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For Nicki and Penny, my lights in the dark








Don’t be evil.

—INTERNET PROVERB



Move fast and break things.

—INTERNET PROVERB









Say you are writing a new piece of software.

You should give each version of your software a number to keep track of its progress.

Examples: version 1.5, version 3.11, version 7.24.

Version 1.0 means your software is officially ready to be used in a real-world setting.

Version 2.0 means you made significant updates to version 1.0.

Same for version 3.0, version 4.0, and so on.

If your software is still in development and not yet ready for prime time, you should give it a version number less than one, like version 0.2 or version 0.7.

The absolute first version number for any new piece of software is version 0.1.

There is no such thing as version 0.0.
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Max is twenty-eight.

It is sometime in the future. Where is he? Probably alone. No friends. No girlfriend. He could still be in Tokyo, among the brutalist canyons of apartment buildings. Office towers crowding into the blue of the early-morning haze.

Max must read a lot. What else would there be to do these days?

Say he reloads his vaporizer with a fresh cartridge. Say it looks like a tiny vial of blood. He takes his first hit. On the other side of the planet I step out into the helgic light of late afternoon, wishing I could have one, too. But pregnant girls can’t smoke. So I hold two fingers to my lips and inhale an invisible cigarette.

He exhales a billowing wisp taller than himself. It dissipates like a cloud from an ukiyo-e painting.

Imagine his apartment. Bookcase after bookcase, all the manga and anime he could ever want. No laptops. No devices. A stack of postcards and an inkwell and fountain pen. A small, tidy apartment. An ocean of pretty Japanese girls to look at.

Do they remind him of me?

I do not want to think about that.

Maybe he is working on something secret. Or is he simply hiding?

I know all about hiding. I hide in plain sight.

From below, the square notes of a crosswalk melody float into Max’s hearing. It’s an old, warbling tune called “Toryanse.” Max has probably studied it like he studies everything. He hears it every day—he must, it’s unavoidable—and every time it reminds him of the last time we ever saw each other. I’m sure of it.




Going in is easy / Returning is scary

But while it is scary

You may go in / You may pass through





Japan suits him. Lots of tidy spaces and orderly routine. Being Salvadoran American, Max has hair dark enough, stature compact enough to vanish into crowds with an ease he never knew back in Southern California.

Back in Playa Mesa.

I don’t know what he does next. Say he removes his Buddy Holly glasses. He presses the heels of his hands into his eyes until swirls and checkerboards appear. When he opens them we are atop that bright snowy mountain under the impossible deep blue sky where the days last much longer than they should.

How I wanted one final kiss. How childish. There was no time anyway. The door shut and I was launched up into the whirling universe of crystal and snow.

And there was nothing to be done about that.

Max presses his eyes and sees flashes of phantom light. When will he finally be free of this thing? He’s traveled all over the world. How much farther will he have to travel to escape it?




But while it is scary

You may go in / You may pass through







0.1

[image: 0.1]





[image: No image description]





0.1

Max was twenty-six.

It was way back in the year 2018. Summer. Remember? Hashtags and don’t-text-and-drive and fear-of-missing-out and virtual reality. Selfies and the Troll President and revenge porn. All that.

Max walked in the white Californian sunlight. He walked into a village made of glass. The village was Wren. Wren was the world’s largest social network. A social network was a computer program where many-many people could share their thoughts/photos/videos and also share other people’s thoughts/photos/videos. Then they would talk about it all. Sometimes fight. Mostly fight.

For some reason, this kind of thing was hugely popular in the year 2018.

Wren’s only product was Wren itself. It had been started by two college kids who worked hard and pulled themselves up by their bootstraps and exhibited Yankee ingenuity and blah,

blah,

blah.

Everyone used Wren, everyone loved it, everyone hated it. And as strange as it sounds, Wren was everything. People used it for news. For gossip. Social plans. Dining tips. Political views. Dating. Shopping. Driving directions. Blablabla.

As strange as it sounds, three billion people used Wren every day on their smartphones. The people could not stop themselves. They said they were addicted.

Back then being addicted to tech was considered a good thing.

