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​Preface
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AUTHOR’S NOTE #1 — ARTISTIC INTENT:

Ancient shamans told stories serving as a combination of religion, news, education, predictions, and cathartic entertainment. Splitting them up optimized consumption as humanity advanced. 

But writers who only feed people sugary, trivial stories that solely concentrate on emotion-delivery, let critical thinking atrophy. A diet can’t consist of chocolate-covered Prozac and Huxley’s “Soma” with Molly frosting — not exclusively. 

Howard Zinn said, “You can’t be neutral on a moving train.”

Toni Morrison said, “Books are a form of political action.”

Wim Wenders said, “Every film is political. Most political of all are those that pretend not to be: ‘entertainment’ movies... because they dismiss the possibility of change. In every frame, they tell you everything's fine the way it is.”

However, writers needn’t overcorrect with simple, guilt-generating “lesson” stories so few can stomach. This novel aspires to be a progressive kale-grape-blueberry smoothy counterbalance to Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged (which I regard as a supersized candy corn, dusted with vitamins and drenched in lead paint — considering its libertarian tirades range to 60+ pages long). One notable difference is that in this book, every rant longer than one page is optional bonus material.

AUTHOR’S NOTE #2 — OPTIONAL BONUS MATERIAL & “HYPERLINK NAVIGATION”

The eBook uses hyperlinks to cater to different audiences while the print edition uses end notes. Some readers may want to explore this world, other characters’ backstories, and their philosophies further (to “stop-and-ponder-and-criticize” this future and the characters’ opinions). This format is a literary version of a movie’s deleted scenes and featurettes. Those with shorter attention spans can choose to divert and back as they like. For the fastest read, skip the hyperlinks. Saving them for after is recommended for most readers.​
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​Prologue
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In the years soon known as 20NF, businesses encroached on the sky. Delivery drone traffic was so frequent that, at a distance, they looked like bafflingly efficient murmurations of starlings. Product-transportation robots trudged out of “Pie in the Sky” Italian restaurants and loaded mega stacks of 20 pizzas into FDDs (“Food Delivery Drones”) the size of refrigerators.

Sadly, still no jetpacks. Humans were in enough peril moving in two dimensions on roads; the exponential increase in the danger of a third axis didn’t make sense. Vehicles drove more lanes since street parking ended. Sure, that was because most cars were driverless, but also, the number of destinations worth leaving your home for kept decreasing.

Conspicuously low-traffic cityscapes had 90% fewer storefronts; those still in operation had display samples only, no inventory. 

In almost every neighborhood, one could find a “Distribution Relay Station” used by AMACAE delivery services — the Alibaba/Meta/Alphabet/Costco/Amazon/eBay Cooperative. Ever-present, autonomous construction robots built them, with human supervisors functioning as bored babysitters to perfectly behaved children.

Back in the 2030s, the international press marveled at a milk crate-sized MakerBot (3D printer) as it finished producing Augmented Reality glasses. A sign flashed “Testing” as robot arms measured its specs in seconds and displayed “Passed.” This MakerBot thus passed its own quality control test, having itself just been manufactured by a gigantic dumpster-sized “Mega-MakerBot.” Once machines started making machines, the long-term viability of human careers decayed. 

People with the most vulnerable immune systems carried belt-mounted pathogen air meters. Due to newfound prudence, all bio-labs had international inspectors, and workers endured four-month, submarine-style deployments bookended by one-month quarantines. 

Continued improvement made some boast this was a “post-scarcity” world. While no one lived on the street or begged for food, no one considered this heaven on earth either. How tragic, given endless leisure, so few kept their ambitious “if only I had time” promises. The combination of work-free days, limitless food delivery, and unlimited streaming and gaming made comfortable hammocks function as veal pens. The hedonistic treadmill led the idle to expect praise for saying, “I work hard to have a good time.” Society saw this trajectory as unchangeable, wondering who’d want it changed.

Maybe because nobody could imagine an era realistically much better, most sort of believed “we’re living in the future” despite humanity’s natural drive to always want more. What started as a facetious meme became a trend — calling the current date “twenty-near-future” or “20NF” for efficient posts and messages.  

The most popular, futile question on social media asked, “What job do we even hope our grandchildren could do better than a robot?”

The most popular response was, “Hey, it’s 20NF. It’s not about jobs. It’s occupations, anything to eat the day. Get a good hobby.”




DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Reference Legend of the Characters:



• Stu – Overconfident, underachieving AI programmer and influencer.



• Chuck – Charismatic, serial fraudster billionaire. He’s sick (both meanings).



• Roxy – Brilliant CEO/Scientist and Stu’s “gray ace” demisexual ex-girlfriend.



• Maria – Anti-immortality protester, SJW activist, and Stu’s girlfriend.



• Vicki – Jaded Navy vet who owns a dispensary/coffee shop. She pines for Maria.



• Gwendolyn – Old money, devout. Acquiring Roxy’s “digitized mind” company.



• Pyotr – Russian operative, mobster attempting to steal Roxy’s tech.





______________________________________


Hi Roxy,

As you instructed, for audiences worldwide and posterity, based on the evidentiary record and people’s memories, here’s what happened. I’ve taken liberties in those instances where I wasn’t present.

Sincerely,

Stu


______________________________________
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​Chapter 1​

“Do Something in 20NF”

[image: image]


“You’re clever. You’ll find a way,” Gwendolyn said in their video call.

Stu dipped his chin out of frame to hide a gulp and said, “But you’re my last chance.”

“Desperation don’t win folks over. It’s about confidence, young man.” She fluffed her Neo-Belle dress, which concealed her six-minute plank physique. 

“Like a Chuck Rosti-level confidence man? How much did he rip you off for?”

Despite her dominating business for five decades, investment seekers and rivals underestimated Mrs. Gwendolyn Grantham — at their peril. “And don’t bring up negative emotions in a sales pitch or insult the lady. My stars, and ain’t this a dark matter?”

He pleaded, “My AI innovations just need-”

“You’re talking about your needs but asking for my money. Only charities can do that. You never read a book on selling?” she asked.

