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	“Every life, every universe, is marked by defining moments. The moments where the first single cell organisms bunch up together and start acting in unison; the moments where a creature slowly creeps out of water to firm land; the moments where a creature first realizes the benefits of cooking food over fire by gorging on the remains of something burnt in a forest blaze. Evolution takes slow and tedious steps, almost impossible to distinguish, the way hair and nails grow imperceptibly with every breath. But then come those defining moments, where there are ‘aha’ realizations, that usher in a whole new dimension: a leap in evolution, a new species, a new survival skill, a new reality, unimaginable by any other creature seconds before.

	“In these ‘aha’ moments, one particular individual creature of one particular species makes an unprecedented choice, a choice that is destined to spread and spread, until it makes everything that happened before forgotten and unreal. Among infinite species, on infinite planets, through infinite universes, none is more defining than when at first, one creature, just one, chooses to go against its very nature. To overturn its natural programming, and that of all its predecessors, and all other creatures of the same species and all other species that have ever existed before in that particular universe. A first step toward its divine destiny.

	“That these moments happen is inevitable, because given practically infinite time and infinite random choices, they are bound to happen, inevitably, for someone. And then, like a benevolent contagious disease, it spreads to every single member of that species. And when this happens, I doubt that there is any awareness of the grandiosity of the moment, or the elaborate futures that this moment, this choice, brings forth. Like a tiny seed that falls on the ground, finding a tiny bit of moisture and a single ray of some kind of warming star that will fulfill its destiny. The destiny to become a great tree, that will bring forth a forest of great trees, just like itself.

	“My name is Ula Dor, and I am an evolutionist. I guess finding those moments in universes past, and following the results and consequences, produces in me strong elation. Perhaps similar to the orgasmic reactions described in books billions of years ago, when species actually physically mated in unison. I cannot tell if this is true, but it is the only elation ever described that is comparable to what I feel when I manage to pinpoint the very beginnings of the making of gods.

	“I have been seeking those special moments and following them to their conclusion for 370,623 years. How interesting that we still use the same archaic way of measuring time as our ancestors, in years. Revolutions of our planet Var around the cluster of the three suns that were warming our planet, giving us life. Var has not existed for over twelve billion years, but I guess, out of millions of arbitrary choices in measuring time, you might as well choose one that once meant something real. There was once a time when beings alimented themselves by consuming other beings, producing refuse and byproducts that needed to be discarded at regular intervals. Times when our very species physically mated to produce offspring, and when lives actually ended. Our species, this universe, is not unique in having surpassed all physical limitations. This has happened in 99.97% of all previous universes, but we, the Hantors, are unique in being the first species able to travel to previous universes and study them. It is my privilege, my dear students, as it shall be yours, if you choose to pursue this path and become evolutionists like me. A rare privilege indeed, because there is a real probability that you may also get to feel the elation I am describing to you.”

	 

	So started Professor Emeritus Ula Dor the first lecture of his new batch of six recruits of the Universal Research University of Divinity. His thoughts flowed to the suspended minds of his students.

	 

	“Each one of you chose to reside inside the Great Machine and enter the puncturing needle that will inject you into different universes. To travel beyond the limits of our universe, searching for the most important ‘aha’ moment in their evolution that defied the laws of nature and created innumerable glorious civilizations. Each one different, each one subject to the relentless inevitabilities of the quantic nature of universes. Every one of you who qualifies may not only experience the birth of our own civilization, but also the birth and the death of numerous others. Each one of you was selected from among the brightest minds, but most importantly, from among the rare few that can still experience interest in something. Maybe even ‘passion’ for something, another archaic and long-lost concept.

	“The goal is clear, and although it is calculated that there are more than eight and a half billion years before our universe, like all others, is consumed by the last black hole, time is short. We are here to discover why exactly the Hantors are the only species in any universe so far to have developed the technology of the UPN. The technology to pierce the shell of space-time and explore previous universes. This research gives us our only hope of designing and replicating the conditions that allowed us to pierce the very fabric of the space-time continuum in the first place, so that others can achieve this as well.

	“You are all proficient, and have achieved the highest scores in your evolutionary history classes among all other applicants from every corner of our universe. Nonetheless, we will be repeating all the basics to make sure that your understanding is complete. Your success in our task is paramount to the further evolution of the Divine. For the next three centuries we shall be exploring the case study of universe 7,923,721,803 and comparing it to universe 26,874,214,023 and our own. Both of them are landmark universes in the history of the evolution of the Divine, for reasons that will be explained to you and shall become clear during this orientation course.

