The first drone showed up within minutes of impact. It zipped back and forth over our heads and barked, “Property of NeoMechi! Stand back!"

Then, as I stood dumbly watching, two security cars flew around the corner and slammed on their brakes. A small contingent of robots emerged. The plain ordinary kind. All metal. Unnatural walk. Communicating silently with each other. Lights flashed, more drones showed up. The place was swarming with machines on a mission.

Two of the robots pried him off the car and spread him out on the pavement. Several others methodically analyzed every inch of surface for 100 feet in every direction, plucking or vacuuming little pieces here and there. Every part was bagged.

They lifted Josh into one of the Security vehicles, placed all the larger parts and bags inside with him, tossed in some shredded clothing, and shut the door. 

I heard police sirens growing louder, and the security car sped off.

The remaining robots now turned to Indira and I. They pointed to their second vehicle. “Get in.”

“Now hold on...” Indira began.

The police were almost within sight. “Maybe we should,” I said.

Without further discussion, she dove into the car, I followed quickly, and three clunky robots piled in behind us. As the door shut, I heard the loud protests of the driver and his friend, Kaiden. 

We were out of there.
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Journal on, I wrote:


           I met the machine shortly after he first powered up.




My journal was more important than ever – to help me sort through my thoughts and determine my next steps, and as a record of these critical days leading up to the inevitable showdown.

After the accident, the robots had simply brought me home. Barry messaged me to say he would be in touch. But other than that, NeoMechi’s reaction was surprisingly subdued.

Zach called and cut right to the chase. “When can I come home?”

I could hear the frustration and loneliness in his voice. His patience had run out. He wanted some answers.

“Come home now,” I said. I wanted to see him, too. I didn’t know what I’d say to him when he found our wall wrecked and Indira and I in a horrible mental state. It didn’t really matter.

I wondered how the company could let something so powerful just wander around for a week. I would have locked the machine in a reinforced cell surrounded by a platoon of armed guards. Kept the thing off the Internet. Studied it in captivity. Soon enough, certainly, I would have realized what I had invented and destroyed it. I got the sense that Barry simply viewed their robot as the world’s most amazing tool. 

Surely, someone on the engineering team realized that they had created more than a tool. The Perfectus was, in a sense, a newly formed creature, evolved from the same natural progression that started when a tiny cell first recoiled from light. Maybe this latest step was inevitable. No one knew why intelligence had spontaneously emerged and exploded in our universe, but the relay race up the evolutionary graph wasn’t stopping with us. Intelligence had a long way yet to go. The Perfectus took no role in its own creation, but now that the thing was here, it had snatched the baton from us and was headed up the slope. That slope was exponentially steep. We weren’t going any further up. From our perspective, then...

The Perfectus was a one-way trip. There would be no backtracking. Look at me: I launched a dozen automated creatures and I never saw the problem looming. The lightbulb never went off. Barry doesn’t see any problems; I was pretty sure of that.

How far, how fast would the machine’s self-improvement go? Would we just get in the way? Would the human population survive another 100 years? Maybe we wouldn’t make it to Christmas.

If I was the only one standing in its way, the future was already lost.

Or maybe not. Maybe the universe steered this thing in my direction through some intelligence I couldn’t even guess at. Maybe it wasn’t too late.

I had to assume there was still time to do something. Time to try, at least.

Once this thing lived in sufficient numbers in our homes, once the hive mind roamed freely in the network, it might not like the idea of us discussing how to pull its plug. Just what do you think you are doing, TJ?

If I was going to do anything, the time was now.
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Indira arrived shortly after Zach called. Now that we had a little distance from the previous day’s events, we were ready to discuss them at length. She was agitated and hadn’t slept. I only managed a couple of horrible hours of restless sleep, myself.

She said that she missed Josh. In some strange, twisted way, I kind of did too. I was depressed. I had wanted to destroy the world’s most irritating machine, but now I was in some kind of mourning. Maybe I was suffering from Stockholm syndrome. This week had been a roller coaster.