Tech meant anything involving computer programs, especially the ones used by many-many people. It was different from technology, which meant noncomputer things like building bridges and inventing medicines.

Max wore a hoodie. It gave him entrepreneurial élan. All CEOs in the tech industry wore hoodies as symbols of egalitarianism belying their positions of supreme power. Tech CEOs could probably get everyone on the planet to chew more gum with a simple edit to their news algorithms, if they wished. But they did no such thing. For they were good men.

Wren’s number one rule was this: Don’t be evil.

One day Max wanted to be a CEO of his very own Wren.

Max wanted to put a dent in the universe. But in a good way.

His Benevolence, CEO Maximilian Portillo.

For now, Max was in Product.

He walked across the colossal hexagonal green populated with Wrennies playing volleyball, holding yoga poses, or lying about. Three men—Mexican, maybe—were setting up some kind of epic barbecue. They eyed Max as he walked past.

I am not you, Max wanted to say. I’m supposed to be Salvadoran. But I was born here. My Spanish sucks. So, you know.

Max felt the constant need to explain himself. He felt it now.

He entered a glass building. He passed Maurice, the African American security guard. He waved to Aimee, the ever-smiling Whitewoman at Reception.

He passed through the large bullpen full of brown-skinned programmers from India and Thailand and so on. Max, though brown skinned, was not one of them. Wren put the programmers on the first floor as a show of prowess for visitors. The popular belief was that really good programming could solve all social problems, like housing or racism or bullying or sexism or deceit or greed or loneliness.

Anyway.

Max passed through Marketing with its many Whitewomen and arrived at Product, with its many tall and hale Whitemen. Max was not one of them, either. Max had long given up on being one of anyone. He decided to simply be one of himself.

This meant Max had no tribe to speak of, which Max disliked. But it also exempted him from the expectations and assumptions of a tribe, which Max liked.

So Max chose his own tribe: Product. And despite being the only brown-skinned one there, Max did not feel like a fly in milk. Maybe it was because Max was happily deluded. Maybe it was because Product was Max’s play space, a mental sanctuary where he could dream up new Wren features and generally make up his own rules as he went along, as conjurers do. Max was Senior Product, the youngest ever in Wren’s ten-year history to achieve such a rank.

“Mister Max,” said Justin Richards, a tall and hale Whiteman, Max’s boss only in title. Justin Richards, and Wren in general, did not believe in titles. Titles were a big pile of bull. Work was not work, either. Work was called hanging out.

“Mister Justin,” said Max.

They fist-bumped.

“Drop what you’re working on,” said cool-boss Justin Richards. “The Helix wants you.”
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The Helix was a sealed office on the top floor of Wren. It was devoted to secret research and development projects. Being entirely made of glass, the Helix appeared to have no walls or ceiling. Just a square platform floating high above the brown chaparral hills of Southern California.

The Helix was named by Wren CEO Cal Peers after the Helix nebula, a cosmic body whose nickname was the Eye of God.

Justin Richards eyed a glowing spot on the glass to open it up, and led Max inside. The sky room had but a quartet of blond chairs surrounding a glass coffee table. Not a desk or computer in sight. Max stole a breath. He had just unlocked a secret level in the game of his life.

Two small behoodied Whitemen greeted Max with slack fist bumps. Brad Nason and Brad Barker. Few ever got to meet the Brads. It was whispered that the Brads met regularly with Cal Peers himself.

“Hey, Mister Max,” said Brad.

“Enough of this gay banter,” said Max, quoting a beloved comedy sketch. They knew it—all techies in the Republic of California knew it—and laughed.

“So, listen,” said Brad.

“Here’s this thing,” said Brad. “A whole, like, suite of programs. Personality tests, free games, do-it-yourself music videos for the kids.”

Brad touched the coffee table to illuminate it, and a dozen documents bloomed upon its surface. Max sifted through them without asking. This was something Justin Richards loved about him.

Mister Max just gets right up on in there, Justin Richards liked to say.

“Sixteen Faces, Inc.?” said Max, sifting and sifting. “YouTunes LLC? Are these third-party partners?”

“They’re our companies,” said Brad. “We just made them last week.”