	“Initially, the whole group will be invited to observe and analyze the defining moments of each of these two universes. I shall be lecturing you about the evolutionary histories of these universes until those moments and beyond. Following that, you will be split up into two groups of three students each and will be given assignments to analyze the different evolutionary paths of these universes to each other and our own. To be clear, the purpose of these assignments is purely to give us information of your capabilities, so that we can choose the best from among you. The top group will be allowed full, unfettered access to the Machine and full priority to any other research in the universe. I expect relentless dedication to your tasks. Our unique privilege endows us with a unique duty: to design the elements of the next big bang, and thus the next breath of our Creator. You each have access to the files of both these universes, henceforth to be named case study A and case study B.

	“We shall reconvene at this frequency in 23.2 years, and I expect each one of you to be able to give a presentation about the first twelve billion years of each one of these universes. Thank you. You are dismissed."
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	Samray Rin had two very different feelings at the same time. On the one hand she felt a heavy responsibility on her shoulders, being the first of Arsenian descent so far to enter the Great Machine. On the other hand, an unprecedented excitement bubbled inside her, small previews of which had kept her dedicating millennia of hard and intensive work to the selection process. Although she had selected "feminine" attributes for herself, she felt a high degree of competitiveness and pride in having been chosen so far.

	She knew this was her chance, and was consumed by the ambition to be one of the selected beings responsible for the further evolution of the Divine. Ambition was actually an almost extinct trait found in no more than 0.00123% of Hantors. Instead of spending her study time examining the infinite minutiae of the case study universes, she decided to focus instead on a thorough comparison of just the last half a billion years of evolution of the assignment.

	It was a risk, but she gambled that the study groups that would be formed would almost certainly contain one Thorough, one Rebel, and one Intuitive each. So in actuality this was not a competition against five others. For Samray Rin this was a competition against the other Intuitive in the group, Susi Lor. She would make sure that she would be the Intuitive that prevailed. She would find a way to break new ground, new understanding.

	It was case study A that entranced her for its rare peculiarity, occurring in less than 0.28% of universes: hermaphroditism, a world with interchanging sexual polarity. Although Hantors had had no intestines and no bodies for over three billion years, she would describe her intuitions as “gut” feelings, and she was willing to risk everything for it. She still remembered her moment of choosing the feminine as her personal polarity, the moment she had embarked on the process of feeling the simulated puberty frequencies enter her consciousness. The process continued over tens of thousands of years, subtly but surely altering her perception. When the Hantor nation overcame their bodily restrictions and went virtual so long ago, it unexpectedly led to an epoch of stagnation. The lack of polarity brought on the 17th Middle Ages in Hantor history. It took billions of years to realize that this very miracle, the miracle of no longer being subject to the inadequacies, fallibilities, and inevitable decay of bodies, was leading the universe absolutely nowhere.

	The residents of the Machine’s core, the ones constantly observing everything, were astounded at the consequences that lack of energetic polarity was inflicting on the universe. The introduction of the choice of induced artificial puberty in the gender of one’s choice had changed all that, jolting the universe into a new era of evolution. Ever since then she had not doubted her choice, not even for a single moment. Although she was aware of the relative benefits of both masculine and feminine polarities, she also understood the benefits of choosing one of the two and deciding to be happy with that choice.

	Happiness, after all, was the only aim and purpose of existence, the only goal that was an end by itself. What was stumping her so far was why case study B had been chosen for this comparison. But she was intent on finding out.

	



	
[image: A yellow sphere with green lines and dotsDescription automatically generated]Chapter 3 – The Students: Haika Pol

	 

	Haika Pol chose a totally different approach in his study. He was a Thorough through and through. Being methodical and diligent, examining every single detail relentlessly, analyzing everything and compiling deviation charts for each millennium, no, each century, or even each year of evolution, fulfilled his character and sense of achievement. He had not gotten where he was by being fickle or assuming anything. He had gotten there by spending each and every second of processing on creating the systems that allowed him to catch even the slightest of deviations.

	His analysis would proudly include every possible factor, all neatly presented in four-dimensional tables of immaculate clarity, every table comparing elements across time and space, infinite pieces of data perfectly tabled and correlated with each other, diluted into a quintillion deviation tables. These tables would in turn be distilled into billions of categories, archived according to coefficients of variation, and further analyzed into millions. But it did not end there: reduced to thousands of charts according to compound wavelength effects, they would be interposed over each other by hundreds of variation trends. Finally, they would be summed into a single multidimensional table that would allow the observation of compounded wave variations, filtering out rogue waves and eventually divulging their secrets. Clues that Intuitives and Rebels would miss altogether would be uncovered by his level of analysis. Or so he hoped.