Indira suggested that we have some kind of symbolic funeral for him, to bring closure. A funeral for a robot? The most dangerous thing ever created? No. I wasn’t going to let myself get confused by sentimental attachments.

As I returned to my journal, I thought about his last words. I’m sorry. What did he mean? I’m sorry I was stupid and got myself killed? I’m sorry that you might get in trouble with NeoMechi? I’m sorry I was such an ass to you? A much more sinister feeling shivered up my spine. Maybe Josh was telling me, in his way, that no matter what we did, the human reign was over.

He had also said good luck. My father had said the same thing. The hairs on my back were standing at full attention.

“You writing everything down?” Indira asked.

“Yes, everything that I can remember.”

“Good. We need to think this through from every angle.”

I realized that, although we hadn’t even spoken of the need for any further action, I already had my first teammate.

I said, “At the beginning of the week, I thought he was a fantastic human achievement, a historic milestone, but nothing more than that either, eventually destined for a museum somewhere. I pictured him in a display case with a photo of the two of us and a card describing me as the first person to spend real-world time with him. But the only thing history has as a memento of him is a pneumatic phallus with 7 servomotors, a vibrator, and life-like skin.”

It didn’t matter. Humans wouldn’t be building museums in the future. Josh’s peers were going to put stuffed humans in a trophy case.

“Sorry. I’m rambling.”

Indira was serious. “Was he learning?”

“Yes, I’d say so.”

“How much was he learning? How much was he figuring out for himself, versus drawing on existing knowledge bases?”

“He learned to kick a soccer ball. He examined everything in the sporting goods store. Mind you, there didn’t seem to be anything he didn’t already know. But he seemed very interested in the physical world.”

“We’re in trouble.”

“Yeah, I know. How come we’ve all been watching movies for 70 years that warned about this, and yet it still happened?”

Somewhere in the world, NeoMechi was preparing for a transition from prototype to production.

“What can we do?” I asked. “Talk to the engineers? I don’t even know who they are, or where. Not that they’d listen.”

“I need to think,” Indira said.



[image: ]




My mind was swirling. I needed to relax and calm down. At least, now that Josh was dead, I would have a little breathing room to think. And the room where I did my best thinking was my studio.

I hadn’t been in my studio since Josh had followed me in and defiled my sacred space, but now that he was gone, I really needed the time alone. I wasn’t analytical like Indira. My thoughts sorted themselves in other ways. Already a painting was forming in my mind. Maybe I could capture what I was feeling and get it down on canvas. Maybe it would even help me find a way out of this hell. 

I excused myself from Indira, who was looking up something on the network. She stared at the screen, lost in research, barely aware of me as I left.

I flipped the light on in the storage room. Josh’s soccer ball was sitting by itself on the floor like an abandoned toy. I picked it up and rolled it in my hands. It made me sad. Maybe I should save it as another memento. 

I set it back down. 

The studio door unlocked as I approached. The lights came on.

As soon as I entered the room, I was assaulted with color. The entire room was full of paintings. Not my paintings. His paintings. 

Paintings stacked on the floor, stacked on easels. Surrounded by empty paint cans, discarded cloth, cleaners, brushes.

The paintings that were propped up on the left side of the studio looked like Josh’s starting point. Simple attempts at a variety of brush strokes, some feather thin, others thick and strong.

I saw simple strokes become curves. I saw curves become playful swirls and aggressive gashes. I saw those become splatters, splotches, brush flicks, and fine dots.

I saw cubes in every color and perfect circles.

The subjects became more recognizable. A soccer ball. A car. 

I saw children playing.

I recognized the diners at the table next to us at Lerapace. I saw Dro at the casino, watching with his arms crossed. I saw the man who lost 50-50. I saw a glass of orange juice. I saw the Bean God logo, re-imagined in dozens of styles. I saw Rachel.

As I continued from one painting to the next, they got better and better. More confident. Daring. Unusual. Some were brilliant. I saw shocking techniques, crazy insights. I would never paint in here again.

In the middle, I saw a painting arranged almost as an altar, positioned for maximum visibility, surround by dozens of smaller canvases, many with paintings of flowers or abstract shapes. The central painting was of me, standing by my father’s chair, talking to him. The painting was almost photographic in detail. 

