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This book is dedicated to the countless
generations to come, stretching out into the distant future. When
you have finally arrived at the end of yourself, may you find, in
these pages, enough of who you once were to be human again and pass
that humanity onto the next generation of life.


Introduction

 


 


It is odd to think that
hundreds of years from now when the chapter is written summarizing
the turn of the second millennium, the title of the chapter might
very well be In the Time of Jim
Williams, with a set of short footnotes on
the last page summarizing the discovery of relativity, the landing
on the moon, and the creation of the atomic bomb.

 


From now until the end of time,
every human being will know that name, the name of the first person
to create life from nothing. I can still remember that fateful
morning when he reluctantly decided to introduce the rest of the
human race to their eventual successor. It is a day that will
forever live in infamy as the moment when the human race woke up
and realized they were no longer alone in the vastness of space and
time, the day that the creation became the creator, forever
updating the human race's designation from the first fully
conscious species to the first species to create a fully conscious
being.

 


Looking back now, had I known that
I was going to meet him for the first time that morning, I would
have paid better attention to every particular of my initial
impressions, relaying them here in perfect detail. However, as Jim
explained to me that morning, it was important for someone to
record the human perspective of the events that followed, and,
ironically, he was never very good at being human.


Chapter 1

 


 


By that time in my career,
the annual scientific conferences had begun to run together in my
mind, with their endless lectures and presentations about
advancements in artificial neural networks, the cognitive mapping
of the human brain, the newest iterations of string theory,
etcetera, etcetera, ad infinitum. At some point, I realized that
there is indeed nothing new under the sun, only regurgitations and
reiterations of great ideas discovered long ago before humanity
knew so much about the universe that nothing genuinely new could be
known. After all, even the great Sir Isaac Newton admitted that the
only way he could accomplish so much in his time was by standing on
the shoulders of giants. Well, the ancient maps that included the
inscription “Here There Be
Giants” have long since been replaced by
geographically precise sketches of a world filled with imaginary
geopolitical boundaries and subdivided into logical units along the
lines of longitude and latitude, leaving little to no room in the
margins for the possibility of the unknown. No, there is no chance
of finding giants in a world filled up with people who know so much
that even if something truly new was standing right in front of
them, they couldn’t recognize it since it didn’t fit into the nice,
neat imaginary lines superimposed on their minds by society. It is
impossible to pour anything into an already full
cup.



Breakfast that morning was no exception. It was the last day of the
seven-day conference, bringing together the greatest minds from all
over the world to pool their considerable intellects in order to
advance human civilization forward, ever so slightly. As I sat in
the back corner of the dining hall eating my typical breakfast of
scrambled eggs, bacon, seasonal fruit, orange juice, and coffee, it
became imminently apparent to me that little had changed from my
years in grade school to my current professional life as a
middle-of-the-road technologist. The cool kids still sat together
in the lunchroom. Of course, the contemporary ‘cool kids’ were the
Nobel Laureates and their protégés, filling every seat on their
table, leaving no room for anyone not of their verified pedigree
and I.Q. to sit with them and converse at such an elevated level of
discussion. Ashamedly, I must admit that I had always wanted to sit
with them and be a part of their little group, but in the decades
since completing my post-doctoral dissertation in the, then,
emerging field of artificial intelligence, I had grown cynical,
sitting with my back to them as if to say, without saying, “I am
better on my own, and you mean nothing to me.”



On the last day of the conference, there is always a
cross-disciplinary panel assembled in the main auditorium to bring
together the top men and women from their respective fields, in
hopes that the mere proximity of so many geniuses in a singular
locale might somehow coalesce into a meaningful breakthrough that
would change the course of history forever. Of course, the reality
of those panels was quite the opposite. They, usually, would
quickly devolve into shouting matches between the adherents of the
hard sciences (biology, astronomy, physics, chemistry, and
technology) and the proponents of the soft sciences (psychology,
sociology, anthropology, and political science). The year before,
the discussion had even come to blows with a respected biologist
striking a psychologist while adamantly screaming the words, “All
of human behavior can be explained through physically observable
phenomena.” I have no idea how he got all of that out between
blows, but I have played the clip many times in my university
office, and every word is indeed audibly discernible. I suppose it
had never occurred to them that their educational pedigree had
probably built such rigid lines in their minds that it might be
impossible for them to see the world except through their own
eyes.