	He already considered himself a master of the functionalities of the Machine and deemed himself a great conductor of operatic symphonies. His symphonies would be made of numbers and data, not musical notes, but weren't music and mathematics the same? After all, wasn’t everything mathematics? Wasn’t his art the only true art in existence?

	There was no doubt in his mind that the joy of being a Thorough overcame the superficial impressiveness of any Intuitive’s brilliance. The Rebels, he totally frowned upon. In his mind they had no value whatsoever. Their mere presence offended him. Everything in the universe was rules, formulas, and correlation. Everything was about order. What use was there for people abusing or destroying order?

	The answers to the Great Question would be found by a Thorough, no doubt, and he would do his best to be the one who found them.
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	Lin Mogu was used to being a freak. Ever since she had chosen to be a feminine, she encountered disbelieving pauses in communication when presenting her work as a Thorough. After all, it was a conventional but, in her opinion, limiting belief that only masculines enjoyed thoroughness.

	It was unusual enough that she was a Thorough who had chosen the feminine, but what was most unusual was that she was a Thorough bastardized by rebel traits. She accepted and assumed nothing, and it was a surprise to her, and to everybody else that had ever been in contact with or collaborated with her, that she had been selected as one of the six. She was a Thorough that not only broke rules, but also created her own. Theoretically it had been proven billions of years ago that specialization was best, and that choosing your best quality and focusing on it produced the best results. But in this project, running already for so long, with the best and most incentivized brains in the universe analyzing universe after universe to find answers, rigid specialization had been proven to be fruitless.

	Maybe conventional wisdom was not the way ahead, and she was determined to be part of the group whose findings would define the final design of the next big bang, the Hantors’ contribution to the evolution of God. It was the final three who would be given free rein of all the resources of the Great Machine, who would have the right and honor to even design and create new functionalities in the Machine. Potentially even the right to modify the core or even the Machine itself, if it was proved to be inadequate.

	She was aware that her thoughts would be considered heretical by many, but wasn’t it obvious that if no Hantor had even managed to have an inkling of an answer, that meant that it must be the Machine that was inadequate? Especially since Hantors were far superior to any being in any universe before? Heretical thoughts indeed, and she was fully aware that she had to keep these thoughts to herself, hidden in the small personal cache file that each of them was permitted, a personal cache file unavailable as a resource in the Machine to anyone else but her.

	Her chances had been deemed infinitesimal by her many tutors, but somehow, she had always managed to pass to the next stage. To find answers that nobody had been able to discern before, she was determined to embody the freak that she was, and to prove to the universe that her kind was the one to be designed into the next breath.

	Despite being a Thorough, she wasted random moments away from her obsessive analysis dreaming. What a weird Thorough she was, but for everything to be exactly as it should be, she had to assume that her freakishness was as it should be as well. Instead of thoroughly examining every single difference, she was dividing her findings into probability tables. From them she was compiling high-probability correlation tables, and then going into the most extreme detail, concentrating on the most likely to cause long-term effect variants of waves. She would then selectively go into the most thorough analysis of only those particular variants. For a Thorough, a highly unorthodox approach for sure.

	To succeed where all others had failed, she was determined to be the wild card. The wild card that appeared out of the blue and won the game, the glorious unexpected.
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	Nor Blask had been relatively competent as a Thorough and knew very well how a correct and comprehensive analysis should be undertaken. However, something inside him always wanted to break the organizational symmetry of any system he had ever learned. He enjoyed compiling immaculate correlation tables. This something within him resented the constraints of any kind of rule. The more his magnificent constructions grew, the more he wanted to break them down and do something completely different.

	He felt a perverse desire for individuality, to break down the wheel and reinvent it, although he understood it was totally counterproductive. A perverse, inexplicable joy to fulfill the obligation of having the one dissenting voice, to shock and to fight! To fight against what? He didn't know.

	He often felt like a virus, bringing disarray into a functioning organism. But was the organism actually functioning? Was it not true that the choice of discontinuance was becoming more and more prevalent among the Hantors? Was it not the heavy weight of time that was causing more and more people to choose to discontinue and reduce the population of Hantors in a more virulent way than plagues and wars had done in the distant past?

	Was it not boredom, the lack of any problems, that caused an equal lack of interest in the continuation of lives that had solved everything? Absolutely everything? Were they not beings that knew everything, except the very question he had been chosen to try to answer? What happened to people when they believed that the only issue left to solve was beyond their ability to do so? If they believed this to be true, they were left with the inevitable conclusion that their lives had no meaning. That there was no longer anything left to achieve, nothing else to happen that was not a repetition of the past, nothing to look forward to.