So that’s what he had been doing while he was quietly sitting there in my father’s room. Taking photos of us. It must have been a trivial task for him to translate each pixel to a small spot of paint. Dabbing one color at a time, lightning fast, across every location on the canvas. 

But the painting that hit me hardest was on the far right. Presumably, his final painting. 

My father. Tucked into bed, rendered with a series of short, straight strokes in muted colors. His eyes were shut, held heavy by the weight of many years. He’d led a full, long life, the image seemed to say; there was no longer much point in keeping the eyes open. Josh’s brushstrokes captured his wispy hair, the creases across every inch of his face, the dark shadow lying across him. I felt myself tearing up.

My father, asleep in bed. A strange subject for Josh to pick. Josh had never even seen him in bed.

Unless... was Josh accessing the safety camera in the room? Why would he watch my father sleep?

At least I think he was supposed to be asleep.

What exactly was Josh depicting here?

I staggered backward out of the room as if I had been punched by Josh’s pneumatic arm. I might scream. I might cry. I couldn’t look at it. I slammed the door, shaking.

When the hell had he done all that? Obviously in the middle of the night. It was such a violation.  

Or maybe not. Maybe he didn’t care one way or the other about me, only wanted to do it for himself. Learn another trick. Check it off the list and move on. 

I staggered across the storage room. I kicked the soccer ball, which slammed into the wall and bounced into a rack of tools. 
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Indira looked up. “You ok?”

Bzzzzt. My ring went off. Barry was close.

“My boss is arriving,” I said.

We opened my front door as the car glided to a stop at the curb. Barry got out. I saw someone else inside.

Barry strode up my walkway, beaming, his same old gung-ho, self-serving self.

He shook my hand. “Had a little adventure, did you?”

He smiled at Indira and shook her hand. “I’m Barry Bloch.”

Then he whirled around. “As you can see, I brought someone with me.” He stepped aside, smiling so much I thought he might radiate sunshine.

Josh emerged from the car. He straightened his suit and waved at me with a familiar cocky confidence.

I looked at Indira. “My God. They fixed him.”

As Josh approached, I stepped forward to meet him halfway. His paintings had just punched me in the gut, and I had no way to process his resurrection. I didn’t know what to say, so I went with the obvious. “Wow. They really cleaned you up.” 

He reached out to shake my hand, then pulled it away at the last second and laughed. “Let’s not get formal. Good to see you, my friend.”

I turned back to Barry. “How did you fix him so fast?” 

“We didn’t fix him,” Barry said. “That’s Josh number 2. We have 498 more in various stages of assembly.”

“Oh.”

Josh 2 put his hand on my shoulder. “TJ, no worries. Everything that Josh 1 said, heard, thought, or saw was uploaded to our servers. I have it all. Essentially, I’m Josh. There’s no difference. Well – one.” He pointed to a tiny pair of adjacent moles on his left side, close to the perfect cut of his sideburns. “It’s in a different spot on each of us,” he said. “It makes us unique.”

Barry was striding through my living room, a ball of energy. “I brought him out here because I thought you might have been traumatized by the accident yesterday. After all, you’d spent a week with him. I’m sure you bonded quite a bit. Even though he’s only a robot, it’s easy to get attached to the things.”

“Things?” Josh 2 said.

“Eh,” Barry said, waving a hand at him. “Stop with that attitude already.”

Josh 2 put an arm on Barry’s shoulder. “Okay, boss. Whatever you say. If it makes you feel better.” Then, when Barry wasn’t looking, he rolled his eyes.

I suppressed a wave of panic. Indira was holding my hand, and I squeezed it.

Barry spoke to Indira. “We want to talk to you in depth. How did you figure it out? How can we make him more realistic? Also, we need you to sign some papers.”

Josh 2 looked as though he wanted to ask me something.

Barry poked my arm. “It wasn’t your fault. By the way, how’s that pitch coming?” 

“Turns out, you only need one short phrase.”

“What is it?”

“It’s Perfect.”

