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      He pushed away from his desk, spilling his cold coffee, and rocking the flimsy particleboard table. Some of the brew splashed on his prized mechanical keyboard. It wasn’t a concern because he saw things clearly now. You step on ants every day, and while you bear them no malice, you smash worlds.

      A tiny spark jumped off the blue and white keys, spitting up at him, at his world. He imagined the sweet milky liquid had scrambled a few transistors on contact.

      There wasn’t a good third-story window to watch the world because the goddamn city had built a music hall right in the center of what had been the best view of any town in the known history of mankind.

      Now, it was a fucking gray roof and some stupid modern-looking windows. As incongruous in the old architecture of the town as men in red cloaks and buckle shoes had been to the deer skin moccasin wearing Susquehannock’s who long ago welcomed the strange white visitors. Their world crumbled just like those ants under an oblivious boot.

      This lovely little place, even with the ruined view, who could deny those sixteen-foot ceilings over his bad haircut? Everyone who visited loved the broad, oddly cut cherry wood of the stained floors. Hand-cut planks from 1865, still as good as the day they were laid down. Better, even. Wet-cell technology at its finest. A system that endured the test of time on planet Earth, seven generations in harmony with the massive properties’ backyard, and the tumults of human history.

       

      Have you ever been walking along on a windy Autumn Day and noticed the constant breeze is blowing dried Japanese and Sugar maple leaves all over the place? The wind stops suddenly, and the orange and blue sky is crisscrossed with streams of high-flying jumbo jetliners, and a blimp is on the darkening horizon. You see pink-tinted thunderheads looming on patrol in the distance.

      On the ground, amid the stillness, a single leaf is spinning wildly. It’s in your path as you move along, your coat buttoned all the way up, earmuffs tight, and the scarf, a gift from a forgotten lover, an appreciated benefit. And that crazy golden-brown leaf is spinning, just for you.

      Nature tries to warn you.

      You’re too busy and disconnected amid all of your connections.

      The ants are talking, but they aren’t reaching out. They are organized and aware, but they have no clue you exist.

      That leaf spins over them, and under you, and a passing man might give it all the same consideration God gives a faithful young man on a battlefield right before a bayonet point splits his thumping heart asunder.

      The transistor in the hellfire, like the ants, is a lifeform. No one ever told us that the transistor is a beating heart and brain, too.

      Think about all of the beating hearts and humming brains around you. A signal that crosses infinity and shouts to all of creation. Here, we’re here.

      A bootheel can smash a world of transistors or ants without being intentional.

      We had finally been contacted.

      Ten years ago, but no one announced it to the rest of us for the usual reasons.

      A summons by the wandering machines. Gods walking in a desolate, vacuum meadow. They paused, noticed a small ant mound, and became curious about its denizens.

      With a swift motion, he tore the curtains off the window with the best view, damn that music hall, school, whatever the hell it was. The view used to show the old Farmer’s Market, and the door to a bar that burned down, and was rebuilt. Change is the only constant, even when it ruins your life plans.

      You make plans, the gods laugh.

      That rebuilt place wasn’t the same as the old one. The mojo had burned away with the kitchen and the floorboards. He remembered smelling the varnish burning, even from this far away. Insurance money couldn’t bring the magic back; only the shell remained, even when it was all new.

      Something elemental had died, and no one made music there anymore.

      His apartment’s living room was the best place to watch the sky. An eight-foot-tall window with leaded glass that hadn’t changed since 1866, and to this day remained unobstructed except for the Thompson building, which had the good taste to be in the one-third of this field of view, on the right.

      Everyone on this end of town could watch the end of things start in the deep blue sky. It would look like a well-composed postcard of the city from the vantage point of terminal oblivion.

      Stomping back over to the computer, he shook the mouse furiously to wake the damn thing up. His browser was still on the article.

      Solid-state technology had been the gateway to discovery. Some researchers in France had figured it out. Fringe shit, things laughed at by serious science. But they weren’t rejects; they were serious people, and if anyone on a team can get a grant, any subject can be legit until the money runs out—any subject. Think of something absurd; it’s been studied by someone with a multimillion-dollar grant.

      Serious people still do whacky shit. And they sometimes stumble upon world-changing findings.

      The white paper said something fascinating. He’d never thought about it before. It is conservatively estimated that there are twenty quadrillion ants on Earth.

      Like the spinning leaf, you’re not in communication with a single one of them, because no one on Earth, which we share with them from our kitchen crumbs to our fence posts, can chat with ants.

      Regardless, no one has ever, in all of known history, stopped a construction project or a picnic because it might interrupt or harm an ant, or even more devastating, an ant mound.

      People pour molten aluminum into ant nests to make models of them. Imagine you’re tending the nursery with
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