	Was it not the reason that Rebels like him were considered by many to be the only chance to discover the unexpected mutation, the unimaginable singularity that had allowed the Hantors to become the only sentient species in the universe? Also, the only species in any universe with the ability to explore the Question altogether?

	Was it possible that this unique invention of the Hantors, the Great Machine, would lead to nothing, reducing the evolution of the Divine to the pace of any other breath? Or was it possible that the Hantors' particular universe would be the breath that made the difference? Would the Hantors manage to design an “aha” moment for the evolution of the Divine itself, or would they be condemned to the hell of inconsequential years of almost perfection? Of waiting for the inevitability of full perfection to occur once more, rendering their lives devoid of any meaning?

	Imperfection had always been something to evolve out of, but perfection was a fate worse than death, one that led to an inanimate, boring future, with no motivation, no goals, just the inevitability of perfection. Against this, his whole being rebelled.

	He chose to start with a thorough analysis, to allow himself to delve into every detail methodically to compile the best analysis he could, to not waste a second. And, he would do so until he felt the familiar feeling of wanting to rebel against his own work. He was sure that there were Thoroughs in the group more anal than he could ever be, and he would wait for his impulse, his spark of rebellion, that might not answer the question, but damn would it make him feel alive!

	He believed that a Thorough with passion, this long-forgotten and almost extinct attribute among the remaining Hantors, would inevitably make a Rebel. A belief he wisely kept to himself.
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	Susi Lor was randomly digesting the data, archiving nothing, and compiling not a single list nor table. Instead, she went through the unending information and waited for a feeling, the elusive and unexplainable feeling that characterized an Intuitive. Despite billions of years of research, nobody had thus far discovered how these feelings occurred.

	There were many theories of course, even theories that proposed pure, uncorrelated random probability manifestations. But then why was it specific, or actually, specific in the intensity of the feeling to certain individuals? Nobody knew for sure. Yet, she knew her intuition was real because she experienced it. Some kind of irrational spark that would make her dive in to one particular thing. She knew not what happened that could cause her whole being to become suddenly fascinated by some variation, some singularity, some stimulus. Something, anything that would somehow magically tickle her senses like a single drop of water falling on a leaf, causing that leaf to somehow stand upright among the infinite leaves lying on the ground in a forest under rain. Sometimes things just happened.

	She was used to this process: instead of processing or analyzing data, she would just let it pass through her endlessly, a continuous flow that she would willingly surrender to, trusting that the drop would come. The drop that would make an actual difference!

	She lived for those moments; they were her revelations. Instead of analyzing evolution, she would morph into evolution itself, waiting for a particular “aha” moment to reveal itself. The words of Ula Dor were always on her mind. How great would it be if she found the answer to the Question, not through processing the data, but through this magical process of intuition that had provided her with the most interesting instances of her life? The opportunity to reside in the Great Machine and have all these stimuli flowing through her was fascinating.

	Wasn’t perfection, after all, the end of everything? The end of evolution, of change, of life itself? She let all the others do all the hard work of processing and simply turned herself into a delicate, ultra-sensitive sensor, a magnificent sensor that gave her moments of unexplained brilliance, moments where she would know something without even knowing why she knew it. She was pure feminine. She was trust itself. For her this was not a competition; this was a game of feelings, and in this she was proficient. The challenge did not frighten her, nor did it excite her.

	She was content in just feeling. Her brain could not comprehend the danger or allure of perfection. Being there just felt right. For twenty-three years she would just be the sponge through which the oceans of data would pass through, waiting. Like a mother-of-pearl patiently and trustingly waiting for the infinitesimal single grain of sand to be caught inside her crevices.
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	Sunsei Bar was astounded at being selected. After all, he had never hidden his disdain for the Machine, the selection process, and all these brains inside it, fruitlessly looking for answers. After all, everybody's consciousness would inevitably end up compressed into nothingness and they would never find out if they were right.

	Neither had he hidden his opinion that the greatness of the Divine was based on the trust that random occurrences would produce the best results for its evolution. The Divine, in his mind, was infinite trust. So, what was the point of the Hantor arrogance, this idea that they could design a variation that would have a coefficient higher than 0.5, thus making the next breath in some way significant?

	Why then did they choose him, if he so frequently and fervently declared that the whole process was a sham? But the most important question was, why had he applied in the first place, and why had he worked so hard for this “privilege”? Was he such an obsessive rebel that he was rebelling even against his own beliefs?

