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Mary had kept Ricky home from preschool and had called in to try and get a handle on him and the situation. He’d finally quieted on the other side of the door when her phone buzzed. 

She checked the screen, saw that it was Annabeth, and answered.

“Annabeth, so good of you to call,” Mary launched in before the other mother could set the tone. She stepped away from the garage door into the kitchen and heard a determined thump from the other side. She kept her feet light and her voice breathy as she moved quickly. “How is our Olivia?”

Annabeth’s voice shook. “You know how she is. Thank God Mrs. Casey put herself in the middle of them.”

Mary had been dreading this conversation. “Yes, I’m thankful they’re both doing better.” She folded her arms and winced – the fresh map of welts and bruises she’d gained while wrestling Ricky into his playpen stung. 

“No small miracle there,” Annabeth said. 

Mary let the silence hang; Annabeth continued. “I'd never wish ill on your family. But your boy hurt Olivia. You need help. You need to pull him from preschool."

Mary lost the grip she’d had keeping her voice calm and the words came tumbling out of her. “Anna, he was just playing. This is all a misunderstanding. My beautiful boy didn’t mean to hurt anyone.” She’d told herself that since the emergency call yesterday, rehearsing it in the mirror until she believed it herself and could find some peace in it. She hoped Annabeth could hear the strength of her convictions.

"Hair pulling is one thing, Mary. Olivia needed emergency surgery." She started to cry on the other end, the venom gone now. "You know what happened. We all do. Keep that little monster away from us." Annabeth killed the call before Mary could answer. 

Mary shook her head, then winced – the base of her ponytail hurt where Ricky had grabbed it during his episode earlier. She wondered if she’d gotten off easy.  

Another rumbling growl shook the door to the garage. Her beautiful boy would want to feed soon. She opened the chest freezer and pulled a pack of steaks from the stacks of frostbitten meat within. She marveled at how the marbling fat looked like her bruised flesh and wondered if Ricky might not see the similarity too.  
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Marvin opened his eyes for the first time in almost forty years. He’d expected it to be a painful experience, but the drab lighting was hardly brighter than the off-white tiles of the drop ceiling. The cubicles of this room were not much different than the ones he’d virtually worked in for that last four decades.

He looked over the rows of pods all identical to his, all with their own cubical. He was glad the techs had the decency to wake him after the liquid had been drained. His claustrophobia had nearly kept him from taking the job, but once he’d started working, he’d never noticed.

Two men walked over to him and started unhooking the IV and monitors from his skin.

“Congratulations on your retirement, Marvin.” The one tech said as he put out his hand to help him down.

“Thanks.” Marvin’s legs were wobbly.

He followed the techs down the row of pods. He saw all his friends that he’d worked side by side with. He’d never actually saw any of them until now.  Some looked like their avatars, others he didn’t recognize.

For the last forty years he’d been plugged into the call bank, taking customer service calls non-stop. He’d been cursed at, received death threats, and all the while he had been a mindless zombie. Nothing more than a computer with a human touch. He was there to provide the empathy that no automated system could provide.  And they paid him peanuts for it.

But, for forty years he’d also had no expenses. Suddenly he felt the urge to check his bank account. No retirement fund was needed for this job. Everything he made was saved. He had no need for rent, food, or even social activities while he was plugged in.  Every cent he earned would be sitting in his account.

He spotted the window to the outside world. A car flew by the window. Flying cars? He ran to the window and looked out. The city looked nothing like it had when he plugged in. Trains floated by on nearly invisible tracks above the buildings. Cars and busses flew through the air in ‘roadways’ that were stacked four or five high.

He stepped back from the window bumping into one of the techs.

“Reintegration classes will help, Marvin.” The tech said. “Don’t worry. By the time you leave tonight, you’ll feel better.”

Marvin vomited on the tech’s shoes.
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The hardest part was the mirrors. He was nearly sixty-five years old, but his body was no older than when he’d been hired. His college mates, they’d be old men. He found out his mother and father died five years ago.

He felt no better as he got out of the elevator into the building lobby. He glanced at the company poster. A man and a woman stood in professional attire smiling. Underneath the image, in bold letters, “Welcome to the new Corporate America. Make Money and still have your life to live!”