Stu’s beefy arms darted to guard his torso. He gripped his jaw. “I thought it’s about the best product.”

“Shoot. Being right ain’t enough. And who’s sayin’ you are, anyway? Now, don’t feel sorry for yourself. I gotta say no five thousand times a year until circumstances demand I say yes. So don’t go thinkin’ you’re stupid. Okay, sugar? Bye now,” she said, ending the call.

It hadn’t occurred to Stu that anyone could think he was stupid until she mentioned it.

“She don’t know what she’s talking about, querido.” Maria sat on his lap and gave him an always-electric kiss. “She miss you’re in the Turing finals? I mean, damn. Right?”

People who met Maria Gutierrez misremembered her as older than her late twenties and three inches taller than her petite, curvy figure — made strong by countless marches. Maria’s energizing voice straightened postures and enlarged pupils. But Stu could still imagine their future babies gurgling smiles while dropping to sleep, her soft lullabies serving as enchanting commands. 

“C’mon. You got a live stream to do,” she said.

Sitting in their 400-square-foot apartment, these lean past four months threatened Stu’s long-built tolerance of missed chances. As a thirty-something, part-time influencer, Stu Reigns was cursed with enough subscribers to validate his high self-esteem but too few to get rich (yet). They appreciated his pithy philosophies, though some wished he was 36% funnier so they could recommend him as a comedian to anti-intellectual friends. 

Stu had hoped showcasing his inventions would attract equity investors. Over time, likes sufficed to salve the routine dream slashes. Though he’d have to find the R&D funds somehow. Stu advanced his tech ventures primarily to benefit the world. But a close second was getting public credit for it and necessarily before the zeitgeist leapfrogged him.













OPTIONAL ENDNOTE #1 — ONLY READ IF YOU YOU’RE FEELING ULTRA-NERDY (otherwise skip) - “Stu’s AI Research” is on Page # 253



TL; DR — AI suffers from “hallucinations” (making up information and presenting it as fact). Stu likened that to how humans often bullshit. So, he simply added a better gatekeeping layer of fact-checking and created open-source protocols for independent fact-checkers. 


“Let’s roll,” Stu said, careful not to wake Tillman, their adorable 70 kg bullmastiff. The sucha-good-boy’s brindle striped-red coat made him look like an alpha wolf went undercover to hang with tigers. Stu activated a hovering mini-drone camera and his proprietary visual effects software. Well beyond any video conference background, even in 3D mode, it convinced 100% of his social media followers he lived in a plush loft overlooking a majestic harbor with magnificent boats — a de facto envy machine. 

Projecting luxury to raise one’s status has been around since a Neanderthal first found a shiny rock, whereas Stu had targeted tastes. If he was offered a Ferrari 939 GTS, a lifetime of haute couture, or a used, dinky skiff, he’d have biked in sweats to Seaforth Marina.

Stu streamed his video rant with a self-aware smirk, “Hey, my Reigns-makers. Since the 18th century, government bureaucrats terrified of their tyrants made Hollywood-style sets displaying a flimsy shell of prosperity, as ‘Potemkin village’ propaganda. Instead of making lives better, it was about appearances. ‘Look how everything is going great, boss. No need for executions today.’

“Everyone gets sick of that bullshit. So, we love catching others’ facades. Yet, that’s all we show on the web and see on our screens. We’re absurd to obscure the world by painting only what we like inside our glasses. Deception gets worse, and claiming ‘everybody does it,’ rationalizes staying part of the problem. But contentment is an opium, and cynicism is a sickness. Their hallucinations paralyze us. It’s dangerous to see the world as either 100% beautiful or irreparably corrupt because those excuse us for not doing good.

“Who’s going to help solve problems? It’s rewarding, by the way. Responsibility makes you feel productive and valued. My advice? Step up ... and enjoy it. Promote what’s right more than you criticize what’s wrong. Use the hashtag StuedWisdom.” He was one synapse-firing away from revealing his digital trick; instead, Stu winked and said, “Root for me at Turing!” He stopped the feed and background hologram. “So?”

“At least you’re sticking the ‘promoting’ part, Mr. Self-Hashtagger,” Maria said, “Except, I dunno about slamming whole groups — happy folks AND cynics? Okay, Papi. But that’s a lot of people. Who’s left?” 

“A million spam-bots hawking shady meds and spreading hostile foreign propaganda. You know, my fans.” Off her grin, Stu said, “I guess my slow-growing streaming audience. I’m nearing the next ‘sub count tier’ plaque.” He returned the drone to its charger and recoiled from its loud “replace-battery” chirp.

Maria went to contain the awakening Tillman. “C’mon, Stu. That’s a half-step above worthless. Shit, I got more followers than you, and I’d still rather get fifty protestors outside than 50,000 re-posts online.”

Maria first went viral by hijacking her quinceañera (streamed to her extended family) at the last minute, switching her speech to preach her ideals. 




OPTIONAL ENDNOTE #2 — ONLY READ IF YOU WANT A NERDY RANT (otherwise skip) - “Maria’s Quinceañera Speech” is on Page # 255



TL;DR — Maria advocated for altruistic intersectionality, going beyond family and tribe to expand your loyalty and effort to any in need, even strangers. But she drew the line at vegetarianism. She couldn’t give up her mom’s al pastor.



Serving the greater good hadn’t synced well with getting rich, and their decor showed it. Stu and Maria hung the iconic Sports Illustrated poster of Kaepernick cheering his daughter when the triple Super Bowl Champs, Detroit Lions named her their number one draft pick. Political campaign signs they began collecting as kids adorned the other walls. “Vote for SpongeBob. Okay, Fine. One of the Old Guys.” 2020, “Hopeful & Terrified” 2024, Oprah’28, “Anyone but Suri Cruise-Holmes” 2032, Jon Stewart 2036, and AOC/Rogan 2040. 