	Sometimes, deeply hidden in his cache file, there were thoughts of sabotage, of managing to destroy the Machine from within, to destroy all civilization! To forcibly take people back to ancient times, when things actually mattered, when beings strived for survival, reveling in the discomforts they had to overcome. Maybe, since there was an inevitability to everything, the whole Hantor civilization, by losing the privilege of having nothing to worry about, might find the very meaning of life. Yes, he knew it was happiness, the feeling and thus the reality of everything being exactly as it should be. No matter what. But what did it matter what life meant if nothing actually happened anymore?

	And it was not even worth mentioning anything that had happened in the universe for a very long time. The Hantors had assimilated an infinite number of beings, turning them into Hantors, until everybody was incorporated into the most dominant, superior species of the universe. But all those infinite beings who became superior Hantors, almost perfect, had been reduced to a few million consciousnesses, those still willing to endure through practically infinite time, just to answer a question they would never be sure made any difference at all!

	There was no doubting the logic and efficiency of constantly evolving toward perfection. But his Rebel essence made him sometimes feel that maybe, just maybe, it would be great for something to not be as it should be. Maybe, just maybe, he would be the one thing inside the Great Machine that would embody the singularity of not being as it should be, challenging the orthodoxy. Maybe his presence would make the Machine explode in a small bang.

	Since they were fools enough to have kept promoting him so far, maybe they would be fools enough to put him on the final team. Throughout these thoughts, restricted to his cache file, he kept processing data, like one of those stupid Thoroughs, following feelings, like those foolish Intuitives, hoping that what had gotten him so far would take him even further: to the controls of the Great Machine itself.

	This prize would be worth all this hard work. So, he put his thoughts aside and continued working. He needed to impress the sheep that had made the mistake of letting him, a wolf, inside their pen.
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	“Welcome, my students, to our second lecture. I assume that you have all done the preliminary analysis of case studies A and B, universes 7,923,721,803 and 26,874,214,023 respectively. Soon I will invite you to upload your presentations of the first twelve billion years of evolution of the selected case studies, and you will be given an opportunity to explain your findings. Your preliminary findings will determine your priority status for the next assignment. I have been performing my own analysis and will present it to you at the end of this session. If I need to remind you of the seriousness of our task, you have been badly chosen.

	“But I doubt that you would have been allowed to rise to this stage if there was not something special about you. Nonetheless, despite the references and accolades of my peers that have brought you here, I will not hesitate to dismiss and replace any one of you that has not done the quality of the work that is required for our cause to succeed. You have just barely entered a life path that could end with some of you becoming the most important individuals in the evolution of God so far. Let us begin. Who would like to go first?”
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	For Susi Lor, there was no temptation in being first. As an Intuitive, she would absorb all the presentations, because there was always a minute probability that something in the presentations of the rest would give her an unexpected insight. The truth was, she had pinpointed tens of thousands of different divergences that had caused her tiny sparks of interest. But they were tiny, and she felt that she had failed so far. She was sure that most of these divergences would have been pointed out in other students’ reports and certainly there would be many more she would have missed.

	Her only chance was to be last. She had tabulated these divergences perfectly. Her tables were categorized along thirty-seven axes of criteria and tabulated in order of importance. However, she had no idea why she felt one was more important than the other. So, she would bide her time and hope for some big insight to come. She remained silent.

	 

	Samray Rin was also determined to be last and knew that Susie Lor would feel the same. She had felt two things very strongly. The first one was why these two particular case studies had been selected. The second was the reason why case study A had been chosen among all other universes that shared hermaphroditic biology, its most obvious characteristic of divergence. But she did not even have an inkling of an idea of why case study B had been chosen. After all, it had minimal divergence from all other universes of its biological category, which actually formed 89.374% of all universes.

	Had they just chosen one of the most biologically common universes of all time at random? Her intuition told her that could not be possible. There must be a reason, but she had no feeling or idea what that could be. Maybe somebody else had figured it out and she could incorporate it in her analysis. Otherwise, her insights would be incomplete at best. Better to wait. And she would find a way to speak last, after that damned Susi Lor. So, she remained silent as well.

	 

	Nor Blask had done his best work as a Thorough yet. His analyses were comprehensive and his tabulations immaculate. His final correlation table included 2,753,557 trending divergences. A full 85.327% of them enhanced another divergence, augmenting their wave effects. Furthermore, 2.746% of those formed clusters of more than a hundred collaborating divergences forming synchronized waves of influence. His final table presented the 0.023% of divergences that synchronized clusters of more than a thousand elemental divergences forming a cohesive wave of influence.