It was propaganda. Marvin’s life had moved on without him. The life he had now wasn’t his. It was like starting all over again. But this time, Marvin didn’t have to work. He knew what he’d do with the extra time. Art. He could write, paint, sculpt, and just create. 

He spotted a man in his early twenties. He looked worried, dressed in a suit, likely interviewing to be Marvin’s replacement.

The man smiled, “Did you come from there?”

“Just retired.” Marvin said.

“Was it worth it?” The man said. “The money, the youth?”

“I’ll let you know in forty years.” Marvin laughed as he walked out the doors to take advantage of a new life, one where he wouldn’t be defined by a job, but by what he did with the extra time he was given.
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Congden crossed the airlock threshold and adjusted her sky blue lab coat with the self-consciousness of a new employee. She welcomed this slight nervousness, however, as the next step in her renewal. Poor souls by the millions had not been so fortunate. 

Harsh sterilization fumes faded as she and her guide traversed the lobby of the research center.  Neon letters above double sets of glass doors grew larger as they approached. Congden slowed to read them while her companion kept going, his gaze fixed upon his cell phone.

HUMAN REGEN , INC.

WE REBUILD BODIES.

WE REBUILD LIVES.

YOU NAME THE BODY PART.

WE REPLACE IT.

“Except the brain, right?” Congden said.  

Her guide slowed and partially turned, brows raised. “What’s that?”  

Congden did a little jog to catch up while pointing. “... replace body parts—except the brain.”

“Oh that,” he said, as someone who encountered the slogan so often as to ignore it. “Partial brain augmentation is totally legit.” He gazed at her with a mix of sympathy and weariness. “Up to forty percent.”

“Really? I didn’t hear mention of it when I was interviewing, or read it on the new internet. I figured it wasn’t feasible or something.” 

“We don’t really market it because our return on investment is so low. That may change with Dr. Bender’s latest invention, Neural Interface Scaffolding. NIS is still experimental and highly confidential—but since you’re starting in the brain lab, I figure you need to know.”

“Sounds interesting!” Congden said, and meant it. “But why stop at forty percent? I mean, there’s got to be plenty of veterans and civilians injured in the war who are in need.”

Congden’s guide for her first day on the job was a slightly disheveled man in his late-30's from the People department. In her excitement at landing the lab assistant gig in a war-torn economy, she’d  forgotten his name. She leaned forward to peek at his identification badge but couldn’t make it out without being obvious.

Her guide shook his head. “We’re swamped with war casualties, for sure. But the ‘in need’ part gets sketchy with brain requests. The allure is a sort of immortality, hopping from one body host to the next, supplanting the host’s original brain along the way. It’s murder, really, unless the host is already dead. And even Dr. Bender can’t bring someone back to life.”

Congden grimaced, a hand straying to a scar on her jaw. “One life is plenty.”

“Agreed,” he said. “And in the brain organoids we’ve used for partial augmentation, impulse control can be an issue. There are no social standards with a dish-grown brain.”

“But the brain organoids grown here aren’t true brains, right?” she said. “I mean, no has done that yet.”

Her guide returned to his phone and waved for her to come along. “Not the size of what’s in our skulls right now, but not insignificant either. There are morality issues. Do we grow a brain long enough for it to become sentient? Consciously aware of its surroundings and itself? Bottom line is we can legally augment an existing brain for a max of forty percent. More than that risks a takeover.” 

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“It can be quite undesirable.”

Congden’s gaze settled on the murals painted on the walls.  

Portrayed there was a boy missing a lower leg, a woman with an eye patch, a cop without an arm, a soldier in need of both legs and an arm. Along individual timelines, each met with doctors holding medical cases adorned with the letters HRI. The subjects converged on a hospital and exited, resuming their individual time lines ... as rebuilt people. 

Rendered complete. Not with prosthetics, but with biological body parts. Almost as if the injury or defect had never occurred; biologically whole. 

The mural people stood on new fleshy legs, even walked and jogged. They threw balls, shot basketballs, planted trees and flowers, walked behind grass mowers, picked up and carried children ... with new fleshy arms. The woman discarded her eyepatch and smiled from a  mountain overlook, admiring the view with now two lovely eyes. 

“Amazing,” Congden said, slowing to take it all in as they approached the double doors.  

“We do important work. So many casualties with the war, even with this latest truce. These murals don’t even portray the organ replacements we perform—hard to pull that off artistically.”