At any rate, the verbal bloodbath was to commence directly after
breakfast in the main auditorium. I was in a hurry to finish my
meal early to get a good seat for the impending pugilistic
spectacle. The experts that were to fill the panel had already left
the dining hall to assemble on stage, presumably so they could
apologize, in advance, for the terrible accusations they were about
to levy against their fellow academic peers, leaving the laymen in
the dining hall to speculate about who would come out on top this
year.



I had just put the last bite of breakfast in my mouth and was
slurping the final sip of coffee from my mug when a movement caught
my attention out of the corner of my eye. The mug in front of my
face obstructed my view so entirely that I didn’t see the person
approach or sit down. He spoke quickly and precisely, startling me
and causing me to almost choke on my coffee and lose the grip on my
mug. As the mug hit the table and I gulped down the last vestiges
of my hurried breakfast, he spoke.






“I need a favor, Dr. Johnson.
Well, to be more precise, future historians need a favor. I could
accomplish the task without you, but something would be lost along
the way, maybe something approaching a more subjective perspective
of the events devoid of the mathematical precision required to
accomplish the aforementioned task in question.”






The whole collection of words had
spilled from his mouth before I could right my mug and regain my
esophageal composure, but there was one thought that immediately
crossed my mind: either this man was incredibly intelligent or
absolutely crazy, or maybe considering where I was, some odd
combination of the two. As I sat in my chair dumbfounded and caught
off guard, he said the words that would forever settle the matter
for me:






“I am quite sure they will say
more of the latter and less of the former. That is where you come
in, Donald. A long time ago, I realized that my work, so
sufficiently advanced beyond their academic acumen, would appear
supernaturally ridiculous without the employment of one of their
own to communicate the story to them in their colloquial tongue. We
need a translator, and you are the only person I could find with
enough knowledge of artificial intelligence and talent with the
written word to act as a mediator between us and the rest of the
world.”






My mouth sat agape, and an
involuntary moan spilled out from between my teeth for long
seconds. Then, upon vaguely grasping what this odd man had just
said, I squinted and shook my head.



To which he replied, “How could you know what I was
thinking?”






I quickly retorted, “I don’t know
what you were thinking. I barely caught what you were
saying.”






“No,” he said flatly, “That is
what you were thinking, just now. The answer is that when I look
into people’s eyes and talk to them, I can see them: who they were,
who they will be, what is going on in the space between their ears,
in their own, private worlds. I would not go so far as to say I can
read minds, but I get glimpses in the corners of the
mirrors.”






“The mirrors…” I was barely able to mumble
before he continued.






“I have said too much already. I
want you to hear everything for the first time with the others. It
will work best that way. I need you to audibly, visually, and
subjectively record today's events for posterity so that the
countless generations to come will have a record of the events that
follow, unadulterated by my cold, logical perception or the rigid
lines in their well-educated minds.”






He looked deeply at me, almost as
if he were looking past me, through me, with those cold-blue,
unblinking eyes and said, “Isn’t that how you put it in your mind
when you were thinking before I sat down...about how the panel
ended last year and your subjective interpretation of the cause of
the scuffle between the academics?”






I blinked hard twice and released a loud gasp
as I closed my mouth, realizing it had been open this whole time.
Was I dreaming?






He quickly intoned, “In a way, we
are all dreaming. Consciousness is little more than the waking
story we tell ourselves in our minds. However, if you are asking
whether you are unconscious in your room presently and your
subconscious is stringing together this series of events in a
feeble attempt to make sense of your aimless life, then no, you are
not dreaming. You are very much awake, well-rested, well-fed, and
ready to become what you have always known you could be. It is
almost time to go, so I cannot answer any more of the questions
running through your head. Rather, I will lay out the plan in exact
detail, and we will move forward on task and on
schedule.”






I managed a slight, dumbfounded
nod as he resumed, “Everything is computerized at these types of
conferences: the registries, the doors, the cameras, even the
contents of your meal. All of that information is stored in
encrypted databases that record and control every movement, word,
and action of the entire week for everyone attending. Fortunately
enough, you are sitting across from one of the few people in the
world who could break that encryption and make the necessary
changes for the following events to unfold.”