	But this was as far as he had gone. So, he felt pretty sure that Haika Pol and Lin Mogu would have done better, being pure Thoroughs. Better to wait, let them present their analyses, and expose what was wrong with them. He enjoyed constructing elaborate analytical tables, but he enjoyed finding their flaws and breaking them much more. He as well stayed silent, biding his time.

	 

	Sunsei Bar was incapable of speaking if there was nothing to object to. His pleasure came from watching others build elaborate constructions, sandcastles to be brought down by a wave of water that melted their very foundations. He was the only pure Rebel, mediocre in his thoroughness, and his intuitions worked only toward bringing things down, his thoughts and words like sharp, ancient samurai swords, slicing through the soft cartilage between bones. He almost never spoke first and was too impulsive to ever wait to speak last. When he saw an opening he would pounce. Let the fools present their elaborate analyses. His knack was to find the flaws and he proudly believed that his talent was invaluable: to spot the little gear in a machine that would break under pressure, the hidden assumptions that could prove to be the weak link that would bring any project down. He considered himself the agent of quality control, keeping everybody honest, so to speak, by detecting and exposing the flaws in their arguments. So, with a virtual smirk on his virtual face, he waited for his moment.

	 

	Lin Mogu, although rightfully proud of her analytical tables, looked out with extreme thoroughness for unsubstantiated assumptions. If called upon, she would proudly present her probabilistic analysis. Nonetheless, Haika Pol’s tabulations would most probably be immaculate. By their very thoroughness they would reveal levels of detail and complexity that she had consciously chosen to avoid. Not for lack of thoroughness, mind you, but to concentrate her thoroughness on the highest probability waves. Tempted to raise her imaginary hand, she felt it was nonetheless beneficial to her if Haika Pol presented first. She would then show Ula Dor and the others not the width, but the depth of her analysis.

	 

	So, it was Haika Pol who started the session: “Esteemed professor Ula Dor and colleagues. On the left side of each table you shall find a list of the sub-tables used in the final tabulation. On the right side you shall find, on the part above, running probability estimates for each correlation. In the center below the main table you shall find correlation notes and a list of formulas used. Under that there will be footnotes relating to the methodology of each table.” His dry voice sounded machinelike. There was nothing superfluous in his explanations and nothing missing.

	He then proceeded to present big blocks of galtibytes of information, multidimensional table after table, uploaded in an uninterrupted flow, comparing the big bangs of each universe, the hundreds of millions of years when all that existed was exploding gases. His tables examined minute differences in the composition of these gases and all the space-time variabilities in the cooling and eventual creation of elements. Even the most minute divergences in gravitational behaviorism, chemical interactivity, the coefficients of correlations of astral body forming, and the shapes of galaxy formations and constellations were duly noted. His tables pinpointed the subtle differences, not only in the specific respective planets of these universes where intelligent life would eventually grow, but also in every other planet in these universes. 

	Simultaneously, there was painstaking analysis of even barren rock asteroids, all the way down to the behaviorism of individual pieces of dust. The chemical composition of each target planet throughout twelve billion years was thoroughly examined, compared, and tabulated. The emergence of protozoic life was 87,523 years, 23 days, 17 hours, 9 minutes, 28 seconds and 6 milliseconds divergent in Critical Planet case study A, compared to the emergence of protozoic life in Critical Planet case study B. This was already an infinitesimal amount of time, 7.291666665E-9. But when you converted both of them into Hantor years, the difference became even more insignificant, 0.0123338419E-27. The divergence was reduced further when examining the creation of multi-cell organisms of a complex enough nature for even primitive collective locomotion, and even smaller for energetic choice of habitat.

	But no detail was too small for his exhaustive analysis. A little more than 4.3 Hantor years passed before all his tables were uploaded and digested, and he was a little disappointed at how fast that went. His whole work fully uploaded, he ended his presentation with a dry, “And this concludes my rudimentary preliminary analysis of the twelve billion years in the evolution of Critical Planets case study A and case study B. All divergences are clearly noted and tabulated. I request a further time of sixty-four years to expand my analysis to seventeen digits further.”

	 

	“Although I was running three hundred separate and independent correlation checkers simultaneously,” Ula Dor said, “I have found no fault in your presentation. It coincides with all our previous research. We have actually run analyses up to twenty-nine digits further but have found no other significant divergences apart from the ones in your tables. You have achieved comparable work to twenty evolutionists working for half a millennium. Amazing work. But what are your conclusions?”

	 

	Haika Pol replied with obvious exasperation. “These. What I have uploaded. These are my conclusions!”

