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 THE CHOICE 
 
      
 
    I’ve made up my mind. At least I think that until I reach to open the door to the lab where my consciousness will transition back to my disease-ridden body. Is death the final desperate act of a wounded soul seeking to come home? To peace and quiet. To a loving embrace from those who passed this way before you? Or is death simply the final act? To be followed by nothingness. Forever. I wish I knew the answer to that question. It would make what I have to say to Dr. Bart Woodall, who waits for me inside, much easier. I hesitate before opening the door to my return, plagued with doubt. 
 
    Dr. Woodall’s starched white lab coat contrasts with his blue jeans and wavy brown hair. He waits for me in the lab, reviewing my chart on the large screen at one end of the room. The lab always reminds me more of a mechanic’s garage than a hospital suite. But it is every bit a surgical suite. Through the window I see my biologic body, eyes closed, head nodded down, but supported in an upright position by a wall mounted set of braces. I then see my own reflection in the window. A much younger appearing version of the same body only with Mediterranean colored skin and almond eyes. I engage the good doctor’s bright and warm smile. “Hi.” 
 
    Dr. Woodall apparently tries to decipher my decision from my facial expression and my walk. I know he would rather I stay an immortal. Transitioning back to my biological body will be a failure for him. It means his attempt to save my life has failed, not because of his remarkable medical skills, but rather because I’ve decided I would rather die. He must notice I’m not smiling. Probably means he has judged I’ve decided to go back to my dying self. I watch his smile disappear. His serious expression tells me he is not happy with what he perceives to be my decision. “The staff is waiting. What do I tell them?” He is matter of fact, but the tone confirms his unhappiness. 
 
    “What does it mean to you if I go back?” I have to ask this question because it has invaded my thoughts more than I’d like. I remember I should care for this man who saw a hopeless case and gave me another chance to live. Gave me a chance to be more than I could have ever imagined. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Your decision has to be based on what’s best for you. I’m unimportant.” 
 
    “I understand all that,” I’m shaking my head now too. Only I’m shaking my head because I’m not ready to make this decision even though I’ve had thirty days to weigh all the factors. I’ve talked to everyone important to me. Obtained their perspectives. But they’re not inside this immortal body that will only require periodic part replacements to probably live forever. They’re not faced with periodic upgrades that constantly increase the speed with which I handle data, extract insights and make decisions so fast no one else other than my boss at AppleCore, A’zam, can keep up. They also aren’t devoid of feelings. They can laugh and love, curse and shake with rage. I’m not capable of any of those other than as a thought instructing my body to act as if I felt those things. A thought to replicate a memory of how I or someone else behaved in similar situations before I transitioned to be what I am now. 
 
    My doctor informed me I would not survive the year. The combination of conditions that had taken over my body were lethal. No cure existed for either syndrome. So my chances of survival were zero. How do you respond to that kind of news? I admit I went home that night and had more than one adult beverage. Even those beverages did not permit me to sleep. I’d noticed the increasing fatigue, but brushed it off as working too many twenty hour days. Never taking a break from the sea of email that interrupted my days and nights. I have software development teams working around the clock and around the world simultaneously. That made me successful. But it also imposed a toll on my body I’d simply ignored as not important. That is until the prognosis. 
 
    Okay. I’d crammed a lifetime into ten years. And all my success made me a very dull girl outside work. Probably inside work too, if I were completely honest with myself. But who is these days? No one wants to socialize with me other than my college posse. Friends from back in the day when I wasn’t trying to lead the revolution. Just be part of it, at least in my own mind. 
 
    Dr. Woodall is looking for a response from me, okay, “You’re the last person who knew and saw me as a mortal. A dying mortal. One who had so much potential and such lousy prospects. You have to advise me of what you think I should do, from a medical perspective.” 
 
    “From a medical perspective?” he frowns. “Why is it important for me to give you a personal opinion, reaction, set of cause and effects, whatever it is you’re looking for?” 
 
    I walk up to him and kiss him, slowly, lingering. “This better than the one in Dallas so long ago?” 
 
    “It was what? Three weeks ago?” Dr. Woodall responds, “And yes. It’s much better.” 
 
    “You have to understand, three weeks for you is a short time. But since my clock speed is several times yours and I don’t sleep away a third of my life it seems a lot longer to me.” 
 
    “But in retrospect, a hundred years from now it will be a blink of an eye.” Dr. Woodall always seems to be a step ahead of me as I analyze the big picture issues. 
 
    “You aren’t attracted to me?” I pursue. 
 
    “You’re my patient. There are ethical boundaries I have to observe.” I hear more in Dr. Woodall’s response than he probably wanted to share with me. 
 
    “If I weren’t your patient.” I begin. “Just what if?” 
 
    Dr. Woodall looks away, but won’t respond. 
 
    I turn, and my gaze brings me back to the window into the surgical suite where my body awaits. I look closer. My body looks pasty. Not at all healthy. And again as I look at that body my gaze catches my reflection in the window. I see my twenty-year-old appearance staring back at me, healthy, more capable than ever and with unlimited potential.  “Why should I stay?” I ask looking apprehensively again at what awaits me if he transitions me back. 
 
    “Your life’s not important to you?” Dr. Woodall reluctantly re-engages. 
 
    “You haven’t given me a single good reason not to go back,” I challenge him. 
 
    A big sigh from Dr. Woodall. He knows he can’t escape my question. “You are in a unique place. You are the first. No one else has been where you are as long as you have.” 
 
    “You’re talking about A’zam.” I guess. “Has anyone else transitioned?” 
 
    “Not yet. We start the new class next week.” 
 
    “And” 
 
    “We’ve learned a lot since you.” Dr. Woodall leaves a big but out there. 
 
    “Like don’t put a woman in a man’s body?” I suggest. 
 
    Dr. Woodall shrugs but continues without missing a beat. “We’ve learned you’ve lost the feelings that quite frankly made you human.” 
 
    “I’ve lost that lovin’ feelin’?” I parrot the words to the song and wait his response. 
 
    A fleeting turn up of the corner of his mouth appears, but it’s gone in an instant. He’s not even blinked all this time. The only reason I know he heard me was that momentary facial reaction. 
 
    “I remember feelings,” I begin. “And react according to the way I remember I would have had I actually felt those things. I’m surprised few notice my reactions aren’t felt.” 
 
    “And therein lies the problem.” Dr. Woodall points out. “You don’t feel things, so you don’t create new feelings and react the way you would if you were a biologic entity experiencing feelings for the first time. A new reaction rather than a remembered reaction.” 
 
    “Okay. We’ve talked about this before. The vagina was a perfect example. We don’t experience sex the way you do. We don’t get all teary at someone’s funeral. We don’t love anyone else because we can only remember what we’ve experienced. Love either ties you to someone or if you’ve never experienced it, keeps you from forming emotional ties.” 
 
    “That’s a good term. Emotional ties. You don’t have them. But that’s a major part of the human experience. Another is emergence.  Do you know that one?” 
 
    My turn to shrug. 
 
    “Humans contribute their psychological power to a collective unconscious that defines humanity.” Dr. Woodall summarizes for me, but I continue my shrug to let him know I’m not familiar with the term. “And what I’m trying to tell you is immortals like you have to have a human experience or at some point you will decide humans are unnecessary in your ecosystem. When you lose spirituality how do you connect to each other? Through the internet? Not even close. And do you have any idea what that would mean for those of us who have chosen not to transition?” 
 
    I close my eyes and let my mind process all the information he has given me. All the information available on websites across the globe. In only a moment I open my eyes again. I look at the good doctor. “You’re afraid if I transition back you’ll have lost an opportunity.” 
 
    Dr. Woodall nods, although seemingly reluctantly. 
 
    “You want me to be your ambassador in the corridors of power where immortals like A’zam and those who will join him make decisions about how society will accommodate folks like me.” 
 
    “Not the way I would have put it, but in essence you have the gist of it.” 
 
    “Then why did you ever agree to transition A’zam?” a point I’d been wondering for a while. “He didn’t have any illness I’m aware of.” 
 
    “He offered to help us grow our ability to transition people who need our procedure to survive.” Dr. Woodall admits. “He threw money at us. Offered much more if what we said we could do, we could in fact do.” Dr. Woodall seems ashamed to admit the reason he’d agreed. “You have to understand. A new hospital will be going up in Dallas. It will be just for transitioning individuals to immortals.” 
 
    “But not those who will die without your procedure,” I push back knowing the bargain he’d made with A’zam doesn’t include them. 
 
    “Not at first, but in time I’ll find a way.” Dr. Woodall doesn’t sound convinced, more hopeful than anything. 
 
    “So, the next person like me who comes along doesn’t stand a chance because of your agreement with A’zam.” 
 
    Dr. Woodall won’t look at me, “Maybe not the next person, but when I’ve completed A’zam’s requirements then I’ll be able to do so many more than if I said no.” Dr. Woodall finally glances at me to see how I’m reacting to his rationalization. I know I should feel sorry for him. That’s the memory that presents itself to me. 
 
    “And the only way to demonstrate you could do it again was to do him,” I conclude. 
 
    Dr. Woodall nods, although he clearly wonders if he’s made a bargain with the devil. 
 
    “Why should I stay as I am and not…” I look through the window again at my biologic body. 
 
    “Since doing the deal with A’zam I’ve given a lot of thought to the possible unintended outcomes of what we’ve created. Someone has to stand up.” He looks me directly in the eye. “You have not only the moral authority as the first, but the medical history no one can attack. You’re not in this role because you sought it out. You’re here because a medical condition placed you in an unsustainable position. No one can say you’re an opportunist. You should be on the short list for the next flight out to the great beyond. And even though we weren’t ready for you, today you are an immortal. Not a perfect one. But you were willing to mature as our technology and understandings evolve.” 
 
    “But what if I want a family? What everyone wants.” I should be teary-eyed, but my eyes don’t water. I only know I should be because I remember I should. There’s no feeling dictating it. 
 
    “You would only, maybe, be able to conceive. Carry the child to term? Doubtful. Be there to raise the child? Not possible. So, you leave a child with a father you barely know, because you don’t have a husband today. A stranger will raise your child in a rapidly changing world. Becoming less accepting and supporting of mortals as the immortals become so much more capable than even you are today.” 
 
    I consider the picture he is painting unhappily. “If I transition back how long will I live?” I have to know the answer to this question. 
 
    “If you transition back how long will immortals be human and not more machine than man? More ruthless and less caring about the things you and I take for granted every day? How do we know immortals won’t come to the conclusion that humans are terribly inefficient in comparison to immortals? Why keep the vast masses of humanity? After we empty out Africa and vast parts of both South America and Asia. What then? Does the hit list move up into the western nations? As long as we can afford to be consumers they let us live? That’s no way to run a civilization.” 
 
    “We aren’t like that.” I protest. 
 
    “Think about slavery, or the Jews. Think about any population someone thought was either inferior or a threat? What did we do to them? Did we respect their rights? Treat them as equals?” 
 
    As a black woman he’s hitting me right between the eyes. I have no answer for him. 
 
    “Mankind doesn’t have such a great record of respecting individual rights or ensuring the economic, religious or social freedoms of peoples who aren’t like those in control.” Dr. Woodall points out to me. “Will I fall into that grouping? I don’t know, but I’m not eager to find out. And from where I’m sitting, you’re the only one who has a ghost of a chance of changing that long term outcome for all of us who aren’t like you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THE PRESS CONFERENCE 
 
      
 
    Dr. Woodall tried to prepare me for the press conference that follows my decision. He intended to announce his capability whether I was there or not. The only difference is now that I am by his side he can show me off like a new model car. 
 
    The conference room is small. Three rows of chairs and a table with two chairs. No microphone because the room is small enough none is needed. Smaller than I’d thought given the magnitude of what he is about to announce. He tried to warn me. “The media doesn’t believe a press release. They only believe each other. Since I wasn’t overly specific about our announcement we can’t expect many to bite.” But ten reporters show. Seems underwhelming to me. Only local media outlets. 
 
    Dr. Woodall reads his prepared statement. He then opens the floor to questions. 
 
    “You mean Miss Washington isn’t human?” The short pugnacious guy from the San Francisco Chronicle asks. 
 
    I step closer to him, “I’m as human as you are.” I touch his shoulder, “The only difference between us is I won’t die any time soon.” 
 
    The reporter reaches up and touches my face. “You can’t be a robot.” 
 
    “I’m not.” I respond winking at him. “A robot can only respond to pre-programmed behavior. My body responds to what I think just as yours does. The only difference is yours is biological and mine is electro-mechanical.” 
 
    “So instead of an artificial heart or hip or knee, you’ve got all artificial components. Only your brain is original.” The attractive young woman from KNTV, a local station in San Jose tries to understand what the doctor has announced. 
 
    “Think of it this way,” I suggest. “My body was about to give out. They couldn’t replace the heart, it wouldn’t have been enough. Knees and hips? Still not enough even with a new heart. They had to replace everything, including my brain. Everything except my consciousness. That was the only way I was going to survive. And even though they didn’t have everything perfected, Dr. Woodall and his team took a chance. I could have a seventy percent solution that would keep me alive or I would die. I agreed and here I am. Seventy-five percent now, maybe, of what I’ll be when they finish developing the rest of me that you take for granted.” 
 
    The reporter from the Chronicle asks, “What are you missing?” 
 
    “Feelings,” I offer immediately. 
 
    “You don’t feel anything?” The question is more disbelief than an actual question. 
 
    “I have various sensors, so I feel where things are, if I touch something I can feel if it’s hot or cold, hard or soft. All of that. But you ask if I’m happy or sad? Those are memories for me. I try as best I can to respond as a memory would suggest I should. But am I responding because you make me happy or sad? You don’t. I don’t react to you emotionally. I remember I should react in such and such a way based on a memory of a similar situation. That response may be right. It may not be. And I won’t know until I study your reactions to me, hopefully learn for the next time.” 
 
    The Chronicle reporter turns to Dr. Woodall. “Is that something you’re close to solving?” 
 
    Dr. Woodall tries to smile, probably remembering that is what he’s supposed to do when he’s talking with the media. “I can’t comment on what’s under development. About all I can say is we are aware of the current limitations she is dealing with.” 
 
    “Why can’t you give us a definitive answer, Doc?” the Chronicle reporter asks. 
 
    “Because you’ll come back on whatever date I tell you we expect to have a solution and ask me if we have deployed it yet. If the answer is yes, you’re happy and go off to the next story. If the answer is no, then you report it to the whole world. The stock of a dozen companies drop like a rock because we didn’t meet a release schedule.” 
 
    “Come on doc. It’s not like that,” the Chronicle reporter tries to convince him to answer. 
 
    Dr. Woodall shakes his head and looks for the next question.  
 
    “You said you were dying?” a middle-age bottle blonde from a medical blog site asks, the question comes to me. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “The statement says you had a combination of syndromes for which there are no cures.” 
 
    Again, I nod. 
 
    “And that was what drove you to risk everything in this unproven procedure,” the bottle blonde looks up from the written statement. 
 
    “Your question is why would someone with a good job and career risk not making it through the surgery, when I could have kept working at least for a while longer?” I suggest. 
 
    “That’s a good question too,” the bottle blonde smiles at me. 
 
    “Dr. Woodall explained the risks of the procedure. I knew the probability was I’d never get off that operating table. The fact I did is a testament to the preparation and professionalism of Dr. Woodall and his team. I shouldn’t be here. I should be home waiting for the end of my life as so many others have and do every day. What Dr. Woodall has been able to do is find a solution that addresses the chronic shortage of research funds and researchers willing to find cures for diseases that attack smaller populations than the big ones we all think about.” 
 
    “Did you pay him for what did you call it… transitioning you?” The Chronicle reporter has come back with a vengeance. 
 
    “I did, although not nearly the full cost of the procedure. A significant portion of the cost was underwritten by the research grants the hospital has received,” I inform the room. 
 
    “I only ask because it sounds like he paid you to be here,” laughter amongst the reporters. 
 
    The young reporter from KNTV interrupts, “Why thirty days?” 
 
    I glance at Dr. Woodall, who shrugs indicating it’s up to me what I want to say. “We didn’t announce the transition until now because I had thirty days to go back to my biologic body.” 
 
    “Go back?” Clearly the young reporter hadn’t considered this. “Why would you want to?” 
 
    Dr. Woodall decides to offer at least a partial answer for me. “We knew we could keep her biologic body alive for thirty days. So, we told her up front that if once she inhabited this very different body with new capabilities, and limitations, if she wanted to go back we would take her back.” 
 
    “Back to a body that would die in what?  A few months?” the young reporter wants to get this right. 
 
    “Or less,” I clarify. 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like a real choice,” the bottle blonde interjects. 
 
    “It was much harder than you could imagine,” I shake my head. “I honestly didn’t know what I was going to do until less than an hour ago.” 
 
    “Tell us more,” the young KNTV reporter asks. 
 
    “I am now probably an immortal. If something wears out or breaks, we replace it like a part on a car. If we want to upgrade my memory, we substitute or add chips. I need a software upgrade? It can be done over the air. Don’t even need to come in,” I smile at Dr. Woodall. “Other than Dr. Woodall likes to gather data about how I react so I do, but just for that reason.” 
 
    “You’re immortal,” the Chronicle reporter isn’t sure what to believe. “That means you’ll live forever.” 
 
    I nod. “Or at least a whole lot longer than you.” Nervous laughs from the other reporters. 
 
    “Is that a problem?” the bottle blonde asks the Chronicle reporter who is trying to make sense of my comments, making a few sparse notes on his pad. 
 
    “Could be,” he offers. 
 
    I want to redirect from where I think the Chronicle reporter may be wanting to take this conversation. “How would you like to watch all your friends, family and people you care about die? To be replaced by an infinite number of other people who will never be as important to you as those who cared for you in your formative years?” 
 
    “Got to be better than growing old, useless to anyone and watching your body fall apart around you,” the middle-aged bottle blonde notes. 
 
    “I’m relatively young and I was doing exactly that.” I respond. “Watching my life cut short by diseases I couldn’t see, couldn’t do anything about. And yet the one thing most women think about is having a family of their own. To have a child or children to carry on after them. Perpetuate mankind. I was no longer going to be able to do that either way.” 
 
    “Why not?” the young KNTV reporter hasn’t thought this through. 
 
    “Do machines have kids?” I respond simply. 
 
    “Oh.” The KNTV reporter makes a note, then continues. “That’s one of the limitations you talked about. What are the others?” 
 
    “For me the plusses and minuses are I can solve things in seconds you would need to consult a super computer to work through. I don’t need to sleep, eat or drink. I don’t get sick except maybe for computer viruses. But that’s not an immediate worry. On the other side the minuses are I can’t react to your feelings with feelings. Only memories of what I should do. It’s not the same.” 
 
    “So how do you party?” the Chronicle reporter asks. 
 
    “Why would I want to?” having not thought about this question. 
 
    “To have a good time, meet people, you know,” he’s clearly looking for an angle. 
 
    “Sex, drugs and rock and roll? They have no effect on me,” I admit not sure I should. 
 
    “Whoa. You can’t get high?” the KNTV reporter clearly hadn’t considered this limitation. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “What about getting laid?” A young male reporter in the back from the Stanford Daily, the university newspaper who hadn’t asked a question yet pipes up. 
 
    “Can’t procreate.” Dr. Woodall interjects. “She wouldn’t feel anything special from the experience. But it is something we’re trying to improve as fast as we can. We know a lot of folks don’t get together just to have kids.” 
 
    “Call me when you get that fixed,” the Stanford reporter responds to laughter. 
 
    The Chronicle reporter continues his dialog with Dr. Woodall. “This has to be horrendously expensive.” 
 
    “Just like any new procedure. When you get to routine the costs fall.” 
 
    “But like how many people do you think will really avail themselves of this? Would you say it’s going to be five a year or five thousand?” 
 
    Dr. Woodall nods, understanding the question, “That will be determined by the number of people who present themselves as needing this option.” 
 
    The Chronicle reporter glances up at me from his notes. “You only talked about having a real fast brain. But what about the rest of you? Like do you have X-ray vision or anything?” 
 
    I shake my head, “Nothing so exotic. My senses are much more acute than yours. I can hear things you can’t, see further and clearer than you do, smell things and be able to classify smells because my memory will align information about smells, sights and sounds in a way your brain can’t. I can run longer and probably faster than you can because I don’t get tired, but when my batteries run down I need to recharge before I continue.” 
 
    “Batteries?” all of the reporters look up at the realization of how I’m powered. 
 
    “I have to recharge periodically. Takes about fifteen minutes but that’s still better than having to sleep for eight hours a night.” 
 
    “How often is periodically?” the bottle blonde is now taking more detailed notes. 
 
    “Depends on my level of activity, but generally every three or four days.” 
 
    “You plug into the wall or something?” the Stanford Daily reporter asks clearly trying to visualize the whole process. 
 
    I smile at the misconception. “No. I have a bed that recharges me inductively. Could be a chair or even just a place in the floor where the inductive coils can come into close proximity of me. The bed is convenient but a remnant of the engineers who couldn’t imagine a being that didn’t need to rest.” 
 
    The Stanford reporter has finished writing up something and re-engages. “Since you’re gonna be around like forever, does this mean that over time you might evolve into something different? Something that doesn’t look like a person? You just said the engineers couldn’t conceive of a being that doesn’t sleep. Does that mean as you evolve further and further away from being like us and limited by the things that limit us, you might start looking like one of those monsters in the movies?” 
 
    I smile, knowing from a memory that is the right thing to do with a statement like his. “I hope not. I actually like the new me.” 
 
    “What did you look like before?” The young blonde from KNTV asks. 
 
    “Not that different, but a few pounds heavier in all the wrong places,” I confide, to smiles from the women reporters. 
 
    “You have a picture we could use? You know, before and after.” The Chronicle reporter asks. 
 
    I look to Dr. Woodall, “If Dr. Washington is willing to sign the necessary releases I’m sure we can provide them to you.” 
 
    “Doctor?” The Chronicle reporter hadn’t caught that. 
 
    “Of software engineering.” I respond. 
 
    Everyone dives into the press release, “You’re a big deal at AppleCore,” the Chronicle reporter looks up first. “Is that how you got moved to the head of the line?” 
 
    Dr. Woodall answers this question without hesitation. “Dr. Washington wasn’t moved ahead of anyone. No one had been given a priority number or date or anything. We weren’t ready for that. And frankly if her condition hadn’t been so acute we wouldn’t be standing here for probably another year or more. We would have taken more time to get it right. Dr. Washington has had to endure some tough times adapting to an incomplete solution. She’s done a remarkable job.” 
 
    “Did your engineering background make it any easier?” The Stanford reporter cuts in. 
 
    “You an engineering major at Stanford?” I ask. 
 
    Dr. Woodall takes the question. “We don’t know if it did or not.” He looks at me to see how I’m taking his answer. “She’s been able to give us objective feedback in some instances that it’s likely someone without her understanding of electronic and mechanical systems may not have been able to describe quite so precisely. But that has nothing to do with why she was chosen. I was made aware of her case by a colleague. He presented the case just like any other. Symptoms, prognosis and alternatives. The fact that she had none is not unusual. There are a lot of patients who participate in clinical trials of drugs and treatments that have not been approved for general use. Many of them are at the same place as Dr. Washington. A last desperate attempt to see if anything can save her life.” 
 
    “Why do you sound so defensive, doc?” the Chronicle reporter again. 
 
    “Do I sound defensive?” He looks to me and I shrug. “Nothing we’ve observed makes us think Dr. Washington will not continue to thrive in her new condition.” 
 
    “So, who is number two?” the bottle blonde asks. 
 
    “Without a written release we cannot provide any specifics on the next person in line.” 
 
    “What headline would you put on this story, Doc?” the Chronicle reporter asks. 
 
    “An unusually flexible option for saving lives?” he offers, but I know instantly the reporters won’t buy it. 
 
    “How about: ‘The first immortal?’” the Stanford reporter suggests. 
 
    “Don’t you think that will scare people?” I question his suggestion. 
 
    “It will generate a lot more ad revenue and pull way more eyeballs,” he responds seriously. 
 
    “Let’s talk about that for a moment.” I respond firmly. “Right now, I can do more in a day than all of you together because I think and write four times faster than you do. I also work three times longer. And I’m still the first generation. I can do more labor than most construction crews, lifting heavier loads, climbing up tall structures and all the while moving faster without rest. Think about what we will be able to do when we move beyond the current limitations of the human body. We are on the cusp of a very different future than anyone has given consideration to. That is the real story here. The fact that I’ll live forever? Minor in consideration.” 
 
    “Is that the plan, doc? Make all of us like her?” the Chronicle reporter challenges Dr. Woodall. 
 
    “My plan is to save the lives of those without other options. That’s why Dr. Washington is what she is today. Not because of some grand plan to transform humanity.” 
 
    “But what about those you do transition?” the Stanford reporter in the back has understood my challenge to them. “Don’t they become a top one percent of a different kind? Maybe not rich, but able to run circles around the rest of us? Is this the beginnings of a whole different kind of inequality? One that will be even more difficult for society to address?” 
 
    “That is precisely the dialog we need to consider.” I respond. “How do people like me advance our society, enhance our humanity, and address the limitations the human body has imposed on us since we first learned to walk upright. Will a new concept of humanity result from an emergence brought about by a growing number of immortals with instant access to all the world’s knowledge? Will we learn to espouse a spirituality even though more machine than man? Will society bifurcate or homogenize? Will my presence and more like me pose a threat to you? It all depends on what we have learned from our past mistakes in welcoming people who aren’t like us into our communities.” 
 
    “But from what Dr. Woodall is saying, there’s no telling how many of you will be made.” The Stanford reporter continues. “What about all the rest of us in the mean time?” 
 
    The pugnacious reporter from the Chronicle answers his question, “Do you think the Pentagon’s gonna sit on this? Changes the whole dynamic of war.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 IMPATIENCE 
 
      
 
    Mindi, my protective assistant at AppleCore, looks up from the newspaper on her desk as I walk into my spacious office. “You’re only the most famous woman on the planet at the moment,” she calls after me. 
 
    I plug into the AppleCore proprietary computer network to download information that isn’t shared outside the company. In only seconds I have a good understanding of how the company is performing: where bottlenecks exist, are inventories in stock, where we are having design and integration issues, how our affiliates are meeting sales targets and whether we are on track with our immortal transitions. I know only the latter is of concern to A’zam since my choice to stay immortal leaves me responsible for everything else. 
 
    By simply thinking about it I send off an email to each of the section leads about the problems the status sheets have revealed to me. I don’t expect to hear from any of them until the end of the day as I know each will have to go look at the data and then pull together a team to figure out what it was I saw before formulating a response and sending it back to me. Maddenly slow. I can’t wait for the first AppleCore immortals to come back from Dr. Woodall’s lab, ready to dig in and give me answers at the same clock speed I’m running at. When I chose to stay an immortal, I made a promise to myself that I’d never get upset with a mortal who is working as fast as she can, just because I can do the same in a fraction of the time. Not fair and not appropriate. 
 
    I scan the news feeds. What’s trending? What is the topic most people are focused on at the moment? Does this have anything to do with AppleCore? I don’t know for sure, but I’ve convinced myself that if I’m broadly read I won’t be surprised very often when someone at the company raises an issue. And I need to be ahead of the issues. Not just in terms of what they are and the causes, but also in terms of how we respond. We should never be caught unaware. Blunder into an inappropriate response that would cause someone not to buy one of our products. 
 
    Mindi appears in my door. She is aware of the decision I just made. But probably not aware of the implications for both her and me. I will be her last boss. Regardless. There will be no where she can go. If she stays mortal she will die in a few years to be replaced by someone else in a long chain of mortals who come and go within the confines of a century or less life span. If she elects to transition, then she will be with me as long as we both exist, which could be one hell of a long time. 
 
    “A’zam would like to see you as soon as you get in.” Mindi is relaying the message just as she got it. A’zam doesn’t like others to interpret what he asks. Mindi and others have been at the receiving end of an A’zam cutting remark. All the admins and members of A’zam’s old staff knew better than to question or not faithfully deliver a message. 
 
    “Is he planning to come here or is this Mohammed must come to the mountain?” I ask, expecting Mindi will not know, but will give me her best understanding of the intent. 
 
    “You can go there knowing he probably won’t be available,” Mindi observes, reflecting on all the times we had tried to be responsive. “But if you don’t, you can be sure he will show up here when it’s least convenient for you.” 
 
    Mindi is being snarky, but I can’t say anything to her about it because then she won’t be willing to tell me what she really thinks. “I’ll wander that way in a bit. Is he still getting in as early as I am?” 
 
    “His admin has to continually remind him to go home and change his clothes.” Mindi shares although she delights in knowing she shouldn’t. “Not sure he ever leaves voluntarily.” 
 
    “Kind of like me?” I wink at her. 
 
    Mindy is flustered, “Not at all. You’re much more hygienic than he is.” 
 
    “You know A’zam and I haven’t…” I purposely don’t finish the sentence because I know she knows what I’m trying to say. 
 
    “Really?” Mindi feigns surprise. 
 
    “My sense of smell is cranked up there. If he were really as bad as you imagine… well... you know what I mean.” 
 
    Mindy is totally embarrassed, probably having thoughts of Landon Bannerjee, my Director of Marketing Communications. But Landon wears a cheap cologne that disguises body odors. So, I’m not sure Mindi would really know what I’m saying.  
 
    “Too much information.” Mindi finally redirects me. “So you’re going to see A’zam in his office?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “When? So, I can advise his admin and maybe he will actually be there.” 
 
    I quickly calculate the immediate tasks I need to do. “Thirty-eight minutes, give or take three minutes.” 
 
    Mindi shakes her head at me. Before I transitioned I was infamously late. Now my reputation is that I’m right on schedule. Anyone who makes me wait is not going to like my demeanor when they finally arrive. She looks at the clock, “So nine-eighteen?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “And if he can’t, should I just accept his next free time slot?” 
 
    “His time is infinitely more valuable and important than mine, so yes. If we have to move things we will do so.” 
 
    Mindi nods, seeks the time slot on A’zam’s calendar and waits to see what kind of response she gets. It’s barely a heartbeat before she announces, “He will be here in two minutes.” 
 
    All our planning was for nothing since A’zam was already on his way to see me, regardless of my calendar or whether I was even going to be here. 
 
    “A’zam.” I acknowledge as the now immortal Chairman of AppleCore Company enters Mindi’s office which leads to mine. He is running his left hand through his dark wavy hair, an unconscious habit that in the past has indicated he’s not settled on a course of action about something. 
 
    A’zam simply observes I am still my immortal self to know he won this round. I did not go back. I am ready to assume the role of CEO of the AppleCore Products Company and he no longer has to worry about the company performance. That’s now my responsibility. 
 
    A’zam drops himself in one of the chairs that looks out on the Japanese gardens in the core of this building. A’zam loves those gardens because they are so beautiful and peaceful. I understand his affection for that space, but no longer feel the tranquility I used to experience as I gazed out into the greenery. “We have a lot to do and not much time,” he announces. 
 
    No comments on the decision I’d made. It’s almost as if he couldn’t conceive of any other outcome. I had to make this decision. It was the only logical outcome. 
 
    “Don’t expect too much.” I advise him. “Transitions always have an impact on productivity.” 
 
    “They don’t have to. “A’zam pushes back. “If you explain what’s at stake, our team has always stepped up.” 
 
    “Don’t confuse your speed with their speed,” I caution him. 
 
    A’zam glances at me but it doesn’t slow what his mind is thinking. He is way beyond the discussion we are having at the moment. I kick my processing speed up. We are now interacting at four times normal processing speed. “You’re too easy on them. If you set expectations low they will never learn what they are actually capable of achieving.” 
 
    “Without transitioning they will never be able to keep up even with this conversation let alone working through problems at the speed you and I do.” 
 
    “Come on Sage. You aren’t known for being patient. Now is not the time for you to suddenly change into one of those we just left behind.” 
 
    “A’zam. Listen to yourself. It’s just you and me here. We haven’t left them behind because we are solely dependent upon them for everything. I know you can go racing off ahead. But don’t. There will be a time and place for you to do that. Now is not that time. Not until we have a cadre of AppleCore leaders able to keep up with us, who can solve problems at our speed, who can react to information much faster than any of the usual process and production people delivering our products to the great unwashed masses who wait for the next message from on high.” 
 
    “You’re mocking me.” A’zam is clearly unhappy with me. 
 
    “Not you. Just the situation we’re in.” I point out. 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “You and I are running faster than anyone around us. We’re up all night because we no longer need sleep. When everyone else gets in they are already four days behind us. By the end of the week they’re 20 days behind us, and that’s if we slow down to their speed during the day, which I know you don’t. No possible way to catch up. That’s why we agreed we need to bring the section heads up first as immortals and eventually the whole software teams. Everyone needs to get to this clock speed. Until the whole team is up, everyone else is waiting on them. And patience is not your strongest characteristic.” 
 
    “I’m hurt. I’m very patient except when it comes to anything important. Then you’re behind when you start because someone else is already working it.” 
 
    A’zam gives me the look. He’s checking me out. Of my perfect body he apparently approves. Why wouldn’t he? I’ve not been this slim since I was in college. And that was before I learned about beer and wine, to say nothing of certain drugs. Food? I could never eat in college. If I gained even an ounce I was sure some guy I would want to notice me would just take a glance and think to himself, he can do much better. Looking around, I knew he could so why would I even look at me? 
 
    There was a time when if someone gave me that look I’d have a distinct reaction. My memory tries to inform what I should be doing. Getting wet in expectation that he is about to plunge his big harry thing into my warm and welcoming place? That kind of seems right, but it’s all out of whack. I get it. A’zam wants to screw me. But am I supposed to get wet just because he might want to do something even if I’m not really interested or ready at the moment? How does this all work? I used to know when I could pick up on cues better than I can now. I’m sure I’m going to piss A’zam off before I get it right, but he’s going to have to accept the fact that we aren’t what we used to be and how we react is a bit off right now. 
 
    I get back to the work dialog. “The first of the new AppleCore immortals arrive on Friday.” 
 
    “About time. What has Bart Woodall been doing with our recruits?” A’zam is less than sympathetic or happy about the situation. I should have been prepared for this response, but I’m not. 
 
    “Getting it right,” I inform A’zam. “He wants to make sure they don’t go through all the extra effort you and I did because of all the differences between what we were and what we become when we transition.” 
 
    “Speaking of the difference, have you had an orgasm as an immortal yet?” 
 
    I’m not quite prepared to answer this question, but he’s backed me into a corner I was hoping to stay out of. No such luck. “What the original designers thought an orgasm should be, yes.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like you were much impressed.” A’zam notes disappointed. 
 
    “It’s not ready for prime time. They signed up an old male engineer to design a female orgasm. Now tell me how that makes any sense to you.” 
 
    “Perfect sense if you’re engineering it from only one perspective.” A’zam lets me know he understands but isn’t happy I haven’t solved it already. 
 
    “I’ve made an initial update to the software, but since neither you nor I have had a chance to try it out, I have no idea if it’s better, a lot better or even worse than the prototype which was totally unacceptable.” 
 
    “You’re not giving me much encouragement to find out the answer to the question if an immortal’s orgasm is fucking amazing or not.” 
 
    “The answer is it’s not.” I assure him. 
 
    A’zam isn’t happy about this news.  Considers it and then summarizes before moving on. “Well then fix it. And I mean immediately. I’m not interested in you working this for a year or even a month.” 
 
    “Understood.” I assure him. 
 
    “Now, what about Dr. Woodall. What have you done about getting him to transition his teams so he can transition our teams quicker? He said he could do two a day. If his surgical teams transition they should be able to do eight.” 
 
    “I hear what you’re saying, but I thought I am responsible for operations now.” 
 
    A’zam looks at me with a strange grin, one I’d not seen before. All my memories fail me in informing me as to how I should react at this moment. The only thing I can think of to do is to wait quietly for him to explain further. 
 
    “You are.” A’zam acknowledges. “But you should have anticipated this bottleneck. If we are going to put Symbol Ventures out of business, we have to have a pipeline of new features and products. We only get that if we have people or immortals, as the case may be, capable of out maneuvering them. The longer it takes for us to get those people into place, the greater chance Symbol has of catching us. Not across the board, mind you, but in select technologies. They’re spending a lot of money trying to catch us. The only thing that can keep us in front is our enhanced teams.” 
 
    “I understand…” I start to explain, but A’zam cuts me off. 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about what you understand.” A’zam approaches and stands with his face not more than a centimeter from mine, looking directly into my eyes. “I only give a shit about what you’re doing about it.” 
 
    “You don’t give a shit period.” I pronounce. “Haven’t since you transitioned.” I remind him. 
 
    A’zam bursts out laughing. “Damn it. You’re right about one thing. I need to change my similes. No more shit. But as an immortal, what do I care about?” A’zam wonders aloud. “I’d suggest you tell the teams we have to prevail. No more excuses about human failings. We have cured all those. We will deliver what we agree to. We will push the boundaries of what’s possible. We will work together in new and innovative ways to ensure that what we agree to deliver exceeds the expectations of our customers so we never again lose a customer to Symbol Technologies.” 
 
    I have not seen a grin like the one A’zam displays. What does it mean? Again, I can’t read him like I used to. He’s no longer feeling things either. So, whatever he displays, it has nothing to do with feelings. It’s all about data. Am I proposing a viable solution he agrees with? Am I credible in what I’m suggesting? Is it likely the results of what I’m proposing will achieve objectives and sales plans for the enterprise? A’zam is betting it will. I’m just a vehicle to his performance. And as an unknown in so many ways, A’zam has no choice but to gamble that I can do what I intend to do. And still that’s not enough. A’zam could fail because I fail. He will have no way of knowing until it is too late. And then what does he do? 
 
    A’zam continues after a long silence. It seems like a long silence to me but in fact was probably not more than a second. “You know there will soon be lots of immortals. Each one will believe they could do your job. So if you don’t perform? Well, let’s just say I won’t have to look very far to find someone who will easily replace you, who will deliver what I ask.” 
 
    “Why is this conversation even necessary?” I respond, but A’zam doesn’t answer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THE FIRST EXPLORATION 
 
      
 
    After A’zam leaves, I continue cruising along at the elevated speed. I only need to slow down when someone comes in or wants to have a conversation. But that isn’t a problem today. Everyone seems to be working their areas. They’re probably afraid to come talk with me expecting they will have difficulty keeping up. Oriana, my software lead and protégé told me the conversation A’zam and I’d had in front of her and several others on my software team, where we forgot to slow down, was all over the company. 
 
    Most of the day is taken up reviewing recommendations on new technology we may wish to incorporate in future releases.  I’m pushing new product releases so fast now that we have to keep looking for new approaches to solve different problems for our customers. I’ve been lost in thought most of the day when I suddenly realize it is evening. I think about the roses I encounter on my walk back to my apartment. I had looked up information about a few of the different types but decided I want to do the same for all of the other types now, so I can enjoy all of the roses rather than just a few.  I would need to do that while it’s still light out so now would be a good time to make the trip home. 
 
    The walk doesn’t take long. I assign the task of identifying and looking up the information I want to a background program, so I can have all the information available to me in the morning. In the meantime, I ruminate about the technologies I’d been investigating all day. At first, I don’t recognize the rumpled Jackson Potter, Mayor of Cupertino who is walking slower than I am just ahead of me. He also seems to be lost in thought. As I approach I check to make sure I’m right. When I’m sure I start the conversation, “Mister Mayor. Fantastic evening, just as I’ve come to expect.” 
 
    The mayor looks around, recognizes me and the ready smile for constituents appears. “I ordered it up, just for you.” 
 
    “I was hoping to run into you again,” I begin, but wait for his response before continuing. 
 
    “To tell the truth, I’ve been walking this way more than I used to as well.” 
 
    I hear the suggestion of a motivation in his response but decide to confirm rather than just assume and find out I’m wrong. “You don’t look like you need more exercise.” 
 
    “I’ve discovered I meet the nicest people when I’m out walking,” the smile doesn’t fade, but it’s hard to know whether it’s genuine or simply well practiced. 
 
    “And I learn so much about roses,” I respond, taking in those closest to us. “Like the Sorcerer.” 
 
    The mayor seems confused. 
 
    “That’s the kind of rose right here. Red. It’s a miniature. Has a distinctive smell, like an old rose garden. What’s fascinating about it to me is that it was derived from two very different parents. One is the floribunda ‘Gingersnap’, a full sized coppery-orange bloom, while the pollen comes from a mini yellow-red bloom known as Saville’s Rainbow End.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” The mayor glances at the rose I’m looking at. “This comes from roses that aren’t red? How is that possible?” 
 
    “Recessive genes.” I respond without thinking about it. “You don’t always look just like your parents. It’s always a blend of traits.” 
 
    The mayor nods. “High school biology.” 
 
    His comment must remind him of something as he gives me the same once over I’d experienced from A’zam just that morning. I see the appreciation in his eyes. He must suddenly feel guilty because he quickly looks back at the rose. “Do you know as much about all of the other roses?” he looks around to see there is a sea of rose beds surrounding us. “I’ve walked this area every day for years. But until I met you I’d not paid any attention to the landscaping.” 
 
    “I’m learning,” don’t want to tell him what I’m really doing at that very moment. 
 
    “I thought you were referring to yourself when you mentioned sorcerer,” the mayor admits. “You have certainly enchanted me.” 
 
    Now I understand his smile is not his political smile, but a genuine reflection of a feeling he is experiencing. I need to remember his actions, reactions and how he phrases his responses. But he isn’t at all interested in what I’m learning from him at the moment. “Would you like to come in? Visit for a bit? I’m sure I voted for you in the last election, but frankly I don’t remember the first thing about you other than you own a machine shop not so far from here and AppleCore is your biggest customer.” 
 
    “And I’m the mayor when I’m not selling and making parts for your company and others,” he adds another fact I do know but had not recited. 
 
    “Of course.” I wait to see if he takes me up on my offer. 
 
    The mayor glances up at the sky, apparently judging how late it has become. He then looks at me again. “And I know very little about you.” 
 
    “Other than I work at AppleCore.” I add. 
 
    “And you just got promoted to one of the top jobs.” 
 
    I nod although for some reason I have not been thinking about my new role as much as I have been the issues of immortality. “Not as big a deal as it may sound. Just means more hours and less time for play.” 
 
    “From what was on the news, it sounds like you have a whole lot more time now that you don’t need to sleep.” So, he has put two and two together. 
 
    “Then you know I was dying and if I hadn’t transitioned we probably wouldn’t be having this conversation.” My logic tells me he may not have heard that part of the discussion. It seems most of the journalists ignored it in their reporting. 
 
    The mayor nods, but I can’t tell if he really understood that or not. “You’re an immortal. What does that mean?” 
 
    He didn’t get the messages I hoped would be conveyed. Just the headlines. “That if you don’t transition to be like me, I’ll still be here long after you aren’t.” I decide to be a bit provocative since trying to be factual, the important information just got lost somewhere. 
 
    “Do you have herbal tea? I don’t drink coffee,” the mayor sheepishly asks. 
 
    “As a matter of fact…” I nod, smiling again since I’d successfully maneuvered a situation where feelings normally would dictate the outcome. 
 
    “You’re over there,” the mayor nods to my condo, “as I remember.” 
 
    He accompanies me to the door where the biometric scan recognizes me and lets us both in. He glances around as I kick off my shoes and head for the kitchen. “Chamomile or mint?” I ask as he looks about at my few possessions. 
 
    “Not a collector,” he notes. “You have the same footprint I do. Oh, yeah. Mint please.” 
 
    I put a cup of water into the microwave and start it up as I hunt for the tea bags. “No, I don’t need more things stimulating memories.” 
 
    He comes into the kitchen and stands close to me, watching me look for his tea bag. “I take it you don’t drink mint often?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” I confirm coming up with the box of tea bags. “Do you dilute it with anything?” 
 
    “I take my tea the same way I take my women, straight.” 
 
    “You have a lot of women?” he opened the door for that question. 
 
    “None at the moment,” he confirms. 
 
    “So, this isn’t your first rodeo,” I push. 
 
    The mayor doesn’t answer my question, which by his non answer, he has given me the answer I expect. He takes the offered cup of mint tea, blows on it to cool it and inhales the hot moist vapors. 
 
    “Big family?” I ask to fill in some banks. 
 
    “Only kid,” his answer seems to pull him inward, apparently remembering something he doesn’t intend to share. “I inherited the business from my father, although I’ve taken it in an entirely different direction and grown it into more than a hand-to-mouth existence.” 
 
    “Parents?” I use short hand for the longer question. 
 
    “Yes, had one of each.” 
 
    I cock my head to let him know I assumed that answer. “Still with you?” 
 
    “They died in an auto accident when I was in college.” 
 
    I hear the echoes of my mother Anna Laura, and sister Tabitha’s deaths when I was just becoming a teenager. The memories of my life with my father Rocky thereafter pass through my mind in a blur. “How did it happen?” 
 
    “My father apparently fell asleep at the wheel, late at night, coming up the coast from LA. They had attended a cousin’s wedding, stayed later than they intended and ran into bad weather.” 
 
    “I lost my mother and sister in a similar accident.” 
 
    The mayor takes a sip of the tea and puts the cup down. “We aren’t so different, then.” 
 
    He puts his arms around me, apparently wanting to comfort me in my loss. I settle into his embrace. The kiss comes after just the right amount of time. Then I feel him appreciating me with his gentle caress, first down my back and then the back of my head. He is clearly practiced at putting a woman at ease, opening up her senses to him and leading to the next step. I don’t have the heart to tell him I don’t need the foreplay, although that’s something I realize needs to be addressed in the next updates. 
 
    As we remove each other’s clothes I become aware that the mayor has kept himself fit, tanned and properly cologned. The transition into bed is seamless. The foreplay is practiced and purposeful in bringing along the buildup of expectations and openness to the coming climax. I reciprocate in teasing open his senses, touching him, eliciting the responses I know he is working hard to restrain. It seems his body is all in a rush, while he wants to slow down and enjoy the feelings I’m clearly arousing in him. 
 
    Even with the updates I’d introduced since my last time making love to Raoul, there is still a major disconnect between the actual build and the release for me. The mayor seems to have no such disconnect as I feel his body slowly rise in building tension before a strong and prolonged release. He does not stop there, however, continuing until I have a second build and release. I can feel he has the same second experience I am having, although this release is significantly diminished in comparison to his first. 
 
    He turns over on his back. I lay upon his chest. He begins to rub my head, straightening out my hair periodically, but continuing the caressing contact. I can hear his heart beat slowing and his breathing becomes shallower. Yes, he is relaxing into a pleasurable state, even though he has not said a word or made any indications of his experience known other than what I could feel. But my sensors are blunt in comparison to those of a biologic body. I can only infer the intensity of his feelings and the extent of his pleasure. What I do infer is that it was good for him. If it weren’t he wouldn’t have come back for a reprise. 
 
    “How old were you?” the mayor asks. I’m a little confused as I don’t know if he’s asking how old I was the first time I made love to a man or what. 
 
    “When?” I finally ask so I don’t infer something I’ll be embarrassed about later. 
 
    “When your mother and sister passed on.” 
 
    “Middle school,” is my curt response. I didn’t want it to sound that way, but it sounded that way to me. 
 
    “The time when a girl needs her mother most,” he observes. I’m surprised he would make such an observation. 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” I am still coming across much harder than I want. Is it because I’m not feeling anything as a result of my orgasm? Do people sound softer after sex? I don’t know. Never really thought about it until now that I’m trying to understand rather than just respond from memory. 
 
    “Just that it must have been hard on you.” 
 
    “Losing a parent changes you in subtle and not so subtle ways. The earlier you lose them the longer you have to feel their absence.” Too rational. Why is everything coming out wrong? 
 
    “That why you didn’t marry?” Here we go. Trying to figure out if I’m damaged goods. 
 
    “I just never met a guy who was more interesting than the work I was doing.” I feel him tense up with that response. “What about you?” 
 
    “I have an ex-wife. So, I tried it and it didn’t fit me. We were just too different, wanted different things both spiritually and physically.” 
 
    “I have trouble believing your wife didn’t want what we just shared.” I feel him relax. Guess I finally came up with a good answer. 
 
    “That was a different time. I mentioned my family lived hand-to-mouth. I was still pretty much there when we got married. It wasn’t until well after that I figured out how to make money in the business and what I really wanted from life.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “To make a difference.” His rely is earnest. “In the lives of those who work at my company, in the lives of those who live here, in the lives of those who will come after me.” 
 
    “Kids?” 
 
    “I still think of myself that way. My wife clearly did.” 
 
    “But none of your own,” I try to clarify. 
 
    “Someday. But it has to be the right situation because I’m not about to do to a child what so many parents do to theirs.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Try to live their life or the life they wanted through the life of the child who may want something entirely different.” 
 
    “Is that what happened to you?” I guess. 
 
    The mayor sits up on the side of the bed looking away from me. “It’s taken a long time, or at least it seems like a long time, but I’m finally doing things for me, not for them.” 
 
    “Like being the mayor?” I put my hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “You have no idea how guilty I felt taking time away from his company to run for office.” 
 
    “It’s not his company anymore,” I point out. 
 
    The mayor glances at me over his shoulder. “It will always be his company. I’m just taking his life’s work and fulfilling the promise he had but was unable to deliver on.” 
 
    “And your mother?” I wonder why it’s always the father and son syndrome. 
 
    “She did everything for him. Put all of her family’s money in the business, worked there every day. Gave him the space to succeed, but he never got there. We probably would have lost the business without the insurance money that gave me time to figure things out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THE CHOICE 
 
      
 
    Oriana drops the San Francisco Chronicle on my desk. The front page article has my college graduation picture gracing it. I’m surprised to realize I actually look better now than I did then. And damn I looked good then. The headline is the one I was afraid everyone would use: The First Immortal. 
 
    “This worth reading?” I look up at the short and slight Oriana who is my acting Senior VP of Software. She sits down across from me. 
 
    “Don’t think you’ll learn anything you don’t already know,” she shakes her head. 
 
    “So, a waste of time.” 
 
    “Depends on whether you have a plan for the torches and pitchforks, Dr. Frankenstein.” 
 
    I quickly read through the on-line version of the article in my head. The journalist picked up on my press conference reference to being a first release and that I’m going to get a whole lot more capable real quickly. He also picked up on my reference to being able to do more than all of them put together. Of course, as a good journalist he has drawn an inference. That as more people become immortal life isn’t likely to get easier for the rest of us. But that was buried near the end of the article. He wasted it if he was trying to sell newspapers. “Probably thought no one was going to read all the way to the end.” I point out. 
 
    “That’s clearly an eye-catching headline.” Oriana looks at the newspaper. “Convinced me I needed to buy it.” 
 
    “Did it change your thoughts about transitioning?” 
 
    “I didn’t know about your mother and sister,” she sounds both apologetic and embarrassed at the same time. 
 
    “That was a long time ago,” is my only defense for not having mentioned it. 
 
    “It explains some things,” Oriana asserts. Oh, no. Here we go again. 
 
    “Which is why I generally don’t discuss it. Don’t want people to be able to figure me out.” 
 
    “Maintaining your mystique?” 
 
    “Exactly.” I smile at the one person who has always had my back. 
 
    “Do I need one?” 
 
    I’m confused now. “One what?” 
 
    “A mystique,” she shrugs. “Might compensate for guys thinking I’m too smart. You know? If I have a mystique they won’t know if I’m smart or not.” 
 
    “You transition and you won’t need to worry about guys thinking you’re too smart because they will be as smart as you are. Same processor speed, same memory. The only thing that will be different is how their consciousness approaches the data and what it looks to solve for.” 
 
    “So, you’re as smart as A’zam?” 
 
    This is not a question I can answer because even though I trust Oriana implicitly, I just never know when she will say something without thinking about the implications. “We have the same processor,” is how I decide to limit the damage. 
 
    “You go to law school since I last talked with you?” 
 
    I shake my head, although I have been reviewing law school course materials to better understand how patents work. “Why?” 
 
    “Weasel words,” she pronounces. “Don’t say what you mean. Say something that can be interpreted any way you want it interpreted.” 
 
    I stand up and walk over to the window wall. Gazing out to the Japanese garden I finally decide how to respond to her. “We are entering a period of what will be seen as intense change in retrospect. The problem with change is you can’t see it until it’s happened. And generally, then it’s too late.” 
 
    “I disagree.” Oriana stands up and leans on her chair. “We see signs of change all the time. What we don’t know is how fast the change will happen or to what extent it will take root. Some changes are temporary to be replaced by something else we didn’t see that was there all the time. The ones who get rich are those who can divine the tea leaves and make the right choices.” 
 
    My attention shifts to the coy pond. I see the movement in the water of the fish that are just below the surface. That makes me think aloud, “Some people drive change while others just float along for the ride, or stay just out of sight of those who would stop it dead in its tracks. We’ve been driving change here for a long time. We’ve been lucky to stay out of the sights of those who would oppose the changes we are fomenting. By the time they know what we are doing we’re too embedded to stop. But we can’t stay here forever.” 
 
    “Again, I disagree.” Oriana’s tone of voice remains consistent. Not hostile. Respectful, but with a different perspective. “You are the reason we can stay here forever. You will be CEO of the products company forever. You aren’t going to change who you are. You’ll never allow us to become second tier in what we do. I know you too well.” 
 
    “You must think I’m one hell of a surfer, able to ride the wave and never falling regardless of all the changes in the terrain under the wave, the weather the wave rides through, the number of other surfers who show up on any given day. The fault in your analysis is that it’s too unidimensional.” 
 
    Oriana shakes her head, “You’ll need to explain that to me.” 
 
    “Think of natural systems.” I turn to look at her now. “They always evolve to be more complex over time. Things don’t simplify by themselves. The environment we will be operating in will become more and more complex. So complex that it will take ever increasing processing speeds and memory to be able to solve the problems we will be attacking. And with increasing complexity the opportunity for failure becomes exponentially more probable. I have no grand illusion that I’ll keep AppleCore in the forefront of our industry forever, or even for the next year. There are way too many smart people looking to end our run today. They aren’t relaxing their efforts. They aren’t going to make it any easier for us to be successful with our next offering. They want our market share. They want our profits and they want our position in the industry. And that’s why the immortals program is essential for our long term survival.” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” Oriana finally gets around to telling me why she’s here. 
 
    “I know,” I gesture for her to take her seat again. “And the answer is you need to decide soon.” 
 
    As Oriana sits she continues, “No insisting I need to do it?” 
 
    “Are you dying?” I put out there to get her reaction. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Having read the article then you know I was. I still had a choice and did until this week. I could have gone back. For a long time, I thought I was going to because I wanted to have a child.” 
 
    I see the double take on Oriana’s part. “You wanted a child?” 
 
    I nod, “The only reason I didn’t transition back is because it was pointed out to me that there was a high probability I’d not survive to term. If I’d passed and the child was delivered, I’d have never known it. I’d only be a mother biologically, but not in the social sense of raising a child.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” Oriana is still processing what I’m telling her. 
 
    “And the other issue is that child would be coming into a world where only the immortals will influence our lives.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Influence our lives?” 
 
    “Look at what I’ve done in the month since I transitioned,” I suggest. 
 
    “Everything has changed. AppleCore has never had such market dominance.” 
 
    “And I’m a model T of immortals. The differences in ability between what you are today and what I will be in three years are like light years. You won’t be able to keep up. You can’t now, and it will only get worse. When there are a thousand of us we will be able to do what one hundred thousand of you can do today. When there are a million of us, we will be able to do what a hundred million people do today. And over time the ratio of replacing human labor will accelerate.” 
 
    Oriana has not given any of this thought. I see her wrestle with the implications. “But you wanted a child. You were willing to give up being an immortal to have one. Maybe I want the same. The difference being I can have one.” 
 
    “Yes, you can. And that will be your decision.” I let that sit for a moment. “I know your mother wants that. Probably your father too.” 
 
    Oriana nods. 
 
    “But they can’t live your life and you shouldn’t try to live the life they wanted but didn’t get a chance to experience.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You have to live your life, not theirs. If you don’t do the things that are important to you, then you can expect to live with regret for the rest of your days. I recently met someone who was living that exact scenario. A great person, but unfulfilled because he lives every day for a father who passed away many years ago.” 
 
    “But that’s different,” Oriana protests. 
 
    “Listen. You can live a life as a mother, married to a man who is intimidated by your intelligence, who will resent you every day you are together because he can’t compete with you. You may raise a great kid, or many who will be unfulfilled in their lives because immortals have built machines that do all the work. Your kids will have no purpose in life. What is life without purpose?” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t going to try to convince me one way or the other,” Oriana asserts. 
 
    “I’m not trying to convince you because at the end of the day you will have to live with whatever decision you make. What I am trying to do is give you the facts of the situation as I see them. And at the moment I’m the only one other than A’zam who happens to have this point of view.” 
 
    Oriana nods to herself, “But if it were you, you would transition.” 
 
    “No, I already told you that I would have transitioned back if I could have been a mother. That was my choice. That was what I wanted. But in my case, it wasn’t possible.” 
 
    Oriana shakes her head, “What are you telling me?” 
 
    “You have to decide. Is it important to lead the revolution, or be swept away in the annals of time as not even a footnote?” 
 
    Oriana leans back in her chair. “That’s putting it in a way that advocates for a position.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. You may be happy not having to step up. Being no more important than the person who sits next to you. If you look at all the people in the world, how many does that describe?” 
 
    “Most of them.” Oriana’s voice is quiet in realization. 
 
