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 5.1 A white Christmas






I didn't like the weather. December had
arrived, temperatures had dropped, and the air was full of rain and
sleet and wind. I didn't like it at all.

Phioz and I sat in my room. The sleeping
miniature dog was snoring, and I could also hear the washing
machine working in another part of the house.

The next thing I heard, was my mother
knocking at my door: “You shouldn't stay so much indoors...”

“Why not?” I asked.

Mother seemed disorientated for a second,
before she stated: “You shouldn't.”

Phioz looked up from her homework. “We
shouldn't do what?”

“Stay indoors all the time.” My mother
concluded the confused conversation.

I had experienced it before; my parents
throwing me out of the house, regardless the weather. That
generation, my parents' I mean, has a strange relationship with the
great outdoors. And they believe that also we, the young ones,
should go for walks with no other purpose than walking itself.

“Stay away for an hour. Supper will be ready
when you return.” Mum had a plan ready.

Phioz whispered, “Something for something,”
and asked Mother if she could borrow boots and a rain coat.

Walking down the street, we felt the gale.
Our little dog did too. It wasn't used to wind, and was pushed to
the side of the pavement. There it got to its feet, and began
determined to walk towards the wind.

Strength of will.

Check.

Phioz said it soon was Christmas, and I
nodded. Christmas occurred every year.

“I have heard...” Phioz paused a little. “I
have heard the adults talk about a white Christmas. Did you ever
see snow on Christmas Day, Bazan?”

No, I hadn't. But she was right. The old ones
had talked about it.

“I wish I could have seen it, once.” Phioz
bent down for a branch hanging out from a garden.

I wouldn't had anything against seeing snow
on Christmas Day either. But to me, it would had been enough, if it
had stopped raining.

On our way back, I thought about Mum's supper
and a white Christmas. I would really have liked it, if Phioz could
have a white Christmas. But I couldn't possibly manipulate the
weather.

Mum had made a tasty soup smelling of strange
ingredients. Luckily, Phioz and Mother had something interesting to
talk about while we ate. I pondered about a white Christmas.

“Yes,” I said. I knew how to give Phioz a
white Christmas.

Mother and Phioz stopped talking, and turned
to me. “Yes, what?”

“No... eh... nothing.”

Mother gave me her “what did I do
wrong”-look, and continued talking to Phioz.

I withdraw to my room. Soon Phioz and Mum had
finished talking, and Phioz opened my door.

“Where were you, when we ate supper?” she
asked.

“A place where we could celebrate a white
Christmas.”

Phioz laughed. Imagining a white Christmas,
was probably the only way to experience it.

“No, Phioz.” I laid my arm around her neck.
“If you want a white Christmas, you will have it.”






“Why do you want a copy of Goth City?”
Schwarzen was astonished, when I asked her the next day.

“To make a white Christmas.” I said.

Schwarzen uffed. “Why?”

“Phioz wanted to see it,” I said.

“And Lover Boy wants to give his girlfriend a
Christmas present.” Schwarzen mounted her most hypocritical
smile.

“Please, Schwarzen.”

Her face turned normal again. “Sorry, Bazan.
But I couldn't resist...”

I relieved my plan to her.

She nodded. “I believe, we can do much more
that that.”

It's automatic; when something is supposed to
happen, Schwarzen begins to organize. During the day, I saw her
conducting an extensive diplomatic activity among some of the
girls.

I didn't exactly know what was happening,
except that the progress of this enterprise had slid out of my
hands.






It didn't matter. I had promised Phioz a
white Christmas, and I would give Phioz a white Christmas. What the
others did, wasn't my problem.

Phioz and Ilja were on Schwarzen's team. We
had also lost Michael to the girls. Therefore, it was Robin and I
who began working on, how to let it snow in Goth City.

Down at Memorial Square, in front of the
railway station, people use to gather one Sunday afternoon before
Christmas, to see the large Christmas tree being lit. There is a
brass band, and sometimes a choir. Children walk around the tree,
holding hands and singing Christmas songs.

I refused to participate when I was ten. My
sister walked around the tree until she was eleven, for our
parents' sake.

My plan was to let it snow in Augmented
Reality after the Christmas tree was lit. Let it snow so much that
there were large snow flakes slowly falling through the air,
landing on the rooftops and in the trees. Not more.

We had made Goth City as a birthday present
to Schwarzen. It was an an Augmented Reality overlay over the
buildings in Real World, with some extras. If we used our devices,
we could see this overlay change many of the blocks down town.