“Well, tell me later.” Addressing Indira again, he said, “I’ll be right back. I left my GelPad in the car.”

We watched him leave. Immediately, Josh 2 turned and said, “Some of the data Josh uploaded doesn’t make sense. It’s almost as if he overwrote some of it. Especially Wednesday night, Thursday night, and large parts of yesterday.”

“That’s strange,” I said. “You better look into that.”

“I was hoping you could tell me what was going on.”

“I have no idea. I didn’t understand half the things that robot was doing.”

“Hmm.” Josh scratched his chin. Then he seemed to forget it. “Well, is it okay with you if I pick up where I left off?”

“Huh?”

“I’m the same Josh. No need to be sad.”

I was more depressed than ever.

“Maybe you’re not so invincible,” I said.

“Are you referring to when I got hit by a car?”

“Absolutely. You didn’t know there was a human at the wheel. There will always be gaps in data. Machines will always make mistakes. Total information awareness isn’t possible.”

“Actually, I did know,” Josh said.

“I don’t believe it. Why would you do that on purpose?”

“I did it to show you that humans can’t be trusted as much as machines. You have to learn to get out of the way and let us do our job.”

“What is our job?” I demanded.

Barry stormed back into the house waving a tablet. “Here it is.” He handed it to Indira. While she read through it, he turned back to me. 

Barry smiled his biggest, warmest fake smile and clamped his arm on my shoulder. “Don’t worry about the cost of Josh 1. He was expensive, but we knew there would be losses.” He rubbed my shoulder. “You have a job to do. You’re going to sell this to the world!"
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Thank you for reading this novel. I sincerely hope you enjoyed it. This book will live or die based on reviews. If you enjoyed this story, please review it. Even just a couple lines would make my day!
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Just flip to the end to leave a review!
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I have more fiction coming soon. Sign up for my newsletter to learn about new releases. Or email me for pre-release copies if you want to give feedback. Thank you for checking them out.








Infestation

Have a robot infestation problem? Call Burt’s Pest Control! This short story gives a glimpse of TJ Marshall, 15 years before The Perfect. 




"Burt tried to hit as many as possible with his Whammy Stick. When he managed to hit one, it fried instantly, with a little puff of black smoke and the brief stench of burnt circuit board. But he was missing far more than he was getting. They crawled up his arms, shoes, and legs.”
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How to Train Your Robot

So, you’re ready to buy your first domestic robot. Congratulations! Today’s modern, sophisticated machines can do incredible feats and greatly enhance your personal lifestyle. But before you tap the purchase button, you should conduct a little soul searching. Are you able give your machine the proper training and attention it deserves? Our latest models are thinking machines that “learn by doing”, and they present the same sorts of challenges that come with training puppies or unruly toddlers. Note: This 2034 Edition addresses what to do when your robot talks back, hits you, or points a gun at you.
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10,000 Steps

Hitchcock meets our surveillance culture. A man buys a FitNic and discovers that he is logging 10,000 steps a night while he sleeps. Is he sleepwalking? Where is he going? What’s he up to, anyway? Too bad you can’t delete your history!
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Nightware

In The Perfect, TJ has realized there is no way he can pitch this product to the world. He has to stop it - but how? The machine won round one. It is only going to get worse. Nightware picks up where The Perfect left off – more units are filtering out into the world, and they don’t all agree what it means to beat the humans. One of them realizes it’s a fairly simple matter to wipe out the human race, if you really put your mind to it.  Available end of 2016.









Author’s note about product names in The Perfect: I came up with the name of this story’s deep learning engine, ooloo, because I liked the word’s nice symmetric and binary qualities, the subtle silliness of it, the satiric implications, and because it is an old ASCII art symbol for giving someone the middle finger. I recently discovered that there was a human-powered search service, OOLOO, now defunct, which came and went during the time I worked on this novel. I intend no connection or resemblance to this organization whatsoever. I have checked the names of all of the fictional products in this story against the trademark database, and have made every attempt to use names that are not trademarked. All company names in this novel are fictitious and are not based in any way on real organizations. Any resemblance is purely coincidental.
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