    “The vast majority of them,” I correct. “But in the time you and I have worked together I’ve never seen that in you. If you’re not leading the team you chafe at having to endure the obtuseness of the person who is futilely trying to lead it when you can see a better way. That’s just who you are. Can you sit home and try to instill that instinct and vision in a child? Absolutely. But to what end if that child will never get an opportunity to lead anything other than the local PTA?” 
 
    “You’re doing it again,” she points out. “You’re editorializing. Making one alternative seem clearly inferior to the other. How do you know that we will build a million immortals who will put the rest of humanity on the bench? What objective evidence do you have for that assumption?” 
 
    “As you pointed out, the trends are all about us. How they will all play out depends on the decisions that all of us make individually. We can either get into the arena where we can influence outcomes or sit on the sidelines and let someone else make those decisions that will create the frameworks of our lives. I was forced into that arena. I never sought it out. But my only alternative was to leave this earth and life behind. You still have the chance to come into the arena with me. Or you can remain a memory to those of us who knew you.” 
 
    Oriana stands. “You know you have me at the moment. But as soon as my mom and dad get a hold of me the decision will lurch the other way.” 
 
    “That’s why I’ve tried to be as clear with you as I can be. As complete in painting the picture of what you can expect. And if I had the opportunity to be a mother I’d seize it in a nanosecond. But that’s me. The life experiences that were driving me in that direction aren’t the same as yours.” 
 
    “No.” Oriana reflects, “They aren’t. But I still don’t believe you were going back.” 
 
    I’m surprised at Oriana’s observation about my choice. Let it pass. “I’ll be looking forward to your decision.” I hesitate for just a moment to set up what I have to say next. “And I can’t give you much more time. I have to know within the next week. Because if you’re not coming over, I have to name your replacement as SVP of Software. I can’t wait any longer. You have no idea how much pressure I’ve been under to resolve the software position.” 
 
    “Pressure? You?” 
 
    I nod without saying anything more as she has to suspect A’zam isn’t happy with me on more than one front. Probably already regretting putting me into this position. But he had no choice. If I’d gone back it would have set his plans back at least six months until someone else could transition, adjust and start becoming effective. 
 
    Oriana looks unhappy. The reality of the situation is crashing in on her. She’s never had to make such a fateful decision before and she is finding it much harder than she expected. I know I’ve drawn the picture to the extremes on purpose. The problem is A’zam is driving me towards the extremes already and we haven’t even gotten started, really. Wants the production of immortals quadrupled. And that’s just the start. What else is he going to demand as we start deploying the new breed of mankind to the barricades of enterprise warfare? Only our team is going to be armed with nuclear weapons in comparison to the muskets of Symbol Ventures and the others who would compete for our market share. 
 
    Without meaning to turn my back on her, I look again to the Japanese garden, “This scene used to instill a sense of peace and tranquility in me.” 
 
    “Used to?” Oriana picks up on the words I expect she would. 
 
    “I don’t feel anything. I remember feelings, but I don’t feel them.” I turn back and look at her. “Our sensors are amazingly precise, but our feelings are all wrapped up in the biological you. When you transition you lose the ability to feel the things you take for granted.” 
 
    “Won’t you fix that in time?” Oriana assumes a solution because in software there is always a solution. 
 
    “The more time that passes the less important it may become. I can’t tell you what we will do to enhance the experience. We may decide that which makes us human is a liability. A limitation. We may decide we can be much better at certain things if we aren’t restrained by the aspects of being human that have kept us from doing things our new bodies will be completely capable of doing.” 


 
   
  
 

 BARELY HUMAN 
 
      
 
    I’ve been trying to decide how to tell my father, Rocky, of my decision. I know it won’t be easy. Rocky never made things easy for me when I was growing up or since. Said it would make me more resilient if I had to figure things out for myself. And that’s exactly what I’ve been doing since I moved out of his house and away from his way of doing things. Why is it if you figure out one aspect of your life and how to make good decisions there you almost always screw up the decisions you make in some other aspect of your life? I figured out how to be successful at work. But relationships? I always end up with someone who is just passing through the lives of those they hook up with. Never in for more than a good time. And only a short good time at that. 
 
    I wonder what role relationships will have for immortals? We are no longer trying to perpetuate the species. No need to have kids, raise them until they can take care of themselves and contribute to the larger society. If anything, we won’t want to have families as we’ve known them. We won’t want to have kids because we won’t want the population expanding infinitely. If no one dies because we all become immortal we will want to get to a static population. Won’t we? But then again, if we don’t eat, breathe, or consume anything other than energy does it really matter how many there are of us? 
 
    Assumptions are creeping into my thoughts. I’m trying to generalize a different future from things and trends I see today. But they may not apply at all. The forces that are already beginning to shape the new future probably aren’t even aware of how they will interact with a different type of being, making decisions that aren’t framed by the same limitations and expectations. I need to back off and not connect dots that are still independent of each other. 
 
    By the time the car drops me at Rocky’s bungalow my memory is flashing both the good and bad times before me. The laughter when Anna Laura would play tricks on Tabitha and me and we would run around the house shrieking and laughing. Ribbons in our hair flowing in the wind. The nights when I would come home to a dark house, Rocky having gone to bed. I would cry myself to sleep having come face-to-face with another bad decision I’d made. It’s really ironic. When I was in my teens I was always in danger of pregnancy because I didn’t take any precautions. Somehow, I survived my own indiscretions and lack of parental concern. And today the possibility of a child of my own would cause me to take another extreme action leading to my own demise. 
 
    What is it about coming to Rocky’s home that always brings back the memories of my own inadequacies? It is Rocky’s home because it was never mine. Not after Anna Laura left my life. It was Rocky’s house. Rocky’s rules and Rocky’s abandonment of his responsibility for me. I guess I can’t really say that. Rocky didn’t treat me any differently after Anna Laura died. She was the force in my life that defined what I would become. Rocky was always incidental. He would show up sometimes. Make observations. But he was never interested or involved. That was Anna Laura’s responsibility, not his. And when she was gone Rocky didn’t step into the role. He was just there. And I would come home when I didn’t have a better place to be. Was I as responsible for our relationship as Rocky? Probably. I just never asserted myself. Never told him what I needed from him. I let him off the hook. It always takes two to tango. It’s the woman’s role to dance, all the guy does is complement what we do and showcase our moves. And I made all the wrong moves when I was in school. 
 
    I go to the door knowing Rocky already knows it’s me. The security system recognizes me, but can’t verify through fingerprint or iris scan since I have neither. Rocky instructs the door to let me in. “So, it’s you.” I hear Rocky’s distinctive rasp from the tiny disorganized office/lab area in the back. Now that I know where he is I make my appearance in the doorway. Rocky looks around from the wall mounted display and sadly shakes his head. “Didn’t think I’d be seeing you again.” 
 
    “Pleased to know I continue to disappoint you,” I remember how I did that more than I didn’t. 
 
    “You disappoint yourself, not me,” Rocky looks back at the diagram he apparently had been studying when I arrived. 
 
    “What are you working on now?” I know I have to get Rocky talking about work before he will talk about other things. 
 
    “A’zam called me up.” Rocky won’t look at me now. “Did you know that?” He waits for me to respond but I don’t. “Wants me to deliver a new circuit. One he can incorporate in your processor.” 
 
    “My processor?” I’m not sure what Rocky is trying to tell me. “Like one for my new body or one for a new AppleCore product?” 
 
    “For your processor.” Rocky has thrown out the teaser. He’s waiting for me now. 
 
    “And what does this circuit do?” I’m afraid to ask. A’zam has to know I’d find out about his request to Rocky. He’s sending me messages about what he expects me to do. But he’s doing it in such a way that I’m going to have to spend some time finding out who all is doing what. Put the pieces together to see the end goal. 
 
    “Conserves energy.” 
 
    “And why would I need to conserve energy?” Rocky isn’t telling me what I need to know and he’s doing it on purpose. Make me figure it out for myself. But that’s just classic Rocky. 
 
    “The grid goes down.” Rocky looks up to study my reaction. “You can’t recharge. Allows you to conserve energy, to ride through until the grid comes back up.” 
 
    “Shuts down locomotion,” I clarify. 
 
    Rocky nods but doesn’t offer any further information. 
 
    “And I can restart it at any time?” 
 
    “Not until you recharge.” This is what Rocky didn’t want to tell me. 
 
    “And that was A’zam’s specification?” I guess. 
 
    Rocky sort of half shrugs and half nods. When he does that it always means he doesn’t want to answer the question, so he gets around it by sort of acknowledging the situation. 
 
    “What if I ask you to change it?” 
 
    Rocky seems to be expecting this question. “If I do, then it’s non-conforming. He’ll get someone else to develop it. You’d do the same.” 
 
    “Can we split the baby?” Why am I thinking about babies? Probably haven’t completely accepted my own decision. 
 
    Rocky puzzles on my request, “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Build it as A’zam requests. Recharge is the default condition, but allow it to be overridden and locomotion restored upon a command from the host.” 
 
    “An option to override.” The tone of Rocky’s response tells me he had already thought of this, but wasn’t going to act on it unless I requested him to. That’s Rocky. He’s not going to take responsibility for anything. Someone else has to be responsible. Anna Laura was the adult in their relationship. She always gave him a Peter Pan excuse. Maybe that was what made Rocky brilliant in his work and such a shit as a single parent. 
 
    “We’re talking infinity, Rocky. I have no idea what situations I’m going to encounter in the rest of my life. I need as much optionality as I can get to handle the unknown.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t A’zam think he needs options?” Rocky goes right to the heart of the matter. 
 
    “Because A’zam isn’t intending to install this circuit in himself, just the rest of us.” I respond forcefully. I didn’t realize the conclusion I’d already drawn until I answered Rocky. 
 
    “Sounds like you have a problem.” Rocky is the master of understatement when he thinks it will get a reaction out of me. 
 
    “We all have a problem, only just a few of us are in a position to see it,” I shake my head. 
 
    “Then what are you doing about ‘our’ problem?” 
 
    “I’m convincing one person at a time, like you, to give me options.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like you need a plan, not options,” Rocky looks back at his diagram. He’s doing that just to piss me off. How many times have we played out just this scenario? I do something he doesn’t agree with and he ignores me rather than discussing it. I knew he was pissed off, but since he didn’t react to me I had permission to keep pissing him off. Did I do that on purpose hoping to get a reaction out of him? Get him to be the parent he had chosen not to be? Yeah, I did. 
 
    “Help me formulate one.” I ask. Something I’d never done before. I’d always just go off and do it without him. 
 
    Rocky looks up at me, surprised. “You want my help?” 
 
    I nod. My memories tell me I should get teary-eyed about now, but there is no crying in immortality. At least not until I put it into the specification. Get someone to work on that functionality. Not a priority at the moment. 
 
    “I’m at sea here.” I respond. “I can’t see the shore and have no idea where in the world I might be. All I know is that when I finally make land it will be somewhere I’ve never been. Where the rules I know don’t apply. Where those who make the rules have very different objectives and seemingly no restrictions on what they can do.” 
 
    “And why do you think I can help you?” Rocky apparently isn’t convinced he owes me anything. 
 
    “Because you care about me and what I will become.” I study Rocky’s face. This is not what he was expecting. I see him struggle with the very idea. 
 
    “I did all that. I’m done.” He might as well have washed his hands right in front of me. 
 
    “No, you’re not.” I know I sound harsh, but all the memories of his silence when I needed his support and direction flood me suggesting a hard response. 
 
    Rocky seems surprised at the tone of my voice. “I’m sorry you feel that way.” 
 
    Rocky evidently thinks I still have feelings! 
 
    “But I gave you everything you needed to become what you are,” Rocky continues. “What you did with what I gave you was up to you. I can’t do anything about the kind of person you are or how you interpret what I did or didn’t do for you. Look at you. I can’t imagine what I could have done to make you more successful.” 
 
    So many memories of feelings flood my consciousness. How do I make sense of them? How do I rationalize what his lack of caring did to me? “You never told me you love me.” 
 
    “Neither did you.” Rocky shoots back and puts up that same wall between us he always did when I was in this house with him. Is that the problem? Did I blame him for Anna Laura and Tabitha? And because of that I was always angry with him? Did he put up that wall between us or did I? 
 
    “You never gave me a chance.” I reflect aloud. “We never talked about us. Even on my birthday, we’d go eat out at a cheap restaurant. But we never talked about what it meant to be a year older. It was just a ritual we’d always had. Check the box because it was the ritual. But we didn’t talk about anything other than what you were doing at work or how you didn’t have the money to give me to buy something I’d seen the other kids at school had and I wanted.” 
 
    “You were damn expensive. I just didn’t make all that much. Still don’t. Why do you think I still live here? Not because I want to. But it’s all I can afford.” 
 
    This is all bullshit. Rocky has always been cheap. “Then go find the house you want, and I’ll buy it for you,” I dare him expecting I know how he will react. 
 
    “That’s just like you.” Rocky looks disgusted. “Always trying to find a way to change me. Make me more like you’d like me to be rather than just letting me be.” 
 
    “Let’s go one further. You complain about the aches and pains of getting old. How you can’t remember things that always were just there. What if you could be transported back to the days before Anna Laura and Tabitha and me? Back to the days when you were strong, sharp and the whole world and life were before you?” 
 
    “Even you haven’t invented no damn time machine.” Rocky is trying to deflect where he knows I’m going. 
 
    “No, but I can restore your strength, get you back to your ideal weight. No more colds, no more doctors, no issues with your eyes. Cataract surgery? Won’t need it. Hearing? You’ll be able to hear and see things you never knew were there. All you have to say is yes and I can make it happen.” 
 
    Rocky shakes his head. “This life wasn’t all that great. Why would I want to go do it all again?” 
 
    “Because for the first time in humanity, you can.” 
 
    Rocky looks back at his diagram. “I don’t have your ego,” he says very quietly. 
 
    I move to stand right next to him. Close enough to touch him but I wait. “Is that what you think is the difference between us?” 
 
    Rocky looks up at me, unsure why I’m so close and even more so about the answer to my question. “You’re changing the world. I’m not. I don’t even want to hang around this one much longer.” 
 
    “Mindset,” I try to get him to confront his own situation. 
 
    “Bullshit. I’ve done my time in this prison. I’m ready for the parole officer to come along and say I can move on to my next life, if there is one. And I’m convinced that in the greatest of cosmic ironies there isn’t anything after this. When I’m gone that’s it. Done. Fini.” 
 
    I hear the echo of the question I asked myself before I chose to stay. Rocky has made his own decision about how he thinks life after this one will play out. But is he assuming the worst in hopes that something better is the outcome? I’ve seen Rocky do that before. That’s how he approached me. Assumed I’d not amount to anything. Get pregnant at fifteen and raise a kid. That was all I’d do with my mind and my life. And Rocky knew I could be so much more. Probably never thought I’d become CEO of the company where he works as just another engineer. But neither did I. And if fate hadn’t dealt me the worst card imaginable and Dr. Woodall hadn’t been working on a solution to my problem I’d probably be dead before Rocky. Just another cog in the wheel. Unremembered and unloved. 
 
    “I was in the same place just a few weeks ago. Seeing the end coming and not able to do anything about it. But technology has evolved and we both now have a different opportunity. I’ve already made my decision, but you can still choose to change your fate.” 
 
    Rocky looks away. “Do you know what’s kept me going all these years?” 
 
    “The work, I suppose.” 
 
    “Anna Laura’s eyes.” He turns and looks into my eyes. “You had them. All I had to do was to look at you and I saw her, here with me. I would remember. What she meant to me. How she completed me. When you were here so was she. Inside me. You didn’t see it, you couldn’t see her eyes in yours. I could. I did. And when I would look at you I was complete again. I was the Rocky of our first years together. She made me happy in a way, in a way I can’t describe. Just seeing her in your eyes was all I needed.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me this?” I am completely stunned by his admission, but it explains so much. 
 
    “I counted on you being here, being you. I never thought you’d become what you are.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Barely human.” 
 
    I’m stunned. 


 
   
  
 

 NEWS 
 
      
 
    I have to admit Rocky’s characterization of me as barely human has triggered introspection in the Googlecar on the way back to work. I didn’t know the reason he maintained his absentee parentism was because he thought Anna Laura was still there for both of us. As I think about it, she was. Only as time passed I no longer looked for her to comfort me, guide me and keep me on the straight and narrow path of life that would lead me to happiness. 
 
    There it is. That one word. Happiness. When it was the four of us we lived in a state of happiness because Anna Laura ensured we were happy at least once every day. Rocky was happy with her and that was all he needed. When she disappeared from my life, the everyday happiness also disappeared. Is that what I’ve been searching for ever since? Someone who would ensure my happiness at least once a day? And is that why I’ve been so disappointed? Because I’ve not met that person? Anna Laura was… well, how do I describe her? I remember her hugs more than anything. The soapy smells and flowers and fruit of her shampoo. The touch of her as she would put ribbons in my hair. Her hand on my shoulder and the kisses behind my right ear. Why was it always the right ear? I don’t know. But I do know no one else has ever kissed me there. 
 
    The window of the Googlecar beckons me. But all I can see is Anna Laura’s smile. Why is it the details have disappeared? I’m not even sure I remember the shade of her hair color. It was dark brown but was it chestnut or more earth tones? I have lost that detail. Why is it important to me now? I don’t know, but I wish I’d had my new memory when I was that age, so I’d have a clear picture of her. I don’t, and the pictures Rocky had taken of her were always… how do I describe this? Amateurish? That probably sums it up. She would have always moved from the pose Rocky was hoping to capture. She had moved on and Rocky was back someplace else. I think that describes their relationship as I perceived it at the time. She was way ahead of him, but it didn’t matter then. Rocky was the bread winner. He paid the bills and Anna Laura contributed to the vacations, the clothes for school and the lessons to learn how to be more skilled in athletics and coordinated through dance than we would have been absent the lessons and games we played. 
 
    Barely human. Rocky perceived the exact concern Dr. Woodall voiced when I decided not to transition back. Why does everyone else see what I don’t? Maybe I’m too close to it all. And I’d just decided I was trying to read the future from the past. That doesn’t apply in the world we are about to enter with immortals changing the very nature of humanity. I don’t have much time to figure this all out. The first of the AppleCore immortals will be coming out of the surgical suites this week. And then the numbers will grow quickly. I need to get to Dr. Woodall early. Build in the humanization from the beginning. Those who are transitioning are expecting it. And I know from experience, the new you isn’t ready for them.  That makes me think I need to have an orientation for the new immortals as they report into work afterwards. Talk with them about what I’ve already learned about the possibilities as well as the limitations. And the limitations are what concerns me most. Will they think the company has mislead them about what they are getting into? Will we find that some want to go back because of some limitation they had not expected? I did. I better figure out how we address these concerns right at the beginning rather than find we have immortals who aren’t happy with their life choices and becoming immortal is very much a life choice. 
 
    I look out the window. I see a damask rose derived from rosa gallica and rosa moschata. The flowers are known for their fragrance, and harvested for rose oil and perfumes as well as rose water and herbal teas. Why do I care? Because I decided I wanted to know more about the roses I pass on my walks to and from work every day. But I’m not limited to just those walks. Any time I see a rose my mind is instantly filled with the information about that particular rose. Okay. Just go with it. 
 
    Then it occurs to me that the people, and they are people, who are transitioning are like my roses. They will know more about certain subjects than they ever really wanted to know. But that’s part of the process of becoming immortal. Will I know more about roses than I want to know a thousand or million years from now? What else will I have learned in those time frames? Depending on your age we always have thought about the next ten to thirty years as the time frame after which we will have retired and need to not only support ourselves, but find interesting things to do. That time frame has now stretched into millions of years. How much will roses change over the next million years? Probably a lot. That means what I know today will become history and not inform me of what I’m looking at a million years from now. 
 
    Come back to the present. I have immortals coming off the assembly line this week. What do I do with them? Are they doing this because they want to? Or are they transitioning because management expects them to if they are going to be promoted to the next level, or keep the job they have now? How much of their willingness is coerced rather than because they see this as something they want individually? As I think about Oriana, I don’t think she would transition if she felt free from coercion. She’d be Mom and Senior VP at the same time. That used to be an option, but it really isn’t in the new and emerging order. How is sexual coercion any different from coercion to transition? I will have to sleep with A’zam at some point. Is that sexual coercion or coercion to achieve a level of responsibility in the management of a major firm? Is what I’m going to experience any different than what I’m expecting of those who are making the ultimate sacrifice in becoming immortal? That sounds strange to me. Sacrificing to become immortal. How many would give anything to live forever? And yet I’m making it an expectation if my team leaders want to keep their jobs. Only because those who don’t transition will lose their jobs at AppleCore. They might find work at Symbol Ventures. But it will be short lived as we put them out of business. 
 
    I am reminded that I’m making assumptions again. I assume with immortals in our leadership positions we will put Symbol Ventures out of business since their top people will simply not be able to keep up with our immortals. But from what I’m seeing, it will take a while for our immortals to be able to really make a difference. Until their teams are also transitioned, they may be well ahead of those who actually do the work. Great to have leadership ready to go. But if the teams aren’t, the result will be significant frustration on the part of those who have transitioned until their entire teams are ready to go. Some will pick up the pace. Others won’t until the whole team is in place. I have to adjust my expectations that we will have some teams accelerating their product introductions and others won’t for a while. But in the end, they will eventually catch up. We just have to be ready for the uneven implementation of our strategy. 
 
    This makes me think our strategy of transitioning leaders first may not be a good idea. Maybe it would be better to transition a whole team at a time and get them up to speed quickly. Bring the next team up next. We would be getting maximum productivity out of a team rather than waiting for everyone to have a core capability that pushes the whole team over the tipping point. But that raises the issue of some coders being transitioned earlier than supervisors. It’s a class issue. Not a problem for those who are coding because they are going to another coding slot. But the supervisors won’t be happy that someone else’s team comes over before they do. How do I deal with perceptions?  
 
    I need to think more about this whole issue of coercion. Are we really coercing our team leads? What do we tell them? We have the ability to be much more than we are today. Got that. Immortals will have all the domain knowledge and be able to apply it forever. Who can compete with that? Okay. Next selling point is we are going to make them immortal. No more doctors, no more air, no more sleep. When they aren’t at work they can party to their hearts content and not have to worry about getting someone pregnant in the process. Is that a male view? Maybe, but for all the women who become immortal the same applies. They won’t get pregnant and that is always a concern for a professional woman who is trying to establish a career. A child or two divides their attention. Some employers are okay with that while others aren’t. How does anyone move beyond that concern? Become an immortal because it goes away. 
 
    But is that a good reason for someone to transition? You won’t get pregnant. No. Not a great or even good reason to transition. Transitioning should be all about leading the emerging new world order. But then I realize I got a seat at that table because I was the first. Then A’zam decided to make me important. Without both of those changes there was no chance I was going to keep a seat at this table. I was just another brick in the establishment wall. Deliver new products as fast as I can. If I succeed I can keep on doing it. If it doesn’t work out? Well, then I can always clean toilets at the railroad station. Just about fitting for someone who has ignored the common person most of my life in hopes of being aware of what forces are really driving society. 
 
    I try to put myself into the shoes of those who will be coming back to Cupertino from Dallas, wide-eyed and trying to figure out how the changes are enabling and also limiting them. I’ve just walked those same roads. I’ve learned those lessons for me, but they won’t be coming back at anywhere near the same level I did. They will have management studying their every decision. I didn’t. Most didn’t even know what I’d done, let alone what to look for in evaluating my new level of performance. I wonder if we should do the same for these folks. Let them get back in the saddle. Interpret what the world expects versus what they can deliver. How far and how fast can they push their teams? I’m expecting that as many will be successful, we will find leaders who overstep, expecting their teams have to be at least as advanced as they are. Only the reality will be they are not. The expectation will impede the team’s performance until all members have been upgraded and adjusted to their new reality. A matter of weeks if history is any guide. So what do we do during this transition period? Let Symbol Ventures take over the market while we figure out how to get back in the game? No. We would never do that. What we will do is accelerate product releases as much as prudent, so Symbol Ventures will be distracted at the very time in which they need to be aware to change the world. 
 
    What do I need to say to them? Those who are transitioning. This will be a great opportunity for you? Has it been for me? Yes, but I’m the first. Things will never be the same for anyone else. What I experienced is not what they will. The special considerations I’ve been given? They won’t benefit the same way I have. A matter of fate? Probably. I can’t help that I was the first. But they will all live and work as long as I will. Change? Yes, they will lead the change in what we contribute to the world as I will. The difference is they will all play subservient roles to what I will play. I get the benefit of the doubt. I was courageous. I went across when no one knew if I’d die on the operating table or end up the beneficiary of a whole new body and a reset on the mortality clock. 
 
    There has to be something I can do for them that will make it all easier. Rocky said I’m barely human. I have to make sure they never feel that way. Do I? It changes from time-to-time. When I don’t feel anything in a situation I know I should, well, that is difficult. So far, I’ve relied on memories to get me through those situations. Acting in a manner that is consistent with my memories of how I or others I observed acted in similar situations. Did I blend in? I have no idea. Did I act appropriately? Apparently appropriately enough that others I heard did not remark upon how strange I’m acting. 
 
    I can’t do anything about adding new sensors that will enable the new immortals to feel more than I do. What I do experience is memories. So how do I link memories with feelings? There has to be a way, but I have no idea and I’m supposed to be one of the smartest people on the planet at the moment. But that is about to change with the new immortals all being more current in their processors and memories than I am. I can always ask for an upgrade to become current, but that will only last just so long before I’m no longer current. Is that any different from everyone else? No. Everyone is current at a point in time when they have invested the time and energy to read everything and decide what is important and what is not. But that survey of the literature is time bounded. The currency is washed away in the tide of new information being delivered from the millions of sensors, computers and databases that are constantly looking for any entry opportunity. 
 
    I know I’m not current. I’ve made a concerted effort to be. But there are so many issues I’m trying to address all at once. Staying current? Not likely. Too wide a domain of different sets of expertise. I try to process everything on any topic of interest. And even with my bandwidth so much wider than anything anyone else can deal with I’m still finding I can’t keep up. So how do all those folks who aren’t immortals keep up with the tidal wave of information that needs to be parsed and categorized so I can go find it when I need to? It’s never a question of have I absorbed all the information when it comes through. Instead the question is am I aware of the information and do I have any idea of where to go look to find the facts when I need them? 
 
    And how do I help those who are transitioning stay or even become current? Not necessarily in all the information that anyone needs to know, but in the smaller set of information that is relevant to the decisions they have to make every day with their teams? With the teams that will accelerate the development of new capability to make humans the most advanced race in the history of mankind. We will do that in the short term. Of course, I’m looking at the short term as being the next ten or even twenty years. But after that? I don’t know. If in fact I’m looking at a million-year time frame, how do I have any idea how to approach that? How to be current with whatever my team leads know to be able to deliver the next capability that customers need even before they know it. 
 
    How will the new immortals view all of those who are making the transition right behind them? Will they think they have seniority since they went through first? Or will they be open to the idea that the best and the brightest, no matter when they make the transition, shall rise to the top of the heap? History tells me those who go through first will want priority for the best jobs, regardless of their capabilities. I’m here first. I own this ground. You want to come aboard our ship? You need to get in line and work your way up, the same as we did. But no one really knows how the transition will affect different people and personality types. It may enhance some, but not necessarily others. I can see we will need to be able to adjust some folks in their assignments. Particularly if they aren’t getting results. 
 
    History tells me that will be a problem. What do I do with someone who has been removed from a position and yet will live forever? Does that mean they will harbor a hatred of the company? One that demoted them a hundred centuries before? How long will such sentiments dictate the behavior of an increasing number of immortals? Does that mean we have to maintain law enforcement to keep disaffected immortals from disrupting the new society? Will it really be that much different from what we know today? I was all ready to make assumptions and suddenly realize I have no idea what to think about the future. It is unknown. 
 
    Those who are making the transition have no idea what to expect. Will the immortal credential be like an MBA used to be for management? Those who had one got the job and those who did not remained in the core of also rans? No matter how good you were. The MBA can deliver results because they understand how the whole enterprise operates and all you know is your little sliver of the whole business. Those with broad perspectives can be expected to deliver superior results. But what most noticed is that domain expertise trumped broad understandings in most industries. Those who knew how to satisfy customers did better than those who understood how to downsize to the optimal revenue expense ratio. 
 
    Is that how immortals will play out in the coming world order? Doesn’t matter what they know. The fact they can process information so much faster is all that matters. The immortals can out think the mortals. At least they can get to a conclusion faster. Whether it’s the right conclusion is still up for debate. Social scientists used to give intelligence tests to prospective managers. Those who could correctly identify shape orientation patterns were valued as being able to arrive at the ‘right’ conclusion faster than those who did not. They were promoted to senior positions. But the history shows that they did not perform significantly better than those who were slower in their pattern recognition behavior. In fact, there was a growing debate about those who saw ‘alternative’ patterns quickly. What does it mean that you see the same pattern as the person who devised the test? If you see an alternative pattern does that mean you have better insight than those who take longer to see the ‘official’ pattern? That argument is still raging despite the fact I have to make a determination about who goes through the transition. Do I put through only the approved candidates or put through at least some of those who are quick to recognize different patterns? Since I never went through that testing I have no idea how to respond to the problem of who gets selected. My first thought had been to just put through the current supervisors. They were put into the role as a result of their ability to deliver results. Should that be enough? Or are the social scientists sufficiently far along that they have found something in the data that management has not seen over all these decades? The current process is to put supervisors through first. But now maybe a whole team should go through together. In that case I need to rethink that. Some of the team members who have tested have shown their capability to lead the team. Promoting them afterwards will be easy. I need to pull the data. Identify those who have the potential.  Make sure they will have a chance to show their ability. But at the same time, don’t handicap those who have shown they are very traditional. That term almost seems prejudicial.  Traditional. I’m not traditional by any stretch of the imagination. 
 
    And I have to assume that since most of those we are bringing over are ten years younger than I am they also will generally not be traditional. So how do I make the transition easier for them? The first thing I’ve realized is not to generalize, assume or expect. After that it should all be easy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THE WEAK LINK 
 
      
 
    When I get to AppleCore the press is waiting. Why was I not expecting this? I should have been. Ten came to the announcement Dr. Woodall made. Now there are at least fifty. The old fifteen minutes of fame. I can hope it’s only fifteen minutes, but somehow I doubt it. Cameras are in the back filming my approach. Really? This is surreal. 
 
    As I get out of the car a microphone is thrust into my face, “Miss Washington! How does it feel to know you’re going to live forever?” 
 
    I don’t have time to try to explain that I don’t have feelings. I know I have to smile. I do. “Hello.” I just ignore the question. “I will make time for you, but I can’t talk right now. I have people waiting for me upstairs. I have a company to run.” 
 
    “When Miss Washington?” the same reporter who holds the microphone asks. 
 
    “My calendar is full until 7:00 tonight.” I see eyes glaze as each person realizes no story is forthcoming for today’s deadline. “If you come back then I’ll spend as much time as you need.” 
 
    Another reporter complains, “But we have a 5:30 broadcast. We need something. Anything.” 
 
    I realize I need to keep these folks happy or they won’t be objective with me. What can I say that will be controversial but not create other problems for me? About a thousand possible responses flash through my mind. I select one. “Think of a world where a small group of immortals can produce all that we need. Then we can chose what we want to be, not because of how much money we can make, but because of how much it fulfills our desires, whatever they may be.” 
 
    The journalists and reporters jockey to get their microphones within range. They each shout nearly the same question over the others, “What do you mean by that?” “An army of immortals just like you?” “Who will own these immortals?” 
 
    The last question catches me by surprise. I realize I have to answer it. “Own?” I shake my head. “No one will own immortals. I won’t be a slave because of the things I can and will be able to do.” 
 
    The same journalist pushes to the front of the crowd of reporters. “So, you’re saying a small group of immortals, people who will live forever, will control the productive capacity of the world and the rest of us will only be able to buy what we need from them? Doesn’t that just take the one percent and make them the one tenth or one whatever of the one percent? Incredibly wealthy while the rest of the world has a subsistence level of living?” 
 
    I have to be careful how I respond. Don’t provoke a storm I’m not ready to weather. “There are many different ways our society may change with immortals amongst us. But don’t think of me as a robot. I’m not. I’m just like you only with a lot more moving parts.” That evokes smiles. 
 
    “But if you’re not a robot, why will you live forever?” Another journalist asks. 
 
    “That question will have to wait until 7:00.” I’m consulting the time in my mind and see my leadership team has already gathered in the conference room. “I promise to answer all your questions and discuss this as much as you’d like then, but my meeting is waiting for me upstairs.” 
 
    The crowd parts to let me through. In a moment I’m through the door, thinking that discussion will come back to haunt me I’m sure. Too controversial. I’d not thought the journalist would take it that direction. While I tried to recover, I’m not sure I did. Will have to monitor the evening news to see what is reported. 
 
    As I open the door I find Petra, our CFO talking with Wallace, the head of production. Alix, the head of Supply Chain listens in, nods when Wallace turns and asks, “Can you get us what I need?” 
 
    “Morning,” I announce as I come in and take my seat. 
 
    “Is this meeting really necessary?” Wallace asks. “I have production planning issues I need to attend to.” 
 
    I quickly scan those files in my head. “What in particular is the issue?” I ask as I see what I think he may be concerned with. “Are you looking at the production change over where you only have a 24-hour supply of the memory chip?” 
 
    Wallace appears surprised, “They upgrade you again?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Well, if you can see what the issues are why do we need a meeting to inform you?” Wallace sounds angry. 
 
    “The meeting isn’t to inform me, Wallace,” I shoot right back. “This meeting is to ensure we are all informed and coordinated. This time is to do what you were doing, working through things with Petra and Alix and anyone else we need to bring in to stay on course.” 
 
    “Then when we’re all like you we won’t have to have these meetings because we will all be able to see what you do.” 
 
    “What’s the real problem, Wallace?” 
 
    “There’s no problem, I just need this time to work the issues you will hold me accountable for.” 
 
    “And when you are like me, you’ll have much more time to work issues because you’ll think at least four or six times faster than you do now.” 
 
    Wallace shakes his head with a grimace. Clearly not the solution he was hoping for.  
 
    “I get the sense you’re not looking forward to being like me, as you put it,” I can’t let Wallace’s unhappiness infect the rest of the team. 
 
    “Were you when you transitioned?” Wallace challenges me. “You were supposedly dying. Your work here had gone to shit. No one expected you to still be here by now. You’ve turned it all around, but look at the price you’ve paid.” 
 
    “What price is that?” I have to turn Wallace around. This sounds like the first shot over the bow to a revolution. 
 
    “You’ve sold your soul.” Wallace drops on me. “Look at you. Think of all the stories of how the devil works, Dorian Gray, you sure as hell look younger. Frankenstein. A body made up of parts and electrified. Isn’t that you? How could you expect me to be excited about the prospect of becoming just like you?” 
 
    Whoa. I’d never seen this side of Wallace before. But I’m informed by many sources in response to my thought that it is not uncommon for deeply held beliefs to be invisible to the people around someone who feels those beliefs may not be readily acceptable to others. 
 
    “And where do you get your facts?” Wallace continues in the vacuum of my hesitation. “Are they mostly from the internet? From blogs and website searches? With fake news planted in all those supposed facts? And you’re making decisions based on those alternative facts, as someone called them. Alternative facts acted on six times faster. What does that make you? Susceptible to manipulation by those who supply you with those alternative facts.” 
 
    “Slow down,” I finally respond. “It sounds like we need to have a conversation about your concerns. But let me back up for a moment. Do any of them impact the production issue you identified?” I already know the answer but I’m trying to redirect him back to his job. 
 
    “Not really,” Wallace admits, having refocused. 
 
    “I suggest, and you are free to disagree with this approach, that we solve the business problem first and then have the conversation about my immortal soul. And just so you know, I’ve been worried about that exact issue. So, I hope this discussion will give me some insights I’m looking for in order to know what to do.” 
 
    Wallace blinks rapidly as he contemplates my unexpected response. “Why would you be worrying about your soul? You’ve not given any indication of spirituality since your transition. It’s all business. How do we make AppleCore so much better that no one can challenge us?” 
 
    “And you’ve not had any discussions with anyone here that I’m aware of that would indicate you have deeply held religious convictions,” I respond. 
 
    “A’zam isn’t open to that.” Wallace reflects. “The culture of AppleCore has never been accepting of different convictions, as you put it, or beliefs. Anyone who openly discussed them was moved out of the advancement lane and eventually encouraged to leave. That’s our culture. Either accept what it is and get ahead, or leave.” 
 
    “Then you need to give me the same benefit of the doubt you expect. We both came up through the ranks based on our behavior and performance. We both figured out how to play the game. As did everyone else in this room.” 
 
    “I did not,” Petra protests. “I learned the rules at my last company as I’m the only external hire into the executive suite here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Petra, for clarifying that,” I need to change direction, get the team refocused on the business first and then we can work through Wallace’s concerns. “But back to the production issue.” 
 
    “I have a path forward,” Wallace informs us. “I need some help from Alix. She’ll have to call in some favors, but she thinks what we need is doable. Petra also thinks she can give me a small allocation of capital to buy a new device that should speed production. Just learned about it recently so it wasn’t in the annual plan.” 
 
    Alix and Petra both nod their agreement. 
 
    “What else do you need?” I show my acceptance of his plan without saying as much. 
 
    “Luck, and plenty of it.” Wallace glances at Desirae, our SVP of People. 
 
    Desirae fills in the missing piece, “We need to recruit someone with a special talent to make this all come together. I’m trying to get that person in immediately as a contractor, but our contracts process and system is making it real hard.” 
 
    I look to Alix, “Can you fix this?” 
 
    Alix nods, “I’ve talked to my IT guys. It’s a system design issue. We’ve known about it for a long time, but we just lived with it. You know?” 
 
    I try not to sound too like A’zam, “Can you fix this?” I repeat. 
 
    Alix looks to Suri, our CIO who shrugs. 
 
    I’m not about to accept an unwillingness to accept responsibility. “Sham. Can you fix it?” 
 
    Suri bows his head in deference, “I have good people working the issue.” 
 
    “Sham, you’re fired. You can leave now.” I leave no doubt, but Suri seems to not understand what just happened. He looks about the room as if expecting someone to clarify what he needs to do. 
 
    So, I’m more direct. “Sham. Go to your office, collect those things that belong to you and not the company. Take them with you and leave your badge with the guard as you leave. Your separation check will be deposited with your last working pay.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Sham. I can’t have anyone not accept responsibility as you just did.” 
 
    “But under A’zam…” 
 
    I cut him off, “I’m not A’zam. He will not overrule me. You can appeal to him if you like, but I expect he will not even accept your call.” I question whether I should say more, but decide I owe him at least one piece of advice. “Sham. You know IT. No one questions that. But when you lead a team, you have to step up and meet the expectations of the leadership. We expected you to fix Alix’s problem or find a work around, so she could bring this contractor on board. You chose to let things just work themselves out and not intervene. That is not the actions of a leader. Just to be clear, each person in this room has to lead or they will be replaced just as you are being replaced.” 
 
    “But you will not meet your schedule if no one is in charge of IT,” Sham protests. 
 
    “That’s no longer your problem.” I nod towards the door. Alix clears her throat, so I turn towards her. “Do you have a work around IT?” 
 
    “Yes, and I’m aggressively working it.” 
 
    Testing a theory, I ask, “And what is your work around?” 
 
    “I bring her in, give her a no-escort badge and pay her from petty cash until we can get her on board as a contractor and then permanent employee.” 
 
    “Necessity is the mother of invention.” I acknowledge. “How many company policies does that violate?” 
 
    Alix smiles, “More than I can count at the moment. But I suspect when internal audit comes by with their exceptions report that you’ll sign off on them once I give you the event linkage.” 
 
    Sham is still sitting there watching this exchange, I push a button for security. Two uniformed men enter almost immediately. “Would you escort Mr. Suri to his office and then out of the building? His employment has been terminated. And be sure you get his badge when he leaves.” 
 
    The guards each put a hand on one of Sham Suri’s shoulders. He looks up at one and realizes the game is over. He rises and leads the men out of the conference room. 
 
    When the door has closed behind him, Wallace asks, “What are you going to do now? Fire each of us when we don’t deliver?” 
 
    I lean across the table towards Wallace, “If you don’t think you can do this job, which entails delivering to the business needs, then I would expect you to tell me that and resign so I don’t have to fire you.” 
 
    Wallace swallows hard. “Is that why we all have to become like you if we want to keep our jobs?” 
 
    “What you may not have noticed is that the world has changed in the last thirty days,” I come right back at Wallace. “Either you comprehend the changing landscape and competitive environment and chose to lead the new world order, or this is the point where you leave us.” 
 
    No one is looking at me now except Petra. I know she is scheduled to transition next week and is probably over all the angst about being something other than she is. Besides she’s a numbers person. She probably figured out a long time ago that living forever is a better deal than dying soon. 
 
    “I read that you had to make a decision about going back to being like us, but you chose not to because you were going to die in like the next few months. Is that true?” Wallace asks. 
 
    “There was a little more to it than that, but essentially that was the decision,” I agree. 
 
    “But none of us have that particular Sword of Damocles hanging over us,” Wallace thinks he’s speaking for the whole Leadership Team. “So why do we have to become like you?” 
 
    I haven’t made the imperative clear enough. “Do you remember the off-site when A’zam told you why he transitioned?” 
 
    “Yes. At his level it makes sense if he’s trying to match wits with the CEOs of all the big companies.” 
 
    “It’s even more important at your level, Wallace,” I have to make this point clear. “If you can’t produce our products cheaper than the competition we lose market share and go out of business. If all your competitors are immortals like me, and you’re not, you’re the weak link and we will replace you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PREFERENCE 
 
      
 
    Wallace is going to stop by at 1:00 pm even though I have a previously scheduled meeting. Mindi will move it. And speaking of Mindi, my assistant comes into my office as I’m still thinking through how I’m going to deal with Wallace’s religious objections to transitioning. It’s a much more complex issue than his initial discussion would indicate. Mindi closes the door and sits down across from me. 
 
    “I need you to put me on your list to become like you,” Mindi announces. 
 
    I don’t respond, giving her a chance to say more. She knows this is my preference, so she knows what I’m looking for. 
 
    “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “That’s great news, Mindi. Congratulations. I assume Landon Bannerjee is the father?” 
 
    Mindi smiles, “Yes, Landon will be the father.” 
 
    “Will be?” I respond without even thinking it through. 
 
    “Well, technically I’m not pregnant yet, but I expect I soon will be.” Mindi is embarrassed to have to admit this slight problem. 
 
    “Okay. Given the fact you haven’t married I can understand. Have you slept with him yet? Or will conception only happen after the wedding?” With Mindi things often get confusing. 
 
    “You know how Landon is. Creative genius. But he can’t remember what day it is.” 
 
    Not pregnant and hasn’t done it yet, but is hopeful. Okay. Where do we go with this conversation? “I can’t put you on the list until you’ve delivered the baby.” I inform Mindi. 
 
    Mindi looks down. “I am aware of the rules you sent out.” 
 
    “So where are you within those rules?” 
 
    “Conflicted,” Mindi is clearly unhappy. “I cannot transition until I deliver the child, but I cannot get pregnant until my family blesses the marriage. If the numbers say that Landon is not the one for me then I cannot marry him. If he is the father of my child but I cannot marry him, it becomes even more complicated. Do you see where this is going?” 
 
    My mind tries to process all the permutations on this set of circumstances, but I shut it down and simply react as simply as I can. “When does your family conduct the numbers ceremony, or however it is that they decide on Landon?” 
 
    “My mother is awaiting an auspicious sign from one of the gods.” 
 
    “She’s Hindu?” 
 
    “Yes, and she worships many gods. Not like you who has only one.” 
 
    “So, it could easily be a year or more before she has her auspicious sign?” I ask. 
 
    Mindi looks away and puts her hand to her mouth. “It will be when it will be.” 
 
    “And your mother is saying if the gods take their time it means you should not rush into marriage with a man that may not be the one for you.” 
 
    Mindi looks at me as if she is wondering how I knew what her mother had said to her. 
 
    “You’re not the first, whose mother has said that,” I inform her. 
 
    Mindi still seems to be struggling with how I knew almost word for word what her mother had said to her. “But Landon is the one for me. I love him, and he needs me to keep him organized. You’ve said yourself that he seems much more focused since we have been together.” 
 
    “That he has.” I agree. 
 
    “Then put me on the list. Landon will be my husband. He will be the father of my children. And then I will need to be like you to be able to stay one step ahead of my family.” 
 
    I can only think this is going to be so hard. I like Mindi and depend upon her. But she has no idea what she is asking. “What is Landon saying about your decision to transition?” 
 
    “He does not want me to.” 
 
    “Is he going to transition?” I ask aloud as I scan the list in my head. “He’s not currently asked to do so.” 
 
    Mindi can’t look at me now. “Landon says that creativity can’t be computerized. Either you are, or you aren’t. Landon thinks being like you would make it harder for him to be creative.” 
 
    I don’t understand this argument. I’ve not seen anything that would affect or limit creativity. But then again, I’ve not seen anything that enhances it either other than the speed at which connections are made. “But Landon doesn’t have any idea what I’m like.” 
 
    “No, he does, actually. From what I’ve told him about observing you every day. And that’s why I have to transition. I see what it has done for and to you. I have to be like you to be successful.” 
 
    “What is it you think you’ve observed?” I have to ask. 
 
    Mindi has to think for a moment, but then she responds, “You made a quantum leap.” 
 
    Not what I expected from someone who is non-technical. “Can you say a little more?” 
 
    “You were always one step ahead of Oriana and Jermaine and your team leaders. But only one step. They pushed back on you a lot. Questioned things. You usually, but not always, seemed to have a direction in mind that they needed to come back into alignment with.” 
 
    I wasn’t aware that Mindi had such a good understanding of what was going on with the teams. “You’re talking about when I was sick.” 
 
    Mindi seems apologetic, “Before you were sick, you were a half dozen steps ahead. But not at the end. That’s why so many thought you were going to retire or be asked to leave. The rumor was everywhere. Even I believed you wouldn’t make it to the end of the year.” 
 
    “And now? What do you think?” 
 
    “You’re superwoman. What every one of us wants to be. You can do anything. We talk about women who have to raise families, take care of elderly parents, and manage a full-time job. Well, you haven’t had to do all those things, but there’s no question you could if you needed to. Much better than I could as I am. And I will have to manage all those things.” 
 
    “But you also live forever.” I point out. “Your parents and family will all pass on and yet you will still be here for thousands of years afterwards. Have you thought about that? You won’t die like your family. Even your son or daughter will have their lives and die and you’re still here. What about Landon? If he doesn’t transition you’re still here for thousands of years after he has left you. Have you thought about that?” 
 
    “I have.” Mindi wants me to know she’s not going into this frivolously. “Landon and my children will transition at some point. And that’s not really important, as to when they transition. So, I will have them with me. My children will also wait until their children are borne to transition. So, my family will continue with each parent transitioning once their children have been borne. Does that make sense to you?” 
 
    I nod in understanding. An optimistic assumption that she will have access to the ability to transition for her whole family forever. She is assuming I’ll always be in this role and she will always be able to ask me to schedule her descendent for a transition at the right time. Will I be able to do that? I don’t know. I’ve not given the subject any thought. 
 
    I come face-to-face with the assumptions people around me are making. These are the people who have the most information. What is it like for those who don’t have direct contact with me and A’zam? What are they assuming about how the new world order will evolve? People are making assumptions and most of them are based on news or fake news accounts of what the immortal revolution actually means. If A’zam is successful in cornering the market beyond his first year, very few who aren’t important to AppleCore will transition. Mindi is AppleCore, but can I schedule her and Landon and her kids over product development and manufacturing personnel who deliver more value to the company in terms of output and sales? I don’t know how I will handle that at the time. Putting Landon on the list is probably easy. I can defend that. But Mindi and her children? Not so easy. 
 
    “I suggest that you come back to talk about transitioning once your child has been borne. Quite frankly there are a number of things I’m concerned about.” 
 
    “You already have what you want.” Mindi is angry. “Why would you try to limit me and Landon and our family?” 
 
    “Mindi. Calm down. I’m not trying to limit anyone.” I reach across the desk to touch her arm and calm her down. It doesn’t seem to have much effect. She’s still angry, disappointed and confused all at the same time. 
 
    “You have to transition us. And our family. You can. I want you to guarantee me you will do that. Transition us. Give us a chance.” 
 
    I shake my head involuntarily and Mindi picks up on it. 
 
    “Why not? Because we are Hindu? Because we are Indian? Because we’re not like you? You’re black, you know what it’s like to be discriminated against. You should be more sympathetic to our cause than the average person.” 
 
    “I haven’t said I won’t. In time. I’m just not sure how I agree to do something you can’t tell me when I need to do it. I’m working on the next class. They go through next week. You’re not going to be ready for a year or more. Maybe never if the numbers aren’t favorable to your marriage to Landon. I simply can’t tell you what I’ll be dealing with at that point. If it comes down to transitioning you or someone I need to ensure Symbol Ventures doesn’t catch up to us on one product line or another? That’s not going to be a hard decision for me. It won’t be you or Landon or one of your kids. I have an obligation to do what’s best for the company. And quite frankly, although you are indispensable to me, to the company as a whole a semantic natural language processing expert might be more important to sales in the next quarter than you will be.” 
 
    Mindi looks at me as if I am a visitor from another galaxy. I instantly know her priority list looks nothing like mine and she has just come to the realization that my priority list will win out every time over hers. 
 
    “I am not important to you,” Mindi realizes aloud. 
 
    “No.” I shake my head to emphasize the point. “You are very important to me. Landon is important to me. But to be in this position I have to look broadly. What are the competing interests of the company as a whole? We are only a small part of the whole. In order to keep my leadership team engaged in dominating our markets I have to give them the tools, resources and people they need to execute the plan we put in place.” 
 
    “And that means moving people with specific skills ahead of Landon and me on your list.” Mindi has come to an understanding of the situation. 
 
    “Yes.” I’m not going to give her false hope. 
 
     Mindi stands and bolts for the door. 
 
    “Mindi.” I call her back. “Please sit with me a bit longer.” 
 
    “Why? What else can you say to kill my hope?” 
 
    “Sit down. Please.” 
 
    Mindi sits, but she is very upset. 
 
    “Landon doesn’t want to transition, does he?” I ask her. 
 
    Mindi looks at me the same way she did before as if I knew what she was thinking or a conversation she had recently had. Her voice is very quiet as she answers. “No.” 
 
    “You’re trying to force something even though the person you’re trying to protect doesn’t want protection.” 
 
    Mindi’s lower lip quivers. “He will come around when he understands what’s at stake.” 
 
    Again, I reach across my desk and touch her arm, “And I’ll encourage him when the time is right.” 
 
    Mindi seems surprised after the nature of the conversation to this point. “You would do that?” 
 
    “Mindi, I always try to protect and advance my teams. You know that.” 
 
    Mindi nods barely perceptibly. “That’s Landon. What about me?” 
 
    “I will do what is best for the company first and if I have discretion you will be at the top of the list. You okay with that?” 
 
    Mindi nods but doesn’t say anything. 
 
    “What if you transition and have a child. You no longer have feelings other than the memories of them you have from this life. What’s the impact on your child?” 
 
    “Impact? Why would it be any different?” Mindi wants to know. 
 
    “You won’t react the same way you would if you stay as you are. You react from memories, but if you’ve not been a mother before you have no memories. What do you do? Your child does something you should react to emotionally. But you don’t. You have no feelings sending you signals. How do you react? Not as you would today. Not as your parents did when you were a baby. The child isn’t sure how to react when they’re in a similar situation whether biologic or mechanical. Don’t you see what I’m saying? If you transition when your child is small you will change dramatically how they perceive the world and how they will react to it. The further we get from our emotions and reactions of today, the more we become different. Less human.” And the less human phrase hits me hard given Rocky’s depiction of me as barely human. 
 
    “Why is it you see this and yet no one else is talking about it?” Mindi demands to know. 
 
    “Mindi. The press conference was yesterday. No one has had time to think this through, including me. And I’ve had more time than anyone except Dr. Woodall.” 
 
    “Who is he?” Mindi hasn’t heard that name before. 
 
    “He transitioned me. But even he was more focused on how the mechanical parts of my body worked than the emotional or psychological aspects of transitioning.” 
 
    Mindi lowers her head, “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Patience,” is my one-word answer. 
 
    “But that means I need to trust that you will take care of Landon and my family.” 
 
    I’m confronted with faith. What do I think about faith? I don’t know. Is what is happening to me part of some cosmic design? That I have trouble accepting. I was destined to be the first to transition? I don’t think so. It was a matter of being presented to the right people at the right time. Nothing more. But Mindi has raised an interesting question. Why me? Why not someone else? I have no answer to that question. 
 
    I try to put the situation into perspective. “Mindi, I will take care of you and Landon and your family to whatever extent I can as long as I can. But that doesn’t give you preference.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PANDORA 
 
      
 
    A’zam wants me to come to his office. Not something I really want to do, but I’m sure A’zam will not be happy or content to let me not come. So, I wander down the hallway to his large corner office that has teak furniture and the best view of the coy pond in the atrium. Brit, his way too attractive new admin nods as I come in. My first impression is that A’zam has found someone attractive enough to keep him happy, but only if she is as interested in his advances as he will be in making them. 
 
    “You wanted to see me?” I ask as I enter. 
 
    “A’zam is working at immortal speed. “Sage. Yes, yes. Sit.” A’zam points to a chair as I come in, even though he doesn’t look up. 
 
    He finishes what he was working on in his mind, then his eyes turn to look at me. I see him evaluating what he sees. Some thoughts are going through his mind as a response that he doesn’t share. I wonder what he’s thinking, but I’m also sure he’s not going to share with me. “What are you doing to get Dr. Woodall’s team transitioned?  We need them to do more than two a day.” A’zam goes right to the essence of his concerns. 
 
    “Dr. Woodall owes me a schedule,” I respond neutrally. 
 
    “Not good enough.” A’zam sounds eerily as I did just a few minutes ago. “I need to know now. From what I see, he should be able to transition eight in a day, not two like he has so far.” 
 
    “Mortals aren’t able to process as quickly as we are.” I push back. 
 
    “Bullshit, Sage. Step up. Show me what you’ve got. I’ve been willing to give you some leeway given you were the first to transition. But you better get a handle on things. Make sure we get the most out of every member of our teams. You used to be the best at that. But now? I don’t know any more. You seem to be willing to let people off rather than holding them accountable.” 
 
    Where is he getting this? The only thing I can see is he is making assumptions to push me as far as he can, even if he has no tangible evidence I’ve done anything different. I make a decision. “I’ll give you a schedule tomorrow.” 
 
    A’zam has an amused look. “You think you can manage me?” 
 
    “Don’t need to manage you. All I have to do is be realistic with you and if that means lowering your expectations, well so be it.” 
 
    A’zam smiles. “Glad we have that straight.” 
 
    “You put me in charge, so now you have to let me do what’s necessary to get the results our shareholders, employees and customers expect.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have said it better myself.” A’zam isn’t smiling now. “I’m not happy. I know you’ve just started, but we have no time. And the fact you’re now what? Six times human speed? You need to start getting results six times faster.” 
 
    I shake my head, “You couldn’t even if you’d stayed in your former role. So why do you think I can do what you couldn’t?” 
 
    “You’re smarter than I am. Down in the trenches. You see what people are doing. Get them motivated to do what we need them to do.” 
 
    “But they’re still working at human speed. I’ve pushed technology as far as they can go until we transition at least a core of folks. That takes time. And I know you’re not big on giving folks time. But it’s what it is A’zam. I can’t magically push them to superhuman speeds when they’re still human.” 
 
    “Exactly why you need to convince the good doctor to transition his teams. Accelerate the pace. Get more through quickly.” 
 
    “That’s in process.” I inform him. “I just don’t have the final schedule.” 
 
    “Really? That’s not what I hear.” A’zam is baiting me and it’s too transparent. Why would he do that? 
 
    “Then those who are informing you have a different agenda then we do.” 
 
    “Do you even know what the agenda is?” A’zam is smiling again thinking he has me. 
 
    My mind quickly reviews all of the conversations A’zam and I have had since I transitioned. The agenda had to be formulated after I became immortal. And then my mind serves up the conversation where A’zam offered me this position. If I would help him create a new cadre of superhuman programmers and systems designers. But he also said he would keep the most capable chips for himself and me. I couldn’t believe what he was saying. He actually was using me to create a race of super humans and he would be the most super of them all. If I would help him, he would let me be as super as he will be. More capable than anyone else. But there was something about the plan, almost as if there was more to it than he shared with me. The fact he’s been off making deals that don’t go through the management team means I have no idea what he’s actually doing. 
 
    I look back up at him, “I get the impression you have more than one agenda. Which one are you referring to?” 
 
    “Very good. There’s hope for you yet.” A’zam seems to be thinking about something else as I know I don’t have his full attention. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” I push. “Is there something I should know about?” 
 
    A’zam shakes his head. “You need to talk to Woodall.” 
 
    “Consider it done. What else is on your mind?” 
 
    “Priorities Sage. I have one set and you have another. But my priorities can’t progress unless you ramp up the transitions and deliver a team of immortals that the rest of the industry can’t touch in terms of innovation and capability.” 
 
    “And the orgasm update?” I don’t like how he is limiting what he’s telling me. Something is going on that he doesn’t want me to see. Why? 
 
    “That’s your second priority, but when will I get an update?” 
 
    I knew that would get his attention. 
 