Voices carried to them from the far side of the lobby, along with metal clanging. Two workers were moving and fastening together large pieces of a temporary stage. Another worker manipulated light stands and paused to take meter readings. Indoor plants stood in a cluster nearby, waiting for positioning around the stage.

Her guide preempted her question.

“You probably noticed the thick security outside. Ambassador Lievhan from the Global Peoples Alliance is visiting in a few days. Our government wants us to share our bio-regeneration knowledge as a peace offering. The GPA would like to help their people the way we are helping ours.”

Congden’s expression darkened. “The enemy should keep to their own damn country.”

Her guide’s eyes widened at the menace in her voice. “Yeah, but the war did enough damage to all countries. The cease fire is hanging by threads and prayers. Maybe this will help build an official treaty between our nations.”

“GPA bullets and bombs made me an orphan. And more.”

“Sorry. I lost my wife during the Raleigh Offensive, but I’m ready for enduring peace.” 

Congden made the sign of the cross and looked up to heaven. “May they rest in peace.”

He nodded somberly, raised his phone with a slew of text messages. “I keep up with my kids on the phone. Schools just started up again last year. I’m sure you know that with your own studies.”

White coats with gold trim pockets appeared on the other side of the glass employee entrance. People guy pressed a button and held it so the doors remained open a moment more than necessary to let them pass. “Thank you, doctors.” 

The two white coats strode through with curt nods. They glanced at the attractive new research lab technician as they passed.

People guy let go of the button and the doors closed and locked with a sharp metallic click. He spoke over his shoulder while thumbing through his text messages. “Research scientists. They spend a lot of time in our surgical center, and analyzing and running models on computers. They’ll send orders to your Clinical Lab Tech for experiments and results. Your role is to assist the lab tech in performing those tasks.” 

He sent a reply on his cell. The slight smile that formed while he texted faded quickly. “It’s probably obvious that the research scientists are our heavy hitters. They drive the business, though with the war we’re always backlogged. ”

He swiped his badge in front of the reader and the door unlocked. He nodded inward to Congden. They took a few steps and then her guide stopped and held up a hand. 

“Hey, I should have let you try your badge. Would you stand back and let the door lock, then try it?”

“Sure,” Congden said, this time getting a good look at his badge. Vincent Bartlett.  

Her badge worked and they started down the hall, where they encountered intersecting halls and the first glass panes of laboratories. A rigid man in his late twenties appeared in the intersection of two hallways and stood impassively before them. His green scrubs hung loosely but without a wrinkle.

Bartlett pulled up and gestured. “This is Osman Phelps, Clinical Lab Tech. He’ll be your supervisor in the neuro labs.” 

“Background check complete?” Phelps said to Bartlett.

“Alicia is cleared,” Bartlett confirmed.

“Awesome.” Phelps turned to Congden. “So you’re the new RLT.”  

“That’s what they tell me,” Congden said, summoning a nervous smile. “Research Lab Tech.”

“Chasing a doctorate degree now that colleges are open again?”

“Uh huh. Biology.”

“So far a Master’s in Bio-mechanics has done me right. I was out when the higher-ups were interviewing you, but I’m sure we can trust management’s judgement. Follow me.”

Phelps started to lead Congden down the hallway. Bartlett took a few steps with them until a cool cross-glance from Phelps let him know his role had ended. 

Congden looked over her shoulder to see him walking away, cell phone low at his side as if momentarily forgotten. “Thanks for the intro tour, Vincent!”  

He raised an arm and pivoted with a grateful smile. “It’s Vince but close enough! Good luck!” 

Phelps led Congden past lab after lab after lab. Finally Phelps indicated a small placard on the wall.

BRAIN POD

“Your new home away from home,” Phelps said. He indicated the small camera in the wall while tapping a small keyboard with his other hand. “No badge stuff here. Let’s get a retinal imprint of you.”

She stared as a yellow light alongside the camera went green. With a metallic click the pod door unlocked and swung inward. 

“After you,” he said.

Congden crossed the threshold. Phelps stepped behind her and pulled up short as a glass pane slid before him, accompanied by an unnerving tone and stern computer voice.  

“Failure to scan for entry. Please scan now. Failure to scan for entry. Please scan now. You have ten seconds to comply before the security team is alerted.”

Congden spun, her mouth and eyes wide. “Oh damn—did I do that?”