Stu’s smartphone chimed a two-day coding gig offer, and he clicked “apply” like he was buzzing in on a game show. His high-paying assignments were too infrequent, so he braved the barren weeks subsisting on credit card debt and feasting on ambitions, fearful they were delusions. Recent events raised his hopes further because this year’s “Grand Turing AI Competition” could change everything. He always “knew” he’d win it all. But he thought that last time, too, when he didn’t even crack the Top-10.

Maria struggled to contain the rambunctious Tillman, who slipped free and leaped into Stu’s arms, slavering kisses. She laughed, “Sixteen months in, and your perro loco will finally let me hold him for a whole minute. I’m gonna go wash my hands and then collect my ‘best girlfriend of the year’ trophy.”

“Thanks, Maria.” Stu gave Tillman belly rubs and said, “You’re such a good boy!” He followed that with the calming touch of slow, firm pressure, petting from neck to tail. 

As if he was a toy poodle, Tillman pounced back on Stu, resulting in a crushing tackle for a loss of two yards. No flag on the play since the adorable pooch can have all the hugs he wants.

Maria turned her phone on and endured the dozens of backlogged texts. Seven from “Fernando” – all angry emojis. The message from “Sis” read, “IDK where U found $$ but I luv U. Never Subtiree! Ob-gyn says me & Bobby got twins!! Due soon. Call me!” 

Maria paired her brightened eyes with an ironic frown. She returned, palms up to defend against another Tillman slobber. Taking the hint, Tillman curled up on his doggie bed, giving them a nap’s worth of quiet.

A ghost kitchen Food Delivery Drone flew to their window dock, expelled a steaming bag, and took off to its next destination. Stu’s spidery, low-end, early-gen Cookba unpacked the meal, chicken tikka masala tailor-made according to a recipe Maria found and Stu modified. It removed the fresh naan it had just baked and said, “Breakfast is served.” These rebels with too many causes challenged most conventional thinking. They’d even eat pancakes for dinner but drew the line at pineapple on pizza. They weren’t savages.

Before the plates hit the counter, Stu and Maria perched with utensils in hand. They savored the half home(bot)-cooked meal. 

She fluttered her eyes, and with a half-cheerful pitch, Maria asked Stu, “Any news demanding urgent panic and action?”

They had to cut down on lamenting how often the news caused anxiety. Sensitive hearts could never bear knowing the scale of misery worldwide. Humans’ natural sympathy for the unfortunate tainted the entertainment that tablets provided.






In this new era, everyone used a “SocialMui” (Social Media User Interface).


OPTIONAL ENDNOTE #3 — ONLY READ IF YOU’RE FEELING NERDY (otherwise skip) - “Social Media User Interface” is on Page # 259



TL;DR — SocialMui gave users total control of their feeds. They could layout and prioritize whichever posts they wanted according to keywords and favorite sources. Social media companies could no longer optimize user engagement by maximizing outrage. 


Stu read aloud the news alerts to Maria, “No priority matches. Thank God for a slow news day.”

Maria shrugged.

Stu expanded the screen for his followed feeds:

• @Roxy Zhang: “Damn end of Moore’s Law! Render times too slow!! Also desperate for more talented AI researchers. Apply at ZerQuali.com. See you at Turing!”

• @Gwendolyn Grantham: “Gave my sworn testimony in @ChuckRosti’s trial. He stole more of my money, but ain’t nothing compared to regular folks’ life savings he robbed. Heaven knows my faith in ultimate justice can’t be shaken.”

Scanning down, Stu’s eyes gleamed. “Look, Maria, you made it to the top of the SoCal news feed.”

“I’ll take the kind wind. Which post?”

Stu read aloud, “@RealMariaGutierrez: ‘#ForeverMinds means only the wealthy will become immortal. No way the powerful let the next Gandhi, Martin Luther King, or Greta benefit from eternity. #ProtestNow #Beforeitstoolate’”

“What’s today’s top post from that toxic dirtbag, Rosti?” Maria asked.

“@ChuckRosti says, ‘@GwendolynGrantham is a nasty, sneaky liar. I’ve made so many investors a ton of money. And I’ve got big plans. Nothing can beat me. #BeatCancer.’” 

Maria scanned her calendar, seeing her few barista shifts coming up. “Get a hobby,” Maria mumbled to herself as she headed out. She turned to Stu. “Meet you later, outside the convention center. You’re gonna destroy those lame-ass nerds.”

Acting like he was offended, Stu said, “You know ‘nerds’ shouldn’t be used as a pejorative word. That’s brain-shaming, and it’s not okay.”

“Oh, I am allowed to use it because I am one, too,” she said, mimicking him by over-enunciating, “The key to my slam was the modifier ‘lame-ass,’ whereby the word ‘nerd’ was a neutral noun.” She code-switched back to her normal voice, ending with, “You lame-ass nerd... with a killer kisser.”

In a 1950s-style, lilting tone, Stu said, “Fair points, sweetheart.”

Maria smiled and returned to her natural state as his casual coach. “Just go win. You beat a thousand chumps. Only gotta beat two more. You got this, Stu. See you there.”

#
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Pyotr Renko was a 5’7” bald, Russian “former” field ops chief with wiry strength and the baseline intensity of a dictator spotting a journalist by a window. “I’m heading to see Vasily now, Мамочка (mama). When you’re sick but have money, best medical care in world is in USA. If he’s up, I call you from his room. Yes, yes. You, too. Bye,” Pyotr said and hung up.

For January in Orange County, it was a relatively cool 96 degrees. Pyotr could only look forward to the A/C of Westcrest-Skripal, a hospital problematically “vertically integrated” with a hospice facility. The first set of double doors closed behind him, and giant vents sucked air. The green light and opening of the second set of doors indicated no extraordinary presence of pathogens.

Tchaikovsky played softly through the hidden speakers of the halls. Wafting cucumber-lime water and scented oils gave the aroma of a 5-star resort’s spa. The exquisite furniture and timeless design of Vasily’s private suite provided zero comfort to the decaying patient. Even so, Pyotr was considered a fine brother for covering Vasily’s platinum care.