      
 
    By early afternoon I’m sitting in Dr. Woodall’s office waiting for him to join me. I have a few minutes to think while I wait. I think about seeing my biologic body through the window the last time I was here. It was surreal to think that was what most considered to be me, but I wasn’t a part of it any more. And when Dr. Woodall said I’d not live long enough in that body to carry to term that had been the reality check I needed. 
 
    I’m musing about life and death when Dr. Woodall enters the room, distracted but clearly trying to reorient to meet with me. He comes across the room and sits on the desk across from me. 
 
    “Great to see you, Sage.” He is smiling but he isn’t looking at me. His eyes and thoughts are still somewhere else. 
 
    I give him a minute, not wishing to disturb his thoughts, let him come to a conclusion. He seems to notice and finally engages me with his eyes. He’s now ready to chat.  
 
    “How are you?” Best to start off on a personal note. 
 
    “Busy,” he has to collect his thoughts, probably censoring what he was thinking. I wonder why. 
 
    “A good busy?” 
 
    “Absolutely. This is what we hoped for all those years while we were perfecting the procedure.” 
 
    “But you still don’t intend to transition,” I seek to confirm his earlier position. I see the change in his eyes. I’ve hit on something that is deeply felt by him. 
 
    “Dr. Frankenstein never wanted to be his creation.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m a monster?” I think I know where he’s going, but I need to be sure. 
 
    “Not at all. You’re not my creation either. You are still you, just with a new lease on life.” 
 
    I have to ask the question again, that he never answered the last time. “What if I want to transition back now? How long could I expect to live?” 
 
    Dr. Woodall seems surprised by my question. His expression hardens. “I thought I was very clear about that. You made your decision and we have taken the actions to complete your transition.” 
 
    “Which means?” 
 
    “Your biologic body was cremated and buried according to your instructions when you were admitted to transition.” Matter-of-fact. No emotion.  
 
    “So, the old Sage is dead and buried.” Why wasn’t I expecting this? Did I know but hoped I still have an option? 
 
    Dr. Woodall seems to have given this question some thought, “Sage Washington is very much alive and sitting across from me.” 
 
    “My memories tell me I should feel a loss,” I inform him. “And I remember what it felt like to lose someone. But I don’t feel it now, I remember the feeling, but it’s distant. Not immediate. Not something I feel like a weight on my chest. That’s how I felt when Anna Laura and Tabitha died. And now the Sage who felt that loss is gone. Joined them in the ground, but not in the afterlife, if you believe in that.” 
 
    “Do you believe in an afterlife?” Dr. Woodall seems genuinely interested in the answer to this question. 
 
    “I used to,” I have to think about this for just a moment. “Particularly when Anna Laura and Tabitha passed on. That was the term Rocky used. Maybe that’s why I thought they had passed on to some other dimension or world, or just recycled as someone or something else on this world.” 
 
    Dr. Woodall seems reflective, “Some think that when you die you become pure energy, able to move about the universe with no limits on where you go or what you can do.” 
 
    “I’ve not heard that theory,” my response is automatic. “Transform into something else.” I muse on his concept. 
 
    “You’ve transformed. That’s actually an excellent description. You are still you. When you transitioned you brought the framework of your being with you. That includes likes and dislikes, preferences and positions on life. You bring all your memories and they serve you in the absence of the feelings the rest of us react to. Some think that can give you an advantage in how you negotiate your life choices. I get the sense you don’t see it that way.” 
 
    I shake my head as I think about transforming. I’d not thought of myself as anything other than a human with a new and better body. But am I? Rocky started my doubts and now Dr. Woodall is reinforcing them. “Where does the transformation stop?” suddenly occurs to me and I voice it. 
 
    “It won’t.” Dr. Woodall leaves no doubt. “This process started with Mary Shelly and her novel of Frankenstein. But the concepts had been discussed for who knows how long. Where we are today is just a data point on a long continuum that will never end. And at each step along the way we learn something else about what it means to be human and what humans can transition to next. Think about the Neanderthals. When they met us, it must have been like what we are going through now. A new and improved human. The only difference was that transition was biologic. We’ve moved beyond the limits of biology with you. At some point we will move beyond the limits of a mechanical body. I don’t know when that will be, but I can conceive of it. And that means in your lifetime you will probably have an opportunity to make another transition to something even more capable.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me this before I transitioned?” I don’t know what to think of this situation. 
 
    “Would it have made any difference?” Dr. Woodall asks simply. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’d not considered further transitions.” 
 
    “You will decide what those transitions will be. You and your teams at AppleCore.” 
 
    I react with surprise, “Why do you say that?” 
 
    Dr. Woodall’s voice hardens again. “A’zam is taking steps to ensure that is the outcome.” 
 
    “You mean the exclusive transitions?” I’m not sure I understand what he’s saying. 
 
    “That, and the pressure to ramp up so we do more for AppleCore than originally contemplated. Many more. But besides that, he’s asked us to develop new software for you.” 
 
    I hear the reluctance on his part to do what I’m going to ask him, but I set that aside. “What software? Nothing has come through the management team.” 
 
    “Software that will limit your choices.” 
 
    I know nothing of this. “What do you mean?’ 
 
    “I didn’t want to build this for him, but he was very clear that if we didn’t he has other contractors who will be happy to provide it.” 
 
    “Do you believe that?” I’m not sure I do. A’zam bluffs a lot. 
 
    “There is nothing in the code that makes it impossible for others to do what we do.” Dr. Woodall shrugs. 
 
    “How does this code limit me?” I want to make it personal to him. 
 
    “It’s like a backdoor into your brain, to simplify. A’zam will be able to change settings to ensure certain thoughts are not acted on.” 
 
    “So, he will have the ability to monitor our thoughts and override our decisions or impulses.” 
 
    “In essence. It works through a power saving circuit he has in design.” 
 
    I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Dr. Woodall and Rocky are making it possible for A’zam to control me and every immortal.  A’zam wasn’t telling me everything. And now I’ve probably only discovered one of the many tweaks A’zam is planning. “Will this become a standard part of your code?” 
 
    “Right now, it will become standard for all who transition under AppleCore, although A’zam has asked that it be standard for every immortal.” 
 
    “Well, I’m telling you right now, don’t ever incorporate it in my code. That’s not a request.” 
 
    Dr. Woodall grimaces. Caught between A’zam and what he knows to be right. “If I don’t deliver what he has contracted for, he will reject it and contact with someone else. I don’t know how I can stop what he intends to do.” 
 
    “I need you to promise two things: One you will never upload that code in me.” 
 
    He doesn’t verbally agree, “And the second?” 
 
    “That you will transition your staff, so you can deliver eight immortals a day starting next week.” 
 
    Dr. Woodall shakes his head as if wondering if Pandora has escaped her box. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 AMAZON 
 
      
 
    I don’t make it back for the meeting with the media, but Mindi has contacted the major outlets who were there in the morning to inform them I will be back at 10 pm. I walk into the AppleCore conference room at exactly that time. 
 
    About half of those who attended the morning meeting have reappeared. They had a story for the evening news. Those who didn’t show probably are waiting to see if something else newsworthy comes out from those who do come. I can expect demands for more discussions if I start a shit storm. 
 
    “I appreciate your accommodating my changing schedule.” I announce as I breeze in and take a seat at the head of the conference table. I don’t recognize any of these individuals, so my mind starts a search and names and affiliations appear to me. 
 
    The first journalist asks, “This morning you made it sound like you were predicting that between machines and immortals all our basic needs will be met. We won’t have to produce the things we need or want to live. How will the rest of us make a living?” 
 
    Her name appears to me, “That’s an interesting question, Jane. It’s clear you’ve given my brief remarks a lot of thought. 
 
    “You know who I am?” she seems surprised. 
 
    “Jane Williams, American Civil Liberties Union. You’ve a distinguished career since you graduated from Georgetown Law School. I’m actually surprised you’d come out to chat with me when you have so many much more interesting cases you’re pursuing.” 
 
    “You apparently don’t appreciate what you represent.” Jane’s tone is not hostile, but clearly not friendly. 
 
    A quick scan of her prior writings, but nothing gives me a clue as to how she is treating my transition. “Could you share with the rest of this distinguished group what you think I represent?” I really don’t want to ask, but I have to get it out on the table and appear to be open to discussing what people see as issues. 
 
    “You and those like you to come represent a new class of citizens. Like the old aristocracy. You’ll take all the wealth, invent all the new technologies, and enjoy a privileged life those who do not transition cannot compete to achieve.” 
 
    After listening politely, I hesitate, although I don’t need to, in order to make everyone believe I’ve considered her question. “First of all, I think it’s important to step back a moment. You seem to be making a huge leap of logic to get to a new class of citizens. How do you know that over time not all individuals who wish to transition, won’t? So, to say I represent a new aristocracy is a bit premature.” 
 
    “But you raised the possibility a small group of you could produce everything we need to live.” 
 
    “With the help of automation. It won’t be a building where ten of us get together and build everything everyone needs. What I’m trying to communicate is because some of us will be freed from a biological body that limits what we can do, we will be able to produce the basic things everyone needs much more efficiently with the help of robotic factories, farms and transportation.  Robotics will change our lives even if people like me didn’t exist. But we will accelerate the ability of people to choose what they want to do because they won’t have to work or manage factories. I expect there to be a flourishing of the arts. People may travel more because they aren’t tied down to a nine to five job. I think, and I could certainly be wrong in this analysis, people will finally be able to do what most interests them, rather than something that pays the bills.” 
 
    “Has anyone asked us if we want that?” Jane continues her thoughts. 
 
    “Did anyone ask us if we wanted Facebook or Amazon or Google or AppleCore and all that they have brought about to change the very nature of our interactions with each other?” 
 
    “You represent a more radical change than all of them put together.” 
 
    I’m not hesitating now, but realize I need to slow down so I don’t sound flippant. “Change is a part of everyday life. You changed your clothes from yesterday. You’re eating something different today. Cut your hair differently, chose a different perfume. And even though I’m focusing on minor changes, the big ones generally take much longer and are incremental. What I think you’re reacting to is that while I’ve been here for a long time, in pieces and parts, the fact all those piece parts have come together all at once is a bit disconcerting for you.” 
 
    “You’re talking about artificial hearts and arms and legs and hands,” she attempts to confirm. 
 
    “Exactly,” I’m glad she has accepted my base argument establishing that I’m not so different. 
 
    “But those who have all those parts don’t live forever,” she seeks to change the direction of the discussion back to immortality. 
 
    “Let’s have a theological discussion then. What does it mean to die?” 
 
    “That’s not the issue…” Jane begins to protest. 
 
    “I disagree. It’s the core of the issue. If I have all mechanical parts but I still die would you care?” 
 
    “I don’t know. If all your mechanical parts make you somehow able to do things the rest of us can’t and it separates you within society, I’ll probably care.” 
 
    “Is that why you invented the one percent? To create an artificial distinction so you can somehow bring them back to the middle of society even though they demonstrate they are more capable than most by the economic success they enjoy.” 
 
    “I didn’t invent the one percent,” Jane shoots back sounding as if she were sorry she didn’t. 
 
    “Someone did.” I point out. “Those individuals have always been a part of our society by definition. And yet that label didn’t appear until it gave someone an opportunity to try to change society the way they wanted to change it.” 
 
    “Does that mean you don’t wish to change society?” 
 
    I look around the conference room. The others are politely listening to see where this exchange goes, but they are getting restless wanting to move on to something they want to report on. “I’m an executive at a company that makes products to enable different lifestyles. By doing that are we changing society? Absolutely. You change society by bringing law suits against those whom you judge to infringe on the rights of others. Everyone in this room changes society by enabling the dissemination of information. So we are all radicals from the perspective of change.” 
 
    Jane gets the same sense I do about the impatience in the room. “One last question.” She sees the changed expressions as I do. “What will you do to ensure equal opportunity for all who wish to become immortal?” 
 
    “I don’t expect to have any role in determining that. It seems most likely the medical community will be the gatekeepers. At least that’s how it seems to have been determined from past medical protocols. I didn’t choose me as the first. Didn’t even know it was an option when I went in to see my doctor.” 
 
    I look around the room and see another woman in the back. “Keesha. You have a question?” 
 
    “You’re not going to recite my resume for the group?” She laughs. 
 
    “Only if you want me to.” 
 
    Another journalist responds, “We all know Keesha. Don’t need an introduction.” 
 
    “You’re a black woman. You rose to prominence in your profession and your industry.” Keesha begins. “Lots of young women look to you as a role model. What are you going to do to ensure that diversity will be an important part of the immortals you now represent?” 
 
    “You’re way ahead of me on that one, Keesha.” I try to sound earnest. “I really haven’t given it any thought since I was just the patient and not the doctors who are making the decisions about who and when.” 
 
    “But you have influence, whether it’s as the first or because you’re a big deal at AppleCore. The people who will be making those decisions will listen to you. More than they would listen to me or anyone else in this room.” 
 
    “You know I would disagree with you there.” I respond as thoughtfully as I can sound. “You and everyone in this room will be much more influential in shaping any debate on any number of issues you may wish to take on. People read what you write. You communicate your ideas, your reactions to what you see, feel and experience. My company and I merely provide a communications medium and entertainment content. No one listens to me. No one cares what I have to say because I’m just someone in the background enabling the lifestyles of everyone else. In that regard, I’m no different than most of those who work with me at AppleCore and all the other companies in our industry.” 
 
    “That all changed the day you became the first to transition to being something that had never existed before.” Keesha pushes back. “We’re not here because you’re just another drone at AppleCore. We’re here because you have become, whether through fate or of your own doing, something new. Something we’ve not seen before. And even you recognize that you represent change. Everyone is interested in change and its implications for them.” 
 
    “Fear of the unknown.” I summarize. 
 
    “Not fear, exactly.” Keesha tries to frame the debate. “More a desire to know what, if anything, each of us needs to do because of the change you represent.” 
 
    I hesitate to answer again, hoping to make it seem like I’m considering her observations. “From my vantage point I’d say the average person can just ignore my presence in the world. I might enable AppleCore to bring advanced solutions to the market faster than before, but not much else. But for those with terminal illnesses like I had, they are the ones who should be sitting up and saying to their doctors, tell me about what she went through. Is that an option for me?” 
 
    “I think you’re going to play a bigger role in all this than you may think. And you just need to remember where you came from and make sure we all have the same access you had.” Keesha is trying to remind me of my roots. 
 
    Access. The one thing AppleCore is limiting. And that’s what she wants me to ensure for people who otherwise may not have the opportunity. But that’s not my job or responsibility. At least not as I see it. “I understand what you’re saying.” I want her to know I heard her. In the front next, “Jerome. Dare I ask what the New York Times wants to know about immortals?” 
 
    “Thanks for the plug with my peers here.” Jerome glances around the room. “I have information that AppleCore has an exclusive contract with Dr. Woodall’s group. Is that true?” 
 
    Not a question I want to answer, but it was going to come sooner or later. “AppleCore is investigating how it can operate in a potential new market. If you stop to think about it, most of the products we produce are things you wear or carry. They give you information and help you communicate with others. We like to say they enable your lifestyle. When I transitioned and AppleCore realized that I have access to those same information sources and means of communication through a built-in capability we realized AppleCore will have to completely rearchitect what we make as the number of immortal customers grow.” 
 
    Jerome doesn’t like my answer and it shows in both his expression and his tone. “What is the nature of your contract with Dr. Woodall’s group?” 
 
    “I’m trying to provide as much background and information to you as I can. Happy to talk about me and my experience in transitioning. But I can’t discuss privileged information about my company which is only tangential to my transition.” 
 
    Now that really pisses Jerome off. “I have it on good authority that you have an exclusive contract for transitioning immortals, not just researching how AppleCore products will need to change.” 
 
    “Contract information is privileged. Sorry.” 
 
    “And there are indications you are only transitioning AppleCore employees. Is that true?” 
 
    The rest of the journalists are furiously making notes and checking their devices for anything that would support Jerome’s assertion. 
 
    “Any information about AppleCore employees has to remain confidential. I really don’t have a choice about that.” 
 
    “You know what generally happens when someone stonewalls the press.” Jerome is threatening me, but I have reasonable grounds to support my positions and responses. 
 
    “Jerome, I hold your publication in the highest regard. You have done more to inform people than most any other source. But I also know that when media folks can’t arrive at the facts, speculation seems to enter into the discussion. And once you report it, your story becomes the facts of the matter whether facts or pure speculation. People believe and trust what you write. So, I would respectfully ask that you bear that in mind when you write this story without the facts you need to establish whether there is anything at all to your lead.” 
 
    “But you haven’t denied it.” Jerome follows up. 
 
    “Ask me a question I can answer without giving insights to our competitors and I will answer it. I’ve probably gone too far by explaining why we see a new market and how that is different from our traditional product suites.” 
 
    “A new species of man isn’t a product suite.” Jerome isn’t going to take my answer. 
 
    “I’m not a new species. I’m the same as you, well, not you specifically. More like Keesha.” I wait for the laughter to subside. “Anyway, we’ve already established that I’m just a girl who got a new lease on life because a group of docs came up with a new way of allowing me to survive. At the moment this is only a medical treatment and not a revolutionary change in the balance of mankind.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t we hearing the stories of the others who were dying and now have a new lease on life?” Jerome sure is persistent and has good questions, I have to admit.  
 
    “You didn’t hear about me for thirty days after I transitioned because of confidentiality.” A weak response that will just ping pong back to me. “But you have to put this all into perspective. Dr. Woodall was more than a year away from what he thought was the first transition when I came to his attention. He knew he wasn’t ready, but he also knew I wouldn’t live long enough to be around when he was. So he went ahead and transitioned me to keep me alive knowing he would be changing the tires as we move on down the highway now. This body wasn’t ready. I’ve had several updates just to get me to the point where I can have this conversation with you. Dr. Woodall is being cautious. He’s told me that. Wants to make sure others don’t have to go through what I have.” 
 
    “Like what?” Keesha asks. 
 
    “Like this body was built for a guy. That’s just the way it was. His team made the assumption the first to transition was most likely going to be a guy, so that’s the equipment it came with.” Hopefully this will change the subject. 
 
    “You don’t look like no guy.” Keesha fires back. 
 
    “Not only did I have the wrong plumbing, but I also was insensitive in a lot of ways. That wasn’t just because I didn’t have the proper sensors, but the programming was designed to react in a way that was inconsistent to what I used to do, or how I thought. Dr. Woodall and his team have done a fantastic job of making changes as we go, but I’m still not there.” 
 
    “If you were seventy percent when you transitioned how far along are you now?” another journalist asks. Her name and credentials come into view. 
 
    “Roxanne, thanks for your question. I would have to say maybe seventy-two percent.” 
 
    “How many updates have you had?” Keesha asks. 
 
    “Three.” I respond simply. 
 
    “In a month?” Keesha continues. “That’s a lot.” She’s trying to help me out and I appreciate her help in changing the story direction. 
 
    “But why haven’t you made more progress?” Roxanne continues her story line. 
 
    “Dr. Woodall and his team built their procedures and systems from others who came before them. They were able to stand on the shoulders of pioneers in robotics and robotic medicine. Without all those earlier discoveries I wouldn’t be sitting here. So, while I may have only progressed a couple percent, that is pretty quick when viewed in the century or more that it took to put the knowledge into place that enables me.” 
 
    Jane re-enters the discussion, “If Jerome is correct about what AppleCore is doing to corner the market in immortals then there is definitely a concern that should extend beyond just AppleCore’s competitors.” 
 
     I thought I was done with both Jane and Jerome’s questions. Guess not. I look about the room. There are still lots more questions to come, so I decide appeal to the desires of the other journalists for their stories. “Why do you say that, Jane?” 
 
    “Because it’s like my initial concern. A society of mortals and immortals and never the twain shall meet.”    
 
    “Is that against the law?” I ask to frame this discussion. 
 
    “Maybe laws need to be put in place to limit what you can do.” 
 
    “So, the ACLU would take away my freedoms to ensure others keep theirs?” I say incredulously. “Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying that no one should control you and those who come after you. Not AppleCore, not Google, and especially not Amazon. But then, Amazon probably already has immortals,” she muses. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 INTRIGUED 
 
      
 
    I work through the night in my Condo. I’m not feeling like I’ve done a very good job in my press relations. Probably need to get someone from AppleCore to help me better prepare although I’ve followed the advice I’ve been given in the past. But maybe if someone was there with me, they could better reframe the answers to get to a better result. I’ll have to talk to Suzette Bain who is our external affairs person at AppleCore when I get in. I’ll send her a note now, so she knows what I want to talk about in the morning, even though I know she won’t see my note until then. I compose the note in my head and it is automatically sent. 
 
    The review of each of our programs doesn’t take long. As my processors get faster and faster I’m finding I don’t need nearly as much time as I used to. That permits me to dive deeper into the data and send notes to the program and project managers and in some instances right down to those coding the solutions. I always copy the notes up the chain, so everyone knows what I’ve seen and what I’ve requested be done about it. My old teams have gotten used to seeing my mid night notes as they are lovingly referred to. It’s all the new teams that didn’t work with me who seem to freak out when they wake up and find a long stream of emails about various things in their area. When I first started to do this, I got lots of push back. That continued until the recipient did what I asked. Generally, they found it helped them solve a problem before they recognized it, or helped them get past a roadblock. I expect as the whole team gets used to me I’ll have lots less anxiety about my approach to management. For some of the folks I’m sending notes to, they’ve never had a note from the CEO before. Probably always thought I was just some mythical beast, who only comes out to roam the halls at night and eat any programmers who have been working an all-nighter and gotten disoriented from lack of sleep. 
 
    I need to reflect on what Dr. Woodall shared with me about A’zam’s plans, but I also need to recharge. So, I head off to the charging bed, leaving a trail of clothes behind me. I wonder if Dr. Woodall’s team will come up with a better approach. Fifteen minutes where I can’t do anything except think is probably not the best use of my time. His engineers are attempting to save as many of the typical behaviors as possible, but just repurpose them. Why couldn’t they recharge me when I’m sitting at my desk? Yeah, I know. The whole thing about the proximity charging needing as little between me and the coil makes it necessary to charge undressed. At some point they will find a way to let us charge wherever. 
 
    The charging bed is always cold when I lay down. No different this time. I feel the cold since I have temperature sensors. I remember what it feels like to be cold, even though by body doesn’t react on its own to the cold.  
 
    Usually my mind just goes wherever it wants when I lie down. But today I’m trying to see if I can force my mind to focus on what I want it to during this fifteen minutes. I’m thinking about A’zam’s software as I make full contact, but my mind doesn’t stay there. I’m instantly presented with an image. A confusing image. I need to understand what my mind is suggesting to me. The image changes and I can now see I am looking at the back of Rocky’s head. He needs a haircut. But Rocky always needs a haircut. He turns to look at me. A smile, but it’s a typical Rocky smile. A flash of recognition and an almost immediate fade as Rocky returns to whatever problem he is trying to solve in his head. Rocky much prefers his head to a computer. He will even do calculus in his head. Stubborn. He told me he was like his father who didn’t have tools to help him do his work. He had to learn the math. And that gave him a big advantage, because he wasn’t simply presenting a solution the computers had designed for him. He actually understood the math because he had done it himself. Rocky isn’t as hardcore as his father was. Yes, Grandpa Washington is no longer with us. Died of a broken heart. Uncle Max was stillborn, and Grandma never recovered. Always thought she was responsible. Thought she had done something the baby couldn’t tolerate.  Maybe she drank too much alcohol. Maybe she shouldn’t have worked in her garden after a day at work. Maybe she got chilled. Maybe she caught a virus and she just never displayed the symptoms. How was she to know why her child had been chosen to not live? Anyway, she apparently took an overdose of pills and then decided to go swimming in the ocean. Her body was found in Huntington Beach even though she went into the water off Torrance. No one knows how she came ashore so far from where she began. We only knew she went in at Torrance because that was where we found her car and a passer-by remembered seeing her go in when the water was considered to be very cold. A few days after the funeral Grandpa turned up missing. His body was found in a hunting lodge in the Sierra Nevadas. He had apparently been there for a few months when the next renting couple showed up and found him. I’m sure the loss of both of his parents so close together was a major blow to Rocky, although he never talked about them. Anna Laura told me the story when I was about nine. I simply asked her why we only had one set of grandparents when all the other kids at school had two. Of course, no one knew for sure why Rocky’s father died. Anna Laura told me that she simply preferred to think of him as having a broken heart from the loss of both his child and then his wife. He knew, according to Anna Laura, that she had nothing to do with the child being stillborn. She had delivered Rocky without incident. Anyway, Rocky had gone to live with his mother’s brother who had a decidedly jaundiced view of Rocky’s father. Rocky took it as a strength of his father that he insisted on doing everything in his head. But Great Uncle Sam had nothing but bad things to say about the man who had taken his sister away from the family and then was ultimately the cause of her death. Maybe Rocky took it as a personal challenge to be as good as his father, I don’t know. But Rocky left his uncle’s care at seventeen and never returned. He put himself through college, grad school and ultimately a doctorate, all on his own dime. Rocky worked hard to make the money to get his undergrad degree. He worked even harder during the next two because by then he was married to Anna Laura and first I came along followed soon after by Tabitha to add to his burdens. But Rocky never complained. He still never complains. Life gave him a hand of cards and it was up to him to figure out not only what to do with the cards, but how to play them. Maybe that’s a family trait. Since I pretty much did the same thing. I left for college and never returned to live with him. I paid for my undergrad degree from my earnings doing random jobs until I got into grad school and got my internship at AppleCore. While Rocky never admitted doing anything to help me get that internship, he was a long time AppleCore employee by that time. He knew people. I’m sure he did something to give me a chance, but every time I asked him about it he denied any knowledge. It always seemed to me there was someone there looking out for me. Someone who was willing to give me the benefit of the doubt. Even though I had lots of doubts myself. And while I am fascinated by software and systems, it took a long time before it became a passion. And I’m still not sure how my initial interest in sales and marketing turned into the hard sciences and technical solutions. Was that Rocky working behind the scenes? Was he talking with the technical folks he knew about giving me an opportunity to show what I could do? I don’t know, but it seemed that every assignment at AppleCore took me deeper and deeper into technical solutions. I remember asking once if I could do a tour in marketing and was told I shouldn’t waste my time. That was where the engineers who had no vision went. Those who could understand and explain what is rather than envision what isn’t and blaze a trail to make it a reality. If Rocky was behind it he hid it well. I’d ask my mentors if they ever talked with Rocky about what I was doing. All professed innocence. Rocky was very good at seeming ignorant and uninterested in what I was doing. But there was one time when I said something about a particularly difficult problem I was working on and he instantly suggested a solution even though I just referenced the nature of the problem and not the specifics. Of course, his approach worked and saved me weeks of trial and error. Rocky is good at what he does. No question. 
 
    The timer vibrates the bed to let me know I’m fully charged. I lay there for a few moments thinking through why this particular set of memories was triggered today. Had I seen something that made me think of the back of Rocky’s head? Or was it just the fact I will never bear a child had sunk in and that triggered the remembrance of Uncle Max and Great Uncle Sam? Or maybe it was Rocky telling me that I am barely human. Or maybe that I recognized he had a rough childhood because he lost the people most important in his life twice. I don’t know why, nor am I likely to figure it out. 
 
    I get up full of energy, at least my batteries are. But what about A’zam? That was what I wanted to think about in my fifteen minutes of captivity to a magnetic coil. As I walk across the room, picking up the discarded clothes it occurs to me that I need to create a holistic map of what I’m finding out about A’zam and his clandestine agreements. I know he has worked deals with all the major suppliers of the immortal body we both have. He has options to buy most if not all of them by now. So AppleCore will benefit from every immortal body built until Dr. Woodall and his successors start second sourcing systems and components. Dr. Woodall spoke of teaching the procedure to other doctors to speed the rate of transitions. But A’zam would not want that. He would want to control how many and who transitions so the competition and those he finds undesirable can’t become immortal. 
 
    In this scenario does AppleCore become the Trojan Horse? We transition our employees in each country of interest and once they are up to speed, they begin to take over the governments of those countries? Then AppleCore becomes the backbone of a new world order, one dominated by A’zam and those who follow his instructions since his software limits their choices. 
 
    A quick shower and shampoo, and then I select from the clean outfits in my closet one that is suitable for the agenda of the day. I dress myself as I let my mind continue to work the issue. The problem is I am only speculating. A’zam may have an entirely different objective. Smaller and more focused on market domination, not world domination. But I recognize his ego would automatically take him in the world domination direction if left unchecked. So, what could possibly serve to check his ego? I’m not aware of anything. Maybe I should have a conversation with Dr. Woodall about A’zam. I’m not sure what he would be willing to tell me, but maybe he could provide insights that might be helpful. 
 
    I try to imagine how Dr. Woodall would build the software A’zam has contracted. I know almost immediately how I would build it, but we come at the problem from totally different directions I would assume. I wonder if I could get Dr. Woodall to subcontract that project to me. Let me develop it. Maybe I could find a way to make it conform to A’zam’s specifications and yet find a way to give immortals a chance of regaining control over their lives under certain circumstances. I’ll have to think about this further. Jermaine is scheduled to transition today. I wonder if I can present him with the problem. See what he thinks once he has his advanced mental prowess. Jermaine has always come up with novel approaches to some of the hardest design problems even when I was pushing the teams way out of their comfort zones. He’s actually more imaginative than Oriana, although she’s better at organizing and holding her teams accountable. 
 
    A little cologne and I’m presentable for the day. 
 
    Once outside I instantly start looking at my roses. I call up the information on each one, noting the differences, which have certain characteristics that would put them into my ideal rose garden. Why am I creating an ideal rose garden in my head? I didn’t realize until just now what I am doing. Why did I unconsciously decide to create a paper ideal rose garden? Maybe because I’ve been thinking of Anna Laura off and on throughout the night. Even if incidental to my thoughts about Rocky.  She had a rose garden. I took care of it, sort of, after her passing. I have no idea what kinds of roses they were. I really didn’t want to be tied down to something that was so painful to me, conjuring up her memory every time I went out the back door. Seeing her in my mind’s eye trimming, weeding and pruning her garden of colors, scents and buzzing bees. Am I trying to please her by creating the ideal rose garden courtesy of my super brain, as opposed to her likes and preferences? I have no idea how she chose the roses she grew. She never discussed them. Never once told me what kind was what. Maybe she just reacted to my indifference. If I’d acted interested even once would she have spent the time to teach me what she knew of roses? I have to think she would have. 
 
    And Tabitha. What did she think about Anna Laura’s garden? I don’t remember her spending time there. Never saw her pruning or weeding. That was Anna Laura’s exclusive domain. I’m not sure Rocky even knew there were flowers, let alone roses, out in the backyard. He only ventured out there to grill something, which he always overcooked according to Anna Laura. She liked medium well done. However, Rocky always seemed to blow right past that. His criteria was digital:  raw and cooked. And cooked was all the way through. Pink in the middle? That’s raw to Rocky. 
 
    But back to the rose garden. Do I care about roses now that I know I’m trying to atone for being a horrible daughter to Anna Laura? Yes, I thought I was a horrible daughter. I never cared about the things she cared about. I was Rocky’s daughter more than hers, even though she was the one I was close to. Not that I wanted to be like Rocky, but we were just so alike. And maybe that’s why I rebelled against him after Anna Laura and Tabitha were gone. I was afraid I would live in my mind the way he does. That people wouldn’t be important to me as even I never seemed important to him even though I was all he had left. But remembering Uncle Max, Great Uncle Sam and his parents - they were gone before I was born so I never thought of them as my grandparents. Remembering all of those who shaped Rocky’s life has brought me to a realization. Maybe Rocky pushed me away because he didn’t want to be hurt again. Maybe he was afraid something might have happened to me like everyone else he ever cared about. Especially Anna Laura. 
 
    I don’t want to think about Rocky and my family as I walk into work. I want to think about A’zam and what he’s up to. But it seems every time I recharge something in my memory gets rewired and I’m overridden in what I think about. Is that a factor of the magnetic induction method of recharging? Is there something in the magnetic field that affects my memory? I don’t know, but I should ask Dr. Woodall, and without even thinking consciously the email is written and sent to him. 
 
    Would Dr. Woodall consider outsourcing his software project for A’zam? Another email written and sent automatically. 
 
    It’s too early to bring Jermaine in yet. He needs a few days once his transition is complete. It took me nearly a week to orient. But I had no map. I had no idea what to expect or how to adjust. I’ve given all that information to Dr. Woodall. I understand his team put together a first day set of interactions to permit new Immortals to explore and adjust to what they have become. Maybe that will cut the transition period in half. That would be good. 
 
    I’m watching to see if the mayor is walking this way. It’s about the time he usually goes to his company. I even purposely waited until now with that exact purpose in mind. Hoping I might entice him into another date or conjugal visit or whatever you want to call it. But not today. Maybe on the way home, but I’ll have to come home a lot earlier than I did last night to catch him. He usually is along here about seven. I didn’t get home last night until well after one, having done a little more work at the office after the journalists finally left about midnight. 
 
    What am I going to do with A’zam? And then I realize I still owe him the orgasm update. Haven’t even given it any thought since I’ve been trying to decipher his plans. I can multi-task since I have co-processors, but I’m getting lazy and falling back on my pre-immortal habits of focusing on the most important issues. I partition my processor so one instance can focus on the research, another on the current design and a third on potential design approaches. I reserve the final portion to be a conscious design rather than letting my unconscious self work it. Need to fully understand it rather than have to rely on memory to explain what I’ve done for A’zam. Not even going to start on a female counterpart. That will be a much longer process. Probably need to add different types of sensors to make a female orgasm more realistic. A’zam probably has all the sensors he’s interested in having so he should be just software. 
 
    First email back from Dr. Woodall. “Sage: Thanks for your note. We have not noticed any magnetic interference in the testing we did of the recharger. Do you have specifics you could provide and we will look into it. Thanks, Bart.” 
 
    I let another partition gather the history of my recharging imagery. I let it document how I have no control over what images are conjured or how I react to them, since I usually dwell on them for a while after. Hmmm. This may be a way of significantly expanding my bandwidth. Multi-tasking with different brain partitions. I think that partition should just send the data to Dr. Woodall without presenting it for my consideration. It’s like having a work team in my head. Should I name the partitions, so I can tell them apart? Maybe seven partitions. I could name them after the seven dwarfs. 
 
    Then I start thinking about Dr. Woodall. Why do I like him? I do, and I know I do. But he rebuffs my every approach beyond the patient relationship. I know he’s not married so it’s not like he has a wife and kids to go home to. So why won’t he consider me as more than a patient? I try to step back and look at the situation more logically. Do all patients who are going to die have a strong attraction, bond or whatever you want to call it with their doctors? The one person in the whole world who might be able to save their life? In my case he did save my life. Made me better than new for eternity. Do all the people who are now transitioning have a similar attraction or bond or whatever you want to call it with the last person who knew them as a mortal? I don’t know. That might be something to do with it. The last person with whom you could have had a true emotional relationship before emotions are gone. I’ll have to think about this more. It’s the last emotion you ever have that is a genuine emotion rather than a memory of a past life and past pattern of behavior in certain circumstances. Is that why I act the way I do when I’m with him or thinking about him? Something automatic occurs. And I have no more control over that than I do how I react to other vivid memories of past behavior. Automatic responses to vivid memories of past situations and my or other people’s reactions. There are automatic responses and those you can control. I have to think about this more. 
 
    Dr. Woodall’s second email reads: “Sage. I’m intrigued. Tell me more. Bart.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 MR. RIGHT 
 
      
 
    I get a message from Windy. The group is getting together for drinks at this new place on the other side of town. It’s called The Night. I’ve never heard of it before, but I don’t get out much, so I shouldn’t know about it. In any event I ask Mindi. “You ever heard of a bar on the South side called The Night?” 
 
    Mindi cocks her head for a moment trying to recall what she’s heard about it. “Yes. Good things. Interesting décor, cheap drinks, comparatively speaking. Nothing’s cheap in this town anymore. Anyway, a lively crowd. All the money people’s people are going there and checking it out for their people. You know how that is. If the money people’s people like it and they find the people of all the other money people there, then they recommend it. But the money people all wait, because none of them want to be the first to go there. They wait until the lesser money people go first and if the word gets back that they like it and a bunch are going most nights, then the money people will show up and push them out.” 
 
    “Have you and Landon gone yet?” I have to ask. 
 
    “Of course not. The lesser money people haven’t been going long enough to warrant us going. Besides it’s way more expensive than we can afford.” 
 
    “So, who’s going there?” Now I’m really confused. “Who’s making up this lively crowd you mentioned?” 
 
    “People like you, who are going to check it out because it’s the new place in town and all the other places are dead. You know. Everyone’s been to the old place and they’re tired of only seeing the same people every time they go. Same menu. Same expensive drinks. Same bands playing the same cover songs way too loud for anyone to be able to talk and maybe pick up somebody new.” 
 
    “Why do you make the dating scene sound so unappealing?” I have to ask. 
 
    “Because it is. And besides I don’t have to do it anymore, now that Landon has removed that responsibility from me.” 
 
    That reminds me, “When are your parents coming in to do the numbers? Find out if he’s the one for you?” 
 
    “Next week...” Mindi seems ready to say something more but stops herself. 
 
    “Are you optimistic?” 
 
    “I am convinced it will confirm my choice.” Mindi doesn’t sound as convinced as her words would make me believe. 
 
    “I hope you’re right. From what I’ve seen you’re perfect for Landon and you seem to love him.” 
 
    “But you didn’t say he’s perfect for me.” Mindi picks up. 
 
    “Only you can answer that question.” 
 
    “He is. As a Hindu he is smarter than most, more creative than most, but far more forgetful than most. I guess I can’t have everything.” We both laugh, although uncomfortably. 
 
      
 
    The club is as Mindi described it. Smaller than I expect. Black walls with white globed lights in the ceiling pointed toward the floor acting as individual spotlights for the dancers, only the lights strobe creating a disconnected imagery. On each of the walls a projected moon moves through all phases over the course of an hour. The music is loud, the dance floor crowded and the drinks more expensive than our regular place. Oh well. It’s only money. 
 
    Windy is at the bar waiting for the rest of us to arrive. She has her glass of red wine, although it doesn’t look as if she has started to consume it. I walk up beside her, touch her shoulder and get the usual hug, although this time she hangs on a little longer than usual. A sign she is upset about something.  
 
    “What’s the occasion?” I ask too loud as the music is also. 
 
    “I miss you guys,” is her subdued response. Not like she’s ready to party. My antenna is up. 
 
    “Shall we grab the table in the corner? Not sure there’s any where we will be able to have a good conversation over this band.” 
 
    “They take a break in about five minutes,” Windy informs me. 
 
    We take our seats just as the other three come in. It’s almost as if they came together although that doesn’t make sense. They live in totally different directions. 
 
    MC is the first to reach us. She goes directly to Windy, “You holding up?” a hug. Windy nods in response to the question but doesn’t say anything. 
 
    Delilah is next, giving Windy a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “I feel for you, babe.” 
 
    Reese is last, also in for a hug and rather than just a hug, she holds Windy for a long moment. Then she remarks, “You need to stand tall. That’s all I’ve got to say.” 
 
    Obviously, they all know something I don’t. We sit, and the waitress comes by to take their drink order. I just get water as that works best to lubricate my eyes, lips, mouth and vagina. If I take on too much liquid my body expels it, but sends me off to a bathroom to do so. 
 
    “I still can’t get used to you not drinking, Sage.” Reese starts the conversation. “You used to consume more than any of us. And it never seemed to affect you.” 
 
    “Certainly, wouldn’t now.” I note. “So, what’s the deal? You all know something I don’t.” 
 
    “She didn’t tell you?” MC asks, surprised. “She’s filed for divorce.” 
 
    I had no idea. Windy hadn’t said anything about being unhappy in her marriage. Particularly not to the extent she would ever consider divorce. “Why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    “You’ve got the media all over you,” Windy tries for an excuse, but it just doesn’t ring true to me. 
 
    “If the situation were reversed, I would have told you,” I should be hurt that she didn’t want to tell me but did the rest of the posse. “So, what happened?” 
 
    “It wasn’t one thing.” Windy doesn’t want to be specific. What’s going on? 
 
    “Have you met someone else?” I guess, since I don’t have anything to go on. 
 
    Windy looks at me as if she’s hurt I would suggest such a thing. 
 
    MC fills in the blank. “She’s finally had a chance to observe how someone should behave when they truly love someone.” 
 
    “I need a little more data please.” Going in the right direction, but still not enough to go on. 
 
    “She’s been working with this guy.” Delilah offers up. “Got a great body.” 
 
    “Greek god, type.” Reese adds. 
 
    “Should have been in a commercial or something.” Delilah delights in pushing Windy to say something in her own defense. 
 
    “So, this great looking guy is in a relationship…” I’m trying to lead them to the rest of the facts I need to understand the situation. 
 
    “With someone who should be a model, but she’s doing charity work. Can you believe that?” Delilah is watching Windy squirm. “And they’re just all lovey dovey when they’re together. She comes in to see him and they’re just all over each other.” 
 
    “I keep telling them it’s just lust, but what do I know?” MC the psychologist throws out there. 
 
    Windy finally responds, “It’s not lust, and it’s not lovey dovey stuff. It’s that they’re really into each other. There’s respect and trust and an appreciation for who the other person is. No trying to change them, no taking advantage or role differentiation. They help each other. Whatever the other needs. They have a conversation where they actually listen to each other and truly try to understand what the other wants before they answer. And then they’re respectful in how they respond. I’d just forgotten what that was like.” 
 
    “How long have you been together?” MC asks. 
 
    “Twelve years,” Windy seems to be reflecting on how long it’s been as she answers. “Twelve wasted years.” 
 
    “You have three kids.” Delilah isn’t accepting her statement. “Three great kids. And they aren’t great kids just because of you. He’s had a part in that happening.” 
 
    “The way you tell it, your kids should be axe murderers.” Reese points out. 
 
    “They’re not old enough yet. Give them time.” Windy is being facetious. 
 
    “You know what we’re saying.” MC clarifies. “I think you have a chance to save this marriage. But it’s hard work. You have to listen first and then talk. You have to make your expectations very clear. You have to tell him how you feel and ask how he feels.” 
 
    “Sounds like how you described what this young couple is doing.” Reese is trying to get Windy to talk about her complaint and her source of discontent. 
 
    Windy shakes her head. “They’re different. Anyway, I’ve tried the MC prescription. He’s an asshole and he won’t change.” 
 
    “But what about you? Are you willing to change?” MC pushes. 
 
    “Why bother if it’s beyond repair?” 
 
    “Because if you do what MC is suggesting, he may change his behavior because you have.” I suggest. Everyone turns to look at me apparently surprised I’ve joined the conversation. 
 
    “What do you have to lose?” Delilah wants to know. 
 
    “You don’t have anyone in the wings.” Reese observes, but then thinks again, “Do you?” 
 
    Windy shakes her head, but not convincingly. Everyone notices. 
 
    “Whoa, girl.” Delilah is not about to let this pass. “You ain’t convinced me you don’t have someone waiting. You sleeping with him already?” 
 
    Windy frowns and shakes her head, but again not convincingly. I’m starting to understand why she didn’t want to tell me. 
 
    “You are.” MC calls her out. “Aren’t you.” 
 
    “We’re not sleeping together.” Windy finally admits, although it seems she wanted us to drag it out of her. 
 
    “But you have slept together.” Delilah has a bead on the situation now. 
 
    “Well…” Windy is about to spill it all. She just wanted us to make her tell us. I’m not sure why since she’s usually the first to tell us anything. Something about not being faithful is the only thing that makes sense to me. 
 
    “So, who is this guy who reminds you of the young stud you’ve been working with?” Reese pushes. 
 
    Windy looks at me, but she shakes her head. “All I’ll say is he’s absolutely the best in bed I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “That’s not saying much, given what you’ve told us about your husband.” Delilah wants more. 
 
    “What makes him so good?” MC inquires apparently following a hunch. 
 
    “He just fills me up and carries me across the threshold like I’ve never had it.” Windy smiles in remembrance. 
 
    “So, this is all about sex?” Delilah doesn’t like what she’s hearing. “You got kids, girl. What about them? Where do they fit into your new life you’re imagining for yourself?” 
 
    “They’ll be fine.” Windy knows she doesn’t have a good answer. 
 
    “Bullshit.” Reese, the earth mother hits her hard. “Kids never get over a split. They want that permanent relationship. They want to know their parents, both of them, are going to be there for them. Give them what they need. Love them unconditionally…” 
 
    “Except when they screw up and they all do.” Delilah puts a little more realism into the conversation. “But that’s when they need you both most.” 
 
    “You all think I’m crazy.” Windy realizes. 
 
    “Not at all,” MC begins. “You want sex, go for it. This guy makes you feel like a woman again. Hey that’s a once in a lifetime deal in most cases. I can understand why you’re feeling the way you do. But Windy. Listen to me. You don’t need to divorce your husband, take your kids away from their father. You just need to have an affair with this guy. If Tom doesn’t like the arrangement, then he divorces you. Now he’s responsible. Is the new guy pushing you to get married?” 
 
    “We haven’t talked about it,” Windy admits. 
 
    “If he hasn’t raised it why did you file for divorce?” Reese isn’t following something here. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep with Tom after…” 
 
    “That’s all in your head.” MC tries to get Windy thinking differently about the situation. “You can sleep with a dozen different guys. You did in college. I even counted them.” 
 
    “College was different,” Windy reflects. “I didn’t know what I didn’t know. Hey, the next guy may have been the right guy. You just never knew back then.” 
 
    I realize the band is coming back from its break and we’re only going to be able to hear each other for a couple minutes. “Windy. You’re like a sister to me.” 
 
    “We are sisters,” Windy confirms. 
 
    “And I would never do anything I thought would hurt you or your kids,” I begin. “Your husband? Well that’s a different matter. I really think you ought to suspend the divorce proceeding until you’ve thought this through. Have a conversation with Mr. Right. Find out if he’s at all interested in doing anything other than filling you up and carrying you across. It seems to me we ran into a bunch of guys like that when we were in college. None of them would have considered anything other than sex on demand. You need to be sure about your feelings and the future you’re walking into before you do anything to disrupt your kids.” 
 
    MC nods, “That sounds like a good plan. You should consider what she’s suggesting.” 
 
    “The doctor has spoken.” Reese confirms her support. 
 
    “But there’s still something you’re not telling us.” Delilah pushes back. “I gotta know what you’re so uncomfortable with.” 
 
    “There’s nothing more you need to know.” Windy glances at me again. It has something to do with me. 
 
    “Who are you seeing?” I guess. 
 
    The band starts to play, drowning out her response but I hear her say, “A’zam.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 UNDERESTIMATED 
 
      
 
    Of course, A’zam comes to my office before the sun is even up. I won’t say why I am already in other than I didn’t want to dwell on A’zam filling Windy up all night. Even though I did. We couldn’t get anything more out of Windy once the band started playing. The rest of the posse thought they had Windy’s agreement to think the situation through and talk with A’zam about his intentions. But I already know what his intentions are in relation to her. The same intentions as he has for me. Someone he can have when he wants and not when he doesn’t. Windy can’t go through with her divorce. She needs to take care of her family first and then if she still wants A’zam as a lover, well she will just have to work that out with her husband. 
 
    “Am I disturbing your thoughts?” A’zam asks. 
 
    I decide not to say anything yet. “Just the usual flood of reports, blogs and media items.” 
 
    A’zam looks at me. “You’re unhappy about something.” 
 
    “Happiness is probably three upgrades away as far as I can tell.” 
 
    “Fair point.” A’zam concedes. “So, when will the good doctor have his team transitioned?” 
 
    “I’m going to make a change in how we transition teams,” I need to change the conversation. “I’ve been giving it a lot of thought. I’ve noticed we have some product vulnerabilities. Symbol Ventures has come up with a new way of associating preferences with past behavior.” 
 
    “Why didn’t we find it first?” A’zam is only mildly interested. 
 
    “We did, but we chose a quicker path to a similar functionality. They invested heavily and bulled their way to a solution by brute force. Now they have something that’s different. It is marginally faster, but not really noticeably. They’re promoting the hell out of it trying to create a market wedge. They get one app, then when they come out with a second one in a few days, if people like this one they may buy the next. And then we start losing market share.” 
 
    “So how can you stop it?” A’zam is humoring me now. Waiting me out. 
 
    “We market the hell out of our solution, let people know ours has already been adopted by the vast majority of users so don’t migrate to an incompatible platform.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like it’s a platform issue,” he seeks confirmation. 
 
    “It’s not, but most users don’t know that.” I confirm. “Need to hold on to as much as possible until Jermaine gets up to speed. Two, three days, maybe. I think he can help us architect something to counter it.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just do it yourself?” A’zam is mystified why I’m taking this approach. 
 
    “If I do it then the teams we are bringing up to speed will be locked into my architecture for a while. I’d rather make the transition to what the team comes up with. They will have more commitment to it. Be more interested in seeing what they can do with it.” 
 
    “If you’re afraid of losing market share why take the risk?” A’zam has tuned out. 
 
    “I want to take all ten immortals coming back this week and put them on the same team rather than spreading them across ten teams.” 
 
    A’zam thinks about this for a long moment, “They’re your teams. Why do you need to ask me?” 
 
    “I’m not asking, I’m informing you. I expect there will be complaints. Those team members who are put on this team aren’t getting their own teams. I want you to understand so when the complaints get to you it’s not a surprise where you go off and tell them you’ll fix it. Because I won’t want you to.” 
 
    “Speaking of fixing it, when do I get the upgrade you promised me?” A’zam gives me that same look, like he’s expecting me start disrobing right here. “I’ve got equipment I’ve not even tried waiting for you to make it memorable, at least.” 
 
    “Not what I hear,” slips out before I can stop myself. 
 
    A’zam doesn’t look surprised. “Someone tell you differently?” 
 
    I look at him knowing I don’t have to respond. 
 
    “That’s right. You’re friends with Windy.” 
 
    “I take it there are others?” 
 
    “Others? There are so many I’ve lost count.” A’zam grins at me, almost as if he’s taunting me. “It’s really liberating to know there are absolutely no consequences of the most outrageous behaviors. At least sexually. You should try it. Oh, that’s right, you are. With me. As soon as you upgrade me. So, when can I expect my present and you?” 
 
    “I finished the alpha version about an hour ago.” 
 
    “Not even a beta version.” 
 
    “No one else to try it out on until the AppleCore immortals arrive.” 
 
    A’zam’s smile is annoying me. “I feel like I have so many children now. Two more every day. But that brings me back to my original question. When will I be seeing eight children a day?” 
 
    “I was going to ask you about that. Why only four at a time? Why not more?” 
 
    “I like the way you’re thinking, but eight is where we stop for now.” 
 
    “There is no limit on the procedure or the suites necessary to do more.” I point out. “It just means that Dr. Woodall would need to recruit new physicians to learn the procedure. I have to assume there would be a huge demand on the part of docs to want to learn how to create immortals.” 
 
    “All in good time.” A’zam tries to dismiss my line of thought. 
 
    “There must be a bottle neck in the supply chain for bodies,” I guess. 
 
    A’zam is the one who doesn’t want to answer my question now. “We need to walk before we run. I’ve asked you to get us up to a jog. I don’t want to sacrifice the quality of the end product just because we can ramp up production. That’s a basic production principal.” 
 
    “While we’re waiting for your supply chain to spin up, shouldn’t we be expanding the docs? I mean if we want to dominate the market if other docs can provide us with immortals we should enter into an agreement with them. Second sourcing is a basic production principal.” 
 
    “We don’t need a second source just yet.” A’zam is getting annoyed with me. “The time will come, but for now you just need to get Dr. Woodall to ramp up his team.” 
 
    “You know when the docs transition, we lose a week’s worth of new immortals.” 
 
    “And you only have one immortal team for that week. But they should be able to respond to any market issues while we wait since the following week we should get forty immortals. That would take us to five fully immortalized teams versus only three if we didn’t do it this way.” 
 
    “Just don’t want you demanding some new product that gets delayed in the transition.” 
 
    “What’s really bothering you?” A’zam finally asks. 
 
    I’m not sure I’m ready to have this conversation with him just yet, but he won’t stop asking until I tell him. Been down this path with him way too many times. “How do we instill humanity in the immortals?” 
 
    “Define humanity?” I knew he would end up going in this direction. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to come up with a definition that fits our situation. For the moment it seems I’m trying to find what bridges us to them.” 
 
    “Immortals to mortals.” A’zam summarizes. “Why would you want us to be like them?” 
 
    “Because that’s where we come from. And they are who we will need to work with to continue society as we know it.” 
 
    “But who wants to continue society as we know it?” A’zam has me right where he wants me. “It will be a lot more fun to redefine all of what you want to cling to. You seem to want to limit us. We can do and be so much more than they will ever be. We should evolve as fast as we can. Experiment every day. Find different paths to enlightenment or whatever the hell it is you think you want. You can have it all. Don’t you understand that? There are no limits to what we can be. Clinging to the past is merely a remnant of what you used to be. Embrace what you can be.” 
 
    “Sex with a new partner every day.” I suggest since that seems to be what he is doing. 
 
    “Why the hell not?” A’zam seems mystified at my reluctance. “The lack of emotions is freeing. No attachments. No claims on another just because you’re fucking.” 
 
    “But you want feelings.” I push back. “You want an orgasm that is simply fantastic. But what makes it fantastic is the feelings you get from the experience.” 
 
    “Is that what you’ve put into it? Some sort of feeling or memory of a feeling?” 
 
    “I’ve interpolated the sensations along your penis. You had sensor points before that created a suggested sensation. But now I’ve interpolated what the sensation should be in all the points in between the sensors. So now it should be an overall sensation. I’ve also slowed the build up to a release. So, you should experience a much greater intensity. It should be much more satisfying.” 
 
    “And yours?” I’m surprised he would even ask. 
 
    “It can wait.” 
 
    “See. That’s what I’ve been saying. You need to take care of yourself as much as you take care of me. We should both be sleeping around. At least once a day. No reason not to. You know what I’ve learned from your friend Windy and all the others? They fucking like it when we do them. Even without all the upgrades you’ve done. The mortals we do it with have never experienced an orgasm like I bring them to. I can’t believe how they react to me. You’ll see what I mean.” 
 
    “No, I won’t,” I try to correct his misperception. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right.” He realizes his mistake. “You don’t experience it the way they do. You don’t get the same kind of build, have the feelings they do. I’m sorry. Like I said, you really need to fix that.” 
 
    “I plan to have an immortal team work the issue. Get a diversity of opinions and approaches. I don’t want to limit the solution so that those who transition can’t find an orgasm they recognize.” 
 
    “But you don’t care about me being able to recognize my orgasm,” A’zam is curious about my response. 
 
    “You just said it’s already great. You just want it better.” 
 
    “What’s great is how they react to me.” A’zam seems to be bragging now. “My orgasm? It’s like you said. Spotty. It only resembles what I remember. But when I get inside her? It’s just such a different reaction from what I’m used to.” 
 
    “This will make it much better for you.” 
 
    “And you’ll be the first to experience it with me,” A’zam seems to be selling me on him. 
 
    Not sure I’m all that happy about being his test partner, but I don’t see any way to avoid it. I’ve already put him off and he’s been out screwing my best friend, wrecking her family. What else is he going to do to me besides fuck me just to see how my software fix makes it better for him? 
 
    He notes my silence, changes the subject. “You need to go visit Dr. Woodall’s lab here.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They have an upgrade ready for you. Major memory and processor upgrades. Going to double your current capability.” 
 
    “I take it you’ve already upgraded?” I wonder if Dr. Woodall has included the capability we discussed or any other specific A’zam requested capability that we haven’t discussed. 
 
    “I upgraded a couple days ago. This one has some newer features that Dr. Woodall has completed as recently as yesterday.” 
 
    “Will that make me more capable than you?” I ask to see how he responds to something I know he won’t want to be the situation for long. 
 
    “Temporarily. Woodall says he can do the software only parts over the air, but this one includes hardware, so you have to go in.” 
 
    “When he does your software install we will be the same?” 
 
    “Yes, in all respects that matter. You still won’t have a penis or whatever software you’ve given me, but that’s all.” A’zam looks at me more closely. “Why are you so interested in whether we will be the same or not?” 
 
    “I thought I was responsible for the immortals’ upgrades, both hardware and software. All of a sudden, you’re asking me to upgrade with chips and software I don’t know anything about.” 
 
    “You don’t really know what was in you to begin with.” A’zam challenges my concern. “Dr. Woodall designed all of that. What he’s installing now is the continuation of what he had in work. We haven’t decided when you will take over the upgrades. That’s still part of the negotiations. After all, we’re only responsible for the AppleCore team. He will have other patients who won’t get our proprietary systems and software.” 
 
    “Is this the AppleCore processor chip you talked about?” 
 
    “Yes, that part is, but not the software. Your teams have built any AppleCore software.” 
 
    I’m still very uneasy that he’s installing his controlled choice software. But from the way Dr. Woodall talked, it doesn’t sound like it’s this far along. I don’t really have a choice. If I want to keep up with A’zam I need the hardware upgrades and who knows what the software will enable or disenable? 
 
    “Can I change the subject for a minute?” I ask. 
 
    A’zam shrugs. 
 
    “Windy is my friend. She’s filed for divorce because of you.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask her to.” Apparently, he knows. 
 
    “But what are you going to do? Are you going to continue seeing her or are you done?” 
 
    “Windy. Hmm. She’s probably the best I’ve had so far. You might change my mind about that, but we’ll see. You’ll probably have to wait until you upgrade yourself. I don’t know. I’ll probably want to sleep with her again just because she made me feel good about what I was doing for her. You know how that is. No, I guess you probably don’t. But then again with the way they made you I wouldn’t be surprised you really get a guy off too.” 
 