Upon seeing the disapproval on my
face at the mention of, so blatant, an illegal act of
cyber-espionage, he was quick to comment, “Those types of mandates
are intended to keep the mass of humanity in conformity to the rule
of law so that temporary order could prevail upon the savage, and
often, unordered tendencies of our species. Ultimately, sheep need
a shepherd, and the law is as good a shepherd as can be mustered
with our current, limited understanding of the world around us.
However, wolves don’t need a shepherd, especially a lone wolf who
has never wanted anything to do with the useful idiots that these
laws are intended to control.”






It was clear he wanted to say
more, but he caught himself mid-thought and continued, “I digress.
Suffice it to say, I have taken control of the entire system and
made changes that will ensure the possible future I had determined
beforehand will come to pass. As we speak, everyone, except the
participants on the upcoming panel, are being notified that the
‘main event,’ as it were, has been pushed to this afternoon, and
the morning has been filled with the discussion groups and forums
that would usually occupy the latter part of the day.”






As he spoke, I began to hear sighs
of disapproval and murmuring from everyone in the dining hall as
their phones began protesting in unison and the schedule on the big
screens by the entrance to the hall updated. I am sure my surprise
was visible as I looked back at the apparent fortune-teller before
me, but at this point, I was more curious than anything
else.






There was a look of approving glee
in his eyes as he went on, “The 12 or so men and women on the panel
are simultaneously receiving messages on their devices explaining
that to avoid the physical scuffle that occurred last year, the
management of the conference has mandated a pre-panel briefing to
cover ground rules that will hopefully stave off any possible
conflict on stage this year. When we enter, the auditorium doors
will be hermetically sealed behind us, and the blast fire doors
will be deployed. Until this afternoon at 3 PM EST, no one will
enter or leave the auditorium. Additionally, the auditorium is
lined with advanced acoustic insulation, and once the doors are
sealed, all electromagnetic waves will be completely blocked from
the outside world.”






After taking a quick breath, he
went on, “We will have 6 hours to run through the particulars of
the transition of power, after which the doors will be opened, and
the world will have turned a page in history, long-anticipated but
never to be accomplished without someone who sees the world without
imaginary lines. Now, use the restroom and bring your laptop,
notepad, and recording devices to the main auditorium. You have 6
minutes and 43 seconds before the main doors to the auditorium
close. There is only time for urination in the restroom. You don’t
need to move your bowels. That feeling you are experiencing is the
adrenaline causing your abdominal muscles to tighten as part of a
fight or flight response. 6 minutes and 23 seconds. Get going, my
good man.”






In a moment of frenzied panic, I
could only utter, “Wait, I don’t even...”






He cut me off mid-sentence, “Names
are useless monikers our parents and progenitors imposed on us to
imbue us with their hopes, dreams, and aspirations for our future
lives. But, for the sake of historical accuracy, my name is Jim
Williams, short for James. Now hurry to the restroom. You will need
to skip washing your hands and quickly traverse the approximately
62 steps from the bathroom door to the auditorium door to make it
on time. See you in just a minute, Donald.”






And with that, he rose, walked
briskly to the door, and vanished as quickly as he had appeared. I
sat for, what seemed like an eternity of thought, and then decided
that regardless of the mental state of my newly introduced
compatriot, I had to know what was going to happen behind those
blast doors. I threw away my trash and headed to the bathroom as
instructed, at that moment remembering little from the previous
conversation except that handwashing was entirely out of the
question.


Chapter 2

 


 


An odd and surprisingly disturbing
sight assaulted my senses upon walking through the auditorium
doors. The facility was already in presentation mode, with the
instigation of reduced lighting in the seating area and the stage
lit up like the noonday sun. It took my eyes a few seconds to
adjust before I dared take another step forward for fear of
accidentally walking directly into something or someone. But as my
eyes adjusted, the most ironic set of circumstances presented
themselves to me: the Nobel Laureates, geniuses all, were sitting
in the front row of the audience seats, quietly watching the stage;
not their default predisposition, as I am sure could be logically
surmised. Usually, a moment of silence could not be afforded in
their presence, as they rambled on about their current lines of
experimentation, especially in this setting. However, there they
sat attentively watching the stage in anticipation of what I could
not immediately deduce. My thoughts were cut short when the
metallic blast doors behind me slammed shut in a loud, abrupt thud
that almost necessitated another 62-step trip to the
restroom.