	 

	Sunsei Bar jumped in immediately: “Please find a divergence significance correlation map of Haika Pol’s summation table. Everything of a higher probability of 0.0001% of combination wave significance leading to even a minute probability of multi-wave evolutionary divergence is shown in red. Everything else in gray.” He proceeded to upload a cheeky vision of a totally 100% gray image.

	“Don’t you see the ridiculousness of wasting our resources on things that have already been done? Is it not obvious that all of this is useless and will bring us no answers? Is it not obvious to everybody that it is pointless to try to find something that might be just a statistical divergence, with no useful understanding in it? Should we not instead be looking at the flaws of our civilization that is condemning us to be heading into the grayness of an inevitable perfection, where time no longer means anything? Shouldn't we scratch this process altogether, and, instead of looking into how to design the next explosion, start looking into how we can explode this weight of inevitability that is crushing us right now, in our very own universe?”

	 

	Ula Dor's stern virtual voice lashed at Sunsei Bar like a mallet hitting a brass bell, his words, shaking, reverberating, and stunning every student: “You impetuous pup! The significance is that there is no significance, not in these tables! Nevertheless, it is extremely significant, you silly child, that we can find no astronomical, geological, chemical, gravitational, quantic divergence, no string nor black matter, nor any other physical divergence. Nothing in the first twelve billion years. But what if your colleagues, or I, have found a different type of significant divergence? Unless you have something of value to say, shut up and be respectful. And if you find no point in our project, why are you here? Say something of value, shut up, or recuse yourself immediately. Do you have anything of value to say, Sunsei Bar?”

	 

	Complete data silence ensued.

	 

	It was Lin Mogu who broke the silence: “May I?”

	 

	After receiving an affirmative virtual gesture from Ula Dor, she continued: “Indeed, my tables” —which she proceeded to upload— “agree fully with Haika Pol’s analysis. No significant divergences. Nothing indicating the different evolutionary paths that these case studies would later take. To be precise, almost nothing.” She highlighted specific tables while she spoke: “Indeed, almost no astronomical, geological, chemical, gravitational, quantic, string, black matter, nor any other physical divergence in the first twelve billion years.

	“However, in year 11,999,999,999 of case study A, there is a serious biological divergence in the first emergence of complex multi-cell organisms. Cell specialization already occurs, something that does not appear for almost another half a billion years in case study B, a time period outside the scope of our assignment. If you had looked a little further, Sunsei Bar, there would be a big red spot in your otherwise gray tableau.

	“I deeply apologize, Professor Ula Dor, for looking and analyzing further than our assignment, but since such specialization did not appear at all in the first twelve billion years of case study B, I succumbed to the temptation of finding out how much longer it took. I then proceeded — in the tables that I am now uploading — to present to you the potential divergence waves that could combine with such a time difference, especially in relation to all other aspects of evolution, showing total statistical conformance, within a margin of error, as Sunsei Bar illustrated, of less than 0.0001% of combination wave significance, leading to even a minute probability of multi-wave evolutionary divergence.

	“So, I believe that this factor, albeit insignificant at a twelve-billion-year analysis, would provide a huge wave of divergence a couple of billion years down the line. I have taken the liberty to show the wave that would form at fourteen billion years, and I find a coefficient of correlation of 1.3 potentially hugely significant.”

	 

	All the students were immediately stunned for two reasons: one, that such a high coefficient could exist, and two, that Lin Mogu had dared to disobey the assignment. If they had only been permitted to research the first twelve billion years, how would Ula Dor react to such astounding disobedience?

	 

	Ula Dor transmitted a virtual chuckle: “I was hoping that somebody else would get this. Any one of you notice this, or anything else?”

	 

	Samray Rin started to speak slowly and deliberately, using flowery speech, because at the same time, she was going through enormous amounts of data, hoping it would substantiate her hunch: “I feel that case study A was chosen because of its hermaphroditic biology. After all, less than 0.28% of universes that have existed so far share this characteristic. I believe I know why this particular universe was chosen among all biologically hermaphroditic universes. I also believe I know why case study B was chosen among over eighty-five percent of all universes of very similar biological type, bipedal humanoids. It eluded me at first, but I could not believe these universes were chosen at random. I am sure that your elaborate studies so far, Professor Ula Dor, demonstrate that nothing you do is random.”

	She paused, frantically trying to substantiate her hunch, her spark of intuition, of a knowing that went beyond knowing and was as much a part of her being as her very own identity. She multitasked furiously, simultaneously exploring different sets of data on case study A and case study B universes while she let a long pause of data silence create anticipation.