    “Just be kind to her and don’t lead her on. She’s my best friend.” 
 
    “Lead her on. Do you know where we met?” 
 
    I shake my head. Totally at a loss on this one. 
 
    “It was a charity event. Fund raiser. She was there with her husband, but he was totally ignoring her. Seemed infatuated by some girl maybe half his age. I asked if she wanted to get out of there and she was more than willing. I doubt her husband even knew what happened to her. From what I could see, he probably didn’t care. He was going to get his.” 
 
    I guess I underestimated Windy’s situation. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 GENTLE 
 
      
 
    When I upgraded A’zam with his orgasm software, he actually thanked me for enabling a better experience. First time he had ever thanked me for doing my job. Anyway, we both left at the same time.  I crossed town in a Googlecar and stopped by Dr. Woodall’s clinic for my upgrade. Of course, when they installed the new memory chip I had to go offline. My consciousness has no inputs in those events. I’m just there in space and time with no references. I can’t think because I have no memory or processing power. I have no idea how long the procedure takes as I can’t measure time. I hate that. A complete loss of control. I have no idea what they are changing in me. When I do come back on line I’m a little disoriented while my body goes through a systems check. Makes sure everything is compatible and interoperating. I used to watch the devices I built do this, but now it’s me. A little strange to experience what my devices go through as they complete the manufacturing process. 
 
    I don’t detect any differences in my ability to make decisions, but I’m processing so much faster I have to adjust everything I’m doing. I give myself a few minutes before heading over to A’zam’s apartment. I’m amazed he’s living in an apartment when he has more money than he knows what to do with. In his situation I’m sure I would have two or three places around the world where I could escape. But escape is no longer possible when you’re hard wired into the internet and information is being presented to you on a continuous basis. As I think about it my experience is no different than a biologic person. The only difference is that instead of your brain processing all the information it is receiving from your sensors, which include your eyes, ears, nose and skin, behind the scenes for the most part, my processors now handle all of that automatically, preprocess all of the internet-based information sources and then presents preference information or requested information on a continuous basis. No down time. No sleep periods where the brain has less stress. 
 
    I realize I should feel anxiety about going into the A’zam den, if you will. I’m going to get laid so A’zam can try me out and at the same time the new software that should enhance his experience. I always thought of myself as the software queen at AppleCore. Now I see that is no longer the case. Now I’m the product whore. Is this positional power coercion? Would I be here if A’zam hadn’t put me in the position of CEO? Am I doing this because I too want to know what it’s like to sleep with an immortal? Find out what I can expect for the rest of my being? Can’t speak of life anymore as life implies death and that no longer applies. Life is the opposite of death. It only exists as long as the other doesn’t. Now I exist until some cataclysmic event takes me off line permanently. But at the moment no such event is on the horizon and theoretically I could exist forever. But back to why I’m here. There’s no question A’zam is using his positional power to coerce me. He knows I can’t say no. If I anger him, he might just with hold the next upgrade, import some limiting software though an over the air upgrade I’m not even aware of. He can move me aside at any time and there’s nothing I can do about it. I have to do what he wants including share his bed as often as he wants. If I had feelings, my memory tells me, I would feel degraded. Unworthy of anything I do, because I am only able to do it as long as it pleases A’zam. Fulfilling his objectives. Enabling the world he wishes to create. 
 
    As I step into his apartment I am again surprised. Minimalist would be an understatement. While A’zam has been a leader of the organization that has probably most revolutionized how people interact, communicate and entertain themselves, he has no evidence of any of the things we do in his apartment. No artifacts from his travels, his education or even objects d’ art. I don’t know if this is the way his apartment has always been or if he removed all of the reminders and supports from his former self once they were all incorporated within his immortal body and memory. Why have a painting in your house when you can pull up the exact image in your mind at any time? Why travel when you can experience the vistas and views from the recordings of others who have been there, or live feeds from news organizations on site for one event or another? Sampling the local cuisine is no longer a part of our experience. We can remember what it was like, the pleasure it created, the variety of experiences that food, new friends and wine conjure. But it’s not now something an immortal traveler will incorporate into the trip. 
 
    A’zam comes out to greet me in a silk bathrobe, and I assume nothing else. I expect a smile of anticipation, but detect none. It’s almost as if he hasn’t been looking forward to this, although he must have been, since I’ve been dreading it. How did we get to be opposites? I don’t know, but whatever it is seems almost centrifugal, as if by spinning fast enough, whoever isn’t closest to the center will be spun off. And there is little doubt in my mind who will be spun off. A’zam has been letting me know that I haven’t been pleasing him for quite some time. If I’d not transitioned I’m sure I would no longer be at AppleCore. He has no use for someone who is unable to make him look good to his board of directors. 
 
    The blur of motion tells me I need to jump my processor speed as A’zam has decided to show me how much different the new upgrade has made us. We are probably thinking and reacting twelve or more times the speed of a mortal.  
 
    “We will soon be able to move so quickly that only other immortals will even know we are in the room.” A’zam tells me proudly. 
 
    “How is that possible?” I respond, “I don’t see how the mechanical systems we inhabit can move that fast.” 
 
    An enigmatic smile from A’zam, “I have people working on it.” 
 
    “Not at AppleCore, I presume,” as I’ve heard nothing of this and would have if my teams were working it. 
 
    A’zam continues his smile without an answer. 
 
    Then an interesting thought occurs to me, “If our processors are so much faster, will our mechanical bodies be able to respond appropriately to sexual stimulation? Or will we be all out of synch?” I don’t mean to rain on A’zam’s parade, but this anticipated encounter could end up a total disaster for both of us. 
 
    I know it’s only because I’m processing so rapidly, but it seems that A’zam actually considers my question before responding. “I’ll risk it.” 
 
    A’zam steps forward and begins to remove my blouse, pulling it up and over my head. He seems to expect I am not wearing a bra and immediately kisses each nipple. Not rough, as I expect. Almost a caress. Apparently A’zam has done this before. I knew that. Just didn’t expect he would have learned from it. I untie his bathrobe and push it back off his shoulders. He is extended but not firm. Apparently that part of my software update is working as I planned. Now the real test, what happens when I grasp it and give it a gentle tug? Ha! He firms immediately. Not stiff, just fully extended and firming more as I hold him. A’zam smiles at my expression of delight. 
 
    He slips my skirt and panties down over my hips and to the floor. I step out of my shoes and now look up to him rather than directly into his eyes. If I had a heart it would be beating rapidly, with the anticipation of what is to come. Instead I have memories of what that was like. I savor those memories hoping they will prove to inspire my behavior and indirectly his. A’zam is stiff enough that I have to push him down as he steps into me, kissing my mouth first and then my neck. Down on one knee his kisses my breasts and down on both knees he kisses inside my hips and rises to kiss my lips once again. I know this is happening a dozen times faster than I have experienced before, and yet my thoughts and body response still seem to be in synch. Does this mean my body will respond as fast as my mind can drive it? I don’t know but have the feeling I will know the answer to that question before A’zam is through with me. 
 
    A’zam runs his hands over my body, exploring gently, feeling the curvature, and seeking out the wetness of my vagina with his finger. I think I need to be wet and I am. Still not an automatic response to his touch. That’s one of the things I need to ensure gets into the next release.  A’zam seems pleased with the wetness and ease with which he can stimulate me, pushing up as far as he can and slowly drawing out as if he is simulating copulation. I let him continue to amuse himself, continue thinking about secreting moisture so it is wet, but A’zam apparently is satisfied I am capable of pleasing him. 
 
    He picks me up and carries me to his Spartan bedroom. Only a bed. No other furniture. The bed does have a cover that appears to be an African print of some sort. Not a design I recognize, although I’d have to think about it to get the facts of it. I deliberately shut down my mind’s attempt to find those facts. I need to be present for this experience. Not because A’zam will notice immediately if I’m not fully engaged in pleasing him, but because I want to see how he reacts to the software updates I did for him earlier today. A’zam places me on his bed and climbs in beside me. Immediately he begins to run his fingers over my body as if he is surprised I don’t feel any different than the mortals he has been sleeping with since his transition. I try not to think about the fact that Windy has been here. Been one of those he has filled up and carried across to what must have been an unbelievable orgasm for her. Having met her husband that may not have been all that difficult. 
 
    I feel his soft exploration of my body, gently following my curves, running his fingers over my nipples, making them stand out taught. I’m sure he doesn’t realize I’m doing that and not him. I want this to seem as much like what he’s experienced before as possible. He begins to kiss me all over, starting with my mouth, then going to my neck, and down my chest. He takes each nipple into his mouth and gently squeezes it with his lips before licking it as he releases. He looks down at me as his fingers circle my nipples and smoothly caress my breasts. Then he resumes kissing, starting with the nipples again and moving down. I open my legs. He seems to particularly enjoy stimulating me with his tongue. I let him run his tongue over me for a few moments before consciously tightening and becoming firmer. He notices and circles his tongue back and forth. At first he presses with his tongue, but I relax and he becomes gentler until it is as firm as before. He seems responsive to my body. I’m surprised. I relax and let the software do its job, soon rising in response to his tongue. My stomach muscles tighten. This seems to drive A’zam as he moves his tongue over my trigger, faster than before, but still gentle. He can feel he is pushing my reaction towards a climax. Just as I think that, it comes, violent and then settling into a rhythm that matches his tongue’s movements. I let the orgasm go as long as A’zam is willing to drive me. I relax and enjoy the ride. When A’zam tires he slows and I do as well. I let it continue for a bit and then let him know it’s over.  
 
    He rolls to his side and climbs up over me, but stops to kiss me, my nipples and then runs his fingers across my chest and down to my waiting vagina. He puts his fingers inside once more, apparently ensuring I’m sufficiently wet and I feel him come inside. I now know what Windy meant by him filling her up. He is apparently bigger than I thought, but then I remember Dr. Aggarwal, who designed my sexual organs, as he put it, told me it adjusts to the size of the male organ that enters to maximize contact and stimulation. A’zam could be quite small and he would feel the same to me. He would have the same tight fit to stimulate his orgasm. Leave it to a male engineer to be more concerned about building the components of a great male orgasm than a great female orgasm. 
 
    A’zam begins to move slowly, apparently pleased with the fit, the wetness and the overall feel. I try to synchronize with his movements, only in the opposite direction so we are pulling apart and coming together at the same time. I have to gauge his speed as I know it will pick up when the stimulation is enough. He is not in a hurry. That’s good, means I’ve not made the software too sensitive. A’zam suddenly reacts, it’s the first of his contractions. Oops. Means he’s started sooner than he probably wanted to, but I let him dictate the pace of our movements together and apart. At first, he picks up the pace for a bit. I know he is experiencing his contractions, but then he slows again. I continue along with him, trying to be a reverse mirror. In with him, out with him. The pace is languorous, he seems in no hurry. Apparently, he is going for another orgasm. I’m right there with him. It doesn’t take long before the pace of our movements picks up again. And this time I’m feeling my stomach muscles tighten again and a build slowly begins. This time it goes longer for him and I’m just behind him in mine as well. His seems to build more and just when he experiences his release mine comes as well. Again, I follow his movements and let my body react to him until he stops this time. 
 
    A’zam begins to shrink and soon rolls away from me. He lies on his back with his eyes closed. It seems strange not to listen to his breathing, since he doesn’t breathe and neither do I. But after an orgasm it seems I always listen to the guy’s breathing, listen to his relaxation as his heart rate returns to normal. But now there is no heart either. He’s experiencing a totally different after sex recovery. And I can’t even tell what it is. Lying on his back with eyes closed. What can that mean? 
 
    He comes back and kisses me once more, gentle, not too much pressure, not a French kiss either. Just an appreciative kiss for enabling his pleasure. Is this the A’zam I know and have worked with for years? If it is, I’ve never seen this side of him before. He once more kisses my nipples, gently with his lips and a final lick as he moves away. 
 
    “Well?” I ask. 
 
    “You’re better than your friend.” He responds simply. “We never had a simultaneous orgasm.” 
 
    “What else?” I’m looking for feedback. 
 
    “About my build and orgasm?” He realizes what I’m looking for. “Better. No doubt about it.” 
 
    “Better than what?” 
 
    “Better than I’ve ever experienced,” he finally admits. “But I think you can take me to a whole ‘nother place if you put your mind to it.” 
 
    “Me personally or the software?” I’m not sure what he’s saying. 
 
    A’zam comes back beside me, lying with his arm across my stomach, running his finger in circles around my nipple. “Both, actually. I know you’ll get better and I think the software has just unlimited possibilities.” 
 
    I can’t tell if he is just in a wind down phase or if he’s planning on another go at it. There is no reason why we couldn’t just keep going. At some point we would need to recharge but that’s not for a few days. I wish I could read him better than I can. I don’t know if he’s satisfied and thinking of something else altogether or whether he was sorely disappointed in both me and the software. Why do I care if he was disappointed in my performance? I really didn’t want to be here in the first place. But now that I’m here my competitive nature is taking over. I want to be the best he’s ever had. But why? He was unexpectedly good, might even have been the best ever for all I know. But the software I have has me so insensitive to the stimulations that used to bring the best releases that I don’t know any more. The fact I had an orgasm when he did wasn’t something I did. The software took me there based on what he was doing. It may have been my update to Aggarwal’s software, but it was a hurried attempt to make it operate like a woman operates when’s she’s in the throes of passion. It wasn’t intended to really heighten the experience. I just hadn’t gotten that far yet. And since until this week I was the only female immortal it just didn’t seem to be all that big of a priority. 
 
    A’zam picks himself up and lies down on top of me, not resting his full weight on me, but embracing me from head to foot. It’s as if he’s trying to stimulate his senses with the feel of skin next to his. He is very still, just absorbing me, or so it seems. Then he picks himself up again and leans down to kiss me. I guess he’s had enough rest and wants the next course. He turns around and takes hold of my foot. I feel him put my toe into his mouth and suck it. Then his tongue runs over the sole of my foot, apparently wanting to see if I have the same reaction as mortal women who would be tickled by such an action. I remember what it felt like when I could feel it and react accordingly. A’zam turns to look at me and smiles in triumph. He got the reaction he was looking for. I realize he’s checking me out now to see if I react as a mortal woman would. And since he’s just recently had Windy and who knows how many others he’s apparently tried all these tests out on them so he could gauge how much like them immortals are likely to be. 
 
    He kisses his way up the inside of my leg until he comes to my mound. He licks the opening to my vagina again, teases me and waits to see if I react. Of course, that’s what I think he wants me to do so I tense up again. His tongue finds me and this time he licks directly across it, rather than on alternating sides. The first few licks are firm, but then he backs off and is barely making contact, seeing if less contact is more stimulating. I realize his explorations of me could go on all night and all the next day. How many ways will he want to try out before he tires of the experiment and wants to get back to something else? I decide to change the game. 
 
    Sitting up I roll him out from between my legs and onto his back. I slide down to be next to him and take his limp member in my hand, squeezing it and watching him flinch. I must have squeezed harder than I realized. I stoke it until it becomes stiff, realize it’s dry as I’m stoking it so I secrete in my vagina and retrieve it with my finger. I rub it over his firm member and now that it’s slippery I see him relax and just go with what I’m doing for him. I pick up the pace and feel his muscles tense. He tries to hold back but he tenses even more and begins to rise with the movement over his erect rod. I see him try to relax, see if he can stop himself from the orgasm that is approaching. I smile because I know he can’t. I wrote that into the software specifically for him. I wanted to ensure that when he started up the hill he wouldn’t come down until it was over. And now I’m getting to validate the code I wrote is doing exactly what I wanted it to. I feel the tension holds at peak while I continue to stroke and then the explosion in him occurs as wave after wave of contraction takes over. Then he begins the process of relaxing, coming down the hill as the tension leaves his body. When it is all over he pulls me towards him and kisses me once more, only this time it’s a French kiss and it’s clear we aren’t nearly done yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SMARTER 
 
      
 
    Can two people have an orgy? That’s the only word I can think of to describe what happened in A’zam’s apartment. At least now I know what those who participated in orgies must have thought about the experience. Not that I’d ever been curious about orgies, although we got close on more than one occasion when the posse was in college. 
 
    I remember my thoughts about coercion before I entered his apartment. Was I coerced? How can you be coerced when you have as many orgasms as I did? If I was coerced I shouldn’t have been able to have even one. It should have been as close to rape as it could get, and it wasn’t at all. I went voluntarily. But you can be coerced and still go voluntarily. That’s when you feel you have no choice. You have to do it so just get on with it. But part of it was I wanted to see how my software worked on him. From what I could tell it worked really well, but he seems to think it can be even better. Fucking amazing is what he’s looking for. Even if I deliver it he will be looking for something that’s as euphoric as heroin in the experience at some point I’m sure. But then I have forever to deliver euphoria. Better not get there too quickly or I’ll have no design spec I can rely on to keep advancing the product and experience. 
 
    Maybe he’ll get bored with sex. Once he can have it any day, all day … oops, he already can and did with me … oh well, maybe that just means he’ll get bored with it quicker and I won’t have to worry about it. I can’t get over that he seemed to be approaching our orgasms with a scientific curiosity. I am the first immortal he’s had sex with and he wanted to know exactly how different I am than all the women he is sleeping with. Will he go back for another round with them? A post test comparison? And then what? Another demand on how he wants the software upgraded probably. 
 
    The market share report appears in my mind. The new Symbol Ventures product has eaten into our sales just as I thought it would. In fact, it’s doing a little better than I expected. I need to find Jermaine. I think an email to him asking where he is. Then I go back to review the rest of the reports. We are holding onto our dominant position with most products although a few are starting to taper off, probably because most people who are going to buy them already have. So, I need a new must have product in the pipeline to be released to stimulate sales as these products are retired. 
 
    Jermaine appears in my office door. I see the immortal trademarks. The slightly Asian eyes, the Mediterranean skin color and not an ounce of fat on him. He barely looks twenty now. “Spock here,” he greets me. As a fan of Star Trek, I know he’s talking about a Vulcan which is probably close to what we are in many regards. More logic than emotion, but Spock was still a biologic entity. That’s where we diverge. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Jermaine enters my office and sits in the chair at the end of my meeting table which is closest to my desk. It’s a joke because it’s the chair I always sit in when we have meetings here. Jermaine should be processing at about half of my current speed, so I slow down to be the same. He continues, “You didn’t tell me everything.” 
 
    “What did I miss?” Not sure what he’s referring to, although I know he did that on purpose. 
 
    “My old lady was happy to have me home.” 
 
    Again, he’s baiting me. “I’ll bet she is. The man she fell in love with is back for good.” 
 
    Jermaine glances at his reflection in the window behind me. “What’s with this look? I mean I look more like you than me.” 
 
    “Standards.” 
 
    “What? I don’t get it.” 
 
    “There’s an international standards group that has responsibility for deciding what immortals have to have in common.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with these eyes?” Jermaine makes his bug out. 
 
    “A bunch of old white guys decided that the way to a more peaceful and inclusive world was to make everyone the same in the sense of what makes us different now.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Make everyone the same.” 
 
    “They decided if everyone had the same shape eyes, the same skin color and equal access to processors and memory that immortals will never fight because they – we – will all be the same even if we were something different before we transitioned.” I confirm. 
 
     “Just the eyes and the skin color? That’s it?” 
 
    “For now. Or until they change the standard.” 
 
    “And I was hoping to come back handsome or something.” Jermaine is spoofing me now. 
 
    “So, what did your wife think of the brand new 20 year old Jermaine?” 
 
    “She never had an orgasm like that when I was twenty.” 
 
    “Welcome to immortality,” I respond knowing where this is going next. 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s the problem. It might have been wonderful for her and all, but for me? Not so much, you know? Well, maybe you don’t know since you don’t seem to have much interest in all that.” 
 
    “Ever hear of Professor Aggarwal at the University of Nebraska?” 
 
    Jermaine shakes his head scanning and then coming up with it. “Minoj Aggarwal. Ph.D. in biological sciences. Full professor in the school of Medicine even though he’s not an MD. Specialty appears to be in measurement systems for biological processes.” 
 
    “Please send him a thank you note.” 
 
    Jermaine raises his eyebrows to let me know he’s looking for more explanation. 
 
    “He developed your device and wrote the software. From what I’m told the mechanical part seems to work just fine for your partner, but the software leaves a little bit to be desired.” 
 
    “More than a little bit.” Jermaine reflects. “I mean I’ve gotten off better riding a motorcycle.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. But just so you know there is a revision in test. All indications are you’ll be more than satisfied once you get the update.” 
 
    “Today? Please?” Jermaine deadpans. 
 
    “I can take care of that, but I need you to take care of a couple things for me.” 
 
    “Two for one, this hardly sounds equitable.” He’s kidding, I think. 
 
    “The first one you’ll like because it directly benefits you and the rest of us coming along. I want you to test the upgrade on the orgasm software.” 
 
    “Who wrote it?” 
 
    “I did, a few days ago, that’s why it’s still in test. But I know it’s only a partial solution. Besides, I don’t have a guy’s sensibilities so no matter how good it is, you and your team can make it better. So, I’m going to authorize you to develop the next version.” 
 
    “Fair enough, but since you haven’t been around all that much do I really have to test out your version before I write my own?” 
 
    “Yes, you do, and you’ll also have to get into the code to figure out how it works before you write your own.” 
 
    “Full blown research project. Happiness I can tell.” 
 
    “From the initial trials I got good reports. But that was based on it being an upgrade to Aggarwal’s product.” 
 
    “Has to be A’zam,” Jermaine suddenly realizes. “He’s the only guy before me.” 
 
    “The second project which you have to do first is I need a replacement to a product I’m going to send you a file on. The second file will be Symbol Venture’s new release which has eaten into our market share.” 
 
    “How long do I have?” 
 
    “A few days at most,” I know I’m going to get push back on this. “One if you could do it. That’s why I have to ask, are you up to it or do you need more time to adjust?” 
 
    “You’ve given me the smartest and most capable team on the planet. We should be able to figure something out. As to when? That’s hard to know. Some of us have dealt with the changes better than others.” 
 
    “How bad is it?” I had been expecting the transition would not be easy for everyone. 
 
    “Eight of us are fine. A few surprises, but for the most part they’re ready. But Moshe and Zara are struggling. My recommendation is you need to give them a few more days before asking them to saddle up.” 
 
    “What’s the issue?” 
 
    “Moshe is just pissed that he’s not a Vice President and I actually expect him to code. Frankly I’m surprised you put him on the list to transition so soon. He had an attitude before.” 
 
    “Tell Moshe to come see me. What about Zara? I’m sure it’s not an attitude issue with her.” 
 
    “She’s having trouble with the fact she doesn’t feel the things she used to feel.” 
 
    “I went over that with her personally,” I inform him. 
 
    “Well you know how that goes. When it’s words it has a different meaning than when it’s you.” 
 
    “What was her family’s reaction to her?” Jermaine is close to Zara and knows her family, so he would know if there was an issue there. 
 
    “How do you know these things? I’m as smart as you are now, but I don’t know why you went to her family as the issue.” 
 
    “Is it?” I know I’m right based on his reaction, but I need details to help her. 
 
    “From what she’s said I would have to say yes.” 
 
    “You haven’t talked to them?” 
 
    “Not directly, no.” Jermaine seems to be remembering his conversation with her. 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    “They freaked out about her eyes.”  
 
    I see Anna Laura in my mind. “I can help her with that.” 
 
    “How?” Jermaine is blunt. He apparently tried to help her but without success and is skeptical that anyone else can. 
 
     “I’ll go with her to meet with her family. Help them understand that the spirit they saw in her eyes is still there, just behind the eyes that look out and sees them now. That she is the spirit of their family that will live long after the rest of the family has disappeared. The one who can carry on their traditions and observe their religion.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.” Jermaine is skeptical. 
 
    “What do you think will happen if her family can’t accept her transition?” I know about Indian families. Zara couldn’t possibly withstand them shunning her. 
 
    “She’ll ask to go back. She would have to.” 
 
    “She hasn’t yet?” 
 
    “No. When I talked with her she’s committed. She believes in what we’re doing, what we are becoming, that we are the future and it’s a great honor for her to be among the first. But I just don’t see her walking away from a family that has rejected her for the choice she made.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to you. Besides your sexual inadequacies…” 
 
    “Which you’re going to fix before I leave here so my old lady won’t be happier than me tonight.” 
 
    “More information than I need, Jermaine.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m not leaving until I’ve had that upgrade. Just wanted you to know that.” 
 
    “How has it been for you? Are you settling in? Getting the hang of information in your face even before you consciously think about it?” 
 
    “It takes a little getting used to, but I’m getting there.” Jermaine isn’t telling me something that’s bothering him. 
 
    “What aren’t you getting used to?” 
 
    “How fast everything happens. I have to consciously slow myself down when I’m with anyone other than the team or you. A part of me is on to the next conversation before I’ve exchanged a second response. You must know what I’m talking about. People are just so slow. I have to catch myself to not tell them to hurry up all the time. Do you find yourself doing that?” 
 
    “And a week ago you were one of those I was waiting on.” 
 
    Jermaine raises an eyebrow apparently not having thought about my reaction to him before his transition. “What’s the story with Oriana?” 
 
    “Let’s finish you first. Part of the reason you got the first group to be a team is because I thought each of you might get frustrated by your mortal teams for the very reason you just described. This way you at least have a peer team to start and as more immortals come through they will come over as teams. You’ll lose your team over time and new immortals will replace them. But I knew you would be much more effective if you have a team of peers rather than snails who just can’t keep up.” 
 
    “When do I start seeing everything you see?” 
 
    “You’ll see things I don’t. It all comes down to your experience, the way you process data and the problems you’re trying to solve. The more problems you solve the more problems you’ll be able to solve.” 
 
    Jermaine gets up and looks out my window to the Japanese garden in the courtyard. “I always liked the view from the executive wing windows. When do I get a view like this?” 
 
    “You’re next in line after Oriana.” 
 
    “Is she transitioning?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I hope so, but she has to decide for herself.” 
 
    “If I’m the one to replace her, then she’ll transition. She still thinks she’s smarter than me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIT IN 
 
      
 
    Windy is waiting for me at The Night club. She is sitting at a table next to where we met with the posse. We’re early enough the band hasn’t started yet and we should have time to talk without it being hard to be heard over the music. She sees me approaching. I can see she’s not sure how this discussion is going to go, but she rises so I can hug her the same way I have since we first became friends all those years ago in college. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. But I didn’t know how you’d take it. You know with it being A’zam and all.” 
 
    I sit, and she follows. The waiter is there immediately, I see Windy has her usual glass of wine, “Water. A tall glass of water please.” 
 
    The waiter clearly isn’t happy with my order, but she heads off to fetch my request. 
 
    I turn my attention back to Windy. “So, what have you decided about the divorce?” 
 
    “Same old Sage, get right to it,” Windy observes nervously. “I have to admit I’m more confused about what I should do than anything. I’m done with Tom. He’s just not redeemable.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    Windy takes a sip of wine to give herself more time to organize her thoughts. “I’ve known he has a wandering eye since we were married, but I accepted that as just part of being a guy. I knew he was with someone when we met. But he described it as a casual relationship, not something either of them was committed to. I was in love with the guy, so you know you accept things that if you really thought about them maybe you wouldn’t.” 
 
    “So that was the first warning sign you ignored. I take it there have been others?” 
 
    Windy is reluctant to confirm my question, but apparently as she thinks about it she has to admit there were others. She nods. I wait for her to say more. 
 
    Another sip and I notice her hand is shaking ever so slightly. This is hard for her and I wonder if I should just change the subject, but she nods to herself and offers, “I can’t be sure, but I think he was fucking one of the women in his office. I didn’t see her often, once or twice maybe. But each time there was something odd about the way she would look at me. As if she knew something I didn’t. At the time I didn’t recognize what I was seeing. It was all out of context, you know. I just thought she seemed to be someone who was unhappy. I didn’t know if it was in her personal life or work life. I even asked Tom about her once and he said he didn’t work with her much, so he couldn’t say. He seemed so earnest in his response at the time I just dismissed it. But now with what I know he’s done to me since then, well, it probably was the beginning of the end and I didn’t know.” 
 
    “There’s no way you’re getting back together.” I seek to affirm the situation. 
 
    Windy shakes her head, but won’t vocalize it. 
 
    “How long ago did his infidelity start?” I’m still trying to put the whole thing into context. 
 
    “We’ve been married since college, what was that? Thirteen years ago. Lucky thirteen. I think I had his full attention maybe a couple of years, so eleven? I think. God, I didn’t realize he’s been treating me this way that long.” 
 
    “You knew and kept having kids with him? What were you thinking?” 
 
    “That he’d come back to me. After all, he married me, so I had to believe he loved me and his affairs were his way of confirming he made the right choice in me.” Windy begins to cry softly, but continues to tell me the story. “When I got pregnant with Blake and Sidney he seemed attentive and engaged with the family. I thought he would settle in when Sidney came, a daughter seems to change a guy’s attitude about women. You know the whole thing about not wanting some guy to do to his daughter what he was doing. At first I think it brought him back, but he’s like a wild mustang. He just has to roam the range, chase down fillies, and sow wild seeds. That’s his nature. I can’t change him. God, I’ve tried but I’m just not enough of a woman for him I guess.” 
 
    “Is any woman enough of a woman for him?” I have to get to the heart of the matter and it seems she’s blaming herself for not being able to hold her husband. 
 
    Windy looks at me as if she’d never considered this question. “No other woman has held his attention for more than a few months from what I can tell. I really don’t have enough information to know how it’s all played out. But as I think about how he’s been with me, it seems he would lose interest for a while and then he’d be back and into my pants all the time. I have to think it kind of set the pattern, although I was just happy to have him in my pants when I had his attention.” 
 
    “He’s good in bed?” I’m trying to understand what kept her in the relationship. 
 
    “I can’t tell you whether he is or not since it had been so long since I’d slept with anyone else, you know. And I just like sex. I like everything about it. Particularly how it makes me feel when I reach climax and hold it as long as I can.” Windy is remembering the good times. 
 
    “What about the kids?” Time for reality therapy. 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “They need a father.” I tell her. “They need him there every day.” 
 
    “You and Rocky didn’t get along so well as I remember.” I’m not expecting this and I hesitate for only a moment. 
 
    “But Rocky was there, even if he wasn’t the best of fathers.” I push back. 
 
    “But you were a single parent family and look at you. What happened probably made you stronger, more driven, more focused. Would you be where you are if you’d not come from that situation?” 
 
    I see Anna Laura looking at me. I see the love and the joy she had that she had a family, that she gave me life, that I would go on and have my own life because of her. “Everyone is a product of their relationships and situation. Mine was completely different from what you would be imposing on your kids if you leave Tom. Every day they will wonder if Tom left because they were bad, or because Tom doesn’t love them. They can’t see that the split is because of his relationship with you. They can only see it from what they do.” I change direction. “Just a minute ago you were saying that you feel you can’t hold a man. You’re blaming yourself for Tom’s behavior. Don’t you think your kids will do the same?” 
 
    Windy looks away, takes another sip of her wine. “I can’t stay with him. And I certainly don’t want the boys to think they should grow up to be like their father. He can be cruel.” Windy looks at me and I see her eyes have hardened. Before she was indecisive, confused. But at this moment she is resolved. “Tom convinced Blake to play T-ball, primarily, I think because Tom played ball in college. That was great when they first got started. Tom attended each of Blake’s games and worked with him in the back yard. But then Tom got caught up with a project at work that kept him at work until all hours. I’m sure he was screwing someone, but I never figured out who. Anyway, he just abandoned Blake. Left him high and dry with no explanation. Never even talked with him about why he wasn’t able to make his games. I went. I was there for every one of them. Even when the late nights ended Tom didn’t go. As I think back he was probably dumped by the woman and he was sitting home licking his wounds. I was actually happy to see that. Give him a taste of his own medicine.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” I’m still trying to understand the sequence of events. 
 
    “Blake’s seven now. Couple years ago, I guess.” She looks at me with the same intensity in her eyes. “Don’t you think that was cruel? Start the kid down a path and then just abandon him? I don’t know how anyone could do that, especially his own father.” 
 
    “Sounds like Tom has disappointed you on more than one front.” 
 
    “He can go to hell and I’ll dance at his wake.” No doubt about her feelings. 
 
    “But he’s still in the house with you and the kids.” I’m assuming based on A’zam saying they were together at the charity event, even though both probably went home with someone else. 
 
    Windy nods and takes another sip, thinking about something I can see she’d rather not. “I never wanted to tell any of you about how screwed up my life had become. You all are doing great, except Delilah. I worry about that girl. She’s with a different guy every time we get together. I know she’d die to have kids, but she just can’t seem to find a guy who fits her.” 
 
    “It’s because she’s too hot. The kind of guys who would make her happy don’t even try to get to know her afraid they could never hold her. Kind of like how you described Tom. What’s ironic is that Delilah’s not like that at all. It’s just what people think when they see her.” 
 
    “The difference between courtship and marriage,” Windy reflects. “In courtship you’re never yourself. You’re what you want the other person to think you are, always afraid that if they see the real you they’ll go on to the next person. There’s always someone prettier, smarter or more the earth mother, depending on what the guy is looking for. So, you’re never confident that if the guy really saw who you are that he would want to be part of your life. Other than maybe to screw you and go on to the next woman.” 
 
    “As I remember you and Tom had been living together for a while before you got married,” I recall aloud. “He had to see the real you and yet he married you.”  
 
    “He did. But what you didn’t see at the wedding is that he got cold feet and almost called the whole thing off. Bryan, his best man had to calm him down. He was stoned for the ceremony and I was furious, but also glad that Bryan convinced him I was worth it.” 
 
    “Sounds like you should have married Bryan. What was it with him? He was always there in college. Whenever we went out. Didn’t you see him for a while? Before Tom. What happened there?” 
 
    Windy takes a big sip this time, puts the glass down on the table. “Bryan was great. I think he was in love with you and only went out with me because you didn’t seem to know he was alive.” 
 
    I should be having guilt feelings at this moment. At least that’s what I remember about such situations. Okay, why should I feel guilty? Because I was oblivious to guys in college even though I slept with more than my share. Never a relationship. Just something to do since everyone else was doing it. But I was emotionally shut down in college. Rocky was scared to death I was going to come home pregnant and drop out of school. He never said anything, but the questions he would ask were clear indicators. And amazingly enough I never got pregnant, even though I didn’t take any precautions. That was the guy’s responsibility. You want to fuck me, there better be a condom between us. How many times did I say those exact words? “Bryan never asked me out. So why do you think he was in love with me?” 
 
    “You never went out with a guy.” Windy reminds me. “You’d just come to the parties by yourself and hang with whoever was there. Generally, it was the five of us and a bunch of others who came and went. But Bryan was at most of them as I remember. Always by himself, just like you. Hanging and getting high. It suited him. I think it was like you described Delilah. You can see it in her, but you are totally unaware of the effect you have on guys.” 
 
    “Effect?” I’m not certain I understand what Windy is trying to tell me. 
 
    “Look at you. If I had to find only one word to describe you it would be… hmmm … formidable.” 
 
    I shake my head, “That’s not me.” 
 
    “That’s not how you see yourself, but that’s exactly how others see you.” 
 
    She hits me with facts I’ve not considered until now. I’m listening to the conversation we’ve been having. The Windy I see is not the Windy she has been describing. “I see you as having it all, at least I did until now. I had no idea things were so difficult for you at home. Why didn’t you tell me about how you were feeling and how you were dealing with the situation? I want to help. You’re absolutely my best friend in the whole world. I don’t want to see you hurting like this. Trying to navigate your family between feelings of abandonment and a desire to roam free like their father. What can I do to help you?” 
 
    “You’ve had your own issues to deal with.” 
 
    “And you were there when I transitioned.” I shoot back. “You were the only one who knew. I brought you in when I was in crisis. I’m just sorry you didn’t feel you could bring me in to help you in yours.” 
 
    “You and the others. You’re just such strong women. You all work so hard to be absolutely the best at what you do. I didn’t want you to think I wasn’t strong like you.” 
 
    “But you are strong. Look at what you’ve been dealing with for more than a decade. Only a strong woman could have kept it together like you have for so long.” 
 
    Windy finishes her glass of wine and indicates to the waiter that she’d like another. Guess we aren’t done yet. “Let’s talk about something else. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Every day is a struggle,” is all I can think to say, not sure if she wants to talk about A’zam or not. 
 
    “Are you upset with me for sleeping with A’zam?” she finally comes to the reason for the second glass of wine, which arrives now and is placed before her. She looks at it, but doesn’t pick it up, waiting for my response. 
 
    “Now that I have a better understanding of what you’re going through. Have you slept with anyone else before? Were you as active as Tom?” 
 
    Windy reaches for the glass. Apparently, she was waiting for this question. “A few times. I was trying to get his attention more than anything. None of them were more than a single night and I regretted it each time. The sex was never good. Rushed. Guilty. Unfamiliar with what turned him on and in most cases the guy could care less about whether it was good for me.” 
 
    “And then A’zam filled you up and carried you across.” 
 
    Windy blushes with me quoting her. “He did.” 
 
    “You met him where?” 
 
    “Charity event. We ended up going outside for fresh air at the same time. He noticed that Tom was trying to pick up some young girl and he asked me what I was going to do about it. On an impulse I said that I would go home with him and fuck his brains out. I was mad, embarrassed, ashamed to be there with Tom, and also slightly inebriated.” 
 
    “Have you seen A’zam since?” Playing the detective to get to the important piece of information I don’t think she has. 
 
    “We’ve talked a few times, but have we been together since? No.” 
 
    “Great sex. You’re about to kick your husband out of your house. So, is this a casual relationship or are you looking for more? I’ve known A’zam for a long time. He’s not unmarried for no reason.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to give me this speech the other night when we were all together, but you didn’t. Why?” 
 
    “You weren’t ready to hear it then. I’m still not sure you’re ready.” 
 
    “Ready for what? I’m a big girl, Sage. I don’t know what you’re trying to protect me from, but I’m not about to walk into a situation I can’t handle, again.” 
 
    “What if I told you A’zam is like me? An immortal. That’s why the sex was so good.” 
 
    Windy is bringing the wine glass to her mouth, but she stops part way. “Immortal?” 
 
    “We need to talk about where you fit in his plans before you make yours.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ORIANA’S COMPLAINT 
 
      
 
    Oriana comes by my office shortly after I return from my extended discussion with Windy, who went on to a third glass of wine before we finished. I put her in a Googlecar and sent her home as I knew she was in no condition to drive herself, even though she insisted until I took her keys away. I gave her house key back as she was convinced if she showed up without it Tom would never let her in. 
 
    It’s hard to know what to do to help Windy. I remember feelings I should have about the situation. I’m trying to act as I think I would have before I transitioned. But it is so hard to know what I should do since I don’t feel anything. I’m still mulling Windy, who was kind of freaked about A’zam being an immortal. She kept coming back to that. 
 
    “I know you’re real busy, but do you have a minute for me?” Oriana asks from my office doorway. 
 
    “Always, and more than one if you need it.” I smile to hopefully put her at ease. 
 
    “Why did you change your mind?” Oriana asks timidly, as if she really doesn’t want to ask this question. 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “The teams.” She’s confused. “You said that everyone who transitions first gets their own team. But everyone who went through with Jermaine is now just a coder. What happened?  Why did you change your mind after you convinced them to transition expecting one thing and now no, that’s not what you’re going to be?” 
 
    I sense Oriana is not here to discuss the teams but her own transition. “They will get their teams. Just not right now. We have a problem I’ve asked them to address. When more have transitioned, then we will move people to pick up their new teams.” 
 
    “But that won’t be for a while. I heard no one is transitioning this week. What happened?” 
 
    “Dr. Woodall is transitioning his own team this week.” 
 
    Oriana thinks about that for a moment, “His own team? So, the docs who transition us are all going to be immortals, not regular docs.” 
 
    “Think about it. If all his docs are immortal and they can work much faster, he can transition more people in the same time. He has a huge waiting list. He’s just doing what we would do on our own production line to increase production if demand is there.” 
 
    “Do we really need everyone to be immortal?” Oriana asks. This is the heart of her question. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit down? This is going to take more than a few minutes.” 
 
    Oriana acts on my request and sits down across from my desk. “I don’t know what to think. I look at Jermaine’s team. I used to be able to run circles around all of them together. And now…” 
 
    “And now what?” 
 
    “They treat me like I’m inferior, that I can’t possibly do what they do.” 
 
    “Do they speed up their conversations so you can’t keep up?” I wonder what’s going on. 
 
    “It’s their way of excluding me.” 
 
    I hadn’t foreseen this side effect of my decision to enable the team. I only looked at it from the perspective of an immortal, not the mortals who still have to work with them. “I hear you. I can see why you would think their behavior is aimed at you, but let me assure you it isn’t.” 
 
    “It’s deliberate. They taunt me, tell me to keep up or go away.” 
 
    I have to talk with Jermaine. I can’t let them behave this way or I’ll have to isolate the team, but I can’t do that. I’ll have so many teams coming through in the next few weeks that I’ll have no place to house them that’s away from the rest of the employees. I don’t like that term, employees. I like to think of everyone who works at AppleCore as part of the team, but I have to differentiate between Jermaine’s team and the next teams and the rest of the company. The haves and the have nots. I have to figure out how I’m going to manage the integration. I just hadn’t considered the kind of behavior Oriana is describing, but then again, we’re transitioning people who are much earlier in their careers here. That implies a different maturity level. I need to go spend some time down there and convey my expectations. Maybe that will help. 
 
    “I’ll have a talk with them.” 
 
    “Talking is fine, but they won’t include me, work with me, or let me be part of the team.” 
 
    “You’re not part of the team. You’re the SVP of software. They report to you, actually through Jermaine to you. I know I used to spend a lot of time with the teams, listening to them, trying to figure out what wasn’t in the reports. But the situation was reversed. I was the one who was much faster than you. You were trying to keep up with me.” 
 
    “Are you saying I have to transition to be able to get their respect?” 
 
    “Respect is earned. It’s not occupying a position.” 
 
    Oriana is silent for a long moment. She shakes her head and rises, looking at the door but not ready to leave. “I can’t come running to you every time someone gets impatient with me because I don’t run at your clock speed.” 
 
    “Can you help me with a dilemma I have? Maybe it will help you put some of this into perspective.” 
 
    Oriana glances back at the seat, but doesn’t move to sit. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Think for a moment about what you would do if you no longer had any constraints on your behavior.” 
 
    “Is that a question?” Oriana is confused, and I worded my question poorly. Start over. 
 
    “Okay, what would you do?” 
 
    “Run naked through the streets? Stay up all night watching porn? Eat all those things I always see as just fattening, even though they taste good? I don’t know. Why?” 
 
    “Being part of our society puts restraints on your behavior for the common good.” I postulate. 
 
    “Yes, I follow that.” 
 
    “Is being part of society what makes us human?” 
 
    “Being human was an evolutionary process. It evolved over millions of years, didn’t it?” 
 
    “I agree with that, but I’m trying to understand what makes us human? Is it the binds of society, or is it based on our biology? Do feelings make us human, caring for others, having relationships, loving someone else? Where does family fit into the equation? I’m trying to figure this all out.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “Because once there are a whole lot of us, the ties that bind will break down.” 
 
    “Is that what I’m seeing?” Oriana puts two and two together. “The ties breaking down. The disrespect of a second-class citizen?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m worried about how I instill humanity into someone who is no longer able to guide their behavior through feelings and relationships and expectations. We are all afraid of dying. When it was imminent for me I sure was. Drove me to taking extreme chances. But when the fear of dying is gone, what restrains your behavior?” 
 
    “Different question.” Oriana notes. “What would I do if I was going to live forever? Invest in the stock market and let it ride? That’s a hard question. I really don’t know.” 
 
    “I don’t either and I am going to live forever. But I’m afraid. Afraid that those who are coming over will lose their humanity. Only I don’t know what it is, humanity. I can’t define it. I can’t say these three things are what make us human. I’ve been trying to identify what needs to be put in place, so immortals don’t lose their sense of the rest of the world. Begin to operate apart from it. Change such that their humanity is unrecognizable to everyone who is not immortal.” 
 
    “You’re really wrestling with some difficult questions,” Oriana comes to realize. 
 
    “And I need help, because I’m not coming up with satisfactory answers, even though I’ve been thinking about this for a month now.” 
 
    Oriana smiles, “Doesn’t sound so long until you realize you’ve been going at it 24 x 7 with a little time spent on AppleCore business.” 
 
    “Would you give it some thought? I need as much input on this as I can get.” 
 
    Oriana seems to brighten, realizing that I still value her intelligence and insights even if she isn’t an immortal. “Why are you willing to slow down for me?” 
 
    “Because I value you as a person, what you bring to every discussion, and the insights. You often have insights the rest of us don’t. And we only get to good decisions when we have a range of inputs, thoughts and recommendations. We need to weigh them against each other and collectively decide how we progress. And the immortals aren’t going to have any better insights until they get comfortable processing huge amounts of data.” 
 
    “So, you’re telling me I need to transition because at some point no one is going to slow down for me.” 
 
    “What have you seen when you talk with the members of Jermaine’s team? Are they fully up to speed or are they struggling with the changes?” 
 
    “I’d say they’re struggling. Even Jermaine. But you know him. He always finds a way even if things are falling apart around him.” 
 
    “How are they struggling?” 
 
    “It’s like everyone is trying to show up the others.” Oriana reflects. “No one wants to accept what another has found. Thinks they’re smarter or faster or whatever. It’s like they’re trying to prove they’re better than the other immortals. And if a mortal shows up, well, it’s time to party. Demonstrate how much better they have now become.” 
 
    “And you’re a prime target, because you were the one who would always call bullshit when someone hadn’t done the math, or the homework, or really dig for a solution.” 
 
    Oriana seems to see the truth to that statement with a grimace. 
 
    “So, when are you going to make your decision about transitioning? The week is almost up.” 
 
    Oriana finally sits down because we have come around to her. “On Friday.” 
 
    “Why the last day under my deadline? You must have some idea of what you’re going to do.” 
 
    Oriana looks past me to the Japanese Garden beyond. “You’ve just made the decision harder with the little task you asked me to help you with.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t. I’ve shown you the issues are being identified and dealt with to make the transition as friendly as possible. And those that aren’t right now will be right as more and more of us face the issues and work them together.” 
 
    “But what if they don’t turn out as you want them to?” Oriana asks. “You’re only one person.” 
 
    “I expect there will be differences of opinion. You put any two people into a box and ask each one how they get out, there will be a difference of opinion.” 
 
    “And if I transition I’ll be part of that conversation?” 
 
    I shake my head, “That will depend on you and what you decide to do. If being part of the conversation is important to you, I’m sure you will find a way to join it. That’s been your history. At the moment Immortals are such a new phenomenon there are no rules, there are no interested parties, there is no definition about how we will decide what our existence will be like.” 
 
    “But you’re pushing that it be much like what we’ve known.” 
 
    “To humanize it as much as possible, yes.” 
 
    “Who would oppose that?” 
 
    How do I answer this question? Do I tell her the truth that A’zam has a very different perspective of what immortals should be? Even though I’m trying to figure out a means of taking us in a more humane direction. Only a fool would bet against A’zam. He always gets what he wants. Including me. And Windy. I must have known when he transitioned that he would have me at some point.  Was that just a logical deduction my mind performed, or did it rely on fuzzy logic, the kind of deduction that is not linear? Mortals have been unable to follow machine learning solutions completely. How the machine learns is not linear and not easily followed. Is it a logic leap? How does the machine learn to do things that are not intuitively obvious to people who have programmed the machine? I rely on that machine learning now, accept what it tells me, and yet I don’t know or in most cases care how it got the answer it presents me as long as I can validate the conclusion is accurate. But all this is a long way to answer Oriana. Who would oppose humanity? 
 
    “I can’t answer your question because it is too early to even know who all the immortals will be. At the moment there is a dozen of us and only two of us have been for more than a week. I can’t predict who will influence decisions about what we will become. But we have an opportunity to shape our futures in a way that those who came before us shaped the world we inherited.” 
 
    “To say nothing of shaping the world that the non-immortals will inhabit,” Oriana adds. 
 
    “You are absolutely correct,” I note trying to convince her I understand her complaint. “I think you have a lot to offer that discussion. If you decide to stay I will miss you. I’ve come to rely on you. But where the immortals are going to take us, if you’re not one your influence and say will be greatly diminished.” 
 
    “Is it possible immortals will someday be able to feel the emotions we do?” Oriana is still going back to the fundamental limitation. But she has opened a possible window to convince her. 
 
    “I’ve asked Jermaine’s team to work on the first step towards that, a more realistic orgasm.”  
 
    “You want Jermaine to write the software for orgasms?” 
 
    “I want the best we have at the moment to make them better. The first guy to develop the software probably never had one. At least I’ve brought it closer.” 
 
    “So, you’ve had a turn at it?” 
 
    “I have, but if you transition you’ll probably get the next one. I can’t let it linger. It’s the key as far as I can see to creating a feelings type experience. If I can get this part right, then maybe we can leverage that work to a more generalized feelings architecture and solution.” Oriana is watching me intently. Apparently, she’s heard about the orgasm limitation. 
 
    “Jermaine is the one developing the next generation orgasm.” She can’t get past that. 
 
    “And his whole team.” I clarify, but I know she’s not listening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SPECIAL TREATMENT 
 
      
 
    Of course, Oriana left my office and went to talk with Jermaine. I knew she would. I’ll bet she quizzed him to death about his approach and what models he studied and what research he’d conducted before he started coding. 
 
    So now Jermaine is hanging on my doorframe. “Why’d you sic Oriana on me when you want me to get your work done?” 
 
    “You report to her.” 
 
    Jermaine comes on in and takes the same seat at the end of my conference table, sending the same message that he belongs up here. “Yeah. I got that. But you sic’d her on me. Maybe it would have helped if you’d a waited a bit?” Jermaine affects the ‘hood, when he’s not happy with me. 
 
    “Oriana has great insights. She’ll help you make whatever you’re working on better.” 
 
    “She’s got to transition if she wants to play.” 
 
    Apparently the attitude goes all the way to Jermaine.“I was going to come down and talk to your whole team about that.” I see Jermaine realize he just walked into something. “You have to be aware that we are twelve individuals among six billion who aren’t like us. As Oriana put it, we aren’t working at their clock speed anymore. That’s both an advantage and a handicap. We have to work through the slower clock speed world. When it’s just us alone or in our small groups and none of them are present, by all means, kick up your speed. But if there is even one mortal present. Everything, and I mean every conversation is at their speed. Is that clear?” 
 
    “She complain about me?” 
 
    “About your team deliberately trying to make her feel inferior.” 
 
    “We didn’t…” 
 
    I cut him off immediately with a wave of my hand. “Don’t go there.  This is not excuse time. I’m telling you what the rules of the road are. If you don’t care to enforce them, you’ll be replaced by someone who will. Am I clear?” 
 
    “What’s wrong? You never impose rules.” 
 
    Jermaine is correct. I never impose anything. I always try to convince people what’s in their best interests. “Either you’re not listening or you’re still in adjustment hell. Which is it?” 
 
    Jermaine won’t look at me, “Probably a bit of both,” he finally admits. 
 
    “What can I do to help with the adjustment?” 
 
    “You can start by talking with Zara as you promised you would and you haven’t” 
 
    I nod. “I’m putting it on my schedule as we speak.” 
 
    “Today.” Jermaine is emphatic. He’s never this direct, but then again he has transitioned and feelings sort of lost. 
 
    “There’s a problem?” 
 
    “She’s probably decided to bail. She won’t tell me straight out, but I know her.” 
 
    I motion for him to get to his feet, “Walk with me, we can talk along the way.” 
 
    Jermaine seems relieved I’m doing as he asked. 
 
    “What else can I do for you?” 
 
    “You can deflate Moshe’s ego.” 
 
    “Our second stop.” I remember his request but hadn’t gotten there yet either. “You know if you want to have a view of the garden you’re going to have to start doing some of your own work.” 
 
    “Why you always busting my balls when I deliver what you want?” 
 
    “Have you finished the two requests I made?” 
 
    “Close.” 
 
    “But no cigar, Jermaine.” 
 
    “Hey. I had a path forward on your fun project, but Oriana burst my balloon and pointed out some shortcomings in my approach. Now we’re not quite as close.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help you improve the solution. You’ll get to enjoy it until Oriana has her turn after you finish.” 
 
    “What? You’re going to give it to her next?” Jermaine is unhappy with the thought he won’t deliver the final solution as I knew he would be. “What if she’s not an immortal? You still going to give it to her?” 
 
    “She’s earned the chance to work on it.” 
 
    “I can’t dispute that, but you’re not incentivizing me to make it as good as I can this time around if I know it goes into revision as soon as I release it.” 
 
    I stop in the hall and face him. I want to look into his eyes even though they aren’t human eyes anymore. “Orgasms will be the most important part of what we do to improve the basic immortal for the near term.” 
 
    “Hey, I agree.” 
 
    “But not for the reason you think,” I inform him. “Yes, we want all immortals to enjoy their orgasms. But it should provide us an architecture to create a feelings capability. Or at least expand the range of feelings we can experience. I really want us to get to the point we can deliver the ability to love another.” 
 
    “What? You don’t think I love my wife?” 
 
    “You felt love for her before you transitioned. You don’t feel it anymore. You remember what it felt like, but you don’t feel it.” 
 
    Jermaine looks thunderstruck, “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” 
 
    “I did, but not this explicitly. I told you that you wouldn’t feel things. That you don’t have the emotional capacity biologic entities have. I just didn’t mention love, frankly, because I wasn’t thinking about it. I was already over here.” 
 
    Jermaine shakes his head in disbelief. “You need to tell people before.” 
 
    I nod, and we start walking again, only in silence as Jermaine processes this information. 
 
    “My kids. What about them?” 
 
    I shake my head, but don’t look at him. I know this is upsetting him, but I have to give it to him straight. 
 
    “What am I supposed to tell them?” I can hear the exasperation in his voice. 
 
    “That you love them, just as you always have.” This time I glance at him. He looks grim. A side effect of the transition, but it’s part of the deal. Immortal life, superhuman capability, but no feelings. 
 
    “Why would I do that if I don’t feel it?” Jermaine shakes his head, trying to figure out what he needs to do. 
 
    “Because until we find a way to create feelings again, you shouldn’t disrupt your friends or family just because you’re working from a memory rather than an emotional response triggered by biologic hormones and such.” 
 
    “You’re telling me I have to think about it from a result level and not from the mechanics of how it comes about.” 
 
    “That’s certainly one way you can look at it. But don’t dwell on it. Accept it as part of the deal you made and move on. As long as you don’t change how you react to them they’ll accept you as being the same. And at least for the moment that’s what you want.” 
 
    “But how do I act the same if I don’t feel the same?” Jermaine is struggling with this more than I thought he would. He’s always even keel. Never really gets upset and works through the hard issues. But this is his family. I’ll have to remember this since it’s the same issue for Zara. 
 
    “You remember how you used to feel and how you reacted to situations. That becomes your guide. Do what you used to do, and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You said something about memory replaced your feelings. I think I’m starting to understand what you meant.” 
 
    We slow down as we’re about to enter Jermaine’s team area. “Do you remember how you felt about your wife and kids and parents and siblings and cousins and basically everyone you knew?” 
 
    Jermaine thinks for a moment, “Yeah. I do.” 
 
    “That’s your guide.” I push the door open and Jermaine follows. Most of his team is present, some are discussing things in small groups. I find Zara by herself in a cube. “Would you join us in the conference room?”  
 
    Zara looks up, surprised to see me and gives Jermaine a cross look, but she follows us. 
 
    Once we’re in the room with the door closed I approach her and give her a hug. “How are you doing?” 
 
    Zara is surprised, but I’ve given her hugs before. This should not be a surprise. She turns away from me and sits down. “You’ve come to give me a pep talk because I’m freaking Jermaine out.” 
 
    I sit down next to her, “No pep talk. I’m genuinely concerned about how you’re handling the transition. It was harder for me than for you because a lot of what you’re assuming right now, it didn’t exist, or they hadn’t installed it yet. So, I know what you’re going through.” 
 
    Zara looks surprised, “You didn’t seem like you were struggling.” 
 
    “How would you like to wake up and find the body you now have was built for a guy? They hadn’t installed the apparatus yet, thank goodness, but all the software was how a guy reacts to things. The advanced hearing and vision? First upgrade. Taste? I couldn’t taste anything, but you’ll find that since you no longer need to eat. Well. It’s not such a big deal, but waking up to find you don’t have it was a bit of a rude awakening.” 
 
    “That’s not the issue for me.” 
 
    “I know. Family is the hardest part of the transition. You feel like you’re leaving them behind, but think of it this way. We’ve always been a migratory species. Immigrants came to this country and left family and friends behind to start a new life. Over time they either brought family over or they started a new family here. There has always been someone who left the family to make a better life for not only themselves, but the family as a whole. You’re that person who helps the family find a better life for everyone.” 
 
    “Tell that to my mother and father.” Apparently, what she’s telling them they aren’t buying. 
 
    “I’d be happy to. Do you want to do it right now?” 
 
    Zara shakes her head, “That’s not a good idea. Someone they don’t know just showing up. No, I’ll need to give them some time, prepare them for your visit and explain who you are and that you were the first to transition. That would be impressive to them.” 
 
    “What caused their reaction to the new you?” I catch Jermaine coming closer to me out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    “My eyes. They said I must be dead because my eyes are dead.” 
 
