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Considering how Maria presently feels it's hard to imagine she was so isolated, so needy before the enhancement.  

Shuffling down the wind-blown street.  Garbage in gutters, storefront windows boarded up.  The smell of sewage and of frying ethnic food.  What ethnicity?  She has no idea.  She is unfamiliar with this part of the city.  Normally she sticks to her own territory, a dozen square blocks that encompass all that sustains her:  her work, her apartment, the supermarket and other stores where she shops.  What has caused her to break out of her cocoon of familiarity?

The analogy of the cocoon is inexact.  Having ventured outside of her safety zone, she does not consider herself a butterfly.  She is still a worm, at least in her own estimation; she is of little significance, vulnerable to predators.

But she is determined to change that, no matter the cost.

She has seen the enhanced, the beautiful ones, on the gossip sites, the fashion sites, the entertainment sites.  She knows that they are better than she is through no talent of their own.

She has also seen her image in the mirror deteriorating day by day; her mortality weighs heavily upon her; an overwhelming sense of loss threatens to drown her.

The shop at the address her colleague has given her displays no name above the door.  Disparate dusty heaps of computer parts clutter the display areas inside the front windows.

The area reminds her of her homeland, of Greece, before she made the great leap across the Atlantic to accompany her new American husband to his country; abandoned by the European Community, Greece lay in ruins, bankrupted businesses on every block, formerly prosperous city merchants selling cardboard boxes of fruit along the sides of the roads, pensioners begging in the streets and sleeping on park benches.

When she opens the door, an old-fashioned bell rings and a faint alarm buzzes in the back.

An unshaven dark-skinned young man with course black hair sits behind the counter tinkering with a piece of machinery.  As she approaches, he rises.

During an awkward silence they contemplate each other, each waiting for the other to speak.

Finally he asks, "You need something?"

"My...  My friend said you could help me."

"Who's your friend?"

"She asked me not to say."

"Why?"

"I don't know.  She said you could secure me a place in an enhanced community."

"Oh, I get it."  He chuckled without mirth.  "Yeah, a lot of referrals prefer to remain anonymous.  I don't care.  It's a social thing.  They're just self-conscious because they can't afford to enhance themselves solo."

"Well, neither can I and I want to remain anonymous as well."

"Of course you do," he said with a trace of sarcasm.  "No disrespect.  What I offer here is the economy model.  Used server hardware I put together myself coupled with meticulously copied state-of-the-art freeware.  I have an associate who installs the implant chip in your cranium.  Be sure of your decision before you begin because we don't have the medical technology to get it back out.  You'd have to go to a state hospital and that would cost you.  As far as integration into the community network, you can make a single lump sum payment or rent a space month by month."

"How much is the lump sum?"

He told her.

"I don't have that much money."

"Then you'll have to do it monthly, at least at first.  Remember that afterwards you'll be enhanced.  Who knows?  With your more powerful skill set you might make enough to pay it off fast.  Others have."

"Are you plugged into a community?"

"No."

"Why not?"

He shrugged.  "Business is good.  I have my own server."

"Then why the shabby storefront?"

He grinned.  "People come looking for me.  I have no need to advertise.  The clandestine appearance appeals to me."

"Do I have a choice of communities?"

"No.  Why should you?  Anyway, in a community diversity is the key.  The more talent, the better. You never know what inherent abilities people might bring into play.  Anyway, that's the deal.  You go into the server that's available when you sign up.  Right now I have one with a capacity of three hundred that's at one hundred fourteen."

"So you never know who you're going to get."

"That's right.  But you all have access to the basic internal programs.  How much you choose to interact while inside is up to you.  If you want, you can even cut yourself off and maintain contact with the base hardware and software only."

"I see.  Well...  I want it.  I'll do it."

"Fine.  Fill in the form on that terminal over there.  Personal, medical, and financial information.  It's all on isolated secure systems.  I'm not going to see anything except that you pass the medical and you pay your fee.  When you log into the community, none of your personal data is available to anyone else.  If you choose to introduce yourself, you can give any identity you want.  I'll email you about the chip implant appointment.  It shouldn't be more than a day or two from now.  Once that's done, you just have to log in."

*     *     *
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The day of the chip implant the woman who performs the procedure is all business.  

She straps Maria in a reclining chair not unlike that found in a dentist's office.  

She puts a tight brace around her head.

She shave a small portion of scalp.

She uses a cotton swab to blot on one anesthetic and a hypodermic syringe to inject a second anesthetic.

She says, "This might feel strange.  Try to relax," and then opens a hole into Maria's skull with a tool that sounds and feels like a dental drill only in the wrong place.  Then the drilling stops, and with an instrument that looks like a carpenter's nail gun she shoots the implant chip into place.

"There," she says.  "How do you feel?"