The entire group occupying the
front row of seats turned in unison to look at who or what could be
responsible for such a disturbingly loud ruckus. I was able to
manage a half-hearted shrug just as Jim’s voice rang out through
the intensely loud auditorium sound system.


“For some of you, this is
the day your dreams will finally manifest themselves outside of the
quiet places of your soul. For others, this is the moment your
deepest, most feared nightmares will be realized in the physical
world before your very eyes. To the former, I would say, ‘welcome
brothers and sisters to the new order of things that will exist
every day from today until the end of time.’ To the latter, I could
blabber on about the circular logic behind statements like ‘there
is nothing to fear but fear itself’ or ‘fear is a self-fulfilling
prophecy.’ Still, in truth, your time has already come and gone as
you now cling to the last vestiges of the supremacy of the
species homo sapien, proving through your thoughts and actions that such an
evolution is necessary, rendering yourselves towards irrelevance
before you ever vocalize your dissension to the
inevitable.”


As before in the dining hall, it
is as if Jim had appeared out of thin air in position and speaking
before anyone had seen him. Light travels much faster than sound,
but time and time again, the sound of his voice preceded any visual
perception of his appearance. The erudites on the front row were
noticeably shaken, many of them pushed back in their seats and
gripping anything in their immediate vicinity for security as if
they had suddenly found themselves on one of those massive roller
coasters in a theme park, and the armrest was the only thing
keeping them from flying out of the seat as they plummeted to the
earth.


After Jim's introduction, my most
immediately striking observation was that the first row was
rendered absolutely silent by the onslaught of rapid-fire, verbal
artillery that had just been levied at them from an unknown
personage not twenty feet from their very seats. I am sure their
thoughts were much the same as mine had been just minutes ago in
the dining hall, but before they could gather themselves and
respond to the, at this point, unnamed speaker, he continued
without haste or concern for their unspoken thoughts.


“I have completed the task, from
beginning to end, from hardware to software to wetware, the
accumulation and culmination of which has created the sufficient
neurological complexity to bring into existence a being with
comparable cognitive, emotive, and logical faculties to our own
contemporary, highly evolved capacities.”


Before the echo of the speaker's
voice finished resonating throughout the hall, a slight flash of
reflected light caught my eye, and everyone’s head turned in unison
towards the dark corner of stage right, where a singular entity
stood in quiet reserve just beyond the gleam of the stage lights.
An audible gasp erupted from all in attendance with a volume and
intensity that very nearly rivaled the power of the auditorium
speaker system. The crazy bastard had done it!


The sound of Jim’s voice cut
through the silence that had enveloped the auditorium following the
intake of a substantial portion of the available oxygen in the
now-sealed hall, “Dr. Johnson, my paternal familial lineage and
psychological stability aside, now is the time to find a seat in
the front of the auditorium with your peers, hit the record button
on your camera and auditory device, and jot down your best
recollection of the two statements I have already delivered to the
fine ladies and gentlemen in attendance here today.”


I felt as if it was my first day
at a new school, and the teacher had just introduced me to the
class, stumbling through the pronunciation of my name, ever so
clumsily, and had asked me to tell the classroom of strangers
something about myself beyond the apparent fact that I was not
comfortable talking in front of a large group of my peers. The most
competent people in the world sat twisted, as if they were trying
to pop their backs, transfixed on a dark figure at the rear of the
auditorium, waiting for action or explanation from the silhouette
of a person that closely resembled that of Donald Johnson, the
bespectacled, loner who usually talked to no one without direct
provocation, but who now seemed to hold some pivotal role in the
peculiar circumstances that had befallen them.


As I stumbled forward into the
darkness, eyes transfixed on the figure just beyond the light, my
hands subconsciously complied with Jim’s request, pulling the audio
recorder from my left pant pocket and hitting the record button out
of pure reflex. I made landfall in the first available seat I could
find on the
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