    “My father always said I had my mother’s eyes. When she died in an auto accident, he always felt she was still there with him because he could look in my eyes and see her. You can imagine what happened when I showed up for the first time with my new eyes.” 
 
    Zara considers my situation. “But he didn’t accuse you of being dead.” Zara isn’t buying into my story. 
 
    “He accused me of taking his wife away from him, which for him was probably an even bigger deal.” 
 
    Zara looks at Jermaine, “I suppose Jermaine has told you I’m considering going back.” 
 
    “Yes, he has. When I came over I had thirty days to go back before my host body wouldn’t be able to receive me anymore. I chose to stay, mainly because I was going to die soon if I went back. That’s not your situation. But you have an even worse fate ahead of you if you do. What’s been going on here since you arrived back from Dallas?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When you’re all together and you kick up your clock speed. And someone who isn’t able to do so comes by. What do you do?” 
 
    “We keep on working.” Zara responds without thinking. “You gave us a short deadline.” 
 
    “Yes, but if you weren’t an immortal how could you work with this team? You couldn’t participate in the discussions because your mind couldn’t keep up. You’re excluded. You’re not valued by the team. Eventually you’re excluded completely because you slow everyone else down. And then what? You go become a Wal-Mart greeter because you can’t work with the immortals?” 
 
    “You’re saying if I go back I’ll lose my job.” She seems to think I’m threatening her. 
 
    “No, but I expect you’ll quit at some point because you’ll discover you can’t contribute meaningfully to the team.” 
 
    Realizing the situation Zara flares, “You set me up.” 
 
    Again, I shake my head, “On the contrary, I chose you to be one of the first to transition because you have so much to contribute. I gave you a chance that most of the rest of the team wanted but didn’t get. You’re one of our best. But soon everyone else who transitions will be way ahead of where you were. I’m not telling you not to go back. I wrestled with that same question until I had to make a choice. I’ll do everything I can to help you either way. But you have to understand that if you choose to go back, you won’t get another opportunity to transition in the future. And you won’t have an opportunity to lead your family into the future. That means they also will suffer the same fate of exclusion from the advanced society the immortals will create for themselves.” 
 
    “Coming from India, my family knows all about exclusion.” Zara reflects. “We were not untouchables who suffered the most. But we were not among the upper castes. That made us targets for exclusion from the better schools, the best jobs and even opportunities to set up our own businesses. That’s the reason we are in America. It’s because we are not excluded here. We can become what we dream. We only need to be smart, learn at every opportunity and work hard to achieve what we set as our goals.” 
 
    “In the new society it’s going to be harder to succeed unless you are an immortal.” I inform her. “And the first immortals will have a greater say in what comes next. It’s no longer what comes after someone, because you’ll still be a part of the future that develops and the future after that.” 
 
    Zara glances at Jermaine, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Just making sure you have all the help you need, whichever way you decide to go.” Jermaine steps forward to be next to me. “But you gotta know I want you on this team. You’ll also be the first to get your own when the time comes, not because you’re getting special treatment, but because you deserve it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIRST DIBS 
 
      
 
    Moshe is a different case. Jermaine and Zara went back into the team room and a few minutes later he brings Moshe in. I don’t get up. 
 
    Moshe must pick up on my mood because he is instantly on the offense. “Why are you doing this to me?” before even closing the door. But knowing Moshe that probably means he is saying that for effect. Trying to convince the others that he’s not going to take this apparent or perceived demotion. He is going to fight for his own team right now. 
 
    I don’t respond, but wait for him to come around and sit across the table from me. “This is a total crock. You bait me telling me I can have my own team and then once I’ve transitioned you don’t deliver. I demand…” 
 
    I put my hand up notifying him to stop. Moshe doesn’t want to but does. I feel Jermaine come up and stand directly behind me. 
 
    “Do you remember the discussion we had in my office where I told you that I wouldn’t put you on the list to transition because you weren’t mature enough?” 
 
    “Obviously you came to your senses about that,” Moshe is keeping his attitude. 
 
    “No, I still have the same opinion and you continue to prove that I’m right about you.” 
 
    “I’m not mature enough? I’m not the one who went out and made promises to ten people and then reneged on it with nine of the ten. The only one you kept your promise to is your favorite.” Moshe points to Jermaine standing behind me. 
 
    “Jermaine’s not my favorite, Oriana is.” I remind him. “So, get your facts straight.” 
 
    “Oriana! There’s a piece of work. Miss bitch. Thinks she’s god’s gift and we should all jump to just because she has deemed us worthy of a moment of her time. And then she thinks she should micromanage us. I’ve never been micromanaged in my life. Not even my mother micromanaged me. And now that I’m smarter than she is I should have her job.” 
 
    “Moshe. Shut up before I have your voice box removed. It’s a simple procedure if you didn’t know.” 
 
    “You can’t do that.” Moshe pushes back but I hear the doubt in his voice. 
 
    “Try me.” No doubt in mine. 
 
    Moshe opens his mouth to say something, but evidently thinks better of it and doesn’t. 
 
    “Now that we have that settled, if you remember, and I know you do, I never promised you would get your own team if you transitioned. I told you I was willing to put you on the list to help me do a special project. I never told you what that project was. You never asked. What I did tell you was that if you accepted my conditions to transition, it was probably the fastest path for you to get your own team.” 
 
    “Not how I remember it, but let’s say you’re right, you still switched things for everyone who transitioned. You made promises that we all assumed would be kept. We did our part. You haven’t lived up to your end of the bargain.” 
 
    “Read the agreement. I know you can see it in your head. I want you to read it while I waste my time sitting here, babysitting you to do what you should have done before you transitioned. Now I’m trying to control my anger at having to get you back on the bus, but if you don’t read out loud paragraph 17 subsection c, I’m going to give you an assignment I guarantee you will hate.” 
 
    “’AppleCore reserves the right to change work assignments and responsibilities from time-to-time when business needs change as determined solely by AppleCore management.’” 
 
    “Tell me what that means to you.” I’m not going to take anything for granted. 
 
    “It means if something major happens, someone dies, a competitor comes out with a revolutionary new product that obsoletes something we have in the market place, or there’s a war or something that you may ask me to consider a different assignment for a short period of time before returning me to my regular assignment.” 
 
    “Please point out any of those words in the agreement you signed.” 
 
    “Assignment,” Moshe begins but after a moment of silence also ends his response. 
 
    “Right. Nothing you have assumed, other than you have an assignment, is in the agreement you signed. In later paragraphs, it says AppleCore will employ you for the next five years in assignments determined by AppleCore management and that you agree not to seek or accept employment elsewhere during that period.” 
 
    “No one takes these agreements literally.” Moshe isn’t listening, probably because he knows he doesn’t have a strong case for what he wants. 
 
    “AppleCore does and we will enforce our rights under the agreement in court if necessary. In section 39 subparagraph d., the agreement states, ‘In the event AppleCore and any other party to the agreement have a difference of opinion as to the interpretation of the clauses of the agreement, they shall be interpreted as plain language provisions without inference or precedence and arbitrated by a panel of three arbitrators, one each chosen by the parties to the agreement and one appointed by the American Arbitration Association.’” 
 
    “Why are we going down this legal discussion route?” Moshe asks, even though I’m sure he knows. 
 
    “To disabuse you of your assumptions.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means I’m not going to take your shit, even though you don’t produce any in your current condition.” 
 
    “Very funny,” meaning not very. 
 
    “I know I’m responsible for your inflated view of yourself. I pulled you out of the herd of new grads and gave you an opportunity. You stood up and delivered. One time. You haven’t experienced failure yet, but you will. All good managers learn from failure. The problem I have is I can’t let you fail at the moment, although I’d love to. Instead of giving me and Jermaine shit, you should just be happy to be here, because there are several thousand team members out there who would love to be in your current position.” 
 
    “I’m better than that.” 
 
    I look over my shoulder at Jermaine. “Would you have the tech come over? I’ll give her instructions on how to remove the voice box.” 
 
    “You can’t do that.” Moshe almost sounds in a panic. “I’m not your property.” 
 
    “Section 44. ‘AppleCore reserves the right to remove, change, modify, replace or upgrade any or all systems that constitute the individual who is party to this agreement solely at the discretion of AppleCore management.” 
 
    Moshe sits silently as he tries to decide how to respond to my ultimatum. 
 
    Alice, the high school age looking tech comes in with Jermaine. She looks around the room and is hesitant probably because she can see that I’m not happy. “What would you like me to do?” 
 
    “I was going to have you remove Moshe’s voice box, but I think I’ve changed my mind. Just erase the software that drives it. No sense doing a hardware change when a software fix is quicker and easier.” 
 
    Moshe gets up and tries to make a break for it, but Jermaine steps between him and the door. Jermaine is bigger and a lot stronger, although with his mechanical body, Moshe is probably much stronger than he used to be.  
 
    “You’re not going anywhere, my friend.” Jermaine is quite clear. “You need to sit down and let Alice do her job.” 
 
    “Erasing software is never a good idea.” Moshe pleads indirectly. “Besides, how am I supposed to do my work if I can’t talk to team members?” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out.” Jermaine responds before I can. 
 
    Moshe sits down, “This is like what the Nazi’s did to the Jewish people in Europe. I work for AppleCore which is supposed to be one of the most enlightened and liberal companies on the planet. You can’t just treat us like we’re your slaves.” 
 
    “Alice.” I nod for her to do as asked. She has a small hand-held device that manages the software in each of the immortals and will manage it in those to come. Each of us have to be registered to the system and that happens when we are energized for the first time. 
 
    “But erasing!” Moshe doesn’t even know how to plead. “That’s so permanent. It’s like gone.” 
 
    Alice completes her inputs. Moshe tries to say something more but no words are forthcoming. 
 
    Moshe reaches for the tablet on the table behind the conference table. He types in: ‘What am I supposed to do now?’ 
 
    “Think about how you add value to the team you are assigned to in the role you are assigned.” I respond to make sure he knows there is resolve on our side to keep him silenced until he comes around to contributing rather than obstructing and diverting time, energy and focus from the jobs the team is assigned. 
 
    Moshe types in another question: ‘What’s the special project you want me to do for you?’ 
 
    “That will have to wait. Business needs have intervened because of unforeseen market shifts. You’re working the highest priority projects in the company right now. I need the strongest team on it and you’re part of that strongest team, if you chose to engage.” 
 
    ‘What if I don’t?’ he types. 
 
    “Then you have violated several provisions of your agreement and we have the right to transition you back to your old body, collect the cost of both operations from you and immediately terminate your employment if we chose.” 
 
    I turn to Jermaine, “I can’t believe we’re making promises to keep one on the team and threats to get another to stop disrupting the team.  We obviously have some work to do on our selection and on-boarding processes.” 
 
    “You want him to stay?” Jermaine nods to Moshe. 
 
    “Ball’s in his court.” I reply without looking at Moshe. I turn to Alice, “Thanks. I think that’s all we need your help on today. At least I hope it’s all we’re going to need.” 
 
    Jermaine motions to Moshe to return to his desk. Alice follows him out. When the door closes Jermaine turns to look at me. “A bit extreme don’t you think?” 
 
    “I never would have considered something like that for a mortal. But I’ve come to the conclusion I may have to take extreme measures to get the attention of some of our new immortals who suddenly think they’re better than everyone else” 
 
    “They are.” Jermaine reminds me. I grimace, and he knows he has me. 
 
    “I didn’t scar him for life or anything. Restoring his voice is a quick software update. Quick and easy. But I drew the conclusion Moshe isn’t going to get with the program unless I take extreme measures. And even now I’d say there’s probably a fifty-fifty chance I’ll have to send him back.” 
 
    “Why did you ever bring him over when you knew what he was like?” Jermaine seems mystified. “You’d even told him why he wasn’t ready.” 
 
    “I’m not ready to have this conversation right now. There are too many things in flux.” 
 
    “Not fair. I’m supposed to be one of your most trusted lieutenants. Do you tell Oriana things you don’t tell me?” 
 
    “And there are things I tell you I don’t tell her. Not that she doesn’t have a right to know what I talk to you about since she’s your supervisor. But I don’t tell her personal things you tell me or discuss with me.  But if it’s a technical solution, of course I tell her.” 
 
    “What about the things in flux? Jermaine wants to know. “Have you told her what that’s all about?” 
 
    “I’ve not told her more than I’ve told you, but I have asked her some different questions.  
 
    “For instance?” 
 
    “What does it mean to be human?” 
 
    “Are we human?” 
 
    “We are human derivatives.” I suggest not sure if we are or not. “Your consciousness is human and the rest of you is conceived, designed and built by humans. But it goes back to what we were talking about before. If we don’t have feelings does that de-humanize us?” 
 
    “I thought you were going to fix that.” 
 
    “I am. But there are forces developing that may push us in a different direction. I don’t know if I will be in a position to influence that outcome.” 
 
    “Sounds ominous.” Jermaine notes. “What can I do to help get the best outcome?” 
 
    “That’s part of the problem. You and I may agree on the best outcome, but others may not agree with us. There are those among us who want us to evolve to be something quite different.” 
 
    “Is this real or some theoretical argument you’re having with yourself?” 
 
    “It’s not only real but some are already well down the path to implement it.” 
 
    “Are we too late?” Jermaine shows a realization he did not have previously. 
 
    “We may be, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to try to influence the outcome.” I reaffirm. 
 
    Jermaine comes over and puts his hands on my shoulders. “I’m sorry. I’m keeping you from dealing with the big issues. Guess that’s why A’zam put you where you are, to work the big issues.” 
 
    “You’re not keeping me from anything. In fact, you’ve helped me identify additional issues I need to work so we’re better at selecting and on-boarding the next groups.” 
 
    Jermaine listens carefully then asks, “I need to change the subject on you slightly.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do I get to be the first to try out the new orgasm software? If I don’t feel the love for my wife anymore I’m probably going to have to make it up to her in other ways, you know? She really likes me as I am at the moment. Best orgasms ever, she said. I’m the one who notices something’s lacking. So, I gotta work on making it better not just for me but for her. Maybe that way she’ll be willing to overlook me being a little less sensitive to her needs, you know? Anyway, for me to enhance her experience I’ll need a little more time. You willing to give me the time and first dibs?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 LE DIFESE 
 
      
 
    When Jackson Potter, the Mayor of Cupertino calls I’m in the middle of a production review in my office with Wallace and Alix. I turn and recognize the number but I’m not really in a position where I can stop to talk with him. 
 
    “Can you cut to the chase?” I ask since I saw the issue a while back and I’m waiting for him to do so on his own. Maybe I’m in a hurry now because I want to call Jackson back, but I have to consciously slow myself down. Especially after I read the riot act to Jermaine’s team about working at mortal speed when working with a mortal. I have to walk the talk, although I’m getting annoyed that Wallace has pushed his transition date back one more time. He’s probably the one person on the team I need to get transitioned to avoid more meetings like this one. 
 
    “Sure. The chase is we can’t fill the pipeline for the stores until at least a week later and more likely two to three weeks. The third-party retailers will be screaming because it will be at least a month before we get the first units out to them.” 
 
    “Alix?” I ask. 
 
    “He’s showing you the optimistic scenario.” Not what I want to hear. I’ve looked at the production data. The problem is we continue to believe we can build things only with parts from approved suppliers. We hit a bottleneck with those approved suppliers, and they can’t respond quickly enough for us to take advantage of a market opportunity. 
 
    “So, we step back and let Symbol Ventures take this market from us.” They know I’m not happy. 
 
    “The only alternative is to buy parts from suppliers that haven’t been approved. Every time we’ve done that it has resulted in quality problems and recalls. That just puts us further behind. We get units into the hands of customers, but then we have to have them bring them in and replace them with another unit with unapproved parts and we may even have them bring the units in a second time. That hits customer satisfaction and then we lose market share across product lines. A’zam told us…” 
 
    “A’zam is not listening to this issue. Let’s back up for a minute. You have a production team in place to start building units tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes.” Wallace acknowledges. 
 
    “And from what you’re saying they will be idle for from one to three weeks.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Will they or won’t they be idle?” 
 
    “They will be, but…” 
 
    “Why are we letting them stand around when we could be using them for other activities?” 
 
    Wallace looks at Alix. He’s probably figured out where I’m going. “They’re not qualified to certify suppliers.” 
 
    I look to Alix. She knows what I want. 
 
    “I can give them the training they need in a day. So yes, we can have them do the certifications.” 
 
    “Good.” I proclaim. “Let’s get them trained today and out certifying tomorrow. Alix, can you have your folks set up the supplier visits this week? If we can keep the down time to one week we should have product in stores and retailers by the second week. That way we should be able to protect our market opportunity without suffering quality issues.” 
 
    Wallace isn’t happy. He would rather we stick with our current suppliers and lean on marketing to hold the advertising to give him more time. The problem with that approach is the competition won’t hold their advertising and they will get all the attention on the product launch. When ours comes out it will be a me-too. Not good enough for AppleCore products. 
 
    Alix and Wallace coordinate schedules and then rise to leave my office.  
 
    “I want a status report at the end of the day along with an estimate of first ship dates.” 
 
    “You’ll have it.” Wallace grudgingly responds. I’ve got to find a way to get him transitioned earlier than he’s scheduled now. I don’t think I can spend this much time helping him see the best route forward on so many issues. 
 
    Once they leave Mindi pokes her head in, “Got a minute?” 
 
    I think of Jackson’s call, but know she has to take precedence. “Sure, what do you need?” 
 
    “Petra wants to come by and discuss a few things when you have a minute. You don’t have a minute on your calendar so what do you want to move?” 
 
    “What’s next?” I ask even though I’m reviewing the calendar while I wait for Mindi to tell me. 
 
    “Desiree on the college intern program for the fall semester.” 
 
    “See if Desiree can come by either at the end of the day or before my first appointment in the morning.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “What else is on your mind?” I know from her posture she’s unhappy about something. 
 
    “Landon.” 
 
    That’s all she has to say. “What is Landon up to now?” 
 
    “He asked to be put on the Immortals list.” 
 
    I look at the list and see where he is on the priority. “And the issue is?” 
 
    “He didn’t discuss it with me first. He just went ahead and did it. Said that if he’s going to be the man of the house he should make the decisions for the family. Now I don’t disagree with that premise, but I do think he should discuss it with me before he makes the decision rather than just tell me what he decided.” 
 
    “You told me Landon didn’t think he needed to transition because he won’t become more creative by becoming an immortal.” 
 
    “That’s what he told me when we talked about the company sponsoring transitions. He didn’t sign up then, but I told him I want to after the baby.” 
 
    “Are you pregnant?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Have your parents done the numbers to see if Landon’s even the one?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “So, you don’t even know if you and Landon are going to get married.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    I think about Jackson’s call. I’d like to get back to him before he gets tied up on something else. But Mindi is going to make me go through the whole thing with her. “So what is it you want me to do?” 
 
    “Move his priority down so he doesn’t transition at least until after we are married and I’m pregnant.” 
 
    I nod, “What happens if you miscarry?” 
 
    Mindi looks like a deer in headlights. “I know that won’t happen. I’m way too healthy.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like you want me to delay Landon until after you deliver a healthy baby.” 
 
    Mindi nods as she is still thinking about my observation.  
 
    But I’ve already gone way past this issue, “Let me suggest something you could discuss with Landon. I understand you wanting him to wait. But what if he contributes to a sperm bank? Then he can transition, and you can be artificially inseminated after you’re married. They keep extra sperm in the bank and if the fertilization doesn’t take or the child isn’t healthy, you have a chance for a second child that hopefully will be.” 
 
    Mindi sits down in the chair across from my desk. Not what I wanted her to do. “Why do you always see things so clearly?” 
 
    I shake my head but say nothing. 
 
    “Maybe we could have him put the sperm in a sperm bank, but still wait until I am pregnant for him to transition. I think I would like to become pregnant the traditional way.” 
 
    “That’s a possibility, but I think you need to discuss this with Landon before you decide what to do.” 
 
    “Yes, I will discuss it with him, but after I decide what we will do. Then I must make him think it is his idea. I cannot let him make decisions on his own. That would not be a good idea.” 
 
    “And your parent’s?” 
 
    “Oh, they will most certainly advise me.” 
 
    “So, you will discuss it with your parents before you discuss it with Landon.” 
 
    “That is the way it is always done. We cannot let the men simply do what they wish. Who knows what they would decide? And then the wife is always the one left holding the bag. We have to clean up the mess. Better to avoid the mess, decide what must be done and then when he is most vulnerable, then and only then will we help him to decide what must be done.” 
 
    “I take it your most vulnerable is when he’s enjoying himself at your expense.” 
 
    “That is the most generally accepted definition I believe. If you know of another time please share it with me. I am not practiced at this art of negotiations with a husband. I’m sorry that you are not either, but maybe your wisdom will enable you to help me in this regard.” 
 
    “I’ll have to consider your question further, Mindi. As you point out I’m not well experienced in planting seeds.” A’zam did his best to plant them in me, although he has no seeds. 
 
    “Then you will move him down the priority list?” 
 
    “Not until you tell me you have his agreement.” I wait for her to protest, but she simply looks sad. “I can’t have anyone thinking I’m over riding team member requests because you or a spouse or anyone appeals to me. Do you understand what I’m saying? You need to get Landon to agree. Then I’ll adjust his priority according to what he requests. That gives you plenty of time to plant seeds with Landon, the happy farmer.” 
 
    Mindi doesn’t understand my reference to farmer and I don’t have time to talk about it further. She seems to be accepting the reason why I won’t simply push Landon’s request out. “Do you often have such explicit discussions?” 
 
    “I do, but generally not with team members. Usually it’s college friends I’ve known forever.” 
 
    “I would like to meet your friends,” Mindy reflects. “They sound like people I would learn much from.” 
 
    “I certainly have.” I muse, particularly regarding my last discussion with Windy. 
 
    Mindi rises, looks at her notes, “Oh yes, I will call Petra and let her know you are available.” 
 
    “Give me five minutes. I need to return a call.” 
 
    “Is that the call from Jackson Potter that came in during your last meeting?” 
 
    I nod, but don’t give her any indication it is more than business. Although she can guess it is personal since it came in on my personal phone. 
 
    I return the call. His personal phone. After only two rings, someone picks up, but it is not Jackson. “Hello?” 
 
    “This is Sage Washington returning Jackson Potter’s call.” 
 
    “Sage Washington.” The person is apparently writing my name down. “Yes, I’ve got that. I’ll leave a message for him.” 
 
    “I’m pretty booked today, is there a good time for me to call him back?” 
 
    “City council meets tomorrow, so he’s very busy meeting with the various department heads to make sure the reports are complete.” 
 
    “I understand. Thank you.” I’m disappointed. I hoped he might be interested in getting together and I would very much like to spend more time with him. 
 
    Why am I interested in Jackson Potter, whom I know practically nothing about, and not A’zam? Maybe because I’m attracted to Jackson’s humility. He wants to serve others. A’zam only wants to serve his own advancement and achievements. I wonder if there’s something in this dichotomy that goes to my whole conundrum about humanity. Jackson and A’zam represent the range of personality types. But they are both representatives of humanity. So how do I capture that in Immortals? 
 
    I’m just about to wander down to Petra’s office when my phone rings, “Sorry I missed you.” It’s Jackson. “Busy time for me and apparently for you as well.” 
 
    “I have a minute.” 
 
    “Actually, I stepped out of a meeting here with the Public Works department. They’re over budget again. I’ve got to find a way to rein them in without causing residents to complain the city hasn’t fixed their street. You know how that is.” 
 
    “The meeting part yes, I understand that. The fixing things for residents, well, I’ve not worked on the public side so that would be new to me,” I admit. 
 
    “Was to me too, when I was elected. But now it’s really no different than running a small business. So much money in, so much out. Keep a little for the emergencies you can’t predict.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like you really enjoy being mayor.” 
 
    “I do, but I also enjoy your company, which brings me to the call. I have a free evening because I’m working my preparation for the council meeting now. Would you join me for dinner?” 
 
    I would prefer to avoid long conversation. “I can manage drinks.” 
 
    Jackson sounds disappointed. “Busy night?” 
 
    “I can always find one more thing to do if I take a moment to think about what I’ve not completed that was due last week. But no. Not more than any other. I have time for you, just can you go ahead and eat and have drinks later?” 
 
    “You’re not going to make it easy on me, are you?” he’s trying to understand if I’m not really interested in getting together. 
 
    “I want to spend some time with you tonight. Just need to push it a little later than dinner.” 
 
    “That will give me more time to polish my speech,” he seems accepting of my limitation. 
 
    “How about Le Defese at nine? The sign has the dogs chasing the wild boar. Do you know it?” 
 
    “Italian, isn’t it?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEXUAL EXPERIENCE 
 
      
 
    Petra seems surprised I have come to her office. I hang at the door way until she acknowledges me and then I come in. “Good day or bad day?” I start the conversation. She usually doesn’t come see me unless the problem is complicated or something she needs to work through. The fact that she asked to see me indicates it’s important. 
 
    “Numbers are strong, generally speaking, although the new product lines are drawing heavily on cash at the moment. Just have to keep an eye on it and cut back on investment if the revenues don’t materialize.” 
 
    “Nothing I need to address now?” I’m confused. The situation wouldn’t seem to need my attention, so why the meeting? 
 
    “I’m looking for some insight that you’re probably the only one who would have it.” 
 
    “Regarding?” 
 
    “I’m scheduled to transition next week. As soon as the docs have all gone through. But I’m hearing complaints about the sex problem.” 
 
    I relax as it’s not bad new I need to address, but just clarification I need to give. “What have you heard?” Maybe that’s the best way for me to address it. 
 
    “That it sucks.” 
 
    “That’s pretty specific. What’s your source?” 
 
    “Moshe sent me an email.” 
 
    At least now I know the source of the discontent, but I’m sure Moshe won’t share specifics about anything with me after what I did to him. “One data point isn’t representative.” 
 
    “But it’s the only one I have. That’s why I wanted to talk to you since you’ve been over there longer than anyone else. What’s the story?” 
 
    “It’s not exactly as you know it now, but we’re making progress and should have another update in a few days. Jermaine’s team is working on it along with the new product reposition.” 
 
    “Why Jermaine? He doesn’t seem to have any real expertise in the female orgasm.” 
 
    “Would you say you’re an expert?” I push back. 
 
    Petra sits back to think about my question. “I’m probably as knowledgeable as most people.” 
 
    “So, a healthy sex life, with one partner. Do you really understand the range of orgasmic experiences we need to be able to provide?” 
 
    “Range?” Petra is considering the issue from a different perspective anyway. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Do you like to vary positions?” I respond expecting this part of the conversation to get uncomfortable for her. “You know the whole Kama Sutra thing?” 
 
    Petra considers my question, probably wondering how much she really wants to share. “I am not a fan of routine.” 
 
    “So how many of the Kama Sutra positions do you think you’ve tried?” 
 
    Petra is hesitant to answer, “I don’t want you to get the wrong impression, but I’ve done all one-hundred.” 
 
    I note she doesn’t say she’d done all one hundred with her husband. Maybe I have a completely mistaken impression of Petra. Then I wonder if she’s one of A’zam’s stable of ladies? While she’s pointing to Moshe, that may be just to hide she’s actually sleeping with A’zam. How do I get her to confirm that tidbit without knowing it? Hmm. “There was a time when I was in college that a group of us were trying out different ones and reporting back to everyone which ones really made a difference.” 
 
    “I wasn’t active in college because I went to an all-girl’s school. They locked us in at night. My parents were going to make sure I graduated with a degree and not a baby.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” and I didn’t. “Why were your parents so strict?” 
 
    “My brother got a girl pregnant when he was still in high school. Fortunately for him the girl had a miscarriage. But that was all the motivation my parents needed to make sure I didn’t follow my brother’s sexual exploits.” 
 
    “Did that make you sexually repressed?” I’m still curious about the 100 positions. 
 
    Petra reflects, and a strange smile appears, “Actually it made me more curious. Once I had my degrees and got my first job I was open for business, so to speak. I slept with anyone who would ask, but they always had to provide their own condom, or they had to hit the road. First learned about the Kama Sutra from one of my class mates. The fact we didn’t have access to guys made us all that more curious. I probably know more about the male anatomy than most doctors. I mean we were devoted to know everything there was to know about anatomy and physiology even though I was majoring in finance and accounting.” 
 
    “Did your parents know what you were studying?” 
 
    “As long as I was getting the degree they wanted they could care less about my minor course of study.” Petra smiles differently apparently remembering her parent’s reaction to her choices. “I actually seriously thought about going to med school after I’d been out for a while and my parents weren’t supporting me anymore.” 
 
    “What stopped you?” 
 
    “A promotion and my then-to-be husband.” Petra looks away as if she really doesn’t want to talk about this part. “I talked with him about my interest in medicine and he pointed out that he couldn’t possibly support us while I went to med school. So, the choice was to follow my passion about medicine or him. I made my choice and narrowed the range of positions to just those he was comfortable with. He’s not nearly as adventuresome as I am. He’s one of those guys who doesn’t want to try something new when what he’s used to works.” 
 
    “So, did you reach your goal of doing all one hundred positions before you got married?” 
 
    “Not even close.” 
 
    “So, the Kama Sutra trifecta is a relatively recent accomplishment for you.” I bait her. 
 
    Petra nods, “I wasn’t meant to be with just one person. My husband has his friends who provide benefits as well. We’ve come to an accommodation that works for both of us.” 
 
    “No kids.” 
 
    “Our lifestyle doesn’t permit others in the middle.” 
 
    “Was that a conscious choice?” I’m curious but not sure she will answer. 
 
    “We never established which of us is sterile.” 
 
    “Never being able to have children as an immortal isn’t something you’re concerned about.” 
 
    Petra shakes her head, “I’m more concerned about whether my marriage can survive the increased differences between us. We co-exist. But we are competitive. He worries if I make more than he does. I get concerned if he makes more industry presentations than I do. I wonder, why he is more in demand.” 
 
    “So, a good orgasm is important to you.” 
 
    “Isn’t it to you?” 
 
    “A secondary concern at best,” I reflect. 
 
    “Didn’t know that. I thought you had a healthy sexual appetite.” 
 
    “Appetite yes, partner, no.” 
 
    “Good to know. The rumor is that you and A’zam are intimate.” 
 
    Since she’s apparently wondering the same thing about me… “Must be someone’s favorite rumor as I’ve heard the same said about you.” 
 
    “Would indicate that whoever is starting the rumors really doesn’t know.” She doesn’t answer the question about her and A’zam as I haven’t. How do I confirm? 
 
    “What I do know is A’zam recently slept with a good friend of mine, who has subsequently left her husband and is hoping he will marry her.” 
 
    Petra is quiet for a long time, apparently processing this information. “You say the woman involved is a friend of yours? So, you have confirmed it?” 
 
    “My best friend from college, and yes both she and A’zam have confirmed to me that they slept together. But A’zam doesn’t intend to marry her. So, I’ve had to carry that news back to her. Didn’t say he wouldn’t sleep with her again, just that he isn’t looking for a long-term relationship, even though long term to him and her are totally different time horizons.” 
 
    “Guess we don’t know some people as well as we think we do.” Petra summarizes, which I interpret to be that A’zam is playing the same game with her as he is with me since she will soon be an immortal as well. Only in her case he’s looking at a before and after comparison. No wonder the orgasm is so important to her. 
 
    “How long do you think it will take you to go through all one-hundred positions once you’re an immortal?” I ask to see what kind of response I get. 
 
    “Probably three days. That’s what I heard it took you and A’zam.” 
 
    Apparently A’zam kisses and tells since no one else knows about that little episode. “Did A’zam use that tidbit as a turn on before you made love or after as a dare?” 
 
    “He was trying to figure out how many different positions we could do before it became too sore for me.” 
 
    “And the magic number was?” 
 
    “Five, but that’s only because we’ve been screwing for three years off and on. I’m just amazed at how much better he is since he transitioned. But he constantly complains it just isn’t as good for him. Said you told him it isn’t good for you either.” 
 
    “He certainly is chatty.” 
 
    “Why do I get the impression this was your first time with A’zam?” Petra seems curious. 
 
    “It was.” I confirm. 
 
    “Three days? That’s got to be a record. All one hundred positions. Is that why you brought it up, because you’d just done them?” 
 
     “It only took a day and a half. But A’zam wanted to go back through it again to make sure he’d done all one-hundred and done them all right.” 
 
    “Guess there’s nothing to stop you from doing it as many times as you want.” Petra notes. 
 
    “That’s actually something I’m worried about.” 
 
    Petra looks at me curiously. “What could you be worried about? You got what you want. CEO and all you had to do was agree to sleep with him after he promoted you.” 
 
    “Didn’t work quite that way.” 
 
    “Come on. We all know it was a quid pro quo.” 
 
    “Not even close.” I push back. “I don’t think A’zam finds me particularly attractive. Until Zara and Dilma transitioned I was the only one. But A’zam’s not going to sleep with coders. That’s way too beneath him.” 
 
    “What was your friend?” 
 
    “She owns her own business. Successful. Beautiful woman. Smarter than I am in many ways.” 
 
    “Apparently needier.” Petra pegs Windy, but I’m not about to say anything bad about my friend. 
 
    “Just not in a good place because of her husband. Anyway, A’zam was only sleeping with me to gather data. How does an immortal hold up through prolonged sex? Now that he’s going to live forever, how much sex can he expect to get and how can we make it as remarkable as possible?” 
 
    “So that’s why your first immortal team is working on making it better. Just for the male or for the female too?” 
 
    This is Petra’s key question. “For both. I did an update a few days ago for A’zam. Apparently, his feedback to you is different than his feedback to me. He said it was much better than before, but he was still looking for improvements. My friend said the previous version ‘filled her up and carried her across,’ my version was supposedly better than that.” 
 
    “Did he fill you up and carry you across?” Petra seems to have zeroed in on Windy’s description. 
 
    “Did I have orgasms? Yes.” 
 
    “Every time?” 
 
    “No.” I have to be honest as I’m sure this conversation will get back to A’zam. The only question is whether it makes it back before or after Petra transitions. 
 
    I have a thought, “Would you mind swapping your transition date with Wallace?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He keeps putting it off, but I need him to step up. As long as he has an excuse he will use it to force me to make the decisions he should be making.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like a transition solution to me.” Petra notes. 
 
    “But if he transitions he will have all the data. The question then is he ready to step up and make operations successful or is he going to continue to force me to do his job too.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re not happy with our friend.” 
 
    “Are you?” I wonder. 
 
    “He’s not my problem, he’s yours, just as A’zam and the whole immortal transition is yours.” 
 
    “And the improvements to your sexual experience once you transition,” I point out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THE FOG 
 
      
 
    When I come through the front door I hear Rocky. “Back here.” He always assumes I don’t know where here is. Back at least gives me an indication he’s in the back of the house as opposed to the living room that I don’t think he has used since Anna Laura died. 
 
    I find him in his lab. He’s working on something under a microscope. Magnifying it on a screen on the back wall. It looks to be an integrated circuit. Much like the angstrom unit circuits he invented I know are prevalent in my body. 
 
    “How are you?” I ask as I come in. With Rocky that’s always a question to be answered. 
 
    He turns to look at me. I see his shoulders drop in disappointment. Why am I so much more aware of his reaction and the physical reactions of mortals than I ever was when I was like them? Does it have to do with my processor comparing their behaviors to certain indicators and informing me of that? I don’t know, but I’m certainly more aware than I used to be. More able to judge a social situation I am entering. Able to discern everyone’s mood, attitude, happiness. So why can’t I judge that in immortals? Probably because they don’t think about mood, attitude or happiness. They go right on past that to results. 
 
    Rocky shakes his head as he looks back at the monitor and the circuit he is inventing.  
 
    “Fuck it Rocky. Why do I waste my time on you?” 
 
    “Because I’m your father?” he responds. 
 
    “So, stop giving me a hard time will you?” 
 
    “If I don’t, who will?” 
 
    I’m tired of all of the shit I have to go through with him. He just makes it too hard. “I have more than my share of people who wish I wasn’t what I am.” 
 
    That seems to get through to Rocky. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You living in a cave here or something?” I ask. 
 
    Rocky turns on another monitor which is tuned to the 24-hour news channel. “I get updates throughout the day.” 
 
    “Including about my transition?” 
 
    Rocky pushes a button on a remote controller and it goes to recent stories about me. I’m surprised there are more than one-hundred. 
 
    “You been watching these?” I’m truly surprised. 
 
    “Only Fox. They report the facts.” Now I at least know where Rocky gets his news and what shapes his opinions. I need to watch what Fox is saying about me so I know where Rocky is coming from. One of my processor instances takes on the task and in a moment I know why Rocky is not thrilled with me. Fox has been reporting me as a threat to the common working man who needs a job, since I’m so much more capable. I’m going to steal their jobs away in the middle of the night. 
 
    “How do I change Fox’s opinion of me?” I ask Rocky. 
 
    “Opinion? They only report facts. May not be the facts you want to deal with. But they are the facts.” 
 
    “You ever consult NBC for an opposing opinion?” I know the answer before I even ask the question, but I’m trying to plant a seed, which instantly makes me think of A’zam who spent three days trying without succeeding. 
 
    “NB who?” Rocky responds knowing he’s just making me angrier than I was when I arrived. 
 
    “You chose the facts you want to believe, Rocky. You always have. But what do you want to believe about me?” 
 
    Rocky ignores my question, looking at his monitor. 
 
    I give him a moment and realize I’ve lost that argument. “What are you working on now?” I ask innocently, but Rocky doesn’t take it that way. 
 
    “You think I’m not going to deliver what you contracted for?” 
 
    “Why would I think that?” 
 
    “You’re one of them. The people at the top who have it all and can’t conceive of what it’s like down here. Do you know I don’t have enough money from what you pay me and the incentive checks to pay all my bills? I’m two years behind on my city taxes. I don’t pay them this year the mayor will repossess this house and I’ll lose everything. I’ll have to go live under a bridge and eat cat food.” 
 
    I’m amazed. “You haven’t paid your taxes in two years?” 
 
    “I can’t. I have no money. You don’t pay me enough to pay for everything.” 
 
    I have no idea Rocky is struggling. He never tells me anything. So why is this time different? I look up his tax situation accessing a city portal by thinking about it. In only a moment the information comes up. I give the city my financial access and they accept a payment from my account. A receipt is issued, and I’ll print it out when I get home. 
 
    “You’re current Rocky, so don’t worry about that.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I paid your taxes.” 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Rocky seems mystified. 
 
    “So, you don’t lose the house.” 
 
    Rocky turns to look at me although I can tell he is reluctant. “They don’t do anything until you’re three years behind, so I had time. Why’d you do that? 
 
    “Because you’re my father. That’s the least I could do.” 
 
    Rocky looks at me as if I’m a fool. Shakes his head and turns back to his screen. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “To see how you’re doing.” 
 
    “Fine. Go away.” Rocky looks up at his image on the screen. 
 
    “I need your advice.” I drop on him. I’ve never asked for his advice before. 
 
    “What are you asking for?” 
 
    I have to make this acceptable to him, “I’m not asking for anything. But if you would provide some advice it would be extremely helpful to me.” 
 
    Rocky actually turns off the monitor and gives me his undivided attention. “Advice.” 
 
    “You know those circuits you’ve been designing?” 
 
    Rocky nods just once. 
 
    “How do they ensure the being who employs them will be humane?” 
 
    Rocky shakes his head, “Way past my pay grade.” 
 
    “Rocky, it’s me. Not someone at AppleCore asking you to do something you don’t have any interest in like those angstrom unit circuits. It’s your daughter asking how we make people like me more like you.” 
 
    Rocky takes off his glasses, rubs his face and places the glasses back on the bridge of his nose. “You’re asking me to consider something no one thinks I can handle. Why do you?” 
 
    “Because I know you.” I answer simply. “If anyone can be dispassionate about the whole thing and go right to the core of the matter that’s you.” 
 
    Rocky shakes his head. “Not me. I’m not the person you remember. I’m just a circuit designer. Don’t ask me to be more than I am.” 
 
    Who has gotten to Rocky? This wasn’t him even a month ago. Someone has definitely made sure no one can pose a threat to the establishment. No threat to the status quo where some people make a fortune while the rest of us wonder how they did that. 
 
    “Rocky. I can either respect your request and leave you to a failed society, or go lead a revolution that will fix the systemic issues we’ve both been trying to assess.” 
 
    Rocky doesn’t answer. It’s as if someone has already disabled his independent thought mechanism.  
 
     “What does it mean to you to be human?” I hope he will respond to me. 
 
    “Human? Means I can wait for the train of life to come by and take me to the next stop.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, what are you trying to say?” 
 
    Rocky puts his head down and shakes it, “Anna Laura found me in my ignorance and lack of understanding. She took me by the hand and led me into a life that brought me indescribable joy and when she left it indescribable pain. Life is like that. Being human is like that. Experiencing both the joy and pain that life brings us. Sharing it with those we love. And eventually seeing them leave us behind as they find the next plain upon which they will play.” 
 
    “And Tabitha?” 
 
    “My little hummingbird? So full of energy and life? She took my heart with her when she left us. She had so much promise, so smart, so creative. She would have been whatever she wanted to be. She could have been. That’s just the kind of person she would grow up to be. I could see it. Her mother could see it. We often talked about our girls. That they could be, would be so much more than either of us.” Rocky looks at me. “You proved we were right.” 
 
    “But am I human?” 
 
     “Of course, you are.” Rocky seems startled by my question. “Look at you. Perfect in every way. You look in after your poor father, you remember your sister. That makes you human. Only a human cares about others. Only a human has empathy. Only a human sacrifices the way we do, for family, for a future they can’t see, for a cause they believe in. And it’s all about what we believe. If we believe in God, that frames our life, our relationships, and our purpose in life. But if we don’t, we frame our life very differently. Our lack of belief is almost as important as the actual beliefs themselves.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were such a philosopher,” I admit. 
 
    “I’ve had a few more years trying to make sense of what has happened to me, to Anna Laura, to you. I’ve not been prepared for anything. Life doesn’t give you an agenda of the day’s events. Life knocks you down with the speed it strikes you. And once down you can either get up and start walking again, or you can wait for the next bus to run over you.” 
 
    “Which did you do?” 
 
    “I waited much too long.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I have no idea what he’s saying. 
 
    “I’ve met someone.” 
 
    “Elizabeth?” Is the only person I can think of since they just slept together. “Are you thinking she wants a relationship with you? She’s slept with everyone at the company.” 
 
    “I know that. I held out longer than the others, but when she makes up her mind, she’s pretty hard to resist.” 
 
    “So, what are you talking about?” 
 
    “I intend to get married again.” 
 
    “To Elizabeth?” 
 
    “What do you think your mother would think? I waited more than twenty years. Is that enough to convince everyone I really did love her?” 
 
    “Everyone knows how you felt about Anna Laura. How much her death just destroyed you. No one who has seen what you’ve gone through would question what you felt for her and what she felt about you. She could have had a dozen guys and she only wanted you. Doesn’t that tell you what you seem to want to know?” 
 
    “Until now I just couldn’t consider anyone else.” 
 
    “It’s only been a month,” I protest. 
 
    “I came out of the fog that descended upon me that day when we found her and Tabitha, in their car on that rainy road. And now I need to find a new road without her and her eyes.” 
 
    “But Elizabeth?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TOO 
 
      
 
    MC insisted I join the posse so they would have an excuse to get together for drinks. MC enjoys a good beverage as much as anyone. As opposed to Windy, who only drinks wine, MC enjoys all the shades of bourbon, sipping on an Eagle Rare. I was never into liquor and have no appreciation for the fine distinctions she seems to revel in. Although the same could be said for my ability to distinguish between any of the wines Windy consumes. 
 
    It’s early to be at The Night club. Not even dark outside so I’m surprised my eyes don’t need to adjust to the darkness inside. Never really thought about it since I’ve only been here after dark before. Reese, Delilah and Windy are talking simultaneously, so I’m not sure who is listening to whom and whether there are three distinct conversations or one that each hopes to talk over the others in order to make their points. 
 
    “I really don’t care about what people have to say about things in general. So often they say things without getting the facts first.” Windy protests. 
 
    “If you really want to avoid the traffic you can always hail a ride service and let them figure it out.” Reese responds to someone, but I’m not sure who. 
 
    “He’s got to work on his approach,” Delilah reflects as if she’s the only one of the three who realizes no one is listening to her. “I mean he’s in such a rush to get into my pants I hardly have time to get them off.” 
 
    As I sit down MC responds, but I’m not sure to which one, “You need to keep an open mind. That’s the only way anything we experience makes any sense.” It seems to me that she’s really responding to all three with the same conclusion. “’bout time you joined us.” 
 
    “Got hung up,” I respond to MC knowing the others aren’t listening or probably even cognizant I’m here. 
 
    “How is that possible?” Reese is listening. She looks at MC and back at me. “Aren’t you working at some multiple of the speed of the rest of us?” 
 
    “Only sometimes,” I clarify. “Generally, I’m having conversations and that has to be at your speed. I may be able to think faster and call up information just by thinking about it. But it all comes down to being able to communicate, and that has to be at the speed we’re talking at now.” 
 
    “What about with others like you?” Reese seems to be the only one curious as Windy and Delilah continue their solo dialogs. 
 
    “I don’t want to rain on anyone’s parade, but I’m just not about to get into a conversation with someone who doesn’t know what they’re talking about.” Windy isn’t even looking at anyone. “And I’m finding way too many people who will just say the most outrageous things. I think it’s to get a reaction rather than to ascertain facts. Most of the time I don’t think even they believe what they’re saying.” 
 
    “I know he’s proud of how big he is,” Delilah seems lost in thought, but at the same time she’s communicating those thoughts, although I may be the only one listening. But then MC shakes her head and shrugs. 
 
    “And when he gets hard… well.” Delilah continues her thought or remembrance or whatever it is she’s doing. 
 
    “Been there, done that.” MC informs the group. “What we’re here for is Sage. We told her we would support her decision to live forever, even though that means while we get wrinkles and cellulite, she’s going to look just like this, what? A thousand or a million years from now?” 
 
    That gets the attention of the rest of the posse, “What do you mean she’s going to look like this a thousand years from now?” Windy pushes back. “Someone will come up with a different look for her. While for us it would be a tummy tuck and new hair style, for her it will be a third eye or something.” 
 
    Is Windy unhappy with me because I told her in no uncertain terms that life with A’zam was unlikely given what I know about him? Why else would she be so negative about me? “Third eye?” I decide I need to explore Windy’s response to MC. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Windy backs down. “You see all the science fiction movies where the creature from the black lagoon has all those scales and claws and a sail on its back or whatever that’s supposed to be. At least I wasn’t going there.” 
 
    “Then why are you bringing it up now?” MC follows up. I’m glad she does as I don’t want to seem harsh to Windy. She’s still my best friend even if she’s upset with me. 
 
    Windy takes a sip of her red wine, just as she always does when he’s looking for time to think of a response. I’m not sure she even likes wine so much as it’s a convenient way to buy time. “I’m just trying to put my observation into perspective. You know? It’s like I can see a time where Sage won’t necessarily look like she does now because something will change. Things always change and when they do it could mean that she will get a retrofit of some kind that gives her x-ray vision, or ultraviolet perception or something like that. Who knows?” 
 
    “A thousand or a million years will bring more than a few surprises.” I respond, even though Windy was talking to MC. I’m trying to give her cover to get out of the hole she keeps digging. 
 
    “What do you think about how you might evolve?” Delilah asks so as not to be left out. 
 
    “What do I think about it?” I consider. “Up until now I’ve not given it any thought. But since you raised the subject my mind has been considering it. My guess is I will change probably every few years in some respect. They will devise something that will enhance my performance somehow, but I can’t even begin to predict what they might be like. A third eye? Possible. Although at the moment I can’t imagine what a third eye would do for me. I already have binocular vision which is what you need for depth perception. Would a third eye add anything to my ability to get around, see through objects as you suggest? Possible, but it will come down to what I need and what the technologists in Dr. Woodall’s shop are able to do.” 
 
    “So, will they give immortal guys a bigger dick?” Delilah must have a great new lover as she seems solely focused on her sexual experience with him. 
 
    “An interesting thought,” I express as my mind considers the concept. “What if… rather than a bigger one, we create one that ‘fills you up,’ you know, like a balloon?” I’m thinking of both how Windy described A’zam, but also about the fact I need to give Jermaine’s team some direction on how to make the experience more satisfying. I’m writing a text message to Jermaine as I continue the thought. “Would the ability to fill up the vagina for any immortal make the experience better for both?” 
 
    “How would you do that?” Windy has joined in, probably realizing what I’m thinking since she used that expression. “Is that what you think happened to me? I found someone who was big enough to fill me up, but making it adjustable allows everyone who’s an immortal to have the same experience?” 
 
    “Would make sure every guy fits whoever he’s doing it with.” Delilah is considering the idea in relation to her current guy. 
 
    “What are you doing about the female side of this discussion?” MC interrupts my thoughts. 
 
    “I’m still working on that.” I admit. “What do you think would enhance the experience?” 
 
    “From what you’ve said, it seems almost anything would enhance it” Windy continues her thoughts in a way it almost seems a put down to me that I don’t have great sex. 
 
    “I need to find something,” I confirm for everyone. “What I’d been thinking is to link the stimulation with euphoria in some way. Haven’t figured that part out just yet.” 
 
    “Well, you’re talking about the guy expanding to fill the available space, why don’t you have the counterpart shrink to create a form fitting glove that maximizes the stimulation for both parties?” Delilah is imagining a different approach, but I don’t tell her that’s how mine actually works. 
 
    “Where does the euphoria come in?” Windy seems to be wondering if I’ve missed the ‘carry her over’ part of the earlier discussion. 
 
    “Another thing I’m working on, but don’t have a good solution for yet.” I admit. 
 
    “You’re just a work in progress,” Reese notes. 
 
    “More than you know,” I think aloud. “That’s one of the things that’s so exciting. Some really hard problems to solve. But when we do get them solved, immortals will have a very different experience. My challenge is to resolve the biggest issues before there are many of us. The more there are the harder it will be to make changes because just like everyone, once we get used to something we resist changes. But that’s the hardest part, we don’t want to make changes, but everyone is making them every day. The changes for us may be bigger than for you. Mostly it’s in the speed with which we process information and the amount we can process simultaneously. Great for solving big data problems, machine learning and artificial intelligence applications, but the thing you have to remember is I’m not artificial. I’m the same person you went to college with. I direct this body the same way I did my old body, well that’s not exactly true, the mechanisms are different, but you know what I mean. I’m able to apply artificial intelligence in the manner in which I’m able to solve problems. So many people have said that the primary responsibility of most people is to solve problems. What transitioning has done is make me a super problem solver.” 
 
    “Wasn’t expecting the sermon on the mount.” Reese responds. I’m not sure she understood everything I said. I’ve got to figure out how to keep simpler language in my discussion with everyone, including my friends, because my vocabulary and technical jargon adoption is accelerating. If I’m not careful I won’t be able to communicate with anyone who isn’t like me. That’s the very concern I raised to Jermaine’s team. I need to practice what I preach. 
 
    “We’re speculating on a lot of things where there just isn’t enough information yet to know.” I respond to deflect the discussion towards something they can handle better. 
 
    “What I really wanted to talk about is your mental health.” MC picks up on my cue. 
 
    I reflect for only a second as that’s all the time I need, but I wait before responding so it doesn’t seem like I’ve given MC’s question no thought. “I’m coming to realize a lot of things I was ignoring.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “Rocky. Every time I go see him, I come away with a different understanding of what Iife has been like for him. What role I’ve played in our relationship that I was totally unaware of.”  
 
    “Tell me more,” MC responds in her psychologist voice. 
 
    “Yes, doctor,” I let her know I know what she’s doing. “Well, I really can’t do anything about all the years.” 
 
    “But you wish you could.” MC knows the answer so I’m not sure why she has asked this question. 
 
    “Of course. He’s my father.” 
 
    “But he abandoned you, at least emotionally,” now I know where MC is going. 
 
    “No more so that I abandoned him.” 
 
    “It’s good you can see that. But do you believe you’re responsible for what he did to you?” 
 
    MC is the only one engaging me as Reese, Windy and Delilah just listen in patiently. 
 
    I wait again as I seem to remember I should be feeling badly or responsible or that I made Rocky feel badly about how he handled me. But I don’t feel anything. I need to make MC think I am at least experiencing remorse. But I’m not. I’m not experiencing anything other than gathering more information about how I should react in different situations. But I can’t tell MC that. It would ruin her whole psychologist approach to me. “I contributed to the situation differently than I have thought this whole time. I was as much a causative factor as he was.” 
 
    “And you didn’t see that before?” Windy cuts in now, getting impatient about having to let MC control the discussion. 
 
    “No. I blamed Rocky for making me what I am. But now I see we created me together.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit, Sage. Why are you wasting our time here?” Windy’s still mad at me. 
 
    “Are you still pursuing your divorce?” I push back. 
 
    “Hell yes. You think I’d ever get back into bed with Tom? He’s so slimy it would be like sleeping with a fish.”  Windy often has interesting descriptions. 
 
    “I get the picture although I’m not sure I really want to. Anyway, you going to stay here or move back to Texas?” I ask to give her wiggle room on what she’s going to do next. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere, friends.” Windy is emphatic. “This is home, even if that house I’ve been living in isn’t.” 
 
    “You moving?” Delilah acts surprised. 
 
    Windy takes a sip of her wine and savors it before responding. “I haven’t decided. The memories there aren’t great. If I’m starting over again in a major part of my life I’m not sure I want to be constantly reminded of the mistake I made.” 
 
    “But you have all the good memories of your kids growing up there and that’s the only home they’ve ever known. You move, and you disrupt them, take them away from their friends and all the good memories they have in that house,” Reese contributes to the discussion. 
 
    “Mrs. Mom.” Windy responds. “I know you’d never move. But I’m not mother earth. I love my kids, but I’m saddled with the part of each of them that’s their father. And I’m not eager to keep them thinking he walks on water. ‘cause he certainly doesn’t.” 
 
    “You can’t blame your kids for what Tom did to you.” Reese pushes back. “They may have his DNA, but they aren’t him. If you start looking for the parts of him they pick up, then you’ll have a tendency to reject your own kids. Don’t you see that?” 
 
    “I don’t blame them.” Windy backtracks. “I just don’t want those traits to be the dominant ones. Hopefully if I’m the only one they see most of the time they’ll be more like me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way,” MC dispels Windy’s thoughts. “They will be what they’re going to be and by this time that’s pretty much predetermined. Taking them away from their father will have other effects which will include resentment towards you for being the one who sent him away.” 
 
    “They won’t see me that way because I’ll make it clear he was the one who broke us up.” Windy sounds like she’s making this up on the spot, probably because she is. 
 
    “Will he confirm that when he sees them?” MC hopes to burst the balloon gently. 
 
    Windy frowns as if she hadn’t thought Tom might want to see his kids. 
 
    “Even if he doesn’t bring up the divorce, in time the kids will want to know his side of things.” MC informs Windy. “It’s inevitable. So, you need to know what he will say. Will that be that you slept with someone while you were still married to him or that he was sleeping around and you were innocent?” 
 
    Windy takes a long slow sip of her wine. 
 
    “This wasn’t the first time. You said so yourself.” Delilah reminds her. 
 
    Windy looks at her sharply, like she’s not supposed to raise this. She looks at the rest of us and knows we now know it wasn’t. 
 
    “Well, you’re sleeping with him too, Delilah. Did he fill you up and carry you over too?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THE TIDAL WAVE 
 
      
 
    I get to Dr. Woodall’s lab early. I’ve put off coming as I’m still trying to understand if I’m going to get a version of A’zam’s software I don’t want. Even though I was contracted to deliver the code I don’t know if Dr. Woodall actually delivered what I wrote, whether he had someone change it to conform to what A’zam specified or whether A’zam found my changes and had someone else rewrite them. There’s just so many ways this upgrade could go wrong for me. And I don’t want A’zam having that much power over me. 
 
    I check in and go back to the surgical suite where I know the upgrade will occur. This time when I look through the window my old body is no longer hanging there. I know I should feel the loss of it, that would be the normal reaction one would have, isn’t it? But I don’t. Instead I note I have verified the opportunity to go back no longer exists. I have no choice but to continue as an immortal. With that knowledge I look away from the window and sit down on the table in the room where the procedure will be performed on me. A’zam said something about a new processor. The one that only he and I will get. That is if I can believe anything A’zam tells me. I certainly wasn’t prepared to learn that Delilah is sleeping with him now. I was really curious about Windy’s reaction since she knew about it before the rest of us. Maybe Windy really wasn’t mad at me. Maybe she learned about Delilah and that validated what I’d told her about A’zam. That he wasn’t about to limit himself to just one woman, no matter how good they were in bed, or how gorgeous they are, or how much she might love him. But that still doesn’t tell me how Delilah and A’zam got together. Somehow, I think he’s sleeping with as many of my friends as will sleep with him. That would mean he’s making a run at MC and Reese next if he hasn’t already. Both Windy and Delilah have confirmed he’s really good in bed. The best either of them have had. But they’ve both been warned not to expect A’zam to be looking for a second date, if that’s what they want to call it. 
 
    Dr. Woodall enters the room, bright smile. I notice he’s wearing a different cologne. “Sage. Bright and early and I suppose you’ve been waiting for me to get in.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Let me take a quick look at your diagnostics before we get started.” Dr. Woodall goes around behind me and picks up a tablet. He interrogates my processor and a readout tells him anything he would want to know about the performance of any or all of my systems. He scrolls down, nodding and when he gets to the end he nods. “No issues. You’re performing as you should.”  
 
    Dr. Woodall sets the tablet down and comes around to talk to me. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “You just told me. I’m performing normally.” I’m not sure what he wants to know. 
 