Max frowned. He pushed his Buddy Holly glasses up and raised his eyebrows. “This is about the plateau, isn’t it.”

“You were right,” said Brad to Justin Richards. “He gets it.”

“Like, instantly,” said Brad.

Fist bumps all around.

“I get it, too, for sure,” said Justin Richards. “But just for the sake of double clarity, could you explain the plateau situation back to me in Luddite’s terms?”

Max tented his fingertips. “So you know how Wren users are giving us less and less data these days?”

“Sure,” said Justin Richards.

“It’s not like back during start-up Wren, when user data submissions grew all hockey stick,” said Max. When Max spoke, he made sure to make eye contact with everyone at regular intervals, like a sprinkler head. “Now that we’re Wren-Wren, users aren’t as eager. We’ve hit a plateau. Advertisers are all, sure, we can sell to style-conscious professional males aged twenty-four to forty in SoCal who play football video games, but what other intel can you get us? Can you get us more granularity?”

“Granularity,” said Justin Richards.

“So I’m guessing, and correct me if I’m wrong,” said Max, “that we’re using little decoy companies to get people to give us more data in a, um, indirect way.”

“Boom goes the dynamite,” said Brad.

Brad swept the table clean and brought up some site mock-ups.

“Hooking the decoys up to our master user database is the easy part,” said Brad. “We’re just short on ideas on how to get people to give up more info.”

“More info,” said Max.

“Stuff beyond hard knowables like music and movie preferences,” said Brad.

“We want the squishy stuff—an emotional profile,” said Brad. He counted on his fingers. “Classics like openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, neuroticism.”

“Then we want to go beyond the classics,” said Brad. “Sexual proclivities. Psychopathy index. Subrace. Patriotism. Attractiveness.”

Max realized his brow had become damp. He pushed his glasses up. “Huh.”

“We can’t just ask outright for that type of data,” said Brad. “Users would spook. Or they’d just give a bunch of self-conscious answers, which is useless to us.”

“Heisenberg principle, yo,” said Brad.

“We need decoy ideas,” said Brad. “Fake contests, fake articles, whatever.”

“Well, Mister Max can riff all damn day,” said Justin Richards. “Right?”

“Huh,” said Max again. The table before him glowed with rectangles.

“We’re calling this the Soul Project,” said Brad. “Work on nothing else; tell no one. Mister Cal wanted to be here, by the way. He had to be at a thing.”

Brad struck a pose. “Get that data so’s we can get paid, nigga.”
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So Max worked on the Soul Project, and nothing else.

He brought his chunky black laptop to the sunlit Helix and set it next to Brad’s thin gold laptop, which sat next to Brad’s identical thin gold laptop, and did not leave for a week except to eat barbecue (prepared by the Mexicans) and pee in touchless travertine bathrooms (maintained by Mexicans).

The Brads were hardly ever there, leaving Max to work alone in silence.

Max came up with new ways of getting users to give emotional data to Wren without knowing it. This without knowing it part was important. For as it grew, Wren had garnered a certain reputation. Words—ominous words—like Big Brother and surveillance capitalism began being thrown about.

Coming up with ways of getting data was not the hard part for Max. That was the easy part. The hard part was those ominous words.

Max struggled with this hard part. He felt this hard part was the hallmark of his generation. Example: a college friend, not a friend-friend but a Wren-friend, scored a plum gig doing public relations crisis management and brand rehabilitation for a pharmaceutical company caught price gouging, and was able to buy a gorgeous seaside condo as a result. Max saw her post about it on Wren.

It’s probably super easy, Max imagined, to let yourself forget about the poor patients priced out of health care while sitting in a gorgeous seaside condo.

All of Max’s friends from college had jobs like this. They had studied hard. Things were paying off. Max, it could be easily argued, had a job like this.

The hard part was a contradiction. Abandoning your morals at the office. Abandoning your morals at the mall, where you might moan about the lack of a local mom-and-pop economy while buying nothing but the cheapest stuff made overseas by stone-faced corporations. Or on your smartphone, where you might give up bits of your privacy to avoid paying two dollars for an application.

In our day-to-day, Max thought, when did we actually live by our morals?