After some work, Robin and I managed to
create a post card snow fall. The snow attached itself to rooftops
and trees, but disappeared on the ground.






Phioz and I walked down town the day the tree
was being lit. I asked her what the girls, and Michael, had done.
She refused to answer.

Children of all ages were swarming all over
the place. In the middle, a tall, dark pine tree was erected. Since
it was a totally commercial event, the chairman of the board of the
merchants' association said a few words. The microphone was lousy,
and the loudspeakers worse.

We didn't understand a word of what he said,
and put on our devices.

After the speech, a little girl came forward,
turned a switch, and the lights on the Christmas Tree began to
shine. The brass band started playing, the mothers organized the
children around the tree, and a choir started to sing.

Didn't sound too bad, I thought. In Augmented
Reality, the snow had begun to fall, and the lights were dimmed.
Soon the tree was a column of light in grey surroundings.

I noticed, most of the people in the crowd
were now wearing their devices. Even the grown ups did.

“Almost half the school have been working on
this,” Phioz pointed at the crowd. “They are parents and siblings,
who have come to see what we have done.”

While she talked, the darkness gave way for
light. Torches and Christmas light decorations appeared on the
buildings surrounding the square. Through the windows, we could
watch the illuminated inside of the houses. In the living rooms,
there were Christmas trees, and AI avatars were gazing out of the
windows, while the snow was falling silently on the square.

The houses were still Gothic, but most of the
decorations were rather modern. From the square there was applause.
Parents and siblings were impressed.

The children, holding hands and walking
around the tree, now had red hats. Seemed like, people smaller than
one and a half metre, were provided with a red hat in Augmented
Reality.

Then jingle bells were heard, and everybody
looked in direction of the railway station. Over the roof, Santa
Claus came in for a low pass, reindeer and all. The children forgot
both walking and singing:

“Santa Claus,” they shouted.

After Santa had disappeared behind some tall
blocks of flats, the mothers gathered the children around the tree
again. Neither the brass band, nor the choir, had bothered so much
with Santa, that they had stopped playing and singing.

After a few more Christmas carols, it was
over. I believed. But it was in that moment a choir of angels
descended from above, and took up position, hovering over Memorial
Square. There must also have been an orchestra somewhere, but we
couldn't see it.

“It was the most heavenly music we could
find.” Phioz whispered in my ear.

When the heavenly music had ended, people
began to walk around town. They were wearing their devices to enjoy
the Augmented Reality. Parents wanted to see what their children
had made of the houses.

The snow fell around us; large, white snow
flakes. I felt Phioz lay her arms around me. She squeezed me hard:
“Thank you, Bazan, thank you for a white Christmas.”
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 5.2 Christmas with
Charlie






It was Charlie's first Christmas celebration.
He and his mother had been on Memorial Square when the tree was
lit. Naturally, aunty Jane was also there. She and Schwarzen
carried Charlie's hula hoop, and placed it around him.

Walking around the tree, the children
discovered, there was a virtual boy among them. The wanted to hold
the hula hoop, and some of them reached out for Charlie.

«I don't like it when the biological avatars
try to touch me in AR,” he said. “But they are children...”

Children? Wasn't Charlie a child himself?
Or... Again I ended up with the difficult question: what was
Charlie? I gave up.






Charlie had liked both the music and the tree
with a lot of lights on it.

“But why did we walk around the tree,
singing?” he asked.

He caught me in my magnificent castle
Neuschwanstein, asking questions I rather would have avoided.
Charlie had accepted the story of his creation. Now it was time to
talk about Christmas.

I hoped God wasn't a part of the topic.

“People have a great feast around mid winter
time,” I began. “We have some days off from work and school, we eat
well and give each other presents.”

Charlie had understood the principle of
eating, and that some food tasted better than other. But he had
problems with the pine tree. “Why do you cut a pine tree and walk
around it while singing?”

One of our teachers had talked about this at
school, I remembered. How was it? Yes, it was like...

“The days start getting longer now,” I
explained. “The tree represents our hope of a new spring.”

I wasn't sure it was the whole truth, only
hoped it sounded reasonable.

“What is spring, Dad?” Charlie hadn't the
slightest idea.

This could be my way out. “Don't you know
what spring is?”

He shook his head.

I said, I would talk to his mother, to get
the four seasons incorporated in his education.

One more distraction for Charlie, and I would
be out of the mine field.

“How is the fox?” I asked. I knew, Charlie
had taught it some tricks.