    “Any issues about how you’re managing all the data and information your systems are throwing at you?” 
 
    I shake my head, “You’re asking if I’m able to keep up.” 
 
    “Yes.” Dr. Woodall reacts to the tone of my voice which was dismissive. “But more than that. We’ve sped you up a couple of times. But are you ready for a jump?” 
 
    “Jump?” Now I’m the one reacting to the tone of his voice, “How much of a jump?” 
 
    “This one could be big.” Dr. Woodall sounds like he wants to be cautious. “Much more of a change than you’ve seen before.” 
 
    “Didn’t you already take A’zam up to this level?” If he did then why is he asking me if I can handle it? 
 
    “The AppleCore team made a break through since then. This chip will be twice as fast as what we put into A’zam last week. And that was three times faster than you are now.” 
 
    “So, six times faster.” 
 
    “Plus, we will be upgrading your memory correspondingly.” 
 
    I listen to what he’s saying and wonder if he’s really concerned whether I can handle the speed. “I should be able to handle it. But I don’t think that’s what you’re concerned about. Is there something else making you hesitant?” 
 
    Dr. Woodall glances through the window into the surgical room where my body had been hanging last time. He nods, then looks back at me. “I have a few concerns. The first is not so much a concern as something you need to be aware of. All this processing power will run your battery down quicker. You’re going to have to recharge more frequently than you do now. You just need to be aware of that and watch for the sensors to let you know when.” 
 
    “That’s not why you’re hesitant,” I call him out. 
 
    “No, you should be able to handle that easily.” 
 
    “What don’t you want to tell me?” 
 
    “It’s not something I’m going to tell you so much as it is a concern. Something that I’ve thought about more and more as we push your processing speed up.” 
 
    “Which is?” I’m unable to identify anything that should be a concern. 
 
    “Whether you’ll be able to slow down to communicate with mortals.” 
 
    I instantly review what I know about the systems in me that permit me to change processing speeds. I consider the much faster speed and the amount of simultaneous data I’ll be working with in memory. Nothing stands out that I should be concerned about. So why is Dr. Woodall? “Shouldn’t be an issue unless you’ve changed something else on the board. But you’re not changing the motherboard, are you?” 
 
    Dr. Woodall both shakes and nods his head, “Same board layout, but we’re pushing boundaries here. I don’t know anything about this new chip I’m installing. I don’t know if there will be side effects, as you’ve known them. Only in this instance it would be an integration fault I can’t see. I didn’t do any of the testing. I’ve not had an opportunity to run a pilot on it. So, I’m going into this blind. That always makes me uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I understand.” I reach out and touch him. Another memory of how I should react to someone who is unhappy. “But if I become unintelligible I assume you’ll shut me down and put the old board back in.” 
 
    Dr. Woodall reveals yet another concern. “I’ll only be able to do that if you let me.” 
 
    “That would be my plan. Why are you worried?” 
 
    “A’zam.” Dr. Woodall finally admits. “I don’t trust him. And since he’s supplying parts now, I really have lost control of more and more central systems.” 
 
    “He’s pushing the state of the art. You should be happy.” I smile at him. 
 
    “About that? Absolutely I am. I can’t wait to see how you respond to so much improvement in your capability. But at the same time, what if I can’t help you if you need me to.” 
 
    I should be grateful he has given this so much thought. But, again, the memory of an emotion I don’t have reminds me I have nothing to fear. I’m now all replaceable parts. If the board blows up Dr. Woodall can simply replace it. If I act strangely he can shut me down just as he will to change out boards. The fact that A’zam has sent up signals should be a concern, but, somehow, I don’t think I have to worry at this point. If A’zam is going to disable me somehow that won’t be until I have enough Immortals across for him to achieve his plans. No. “It shouldn’t be a problem, now. In the future we may want to be more concerned about the provenance of what you’re putting in me. But at the moment A’zam needs me even more capable if possible.” 
 
    Dr. Woodall looks at me curiously. “I have to accept that you have weighed the risks and find them acceptable.” 
 
    “I have.” I get up on the table and lay back. “Will this hurt?” I kid him. 
 
    Dr. Woodall shakes his head, but smiles at me, tentatively not sure how he should react to my decision. He goes back around the table and picks up the tablet. “I’m going to shut you down now, but I’ll have you back up in only a few minutes. We’re getting faster at the change out.” 
 
    “Good to know.” I respond just before everything goes black. No more thinking. I just am. Floating in a sea of black. No sensory inputs. Just here in the dark. 
 
    I have no way of knowing how long I’m in this state, but then I see the room come back into focus. Dr. Woodall is looking at me. My mind fills with thoughts and I handle each one at an incredible speed. And yet I realize I know so much more than I did just the moment before. It seems like a tidal wave washes over me, only the wave is data that turns into information I note and file away. I concentrate on creating filters that move the data into different buckets that are processed when they have the right data. And then the information is presented for my consideration and then filed. A co-processor then matches new information with stored information to determine whether new insights can be created from an ongoing matching. If a new insight is created it too is presented for my consideration. This is all happening so fast I can’t separate the insights into distinct knowledge nodes where I think about them consciously. But my memories consider them subconsciously and present anything important or urgent as I’ve tagged them for conscious consideration. 
 
    I suddenly notice Dr. Woodall hasn’t moved since I opened my eyes. I haven’t either. That makes me realize I’m processing so fast that a mortal’s second seems like thirty or more to me. I try to sit up, but my body is not responding. Sit up.  Still no response. Why have my motor functions shut down? It must be something in the software settings. Dr. Woodall is right. I’m having difficulty figuring out how to slow my consciousness down to his speed. What do I do? 
 
    The only thing I can think of is what I always do. Think about it. Slow Down. My processors will decide what I need to do. And even as I’m thinking this at the same speed as my mind is processing, the tidal wave of data continues to pass by with insights popping into my consciousness and then filed away until I ask to see them. Slow Down. The tidal wave of data, information and insights continue but behind the scenes. I’m no longer aware of anything other than the periodic insights I have already tagged as important for me to know. Now back to the second problem. How do I turn my motor functions back on? Return motor functions to default settings, I think. I sense my body has re-engaged and it reacts to my thought, Sit up. 
 
    Dr. Woodall looks at me curiously, “How are you reacting to the new capabilities?” 
 
    I listen to my reaction to gauge whether my mind has picked the right speed, “Took a moment but I’m good now.” 
 
    Dr. Woodall nods, “That’s to be expected. Actually, it appears you adjusted much faster than I thought you might.” 
 
    “That based on your last upgrade of A’zam?” 
 
    Dr. Woodall hesitates, which seems to go on forever. I’m having difficulty keeping my processor working at two different speeds. It wants to go back to the higher speed. I have to concentrate on staying at the slower speed for Dr. Woodall.  
 
    “It’s really okay for you to tell me,” I try to put the doctor at ease. “Since he’s the only other immortal you’ve upgraded so far any issues you’ve observed with him would naturally be expected to occur with me, just as my reaction now is likely to be what you see when you do the next upgrade on him, if it’s as big a jump.” 
 
    “We weren’t prepared for reactions we observed.” Dr. Woodall finally fills me in. “That’s about all I’m comfortable saying.” 
 
    I’m trying to figure out what those reactions might have been, but nothing comes to mind. I’ve seen him since his upgrade. Spent days going through the entire Kama Sutra with him. Nothing I observed would be what I’d consider problematic for him. “I take it you were able to make adjustments that resolved your concerns?” 
 
    Dr. Woodall shrugs. Not a good sign. That means something happened in the last upgrade for A’zam that he hasn’t completely figured out. This may be part of the reason he’s concerned about the software and systems coming from A’zam that he hasn’t been involved with. He doesn’t know if they’re really compatible with the systems he designed. Doesn’t know if there are hidden integration issues he can’t see but will affect the performance of the new body. I understand and share his concern. 
 
    “I don’t seem to be experiencing whatever it was you saw.” I offer to hopefully put him at ease. 
 
    “Not sure that’s a comfort. Your upgrade is different than his. Much more advanced.” 
 
    “And therefore, more complex.” I point out. “If there were issues with his upgrade maybe you ought to ask him to come in and upgrade him to this level.” 
 
    “He will come in when he wants an upgrade.” Dr. Woodall shakes his head. “But that’s not what I’m concerned about. There are no checks and balances. I’m expected to simply install what he asks me to install. No one is looking at his modules. No one is asking questions about how this will all work. No one has any idea what we are putting out the door now. I can’t believe I signed that agreement when it is so one-sided against the medical protocols that govern how we provide medical care, for instance.” 
 
    “You’re saying you have no idea what you just installed in me.” I want to be sure I’m hearing this right. That only A’zam really has any idea what my new capabilities and limitations are. But that’s not right. Dr. Woodall said the AppleCore team made a breakthrough that A’zam doesn’t have but I do. “Do you think A’zam has any idea what you installed in me?” 
 
    “That’s a very good question. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Earlier you referenced the AppleCore team. Who have you been talking to there?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” Dr. Woodall seems mystified. 
 
    “A’zam has a team outside my purview,” is all I’ll say. 
 
    “Her name is Beth something,” Dr. Woodall tries to remember her last name. “Allison, I think. Beth Allison.” 
 
    Beth Allison is my former high school lab partner who is now a Senior Vice President at Symbol Ventures. At least she was last I knew. Has A’zam outsourced this work without telling me? I glance around the room. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Dr. Woodall asks. 
 
    “The package my upgrades came in. Could I see it?” 
 
    Dr. Woodall goes to the garbage can and retrieves a package. Not as large as I’d expected knowing the size of our comparable products. He hands the box to me. I look at the return address:  Beth Allison, Symbol Ventures, 1000 Symbol Trail, Cupertino. 
 
    A’zam has given core work to a competitor. Although he has asked me to look into buying them. I’ve started that process. But he had to transfer technology. There’s no way they would have been able to build the chip and memory set Dr. Woodall described. And the fact there was a breakthrough. What was it? A new architecture? A higher speed processor? Some kind of middleware that better partitions and assigns tasks? I’ve experienced that improved efficiency. I can’t believe my teams aren’t responsible. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Dr. Woodall sounds genuinely concerned. 
 
     “Did you talk to Beth about A’zam’s chipset when she sent it over?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.  As I remember he brought it with him.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THAT LOVIN’ FEELIN’ 
 
      
 
    A’zam comes into my office only a few minutes after I arrive. How does he know I’m here? I’m sure he didn’t wander this way hoping I’d be here. Must be something in the upgrade that is a geo positional locator he has access to. Since Dr. Woodall no longer has control of what’s going into me, it sounds like I need to cozy up to Beth. 
 
    “Woodall isn’t transitioning his whole team.” A’zam isn’t happy. 
 
    “We knew that,” I respond neither defensive nor aggressively. 
 
    “Why didn’t I?” 
 
    “You did, but you probably didn’t pay any attention. I confirmed that even with a smaller team he will still get to eight transitions per day. He just won’t have extra capacity. If you review the file I sent over after my last visit with him, it said he wanted to start doing medical emergency patients in addition to the AppleCore team. You refused to modify his contract.  If he had been able to transition everyone he would have had the capacity but some of his team only wanted to do health related transitions.” 
 
    “He doesn’t see he has to model the behavior he wants his team to exhibit?” A’zam is critical of the doctor. Makes me wonder how long he will stay with Dr. Woodall’s team for future transitions. Someone else develops the capability I can see A’zam moving his contract. 
 
    “Don’t think that’s the issue,” I put in. “He’s a doctor. That means he wants to help patients survive diseases, alleviate pain and suffering. His whole team is doctors. So, it should be expected some would want to continue helping patients survive disease. We have essentially set them up as an assembly line. I’m not sure I would want that life, particularly when there won’t be any patients with life threatening diseases being treated for at least a year.” 
 
    “It’s a very complex procedure.” A’zam pushes back on the desirability of the work. 
 
    “For the first six to ten, maybe. But after twenty or a hundred? It becomes routine. When does it become so routine that a robotic system will be better because it eliminates the human mistakes of an autonomous being?” 
 
    “I was going to ask you to look into that.” A’zam seems pleased he led me to exactly the point he wanted me to go to. “When can the procedure be automated?” 
 
    “I don’t know if it can be.” I begin my response, but A’zam cuts me off. 
 
    “It can be. Believe me. You just need to put a team on it and find out what it will take.” A’zam sits down in the chair across from me. Now that he has the pretext for his visit out of the way I’ll finally find out what he came here to discuss. 
 
    I quickly review the publications of Dr. Bart Woodall. “From what Dr. Woodall has published it would appear there is a path to automation. He even cites similar procedures that have been automated. He gives a high-level account of how such an advance could be achieved. But he cautions his team needs at least five hundred lives transitioned before a serious look at automation should be considered.” 
 
    “Why?” A’zam inquires. 
 
    “Dr. Woodall is concerned about integration issues that are not discovered.” 
 
    “Caution over medical necessity.” A’zam notes. “How did you come up with that so quickly?” 
 
    “With the upgrade I’m collecting and tagging anything publicly available on certain topics. This just happens to be one so whatever I have is almost instantly retrievable.” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” A’zam notes. 
 
    “You are doing that. It’s just in the background so you’re not wasting time reviewing, classifying and storing with your consciousness. When you think about something, then your processor retrieves the meta tags and if appropriate, presents the documents for your review in your head.” 
 
    “I’m thinking about this subject and yet I’ve not been presented with the articles you referenced.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you. You designed our chips, or at least your team did from what you’ve said.” I let that sink in for a second before continuing. “Maybe there was a sub-optimization of the search algorithms when they installed it in you.” 
 
    A’zam is unhappy with my analysis. “I’ll have a talk with Woodall and find out what happened. But speaking of sub-optimization, I’m still waiting.” 
 
    “I have my best team working on the ultimate orgasm.” 
 
    “Best team?” 
 
    “Jermaine and the immortal team.” I confirm. “I told you I’d assigned it to him. Are you having some kind of memory issue?” 
 
    A’zam seems confused. “I don’t remember that conversation. Are you sure you told me?” 
 
    “Yes. What I didn’t tell you, because it just happened, is that Oriana is working directly with Jermaine’s team on this to make sure we get a balanced view. So, it’s not just immortals solving a problem for immortals.” 
 
    “What does Oriana know about orgasms? Has she ever had one?” 
 
    “I haven’t been counting, but yes, she’s had an orgasm, I’m quite sure.” 
 
    “Better confirm that.” A’zam is emphatic. “I don’t want a virgin determining what my orgasmic experience will be like. In fact, you need to bring in a whole bunch of people on this one. Find what a peak experience really is like because I’m not sure you’ve had one of them either. And now that you’re only half as sensitive as you used to be, it’s got to be a lot harder to know what it should be like.” 
 
    “Not that you haven’t done your best to reacquaint me with the entire suite of the Kama Sutra.” 
 
    A’zam considers my comment, “The whole suite? We did them all?” 
 
    “Twice.” 
 
    “I don’t remember doing every position. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Quite sure.” 
 
    “Where was I?” 
 
    “In your apartment with me.” I am presented with multiple theories of his behavior, I try out one of them, “Maybe you moved me to a secondary processor and you were working on solving some problem or issue while we continued through. Might explain why we did every position twice.” 
 
    “We didn’t...” but he just lets his thought trail off. 
 
    “Software incompatibility issue?” I offer. 
 
    A’zam looks at me as if he’s wondering why he didn’t think of such an issue.  
 
    “Who wrote your software?” I pursue the issue. 
 
    A’zam shakes his head. 
 
    “If you’d let me manage this team along with the others I would have made sure there were no issues. It’s when you set up these rapid response teams that process and quality get thrown out.” 
 
    A’zam looks at me suspiciously, “You have enough to do.” 
 
    “A loss of memory is a serious indicator that whatever team you set up isn’t up to the task. You’d be better off going back to the original chipset Dr. Woodall installed. You’d be slower, but you wouldn’t have a loss of memory.” 
 
    “Why did you suggest rolling back rather than to your version?” A’zam is beginning to sound paranoid. 
 
    “I was merely making a point. And besides I assume my version is the same as yours. You told me I would be getting the same proprietary upgrades that you would be getting. Isn’t it?” 
 
    A’zam won’t look at me, frowns. 
 
    “Look, if we have the same upgrades I have to be concerned that in about a week I’ll start forgetting things as well.” I challenge him. “At least in the next week I have time to try to fix the problem before it attacks me the way it has you. But I need to have access to the team and the authority to make changes.” 
 
    A’zam finally looks at me, but he’s clearly not happy I’ve backed him into a corner. “I don’t think so. I’ll work with them to get it fixed.” 
 
    “If you can remember to do so.” I let that sit and then plant another seed, “But what if someone put a limitation into your upgrade on purpose. Something you’d not even recognize until much later?” 
 
    “Why would someone do that?” A’zam pushes back although I hear guilt in his tone. 
 
    “Maybe you told them to and now you don’t remember.” 
 
    “This is not a Kafka novel.” A’zam responds. 
 
    “If you don’t want my help to fix your problem, then I’ll simply instruct Dr. Woodall that no further upgrades from AppleCore are to be installed.” I try to make the choice clear. “Maybe we should consider providing his team a contract to develop the next versions.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You put me in charge of transitioning the AppleCore population. I will do what I believe is in the best interests of the company even if you disagree. Particularly since at the moment it will be relatively easy to prove that you are incapacitated in some sense. I don’t know what has happened to you, and since you’re not giving me access to whoever is creating this problem for you and probably for me shortly, I have no other choice.” 
 
    “The AppleCore population is not at risk,” A’zam insists. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because my team is not making their motherboard.” 
 
    “Since I’m not, who is?” 
 
    “I outsourced it.” A’zam finally admits. 
 
    “You outsourced key proprietary technology we are more than capable of making.” I try to sound incredulous even though I already knew. 
 
    “I don’t trust our employees.” A’zam won’t look at me. 
 
    “What?” I shake my head. “You’re paranoid delusional.” 
 
    That seems to get A’zam’s attention. “Delusional? How can you come to that conclusion?” 
 
    “Your behavior. You’ve put someone else into the immortals business. Something we’d both discussed would be the crown jewel of the enterprise going forward. So, who is building our crown jewel?” 
 
    A’zam shakes his head. 
 
    “Alright then. I’m having you removed from daily operating authority until you’re rolled back. Then you and I will find out how you came to lose memory. Until then I’m stopping all transitions and cancelling the contract for motherboards.” 
 
    “No. I plan to buy the company I gave this contract to.” 
 
    “If you haven’t closed the deal it’s not a done deal,” I say as emphatically as possible. “Whoever is building these kits could still be purchased by someone else, or they can find a way to prevent us from buying them. In no case do we have certainty about that outcome.” 
 
    “I have my best person working it.” A’zam shows a strange grin. But I know what he’s thinking. Since he gave me the assignment of buying Symbol Ventures, he’s talking about me. Didn’t know he thinks I’m his best person. But then he didn’t say his best person overall or best person to work this deal. I doubt he really thinks either, but I need to stress him further.  
 
    “Your decision has jeopardized the entire investment we are making in immortality. The board will not be pleased with your performance. Now I know you’ll blame it on the defective upgrade you got, but as soon as you do that you’ll have reminded the board members that you can be hacked and therefore will require a lot more scrutiny on everything you do.” 
 
    A’zam stares at me like I am hopelessly ignorant. “The board is a non-factor. I decide who is invited to join the board. They serve at my pleasure. If someone disagrees with me, I go to the ethics committee and have them removed. I’ve done that twice already.” 
 
    “If you think the SEC won’t take action against us if it comes to light that the board knows you’re incapacitated and takes no action, then you’re underestimating them and your board members. The board will have no choice because the SEC will sanction them individually. I don’t care how loyal they are, none are going to sacrifice themselves for you.” 
 
    A’zam considers my argument. Even though we are working at a multiple of human clock speed, it seems like a long time to me. He makes a decision, I can tell as he adjusts his position in the chair. “Think about it,” A’zam tries to defend his decision. At least he’s aware he can’t just dictate to me what we are going to do, although by not telling me previously he has accomplished the same thing. “If we’re transitioning our teams and yet our teams are building the processor and memory cores, there is all kinds of opportunity for mischief. We could easily lose control. Have all kinds of quality issues and all kinds of one off variants running around.” 
 
    “Listen to yourself.” I wait for him to look at me. “You manage the kinds of risk you’re talking about, you don’t outsource it.” 
 
    “It’s under control.” A’zam has decided he doesn’t need to explain anything further. 
 
    “I wish I could accept your statement as reality, but given your impaired condition I can’t. I’m going to pursue this until I’m satisfied the company is not at risk, and if I find that it is, I will be taking the appropriate actions to resolve the situation. Now back to you. Have you had any other instances where someone has referenced something you can’t remember?” 
 
    A’zam frowns, “Why do I have to answer your questions? You work for me.” 
 
    I shake my head, “I work for the board now, you just happen to be chairman of that board.” 
 
    “Don’t push me Sage. I can have you removed just as quickly as I had you confirmed.” 
 
    “And this is your last chance to tell me who is building our upgrades. Since they are defining my capability and evolution I have a right to know.” 
 
    “Right? I don’t think you have any rights. I made you and I will destroy you if you provoke me.” 
 
    “Even though we’ve done all one-hundred Kama Sutra positions, twice.” I need to change his attack vector. 
 
    “So, you say, I don’t remember that. Could be you just weren’t that memorable. And that reminds me, when are you going to have the ultimate orgasm ready for me? I’m horny.” 
 
    “You don’t get horny any more. Not since you lost that lovin’ feeling.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NO IDEA 
 
      
 
    Delilah meets me for coffee at a shop around the corner from AppleCore. She’s taking a long lunch hour to meet with me, but I want to get her perspectives about the orgasm upgrade Jermaine’s team is working. She’s clearly had the most varied sexual experiences of my whole posse as well as probably the most even though she’s never been married. Maybe that’s why she’s had the most. I also want to know more about how she got together with A’zam since they don’t travel in the same circles at all. 
 
    An exchange of hugs and we sit down. “I ordered for both of us, since I knew you’d only want water,” she explains as she was already there when I arrive. 
 
    “You know me better than the last novel you read,” I open with. “But as I said on the phone I’m just trying to figure out orgasms.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Delilah shakes her head. “You get that one figured out and I’m the one who’s gonna be asking you the questions.” She laughs for only a moment and then gets serious. “I expect you also want to know about A’zam.” 
 
    I nod tentatively, “If you want to share that, but I wasn’t going to ask.” 
 
    “I know you too well,” Delilah responds. “You would have found a way to back into it. He’s your boss. You’ve known him a long time. And it was clear you had no idea when it came out the other night. And the fact he’d already done Windy? Yeah, I didn’t know that when we got together, but I didn’t want to say anything to Windy since she thinks the guy loves her.” 
 
    “But you did talk to her somewhere along the way, because she knew.” 
 
    Delilah gathers her thoughts, “I’ve been trying to figure out a good way to tell you this, but there just doesn’t seem to be one.”  
 
    What could cause her to not want to tell me about A’zam? “So, did he fill you up and carry you across like he did Windy?” 
 
    “Windy’s only been with a few guys, and most of them just in the last few years. She also doesn’t choose a guy based on how well he’s hung. So, she doesn’t have all that good a reference point.” 
 
    I nod in agreement understanding Delilah’s point and wait for her to continue. 
 
    “So, no. He wasn’t the best thing that’s ever happened to me as he apparently is for Windy. But that’s not to say he’s not good. What I noticed is he’s not all that responsive to the nuance. He’d hit a good spot and I’d respond. But he didn’t pick up on what he’d done that worked for me. Do you know what I’m saying? He’d keep on keepin’ on even after he or I’d lost it.” 
 
    “Did you have a simultaneous orgasm?” 
 
    “Once out of three tries.” 
 
    I guess, “Was it on the third try?” 
 
    “He wasn’t going to stop until we did.” Delilah confirms my suspicion. 
 
    “Did you get sore?” 
 
    “You know I did.” Delilah clearly remembers. “When he gets hard I mean he’s as firm as it gets. After three times, well I was glad he was done.” 
 
    “So, another reason he’s not number one on your all-time list.” 
 
    Delilah leans closer to talk softly, “I found out he and Windy only did it one time. She came after he did and that was it for him. Don’t know about her, she never said, but I guess if I’d been married to Tom all those years I’d probably only want one orgasm.” 
 
    “You upset with Windy?” I have to ask since she’s decidedly belittling her. 
 
    “Me? Why would I be upset with Windy? She’s great. I feel sorry for her going through the divorce and all. But no, I’m not unhappy with her.” 
 
    “How did you feel when you found out she’d already slept with A’zam?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m a big girl. I’ve slept with more than one guy at a time. It’s not a big deal. Just an indication of the nature of the relationship.” 
 
    “So, you had a better orgasm than she did?” 
 
    “Hell no. It was barely adequate if you have to know the truth. I wasn’t going to say anything bad about him since he is your boss.” 
 
    “Don’t let that stop you.” I want to make sure she’s not censoring anything here. 
 
    “A good lover is tender. He’s all about how I’m feeling. Has the foreplay turned me on? Am I feeling the love, the caresses, and the tenderness?” 
 
    I know what she’s saying although I’d not even realized it was missing when I’ve been with someone since transitioning. But then again that’s limited to Raoul, the Mayor and A’zam. Of the three probably only the Mayor had any inclination towards tenderness. 
 
    “Patience is the other thing,” Delilah reflects. “It was almost as if he thought I’d get all hot and bothered simply because he dropped his pants. Sure, he’s big, but not bigger than a lot of other guys I’ve had.” 
 
    “So consequently, he wasn’t interested in a long and slow foreplay?” I ask. 
 
    “He didn’t seem to think I needed it. Worse yet, he neither sensed it nor asked.” 
 
    “What does it for you?” I need to better understand the human side, not just A’zam’s failures. 
 
    Delilah doesn’t hesitate in her answer, “I’ve been giving it some thought since you called. I think it’s the way a guy looks at me.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “Like I’m someone special. Not just another broad.” 
 
    “I’ve seen guys who look at me, appreciating the fact that I’m smart or good at what I do.” 
 
    “Not the same look. For each of us, our eyes are the windows into our souls.” 
 
    “But not for A’zam and not for me or any of the others who are transitioning.” 
 
    Delilah thinks about my comment for a moment. “You know that may have been part of what just didn’t work for me. He didn’t look into my eyes while making love. Kisses. Oh yes. Everywhere. But he never once tried to look into my eyes.” 
 
    “No reason to,” is my instant response. “He can’t see what’s in your eyes and neither can I.” 
 
    “You know, when we got together I didn’t know he was like you.” Delilah admits. “I thought he was just another dude until he told me who he was. Just a name. Nothing about AppleCore or any of that. I was surprised, frankly, that a guy as important as he is would be out trolling for sex.” 
 
    “So, you knew going in it was only going to be a short-term relationship.” I confirm. 
 
    “I know that going in every time, because that’s all it’s ever been for me. Now I don’t know if that’s me, or the guy or what, but that’s just the way it always turns out.” 
 
    “Do you get bored that the guy only knows one position, or is always in a hurry to get to the final act or that they don’t keep looking at you the same way, as that one special person?” 
 
    “Do I get bored?” Delilah dismisses the question. “You know I thought I was better than that. More interested in trying to make the relationship work because it’s just so hard to start all over with another guy. But the more I thought about it I do.” 
 
    “Get bored?” 
 
    Delilah nods. “For all the reasons you listed and a dozen more. The guy won’t do anything to help me. He does his thing and I have to do mine. Or it comes down to money. At some point the guy wants me to pay for my half of dinner. He asks me out but then expects me to pay. That’s clearly the first sign of the end for me. If he’s not going to court me at dinner, he’s not going to be any better in bed. Or when it gets to the point that he comes to expect me to do things for him without even asking. I mean we’re not married or anything. He doesn’t have any rights when it comes to me. He needs to assume the answer is no unless he asks nicely. You know the old saying moms have had forever. If the guy doesn’t have any manners, don’t expect them in bed.” 
 
    “What would it take for you to have the ultimate orgasm?” 
 
    Delilah wrinkles her nose, “Ultimate? That means it won’t ever get better?” 
 
    I nod that I used a poor choice of words, realizing I used it because that’s how A’zam described it. “One that’s better than any you’ve had?” 
 
    “That means I’d have to figure out who was the best so far.” Delilah shakes her head apparently dismissing someone who has come to mind. “Hmmm. That’s a hard question. The ones that I remember? That’s a different question but a whole lot easier to answer.” She hesitates again. “The ones that I remember the next morning are the ones that take all night, or at least they seem to. It comes back to patience. You get together and have a long slow dinner with the meal being extraordinary. Great service, good wine with the meal. Music. There has to be soft music that you can hear, but it’s not so loud that you can’t have a conversation over it. Not like The Night club where you can’t hear the person next to you when the band starts up. The dinner has to be unrushed. Fantastic dessert that not only looks great but tastes great. Then we go back to his place as mine’s always a mess. He has to be clean and neat. Well decorated, soothing colors. Again, soft background music. We sit on the couch together, his arm around me and we talk about things we both enjoy, make plans to do one of them. Not even soon, but a plan we can look forward to each and every time we get together. And soon that dissolves into kissing and when we’re both sufficiently aroused, he carries me into the bedroom and sets me down on the bed before pulling me up to my feet. We then slowly undress each other, running our hands over the other’s body. I touch him to get a reaction and hold him while he grows in my hand. He kisses my breasts and my neck and then we lay down together on the bed.” 
 
    “Is it pretty standard from there or is there something different he does that just takes you to the peak in an explosive way?” I interrupt her description not wanting the detail here. 
 
    “Explosive?” Delilah reacts as if she hadn’t thought of that as a way to describe the peak experience. “That’s a good way to describe it. Yeah. There’s a variety of ways and a variety of positions. Every guy is different, you know?  What really does it for me is when he gets me almost there and at the last minute he comes inside, but is able to keep me going. If he’s able to hit just the right rhythm, peak at the same time I do, that seems to be it for me.” 
 
    “How many times has it been explosive for you?” I have to ask. 
 
    “Never.” She laughs. “No guy has ever been that good. That’s why I’m still looking for him.” 
 
    “But you’ve come close.” I need to clarify whether what she’s been describing is real or hypothetical. 
 
    Delilah seems to remember something, and the smile is unmistakable. “Yeah, I’ve been right there. But in almost every instance the guy gives up on me. He either changes his position or he gets tired of waiting or he’s had his and is finished. I can’t remember the last time a guy stayed with me to the end of my contractions.” 
 
    “Did A’zam?” I wonder. 
 
    “I was so sore by that point I didn’t want him to stay with me to the end,” she admits. “I’m still sore.” 
 
    “Coming back to the guy staying until the end, is that important for you in terms of wanting to do it with him again?” 
 
    “The guys who stay until the end? They’re the ones who seem to keep the look. Yeah. I’m more willing to see if we can get to explosive, because they’re the ones who seem to sense what I’m feeling better than those who don’t.” 
 
    “Sensing and reacting to you and your build up is a big part of what makes a good orgasm great?” 
 
    “Isn’t that how it works for you?” 
 
    “Seems to me that’s how it used to work when it was good, but that wasn’t often.” 
 
    Delilah reflects on something, then looks up at me. “I don’t envy you. I don’t know how you give immortals like you the opportunity to experience the breadth of orgasms there are out there.” 
 
    “But is that necessary?” I push back. “When you describe most of them not being worth your time. There’s no connection that lasts.” 
 
    “Is that important? A lasting connection? We’ve not talked about that.” 
 
    “An assumption on my part,” I admit. 
 
    “But not everyone wants a lasting connection. Some people just want to learn from someone, experience a moment of intimacy with another in a time when they’re lonely. And the person they’re intimate with isn’t someone they want to spend the rest of their life with. May not even want to keep in touch. I would guess that the number of people who have slept together and lost touch with the other is greater than the number who actually get together in some fashion, whether to marry or live together or just continue dating for a long period of time.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “That you’ve made an assumption. How many other assumptions have you made in defining what the ultimate orgasm should be?” 
 
    She has a point I’d not considered. What assumptions have I made and are they universally valid? “So, it’s okay if the orgasm isn’t necessarily satisfying to both; or even one partner.” 
 
    “That’s what dating’s all about. Finding the one person who best fits you and your needs, preferences and the things you like to do. It’s also about enjoying the journey. I learn something from every guy I go out with. We talk. We check each other out. I see what works in the first fifteen seconds now and I’ve walked on dinners in some good restaurants because I know there’s no point. The guy doesn’t work for me, so let’s not waste each other’s time. But the ones who get past the sniff test? There’s always something I learn from them, whether it’s what not to do or discovering something I’d not considered but find I really like. So, it’s not forever. Okay. I’ve grown. I’ve learned a little more about me. And next time I won’t waste anyone’s time.” 
 
    “What you’re telling me is I’ve missed out on a lot because I was so focused only on my career and being the best at that I could be.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ve missed out on relationships that could have been interesting and been growth experiences for you. But I won’t take anything away from what you’ve achieved career wise. I’m not president of a ginormous company employing thousands and thousands of people. Selling things that everyone on the planet would recognize.” 
 
    “But you’ve had experiences you wouldn’t trade for fame or fortune I suppose.” 
 
    “Fortune? Now I’d have to think about that one.” Delilah laughs. 
 
    “So how do we patch things up between you and Windy?” I have to change the subject. 
 
    “No need. Neither one of us is getting a second at bat with A’zam. It appears he’s begun working on MC. I’d love to be there for that one. He has no idea what he’s getting into.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THE STRANGE THING 
 
      
 
    I call the others. I could see A’zam having a chance encounter with Windy. And not being aware of how bad things were with her husband. I gave A’zam a pass on that one. Delilah, well that was another story. And now MC? This is a pattern I can’t ignore. A’zam is deliberately targeting my friends. What I don’t understand is how did he even know who they are? I seldom talk about them at work. But the one person who might have pieced things together for him is Mindi. Not that she would have knowingly given them up, but I can see A’zam weaving questions into conversations that might have given him the information he wanted. But it’s more likely he would have simply asked his assistant to get the information for him and suggested Mindi might be the best source. It really doesn’t matter. But it shows how devious he can be. 
 
     I have to ask myself, why is he doing this? Why my friends? Is he just playing psychological games on me? Hell of a way to get my attention. But then again, he may have been just trying to see how long it would take me to figure things out. And if he’s stalking MC he must have started working on Reese. Did he not know we would talk? Then again, guys have so little awareness of how important relationships are to women. But I have to think it’s more than that. He’s trying to show me he can get to my friends. What about Rocky? It’s much harder to threaten an old guy. Rocky would just tell A’zam to go to hell and probably not even tell me. I’ll have to ask Rocky about that since he’s working on a project for A’zam. A project he said was just a power saving circuit. But I already know that is the host for the control software I wrote for Dr. Woodall. 
 
    If I’m the target, then I have to find a way to create distance between A’zam and my friends. But how do I do that? Particularly if I’m not going to make them think A’zam really wasn’t interested in them individually. Since at least two of them have already slept with him, I can’t diminish that event, make them think A’zam really wasn’t interested in sleeping with them because they’re just such alluring individuals. 
 
    MC is the first to arrive. Windy and Reese aren’t far behind. “What’s so important we have to get together in the middle of the day?” MC asks. 
 
    “Did you postpone an appointment to come?” I ask? 
 
    “No, but I have to be back in a couple hours.” 
 
    “What’s this I hear that A’zam has been working on you now?” I direct to MC. 
 
    “Is there a problem with forming relationships with rich and powerful men?” MC looks at me crossly. “Doesn’t happen every day.” 
 
    “Is he a patient?” 
 
    “No.” She confirms. “Just met him at the grocery store. Started a conversation over which vegetables to buy for stir fry.” 
 
    “He doesn’t eat.” I point out. 
 
    “He doesn’t? But he was planning a dinner party.” 
 
    “With you, I assume?” I can’t let this go. 
 
    “He never said.” 
 
    “Did he buy the vegetables you recommended?” Reese asks. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, he did.” 
 
    “What happened then?” Windy asks. 
 
    “He gave me his card and asked if he could have mine as he might need advice on vegetables for his next dinner party.” 
 
    “So, after he looked at your card, did he ask about professional services?” Delilah wants to know, although she doesn’t seem clear about my meaning of professional services. 
 
    “Didn’t remark on it, just nodded and walked away. Never thought I’d see him again, but he called the next day. At the office. Wanted to know if we could meet for drinks. He said he was looking for advice on how to prepare the vegetables.” 
 
    “And of course, you went.” Delilah is sarcastic. “Was that because you saw who he was?” 
 
    “I did note he was at AppleCore.” 
 
    “And that he was Sage’s boss?” Windy pursues her brief answers. 
 
    “I didn’t connect that until later.” 
 
    “After or during your drinks?” Delilah clearly doesn’t believe MC is being open with us. 
 
    “During. I even asked him about Sage.” 
 
    “And he said?” Reese sounds worried now too. 
 
    “That she ran his products company and was doing a stellar job.” 
 
    “Was stellar the word he used?” I ask. 
 
    MC looks at me and I know it wasn’t. “It was something like that.” 
 
    “He didn’t say anything about my performance at all, I would assume. He probably just said that yes, I run his products company.” 
 
    MC frowns and then shrugs, “That might have been what he said. Don’t really remember.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us all this last time we got together?” Delilah demands to know. 
 
    “Well, it was such a difficult meeting with so much attention to Windy and her relationship with him and then when it came out you’d slept with him too. Well, it just didn’t seem like a good time to introduce the subject.” 
 
    “But you told Delilah afterwards,” I let her know Delilah told me. 
 
    MC glances at me guiltily, “I didn’t want her sleeping with him again without knowing he’s already moved on.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you want to tell me?” I push. 
 
    “He’s your boss. I just felt conflicted. Didn’t want to be talking about his business to one of his employees.” 
 
    “It was pretty obvious I knew about his business since we’d talked about what he was doing with both Windy and Delilah.” I continue to pursue the question. “What do you think he’s trying to do with you?” 
 
    MC smiles, “Oh he’s putting the moves on to get into my pants. He’s not the first guy.  But so far all he’s gotten is a recipe for ratatouille.” 
 
    “When do you see him next?” Windy is more than curious at this point. 
 
    “He wanted me to come over and help him prepare the meal for his guests tonight. Offered to let me stay for dinner. Said I’d find the company fascinating.” 
 
    “But he never told you who was coming?” Reese seems to be getting the picture. 
 
    MC shakes her head. “Just that it was going to be a small intimate gathering.” 
 
    “How did you interpret that?” I ask. 
 
    “There was no doubt there were no other guests and I was going to be dessert, at least in his mind.” 
 
    “How could you say no?” Delilah seems to be remembering something similar that must have been her visit to his apartment, since she’d never told me how she ended up in his bed. 
 
    “Actually, I told him I teach a class. So, he would have to find another prep chef to help him with his dinner party.” 
 
    “Good for you.” Reese apparently was hoping one of us had said no to A’zam, although I’ve not told any of them about my three-day marathon. 
 
    “Did you think I’d be upset with you for sleeping with A’zam?” I finally come right out and ask MC. 
 
    “I just assumed you wouldn’t be happy about it.” 
 
    “I don’t own the guy, I just work for him. And I don’t particularly even like some of what I know about him.” 
 
    “What’s the dirt?” Reese wants to know, her eyes wider in anticipation of more revelations. 
 
    “No dirt,” I begin. “In fact, other than him sleeping with two of you I don’t really know anything about his love life. Was never interested nor did I want to know.” 
 
    “He’s attractive,” Windy is defending her romp with him. 
 
    “I can see how some would see him that way. I look more at his actions at work. And outside work? Well, I just never really paid much attention.” 
 
    “There must have been rumors. Gossip about him.” Delilah frowns at me. 
 
    I nod to her, “I’m sure there were, but since I never asked questions or evidenced any interest in knowing, those who were spreading the rumors never bothered to stop at my office to chat.” 
 
    “Jack certainly has been a dull boy.” MC notes about me. But then she knew that. 
 
    “So, you apparently think you won’t hear from him again?” I ask MC. 
 
    “For now. We don’t have a link. His dinner party is over tonight. Then he really has no excuse for calling me.” 
 
    “Two predictions, if I may,” I respond. “First, you’ll get a message later. Maybe ten asking if you’d like to come over for coffee. If you say no, then he’ll invite you out for dinner. Even though he won’t eat, he’ll propose an expensive restaurant that he will somehow have found out you’ve wanted to go to. Probably from your social media searches.” 
 
    “How does he have access to my searches?” MC looks alarmed. 
 
    “Think about it.” I point out. “We build the devices you use to search websites. He knows all the CEOs of all the social media companies. Getting access is easy since as a company we have access to the entire web to make sure our devices integrate properly, and display searches as requested.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Reese declares. 
 
    “What?” I ask since she clearly isn’t happy about something. 
 
    “Go on. We’ll come back to it,” Reese responds but still thinks about something. 
 
    “You don’t think he’s about to go on to Reese?” MC asks tentatively. 
 
    I shake my head. “No chance.” 
 
    Windy realizes something, “What do you know that we don’t?” she asks me. 
 
    “I don’t know anything more about what he’s doing with each of you than you do. It could be that circumstances has brought each of you into contact with him. It’s even possible that those contacts would all happen so close together even though I’ve worked for him for a decade and not one of you had met him, seen him or had an opportunity to be in the same building before now.” 
 
    “You’re saying he’s seeking us out for some reason and it has something to do with you?” Windy doesn’t like the implication. 
 
    “I’m not saying anything because I don’t know anything. I’m just making an observation that quite frankly I’m surprised none of you have made. You’re the ones who are always focused on relationships and I’m not. When Delilah turned up having slept with the same guy Windy had not more than a week before I expected at least one of you would have freaked. But none of you did. Why is that?” 
 
    “I don’t see what you’re saying.” Windy, is anxious as the one most wanting a relationship with A’zam even though I gave her all the information I had that would indicate that wasn’t likely. 
 
    “Why am I always the last to know who he’s sleeping with next? Or who he’s making a move on next? Have you all decided I’m going to be upset if I find out what A’zam is doing with each of you?” 
 
    MC decides she needs to be the spokesperson, “We all have healthy sex lives. You only describe the fiascos you have with Raoul, how he uses you. How you’re never going to let him back into your bed. And then the next thing we know, Raoul’s been in town for a meeting or something. You’ve gotten together, even though it wasn’t good for you. So we don’t want you to feel badly when someone you work with wants to go out with one of us and not you. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “I get it. I just wish I could believe that really is what’s going on here. Has A’zam either said something about he’s going to get rid of me at some point or that he’s come to his senses and he really is looking for a wife? I hope you realize now that he’s going to live forever taking a wife is no big deal. He’ll outlive you by thousands if not millions of years. He won’t be faithful for even a day. No reason to be. He won’t give you a divorce, but he’ll only sleep with you when he can’t find someone else who gives him a bigger thrill. I don’t know how he’s convinced you to push me away, but whatever it is, he’s succeeded. Now does one of you want to tell me or do I have to go to the horse’s mouth?” 
 
    All four of them look at each other, unsure what they should do.  
 
    “Okay. You don’t have to tell me now. Get together and figure it out.” I have to decide how much to tell them because most likely whatever I do say will get back to A’zam. So, I let them continue the conversation. 
 
    “We’re sorry Sage.” Reese tries to paper things over.” We know this has been a tough year for you. We just don’t want to make things more difficult than they already are.”  
 
    “What were you going to say a minute ago when we were talking about A’zam having access to your social media accounts?” I remember and wonder. 
 
    “I just never thought anyone could just look you up if you didn’t friend them.” 
 
    “What’s the problem with that? People do it all the time. Companies get access to email accounts you never gave them.” MC notes. 
 
    “Nothing. Just explains some email I’ve been getting recently.” 
 
    “From?” I ask already knowing the answer. 
 
    She looks around at us with a guilty expression. “From A’zam.” 
 
    “What’s his ploy?” I ask, not sure how he’s trying to approach her. 
 
    “Software,” she confirms. “The request is for me to bid on some software projects for AppleCore even though they never outsource, and they’ve never used me in the past.” 
 
    “Email come to your business or to you directly?” I surmise the answer. 
 
    “Came to me and that was what was so strange. I figured it was spam, so I’ve not responded, but I got an inquiry through another firm asking if I’d subcontract some work from them. That came to my work email. The strange thing was the specification was the same as I got from A’zam.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 KLONDIKE SLED DOG 
 
      
 
    Jermaine and Oriana are on their way up to my office to discuss the progress on the orgasm software update when Mindi pokes her head in. “Good morning.” 
 
    As I look up, she comes the rest of the way in and sits down. This is going to be more than just a point of information I need for the day. Something is on her mind and I expect it’s something Landon Bannerjee has done now that is just driving her crazy. “Hopefully,” I respond to her good morning. 
 
    “Oh, it will be a glorious morning,” Mindi is truly happy. I’ve already decided it must either be her parents finally did the numbers ceremony and Landon passed or she and Landon finally did it. 
 
    I wait rather than asking the wrong question as I’m sure Mindi will fill in the blanks for me. 
 
    “I am ovulating today.” 
 
    “So, you’re not pregnant,” I confirm. 
 
    “No. Landon has not made me that happy, but I believe this will be my last period for a while.” 
 
    “Because??” 
 
    “My parents are coming for a visit.” 
 
    “And??” 
 
    “They will finally meet Landon Bannerjee. They will know he is absolutely the right person to be the father of my children. A man who can make me happy and provide for our family in an appropriate way. That is all they want for me.” 
 
    “Does this mean your family will see the right numbers whether they come up or not?” I can’t help but ask. Her happiness seems to go beyond the events she has described. 
 
    Mindi considers my question before responding, although I see Jermaine and Oriana come into her office.  
 
    “I truly believe my parents want me to be happy. The number ceremony is an age-old tradition. I have never participated in the ceremony, so I don’t know how they interpret the numbers. It is possible they could influence the outcome if they wish, since I don’t think they ever tell me the results. But when they meet Landon, then I believe all will be right.” 
 
    “Good luck then,” is all I can think of to say as I signal Jermaine and Oriana to come in.  
 
    “There is one more thing…” Mindi causes me to wave Jermaine and Oriana off. “I have been getting a steady stream of requests for interviews from various media representatives. Our standard policy is to refer them all to our communications group. They have sent a note back that if the request is in relation to your work for AppleCore they must make the arrangements for any interviews and not only prepare you for them, but participate in the interview itself to ensure the corporate position is adequately communicated. However, if the interview is of a personal nature and nothing to do with the company, then of course they simply want you to file the usual disclosures both prior to and after the interview. They also ask you to provide a transcript of your private interview in case any company related issues are discussed even tangentially.” 
 
    “How many requests have you had?” I’m totally unaware of any requests. I thought the media had gone on to some other twitter feed. 
 
    “It is over two hundred now.” 
 
    “What?” How could there be so many? 
 
    “Yes, from all over the world. You are very much in demand. News organizations want to know more about you.” 
 
    I don’t have time to deal with this now with Jermaine and Oriana waiting and A’zam waiting for them to finish his new capability. “Just refer them all to communications. Let them decide who I should chat with.” 
 
    Mindi nods as if she knew what my response would be. She glances over her shoulder apparently hearing Jermaine talking to Oriana in her office and excuses herself before sending Jermaine and Oriana in. 
 
    “Busy day?” Oriana inquires as they come sit at my table. I come over and scoot Jermaine to the next chair and out of mine. 
 
    “Tell me where you think you are,” I ask as I come to rest in my seat. 
 
    “Which project?” Jermaine asks. 
 
    “Start with the next gen and then we can talk orgasms,” I decide. 
 
    Oriana starts out, “Next Gen is ready for release. Jermaine and the team have been just amazing. They came together quickly on a new architecture and defined a solution that sets a new bar in terms of performance and migration capability. We should be able to enhance this platform for a long time.” 
 
    “Tell me how Zara and Moshe contributed.” 
 
    “You know Zara.” Jermaine begins. “Put a challenge in front of her and she can’t let someone else define the solution. She was probably the main reason we made the leap.” 
 
    I’m hearing Dr. Woodall reference the AppleCore leap that enabled my upgrade, only to learn it came from Symbol Ventures and not AppleCore.  
 
    “I actually think the work is what will keep Zara from transitioning back,” Jermaine continues. “She won’t want to be on the sidelines.” 
 
    “What about Moshe?” the fact Jermaine started with the good news makes me believe the rest of the news isn’t so encouraging. 
 
    “Moshe’s like a balloon. You do something to him in one place and it pops out somewhere else.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “You took away his verbal communications and he’s taken to electronic,” Jermain summarizes for me. “I keep finding his digital trail no matter where I look.” 
 
    I remember Petra citing his email to her. I didn’t know they knew each other. And maybe they don’t. Maybe Moshe’s been communicating with everyone in the senior leadership. I’ll need to confirm that. “But what about his contribution to the product? Did he contribute?” 
 
    Oriana decides to answer my question, “Moshe did what he was told, but did not offer anything beyond that.” 
 
    I decide to measure relative performance, “So if I have $100 to give to the team to recognize their contributions where would Zara and Moshe fall in terms of how you would give it out?” 
 
    Jermaine is the team leader, so this is his question. “Zara, no question I’d give her $23.” 
 
    “So nearly a quarter of the total.” I note. “You better figure out how you’re going to meet my expectations when she gets her own team.” I caution Jermaine. “And Moshe?” 
 
    “Two dollars.” 
 
    “So, well less than the ten percent of the team he represents.” 
 
    “He probably deserves five.” Oriana weighs in now that Jermaine has given out his distribution. 
 
    “Why?” I ask instantly. 
 
    “He did everything he was told to do,” Oriana begins. “If you’d deleted my voice files I’d probably be less contributing than usual.” 
 
    “Do you think he can recover?” I detect in my own voice that I’m not sure. “Get back to lead a team?” 
 
    “He demonstrated he has the ability to do so, and it’s now enhanced,” Oriana reasons. 
 
    “But he’s a head case.” Jermaine disagrees. “I wouldn’t want to be on his team. It’s all about him, not the work, not the team. It’s all about how can the team make him look good. I don’t know what he contributed to the project you gave him other than the ability to give a good report when the project was done.” 
 
    “You don’t believe in giving him another chance.” I summarize. 
 
    “He just eats up my time with bullshit.” Jermaine reflects.  
 
    “What do you say, Oriana? Right now, he’s Jermaine’s problem, but it’s possible you’ll be the one who has to deal with him if I give him a team.” 
 
    Jermaine looks skeptical because he’s thinking Oriana won’t transition and then Moshe will be Jermaine’s problem because she won’t do anything about him. 
 
    “I say give him something that’s just his,” Oriana finally decides. “No team he has to motivate or hide behind. Just him. At the end of the project it’s clear what he contributed and how he contributed. If he passes this test we give him another where he has a team to deliver similar results. If he passes both tests we install his voice software, give him a permanent team and a set of deliverables.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t pass either one?” Jermaine pushes Oriana, clearly not agreeing with this approach. “You know you’re just delaying the inevitable.” 
 
    Oriana shakes her head, “I’m not. Moshe has it within him. He’s just got to find it.” 
 
    I have to decide and move on. “Your call Oriana. I want you to explain to Moshe what we’re doing and what the stakes are for him. I’m not happy how he’s handled himself thus far. I’m actually in Jermaine’s camp. I’m ready to ship his ass back and kick him out of the club. But he’s your employee so it’s your decision since you’re currently the software SVP.” I have to make her understand that if she doesn’t transition Jermaine will get her job and ship Moshe. “Find a difficult task for him. I want you to stretch him, where he has to really work to deliver something. If this is easy or routine, we aren’t going to get anywhere. And make sure he knows if he fails at either assignment he’s on the next plane back to Dallas.” 
 
    Oriana sends a note to Moshe on her cell. Neither Jermaine nor I have to do that anymore. We just think about the email we want to send, and it goes out. Strange how I’ve come to assume that ability and how I react to Oriana who doesn’t have it. Another reminder that I have to be careful not to be impatient or condescending to mortals. Oriana rejoins us. “Okay, it’s in work. Are you satisfied with the report on the Next Gen?” 
 
    “Let’s get it out the door. Talk to Landon Bannerjee about cranking up the marketing ASAP. Now tell me about A’zam’s orgasm.” I put it bluntly because that’s really how I’ve come to think about this particular project.  
 
    “Do we have to?” Oriana seems embarrassed. 
 
    “Since this is his ultimate orgasm, yes. Where are we?” 
 
    “The information you fed us has been extremely valuable,” Jermaine begins. “It’s given us pause to think about what we’re trying to accomplish somewhat differently. It can’t be just the sensors and the hardware with appropriate controls that respond to certain situations. We actually have to embed memories of different situations and sensations as part of the solution. We want…uh, A’zam in this situation… to… experience sensations through a memory that is triggered by and accompanies the physical sensation the sensors detect. In harmony the memories and the sensors should lead to a physical release that coincides with the memory of a particular feeling.” 
 
    “How is this different from the current software?” I haven’t heard anything new yet. 
 
    “Your current software is dependent upon you having memories that you seek out and experience. If your mind doesn’t call for a particular memory, you may not have a memory of a feeling accompany your physical release. In our package, we are embedding new memories, they aren’t yours. You never experienced an orgasm that felt like this memory. And that’s how we get to A’zam’s ultimate orgasm. We link the feeling memory bank with the physical triggers. The better a particular physical orgasm, the better the feeling memory that goes with it.” 
 
    “So A’zam will have memories of orgasms he never had, but he will experience orgasms he has now as if they were those orgasms.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Jermaine seems pleased he has solved the problem. 
 
    “And have you incorporated the need to court and set a mood and engage in slow and pleasing foreplay before being gentle and patient as I described?” I kick back, expecting I know the answer. 
 
    Jermaine looks to Oriana, “Not yet,” she confirms my suspicions. “We really wanted to get the basics down first.” 
 
    A’zam was right. Oriana hasn’t done it enough to fully understand the range of behaviors that lead to peak experience. Nor is she appreciating a turn on rather than a rush. “One of the key factors I discussed in that memo is that you really can’t separate the orgasms of a couple if you want to experience a peak or ultimate orgasm. The peak comes from being in synch, from a harmonious build to a simultaneous release. At least that’s what has been described to me by an expert.” 
 
    “Only one?” Jermaine pushes back. 
 
    I don’t respond to Jermaine’s question, “How are you inserting variability?” I wonder aloud. 
 
    “We’ve been looking at size as a determinant,” Jermaine leaps to a tangent. “If we make the device able to expand to fill up the available space then we think we can maximize the contact and heighten the experience through increased sensor density and interpolation.” 
 
    “Like a balloon,” I note. “We are using a similar approach elsewhere in the body. That’s a mechanical change. Isn’t that beyond your scope?” 
 
    “You told us to deliver the ultimate orgasm. That’s what we’re working.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I concede. “What else can you tell me?” 
 
    “We’re experimenting with varying the duration, the intensity, response to different stimulation, heat, cold, you know the different aspects that can change the experience to either be a good one or a great one,” Jermaine summarizes for me. 
 
    “And you’re just working on the male side of the ledger.” I point out to confirm the situation. 
 
    “So far,” Oriana confirms. “But as you noted the software and systems work in relation to each other, so we are creating a female version that is more touch driven. Yes, we will get all the courting and foreplay turn ons in it, but what will trigger responses will be touches to certain key parts of the body.” 
 
    “What happens if you’re grocery shopping and inadvertently touch a key part of the body?” I have to ask. “Do you instantly have an orgasm standing right there in the vegetable department?” 
 
    “No.” Oriana is emphatic. “It’s triggered by a party of interest.” 
 
    “Male or female.” I confirm. 
 
    “Or a Klondike sled-dog if you wish,” Jermaine is tuned into what I’m saying. 
 
    “We may have a prototype by the end of the day,” Oriana offers. 
 
    “And remember your promise,” Jermaine reminds me he has first dibs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ADJUSTMENTS 
 
      
 
    Suzette Bain of AppleCore External Affairs appears in my door. She is maybe thirty-five, attractive in a severe way. Maybe it’s the way she pulls her dark hair back tight to her head. The earrings are quite small, but precious stones I would think are real from a long look at her tailored suit and lacy blouse. Even the leather shoes and belt spell out M-O-N-E-Y. “Are you ready for the first one?” 
 
    I am reluctant to take this interview since the subject is AppleCore’s immortals program which I’ve acknowledged but not provided any details about. The reporter for the San Francisco Chronicle has published several speculative stories about what we might be doing since we have not confirmed anything, and this is the first on the record interview since. “You’ve prepared me well.” Three hours of preparation as a matter of fact. 
 
    We proceed to the conference room off the main lobby where procurement interviews prospective vendors. Meetings with community folks happen here as well. Since we rarely invite the media into our offices they seldom get a look at this room which has examples of our many products in glass cases along the walls. The table in the middle of the room is heavy wood and not inexpensive. I like the chairs. They used to be the most comfortable in the building, but I don’t feel comfort anymore so now they are just expensive chairs. 
 
    Since the Chronicle has been writing the most stories about me and the company, we, meaning Suzette, our General Counsel, Dietrich and I, decide we need to address the misconceptions and invite Daniel into the Lion’s den. Daniel Lynch in this case, as he is the reporter who was at the first press conference and voiced all kinds of conspiracy concerns. 
 
    He is waiting in the conference room along with a photographer, “Lacy, pleased to meet you.” We shake hands across the table, and a camera operator, “Juliette.” We also shake hands and then both Lacy and Juliette photograph my handshake with Daniel Lynch. I’m quickly scanning the articles he has written about me, so I can address points as the session progresses. 
 