A nurse entered and went straight to take Vasily’s vitals. While making notes, expressionless, she said by rote, “So sorry. In my experience, people at this stage don’t last very long.” She caught Pyotr’s pained expression crowding out his ever-prominent stare. Her voice softened to show professional civility. “It’s good you visit him now.”

“I know. Lately, he only wakes one time in three.” Pyotr made a fist that could’ve cracked the rook of a chess set. “No way to get him higher on list? At all?” Pyotr asked.

“We only do palliative care in this wing,” she said by routine but responded to his insinuation. “No American hospital would give him a donor liver. He’s too sick. Shady foreign hospitals where you could ‘unconventionally’ find a donor don’t have the expertise to get the perfect-match necessary. It’s complicated, not like finding the same blood type.”

Pyotr’s voice slashed with a jagged edge. “If billionaire’s brother is like this, nothing could be done? For any price? Ridiculous.”

She reached out to touch Pyotr’s arm to comfort him with a physical connection.

He whipped to roll away from her, his jacket snapping like a judo gi during a throw. He trudged to the door. Over his shoulder, he said, “Our mother arrives in two days. She’s VIP.”

“Of course, sir.” She froze like a fawn within earshot of a grizzly.

#
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Maria exited her driverless taxi outside a dance studio to see her loan shark, Fernando, wearing a white suit too tight for his belly and too clean for a pedestrian. 

“You look mah-velous, Maria,” he said with a twisted grin.

“Okay, Fernando. Just delivering my vig. That’s it,” she said, reaching for her wallet.

“No, no, no. I gotta tell you something. Let’s go in.” He grabbed her by the elbow, softer than a bouncer would but harder than a gentlemanly escort.

Inside, overhead lights blasting the naked wood floor highlighted its emptiness.

“I don’t have time, man,” she said, pulling away but still in his grasp.

“Nothing is better for your health more than waiting for my associate to arrive. I got nothing to say until then. Sit down and get comfy. Or do a plie or some crap over there.”

Fernando often roughed up slow payers like her, but he wasn’t a murderer. She accepted his misdemeanor assaults as a known penalty, but never gave him the satisfaction of showing fear.

Maria took off her jacket, revealing her backless blouse. She stared at her tattooed body in the mirrored wall. Her squint deepened her premature stress wrinkles as her fingers glided over her inner forearm, tracing the lines of the newest ink. Two days old, it vibrantly contrasted with the faded others. It depicted a shotgun-wielding Barbie proud of three still-smoking bullet holes in a door. Up close, the holes were actually still-healing cigarette burns on her skin — a way to hide Fernando’s “reminders.”

Muttering to herself in the mirror, she wasn’t kind. “Two grand on a tattoo. Real smart, Maria.”

Pyotr burst in, commanding attention by sharply snapping his fingers, which echoed ominously. His voice sounded husky, yet quickened and pre-heated. “Fernando, bring her to me.” His relaxed body language made this appear ordinary for him.

She gave Pyotr a look of near recognition. Fernando took her arm with more force this time, closing the distance fast, like an anxious waiter with too many tables.

“You must be lovely Maria,” Pyotr said with a lower-half-faced smile, eyes prowling.

“Do I know you?” She asked, then turned to Fernando for information.

His voice cracked. “That’s Pyotr. He bought your debt from me, and now you owe him.” Like a blackjack dealer at shift change, Fernando did a hands-brush-flourish, nodded that this was real, and said, “I’m not involved with any of yous, now.” He cowered away while checking for approval from Pyotr.

“You may go,” Pyotr said to him while eyeballing her.

Fernando scurried away. Maria fought the instinct to constrict her brow; she relied on her brave-face tactics.

Pyotr said, “Okay. First, you will learn rules,” and clapped his hands together. It sounded like a gavel slam. The echo punctuated the moment. 

“I’m supposed to be terrified of you, Pi-yo-ter?”

“You can say, Peter, if that’s easier for you. Pronunciation is not important, but tone... must always be... respectful.” He admired the tattoo-decorated burn and intruded into her personal space. The pungent body odor from his “maximum garlic” diet spiked the acrid knockoff Drakkar that drenched his collar. This low-grade chemical warfare had to be a form of trolling. None ever dared to call him out on it. 

Maria turned her head as a gesture of submission and to hide her wince at the smells. She shielded her face with some cash. “Here’s the five thousand dollars to pay my vig.”

Pyotr crumpled the bills into his pocket like they were an empty packet of chips. He composed prayer hands, which so ill-suited him while searching for his next words. “Would you like to know why I bought your debt?”

“I don’t need to know anything. Just tell me how to get you paid from now on so I can be done with this. Anything else is not my business.” Maria said.

“Smart girl and fertile shape. I can see why he likes you.”

“Who? Fernando? Fuck that clown.”

“This is defiant way to talk for unarmed woman. You better be sure no one ever hears you talking such a way against me,” Pyotr said with a glare.

In a staccato pace, Maria said, “Wouldn’t do it. Not me. No doubt, sir.”

Pyotr motioned for her to follow him to the back. She obeyed and stayed close behind but kept looking around, perhaps for Pyotr’s thugs, who must’ve been nearby. In the underlit hallway to the locker room, he pointed to a six-foot stadium speaker case.

“Can we be sure you will comply with my demands? Or do I need to show you what’s in this box?”

“I, for sure, do not need to see anything, my dude. I trust whatever is in there is very persuasive. So, let’s skip to you letting me go. Cool?”

“I am not convinced,” Pyotr said and slammed his hand on its side. It shook, and muffled screams for help and mercy pierced through. “I am thinking about making this box quiet for one reason: to show you how serious this is.”

The pleas squelched, and there were visceral pheromones of fear.

Maria hid her right hand in her left to fiddle sweat off her fingers. She said, “You can return that demo box to its home because I have 100% faith in you, Peter... Pyotr.”

Pyotr’s hand went into his pocket as he sized her up again.

Maria’s phone rang. Three rings. He measured her in every second. The rings stopped; their absence resonated louder. Maria’s mouth noises scraunched like a crumbling dam. A redial reverberated with tinny tones. He relaxed on his heels; she tensed to her toes. In a neutral but quivering monotone, she asked, “Should I get this?” She read the permission on his face and answered. “Maria here. What’s up?”