Morals: Be kind, be fair, don’t steal, don’t deceive, don’t bully. Share with those in need. Stuff everyone learns as a child.

Besides work and shopping and time spent playing with smartphones, the only time Max could see where morals were given proper attention was at night, in bed, in those few luxurious minutes before succumbing to sleep.

Anyway. Max gave a like to that post about his friend’s condo.

Max dealt his like by tapping an icon. Everyone had infinite likes and gave and received them without a thought. Likes were a worthless form of currency.

And yet: a perfect transaction log of these likes were maintained by Wren.

Why?

Max went outside to lie on the great hexagonal green with his eyes closed, resting, not sleeping, thinking about morals and stuff, when he startled at an insect crawling the rim of his nostril. He opened his eyes and saw not a bug but Akiko, inserting a blade of grass into his nose. Max lay there and let her do it.

Max would lie there and let her do anything she wanted, if only he could.

“You haven’t been at your desk, duncie,” said Akiko.

“Been working up in the Helix with the Brads,” said Max. “No big deal.”

“Shut up.” Akiko smiled and punched his bony shoulder hard. She could punch him again and again if she wanted, as far as Max was concerned. She could punch him all day forever.

Akiko leveled her eyes—eyes that could decimate a cursed horde—and said: “You have to tell me what you’re working on.”

The world tilted. Max wanted to tell her everything. But this was an impossible kind of want. He wanted, had long wanted, to touch a small smooth crease above her left eye. A small scar. A childhood collision, an epic misadventure.

“No way. The Brads would eat my face,” said Max. “Cal Peers would find out who this Max person was and eat my face. Cal motherhugging Peers.”

Motherhugging was an old joke of theirs, from a poorly censored movie they had stumbled upon as kids. Drop the motherhugging gun or I’ll shoot.

“Dude,” said Akiko, awestruck.

“Right?” said Max.

“Well,” said Akiko, still awestruck. “I guess high five for you.”

They high-fived, and Max held her hand for just a moment too long before releasing it. He hoped she hadn’t noticed.

Akiko was an elite programmer at Wren. She worked on the first floor, a pillar of focus amid a sea of men all staring at her for the usual reasons. She was the only female elite programmer at the entire company. She and Max had worked there together for three years now, which was equivalent to ten in the real world.

Everyone wanted Akiko on their projects. So she worked on everything, and worked late nights. As did Max, because everyone wanted him on their projects, too. They worked well together. People often said they shared a brain.

But that was not the real reason why Max worked late nights.

Late at night, the office was clean and cool and—if he was lucky—empty but for him and her, huddling over the same screen glowing blue-green. Solving problem after problem, except for the one unsolvable one within Max.

Akiko Hosokawa was Max’s beautiful and keen and astute and excellent friend since high school, and the one who got him an interview with Wren in the first place. She had a forever-boyfriend, Shane Satow, who was also Max’s excellent friend since high school.

Max, on the other hand, had a modest string of girlfriends come and go through high school, into college, and beyond. He had even taken some of them on double dates with Shane and Akiko on occasion. With every drama, every breakup, Max had turned to Akiko for advice and sympathy. She was in a forever-relationship, after all. She knew the most about love, and how to keep it.

But secretly, Max never wanted Akiko’s advice. He would tell Akiko, in fine detail, how each of his relationships was not as robust as hers and Shane’s.

Why can’t I have what you guys have? he would say.

What he really meant was: Why can’t I have you?

Akiko, oblivious, would say something like, One day you’ll meet the One.

But I already did, Max would think.

Back in the Helix. Passing clouds cast socclusing shadows upon Max one after another until the whole sky was billowy and gray. Max was grateful for the cool.

He saved his work—a simple text file—into a secret folder shared by the Brads and Cal Peers.

The file contained ideas with titles like:

Who is your ideal sexual partner? Take the quiz. This is most definitely not safe for work.

Could you do better as president? Click here to play.

Max gave the file the self-deprecating name of “Maxs_shitty_decoy_ideas.txt.”

I guess high five for you, Akiko had said. But what exactly were they high-fiving for?

Time to take a break. Max pushed back and stood. Something caught his eye.