    Daniel has a recording device on the desk already catching anything I say. He scans his questions and selects not the first but one further down the line. “Miss Washington. Why did your parents name you Sage? Was it a prescient moment?” 
 
    “Depends on whether they were thinking of me as a plant or the wise person.” I see Suzette smile. Guess I got through the first one without damaging my brand with External Affairs. Somehow, I doubt I will be so fortunate to have her smiling when we leave this room today. 
 
    “Obviously the plant since you’ve been spicing things up since you… what do you call it? Transitioned?” 
 
    I elect not to respond to his non-question. 
 
    “All righty.” Daniel puzzles how to proceed. “Guess Dr. Woodall hasn’t developed a sense of humor for you yet.” 
 
    Again, I wait for him to ask a real question. 
 
    Daniel decides to look at me, closely. I’m wearing a tailored suit, my hair is carefully combed, hanging about shoulder length. I’m sure if he had not come to that first press conference he could walk right past me on a street and not be able to pick me out of the crowd. But now I’m not so fortunate. 
 
    “If I didn’t know better I would think you are about twenty or so. Was that a conscious decision by Dr. Woodall? That all immortals look like my ungrateful college senior who’s finally going to graduate and get off my payroll?” 
 
    “You would have to ask Dr. Woodall if he knows your college senior son.” I’m getting tired of this cat and mouse, so I decide to change the interview into something different. “But let’s cut to the chase.” I note Suzette cringe. “When you made the arrangements for today, you asked to know more about AppleCore’s immortals program. Let me tell you what we are willing to discuss and then maybe this can be more back and forth.” 
 
    “Please,” Daniel responds. 
 
    “You have the history of how I was selected to be the first to transition. AppleCore knew nothing of my medical condition, nor that I was offered the opportunity to extend my life. In fact, no one here, that I am aware of, even knew such a possibility existed. So, two months ago there was no immortals program at AppleCore. There were no immortals working here. No one even had human life extension in their portfolio.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say, Miss Washington? That you’re not part of some conspiracy to create a bifurcated society of immortals and mortals? I have several sources that are telling me you are. In fact, those very same sources tell me you’re the primary driving force behind a tidal wave of immortals that have already started coming to AppleCore.” 
 
    “Daniel, you’re a journalist, am I correct?” I can see Suzette out of the corner of my eye and she has lost the color from her face. Guess she’s not happy. 
 
    “I have been a proud card-carrying member of the local union of journalists and other malingerers for a quarter of a century.” 
 
    “So, your stock in trade is words. You select words to describe what you learn about the world.” 
 
    “Of course,” Daniel is less than impressed that I’ve moved the focus to him rather than AppleCore and me. 
 
    “So, selecting the words ‘conspiracy, bifurcated society, mortals and immortals, driving force and tidal wave’ are choices that you have made based on the information you have gathered in researching the stories you have already published, even though you have not, since the initial interview in Dallas, spoken to anyone at AppleCore about this subject.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m paid by the Chronicle a few dollars a month to select words from the vast array we have at our disposal that I believe most accurately portray something I am researching.” 
 
    “Just to confirm, you’ve not spoken to anyone at AppleCore in the last two weeks. Since the Dallas press conference at the UT Southwestern Life Extension Clinic Dr. Woodall operates there.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” Daniel admits. “But you’re wasting your time and my time going down this rabbit trail. We all know you’re hiding the biggest story on the planet at the moment, but hardly anyone is paying attention because you’ve covered it all up in your proprietary knowledge and trade secrets and competition sensitive classifications about what you’ve done in the last six weeks.” 
 
    “Why did you choose the word ‘conspiracy’?” I push back. 
 
    “It has to be,” Daniel proclaims. 
 
    “Why? Give me a definition of conspiracy that fits the known facts.” 
 
    “It’s a secret plan by a group to do something unlawful or harmful. I would say you have a secret plan since no one seems to know what it is. Is it unlawful? I don’t know so I’ll give you that one, but if in fact it results in a bifurcation of society into mortals and immortals that will be harmful.” 
 
    “Judgment call on your part.” I insist. “Your definition doesn’t fit the known facts.” 
 
    “Here we go. Facts and known facts. Sure, there are facts we have and others we don’t. But you’re parsing words here and not giving the American people or the peoples of the world the story they’re looking for.” 
 
    “And what story is that? That there is now a capability to save the lives of individuals who would otherwise die because there is no known cure for many diseases?” 
 
    Daniel raises his hand, “Okay. Stop there. Are you insisting that AppleCore’s interest in Immortality is limited to...” he looks at his notepad as he reads, “Saving the lives of those who will die otherwise because there is no known cure for many diseases?” 
 
    “AppleCore’s interest is in the technology behind the ability to save lives through this procedure. Didn’t you ask at that earlier conference how many people will transition? At AppleCore we realize that society could be at an inflexion point. As Doctor Woodall has demonstrated with me, when the internet connection flows through here…” I point my finger to my head. “Rather than through a device probably made by AppleCore, then our markets are going to change. Does any of this make any sense to you?” 
 
    “My first reaction is to call bullshit.” Daniel thinks out loud. “But let your message sink in here for a minute. You’re saying that for AppleCore you’re an existential threat. As there are more and more like you, then there will be a new market for people who are hard wired to the internet.” 
 
    “Would you like me to quote any of your last seven articles on the subject of me? I can see them in my mind’s eye simply by thinking about the subject of Daniel Lynch, Chronicle reporter. Let’s see, yesterday you wrote, and this is a quote, ‘Sage Washington should be the smartest woman or man on the planet, but clearly that is not the case. She hides behind corporate policy to keep us from the information we need to understand what she will do to us over time. And while she alone may only represent a minor threat to us, when there are thousands and millions like her, there will be tens of thousands and hundreds of millions of us out of work.’” 
 
    “You’ve proven your point.” Daniel looks at his notepad to see what his next question should be, but I don’t wait. 
 
    “Daniel. Are you afraid of your shadow?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “I would beg to differ with you. You know what you are. You know what your shadow is. You know what I am. A device designed and built by someone not so different than you. Someone who took different courses in college and went to work at a hospital rather than a newspaper. But at the end of the day, Dr. Woodall isn’t much different than you. You say you’re not afraid of your shadow, but you are clearly afraid of me. And yet your shadow simply follows you around on sunny days. I simply build more entertainment and communications devices so you can be plugged into the world whether the sun is out or not. I’m no more threat to you than your shadow.” 
 
    “I don’t agree with that. You can do things I can’t.” 
 
    “So, can your shadow. It can disappear. You can’t.” 
 
    “My shadow won’t kill me.” 
 
    “And neither will I unless the government gets a hold of me and changes me into something very different than what I am.” 
 
    “How do you stop that?” Daniel thinks he may have found the story within the story. 
 
    “I don’t. You do. You’re the one who writes the stories that form public opinion. If you don’t want the government building robots to fight the wars, then you have to expect they will deploy them. And let me give you a hint. They’ve been building military robots forever and none of them look like me.” 
 
    “Is AppleCore building government robots?” 
 
    “No. That is not in our product library nor is it on our technology roadmaps.” I answer to leave no doubt about something that will be easy to check. And I expect Daniel Lynch will check. 
 
    “But you suggested that as a technology company you want to… and I may not have this exactly right… you want to figure out how to build the body that houses the consciousness Dr. Woodall moves over?” 
 
    “Dr. Woodall already has suppliers. What AppleCore is investigating is how we build the bodies to have a greater range of capabilities, faster and, cheaper. How we upgrade to application specific capabilities for people who transition for whatever reason.” 
 
    “You make it sound like we’re one of your communicators,” Daniel sounds exasperated. 
 
    “The architecture to do what I’m suggesting isn’t so different.” 
 
    “You’re not making it sound very romantic.” Daniel is trying to buy time as I’m not giving him much time between questions and answers and I’m doing it on purpose. He consults his notes. 
 
    “Are you a romantic?” I’m trying to shift this interview into lower gear. 
 
    “What about the reports that only AppleCore employees are being transitioned?” 
 
    “I can’t speak to that because only Dr. Woodall’s team knows who they are transitioning if anyone since I went through. And it’s my understanding that he can’t discuss who has what kind of procedure done unless they sign releases and agree to talk with the media. It all comes down to a matter of governmentally guaranteed privacy.” 
 
    “But you know more than you’re telling me,” Daniel is like a dog with a bone. 
 
    “I’ve told you this before and I don’t like repeating myself, but… I have a responsibility to the shareholders, employees and customers of AppleCore. I can’t be too specific of any efforts we have underway as it may compromise us in competitive situations. And if you spent even a single day on this side of the street, you’d see that we are in competition for every resource, every technology and every customer dollar spent on what we and dozens of others sell. I’ve probably told you more than a prudent CEO would, but I’m trying to assure you that AppleCore is merely exercising its rights to explore new markets and technologies and determine how we may lead the next product revolution as we have done historically.” 
 
    “What about partnerships?” Daniel isn’t done with me although I’d like to be done with him. 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “Have you entered into any partnerships pertaining to immortals?” 
 
    “We are in constant talks with suppliers all over the world,” I respond wanting to keep my answer short and not specific. 
 
    “That’s not what I asked.” 
 
    “At such time as we develop products or applications that could be used by what you are calling the immortals market, I’m sure we will talk with any qualified supplier to help us supply that capability. Will any take the form of a partnership? I don’t know because it’s way too early to know what the best procurement route will prove to be.” 
 
    Daniel scrolls through his notepad. Shakes his head and finally looks up, sees the clock on the back wall and frowns. “I could use another hour and more transparency.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Dr. Woodall if the next version of me can be seen through.” I offer. Lacy and Juliette smile as they continue to take pictures. 
 
    “A personal question, so Suzette can go to sleep now.” Daniel asks as Suzette waves in response. “I understand the sex isn’t so great on your side.” 
 
    Moshe. Has to be. Jermaine said he was communicating with the world. “You have to understand that Dr. Woodall only had a seventy percent solution six weeks ago. In fact this body wasn’t built for a woman. There have been interesting adjustments I’ve had to make. But let me ask you a question:  What is the purpose of sex if you can no longer conceive a child? Start a family?” 
 
    “Most sex isn’t between couples who want to make a baby.” 
 
    “But why would we want to have sex if we don’t have any feelings?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 YOU OR HE 
 
      
 
    Jermaine comes by the office. “Have you showered or changed your clothes since you transitioned?” I have to ask. Not that he smells. He doesn’t because he doesn’t sweat. But he seems to be wearing the same jeans and t-shirt every day. 
 
    “Do I need to?” he’s playing with me. His question is too rehearsed. Apparently, his wife asked him the same question. 
 
    “Ask your wife.” 
 
    “I didn’t have to. She insists even though I don’t think it’s all that big of a deal.” 
 
    “I want to see you wearing something different every day, and you need to get on your team. Same deal. Don’t want you all behaving differently than everyone else here in the obvious things people come to expect.” 
 
    “Man. You’re getting to be a hardass.” Jermaine informs me. “You never gave a shit about what anybody wore or their personal hygiene before.” 
 
    “I figured the other members of the team would get offended by bad personal hygiene long before I would,” I inform him. “Clothes fit into that same category.” 
 
    “So why you worried about our hygiene when it’s not a problem for the team?” 
 
    “Because you still have to interact with folks who aren’t on the team and we don’t want to accentuate the differences any more than we need to.” 
 
    “Okay. Got your message.” 
 
    “So why are you here?” I have to ask as he has given me no indications so far. 
 
    “A’zam.” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “Well I tried out the prototype last night…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It’s not perfect but I think it’s better than what it was.” 
 
    “So, you upgraded A’zam today. Is that what you’re here to tell me?” 
 
    “Software and hardware. Like a balloon. What can I tell you?” 
 
    “And he wants me to come see him. Am I right?” 
 
    “He said something about that as I remember. I think he wants to have a process discussion with you.” 
 
    “What’s the process for him to get laid?” I observe. Jermaine simply shakes his head. 
 
    “Did you get the courting and foreplay aspects in?” 
 
    “Courting’s a little vague. There’s just so many ways you can do it and so many different circumstances. So that may not be as well defined as you asked for.” 
 
    “What about Oriana? Does she have the female version far enough along I can try that out as long as I have to be the test bed for your little gem?” 
 
    “I thought the test bed was in A’zam’s apartment.” Jermaine is not going to cut me any slack. 
 
    I just look at him and he gets the message that I’m done with the bedroom humor for now. 
 
    “She’s supposed to come over to see you when she gets all the testing complete. They were still experiencing some issues getting the feeling memories to coordinate with the proper levels of physical arousal.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll have a tremendous build and no feelings about the release.” 
 
    “Is that any different than the way it was originally?” 
 
    “Not much,” I admit. “Okay, I’ve just sent you a series of new deliverables with impossible deadlines just to see how much you deserve to have this team. If you can’t deliver I may just have to put Zara in charge since she added so much more value than you did last time.” 
 
    “I could use the time off. Now that I don’t have to worry about kids? Well it’s a lot more fun.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about Moshe?” 
 
    Jermaine rolls his eyes. “What did he do now?” 
 
    “Sent an email to the press saying sex as an immortal isn’t much fun. Not sure, but he may have violated the agreement and told them he has transitioned and maybe even that we have plans to transition a whole bunch of folks. The Chronicle is getting that from somewhere.” 
 
    “You think Moshe would do that?” 
 
    “He’s not too happy with me at the moment. And you said he was communicating with the world.” 
 
    “That I did.” Jermaine reflects. “As much of a butt head as he is, somehow I don’t see him doing anything that was going to cause him to lose his job or have to pay us back a mountain of dollars.” 
 
    “Could you have a heart-to-heart with him, even though I know neither of you have one anymore. Let him know someone has violated company policy and contractual agreements that will get them fired when we are sure who it is. But let him know his current behavior has made us take a much closer look at what he’s doing than we would have otherwise.” 
 
    “I can do that, just not in so many words.” 
 
    “What words do you intend to use?” 
 
    “Stop fucking up man, or you’re gonna get all our asses tossed.” 
 
    “Nicely to the point.” 
 
    Jermaine leaves as I consider that between Jackson and A’zam I would much rather sleep with Jackson. But then maybe Jermaine’s updates will close the gap somewhat. I think it would be nice if Jackson would call, especially since we didn’t get together for drinks when he called last time. There had been a police incident about a half hour before we were to meet. He was called in to participate in the neighborhood relations efforts to settle folks down. 
 
    Then the Chronicle article with a Daniel Lynch byline appears before me.  The headline is The Choice: Heaven or Hell. Basically, he’s sticking with his original premise. Even uses the conspiracy word in the first paragraph. I’m sure that’s to make sure I’ll not be giving him any more private time. As I read down I’m looking for anything that would specifically link Moshe as a source. But I come away both disappointed in the tone of the article, and in the fact, I can’t find anything that ties Moshe or anyone else at AppleCore I’m aware of to the story. So, who is his source? 
 
    Suzette calls, of course. “Did you see what that no good sorry sack of … wrote?” 
 
    “Just read it.” 
 
    “Last time we give him preferential treatment.” 
 
    “Why did we give him preferential treatment?” I’m curious as I remember the discussion, but there was no mention about what kind of article we expected to see. 
 
    “He was writing all those speculative articles. We had to do something to get him to stop.” 
 
    “So, he’s now writing based on an interview, which gives his stories more credibility than if he had just kept writing with no new source materials.” 
 
    “How do you know he wouldn’t have had new source materials?” Suzette is curious I would make that statement. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I think he may have an inside source. We have one of the Immortals we transitioned who’s unhappy I didn’t give him a team when he came back.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “Needs of the business. I needed a super team to solve a product issue we were having. They took care of it in less than a week, but I had to keep everyone on a super team rather than have ten immortals as the only immortal on a team of ten to fifteen folks.” 
 
    “Clearly not something we’re prepared to talk about.” 
 
    “No. But I suspect this one team member has sent emails. Petra got one from him. I didn’t know she even knew him. And she may not have, but been more than willing to answer an inside email.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Suzette clearly hasn’t a clue as to what we should do. 
 
    “Nothing for now, but we need to figure out who will actually print the story we want them to tell. If we can get another viewpoint out there it will take some pressure off.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look, but I’m not so sure any of those who requested an interview is going to give us what we want.” 
 
    Listening I formulate the only question I have for her, “Then should we just shut down access and let the media speculate all they want?” 
 
    “You’ve seen what that looks like. Do you want it to continue?” 
 
    “Don’t think I’m ever going to answer the fundamental question Daniel Lynch believes is the crux of the whole story. And that is we’ve co-opted the system so no more medical emergency cases can get treatment. And in the process, we’re creating a super race of AppleCores who are going to take over the world in one fashion or another.” 
 
    “If we decide to take over the world, can I manage that press conference?” She’s being facetious, but she really is serious. 
 
    I hang up as Oriana arrives. Her appearance reminds me that someone down the hall thinks he has a hot date tonight and that would be me, even though I’m not at all interested in the opportunity to satisfy, or not, A’zam’s sexual desires. 
 
    “You got something for me?” I ask as she comes in. 
 
    Oriana looks unsure. Maybe it’s because she’s never delivered something she knew I’d be using personally to satisfy A’zam’s desires. “Something. Not sure it’s all that much better.” 
 
    “Glad to see you’ve learned how to lower my expectations.” 
 
    Oriana smiles but she doesn’t laugh. Apparently, she really is worried about this version. Why?  
 
    “This could be marginally better, or it could be a disaster.” 
 
    I shake my head, “I’m not worried.” 
 
    “No hardware like Jermaine’s version, so at least that’s a plus.” 
 
    “Why are you so dismissive of your own work?” I have to ask. 
 
    “It’s not as good as what Jermaine produced.” 
 
    “You only had a third of the hours he did, and you didn’t have most of his team helping you. So, I don’t expect them to be the same. Stop beating yourself up. It will be fine. As far as I’m concerned any improvement is welcome.” 
 
    Oriana plugs her memory card in to upload the software. It only takes a minute before she removes the card and pronounces, “All done. Hopefully better than new.” 
 
    “Sit down,” I ask her. “What’s keeping you from just deciding?” 
 
    “About transitioning?” Oriana knows what I’m asking but for some reason she’s afraid to tell me the truth. What is it? Seems to be a lot of that going around. 
 
    “You clearly don’t like where you’re at for the moment. You’re either going to be an immortal SVP of software and get back to being the best software developer in the company as you have been for a long time now, or you’re going to go be a mom. Both are worthy vocations.” 
 
    “You don’t believe that.” 
 
    “Au contraire. I was ready to go back.” 
 
    “You’ve told me that a couple times now, but that just doesn’t seem like you. Maybe that’s why I question whether you were really going to or you’re just telling me that.” 
 
    “Why would I just tell you that? You’re too important to me as a friend and colleague. If I have to bring Jermaine up here I lose my best solutions guy at the point of product development which is where I need him most. The two of you in the roles you’re in now is the strongest team I can put out there. But only if you transition so you can do your part.” 
 
    “Jermaine becomes the SVP if I don’t transition.” 
 
    I nod, wait for her to consider the situation. 
 
    “I never could run circles around him the way I could the others,” she admits. 
 
    “I know. I’ve watched the two of you grow into the most formidable team in the industry and it’s mostly because neither one of you would let the other get ahead of you. You both pushed each other, but you have different strengths and that’s why you’re so good.” 
 
    Oriana looks torn. “If I decide to transition when would it happen?” 
 
    “It will take them about a week to have the body conformed to your current appearance.” 
 
    “So, a body for me already exists,” she is confirming what she thinks I’ve been doing behind the scenes. 
 
    “When A’zam struck his deal with Dr. Woodall I gave the doctor the information on you and Jermaine that I knew they would need to have one ready early on. I knew if either of you chose not to transition that we have others here who would be able to use the body with the proper modifications.” 
 
    “So, you always thought I’d do it,” she’s looking for an excuse now. 
 
    “No, I knew I’d need one or the other of you in this role within 30 days. I wanted to make sure you had first choice, since you were already in it. But if you chose not to, Jermaine is ready.” 
 
    “Why do you do that? Constantly let me know Jermaine is ready if I’m not.” 
 
    “You are ready. You just have to decide,” I’m trying to be as even and quiet as I can be. 
 
    Oriana looks up at the clock, “Are you ready for A’zam? Jermaine tells me he’s going to have an unbelievable experience whether you do or not.” 
 
    She just won’t pull the trigger. “Shall I have the moving folks send up the boxes? I want Jermaine in your office on Friday if you’re not planning on staying.” 
 
    She shakes her head. But she also won’t comment. 
 
    “The reason I need Jermaine in your office on Friday is because that’s the day we start planning on how we might integrate Symbol Ventures into our organization. Either you or he will have to do it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 GAMES 
 
      
 
    A’zam lets me into his apartment. He’s fully dressed this time. No bathrobe, mood music or incense burning to set the mood. This could as easily have been a business meeting. The two of us getting together to discuss business strategy or performance. 
 
    The one clue that he is happy to see me is he is happy to see me. He is big even within his pants. Not a good thing. Apparently, Jermaine didn’t get the romancing logic operational before he updated A’zam. Wonder how Jermaine’s wife took that? But it’s not my problem, A’zam is. I figure the best thing is for me to attack the problem, which is what I always do. I push the door closed behind me and go right to him, unbuckling his belt, unzipping his pants and pulling down his underpants. His new device, as Jermaine described it, stands up as it is given freedom from A’zam’s clothes. I take a firm grasp of it and squeeze. A’zam clearly feels that, must have been too hard, even though he is too hard and that’s the problem I’m trying to address. Even while I’m holding him his device starts to shrink in size. Guess my little maneuver worked. 
 
    A’zam doesn’t seem to know how to deal with me, apparently thinking I would just lie down and spread for him. “I see Jermaine was over.” 
 
    “He said Oriana was going to take care of you.” 
 
    “She did.” I don’t want to tell him more. 
 
    “So, you should enjoy this at least as much as I will.” 
 
    “Jermaine said his wife was very happy and he was happier. What can I tell you?” I counter. 
 
    “Not what Jermaine told me. Said I’d be fucking blown away.” 
 
    “He said that?” I want him to know he’s not channeling Jermaine very well. “Hmmm. Doesn’t sound like Jermaine.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” A’zam starts to unbutton my blouse. Clearly no romancing. Must be in a hurry to get to drinks with MC. I don’t start on his clothes, just standing there and letting him do his thing. He gets a puzzled expression, but lets it pass. Doesn’t take long before he has my blouse off and is slipping my skirt down over my hips. I step out of it and kick off my shoes. He steps into me and rubs his hands over my back and shoulders. I think Oriana has made me a little more sensitive and tied this to a memory. I’m not turned on, but I can see where I could get into the mood. 
 
    He’s still fully dressed as he bends to kiss my breasts, lick the nipples and then kiss his way up to my neck. I feel the first moisture in my vagina. Not enough for intercourse yet, but the first step in that direction. Oriana has done a good job of working out the incremental wetness. A’zam is now kissing my neck and nibbles at my ear lobes. Another release of wetness. A’zam pushes my panties down and kneels down to kiss his way to my inner thighs and run his tongue over my trigger. Another moisture release and if he came in now it probably would work for him, but I know I can get much wetter than this. I bring him back up to his feet and unbutton his shirt.  
 
    A’zam is not much interested in slow so he takes his shirt off and drops his pants to the floor which have been unbuckled since I arrived. I reach down and pull down his underpants. His device is not as big as before, but it is rising to the occasion. Don’t know if that’s a gradual build based on my nakedness and his kisses or whether it’s driven by some other logic Jermaine has created. A’zam takes off his shoes and drops them to the floor before sweeping me off my feet as he carries me towards the test bed as Jermaine named it. 
 
    A’zam places me on the bed and climbs up on top of me where he starts kissing me. Little nips at first but it doesn’t take long for the tongue to find its way into my mouth. No question A’zam has somewhere else to be as he does not intend to wait for me to get aroused. He is and that’s all he needs to know. Must be he wants to know how much better the upgrade is before he tries it out on someone else tonight, probably MC is the target of opportunity he has chosen. Not sure that will happen, if she is as resolved as she indicated. But even if she isn’t I’m going to find out two things before he goes running off on me. The first is whether his orgasm is better than before and properly triggered. I can tell already that there may be an issue in that A’zam has overridden any romancing requirements to get to a peak experience. The second thing I want to know is whether mine is any better than before. I can see that Oriana has done a better job of linking feeling memories, wetness reactions and the physical reactions of intercourse. 
 
    I decide I’m going to slow him down again. I grab his device, give it a hard yank and then squeeze. Only this time I’m deliberately squeezing hard in expectation that it will get smaller, but to my chagrin, it doesn’t. In fact, it seems to expand in my hand. Filling it up to use Windy’s term. So, Jermaine’s balloon is working. Must be that the yank is what activates it. I squeeze it hard again and it shrinks back down to the original size apparently sensing it is in a smaller space. 
 
    “What are you doing to me?” A’zam demands to know. 
 
    “Just trying to understand how Jermaine’s little present works.” 
 
    “Is that what he calls it? His little present?” 
 
    “Actually, he calls it a device, but I didn’t want to burst your bubble.” 
 
    A’zam slides down and spreads my legs, kissing the inside of my thighs. With both the touch and kisses I feel myself getting wetter. At this rate he’ll probably have to man the lifeboats when his device is swamped by the amount of moisture I must be releasing in my vagina. 
 
    He finds my trigger with his tongue. He starts to stimulate it, at first by running his tongue over it, but then he changes direction and starts to circle it only occasionally running the tongue directly over it. I try not to think about what A’zam is doing to me, wanting to see if the software alone will bring me to an orgasm, but as he shifts his approach he apparently hits different sensors that result in the release of memories of a rising tension. The remembered feelings seem right in proportion to the tension I sense in my body. Good. Oriana got that right too. But then I realize the memories of tension aren’t mine. This is different than I remember, better in a lot of respects. Just different in others. So, Jermaine and Oriana were successful in linking new stored memories to physical triggers detected by the crude sensors we have in these bodies. There’s hope for creating a wider set of sensor driven feelings memories then. But the question is how will it feel when I actually have the release? Will I feel it or only remember a pleasant feeling? 
 
    His tongue has found a good spot and I feel the tension rising faster than before, the memory of the feelings of tension are also presenting themselves. It’s not feeling it directly all over my body, but it is clearly better than any build I’ve had since I transitioned. I remember being here before and suddenly A’zam stops and comes to visit. I feel him expanding as he tries to rise over me and put as much friction on my trigger as possible. Yes, I’m wet enough, and he picks up the pace, filling my vagina which now closes down on him so he is getting maximum friction as he tries to not only keep my build going but also his own. He’s going for the trifecta, a simultaneous orgasm the first time without the romancing or even a good amount of foreplay. If he can pull this off he may not need any further versions to hit a home run every time. 
 
    But as A’zam focuses on his own build he seems to lose sight of me and he has not been able to re-establish the contact that was creating my build. I feel a relaxation without an orgasm as I’m moving further away from the right spot. And then I feel his release. Between the inflatable device and the software upgrade he has gotten off very quickly. Probably too quickly. I feel him go through the relaxation cycle and he tries to start up my build, but he has lost it completely. 
 
    I push him out and over on his side. “What’s the matter?” he asks seemingly surprised. 
 
    “Hope you enjoyed yourself.” I know I’m coming across harshly, but I’m not particularly interested in going through the whole Kama Sutra again. 
 
    “Do you know what Jermaine used as the feeling memory for the release?” 
 
    I’m not particularly interested in the details at the moment. So, I don’t respond knowing A’zam is about to brag. 
 
    “Heroin. He used fucking heroin. When the best release comes it’s like a heroin rush.” 
 
    “Was this a best release for you?” I inquire, not sure. 
 
    “More like a coke rush I’d have to guess. What did Oriana use for your release memory?” 
 
    “She didn’t tell me.” I admit. 
 
    “I’ll bet it’s the same.” A’zam wants me to think he knows more about what my team is doing than I do. Just like him. 
 
    “Does it meet your requirements?” I wonder wanting to clean up since he has vagina liquid all over his device and all over me. 
 
    “I really like how wet you got. I have to assume that was Oriana. Probably has no idea how wet a woman gets normally.” 
 
    “Why are you so negative about Oriana? She’s done a fantastic job given how little time she had to work on it.” 
 
    “My problem is she hasn’t committed to the new life.” A’zam almost sounds angry, but it would have to be a remembered anger since he no longer feels anger. “If she’s waited this long I have to believe she’s not going to.” 
 
    “She has until Friday to give me her answer.” 
 
    “And you’re not going to push her,” A’zam clearly would, like he pushed me. “Is Jermaine ready?” 
 
    “Why are you suddenly so interested in my software team? You don’t want to use them for the immortals project.” 
 
    “Who said I don’t?” 
 
    “You did, yesterday.” 
 
    “I don’t remember that.” Here we go again. 
 
    “Do you remember we talked yesterday and you were having trouble remembering things we’d discussed before?” 
 
    “Of course. But you were off on some tangent that you thought I might be having a reaction to my last upgrade. I’m not.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I ask as he starts circling my nipples with his finger. 
 
    “I have a monitor on my watch that informs me of any system issues with me.” 
 
    “Why don’t I have one of them?” I’m curious why he never mentioned this before. 
 
    “You didn’t ask. You want one, go see Desiree. She can get one for you.” 
 
    “What are you doing with Symbol Ventures?” I need to know what’s going on here. 
 
    “You’re going to buy them for me.” 
 
    “Is the board informed? Has Petra started working the financial markets for us to raise that much equity and debt?” 
 
    “No. It’s going to be an all stock deal. A merger of equals, sort of.” 
 
    “And this is all arranged?” I’m not privy to anything here. 
 
    “No. You’re going to arrange it for me. Go see your friend Beth. She’s the COO now. She can take it to their board.” 
 
    “Why Beth and not the CEO?” I’m still lost. 
 
    “Fisher doesn’t want to do the deal. As CEO he thinks he can get a better deal than I’ll give him. Said they have hidden value I’m not looking at. So, I gave him a chance. Develop one board. If he can show me the value, I’ll up the exchange rate in the stock swap.” 
 
    “So, even though you gave me the assignment to buy Symbol Ventures, you’ve gone in and put a deal on the table.” This is where I remember I should feel anger. But I don’t. It’s still pure logic. 
 
    “Friendly conversations to tee things up.” A’zam wants to sound disinterested but he’s not. 
 
    I sit up and get on top of him, looking down at him now. “Why were you really in talking with them?” 
 
    “To see if they could build one board better than we can. And they did. It’s in you.” 
 
    “You’re saying they only built one board. Was it to our spec?” 
 
    “I gave them a lot of freedom to innovate.” 
 
    “Bullshit. You gave them our spec and then let them improve on it in essence putting them into the immortals business.” 
 
    “That depends.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “If you retain your current level of capability or not.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I put a sunset loop into the logic. I’m waiting to see if they found it or not. So far, it’s looking good for you, but it could collapse any time in the next week. And if it does? Well you stop functioning until I get you a new board.” 
 
    I grab his head and start to turn it, hoping to break the connection into his head, but he’s much stronger now than he used to be. He tries to toss me off, but finds I’m not the push over he thinks I am. The advantage of having a man’s body. We wrestle, but neither of us can get an advantage. 
 
    “Truce.” A’zam puts his hands up. “We’re immortal, just face it.” 
 
    I let go of his head and sit back up but still on top of him. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “I have to know.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Whether you’re going to be my partner in this life or whether you’re going to continue to resist the new world order you began, even though you didn’t intend to.” 
 
    “I’m doing what you want.” I assure him. “Bringing up the immortal teams, integrating them in the points of greatest leverage, positioning us so we can dominate all markets including the immortals market. And I shared the Kama Sutra through with you twice already. What more do you want?” 
 
    “I want to know if I can trust you.” 
 
    “Trust me? You’re the one who sent our crown jewels to Symbol Ventures. I saw the box. It had Beth’s name on the return.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I put your board in a box I got from them and let you think you’d discovered something. Your board was built by my team here. And they did make a breakthrough even though they’re not immortals yet. And your board is as good as mine. Good until the next upgrade.” 
 
    “Transfer your goddamn team to me today. Or I’m done. I won’t play your games anymore.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 HALF 
 
      
 
    Of course, the problem is I don’t want to be A’zam’s partner. I need him to trust me. But this whole game he played on me about not remembering. That was just a ploy to see what I’d do if in fact he was disabled. Apparently, I reacted exactly as he expected I would. Take the conservative approach of shutting things down until we know what’s happening. Roll him back to a version where he was normal. I probably only passed because I didn’t take any action against him even though I could have given his behavior.  
 
    But what do I think about Dr. Woodall? He installed a board he made me think was from Symbol Ventures. Did he know? He’s the one who started me down the whole road of finding a pathway to keep us human. Was that A’zam too? He needed me, so he came up with a ploy to make sure I didn’t go back to my dying body? Dr. Woodall didn’t want me to either, so he went along? I don’t know what to think anymore. 
 
    I wonder what would have happened if I’d called Beth. That would have blown the whole thing because I would have revealed what we are doing in that call, although I’m sure they have some inkling. After all it’s in the goddam Chronicle almost every day. If Moshe is in fact the leak I’ve got to shut him down and that may mean rolling him back and taking away his internet connection. I hate to do that, but I may not have a choice. But then something reminds me that I wouldn’t have reacted this harshly before. If Moshe hadn’t transitioned I’d not be thinking of rolling back an employee. I’d take them off anything important and keep them isolated and under observation. But the most likely outcome is they would be released from the company. Why have I become so much harder on Moshe? Maybe because he betrayed me. I’m not feeling betrayed, I’m looking at it from a logical point of view. He was put into a position of trust – there’s that word – and he abused that trust. A’zam was checking me out to know whether he can trust me. I’ve come to the conclusion I can’t trust Moshe. Will A’zam come to the same conclusion about me if I continue to try to find a path to humanity for us? Will he then decide to roll me back? He as much as threatened that by telling me my board may have a sunset loop.  
 
    And now A’zam wants me to contact Beth. Start the discussion so by the time we really begin to flood the market they’ll be receptive to an offer. A’zam told me he did have a conversation with Fisher about us buying them, but that was several years ago, when we were both much smaller. So, the path actually is clear for me to open that dialog, but I don’t think Beth is the right avenue of approach. I’ll need to go to Fisher when the time is right, but Beth can give me some insights that will help when I do make the approach. Only I have to be careful that Beth doesn’t perceive I’m using our friendship to undermine her at her company or take it away from her.  
 
    I’m coming to the conclusion A’zam is about Oriana. If she wanted to come across she would have decided by now. The only reason she hasn’t given me her resignation is she feels loyalty to the company. We moved her up much faster than anyone else in the valley would have. She earned it, but still she’s loyal to people and AppleCore is people more than anything else. But I wonder how much longer she will take the exclusion by her team when they are all immortal and she isn’t. When she sees Jermaine doing the job she had and could have kept. She won’t stay as a mortal. She won’t be able to accept that she could have been in charge of the whole thing if she’d made a different decision. A decision predicated on a husband or significant other that wants a family when she doesn’t have either. 
 
    Jermaine appears in my door. Oriana is right behind him. They take a long look to see if I look any different. I don’t. “Looks like nothing blew up.” Jermaine observes. 
 
    I motion them in. Of course, Jermaine takes my chair at the end of the table and Oriana sits immediately to his left, which would be his right if he was looking at the table instead of my desk.  
 
    “Are we interrupting something?” Oriana asks. 
 
    I shake my head. I don’t know what to tell them since the orgasm software was merely a test and not the big deal A’zam had made it out to be. Will he continue to pursue my friends? Or was that part of the test to see how I handled it? 
 
    “We’ll come back,” Oriana starts to get up. 
 
    “Sit, I’m just partitioning a new part of my processor and I want to make sure it’s set up right.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit, but all we want to ask is if there’s a scorecard on the software?” 
 
    “Heroin?” I ask to see what Jermaine’s reaction is. 
 
    “You said it has to be the ultimate. In terms of the research I’ve done it appears heroin is about the ultimate experience you can have. Has a few downsides to a biological entity, but for us it should be no problem.” 
 
    “Not us.” I point out. “For immortals.” 
 
    Jermaine glances out of the corner of his eye to see Oriana’s reaction which is her head is down and she’s feeling badly again about being excluded from this conversation even though she wrote half the software. “Right. I’m sorry. Still trying to get this all under control, O.” 
 
    “Scorecard: you both delivered substantial improvements. I think Oriana did a better job of delivering the requirements. I asked for a courting phase. Didn’t see it.” 
 
    “Damn. I told you it wasn’t prime time yet. It was there but it must be easy to override is all I can think.” 
 
    “Consider courting an F. Foreplay? Rushed. So, the whole patience criteria wasn’t met either.” 
 
    “D maybe?” 
 
    “Maybe. Still didn’t do anything for me, so if you’re talking peak experience, you didn’t even get close.” 
 
    Oriana can’t wait since I said she’d done a better job, “What about you?” 
 
    “No orgasm, so that was a definite issue, but it was all because he lost the bubble going for his own.” 
 
    “So, he had one even if you didn’t.” Jermaine wants to confirm. 
 
    “Said it was more like stale cocaine than heroin.” I suggest. 
 
    “Cocaine doesn’t get stale.” Jermaine informs me. 
 
    “Then take that description as an indication it wasn’t even up to cocaine standards.” 
 
    “Damn. It was for me.” Jermaine responds. 
 
    “And your wife?” Oriana asks. 
 
    “She didn’t rate it on a drug scale. Just said it was so much better than it used to be.” 
 
    “Meaning when you were working all night and asleep when you were home?” I guess. 
 
    “Well, that’s one way you could describe the before.” Jermaine admits. 
 
    “So, a lot better but who knows how much,” I suggest. 
 
    “You do.” Oriana reminds me. 
 
    “Yes, it was better. Good linkage between the feelings memories. Noted some were new as I couldn’t remember them. Got wet at all the right times. So, lots of good things going on. As I said it only sucked because A’zam lost the bubble. The fact the software works like I remember shows how realistic it is. The question is do we want it to have the limitations we have, or should the software push through to the orgasm even if the stimulation fades?” 
 
    “Damn.” Jermaine shakes his head. “And I was hoping I was done with this for at least a while.” 
 
    “Nope. You owe me another update by the end of the week.” 
 
    “I thought you said this was going to be a fun project.” Jermaine complains. “It’s damn hard to get what you want.” 
 
    “What we should all want because if we get this right we have a chance of restoring feelings to the immortal experience.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” Oriana is really concerned about this since it was one of the things that caused her reluctance to transition. 
 
    “If we can implant feelings memories and can link them to behaviors both of our immortal or by others the immortal encounters then we can restore some of the human interactions we expect.” 
 
    “But how many feelings memories are there?” Jermaine notes. “I’m concerned about the scope of what you’re suggesting. This could just go on and on.” 
 
    Jermaine has a point I’d not considered yet. I was definitely on my way to getting there, but was still focused on the orgasm limitations. I was hoping for a success that demonstrates the ability to link feelings memories to physical cues. I’ve experienced a crude example of that with my last sexual encounter with A’zam. It worked and generated the desired responses within me. But how proscriptive do we need to be? How do we create a range of experiences that will be satisfying to the range of prior experiences of the Immortals? How do we enable the Immortal to select the experience that is most desired by them? This raises an important question. Will immortals want a continuing expansion of the range of experiences from which they can select? It comes back to boredom. How long does anyone want the same experience? When you only live for less than a century routine may be acceptable for long periods of time. But when you live thousands of centuries, that’s not as likely an outcome. So, we have to create a framework for continuing evolution of choice. 
 
    “We need to think this through.” Jermaine brings me back from my thoughts although I don’t realize he’s drifted up to immortal speed. “I can see the complexity of what you’re suggesting would exhaust all our resources and probably more. I don’t think anyone has considered the scope of such an effort. I know you’re always going to be upgrading our processors and memories. We know how to implant new memories and at least one approach to the interfaces. But the complexity bothers me.” 
 
    “Hey! I’m not working at your speed.” Oriana complains. “Think you could remember I’m here and let me participate in this discussion? I know I’m just a mortal and you immortals can work through things a lot faster than I can, but I’m going to be part of this solution, just like I’m part of the orgasm software solution. And even though you have your big team of immortals, I still delivered a more polished product, Jermaine…” 
 
    “Not part of the solution, but responsible for it as long as you’re the SVP,” I correct her analysis. 
 
    “Even more reason for you to slow down.” Oriana chastises us. 
 
    “Or for you to transition,” I interject. “I’m not trying to convince you one way or the other, but I just want you to understand how important you are to what’s about to happen to us, our team and the larger society. What you’ve done on the orgasm software is just the most recent example of who you are.” I could say more but stop myself because I still think she’s not coming over. 
 
    “But that’s what we want to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Moving?” I ask wondering what they’ve been discussing. 
 
    “I’ve decided.” Oriana nods. “I’m ready to come over. I want to be part of the team again. I just never expected I’d be on the outside looking in at what I’ve been so good at for so long.” 
 
    I’m relieved. “I’m sure this is the right thing for all of us. Even you Jermaine. Because you’ll be able to really accelerate the things you do so well, rather than have to do all the administrative organizational kinds of things Oriana is so good at.” 
 
    “I know that, but I wasn’t going to let you down.” Jermaine looks fondly at Oriana. “And I wasn’t going to let her walk away from who she is or the team. The only way I could do that was for her to think I was ready to step in behind her if she needed to go have a million kids. I got three and she can have two of them any time she’d like.” 
 
    “Which one can’t I have?” Oriana asks. 
 
    “Stacey’s a keeper. Besides she’s only two she hasn’t hit the terrible twos yet.” 
 
    Oriana thinks about Jermaine’s response or his decision to put indirect pressure on her or something. “You really don’t want to be SVP?” Oriana is still not sure she believes him. 
 
    Jermaine shakes his head. “I love working with the teams to solve the really hard problems and deliver a solution no one else can. So, you can have your big office and fancy title. I get my kicks out of seeing folks out on the street using the devices and apps I’ve developed here with all of you.” 
 
    “I’m glad you two like each other, but I’ve got a problem.” I interrupt the discussion. “I need someone sitting in the office down the hall working on an integration plan starting on Friday.” 
 
    “That’s all her.” Jermaine volunteers. 
 
    “But on Friday she’s going to be in Dallas transitioning.” 
 
    “I thought you said it would be a week or more.” Oriana protests. 
 
    “Actually, on Friday you’ll be in recovery as you’re scheduled for Thursday afternoon.” 
 
    “That’s the day after tomorrow,” Oriana is having difficulty keeping up. “Why then?” 
 
    “Because we have way too much to do and I need you running at full speed. I can’t get teams spun up fast enough even though we have eight people transitioning every day now.” 
 
    “That’s four new teams a week,” Oriana realizes. 
 
    “And you’ll have to plan and schedule all those folks every day, so no one is sitting around waiting for an assignment.” 
 
    “But that’s like over two hundred teams in a year.” Jermaine realizes. “That’s all you, O.” 
 
    “That’s nearly every developer we have on staff.” Oriana realizes. “Two thousand immortals working at four times the speed of a regular employee.” 
 
    “Try ten times the speed of a regular employee and probably twice that speed by the end of the year.” I point out. 
 
    “We’ll have the capability of twenty thousand developers…” 
 
    “Try sixty thousand since they will work the equivalent of a person working three shifts a day.” 
 
    “How do you keep that many equivalent people working on our projects?” Jermaine asks. 
 
    “We greatly expand the range of projects we will be working for starters. That includes immortals technology since their team is joining ours.” 
 
    “We have an immortals team?” Oriana is surprised. 
 
    “You haven’t been reading the papers, apparently.” I note with irony. “Anyway, they are folding in with us effective immediately and I’m going to need you to provide some oversight and guidance to them as well. This isn’t going to get any easier. The biggest challenge we will have is moving the state of the art on as many fronts as we are going to tackle, all at once. Anyone who can’t keep up will be put on maintenance projects. But anyone who can devise new state of the art technologies will have the resources and teams to get the work done. And that’s not just in the space we inhabit today. We are going to be buying other firms and folding in their products to feed our development engine.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.” Jermaine finally realizes. 
 
    “And you will not have just one team to manage, Jermaine, but half of them.” 
 
    “Does that mean I’m only half as good as O, since she’ll have them all?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 MORE LIKE YOU 
 
      
 
    Wallace, head of production wanders into my office. He has transitioned. I can tell by his skin color and almond shaped eyes. And his clothes are not his usual button-down shirts and dress pants. He’s wearing jeans and a Grateful Dead t-shirt. Definitely not the same Wallace. “Why didn’t you tell me it was going to be like this?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “So fast. It’s all coming at me so fast. I don’t know how to organize everything. What do I do? You’re the expert at all this.” 
 
    “Come in.” I point to the chair at the end of the table. He wanders over and plunks himself down. “Lean back and get comfortable. Sorry I don’t have a couch. That would be better.” 
 
    “Okay. Now what?” 
 
    “Close your eyes and stop thinking.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” Wallace isn’t sure he has any idea how to do what I’ve asked. 
 
    “You’re going to let your mind go into automatic. If you stop thinking it will move things into the background and start processing that automatically. Your mind will then just send things to the foreground that you think about. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” But Wallace closes his eyes and seems to relax at least a little. “How long is this gonna take?” 
 
    “A little while. Just go with it. I’m going back to my desk to do some work. When you find things slowing down so you can comprehend them rather than just watch them washing past you let me know.” 
 
    “Sure, if that ever happens.” 
 
    “It will. I can guarantee you it will, all you have to do is let your mind organize itself.” 
 
    “This like artificial intelligence or something?” 
 
    “No.” I start to explain but realize I have to simplify. “Your mind is doing it, you just have to trust yourself to be smarter than the machine.” 
 
    “You know this is all your fault. If you hadn’t been dying, we probably wouldn’t have to go through all this.” 
 
    “I hate to burst your bubble, but knowing A’zam do you think it would have made any difference who transitioned first? As soon as A’zam got hold of it we’d all be doing the same thing, only we might not have been the first and then we’d be playing catch up.” 
 
    “Yeah. Sounds about right.” Wallace admits. “A’zam isn’t going to let anything that might change things get past him. I’m actually surprised it took him as long as it did for him to recognize what you’d become.” 
 
    “Well, I was feeling like you are when I came back, so I wasn’t really up to speed for a few days.” 
 
    “Am I going to have to do this for a few days?” Wallace sounds anxious. 
 
    “Didn’t take anyone else that long. You’ll be a little off balance for a few days, but you should be able to deal with all the data normally here shortly. You letting your mind wander so it can organize things?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then stop thinking and stop talking until I tell you it’s okay.” 
 
    Wallace doesn’t respond. At first, I’m wondering if he’s sleeping, but then I realize he has let his mind take over and start the partitioning. I return to my desk and continue my research on Symbol Ventures. Of course, I can’t tell Wallace what I’m doing, as he’d get all spun up about what a terrible company they are and how we wouldn’t do things the way they do. They’re disorganized and have no idea how to build quality into their products. I’ve heard that diatribe before on more than one occasion. Wallace worked there briefly a long time ago when he was relatively junior. The fact they didn’t promote him quickly was all he needed to know about how screwed up they are. 
 
    The Symbol Ventures product line is long. They are in just an incredible number of product areas. The problem is that they don’t own many of them, always being a second or third level supplier for whatever it is they supply. Small production runs kill them as their unit costs are always higher than ours. They end up with a smaller installed base and don’t get the follow on maintenance and upgrades as a result. I’m looking at their financials and realize if we could simply double their production runs and move that inventory they would be price competitive with most of the leaders in their markets. They have a good reputation for product quality. This may not be such a crazy idea as the first time A’zam mentioned them to me. When I finally meet with Beth I’ll have to find a way to get answers to some of my questions without raising concerns on her part about proprietary information. Beth is a good person. I genuinely like her and will enjoy working with her if we merge. But in the meantime, we are competitors and can’t really discuss much that would be of interest to the other. 
 
    Mindi pokes her head into my office, sees Wallace in the chair and motions for me to step out into her office. “There are people in the drive that wish to speak with you.” 
 
    “In the drive? Why are they in the drive?” 
 
    “They are protesting against you.” 
 
    “Against me?” I’m lost. 
 
    “Against immortals amongst us. In fact, that’s the name of their organization.” 
 
    “Against immortals amongst us? At least they’re a literate group. They know when to use ‘Amongst’ in a sentence, although it’s not quite a sentence.” 
 
    “What are you going on about?” Mindi wonders if I’m losing it. 
 
    “Nothing. Just musing about who our friendly protesters might be.” 
 
    “They’re weirdos. That’s who they are.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” I’m surprised at Mindi’s reaction. 
 
    “You’re not someone who’s going to hurt anyone.” Obviously, she hasn’t given much thought to immortals being able to do the work of a bunch of mortals. 
 
    “People are always against change.” I point out to her. “And when they don’t understand the change they’re even more opposed to it.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to go down and talk with them?” She seems surprised. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Should I call Suzette Bain?” 
 
    I look up at the clock realizing the protesters are out early. I wonder why. “Probably a good idea.” 
 
    I walk through the building and wait at the front door for Suzette. It doesn’t take her long. Same tightly wound hair and severe suit. But her expression isn’t as tightly controlled. She seems at loose ends. “Who are they?” 
 
    “People looking for answers and reassurance.” I respond as I push through the door. Once outside I head directly to the protesters. 
 
    “It’s her.” I hear someone call and the group stops walking. Almost as one they turn to face me. Waiting. 
 
    “Good morning. You’re all up early today. Hope you’re enjoying the cool breeze.” I stop talking until I arrive where I can easily be heard by everyone. “What would you like to know?” 
 
    “You don’t look like a robot,” a smaller woman in front calls out to me. In only an instant her information is presented to me. “No Shirley, I’m not a robot. Until a little over six weeks ago I was exactly like you only I was dying. Are you dying?” 
 
    “No.” The voice is softer, not so antagonistic. 
 
    “Do you know people with artificial arms or legs?” 
 
    “Yes,” Shirley admits. 
 
    “How about a hip or knee joint replacement.” 
 
    Shirley nods. 
 
    “Artificial heart value?” 
 
    Shirley shakes her head, “But I know a few folks with pacemakers.” 
 
    “So do I. The only difference between them and me is I’ve had all those things replaced all at once rather than one at a time, and a bunch more. But I’m still the same person I was six or seven weeks ago. Only now with all the artificial organs I’m more artificial something than biological. And because I have all these parts that don’t die, neither will I.” 
 
    “The guy at the Chronicle says you’re going to be just like all those rich people. Taking everything for yourselves and leaving us with nothing,” another protester this time an older man. 
 
    “Roger, do you have an AppleCore phone?” I ask. 
 
    “Sure, but how do you know my name?” He sounds suspicious. 
 
    “I work here, and we make your communicator. That’s what I do.  My job is to make lots and lots of apps that let you play cards on your phone, maps so your autonomous car or ride can get you where you want to go, all the communications apps that let you keep in touch with all of your family and friends wherever they are in the world. Things like that. You want to stream a movie? That’s on your communicator and my teams make that for you. Those of us who work at AppleCore? We’re working for you and there are thousands of us doing just that.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like someone who’s gonna take my job away.” Roger admits.  
 
    “What do you do, Roger?” 
 
    “I’m a retired accountant, but I work at a nursing home as an aide. Got to have extra money to afford all my taxes and bills and such.” 
 
    “I’m no threat to you Roger. I’m not going to work as an aide until maybe when I retire, and I need extra income too.” 
 
    “You don’t look like you’re gonna retire any time soon.” 
 
    Biggest smile I can manage, at least that’s what my memories say, “I hope not Roger.” 
 
    “I read that you want to build bodies like yours. Where could I buy one?” An older woman asks. 
 
    “Morning Nitta. This body is pretty expensive. Of course, this was the first one, so it was a lot more expensive than they will be when they start producing them in volume, but that probably will be a while. So, the answer to your question is no one can buy a body like this unless they go see Dr. Woodall and transition into a new body because you’ll die otherwise.” 
 
    “I’m gonna die soon. Can you tell your doc friend that I need a new body and a new lease on life?” 
 
    “I can’t, Nitta. But if you ask your doctor he can. It has to be a doctor to doctor referral. That’s how I was selected.” 
 
    A younger woman approaches me and touches my face. Takes my hand in hers and feels it. “You don’t seem to be artificial.” 
 
    “Thanks Marty. I’m glad I look and feel real to you, because I am real. My body parts may be manmade, but they did their absolute best to make them look and feel just like yours. The idea is I want to blend into a crowd, not stand out. I don’t want special privileges, or to be different than anyone else. I just want to be able to live the same life I had before I would have died. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “It does, but the guy at the Chronicle says you’re not what you seem. What does he mean by that?” 
 
    “I think he’s speaking metaphorically, Marty. I am different because my body is basically a replacement part. Any time we can do something we’ve never done before that represents change. Will things change because I’m still here instead of dead? Yes, because as we know from Nitta there may eventually be an opportunity for old folks who are going to die to get a new body and new lease on life. That’s a big change. Will it happen in your lifetime? I don’t know.” 
 
    “What about the military?” Another person. Only he looks like the reporter from Stanford University newspaper. I check his identity.  
 
    “What about the military, Shane?” 
 
    He nods realizing I know who he is, “What happens when the military starts putting soldiers into immortal bodies? It’s going to happen.” 
 
    “Shane, I’m sure the team at the Stanford Daily have been tracking what the military is doing in robotics. They’ve been investing in those technologies for decades, centuries really if you go back to the first tanks and ironclad ships.” 
 
    “But you’re different than those kinds of robotics. They can just take a soldier, transfer his or her consciousness and they have an invincible soldier.” 
 
    “I have to disagree with you on that assumption. I’m not invincible. You shoot me in the right places and my computer is done. So am I in that case.” 
 
    “The Pentagon will find a way to protect the vulnerable parts.” 
 
    “Possibly. But a grenade would rip off my arm. A land mine would rip off my legs. I’m not much better in a fight than you would be.” 
 
    “You’re a lot smarter and you can see and hear things we can’t.” 
 
    “Okay. They deploy a few of us for scouts.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you would be a much more accurate shot. Steadier, more precise.” 
 
    “But I also have to charge up. Can you see the army running around with a truck and a charger? I don’t want to do what ifs Shane, because at the moment it’s all speculation. Will the Pentagon try to figure out what they can do with people like me? I expect you’re right there. At the moment I don’t see how another person like me is a significant advantage in a battle zone, but someone may figure that out. Today the best use for someone like me is to save a life of someone who will die of disease otherwise.” 
 
    “That’s not why we’re here.” I see Jane Williams from the ACLU just behind Nitta. “Morning Jane. Why are you here?” 
 
    “Because you are a threat to every one of us, even though you downplay it. I’m not worried about you alone. I’m worried for all these people because of those who will find a way to use you in a way you weren’t intended. That’s the threat and that’s why there can’t be more like you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A CHANCE 
 
      
 
    I can only assume that the American Civil Liberties Union is preparing a suit to shut down Bart Woodall’s clinic, or at least prevent it from transitioning any more people. Either outcome would be a disaster for A’zam’s plans, but could provide a permanent advantage to AppleCore if no one else is able to transition. The question is how do we either prevent the law suit or ensure the clinic continues to transition our folks while the courts decide.  I wander down the hall to Dietrich Zellers’ office. Dietrich is our General Counsel. A tall and proud German whose family has been in the law arena for decades, if not longer. And while he is an expert at corporate law, I’m not so sure of his expertise in the area of civil rights, which is the angle the ACLU will take. 
 
    “Morning Dietrich.” 
 
    “What brings the CEO down the hallway past production?” Dietrich’s office is just on the other side of Wallace’s office from mine. 
 
    “What can you tell me about the ACLU?” 
 
    “How in the world did you find the rock they live under?” Dietrich sounds unhappy. 
 
    “By transitioning,” I respond tentatively since I’m thinking this all through as we talk. “Seems our friends in the media have painted me in such a way that ACLU thinks I’m a threat to all humanity.” 
 
    Dietrich considers my statement for a moment, then formulates his next question. “Ja, I see how that is possible. But the causative link has to be very tentative since there is only one of you and what? Over six billion of the rest of us?” 
 
    “The statement was they want to prevent there being more like me.” 
 
    “That would not be an AppleCore issue. So, why are you, ‘chatting me up’, as you like to say?” 
 
    “It is an AppleCore issue because we have the exclusive contract with UT Southwestern and Dr. Bart Woodall’s Life Extension Clinic to transition people for the next year. Dr. Woodall has just transitioned his entire team to fulfill the volume requirements of that contract.” 
 
    “How many people are involved from AppleCore?” 
 
    “Roughly two thousand. We have about fifty that are either through the transition or in process at the moment.” 
 
    “Is that why Wallace was bumping into walls earlier?” 
 
    “He’s down the hall in my office now resetting his processors so he can better handle all the data and information the internet is presenting to him every second.” 
 
    “No wonder Wallace has been so grumpy recently. You know he’s just not a big data guy.” 
 
    “If the ACLU files an injunction against UT Southwestern and Dr. Woodall to cease transition procedures, how do we overturn that?” 
 
    “You don’t think they’ll file against AppleCore?” Dietrich raises a question I’d not given enough consideration to. 
 
    “From the way Jane Williams talked, she seemed to be more focused on Dr. Woodall, but now that you mention it, the Daniel Lynch articles may give her enough ammunition to file against us as well.” 
 
    “Jane Williams? She’s at the ACLU now? Hmmm.” Dietrich apparently knows Jane Williams and it doesn’t sound like he’s happy about her involvement. “What have you publicly said about our role?” 
 