He pulled out his phone, revealing it was he who called. “Good. You will do like that. But you will answer me within three rings, or there will be consequences.”

Pyotr drew her attention back to the coffin-like box with a hammer fist strike. Which led the person inside to resume his chillingly desperate begging for help. Ultimatums are always a threat. But this one roared over the stifled shrieks from a ready-to-bury container.

She put on her jacket without breaking eye contact. She did a head swivel, getting a better sense of her exit route. “So, I’m gonna go then? All right?”

“Yes. Be sure to put ‘Peter’ in your contacts. You’ll see me later — or soon.”

#
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A JanitorBot’s base scrubbed a luxury skyscraper’s sidewalk until it noticed a security robot and, as programmed, stopped. That Robo-Krupke retracted its Taser for clearance and sped past with its moped-fast Segway wheels. 

In this post-scarcity, nearly street-crimeless world, the 40% who were unemployed subsisted on UBI (Universal Basic Income government subsidies), and most regressed into self-numbing with endless headset and screen streams of entertainment and video games. In this epic epoch of the mid-21st century, only 20% of the population worked full time, and that portion kept shrinking. Surprisingly few complained. 

The sophisticated class competed for stimulating careers. Others became Job-Hobbyists sharing “human touch” gigs a few hours a week to “feel useful.” Some hopeful non-workers wandered, getting a little exercise while window-shopping for careers they’d probably never even pursue. They coveted higher stations in life and revered success-story alpha males like Chuck Rosti.

A cloud-splitting building’s lavish penthouse brimmed with decades of top-featured items from Sotheby’s monthly auction catalog – art from every empire and artifacts from conquering hordes of ancient eras. Only their two-comma prices stopped people from calling this hoarding.

These spoils belonged to Chuck, a sixty-two-year-old, charismatic tycoon in a Yankees cap. Gray and hollow-eyed, his Pac-12 basketball player frame had become a liability. His looks broadcast his metastatic cancer, but his attitude shined his unbeatable will to thrive and matching optimism. While a gambler is crushing a poker game, it’s easy for him to think he’s invincible and, therefore, never want to leave. 

The public regarded Chuck as an Elon Musk-type who was not above the tactics of Bernie Madoff, Erik “Blackwater” Prince, Al Capone, or mega hedge fund CEO Suri Cruise-Holmes and her insane 2031 market crash to prove her uncheckable power. 

*(Not that those public figures could ever be equivalent or denigrated with respect to libel laws and satirical narratives.)

20NF’s celebrity culture saw anonymous wealth as a sign of criminality and motivated the paranoid to allege membership in “the global cabal.” Accordingly, artful criminals hid among the fame-chasing masses of social media. 

Chuck’s feed stood by. The buttery-delicious cinematography captured his one-of-a-kind, massive balcony. Every inch looked curated like a magnificent live-action “Architectural Digest.” This was no hologram. Off-camera, a fully geared up and over-staffed film crew convened to make this tycoon appear splendid, substantially concealing his dire illness.​

He signaled to roll-it, and the view count jumped to his nine million subscribers. Chuck said, “Oh, hi! I woke up this way to another wonderful day,” and smiled with insufficient irony. “Ready for another Chuck nugget?


OPTIONAL ENDNOTE #4 — ONLY READ IF YOU WANT A NERDY RANT (otherwise skip) - “Society isn’t Civilized” is on Page # 263



TL;DR — Chuck claimed, “War used to have an evolutionary advantage – because every population has sadists. In old times, when two tribes went to war, those young, violent guys wanted to fight on the front lines, where they were the most likely to die. That resulted in both tribes culling a disproportionately greater percentage of their dangerous psychos, and thereby making both lands overall safer. Nowadays, it’s different; the poor and patriotic sacrifice.” 


“As war tech advanced over thousands of years, sadistic butchers became less necessary on the front lines. Killing at a distance is so removed and sanitary, it doesn’t take a psycho to do the murdering. So now the psychos aren’t put in danger — they’re on the loose.

Chuck concluded, saying, “You gotta have better badasses protecting you. That’s why your family needs the cool-headed pros at Rosti Security Systems. Stay frosty with Rosti.”

Giving away free advice had to yield a profit somehow, and he counted on his fans’ endless appetites. When polled, they’d admitted Chuck’s videos were more infomercials than helpful tips, but that didn’t matter to them. He validated their worldview.

Exhausted, Chuck nodded at the 1st AD, Martin Thurm, who bellowed, “That’s a cut.” 

The crew dutifully applauded Chuck and scattered. Having worked for a cavalcade of prima donnas (that’s the preferred collective noun or should be), they were trained to avoid ire. But Chuck saw their lemon smiles. Even when he hired superfans, the closer they got, the less they revered him. High employee turnover served his ego but not his business. 

Like most titans of industry, he embraced an unprincipled but predictable contradiction. Chuck invited public opinion, restricted to forms of adoration. Flanks of flacks extorted media execs to prevent criticism, and advertising de facto bribed major media into doing puff pieces. Confirmation bias thus “proved” the world must have endorsed his supreme self-esteem.

#
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Outside the un-bustled, downtown San Diego Convention Center, public, new-gen “While-U-Wait” 3D printers with tech-assembly robotics birthed anything from headphones to bicycles to clothes, and even other 3D printers, right on the sidewalk for queued customers. For years, this ultimate just-in-time inventory had been decimating the manufacturing and transportation jobs that no one really wanted. 

Stu’s smartphone transfixed him with the progress bar of the machine in front of him. Bing. The alert prompted him to remove his “personal materials cartridge” he had used in building this product. Ding. It opened its door to allow Stu to take this secret gift. He admired its craftsmanship and placed it in a protective case the size of a plum.

“Hi, Honey,” Maria said, startling Stu. Acknowledging his flinch, she didn’t kiss him.

Stu recovered and hammed it up. “I want you to have this...” He fluttered a handkerchief on the ground with the clumsy panache of a novice kid’s birthday magician. Stu puffed his chest and took a knee.