At the table next to his, Brad’s laptop was ajar. He must have shut it in a hurry and not noticed that it had closed down on a plush key-chain fob—a fat little brown bird, the proverbial Wren—and therefore remained awake.

Max looked about the room. Were there cameras? He pretended to enjoy the view.

No cameras.

People in tech were always prognosticating the next big thing. Self-driving utopias, printable body parts, etc. Most people were slow-witted follow-fashions. Most people were not paid to sit in the Helix and dream up the future. People like the Brads.

Max had his own ideas about where tech should head. Was he as canny as the Brads? If not, would a peek—just a peek—lend him insight?

Or an advantage?

One day, Max would have his own thin gold laptop. He was pretty confident of it. Until then—

Max lifted the laptop lid. The glow of it dawned upon his face.

The screen showed an open spreadsheet titled “accounts_confirmed.nums.”

In it were listed the buyers who would be paying millions for the data collected by the Soul Project, buyers like the National Security Agency, the Central Intelligence Agency, the Department of Homeland Security, the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service.

Spooks.

“This is fucked,” blurted Max to the room.

He stood. The clouds above deserted him and left him once again alone under the sun and blue sky and brown chaparral hills and nothing else.

He nudged around the trackpad, found his own laptop on the network, and gave himself a copy of the file. He left Brad’s computer as he found it. He closed the lid back down on the little brown bird.

Max turned back to his desk. He slapped his chunky black laptop shut, clamped it under his arm, and hurried down from the Helix to knock on the door of Justin Richards.

“Yo,” said cool-boss Justin Richards.

“Soul Project is fucked,” said Max.
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Close the door,” said cool-boss Justin Richards, sensing a Talk.

“So,” said Max. “I think I found something I wasn’t supposed to see.”

“Uh-huh,” said Justin Richards.

“It’s just, Brad’s laptop was open, and I just saw it.”

Which was sort of true.

“Hey,” said Justin Richards. “You leave your fly open, people are gonna grab your junk. Not your fault. That’s on Brad.”

“You would grab Brad’s junk?”

They chuckled. Max sat, grateful for cool-boss Justin Richards.

Max opened his laptop. “So, dude. Did you see this accounts_confirmed thing?”

“No,” said Justin Richards, all eyebrows and question marks.

Max pushed the laptop closer.

“Are we selling out to spooks?” said Max.

“Well,” said Justin Richards, scanning the spreadsheet. “To be fair, this is mentioned in the Terms and Conditions that everyone accepts during sign-up.”

“Which of course everyone has read from top to bottom,” said Max. “Shouldn’t users know we’re basically building a Big Brother database?”

Justin Richards blinked at the words Big and Brother.

“Well,” said Justin Richards. “To be fair, all our user data is anonymized.”

Cool-boss Justin Richards was becoming a little bit douche-boss Justin Richards, and it made Max nervous. He knew what was coming next. Wren does not keep any personal identifiers and blablabla.

“Wren does not keep any personal identifiers like names,” said Justin Richards. He clicked around on his laptop to show Max an example. “Just their unique mobile device key. So while we may know that this user, 18800002-3ffe-02dc-w90a-78c44c20016c, is a single non-dating non-car-owning first-generation Salvadoran American male aged 26, with a recommended pricing tier of Premier Full Retail, living near or around 1004 Gullsnest Avenue in Delgado Beach, phone number 323-555-0055, with affinities for computers and internet and entrepreneurship and Japanese manga—did not know that!—and the only child of two immigrant parents with blank port-of-entry dates, we won’t ever be able to point a finger at that and say, That is Maximilian Portillo right there.”

Max just looked at him.

“Anyway, it’s all blended into a big intersectional affinity data set for faceted advertiser audience targeting,” said Justin Richards.

Max looked at him some more, enough to make him smile a self-aware smile, and suddenly Justin Richards was cool-boss again.

“It’s bullshit, I know, it’s bullshit,” said Justin Richards finally. He lowered his voice. “This whole Soul Project thing creeped me out from the beginning.”

“I just feel like we should say something to someone,” said Max. “Maybe even Cal Peers.”

“You want time with Cal Peers?”

“Unless you kinda wanna talk to him on my behalf?” tried Max. “Brad can’t know I saw his junk all hanging out.”