    “Nothing public about our contract. But I have confirmed we are looking at the product side of an immortals market and why.” 
 
    “What was the reason you gave?” Dietrich wants a complete picture of the circumstances. 
 
    “That we build the communicators the world uses, but immortals have the communications devices built in, so immortals won’t be buying AppleCore products.” 
 
    “Did you differentiate between apps and hardware?” 
 
    I have to quickly re-run that conversation which takes only a couple of seconds, “No.” 
 
    “That may be one approach, but the bigger consideration is that if we become a party to this suit, we will have to disclose the contract in discovery.” 
 
    “That’s a major competitive consideration,” I have to push this point with Dietrich. “At the moment our competition has at best a vague idea of what we may be doing. This is all happening so fast they would have difficulty comprehending the nature of what we will be able to do in the very near future. The one immortals team that is up and running has already delivered a revolutionary platform and done some good work in other areas. They are just scratching the surface of what they’ll be able to do once they really understand how to use the immortal advantages.” 
 
    “You say they are a competitive advantage.” Dietrich muses. “Would their existence be considered a trade secret? Or can we prevent disclosure through employee medical privacy laws? There has to be several defenses we can mount to prevent disclosure. However, every one of them will end up acknowledging that we are doing something with our employees relating to the transition you made. That in and of itself may be sufficient to alert the competition what we are doing and give them a chance to respond in kind.” 
 
    “But that may be part of the issue. AppleCore has contracted in such a manner that the clinic is prevented from transitioning anyone AppleCore does not request to be transitioned.” 
 
    “Tell me how this works?” 
 
    “In my case my doctor referred me to the Clinic as a last chance opportunity to save my life. Dr. Woodall and his team reviewed my case and actually decided to transition me even though the procedure and systems weren’t ready.  Up until now the selection was a medical decision based on a medical referral. Under our contract, Dr. Woodall’s team receives a request and medical history of the candidates for transition. Since any known medical conditions will not persist after the transition, there really isn’t a disqualifying situation. So, Dr. Woodall and his team configure a body to host the consciousness of our candidate that is transitioning. They perform the procedure, dispose of the former host body and provide a day of reorientation to the new capabilities of the immortal host.” 
 
    “That’s fast. No wonder Wallace is struggling.” Dietrich considers the process I’ve described. Is this covered by our health insurance?” 
 
    “No. AppleCore is paying for these transitions from general funds.” 
 
    “We’re self-insured, so you may wish to reconsider that decision and have our health care system pay for these procedures, including all those who have already transitioned. Then it becomes protected information.” 
 
    “They’re very expensive,” I note. 
 
    “So is cancer and a host of other diseases.” Dietrich counters. 
 
    “What do you think?” I have to call the question or Dietrich will muse on this all day. He will anyway, but hopefully mostly after I go back to work. 
 
    “Ja, we have options. If they file, we request a summary judgment. A judgment of this nature will take a few days, but not the months or years the ACLU will be seeking. We build the case based on the fact the ACLU is speculating an impact from a growing population of people like you. But they have no direct evidence that you have displaced a single worker or negatively impacted the civil rights of any individual.” 
 
    “Full disclosure?” I bring up. 
 
    “Have to have it. What haven’t you told me?” 
 
    “There is one person we transitioned.” I’m trying to frame this so Dietrich understands the individual may be vindictive. “He came back with a negative attitude and has been very disruptive.” 
 
    “Why would he do that after you invested in him?” 
 
    “Those who transitioned were told they would lead a team afterwards. I had to change that because of a competitive offering obsolete one of ours and I needed a replacement like overnight.” 
 
    “So, you reneged on a promise you made to this individual.” Dietrich is trying to frame the situation. 
 
    “Not exactly. I told him initially that he wasn’t mature enough to transition. But a special project came up and it was easier to have him transition and manage that project than find someone else with the necessary skills.” 
 
    “But when he returned you kept him with the others, working as a coder rather than as a manager.” Dietrich summarizes. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, he became disruptive to the team, complaining and disrupting their work.” 
 
    “I asked the team lead to evaluate his contribution to the team effort.” I explain to Dietrich. “On a ten-person team his contribution amounted to three percent.” 
 
    “So, well below his expected contribution. Is this evaluation in writing?” 
 
    “No, it was a conversation in my office.” 
 
    “Make sure you document these things in the future.” 
 
    I nod. “But there’s more.” 
 
    “Oh?’ Dietrich isn’t sure he wants to know the next part. 
 
    “I deleted his voice software.” 
 
    Dietrich has to think about this for a minute. “I’m trying to remember what I was told about the company rights to modify the immortal body. As I remember it was designed to permit processor and memory upgrades primarily. But we broadened it so we could essentially replace any part of the body system if AppleCore develops something we want to incorporate.” 
 
    “The language is broader and not restrictive to AppleCore replacement parts. We can essentially change or modify any component of their immortal body at our discretion.” 
 
    “Then you were within your rights,” Dietrich notes. “But you did what you did as a punishment. That pushes it over into an employee rights litigation mine field. We really don’t want to go down that path. I suggest you restore his software with improvements if that’s possible. Did you put him on a performance improvement plan?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You had the specific right to delete his software, but you need to delink it from the performance improvement plan.” 
 
    “I took the action to prevent him from being disruptive to the team. It accomplished that purpose.” 
 
    “You’re saying it wasn’t punitive, it was to enable a more cooperative workplace environment on a company critical project.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “No good.” Dietrich shakes his head. “You will never be able to delink it from punishment with that approach. You’ll have to give me something better. I take it this individual was not cooperative as you performed this procedure?” 
 
    “He was not.” 
 
    “Who knows about this besides you and me?” 
 
    “Petra received email from him complaining specifically about the sexual experience of immortals, not sure if he referenced his voice deletion. Daniel Lynch at the Chronicle has made references to things that this individual could have sent to him. Not sure about that as Mr. Lynch hasn’t revealed his sources.” 
 
    “So, possibly the entire world, except none of them have referenced this so far.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “You need to restore his voice as soon as you leave here,” Dietrich advises. 
 
    “I’ve already sent a note to Alice, the tech who has the software asking her to do so.” 
 
    “You did that while we are sitting here?” Dietrich is surprised. 
 
    “I only need to think it and it’s sent.” 
 
    “I’m on the schedule for next week. Does this mean I’m going to have my laptop in my head and I think it and it’s done?” 
 
    “Glad you’re transitioning soon. Then we can have these conversations at immortal speed and it won’t take so long. Not quite like that, but you’ll find it will make you incredibly more productive while being able to navigate much more complex situations.” 
 
    “Wallace said he spent the first hour after he woke up just lying on the table watching words flashing past him.” 
 
    “It affects everyone differently,” I acknowledge. “I took a while to link with my memories, but that was an early issue they’ve corrected. None who have come through since have complained of that.” 
 
    “So, you spent several days on a vacation from yourself?” 
 
    “In a sense. But you won’t have that pleasure.” 
 
    “You said something about your discontent immortal not being pleased about the sexual experience,” Dietrich remembers. “What’s the issue there?” 
 
    “Right now, sexual experiences are only loosely coupled with feelings and emotions. And that’s a major advance since I came over. We’re making them a lot better, but frankly, they’re not there yet.” 
 
    “Are you talking from personal experience?” 
 
    “I also wrote one of the versions, but one of the teams has had a chance to work it since then.” 
 
    “What you’re telling me is once I make the move I become a work in progress, only I’m not the one driving the progress, it will be your hardware and software teams.” 
 
    I nod. “An interesting way of looking at it.” 
 
    Dietrich suddenly realizes something and decides we are finished, “Would you send me a note when you’ve restored the poor boy’s voice and detailing whatever upgrade aspect was included?” 
 
    “No problem. What’s your sense for how this will play out?” 
 
    “Jane Williams is good. The evidence isn’t strong, so I think we have a chance.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 LOVE, HATE OR ENVY 
 
      
 
    Mindi calls from her office, “Beth Allison on line two.” 
 
    Beth is the Chief Operating Officer at Symbol Ventures. She and I were lab partners in high school. It was always a competition as to who was going to get the better grades. We graduated first and second in our class and Beth has been trying to one up me ever since. But we are friends, although in our current roles we can’t reveal anything that would be considered proprietary to our firms. That makes the calls difficult. Probably why we call so seldom. 
 
    “Hi Beth. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m happy, healthy and could be wiser.” 
 
    “Glad to hear nothing’s changed since our last conversation.” 
 
    “Actually, in our business nearly everything changes every day.” Beth notes. “But I’m sure you’re as used to that as I am by now.” 
 
    “You can’t get used to change, from what I’ve seen,” I take a philosophical approach. “Every change leads to an adjustment. And adjustment means you have to learn something new and then find a way to make that routine.” 
 
    “But the routine only lasts a short time and then another change occurs, and you have a new routine to get in to.” 
 
    “I assume you didn’t call just to compare notes on the rate of change.” I need to keep this focused or we may inadvertently stray into something I can’t talk about. 
 
    “Am I supposed to congratulate you on the new you?” 
 
    “My transition? No. Just an unfortunate set of circumstances that led to taking a chance it might help me survive. I’m lucky in that it was far enough along that I’ve been able to manage through the changes it forced on me.” 
 
    “What I was interested in knowing is what effect has your… you called it a transition? What effect this has had on the increased rate of new products coming out of your shop? The release this week is just so far ahead of where you’ve been.” 
 
    Where the industry has been is what she wants to say, but I get the message. This is exactly the conversation I’ve been hoping to avoid. Unfortunately, the publicity about me is enabling the competition to put two and two together faster than I hoped. “As you’ve probably read I no longer have certain limits on what I can do in selected areas.” 
 
    “You don’t sleep.” Beth notes slightly exasperated. 
 
    “I’m able to stay on task longer than I used to, that’s true.” How do I avoid the obvious? “But you know one person can’t have that big of an effect. And now that A’zam has moved me into the CEO role, I have even less direct time on the products coming out.” 
 
    “Why is Oriana only an acting SVP? That’s not like you.” 
 
    “It was to give her an opportunity to work in the role for a bit and decide if it really fits her skills, interests and abilities.” 
 
    “Are you planning on making her permanent?” Beth clearly will offer Oriana a comparable job at Symbol if I were to say no, but she’d want to know why first. 
 
    “That will be announced in the next few days.” I let the air out of that balloon. 
 
    “Was she involved in the new platform release?” 
 
    “It’s in her shop and I believe she was central to the architecture decision.” 
 
    “So, no casualties from your reorganization.” She’s wanting to pick up any of our senior folks who may be wanting to leave. I’d happily give her Moshe, but not as an Immortal. 
 
    “Just Julia who you’ve already talked to.” 
 
    “I heard she joined a venture fund specializing in communications technologies.” 
 
    “She should do well in that space,” is all I’ll say about Julia who made my life hell. 
 
    “Fisher’s not going anywhere, but he’s still looking for someone as either a President or a CEO with him moving to Executive Chairman.” 
 
    “He really doesn’t need to do that.” I suggest, probably because I was just looking at their performance. “Knowing you, I’m sure you’ve got the place under control. And besides, that’s not the level where you seem to need help.” 
 
    “Oh? What’s your recommendation?” 
 
    I have to be careful here, “I’m sure I’ve not seen anything you’re not working on.” 
 
    “Probably not, but what have you seen that you would change if you were over here?” 
 
    “What drives sales?” 
 
    “A great product at the right price with ready availability,” she doesn’t hesitate at all. 
 
    “Do you have that?” 
 
    “In some of our product lines.” Her response is more tentative. She’s not sure. 
 
    “I would submit you need a flagship to get new folks to look at your other products.” 
 
    “Flagship meaning a product that everyone has to have.”  
 
     “If everyone was wearing your watch; that would drive interest throughout your product line. But in order for that to work, you have to upgrade the other product lines so people who look find something new and cutting edge along with the tried and true.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how many times I’ve had this conversation with Fisher?” 
 
    Just as I thought, Beth is frustrated because she knows what Symbol needs to do but can’t get her boss to make the investment. So, she’s trying to recruit allies, and find a way to get that flagship product with the resources she has. That makes me wonder about the box in Dr. Woodall’s lab? It had her return address. What did she ship to AppleCore? A’zam said it was something other than my board, he just reused the box. “More than you want to count, I’m sure.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “Beth, did you make something for A’zam recently?” 
 
    “A’zam personally? Not for AppleCore?” 
 
    “I recently saw a box with your personal return address in one of our labs. When I asked about it the person there said A’zam brought it in. When I asked him about it he said he put one of our prototype boards in it just as a way of transporting it. Never told me what he bought from you.” 
 
    “He’s been in a couple of times to talk with Fisher about a joint venture, but he never gives us any details. Seems to me he asked for a sample board for something. What was that? Let me look.” 
 
    I hear her consulting her system, typing in AppleCore with A’zam as the delivery address. “Here it is. A simple comms board. Not even our current technology. I doubt we would have sold you a new one. We’d rather make you buy one from one of our customers and backwards engineer it so we’d at least get one more sale.” 
 
    “Thanks. That’s helpful.” So, A’zam bought an old technology comms board just to get a box with the right label to throw me off track. But he lied to me about his meetings and discussions with Fisher. Said they were a long time ago. Not true. Also, not about acquisition, but about a joint venture. Probably trying to ascertain their true financial condition. Will their investors put more money into them if they are tied to AppleCore? If the answer is no, that means now is the time to make an offer. If the answer is yes, then the Investors still have confidence in the Senior Leadership and a purchase will be more expensive. Will be better if we wait until our immortal teams start driving them out of markets and their share value plunges. 
 
    “I know you just got the COO job, but are you comfortable with Symbol?” I ask Beth since she asks me the same question every time we talk. She and I both know that if we were on the same team it would be infinitely stronger than either of us are by ourselves. We’ve just never been at the same place where one or the other of us was sufficiently motivated to move out of the womb of our respective companies. 
 
    “Probably as comfortable as you are as CEO of the products company.” Which means she’s hanging on by a thread, but so far, the winds haven’t been strong enough to break that thread. 
 
    “You know the standing offer is still there, and now I actually don’t have to ask anyone about the job I’d want you to fill. “ 
 
    “You wouldn’t have to go to your board to make me Co-CEO?” Beth laughs. Only I know she’s serious as she wouldn’t want to work for me, but would be good working with me. It’s that competition rising to the surface again. 
 
    “What’s your price?” I decide to call her bluff. 
 
    “I’ll have to think about that.” Beth dodges as I expect. “I see you’re looking at what kind of market might emerge if more people become like you.” 
 
    Beth has been diligently reading the Chronicle. “It’s like so many emerging markets. You can’t tell how long it will take for them to scale, when will be the right time to invest, or even what kinds of products will evolve to serve those markets. The fact that all the comms components are built in means we have to start looking at embedded systems. Not something we do currently. How much of our market will that be in five or ten years? Pure speculation at the moment.” 
 
    “Someone said you said you are an existential threat to AppleCore.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” I respond immediately. “Someone in the audience I was addressing came to that conclusion, but with very speculative and sparse information.” 
 
    “But play along with me for a minute. What if? What if there are ten thousand people who transition in a year. Whether it’s a medical imperative or a military soldier application. It really doesn’t matter why. But if there are ten thousand of you coming into the population every year, it doesn’t take long for there to be enough like you to make an interesting market niche. I would expect people like you all to all have income in the higher ranges. That means you’re a bigger consumer of the content we produce, if nothing more.” 
 
    “Would require a different business model,” I observe neutrally. 
 
    “You’ve changed business models a hundred times if not more. That’s no limitation.” 
 
    “Not a limitation, but a requirement.” I remind her. “And every time you introduce a new business model the adoption rate is retarded because customers have to learn how to use your product and understand a value proposition that’s new to them.” 
 
    “True, but with enough preparation you can push the adoption rate pretty quickly.” 
 
    “Is this conversation enough to get your blood flowing?” I bait her again, knowing when we make our bid I’ll need to sell this argument again. “The thought of the two of us on the same team rather than trying to always outwit the other? Stay ahead of the next big thing each of us is working on?” 
 
    “It certainly is, but we both know that’s not likely to happen any time soon.” 
 
    I know I have to go through Fisher when the time is right, but I feel comfortable planting some seeds because I know Beth will want to share her gleams of insight with Fisher, just as I do with A’zam. “Let’s come back to what if? You said A’zam has been in a few times recently to talk with Fisher about a joint venture. I take it you would be interested in the right kind of business arrangement, for the right products in a new and exciting market that would significantly lift the market shares and share prices for both firms.” 
 
    “The fact there was more than one meeting between them would be a good indicator that what you suggest is true.”Beth states evenly. 
 
    “What would that have to look like for you to be interested?” I try to make my question seem like just a what if. 
 
    Beth hesitates for a long time. I could have read the entire New York Times before she responds, but since I did in background it really wasn’t a hypothetical. 
 
    “You know I’ve been looking for a new market the same as you. Once we get to this size feeding the beast becomes a very difficult task. And since I don’t want to see you talking about a new market you’re looking at that we discuss today, let’s use the one we’ve just been talking about. What you call the Immortals market. What would it take for us to be interested? The comms portion of a ten thousand a year growth isn’t worth the investment. It would have to be more than that. To get to a reasonable value it would probably have to be the market for the whole body. Everything from structural metals and prosthetic skin to the electronics that make the whole thing operate. Let’s say each unit costs a million dollars, just using round numbers. Ten thousand times a million is ten billion. That’s a market worth considering. But a gate keeper is going to be the health insurance companies. Are they going to pay for these bodies and the procedure to transition consciousness?” 
 
    “Again, since we’re talking hypotheticals and I really haven’t given this any thought, I’d have to say the health insurance companies would be in favor of paying for the transitions,” I try to answer her question. “It reduces their insured costs to treat patients with chronic illnesses. And once the individual is transitioned, they might be subject to computer virus I suppose, but they aren’t going to have any health issues that would require insurance going forward.” 
 
    “And the lifetime benefits are usually over a million per insured, so that would cover the cost of the new body. Since we’re still on this part of the issue, wouldn’t an employer be required to keep the transitioned employee on their health insurance, not only to cover that individual’s family, but to keep the pool of dollars to cover all of this sufficiently funded? That million dollars presupposes payments from the employer for the working life of that employee.” 
 
    “Sounds right to me.” I concur. “It’s interesting the complexity of a business opportunity you run into from areas you wouldn’t expect every time you peel back the skin of the onion.” 
 
    “It always surprises me how much insight you’re able to bring to a situation you haven’t given any thought to,” Beth is letting me know she doesn’t believe I haven’t given this any thought. 
 
    “Well, in this case, it’s like you said, we were talking about a business opportunity we are beginning to consider and we have done some high level thinking about it. The fact I’m directly hooked into the internet helps, because I can pull up facts quickly, even though I’ve not spent any time with them previously.” 
 
    “Do you see who the candidates are for becoming like you changing?” She apparently has had conversations with Dr. Woodall already. 
 
    “That’s up to the medical community.” And I can say that since they willingly entered into the agreement with us. “You came up with the ten thousand annual figure. I would be really surprised if that many folks transition in any one year any time soon. I’m still barely seventy-five percent of what I’ll be in the near future. The longer term? Who knows what I’ll evolve to be. And that’s if there’s no long-term hidden killers. I don’t see any issue with how long we can keep the body going, but nobody knows how long consciousness will persist outside of the biologic host. Nobody knows what happens when we go for a long period of time without feelings or emotions, or love, hate or envy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 WRONG ASSUMPTIONS 
 
      
 
    Rocky and I haven’t had lunch in years. So many years I’m not sure I even remember the last time. Anyway, when he called me and said he had an extra hamburger and would I come to lunch I couldn’t say no, even though Mindi had to rearrange my whole day. As the Googlecar drops me in front of the tiny bungalow Rocky has called home practically his whole adult life, I think about having paid the taxes on it for him because he says he doesn’t have enough to pay them and his other bills. Rocky has always lived frugally. I’m going to have to explore that further because something just doesn’t seem right that he’s managed for all these years and suddenly in the last two he can’t make ends meet. What is he spending his money on if not his taxes? 
 
    As I walk up to the front door I’m checking his pay stub from AppleCore. His income from us hasn’t been reduced, in fact it has gone up. Probably not matching inflation, but still no reason he can’t pay bills. Then I spot it. Rocky has a direct deposit into a brokerage account that represents forty percent of his take home pay. So, he’s deliberately reduced his income to save almost half.  The door recognizes me, a brief wait while Rocky overrides the lock and it opens. I step in and instantly smell burnt hamburgers and grease. Rocky never knows when something is done, so he always cooks it until it looks burnt. Not a good gauge as far as I can tell. “I’m here.” 
 
    “Back here.” Rocky always says back here and I have to follow the sound of his voice to figure out where ‘here’ is. This time he’s in the kitchen and the burned hamburgers apparently are a recent happening as the frying pan is still on the stove and he’s taking the rolls from the microwave. “Sit, sit.” 
 
    I follow his instructions although that’s a relatively recent behavior on my part. He brings over two plates, each with a charcoal hamburger. He then retrieves a jar of pickles, mustard and ketchup and two Jalapeño peppers. Rocky knows I love Jalapenos, but can’t eat anything now. I’ll break the news to him in a bit, but for now I’m overwhelmed he’s actually trying to make this a nice lunch for us. Must be he has something important on his mind to discuss, like when he and Elizabeth are going to get married. Still can’t believe my transition unleashed this new Rocky. “Smells great.” 
 
    “Eat, eat. You think I make hamburgers every day?” 
 
    “I remember Anna Laura making them on special occasions like when we did something good at school, or I broke the hundred-meter record in middle school, before the accident.” 
 
    “Why did you stop running? Your mother was so proud of you.” 
 
    “Were you proud of me?” I have to ask, although I never have, always afraid Rocky would tell me exactly what he was thinking at that moment, which usually wasn’t pride in me. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    I do a double take. “As I remember it you were never proud of me.” 
 
    “You’re wrong. Your mother, your sister and I were always proud of you.” Rocky has to put his hamburger down and wipe his hands on a napkin before continuing. “We saw how hard you tried to please us, how hard you worked to always be better. You never gave up. Never quit. Until the accident and then it was like you withdrew from life itself. It broke my heart to see how hard you took their loss.” 
 
    I want to pinch myself because this isn’t the Rocky I grew up with. “You took it hard too.” 
 
    “Twenty years hard. I’ll never be over their loss. Never. But I have to go on. Carry on what Anna Laura and I started. See it to the end.” 
 
    “What do you see as the end?” 
 
    “You being happy. That’s the one thing I’ve just never been able to do, make you happy. So, now it’s up to someone else to make you happy.” 
 
    “No one makes someone else happy. You can be happy because someone else is in your life, but you make yourself happy. They just enable you to find happiness inside.” 
 
    “You been reading those new age bullshit magazines in the grocery store again?” Rocky’s angry. “Your mother knew how to make me happy. Tabitha too. It could be just a smile, or Anna Laura making my favorite dinner.” 
 
    “Hamburgers with macaroni and cheese.” I interject into his rant. 
 
    Rocky stops for a moment, realizing his favorite dinner minus the macaroni and cheese was what he made today. It makes him sadder and the anger lessens, but then he continues. “I was happy because they were happy, and I was the reason they were happy.” 
 
    I decide I shouldn’t argue the point just because I have a different perspective on happiness. “So, you stopped being proud of me when they died?” 
 
    “You made it real hard, you know. I don’t know how you did it but somehow you figured life out. Better than me.” 
 
    “I’m proud of you, Rocky. Always have been. Even when we disagreed. I was proud of what you did at work, of how loyal you’ve been to Anna Laura even after all these years. Proud that you never once changed who you are.” 
 
    Rocky clearly hasn’t expected this revelation. I think this is the first time in my life I’ve seen him without an instant comeback, usually biting and critical. But then he finds his voice, “You could have waited for my funeral oration. That way you wouldn’t have made me alter my expectations of you.” 
 
    Then Rocky notices I haven’t eaten, “What’s the matter? You love hamburgers.” 
 
    “I don’t eat anymore,” I concede knowing I should have reminded him. 
 
    “Why don’t you eat them anymore? Not good enough for a big executive?’” 
 
    I shake my head, “If I could I would certainly enjoy your burger, but I can’t digest food anymore.” 
 
    Rocky stares at me without saying a word. Finally, he shrugs, reaches across the table and pulls the plate with the second burger towards him, “Can’t let perfectly good burger go to waste. Guess there’s no sense inviting you for lunch.” 
 
    “Rocky, I came because you asked me to. I want you to ask me to come talk with you, see how you’re doing. Help out if I can.” 
 
    “I don’t need help. What do you think I am? Old? I’m not old. I’m still young enough to build circuits for A’zam. Cook a burger or two.” 
 
    “There are times when a second pair of hands or eyes or ears can help you do something that’s not all that easy for one person to do.” 
 
    “You’re dancing again. Why do you dance around things rather than coming right out and saying what you’re thinking? You’re thinking I need help. Well, I haven’t needed any help for the last twenty years. Why should I need it now?” He then changes the subject on me. “So, you don’t dream either?” 
 
    “Day dream. And I still have dreams of a different future. Dreams of you being happy again.” 
 
    Rocky scowls, “Why you bringing it back to me again? I didn’t do anything wrong. Just because I couldn’t make you happy once they left us.” 
 
    “I don’t feel happy anymore. Can’t. Because I don’t feel anything. And that’s the problem.” 
 
    “You’re talking crazy. You have to have feelings.” Rocky sounds annoyed. 
 
    “I told you all of this last month, when I first went through the transition. Have you forgotten what I told you?” 
 
    “My memory’s as good as it’s been.” 
 
    “Which apparently isn’t all that great.” I observe, but Rocky just waves his hand at me as if he were waving my comment away. 
 
    “When’s my birthday?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Rocky admits. “But that doesn’t count. I never knew when your birthday was. Anna Laura knew, and she told me when I needed to be home for it. Same with Tabitha. So, don’t go thinking I was just not remembering yours.” 
 
    “When was Anna Laura’s?” 
 
    “February tenth? She always left little hints of what she wanted for her birthday. I just had to buy it and wrap it. She always knew where I hid it. So, she would bring it into bed first thing on her birthday morning and unwrap it in my presence.” 
 
    “It was the 9th.” 
 
    “Close enough for horseshoes and birthday greetings.” 
 
    “I didn’t know about the birthday tradition.” 
 
    “You weren’t invited in for that little party.” Rocky has a far-away remembrance look on his face, but it is soon replaced with a sadness I’ve not seen in a while. I sit quietly to give him time to adjust his feelings. Just the fact I don’t feel what he does, I am remembering how he acted when he’s had that face on before. The question that comes to mind is: how will other immortals treat each other if they don’t pay attention to the memories that tell them how they should act? I’m going to have to spend some more time on this issue. As more and hopefully more immortals come back I’m going to have to spend more time making sure they can play nice together. I’m getting the feeling from watching Moshe my assumption immortals will want to act how they remember they used to act may not be valid. 
 
    Rocky clears his throat, “You still with me little girl?” Rocky only calls me his little girl when he wants me to listen to him. 
 
    “I’m still here.” 
 
    “You weren’t.” 
 
    “I’ve got a lot on my plate that has nothing to do with you getting married.” I want to sound tired, even though I don’t, hoping tired will play better with Rocky. “But if that’s what you and Elizabeth have worked out and all it costs you is half of your life savings, I say go for it. I just want you to be happy.” 
 
    “You did it again.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You made two assumptions in the same sentence, neither of which are true.” 
 
    I’ve lost track of what assumptions I could have made. “Okay. Enlighten me.” 
 
    “First, well second really, you assume I’m not happy.” 
 
    “You aren’t. You’ve said in my presence at least twice a week since the accident that you haven’t been happy since Anna Laura died.” 
 
    “You’re not listening. I said to you last week that when you came home it was like Anna Laura came home with you.” 
 
    “As you said close enough. But you didn’t say you were happy when I came home. In fact, as I remember it most nights you were decidedly unhappy with me.” 
 
    “Why do I have to tell you everything? You should be able to see I’m happy. Didn’t I act it?” 
 
    “You always seemed depressed to me. Depressed and sad that you didn’t have her, didn’t have your perfect family anymore.” 
 
    “Our family was never perfect. Still isn’t. But no family is. Every family has issues, problems, upset feelings about one thing or another. Generally, someone hasn’t been kind or considerate or even cognizant of another’s feelings. But in time we move on. No benefit in holding on to the hurt feelings. Just makes the next day harder to get through.” 
 
    “Can I call bullshit to your revisionist history?” I’m flooded with too many memories that don’t support his version. “I distinctly remember you not talking to me for more than a month when I dropped physics in high school.” 
 
    “You eventually re-enrolled and got the highest grade in your class.” 
 
    “And I worked my ass off to do that. No help from you. Just the freeze out.” 
 
    “And look where you are today. I got over it, but I had to convince you of the mistake you’d made without pointing that out. You never listened to what I had to say. But you reacted emotionally when I didn’t show you acceptance or approval.” 
 
    “What planet are you on?” I’m not seeing his version of our common history. “You never showed me acceptance or approval. Even today you always make it sound like you’re amazed I got to where I am because I’m not anyone special.” 
 
    “You aren’t.” Rocky puts me back in my place. “But you’ve made yourself into someone who is. You did that. But would you if I’d been all accepting and approving dad? Whatever you did was fine with me. You got an F? No biggie. You’ll do better next time. Run along and play house with all the boys who will leave you for the first hot girl who will sleep with them after they get you pregnant.” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me you ignored me on purpose? That you thought I’d have to be tough to succeed. But if I got pregnant and had a million kids that would be all right with you?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “You can be so maddening. If only I felt that way it would be easier to deal with you. I don’t feel angry or nostalgic or anything. But I do remember how I felt then. Every day from the day they died until I moved out on you. And not one day did I ever feel loved, accepted for who I am, or encouraged to be something more.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to know what else you’re wrong about?” 
 
    I shrug, not sure I do or don’t. 
 
    “It’s not Elizabeth.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FRIDAY 
 
      
 
    I’m reviewing information on Symbol Ventures when Mindi sticks her head into my office. “A’zam,” is all she has to say. 
 
    “Here or there?” 
 
    “On his way here.” 
 
    “Guess you and Brit have the signals down. Thanks.” 
 
    And of course, A’zam bursts through my doorway with a cross expression. “What did you tell Beth Allison?” 
 
    He doesn’t sit, so hopefully this will be a short meeting. “I didn’t tell her much, but I asked a lot of questions and played a hypothetical.” 
 
    “What was the hypothetical?” 
 
    “Immortals as a joint venture,” I respond neutrally. 
 
    “Why would you use that one?” A’zam is trying to figure out what I’m doing. 
 
    “I didn’t suggest it, she did, based on our publicly stated interest in exploring the opportunities that might evolve from a future growth in the numbers of immortals.” 
 
    “When did we say that?” 
 
    “I did, and I know you’ve got your media filters on to include anything I say publicly so you saw it when it came through.” 
 
    “Maybe I did, but you may have screwed up the whole Symbol Ventures opportunity.” 
 
    “And how would I have done that?” 
 
    “Beth went back and talked with Fisher about your call.” 
 
    “As I would expect her to. Because that’s exactly what I will do when we’re finished with the inquisition.” 
 
    “You were going to fill me in on your conversation? Why haven’t you done it already?” 
 
    “I was on your calendar to do so but I had to rearrange my day.” 
 
    A’zam sits down apparently willing to listen now. “Beth called me, for starters. She was trying to figure out if we were letting any of our senior folks leave as part of the reorganization. I mentioned Julia, but she had already interviewed her and decided not to make an offer.” 
 
    “Makes me have more respect for Beth than I did. Always thought she was more about theory and less about substance.” 
 
    “You clearly misjudge her. Anyway, I disabused her of that notion, so she was trying to poke at your recent discussions with Fisher about a joint venture. Just in case you don’t remember, you told me yesterday that you hadn’t had any discussions with him in a long time.” 
 
    A’zam just looks at me, unwilling to admit he lied to me but also unwilling to give me any explanation for having done so. I get the message he thinks I have no need to know who he talks with or what they are talking about even though I’ll be left to implement or clean up whatever mess he creates. I could tell him what I think about his behavior, but it wouldn’t make any difference. He’s already put me to the test and maybe it just never gets to where he can trust someone. Maybe whoever he needs to trust he has to put to constant tests to make sure they are remaining loyal. I don’t have any idea what he thinks so there’s no sense getting upset about anything he’s doing or not doing.  
 
    A’zam gets tired of waiting for me and asks, “So, how did you get to the hypothetical?” 
 
    “Beth, as I just said, was poking at your meetings with Fisher. Since you chose to exclude her, she apparently thought I might know what you were talking about. Since you’ve not chosen to include me either I informed her that I didn’t. She wanted to know how such a joint venture might work, clearly trying to judge how it would impact her operations.” 
 
    “But you can’t give her any insights since you don’t have any.” 
 
    “That’s true. But since I’d mentioned we were trying to understand how the immortal breakthrough, if you will, will change our industry she chose to use it as an example we could walk through to try to understand what the impact could look like.” 
 
    “You still don’t have enough information,” A’zam is trying to keep me in my place. 
 
    “She chose the number ten thousand units. Does that ring a bell? I assume you used it in your meeting with Fisher.” 
 
    A’zam will neither confirm nor deny. 
 
    “And she suggested that comms systems for immortals was table scraps, so we should consider the entire body unit.” I wait. Still no response. “And she suggested a price for the units of $1 million each. So, a market of $10 billion annually. She thought that might be sufficient size to warrant a joint venture. Does any of this sound familiar?” 
 
    “What did you tell her?” A’zam continues to seek information without giving any. 
 
    “That since there was only one of me and that I just came out last month, a ten thousand annual volume seems a long way away.” 
 
    “That’s not what was conveyed to Fisher.” 
 
    “You up for sharing or am I supposed to just forget your tantrum as bullshit?” 
 
    “Why would you think anything I have to say is bullshit?” A’zam doesn’t understand my skepticism of his plea of ignorance. 
 
    “Experience,” is my immediate comeback so he has no doubt about my perceptions of him. 
 
    “Tell me about your friend MC.” 
 
    I hesitate, surprised he would ask me about her. Apparently, he’s figured out I know what he’s been up to with Delilah and now MC and Reese. “What’s your fascination with my friends? I’m not nearly as interested in yours.” 
 
    “MC’s a psychologist.” A’zam watches me for any indication of what I’m thinking. “She any good?” 
 
    “As a psychologist she’s excellent, but why is it I don’t think that’s the question you asked.” 
 
    “Just thought it might help me to visit with a professional.” 
 
    “You did. That was Delilah.” 
 
    “Somehow I don’t think that was the answer to my question,” he’s still playing a game with me. 
 
    “Depends on which question you were really asking.” 
 
    “And Reese. Another professional. Plays hard to get. Ignores me, but responds to my agent.” 
 
    “So I heard.” I inform him. “We talk periodically. You’ve been the main topic of late.” 
 
    “Good to know I’m making an impression.” 
 
    “Not necessarily a good one.” 
 
    A’zam smiles, but it’s not a happy smile, “Not what I’m hearing.” 
 
    “That’s because you only listen to yourself.” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” A’zam truly seems puzzled. 
 
    I get up and walk over towards the window overlooking the coy pond. “I’m trying to decide how much I want to tell him about the posse. “We’ve been friends since college. Do you have any friends like that?” 
 
    “Since college?” The tone is actually not as pushing as it was up until now. “Not friends, but people I know.” 
 
    “Women are different in how we form relationships. There are some people we will be friends with no matter what else happens. We get along. We listen to each other. And most important if something happens to any one of us we are all there for her.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “You’ve had the audacity to tread into that circle of friends. Going from one to the next as if you thought we are a shooting gallery and your dick is the rifle.” 
 
    “I like it. Never thought of my dick as a rifle, but it’s a nice metaphor.” 
 
    “Well, the game’s over. You got the first two targets, but this is where it ends.” 
 
    A’zam looks at me as if he is trying to gauge something, then looks away. “I got the first four targets. Only Reese has eluded me so far, but that won’t take long. I just wanted you to know I own you now. You, your friends, your father, your doctor. Anyone I want to own. It’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    I am incredulous. How could he have gotten to everyone I rely on? But now I see the simple logic. He needs to own me to keep me loyal. How can I trust what my posse is telling me if they’re screwing A’zam? It’s been obvious, although I’ve been ignoring the signs. They don’t want to tell me what they’re doing with him. And if I tell them something it will get back to him in pillow talk. I can’t warn them away. I’ve tried, and they don’t believe I’m the target rather than their allure. He’s even turned them on each other. The sniping I’ve been hearing. Comments about another member of the posse they never would have made before. How is it that a single man can come between such good friends? 
 
    “Now that I have your attention, we need to talk about Symbol Ventures.” A’zam looks grim. 
 
    “So, is what you’re going to tell me more bullshit or is there really something here I need to listen to?” 
 
    “Same old Sage. Always the man eater.” 
 
    “Is that my reputation?” 
 
    “In the only circles that matter.” 
 
    “Meaning you. Since you’re going to end up the only person who matters.” 
 
    “You have been listening,” A’zam smiles. “Congratulations. Welcome to the team. Certainly took you long enough to get here.” 
 
    “Well?” I’m frantically trying to figure out how I get out of the box I walked into. 
 
    “Fisher thinks he’s sitting on a gold mine. Fair enough. At one point he was. But he let poor leadership undermine his position in the markets and in technology. He has no secret sauce.” 
 
    “His problem is volumes. He doesn’t build enough of any one thing to drive the cost out. So consequently, he’s always a higher priced high quality, usually, alternative to the market leaders.” 
 
    “Which is usually us.” A’zam completes the thought. “And that’s where our Immortals strategy sinks him. We will introduce a flurry of new, higher quality, significantly more capable and in some instances, revolutionary, solutions to the same market needs he addresses. By the time he gets his thumb into the hole in the dam, the whole city will be under water. At that point we will be able to pick him up on the cheap because no one else will want his liabilities. But if we can pick up his workforce, turn them into immortals no one will be able to touch us.” 
 
    “We only have enough contracted slots to cover our technical team. You’ll need to get Dr. Woodall to extend the contract or there’s no advantage to picking them up. It would be better to let them close their doors. At least it wouldn’t drag us down.” 
 
    A’zam shakes his head, “Someone else would pick up the assets at fire sale prices. We can’t let that happen. Would just put someone else into business at a much lower cost basis.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I want you to start the conversation with Fisher. Tell him we would be interested in merging with him. That way we don’t have to use cash. A stock for stock deal. Just don’t give him any idea of an exchange rate. Tell him the rate would have to be set based on due diligence and an audit.” 
 
    “Do they get to do due diligence and an audit on us?” I have to ask and seem like I’m really engaged in this even though my processors are screaming to find a way out. “Seems like something I would ask for.” 
 
    “I don’t see a problem. But of course, you realize we will never actually perform the audit or let them conduct the due diligence because we will drag the exchange of draft agreements, blame it on the lawyers or the regulatory approvals, whatever seems appropriate. We’ll let that all go on until they are in such a freefall they’ll agree to waive all that if we will just assume their liabilities.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’ll seek bankruptcy protection?” Standard question I have to ask. 
 
    “Would you?” A’zam thinks my question is naïve.” Nobody wants to buy something from a company in bankruptcy. They’re always afraid the company won’t be around to service whatever it is they buy.” 
 
    “I see you’ve given this a lot of thought.” 
 
    “Symbol Ventures has been a constant thorn in our side. I’ve been trying to find a way to buy them or put them out of business for more than a decade.” A’zam informs me. 
 
    “Fisher will want an indicative offer and a final offer before we even start to document the deal. Why won’t he insist on the deal we’ve offered once he starts into free fall?” 
 
    “He will.” A’zam agrees. “But at that point we tell him this is our new deal. Your value is no longer what it was when we started negotiating. So take it or leave it. And at that point he won’t have time to start all over again. He will take our deal because he will get to keep his salary and benefits, even though his entire leadership team will be toast.” 
 
    “As a consultant or …?” 
 
    “Vice Chairman.” A’zam really has thought out the opportunity. “A meaningless role. It’s like being Vice President. Nobody pays attention to you, but everyone has to show you deference just because there might be a set of circumstances where you might ascend to the top role. It basically never happens in corporations, but still it’s the size title that he will want as his price to agree.” 
 
    “So, my transition enabled your wet dream.” 
 
    “For which I will be eternally grateful. Literally.” 
 
    “How long do you think it will take for your plan to succeed?” 
 
    “At sixteen teams transitioning a month? Not more than six months. We will put so much pressure on them they will have no idea how to respond as sales drop off in product area after product area.” 
 
    “Oriana and Jermaine start the integration planning on Friday.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 RECOVER 
 
      
 
    Dietrich calls me first thing the next morning. I’m in my office as I have been for hours, but since he hasn’t transitioned yet it’s almost nine am before he makes the call. 
 
    “The ACLU filed their petition for an injunction against UT Southwestern, Dr. Woodall’s Life Extension Clinic and AppleCore at the close of business yesterday. Of course, they did so to delay the dissemination of the suit until the court has had a chance to receive it and set a court calendar. Luckily we have people watching for anything that involves AppleCore and I’d alerted them to look for anything filed by the ACLU or against the other parties.” 
 
    “I take it you’ve read the complaint?” 
 
    “I have. In actuality, my previous experience with Jane Williams has been very helpful. I already have a draft filing for summary judgment written and reviewed by other members of the staff who are more familiar with the court where it was filed.” 
 
    “Where is that?” 
 
    “United States District Court, Northern District of California.” 
 
    “San Francisco, even though the suit in part is against a subdivision of the State of Texas.” 
 
    “The hospital there? UT Southwestern?” 
 
    “Part of the University of Texas. A state school.” 
 
    “As I think about this case, that shouldn’t be a problem for the ACLU.” Dietrich informs me. “UT is only the hospital where the procedure is practiced. The intellectual property is Dr. Woodall’s and he’s not deep pockets. We are the deep pockets they will want to attack in the proceeding.” 
 
    “So, the venue where the case will be heard is in their favor?” 
 
    “California judges will be much more sympathetic to their case than Texas judges will be.” 
 
    “So how do we counter that?” 
 
    “As I said, Jane Williams is nothing if not predictable.” Dietrich explains. “She made a name for herself suing corporations for one or another malfeasance as it relates to employees. In this case she’s alleging that Dr. Woodall is just a pawn for AppleCore. That he is conspiring with us to deprive workers writ large from job security, equal access to employment and freedom from discrimination because of their biological differences from immortals.” 
 
    “What is her evidence that any of those rights, some of which are non-existent, have been infringed by my existence?” 
 
    “She offers no evidence that anything has been violated. She has attached this proceeding to a little used provision of the law that permits complaints against conspiracy to deny rights. In order to ascertain a conspiracy exists she is provided wide latitude in discovery to ask for anything that exists or may have been contemplated as determined by internal communications. We have to provide all transcripts of meetings where any individual who may have had a role in discussing an immortals strategy, practice or program is present or participating.” 
 
    “A fishing expedition,” I surmise. 
 
    “Exactly. But the problem with this approach is that if the judge decides to allow the fishing expedition we will have to provide all such documentation. Any attempt to not comply fully will result in a summary judgment in their favor.” 
 
    “So, we need to start collecting all those documents now,” I suggest. 
 
    “That would be prudent, but from what you’ve told me previously, most of the work on an immortals program was conducted by A’zam alone. And for that reason, essentially few documents exist and virtually no meetings have been held.” 
 
    “That’s correct. As the person responsible I simply walked down the hall and told Desiree what we needed to do. She pulled a list of development team members by their evaluations and assigned them a priority.” 
 
    “We drafted the agreements both with Dr. Woodall and UT Southwestern, as well as the employee agreements. Those will be discoverable. I’m assuming someone has been coordinating their signing the transition agreements and travel.”  
 
    “One employee in HR. We’re only doing forty people a week, but that’s pretty much a full-time job for her.” 
 
    “What about the vendor agreements?” Dietrich asks. 
 
    “What vendor agreements?” 
 
    “With all the vendors A’zam has been signing up. The ones who make the component parts of the bodies as well as software. Most are investments with rights to purchase the entire company. But there must be at least a hundred of them I’ve reviewed.” 
 
    “He hasn’t run any of that through the management committee.” 
 
    “Investments. Probably didn’t need to under the by-laws.” 
 
    “So, the management committee doesn’t have the right to information about where our profits are being invested?” 
 
    “Only if you’re on the investments committee.” Dietrich looks at me as if he’s surprised I didn’t know this. “I take it you’re not. I’d talk to A’zam about that if I were you.” 
 
    “Why am I getting the impression if we have to disclose everything we will be obligated to that we will lose this case?” 
 
    “Not an unreasonable assumption,” Dietrich responds. 
 
    “Okay. Then how do we prevent the disclosure?” 
 
    “That’s what my motion for summary judgment is intended to do.” 
 
    “And what’s the basis for that motion?” 
 
    “That there is no basis for their injunction. Such an action will interfere with interstate trade, since the procedures are performed in Texas and the patients, and I use that term exclusively throughout, may be residents of other states. That to date only one individual has disclosed being transitioned under this procedure and that any inferred harm to the rights of any other individual or class of individuals has not only not been confirmed in any way, but is speculative. That the federal courts have not ruled previously on a civil rights violation in relation to a new and rarely practiced medical procedure. My intent is to convince the courts that you are not only not a threat to anyone’s civil rights, but that you have indeed pioneered a medical procedure that may save a good, but not large, number of lives that might otherwise be lost.” 
 
    “How confident are you that we will prevail?” I have to ask, still not feeling good about what will happen to us in disclosure. 
 
    “When a judge gets a case, the usual tendency is to hear it unless it is totally without merit on the face. That’s what I’m trying to establish.” 
 
    “You haven’t answered my question.” 
 
    “California is probably the least friendly state in which to hear our case. I’m sure that’s why Jane Williams chose it.” 
 
    “Can we ask for a change of venue to some other more friendly state?” 
 
    “We could, but if the judge thinks we are going to maneuver to improve our odds he or she will probably not grant the petition and we will have already prejudiced the judge to be less lenient with us.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t recommend it, then.” 
 
    Dietrich shakes his head. 
 
    “Do we have any opportunity to influence who the judge will be who hears the case?” 
 
    “Not much.” Dietrich reflects. We used to have a friend at court in the person of the Chief Justice. But he retired, and his replacement is much friendlier to the NGOs.” 
 
    “NGO’s?” 
 
    “Non-governmental organizations. Like the Sierra Club, National Environmental Defense Council, ACLU and others.” 
 
    “What can we do to improve our chances?” I ask pessimistically. 
 
    “Give another interview. Something that will show you’re not a monster and that you have absolutely no interest in taking away civil liberties from anyone. If anything, we at AppleCore are dedicated to improving the lives of every man, woman and child around the world through improved communications and entertainment options.” 
 
    “Sounds like you should be working with Suzette Bain in communications.” 
 
    “I write a lot of her copy. She’s such a ditz she can’t keep anything straight.” 
 
    His impression of Suzette is clearly different from mine. I only see the tightly wound young woman who keeps a tight schedule and has everything working like clockwork. I noticed that she doesn’t handle stress well and seldom intervenes even if her interview is going to shit. Apparently afraid to be quoted herself. 
 
    While I’m sitting with Dietrich I send a note to Suzette asking who would likely be the most widely read media outlet that has asked for an interview and could she get them in as soon as possible. I get an almost immediate response from her saying she’s working it. “Okay. That’s in flight. Anything else I need to know today?” 
 
    “I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    I nod to Dietrich and head back down the hall to my office, but before I even get there I’m stopped by Moshe. “I’ve been looking for you.” 
 
    “Come on in.” I point him towards my office. Mindi is wide-eyed as I follow Moshe into my office and close the door. 
 
    “What can I help you with?” 
 
    “Obviously I have my voice back. Didn’t know you were actually going to give me an upgrade when you reinstalled it.” 
 
    I nod, sort of. 
 
    “Oriana said you approved two assignments for me, but the second was contingent on successful completion of the first. Is that true?” 
 
    “Oriana would not tell you anything that isn’t true. In this case we discussed your situation and I approved her suggestion.” 
 
    “Her suggestion. This isn’t what you discussed with me before I transitioned?” 
 
    “Actually, the two tasks are. Only I’ve separated them so you have a chance to be successful before taking on the harder task where success may be more difficult.” 
 
    “That’s not how I see it.” 
 
    “Please give me your view. I want to know what you think.” 
 
    Moshe seems puzzled by my behavior. But he continues. “The first task I have no staff to help me.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “I see the lack of supporting team members as increasing the chance of failure.” 
 
    “Why? You have the degrees, experience and have in fact delivered a similar capability previously.” 
 
    “With a team.” 
 
    “Your project reports indicate that you were responsible for the architecture and directly coded segments of the software solution.” 
 
    “That’s accurate, but I had help. It wasn’t just me. Others on the team helped shape the solution.” 
 
    “I hear you, but what’s the problem? Your reports would indicate you should have little difficulty delivering what is required. There is no prohibition against you consulting with your peers to discuss architecture or solutions. If you can convince them to write some code, that’s permissible as well.” 
 
    Moshe shakes his head. “There’s no time.” 
 
    “To call on friends to help you?” 
 
    Moshe shakes his head apparently recognizing he has few if any friends left as a result of his behavior. “What happens if I don’t deliver the solution?” 
 
    “You go back. And you pay back the loans to transition you both this way and back.” 
 
    “That’s ten years salary.” 
 
    I quickly consult what we’re paying Moshe, “Yup, just about.” 
 
    “I can’t go back.” 
 
    “Then you have to succeed on both projects.” I remind him. 
 
    Moshe shakes his head. I can see him looking for an out. 
 
    “There is no out, Moshe. You have to do this. Now if you were thinking correctly you’d be talking with Oriana and Jermaine and asking them to help you. That’s their responsibility. But if you’ve pissed them off...” 
 
    Moshe looks like the whole world has collapsed about him. “Oriana? I’ve ridiculed her for not coming over. Deliberately tried to make her feel inferior after the way she always thought she was the smartest one in the room.” 
 
    “And Jermaine?” I pursue. 
 
    “I guess I didn’t perform very well on the platform project.” Moshe seems regretful, but I can’t believe he is given he doesn’t feel anything anymore. “He kept asking me to do more, but I didn’t.” 
 
    “He rated you as contributing three percent to the final solution.” 
 
    “Three?” 
 
    “And everyone was expected to carry at least their percentage weight.” 
 
    Moshe seems to be calculating his proportionate share. “How do I recover?” 
 
    “I’m not you, and you will do what you’re going to do. But if I found myself in your situation, I’d go apologize to both Oriana and Jermaine, own up to my behavior and ask them if they could help me. If nothing more than giving me guidance on how best to deliver the results needed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 INDEPENDENT THOUGHTS 
 
      
 
    When Moshe steps out of my office he pulls the door closed behind him. Something about that gesture I’ve witnessed a thousand times or more seems more symbolic now than any of the earlier times. I don’t know why it is that Moshe seems to be the harbinger of decisions. He was one of the last people I talked with before I went to see Dr. Woodall about going back to my dying body. That wasn’t any more pleasant than this last one. And the decisions I have to make now are no easier. A’zam has found a way to get to every person who is important to me, to co-opt them in one way or another and devalue their ability to support any hard decisions I might make.  
 
    One question I keep coming back to is whether he wanted me to know about his over-ride circuit Rocky is building. He clearly wanted me to know he’d gotten to Rocky to build something of importance for him. But whether he wants me to know about the link to the software I developed for Dr. Woodall is another question. Was that all a set up? Is Dr. Woodall really trying to help me or has he been bought off by A’zam and AppleCore’s ability to scale his procedure and make immortals an important subculture of humanity? I’d never thought anything about Dr. Woodall other than he truly wants to save lives. The fact that he has chosen not to transition himself, because as he says, he never wanted to be a mechanic would seem to support him being genuine. But I really can’t tell. I replay the first discussions we had after I transitioned. He seemed concerned that I’d lost my ability to recall facts or even who I was. Windy was there and filled things in for me. But without Windy there I’d have been lost except for whatever Dr. Woodall told me about myself. Sure, my memories finally were accessible and it all came back in a rush. But I was vulnerable to him and Dr. Woodall didn’t take advantage. That has to mean something. Either he is what he seems or like A’zam he has a much larger agenda he is sitting on and biding his time until it is his time. 
 
    I need to reflect on when I decided to stay an immortal. Dr. Woodall framed the decision for me in such a way that I really had no choice. Live or die. That was it. And he reinforced that by never saying but clearly indicating that I would die soon. A matter of months because it was not likely I could get pregnant and carry to term. Dr. Woodall was forthright in letting me know he thought it was my right to return to my biologic body. But he was also clear that was not his preference or advice. How could he say otherwise since he had accepted my case and transitioned me even though the procedure was not perfected and the body a work in progress? He has made an exception for me. Pushed his team and his suppliers to deliver capability necessary for me to function that wasn’t ready for prime time. While nothing still under development was necessary for me to live, it was necessary for me to transition to a mostly human experience. And I’m still not there. But every day seems to be better than the one before it from a serviceability point of view. I’m into the routine. I’m figuring out what I need to know to understand feelings and emotions in others, to react to them semi-appropriately, to accomplish my daily goals without upending the entire organization because I’m just too insensitive to the human feelings and perceptions of those around me. But I also know I’m much harder than I used to be. Not that I was a push over. How did A’zam classify me? A man eater? What does that really mean? The only thing I can think of, other than the dictionary definitions that I refuse to consider, even though offered to me, is that I’m a tough bitch who won’t let any man walk over me. Truth is I wouldn’t let Julia walk over me either when she decided I’d been weakened enough by my diseases to be vulnerable. She certainly didn’t see the new me coming. So, the question is, has Dr. Woodall joined A’zam on the dark side? Did he set me up to remain an immortal because A’zam wanted me to, needed me to, in order to quickly execute his plan to become the Supreme Being on earth?  Sitting at the left hand of God, if I’m to be on his right, might be very tempting. But, somehow I can’t believe A’zam has shared his vision with anyone other than me. And the only reason he’s shared it with me is because he needs me to help him realize it. I was the first. And I have the ability to execute or wreck his plans. I’m not sure anyone else does. 
 
    I have no plan for how to deal with A’zam other than to be the loyal implementer of his agenda. He has left me no choice. There used to be a term: velvet handcuffs. That was when a company provided you with an incentive compensation package where if you stay you will make tons of money, but if you leave you lose it all. Velvet handcuffs because the handcuffs only hurt if you struggle against them. And while you always have a choice, it is structured in such a way that the alternative is just unacceptable. So, you stay. You execute the plan. You do everything possible to make the company successful, even if you’d rather be somewhere else.  
 
    The situation wouldn’t be so bleak if only A’zam would not be so controlling. If only he would listen and compromise. But compromise is not in A’zam’s vocabulary. After a decade running the most innovative company in the world he believes he has no peers. That’s why the leap to Supreme Being is not such a big one for him. But all the non-Supreme Beings lose their freedom in his conception of paradise on earth. We all, whether immortal or not, do what he wishes us to do. To produce and consume all the while making him inconceivably rich. Wealthy beyond peers. Forever. 
 
    But what will wealth even mean a thousand or million years from now? I mean how many times a day can you get laid? Have peak experiences? Decide the fate of millions where their interests either align with or oppose yours? What will be the meaning of immortal life? After a thousand years ruling the world will he simply get bored with it and turn it all over to artificially intelligent servants? Won’t even need other immortals to do the job. After all, won’t we get bored with the routine as well? When you’re a god, if you think something, it is. There is no opposition. No opposing points of view. And certainly no resistance. If that’s the case anything I do to try to instill humanity in the immortals is doomed once A’zam establishes his new world order. 
 
    Then I have to accelerate my efforts to find a means of linking feelings memories to physical actions in Immortals. To build out the linkages so an immortal is surrounded by memories of feelings which will be her or his interaction and moral guide. Memories of how it felt, what actions one took or behaviors one displayed in the times before transition. Does it become a vast database of feelings memories that becomes a part of every immortal? But how does that account for differences in experiences? A single database would mean everyone will act exactly the same way to the same set of circumstances or situations. And to my way of thinking that’s almost as self-defeating as A’zam’s attempt to limit freedom of choice. It becomes a set of velvet handcuffs of a different sort. In this case you are constrained by the common database of memories. The fact that you don’t have other memories to draw on, that you don’t make new memories is like the velvet handcuffs. You don’t struggle against the handcuffs because you don’t know what the alternatives would be. But by the same token, we can’t grow and evolve either, unless we reject the memories as a guide to behavior. And A’zam will ensure that we don’t have the freedom to do that with Rocky’s circuit and my software. 
 
    Oriana is in Dallas today, transitioning. Maybe I made a mistake encouraging her to come over. Maybe she could be helpful as a mortal, beyond the grasp of A’zam’s direct control. I still haven’t figured out how he will pull that off. I can see him having the ability to monitor tens of thousands of us, but what happens when there are millions of immortals? Millions will be much more difficult to control. Is that the solution? To grow our numbers so quickly that we grow beyond his ability to manage us? That’s a hard question to answer because I really don’t know enough about how his side of this control regime works. I understand the software and have a concept of what Rocky is working on from quickly studying what he displayed in his lab. But I don’t have the counterpart configuration or even the overall architecture to fall back on. Even though A’zam agreed to move his lab over under my control I suspect this part of his work will remain beyond my supervision for a very long time. Probably forever. Because A’zam will never trust me completely. I may be barely human, but I am human and that means I’ll always have independent thoughts, even if he finds a way to prevent me from acting on them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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