Maria froze, as if noticing a cobra. Her right hand protected her empty ring finger as her voice soprano-ed, saying, “Shouldn’t we head into Turing?”

Stu pulled the container from his pocket and opened it with a two-handed, impish flourish.

Before she could panic, Maria saw and begrudgingly took this chintzy mini trophy. She read the inscription aloud, “World’s Best Girlfriend.”

Stu launched his prepared shtick, saying, “That’s official, and you earned it. 3D-printed awards can’t lie. Hashtag Science.” 

Half-smiling, Maria took a close-up photo with her phone. “Such an honor; I’ll put it in my website’s vis-resume collage.” The aroma perked her smile to 75%.

“The trophy is made of marzipan. I loaded the MakerBot with organic ingredients, almond-sugar paste and rose water to make your second favorite dessert substance, because I couldn’t get Nutella to work.” Stu knew Maria’s love language was “deeds,” and he liked earning points.

She kindly rolled her eyes while they were closed. “Okay, I guess it’s fine. Not quite meriting ‘World’s Best Boyfriend,’ but you’re moving up in the standings.” Her balanced praise always gave him an endorphin hit that she could see in his eyes. Maria took a selfie with the trophy, then a bite. He was right. She loved marzipan.​
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​Chapter 2​

“Give Workers Shovels, Not Spoons”

[image: image]


ZerQuali’s founder, CEO, and chief scientist was Roxy Zhang, an ambitious and brilliant technology developer who never socialized with friends; none even fit that word. Roxy claimed being neurodivergent was more of a superpower than a disability. Her “I forgot to eat” work ethic and four-Venti-a-day coffee addiction made size four Christian Dior fit her as if tailored; but she naturally reverted to comfort and utility, wearing black mock turtlenecks and jackets with real pockets.

At her emergency makeover intervention by the founding investors and marketing team, she promised to counter her sleep deprivation and sun-free existence for PR optics. She’d do six minutes of makeup for public appearances.

As Roxy approached the convention center, she saw two women reviewing their reflections in the mirrored wall. As if Anna Wintour monitored Big Brother, Roxy dutifully stood beside them and aped their gestures, taming non-existent fly-away strands of hair.

Inside, scrollable tablets’ soft tones broke the library quiet of the immense, immaculate convention center concourse. Scampering CleanLynx (feline-like robots with vacuum snouts) speed-snatched litter like Wimbledon’s ballpersons. None of the dozen limitless-menu CookBa vendor stations had a queue. The Turing Competition’s streaming subscribers reached an all-time high, but in-person attendance had dropped to 25% of venue capacity. The employment outlook for live event planning was approaching buggy whip manufacturing.

The pulsing beat of ultra-new pop music thundered in convention hall “A.” Attendees in their 20s smiled with surprised eyes at the avant-garde track. A few in their 30s and 40s pretended they knew the song by bobbing their heads. It was an indiscernible cacophony to those over 50. Except for Chuck, who knew the lyrics from his regular “Trend-Sherpa” consultations; he lip-synced perfectly, right down to the retro beatboxing. His social media producer had a decade of experience and viral success, so she knew, seconds before, to catch that glorious minute on video for his followers. She was, after all, 19 years old... ancient for the field.

The music led into the industry event sizzle reel. Synced to the music, slick graphics assembled the convention’s title, “9th Annual Grand Turing Competition,” and there was a hack record scratch sound (which should be banned worldwide by now). The Irving Berlin song “Anything You Can Do” played as if from a century-old record. Throughout the video, it evolved into ever more modern re-mixes, showing AI advances.


OPTIONAL ENDNOTE #5 — ONLY READ IF YOU’RE FEELING NERDY (otherwise skip) - “AI’s Evolution” is on Page # 275


TL;DR — The convention’s presentation video recapped the trajectory of AI and robotic advances. Human workers were replaced like horses, never to make a comeback at scale.


The Digi-Dan Rather began his commentary. “Technology keeps improving for ever-lower prices. The number of careers ‘safe’ from progress keeps shrinking.” An animated checklist ticked off jobs being done (well) by robots – associate-level lawyer finding legal precedents and reviewing contracts, financial advisor, graphic artist, proposal writing, social media and advertising creative director/ad buyer, waiter, realtor, supply chain management, sales and purchasing, and half of the jobs on a construction site.

An adoring crowd’s crescendo of cheers drowned out the closing moments of the video. The rabid fandom noise peaked, and then, in implausible unison, the audience quieted faster than Dudamel’s orchestra finishing Grieg’s “In the Hall of the Mountain King.”

Turns out, the audience audio was recorded at an Apple expo — during its cultists’ peak reverence for Steve Jobs in the early 2000s. It had since been used for artificial enthusiasm at live events like sitcoms’ laugh tracks.

The three corporate sponsors featured their respective founders in their signage, their images as the literal faces of their respective companies. It has always been rare to find a humble entrepreneur. 

The Rosti Bank banners showed a city skyline cracking under Chuck Rosti’s giant foot. One brave (or naïve, the words so often overlap) new member of his Madison Avenue PR team mentioned the downsides to that photo. He dismissed her. Chuck hired the best as a status symbol. But since he saw wealth as perfectly correlated with intelligence, they had to have been dumber than him or else he’d be working for them. Chuck had prospered by following his own gut, and no one’s harder to persuade than a self-made man.

The third major sponsor was Grantham Corp., that family’s century-old, legacy wealth firm. Gwendolyn was a fourth-generation “inheritance billionaire” who made Granthams proud because she had grown their assets better than stock market indexes and 99.44% of mutual funds.

Backstage, Chuck got prepped by his new chief of staff, Hira. She was Indian by heritage but raised in Germany, fashion-forward, and had the poised, precise movements of a former ballet dancer. He was protected by a pride of guards with prison or merc soldier tattoos peeking out of the collars and sleeve cuffs of their tailored suits.

An autograph-seeker in a four-year-old Hugo Boss suit worn 300 days too many ran up to Chuck and got violently intercepted. This was his guards’ favorite part of the job. Whereas, the frisking... not enough to be thorough.