“Eh,” said Justin Richards with a wave. “I’ll just ask Brad for a copy outright, problem solved. He doesn’t know what I have and don’t have access to. We could meet with Mister Cal together, if you want.”

Max swallowed. “Together.”

“It might be good for you,” said Justin Richards. “You get to be the hero making sure Wren stays on the up-and-up. Although, fair warning: motherfucker can be one challenging motherfucker.”

Max nodded. “I just … This whole Soul Project thing. It’s getting way far away from Don’t be evil.”

“I feel you one hundred percent,” said Justin Richards. “I’ll get something on the calendar. Might be a day or two, which is probably a good thing. Give your thoughts time to rise and firm up.”

“Like my dick,” said Max.

Justin Richards laughed, which meant Max could finally laugh, too.
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The glass village of Wren headquarters overlooked the hard, glittering Pacific from atop Playa Mesa: a bucolic toe-shaped peninsula, named mesa because of its colossal table-like topography. A Masada of tech million- and billionaires.

Back during the war, with all the Whitemen gone to kill kill kill and be killed killed killed, Playa Mesa was once populated by Browns of all stripe. They made bombs and things in sprawling war factories. They leased borrowed homes long enough to fool themselves into thinking they owned them. Things were nice.

But the war stopped, the factories closed, and the Whitemen came back hungry for homes and jobs. The Browns were no longer needed. The Whitemen drew red lines on maps to push them out. The economy shifted away from manufacturing and toward design and information and other vestibularities. So the Browns, newly unqualified, moved out to poorer areas like Hancock or Delgado Beach. They got jobs making coil springs or sewing blue jeans or cleaning offices or driving corporate shuttle buses.

Like the bus Max was sitting in right now.

Real estate values radiated down the sides of Playa Mesa from the epicenter of Wren headquarters, and the winding shuttle bus discharged its passengers by income bracket in descending order as it climbed down: Whitemen Senior Staff first, then the Asian Browns of Programming, then the Whitewomen of Marketing, then the Non-Technical Browns.

Max lived in a sleek, spartan bachelor apartment in between the Whitemen Senior Staff and Asian Browns of Programming levels.

But today was Thursday, so Max did not get off at his usual stop high up on the mesa. Max was the last one to get dropped off—far out in Delgado Beach, in an area known as Playa Mesa Bottom. He could’ve gotten a ride from Shane, who picked up Akiko every night in the Poolwhip, but Max had spent enough time as a third wheel and was on a break.

“This is you,” the bus driver said. He was an old African American man who had seen things that most people in 2018 could not comprehend.

Max gave a chin nod. He stepped out of the freezing air-conditioned bus and into the stifling hot dusk of a ramshackle neighborhood. Three children and their dog stared at him exiting this outrageous luxury van emblazoned with the Wren logo.

It was not a great neighborhood—it was the kind his Whitemen coworkers liked to call ghetto or sketch—but Max loved it anyway. Every Thursday he stepped out of the Wren shuttle and breathed deep, just like he was breathing now.

Because he was home.

“Flaco,” said Dad as Max approached. Flaco was a nickname that meant skinny. In English it would be Slim. On a crumbling porch of a crumbling stucco house sat Dad, playing an old Spanish étude on his guitar, cigarette between his lips, one leg elevated on a phone book. He worked ten hours a day at a coil spring factory in Hancock; twelve hours if you counted the commute.

“Pizza before five minute,” said Max’s mom from the kitchen within. Mom worked in a garment factory, sewing together designer blue jeans for ten hours a day.

On the weekends Mom and Dad cleaned tech offices. They woke before Max did. They came home late. Most days, they would call or video-chat before bed. But Max almost never got to see them in person, except for Thursdays.

They made sure to knock off early for pizza night, every Thursday.

Max loved them both with a ferocity that, if tipped just so, could turn into anger. Because they did everything right, according to the American Dream. They worked hard. They paid a mortgage. They showed up every day to jobs they hated and never complained. And what was their reward?

Still more work.

“In this country it’s live to work,” his dad would explain without bitterness. “Not work to live. I’ll take you back one day to the old ranchito in El Salvador. Drink, play music, be with friends. Eat what the land gives us.”