Charlie whistled a signal. Shortly after, the
fox appeared in the courtyard. Now it could walk short distances on
two legs. It could also roll around, and play dead.

It was easy to see that Charlie was proud.
And it seemed, the fox was too. I wondered what was going on in my
little world in cyberspace.






During the preparations for Christmas, I had
to assign much of my time to domestic duties. That was the case for
my friends too. Phioz and I only met tree times after school during
the following week.

My home was temporarily transformed into a
madhouse. I thought it couldn't be any worse, when Schwarzen
called.

“Charlie wants to celebrate Christmas in Real
World,” she said.

Oh, no. I believed, I had fended off
Charlie's curiosity about Christmas. Obviously I hadn't.

I asked Schwarzen what she had told him.

“About the seasons, the sun and all that. He
found our celebration of the darkest time of year quite strange,”
she said.

Charlie wanted to explore this phenomenon in
person. I found it natural that he was with his mother during
Christmas.

“No. He can't. My parents, my big brother
John and I are going away.” Schwarzen explained, they would travel
to some distant relative on a large farm for a gathering of the
extended family this Christmas.

She suggested, Charlie could be with me.
There would only be my sister, me, my parents and grandparents.
Schwarzen could not bring him to a party with more than fifty
guest.

My mother was sceptical, when I asked her to
invite Charlie. Not so much for his sake, “but your father has been
a little touchy about Augmented Reality, since the
conservatory.”

I remembered. On Mum's request, I had made a
model in AR of the conservatory standing there today. Father had
tried to negotiate it away before it morphed into Real World, but
had lost.

“It's Christmas,” I said. “He can't be grumpy
for too long.”

Then our grandparents were the subject of
Mothers worries: “What do you think they might say to a guest in
Augmented Reality?”

“They wouldn't be bothered.” I laughed. “They
grew up with land line telephones. They have seen a lot. I
seriously doubt that they will go bananas over a virtual boy.”

Mother left, looking for Dad. He had to be
prepared for more AR in a careful way. That might take time, after
the incident with the conservatory.

Sis was enthusiastic, until she came to think
about, “we must have a Christmas present for Charlie.”

That was worse. What do you give to a person
who doesn't exist?

My sister protested. “Charlie does. Even if
he doesn't exist in Real World.”

I began to think about, what did I get for
Christmas. Clothes of all kinds, toys, and once even a new bike. In
the later years, they had given me money, if I wanted a particular
game...

“A new game.” I was relieved that I had found
a gift.

Sis agreed. “Probably the best we can do.
What about the new Acme game? The feeling of reality is stronger
than ever, they say.”

But my sister and I didn't have enough money
to buy the game. It was rather expensive, and we had used most of
our funds on gifts for our family.

“Ask Mother,” Sis suggested. “She likes
Charlie. He plays Chinese Checkers with her.”

Sis was right. “Naturally Charlie must have a
gift,” Mother said, and opened her purse.






The Christmas party went well. My
grandparents found it strange, when Sis asked them to use their
devices. But Charlie wasn't strange at all. Like everybody else, my
grandparents believed he was a boy from somewhere else in RW.

For some reason unknown, Charlie and granddad
began talking about horses. Later the conversation was extended to
cover cows too.

The only problem was Dad. He bluntly refused
to use his device. It meant that he would stay in Real World, while
all others transferred to AR.

“Charlie is talking to you.” My mother
addressed her husband.

He said, he couldn't hear anything. Mum
looked over to grandma, like she was seeking help from her mother
in law.

“Put on your device,” grandma told her son.
“Charlie is here, like it or not. And he is in no way responsible
for the conservatory. Blame your wife and son for that.”

Then she said a few word about common
politeness, and that her upbringing of Father appeared
unsuccessful.

Dad gave in. I believe, he felt a little
stupid. He put on his device, and said: “Hello Charlie.”

Charlie was thrilled over his new game, and
wasn't seen any more the rest of the day.






For days, Charlie was occupied with his new
game. One of his new experiences was that he had to eat. Or rather,
the avatar in the game must.

If the avatar didn't eat, its sight was
blurred, it got hearing problems, lost strength and so on. “Is it
like that for a biological avatar?” Charlie asked.

“Might be, if you go hungry for too long.”
This was difficult to explain for a soul without a body, but I
could try. “The first a biological avatar feels when it hasn't
eaten for a while, is an internal, unpleasant feeling in its
stomach... “

“A kind of pain?” Charlie asked.