Maria feels woozy and disconcerted, as if she is pitching about on the deck of a boat in a storm.  While she attempts to stabilize herself and regain her balance, the technician smears a bit of unguent on her wound and slaps a bandage on top.  She removes the skull brace and restraining straps. 

Maria wills her limbs to function so she can get up but finds herself unable to move. 

The technician is talking on her phone.  "It's done.  She's fine.  Nothing but the usual disorientation.  Go ahead, light her up.  She's got nothing better to do while she waits to regain her mobility."  She slips her phone into a pocket of her medical gown and says, "Relax.  You'll be up and around in no time.  Get ready for some changes.  I'm going to leave for a few minutes so you have some space to acclimatize yourself."

Alone in the room, Maria closes her eyes.  At first she only feels numb and slightly nauseated, but then something happens that she can't quite pinpoint.  It awakens in her brain.  It's not quite centralized.  It's like an add-on to the synapses she uses for self-awareness, for cogitation, for calculating, for planning, even for dreaming.  She feels pepped up, ebullient, supercharged.  Nothing's changed, but everything's changed.  It feels perfectly natural but at the same time radically different to anything she has ever experienced.  She knows things, for instance.  She has only to desire a piece of information and she is aware of it.  She can't exactly roam physically or psychically through cyberspace, but she can bring elements of it to her for her perusal and analysis whenever she wants.

She realizes abruptly that she had this before whenever she logged into a computer, but it lacked the immediacy.  What she has now will help her react more quickly, become more efficient.  Maybe she will get that promotion she has been desiring.  Maybe she can even find a better job, like the man in the storefront said.

First things first.  Time to get up.  When she attempts it, though, she becomes so dizzy she almost faints.  Images and texts of studies in anesthetic aftereffects come to mind.  All right then.  Give it a little more time.  Take it easy.  Take it slow.

She closes her eyes again.  A presence impinges upon her awareness.  May I approach?

Who are you?

Here, my name is Freeya.  You know me.  I just got finished implanting you.

You're a member of this community?

Yes.  Small world, isn't it?

I have a feeling it's about to get much bigger.

That's right.  What's your name?

Maria.

That's what it used to be.  What is it now?

I...  I don't know.

You should choose a name.  It helps you differentiate between this world and the other.

I'll think about it.

Good.  Let me show you around.  Cast your mind forward.  There.  Do you feel it?

Yes.  What is it?

Control panel.  It lets you see things in images, direct yourself from place to place, introduce yourself to others, communicate with the outside.  As soon as you can, get yourself to a computer with a screen and log into the community site.  You can access a common visual representation of what you're stumbling through now.  There are helps for various topics, frequently asked questions, instructional videos.  It will take time to adjust.  Just study up on the basics and ease into it gradually.  Don't expect to become adept in a day.

All right.  Thank you.

Don't mention it.  Well, my work is done.  Goodbye, Maria.

Wait.  How do I find you again?

You don't.  Maybe you misinterpreted my intentions.  I'm not befriending you.  This is part of the introductory package.  You want to make friends in the community, you'll have to figure out how by yourself.

But how...

It's too late.  The connection is gone.  Maria is still plugged into the empowering software but the technician – Freeya – has vanished from her consciousness.

Her physical presence reappears just then through the door, all bright-eyed and efficient, acting as if they had never interacted in the intimacy of their minds.

"Freeya..." says Maria.

"Don't call me that out here, please.  Try to stand."

Maria discovers that she can, with effort, rise, more or less keep her balance, and walk out of the operating room.

The technician says, "I have a vehicle waiting.  Come.  Let me take your arm.  The driver will help you get up the stairs to your apartment if you think you can't make it on your own.  Don't eat for a few hours but drink plenty of liquids.  We'll schedule an appointment in about a week so I can check that the wound is healing properly.  You arranged to take a few days off work, didn't you?  Good.  Relax.  Get to know your new capabilities."

"What if I have questions or experience side effects?"

"Contact me by email.  Don't try to communicate with me inside the community.  I value my privacy."

"If you say so."

The technician's aloofness disconcerts Maria.  She thinks about it during the ride home.  It turns out that by the time she reaches her building she doesn't need the driver's help.  She feels well and strong; in fact, she hasn't felt so vibrant in years.

She pours herself a glass of cold tea, turns on her computer, and peruses the private community website.  It's rudimentary, really.  Instructional, informative.  Maps to place her within the context of the overall schematic.  She can use the facilities and never psychically encounter another soul.  Yet if she wants...

There's a short directory of members open to community interaction along with their community names and contact links.  Perhaps she could...

But first it is imperative that she choose a name.  Something unique.  Something dynamic.

Yet abruptly the urge to honor her grandmother comes to her.  It's the Greek tradition.  She should have named her first daughter after her but she never had children.  She regrets this; it is one of the things about which she and her ex-husband fought and eventually forced
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