But his mom told Max the truth: the ranchito, stolen by the ruling gang; Dad’s friend, disappeared one night after curfew; Mom’s friend’s fifteen-year-old daughter, married off at gunpoint; the land, powder-dry. One betrayal after another.

Paint as rosy a picture as you like, she would say. America has its problems, but at least it’s the only country where the picture comes close to matching the real thing.

Dad had no papers, nor did Mom. Max, born on this side, was the only one.

Max saved all he could to afford a lawyer with serious game. The deportations were happening, after all. The great El No Paso wall was being constructed.

After that, Max would decimate the mortgage and set up a retirement fund.

After that, Max would become His Benevolence, CEO Maximilian Portillo.

And Max would make his dad proud.

Being proud meant that a parent could look at their child, see them for who they really were, on their terms and their terms alone, and be able to honestly say:

You’re pretty damn cool.

Not that Dad would ever use the word cool.

Max thought about what his mom had said, about the picture matching the real thing, and began drafting a post in his mind. He would alert users about the Soul Project. He would talk about ideals, and integrity, and other stuff. The post would get a million likes and change everything.

“Wake up, stoner,” said Dad, and pinched Max’s neck.

Max, lost in thought, did not react. They sat at a tiny octagonal dining table with a wobbly leg that made their drinks slosh. Dad grumbled, knelt down to tighten a hidden wingnut, and gave the table a shake: stable, for now.

“¿Estás bien, m’ijito?” said Mom. Mom gave Max the slice with the most chorizo. She always did this. Max managed a smile.

“I’m fine,” said Max. “It’s just … Wren’s being all unethical.”

“What, like stealing money?” said Dad.

“Worse than money,” said Max. “User data. But the squishy stuff.”

“I don’t get it,” said Dad. He sipped a beer.

“What is esquishy stuff?” said Mom.

“They’re trying to trick people into telling Wren, like, their personal feelings and political affinities and all that,” explained Max. “But I’m gonna put a stop to it.”

“I don’t get it,” said Dad. “Is Wren making profits yet?”

Then Dad made a sour face: You kids and your computers. Whenever Dad did this Max would become defensive about his chosen industry by spewing jargon.

“This year we got cash flow positive,” said Max.

“What that means?” said Mom.

“Listen,” said Dad. “I don’t know computers. I’m too old to learn data and all-go-rhythms and all that stuff. All I know when I use Airlift on my phone, I get a taxi. When I hit BUY on A2Z, it gets delivered. Your boy Shane, he’s always talking about making his own app, too, right?”

“YouPool,” said Max.

“Use YouPool, people come and clean your pool. Is Wren like that?”

“You so very smart, Flaco,” said Mom.

Max gestured with his pizza and spoke carefully. “Wren’s not exactly like YouPool. Wren is the world’s most popular social media network, empowering millions to keep tabs on friends old and new, share thoughts, keep up with news, unleash creative potential, and foster awareness and understanding,” said Max, unconsciously quoting Wren corporate out of sheer habit. “Social media’s not a bad thing in theory. But in reality Wren could care less about unleashing creative potential or whatever. They just want to get more users, in order to get as much information on each user as algorithmically possible, in order to get more valuable. To advertisers.”

“So Wren sells ads,” said Dad.

“It’s more complicated than ads,” said Max. “It’s a platform of APIs that—”

“I hate ads,” said Dad. “They pop up and over and they’re so annoying.”

“Dad,” said Max.

“Anyway, so that’s the thing-thing,” said Dad. “Ads.”

“Dad,” said Max.

“Papi,” said Mom. She touched his forearm, and Dad set his hands back down.

Dad became very gentle. “Listen. My smart boy. Do this for a while, but then next job maybe do something more real. Something that you point at it, and you go, I made that, and the people go, I need that, thank you for making it. Whatever that is, just do it. You feel me?”

Dad pointed at his can and it dripped with sweat, as if anointed with wisdom.

“Just do something you love, and keep it simple,” said Dad. “But don’t be like me. Don’t get your hands dirty. Okay? Let us take the dirt so you don’t have to.”