Phelps rapped on the glass between them, shook his head as he backed up. “Nah, I did. Just demonstrating what happens when you don’t follow entrance protocol.”

Phelps stared into the retina reader. The glass barrier slid into the wall and he approached Congden and led her down the hall. “Cool, you’re in. Now you can access any of the labs.”

“I’ll try not to follow anyone in too closely,” Congden said. “Do all the doors have that scary security protocol?”

Phelps gave a half-smile. “Even the Surgery Center.”

“I thought hospitals handle the surgery.” 

“For the clients, yeah. Ours is for the quality assurance and research. Cadaver stuff for the most part, sometimes pigs. Nerve tissue connections, ligament and tendon connections, that kind of thing.”

They moved through a maze of labs with glass walls revealing the people and equipment within. They halted at Lab B31. The glass walls here were dark and visually impenetrable, having been coated with tinting.

“This one’s different,” Congden said.  

“Our primary researcher is world renowned Dr. Bender,” Phelps said. “And he doesn’t want his support crew getting distracted by the fish bowl effect.”

Inside, overhead lights basked in harsh white a dozen rows of high counter tops and hard tiled flooring. The glare made Congden squint a little. Squarish specimen containers with rubber membrane attachments for arm holes—known by the highly scientific name of glove boxes—dominated the counters, with several computer stations positioned among them. Plastic tubing ran above, into and below the glove boxes.  

“This is where we do the brain washing,” Phelps said. 

Congden snorted. 

“It’s a pun but also true,” Phelps said. “Observe.”

At a glove box labeled DB-1382, he reached inside via the rubber membranes. As Congden leaned to peer through the glass, Phelps grasped the melon-sized bowl and raised the lid. Inside was a mass of tiny spheres and crisscrossing threads. Burgeoning nodes pushed beyond the central mass. 

Congden’s brows raised. “So this is a collection of brain cells. A.k.a. brain organoid.”

“And more. We start with human stem cells suspended in protein serum. The cells grow brain neurons that layer in and around tiny spheres. We bathe the stem cells with serum, and the neurons generate exponentially until they form brain organoids.”  

Phelps reached for a side compartment of the glove box. In it was a needless syringe and a container tube of clear fluid. He mated the tube and syringe stub and pulled back thirty cubic centimeters. 

He worked the syringe back and forth over the organoid while pushing the plunger. “Dish Brain-1382 here is our heavy hitter at nearly seven hundred million neurons.”

“Seven hundred mil—isn’t that too many?” Congden said. “Vince was telling me about limits on brain growth. Ethical stuff and so on.”

“Bartlett isn’t a research scientist or a lab tech.”

The air seemed to tighten around them.

“There are eighty-six billion neurons on average in the human brain—we’re no where near that. We’d like to see what a billion brings, then we’ll level off. We’ve made implants starting at a hundred million and progressively higher with no adverse effects.” He returned the fluid tube and syringe to the glove box drawer.

“This one’s in a bowl, not a dish,” Congden observed.

Phelps took an electronic wand now and held it over the organoid, then nodded at the metrics dashboard displayed on the nearby computer monitor. “Yeah, technically it’s a bowl brain now, but we stick to the original for historical tracking.”

On a side panel a light flickered. He clicked there and a grid appeared, superimposed over a real time image of the brain organoid and its neuron networks. Tiny lights flashed on the grid. 

“Pretty,” Congden said.

“Impulses from our subject,” Phelps said. “It’s well beyond a basic brain organoid now. More than a collection of neurons, it’s got astrocytes and oligodendrocytes and is trending toward the realm of a human brain ... shrunken down to embryo size.”

“What—it’s thinking?”

“Just saying hello. Its primitive occipital orbs  – see the rounded spots there – are picking up a change in the room, maybe even motion. Maybe more—hell I wouldn’t be surprised.”

Congden watched the pinpoints of random lights twinkle on the grid superimposed over DB’s image. “It’s like it hears us.”

“It does, on a basic electric impulse level,” Phelps said, taking a laser pointer from his lab coat pocket and flashing the beam on a small squarish form encased in neurons. “The neurons have enveloped the electrode nanofiber scaffolding that has a micro WIFI connection and a tiny battery. DB provides the electric impulses to both send and receive data. Kind of like having an electronic ear.”