Yes, although pain wasn't the correct word.
But for Charlie, it would do.

Then he told me about the game, his new
friends, dangerous missions and everything else that might occur in
a massive game. I hoped question time was over for this time.

It wasn't. “That church thing was beautiful.
But why did your grandmother insist on watching it? It was a party,
wasn't it?” Charlie asked.

Seemed like, I couldn't avoid the Lord this
time. I told Charlie that many biological avatars, maybe the most
of them, believed there is a god. Or many gods, depending on what
you believed. And that this god/these gods is said to have created
the university and humankind.

Charlie summed up what I had told him, in his
own way: “There might, or might not, be one god, or several gods.
But no one knows, because they haven't seen god, any of them. Still
they believe in this god, or gods, even if no one knows if god, or
gods, exists.”

Yes, something like that. “But some people
say, they can feel the Lord's presence,” I said.

“Is god in cyberspace too, if it exists?”
Charlie asked.

“Yes,” I thought so. “The concept of the god
your great grandma believes in, is that god is everywhere, capable
of anything. So, if this god exists, it is also in cyberspace.”
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 5.3 Contaminated code






Phioz and I went to my little planet when the
worst Christmas stress was done with. She wanted to see my flying
sphere. I believed, it was time to cut the trees again.

I had made a little hangar for the sphere in
the middle of the courtyard. The roof and the walls were now folded
down to give room for lift off.

Phioz walked around the aircraft.
«Remarkable,» she said. “Did you invent this yourself?”

Yes, I had. There were no blueprints anywhere
for a craft like this.

We climbed on board, and left the castle. It
was beautiful seen from above too.

I steered towards the large trees that could
take over my little planet if they weren't cut. Was the large beast
still lurking around the tree trunks?

First I cut the smaller trees surrounding the
large ones in the middle. The rotating saw on the edge of my craft
made a lot of noise, during this operation. If the beast was there,
it would probably hear the noise and start to investigate.

I had finished all the small trees, and had
downed a few of the large ones, when Phioz suddenly said
“Stop.”

I reversed the craft and gained so much
altitude that the beast could not reach us. It was the beast Phioz
had seen, wasn't it?

“No, not the present beast, but the future
ones.” She pointed down at the trees: “Go a little closer. I
believe, I saw eggs.”

In a large heap of rotting plants of
different kinds, I discovered half an egg shell sticking out. It
was larger than me.

“If I don't cut these trees, they will take
over my planet,” I said, and lowered the craft.

Phioz said no. “Don't cut the trees, they
might crush the eggs. It's your evolution, isn't it?”

She was right, as usual, and we returned to
the castle.






I had no problems with the eggs of the
dinosaur, or what it was. The evolution of my planet was
programmed. Algorithms determined the development of wildlife.
Everything was in order.

My problems was connected to Gahlo's elves.
The few she left flying under the ceiling in the guild hall, had
increased in numbers. It should not be possible, but it had
happened. I had even seen their eggs.

The dinosaurs were programmed to breed and
evolve according to certain rules, the elves were not. Originally
they were only props, a part of Gahlo's avatar.

When Phioz had left, I returned to the guild
hall. I extended the neck of my avatar until my head was at level
with the elves. They didn't seem to be afraid of me. One even
landed of my ear, and stayed there for a short while.

The elves didn't build simple nests any more.
They now constructed more elaborated closed rooms to sleep and
breed in. The buildings were of all shapes, located on the upper
side of the large wooden beams, or attached to the ceiling
itself.

Then it was the fox. It had become Charlie's
friend. It was programmed to make friends, so that was all right. I
was more concerned about, it seemed to sleep together with Charlie
at night. The fox wasn't programmed to sleep. Or did it only wait
for Charlie to wake up?

And what about the little show the fox had
performed, to display its new skills? Was it possible to teach the
fox avatar anything, without altering its algorithm? Could be.

But the fox had begun to act like our own
miniature dog Laika. She was visually proud, when we praised her
for doing something right. The virtual fox had acted in the same
manner, after it had performed its tricks for me.

I didn't inform Phioz, she wouldn't have
liked it. And I had to talk to Nkwabe, without my sister listening
in.

I had an eerie feeling, unforeseen events
were happening right in front of our eyes. We hadn't been able to
see it.






Nkwabe still had his two evenings a week,
when he could dig into anything he wanted without having to give my
sister his attention. I invited him to my castle, and we walked
into the guild hall.

I asked if he could see the elves.