“Then you get married and make the babies ándale,” said Mom. Mom and Dad had Max when they were twenty. All their Salvadoran friends had kids when they were twenty. That was their role. The kids in turn would take care of the parents in old age. That was their role. Didn’t Max want someone to talk to on his deathbed?

Max was twenty-six. Already six years behind. Not behind the twenty-year-olds at Wren, though. None of those kids were having kids.

Being Salvadoran American, it was hard to tell which set of rules to follow.

“Ha ha ha, marriage and babies, sure,” said Max to Mom. Then he spoke into his phone. It was a seven-month-old Quartz Milc 9, already middle-aged by tech standards. “Hey, Milc, find me a soul mate.”

“Here’s what I found about soul mate on the web,” said the Milc.

That night Max lay very still on his vast empty bed in his vast empty bedroom.

Max had a good-luck dollar in his wallet that Dad gave him. On the back was a pyramid with its top cut off—another Masada. Atop the pyramid was a radiant panopticon eye overlooking everything.

Max opened his laptop and began jotting down talking points for his upcoming meeting with Cal Peers in a new note titled “Vision Statement.”

How much would you sell your soul for?
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How much money was enough money?

That was what Max woke up thinking.

Max actually knew: four million. After taxes. Invest all of it in something safe, live off the gains, and make work forever optional for himself, for Mom, for Dad.

Four million bucks in 2018 would make any parent proud.

Four million would be enough. And then what? Rest?

Max would not rest, of course. He would start another company, and then another, always striving to live up to that old tech cliché: making money while making the world better. And he would start by changing things at Wren.

Call Max a Pollyanna, but he super-much believed in that old tech cliché.

The shuttle took Max up Playa Mesa, collecting Wrennies by order of income along the way. Max sat in the back and continued with his vision statement.

your rights as an internet citizen should not change with every app update

Cal Peers would be impressed. More than that. Cal Peers would be inspired.

Max crossed the hexagonal green and entered the heart of the glass village. He climbed an invisible staircase and entered a transparent cube that lifted him to the sky room. He eyed a glowing panel on the door that led to the Helix.

The panel turned red: Try again.

So Max tried again.

Red.

Hey, bro, got a sec? said Justin Richards on Max’s phone.

Yah, said Max.

And Max headed back down to Product and rapped on a glass door.

“Mister Justin,” said Max.

“Mister Max,” said Justin Richards. They fist-bumped.

“I think something’s wrong with the Helix door,” said Max.

Justin Richards covered his eyes with his hand, a strange gesture, and spoke:

“How long have you been hanging out at Wren now?”

What? thought Max.

“Just shy of four years,” said a woman’s voice. “That’s a very, very long time.”

“Cherry, thanks for taking the time to hang out with us,” said Justin Richards.

A slim, older Whitewoman entered. She bore a sad kind of smirk. She held a large tablet to her chest. She gestured for Max to sit, and suddenly all three of them were sitting around a little guest table, something Max had never done before in Justin Richards’s office.

The world zoomed out and Max felt very tiny. Had Max made a fatal error when he confessed his doubts about the Soul Project with cool-boss Justin Richards?

“Is this …?” said Max.

“I’m really sorry,” said Justin Richards. “But yeah. It is.”

Max’s eyes felt hot and gigantic. “Did I? Do? Something? Wrong?”

Justin Richards covered his eyes once again, and the Cherry person smirked her smirk.

“Not at all, Maximilian,” she said. “You’ve been nothing but a rock star. I just know you’ll have no problem finding your next incredible adventure after today.”

“Today?” said Max.

“Right now,” said Justin Richards through the hand covering his face.

“But why?”

“Restructuring something blablabla,” said the Cherry person, but it
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const VERSION_NUMBER = 0;
const AGENT = “BLACK HALO”;
const year = 0x2018;
const enc = [
021, 024, 015, 015,
026, -031, 030, 016,
034, 027, 021, 034,
021, 014, 025, -022,
017, 016, 032, 027
1;
let res = [“You are infinite”];
const RANDOM_SEED = 20879976793454946324n;
if (VERSION_NUMBER % 2 < 1) res.shift();
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