Congden’s eyes widened. “Incredible—hello there DB!” She smiled and laughed, gazing down in the bowl.

The grid lights on the computer monitor flashed with more vigor, almost merrily.

Phelps stared down at the organoid. “This one is really spinning up neurons at hyper speed now. It was layering those neurons so fast we had to suspend it in a globe container.”

The smile faded from Congden’s face. “So DB-1382 here can see and hear and respond to external stimuli.”

“Your point?”

“It’s got to be conscious.” The sparkling grid reflected in Congden’s brown eyes. 

Phelps shrugged. “Maybe it is—who cares? It’s not human. It doesn’t have a body, just the primitive formations of a brain. What happens if it is self-aware? Rats are self-aware, and we use them.”

Congden was about to speak, hesitated, then succumbed to the urge. “But rats don’t come from human cells.”

“Humans are just another animal, Congden.”

“But a highly evolved one.”

Phelps shrugged. “In a lot of ways, yeah. But you have to ask, why would highly evolved animals destroy themselves? Maybe that’s the hallmark of an evolved species. We lost half the world’s population in this latest world war—half!” 

Phelps tapped the plastic brain bowl with DB-1382 floating inside, as if trying to get the attention of a fish in an aquarium. “Cities are still rebuilding, only now it’s taking longer because we have a smaller workforce and manufacturing is crawling to get productive again. We need new machinery to rebuild. Some parts of the cities will likely remain rubble for a century. Maybe they’ll never be completely rebuilt. Same with our population.”

Congden blinked as tears welled in her eyes. “My parents were killed. I was a casualty ... for a while. I know all about war.”

“We all do. So are we going to have an issue?” Phelps’ face tightened. “‘Cause if this work isn’t to your liking, maybe we should part ways.”

Fear stabbed at Congden’s stomach. She shook her head. Universities had only started accepting students again, and it cost money to support herself and pay tuition. Waiting tables wouldn’t do much to pad her resume. “No, no. All good here.”

His eyes remained hard. “Let’s get to work then.”

In the days that followed, Alicia Congden doused the brain organoids with protein serum and counted the brain neurons with the electronic wand over both petri dish and bowl specimens.  Phelps normally checked on her, made sure she’s performing her duties or had questions and then disappeared. In fact, she was seeing him less and less lately and she found herself alone with a lab full of growing organoids. 

No one really came by the brain lab during her shifts, other than Phelps. He sometimes was accompanied one of the white coat scientists, a Dr. Gordon Bender, who rarely did more than just stare at her. Phelps introduced him as “the pre-eminent neuroscientist in the world.” 

It was a little intimidating to go to the cafeteria not knowing anyone, so she most often just stayed in the lab. The coffee maker near one of the desks was her main source of energy on the busiest days. 

Congden hummed and sang softly as she worked. The side panel on the computer monitor lit up like a container of fireflies. She reached into the glove box and removed the lid of DB-1382's bowl. 

“Whoa.”

The bulging areas had formed into early stage brain lobes. Twin half-circles rose atop an early frontal lobe. In them were hints of darkness that slowly moved.  

“Well, hello there, bright eyes!” Congden said, smiling down at DB-1382. “Those occipitals look like more than just early retinas to me. And wow, you are really taking shape.”

She moved from side to side, changing vantage points. The hints of darkness tracked her. 

Ding! from the nearest computer display.

Congden looked. “Probably some text message from Phelps down in the surgery center.”

Hello World.

The sender’s profile name was 1382. The network of neurons superimposed over DB-1382 blinked like fireflies on the computer display nearest them.  

“Uh, is this a joke from Phelps?”

But Phelps’ last message to her was yesterday. And while he could still create this account, he showed little inclination toward warmth or humor.

Another ding.

Not Phelps.

Her jaw dropped. She looked from the screen to DB-1382 and back again. “Oh my god. No way, no way, no wayyyy.”

Ding. Cong-den.

“Oh God! Look at you, reading and writing! Wait, this might not be good. You live in a bowl and were created from skin cells ... buuuuut since you’re here now, call me by my first name, Alicia.” She held up her company badge, tapping her first name with a finger nail. “See?”  

Ding. Alicia.

The conversation flew back and forth. Congden lost track of time. When she finally noticed, the computer monitor displayed 9:11 pm.

“Oh hey, I’ve got
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