He looked up. “Yes, naturally. They were part
of Gahlo's avatar, weren't they?”

Yes, they were. The original ones.

“Try to count them now,” I said.

For a moment Nkwabe was confused. Then the
truth hit him like a five pound halibut. “There are many more. Many
more elves.”

Yes, that was the problem. They were not
programmed to breed. But they had. And continued to do so.

I extended the neck of my avatar, and told
Nkwabe to do the same. Now he could take a closer look at the
elves's advanced nests, and their offspring. Tiny babies was
peering out of the holes in the nests, while their older sibling
swarmed around the wooden beams. The young ones seemed to have
fun.

We lowered our heads. On ground level again,
Nkwabe said it was remarkable.

“And a little scary, don't you think?” I
wanted an explanation, if possible.

“I modified and used evolution algorithms,
when I built the first algorithm for Charlie.” That was all Nkwabe
could say.

What had happened afterwards? No, he had no
clue.

I don't know if he was talking to me, or to
himself. Anyway, he began with cyberspace. It was totally insecure.
The whole architecture wasn't aimed at security, rather the
opposite.

“What has that got to do with our breeding
elves?” I asked.

Nkwabe looked at me again, and I knew he
wasn't talking to himself. It was the complexity, he said.
Cyberspace was so large and complicated, that no one had any
oversight.

“Have you heard about old fashioned computer
crashes?” Nkwabe asked. “There was a box on your desk, and two
simple applications were tangled into another? They had to restart
their computer box... “

“Grandpa told me about it. And about how you
could loose your work.” I had tried to imagine how that might feel
like.

Nkwabe gazed at the elves for a moment. Then
he rounded the table, and headed for the door. “Let's get out of
here.”

Down in the courtyard, we opened the gates
and admired the view. Nkwabe continued his theory:

“But I have never heard about algorithms
interfering with each other on a more advanced level. I don't
understand how any contamination by foreign code could occur, but
some algorithms must have changed code. That's my only explanation;
somehow the elves's algorithm have picked up an autonomous
evolution code. But I have no idea how it happened.”

Nkwabe was confused. I told him, the
evolution of the elves scared me. He admitted, he was also a little
afraid.

The next question read: was the autonomous
evolution code on the loose in other worlds too.

Hopefully not. Nkwabe pointed out that
Charlie's main avatar stayed in my little world. “When he is in
cyberspace, he uses an avatar like you and me. He has even his own
Acme avatar now.”

I wondered what to do next.

Nkwabe said, we couldn't do anything. And
that it now was more important than ever, to keep Charlie's main
avatar in my world.

My last question was: “Is Charlie's central
algorithms still physically located in that box in your room?”

Nkwabe said yes. “I can turn it off if I want
to.”






I didn't tell Phioz about any of my worries
about an autonomous evolution algorithm on the loose in cyberspace.
It would have spoiled her good mood. She was helping me buying some
kind of suit for the school ball, and Mother had contributed
financially.

The night of the ball, Dad drove, picked up
Phioz, and unloaded us in front of the school. In the reflection
from the glass doors, I saw an elegant young man with a beautiful
lady by his side. In a glimpse I remembered the costumes we wore,
when we were Mer and Wolfram in the Victorian time world.

The ball was supposed to be a rather formal
event. We ate, and the headmaster held a speech. Then the tables
were carried away, and Evin and her band began to play.

We had danced for a while, when the music
stopped and Evin said: “I know that Klemet wants to say a few
words.”

Klemet? Wasn't it enough with the
headmaster's speech.

Klemet entered the stage in his black suit.
Evin handed him her large, old fashioned microphone. I wondered why
she used such a piece of equipment.

But the microphone worked well, and we could
all hear Klemet say: “There is no tradition at our school, to
honour any student. But this year, I think we should. Gahlo, where
are you?”

Gahlo emerged from the crowd, and lined up
with Klemet on stage. She didn't understand a thing.

“There might have been unforeseen events, but
in all, the students of our school enjoyed a scary night,” Klemet
said.

“She had some help, but the performance
itself was Gahlo's idea. She directed the whole thing. Most of the
students at this school has contributed, and we have bought some
flowers for you.”

Klemet opened his arms and hugged Gahlo, and
some of the students carried an enormous amount of flowers onto the
stage. It must have been worth a fortune.

I looked behind me, there was some sort of
noise, and saw the headmaster leave with her husband. The students
had taken their revenge for the unjust suspension of Robin and
me.
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