“Ow! I only wanted an autograph, Chuck. C’mon, you owe at least that.”

Chuck spewed harsh truths like dragon fire because smoldering surroundings caused awe. “That’s the whole point of being rich — freedom. I don’t owe anyone anything. Debt is slavery made civilized by ditching ‘unsightly chains.’ But it’s the same trap.”

Chuck’s guards got their predator rush by giving that fan a grim bum’s rush. When he yelped in pain, they allowed him slack — they were advised to limit lawsuits. With that slim opportunity, the autograph-seeker slipped free and aimed his gun. “But you’ll pay!” he said with the profound thrill of culminating a life’s highest goal in a singular moment.

Like a NASCAR pit crew, the guards swirled in sync to disarm him before he pulled the trigger. SNAP went the would-be assailant’s elbow so he couldn’t slip free again. Chuck and Hira didn’t break stride. This was far from the first time.

Giving Chuck news was like massaging a lion. Only trusted sources risked doing it, and anything could rouse a mauling. Hira said, “The organizers expect-” but caught herself and found safer phrasing. “Ah, rather, they hope you’ll say-”

For efficiency and as a power move, Chuck cut off every sentence he could, “But if I hype ZerQuali, that’ll get Gwendolyn to bid up the price.”

“Better to overpay on this than live your last days in prison. Would you not agree?”

Chuck checked down at his ankle monitor and through a series of morbid coughs said, “They can... incarcerate... my... corpse.”

Chuck took the stage as the convention’s video screens showed the primary sponsor, ZerQuali. Its promotional video concluded with Roxy saying its slogan: “Your descendants deserve you.”

During this, Chuck’s envy made his shoulders tense up, and he looked to the wings for an exit. 

At each mention of ZerQuali, all saw his menacing eyes flare. If the chairs weren’t bolted down, they would’ve backed up at least a couple of feet.

Through gritted teeth, not quite resembling a smile for the live stream cameras, Chuck conceded: “Says here I gotta thank co-sponsor ZerQuali, ‘Eternal Existence is near. Make your reservation today.’”

The audience gave perfunctory applause at a disappointing volume that’d get juiced up in post for archival viewings.

Chuck miscalculated with his next comment: “But watch out it doesn’t become self-aware and kill us all. ‘Man’s last invention.’ Right?”

The crowd bristled at the tired warning. Chuck had to keep this event moving. After an involuntary yet slight coughing fit, “Okay then. Let’s start the competition.”

On different screens were the three finalist computer labs: StrangleBear, Werong2, and 6thRoundGOAT.

StrangleBear’s leader was Pyotr, Maria’s new loan shark.

Werong2’s leader, Adam Quan, had gained thirty pounds in four months and couldn’t hold a comfortable posture. Underboob sweat seeped through his knock-off Bad Batch t-shirt. He chewed his tongue and kept counting his forefingers with his thumbs as if they were rosaries. 

Stu Reigns went by the handle “6thRoundGOAT.” His proprietary VFX software made his image morph into a pristine homage to Max Headroom and back. The level of detail and perfection of the physics stunned the crowd.

Gwendolyn entered the orchestra seats’ first-class section well ahead of her entourage. This meant she was vulnerable to superfans or undesirables accosting her. At the charity balls, political galas, and megachurch services Gwendolyn regularly attended, she would’ve been gawked at and bothered on par with British Royalty (not quite Beyoncé-level but almost). However, at this cluster of comp-sci nerds, invisibility was a pleasant change.

Her new technical advisor arrived. Pasela was a thirty-year-old woman from Lesotho, Africa, and earned her PhD in neuro-computer science. Tall, with hair kept natural and short, she always wore clothes from her homeland, often inviting questions as to their origins like a proud fashion ambassador. At minimal volume, Pasela asked Gwendolyn, “Does Roxy know everything in your master plan?”

With pronounced mouth movement instead of sound, Gwendolyn said, “Not everything. Gotta measure her caliber first.”

Pasela nodded and returned to reviewing technical schematics and patent applications.

Roxy approached Gwendolyn, and they enjoyed a friendly, adoring hug.

“Well, you just keep getting prettier and prettier, Roxy,” Gwendolyn said.

“Uh, thanks. You, too. I guess.”

Scary how fast friendliness can evaporate from one cringe moment.

Correcting her faux pas, Gwendolyn explained, “I come from a different era, darling. I do hope you’ll forgive me, but in my time complimenting looks was welcomed and appreciated. A little ego boost from those who liked you.”

Roxy bobbled a one-inch nod, saying, “Oh, I get it. Sure. Thank you.”

Gwendolyn let out a hearty laugh and gave her a tiny elbow nudge. “You can be whip smart and still beautiful, too. Ain’t mutually exclusive, dear. As you exemplify. Okay, then.”

A cadre of ZerQuali fans took photos and used facial recognition to identify Gwendolyn as the multi-centi-billionaire matriarch of the trillionaire Grantham family. They cross-referenced how Gwendolyn’s impending grand investment and minimal expectations were exactly what ZerQuali needed. Its angel investors warned this was too good to be true.

Virtually every entrepreneur sought funding from Gwendolyn. But it was Roxy’s unconventional approach which intrigued her and helped spark a grander plan. 

#
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A few months prior, Roxy gave a defense of religion despite being an outspoken agnostic. She countered one of atheists’ most profound criticisms: “How can an omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent God allow so much evil and misery in the world?” Roxy made a logical argument using the following analogy. “A baby reacts as if an immunization needle is the most intense pain it’s ever experienced, and to a toddler, a car ride can feel like an eternity. But both get reduced to minor blips as you get older. More time makes any pain a smaller fraction of your existence. So, extrapolating to a million years of literal heaven, one must recognize that even the worst possible tragedies reduce to a relative blink. When one tries to comprehend an infinite time horizon, everything that happens on earth must be precisely meaningless compared to eternal salvation.”


OPTIONAL ENDNOTE #6 — ONLY READ IF YOU’RE FEELING NERDY ABOUT RELIGION (otherwise skip) - “Roxy’s Theory of Evil” is on Page # 279


TL;DR — Roxy demonstrated her humility and willingness to change her mind by logically advocating for Gwendolyn’s beliefs.


Gwendolyn’s devout faith didn’t need the academic argument, but she appreciated the sentiment, and that enabled compelling possibilities.

#
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At the convention hall, Pasela’s eye caught a uniform at the opposite entrance. While locked on target, she leaned in to both Gwendolyn and Roxy. “Should we be concerned Ling Wu, a colonel in China’s cybersecurity department, keeps trying to wave you over, Roxy?”

Roxy puffed air through her lips and double-flicked her hand, “Ignore him. He’s been courting my tech for years. I think he thinks he has an inside track because he’s my... second cousin, twice removed or something. My mother says we met on my first China visit as a kid. I don’t care. I would not risk working there. No matter if they offered me a palace.”

Gwendolyn got it. “I see. A muzzle made of gold ain’t fetching. You deserve better’n that, sugar. Am I right?”

Roxy said, “Correct,” and paused as if to make another point, but stood pat.

Reviewing the list of finalists in the competition, Gwendolyn whispered to Roxy, “So we’re rooting for your brainy and brawny ex-boyfriend to win, right?”

Roxy had demonstrated romantic feelings for Stu in the past but couldn’t quite access or express them at that moment. She later described it like opening a full-color memory on a black-and-white screen. There were more hues of emotion in her history, but the capability had atrophied. Fortunately, it only took a second for her to say, “That was in grad school. Honestly, celibacy makes me more productive.”

Gwendolyn counter-punched that implicit plea for help with a theory. “Oh, honey, maybe boys aren’t for you. At Vanderbilt, one of my sorority sisters became-”

By default, Roxy showed no pride or shame in explaining her uncommon situation, saying, “Sex has never been so important to me. I’m far from getting what the big deal is.”

“Then the Hague oughta bring your boy Stu up on charges for high crimes. In a committed relationship headed toward marriage...”

“Granted, I have minimal first-hand experience to compare it to, but Stu was quite ‘effective’ regarding orgasms via oral and...”

Past her semi-prim limit, Gwendolyn said, “Oh, I’m not one for such details.”

The topic needed to change, and Roxy got lucky to catch something on-screen worth mentioning. “Stu’s video feed looks off. Compression and maybe sync-lag.”

The main screen switched from a composite of the finalists waving and prepping to a close-up live stream of the stage where a spotlight on Chuck attracted attention. He turned a giant plexiglass bingo wheel in which 100 multicolored envelopes flopped around.

Chuck announced the rules of the competition, saying: “We’ll select the challenge now. Okay, everybody, tell me when to stop.”

A few jumped to call “stop.” After which, in sloppy harmony, enough of the majority shouted “STOP!” to crystalize the mob’s wishes.

Chuck hard-stopped the wheel, closed his eyes, and reached in, pulling out a blue card. He opened it and said, “Let’s see this God damn challenge.”

In the back, Gwendolyn recoiled an inch at the gratuitous blasphemy.

Chuck read the rules of this card: “Each team has to convince the designated music celebrity to say their team’s name on video. The first to accomplish this wins. The star’s identity has now been shared with the competitors to prevent collusion with outside parties. No extortion, bribery, or blackmail; otherwise, social hacking is okay. All right, competitors, please step away from your machines. Ready, set, GO!”

Computers scanned files and highlighted critical data. The competitors fidgeted, kicked the ground, and made fists whenever their team’s AI lost ground. They were like psycho Little League parents gambling rent on the game.

Roxy and Gwendolyn focused on the competitors and shared reassuring looks. Roxy said, “This is the most sophisticated test of Artificial Intelligence ever.”

But Gwendolyn had done her homework and said, “Oh, I get it. Their systems, on autopilot, must research the celebrity and figure out how to manipulate him or her.”

Roxy had to one-up her. “Stu is best positioned to win, the most attractive candidate.”
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Meanwhile, outside the convention, a blaring pack of Future-Retro bikers drove by a sign: “Hospital Zone — Quiet-Limit: 70 decibels.” Their bikes’ screens showed the temporary lowering of their speakers’ artificial motor noise from 100 dB to 40dB as they passed. 

Stu strolled with Maria and romantically stole a kiss. He withdrew to check in for her reaction. They moved closer, but to avoid getting too revved up to be in public, Maria changed the vibe. She playfully started talking even before and through the second kiss, directing her words into his mouth. “If you win, will you pay down my student loans, Papi? I’m just playin’. I’m gonna beat the system by dying in debt. That’ll show ‘em!”

Stu pulled back and broke the bad news. “The only prize is recognition.”

“It’s too bad idealists suck at makin’ money — speaking from personal experience.”

“But we’d make great spouses and parents,” Stu said, with no trace of sarcasm. Stu kept bringing up what he considered a crucial aspect of life – creating someone good for the next generation.

However, in a world of finite resources, there can’t be infinite growth. Earth has a “Carrying Capacity” for the maximum number of humans who can survive. Opposing researchers can’t agree on anything more than the range, from one billion people to 100 billion, but whatever the number, there’s a cap. Consequently, prosperity and livability depend, for the most part, on how thinly spread the resources are and the degree of disparity. This ushered in “APAL” (American Patriots for America Legislation), the revolutionary Universal Basic Income compromise, creating “Subtirees” (subsistence retirees) based on “The Livable Year.”


OPTIONAL ENDNOTE #7 — ONLY READ IF YOU’RE FEELING NERDY ABOUT POLITICS & ECONOMICS (otherwise skip) – “Subtirees and The Livable Year” is on Page # 287


TL;DR — Rampant unemployment necessitated Universal Basic Income. But in order to get buy-in from Conservatives strangely bedfellowing with environmentalists, they agreed to a perverse compromise. If you wanted a completely leisurely life at the expense of those who worked, you had to agree to not have children. If you changed your mind, you had to reimburse all of those years of free money first.


Sustainability wasn’t in first
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