	 

	After a few minutes of silence, Professor Ula Dor said: “Come on then Samray, out with it! Why do you think we chose those particular universes?”

	 

	Like jumping off a cliff while having a physical body, hoping for a parachute or wings to save her from crashing, Samray Rin was forced to continue: “If we compare case study A with all other universes exhibiting gender changing capabilities, it is easy to see that every other universe of its type had experienced emergence of complex multi-cell organisms at between 11.5 and 11.8 billion years. Case study A is the single universe of its kind to be late by at least four hundred million years to achieve this evolutionary step!”

	She paused again, appearing to wait for a reaction from the professor, data passing through her at such dizzying speeds she had never allowed herself to experience before, overtaking enormously her capabilities for data processing. She was in the zone, and she was letting data pass through her at enormous speeds, turning her whole being into a huge sieve with microscopic holes in order to catch the minute grain of sand she was looking for. Since bipedal humanoid-based biology universes were over 85% of all universes, she now had over 304 times more data to scour through.

	 

	Unfortunately, Ula Dor was too impatient to give her more time and he exploded excitedly: “So go on, Samray Rin, don't waste our time, finish your hypothesis at once!”

	 

	This time, Samray Rin, although still less than 75% of the way through the process of perusing the relevant data, instinctively jumped off another cliff: “Case study B is also similarly delayed in this evolutionary step compared with all universes of its kind!” she said, although as yet she did not have enough data to substantiate this.

	 

	“You are absolutely right, Samray Rin! And this is the kind of work that we expect from our most brilliant students! This is exactly why we chose these universes! Please upload your data to your colleagues, so that they can see what they've missed!”

	 

	Samray started uploading, while still processing, trusting the data would not prove her intuition wrong. She uploaded while still processing, and if she had a mouth, the biggest sigh of relief would be heard in her voice as the data miraculously supported her hunch.

	 

	While receiving the data, Susi Lor felt the stirring of a fire inside her. As an Intuitive, she did not even have Samray Rin's good judgment in continuing to research while talking. She was incapable of stopping herself from blurting out: “Our Hantor universe as well achieved this evolutionary step hundreds of millions of years later than other dominant predator universes. So why, in the name of the Machine, are these two the “loser” universes, and we are supposed to be the highest evolutionary form that ever existed? What are our other divergences that have made us special, that have taken us further than any other universe? And how come these two case studies are among the rare ones who did not manage to intervene in the design in the next universe, the ones who caused a momentary pause in the evolution of God?”

	 

	“By God you are right! Upload the data to your colleagues, please!”

	 

	“I need some time collecting the data, esteemed Ula Dor. I admit I lack substantiation, but my whole being somehow knows this to be true. And, just a moment ago, you actually substantiated it yourself. If you wait, I can do it right now.”

	 

	Haika Pol, feeling annoyed in every corner of his being, exclaimed: “This is totally irregular! Unsubstantiated data presented to this forum! Susi Lor needs to be sanctioned and expunged from this group! Uploading conjectures can contaminate my intricate tabulations. Right now, I am experiencing conflict. I need to run several antiviral routines to clear my system. I protest this blatant disregard for the system!”

	 

	Nor Blask and Lin Mogu signaled their approval: “Haika Pol is right,” they communicated in tandem, “this is highly irregular. She needs to be sanctioned.”

	Sunsei Bar jumped in with aplomb: “All of this proves that the system is corrupt and useless. We are all wasting our time here!”

	 

	To this rabid exchange, Ula Dor responded: “Quiet, all of you. This is indeed highly irregular and something that would not be permitted to anyone except a first level Intuitive, which Susie Lor absolutely is. It is no time to sanction people, it is time to move forward. All of you take twenty years to explore these two case studies up to 14.5 billion years into their evolution. I will tell you already that Susie Lor is right, and your research will substantiate her insights. Indeed, the question is, how do these similar statistical anomalies make these universes so much less evolved than our own, when we share the same statistical anomaly? We shall reconvene at year 41,445,896,066.06.”

	 

	And with this, Ula Dor theatrically disappeared by shutting down all his data connections, allowing him to just process now and contemplate deep within himself, by himself. Sparks of excitement pirouetted inside him. The statistical probability of the students discovering these explainable singularities with their very first assignment had been calculated at less than 1 in 100.000. So yes, he was excited, but stimulated by the under 1 in 10,000,000 probability for the students to discover the next singularity common to all three universes by the second assignment.

	But what if it happened? Would that not open the minutest of probabilities of them finding the missing link, that which had eluded him and the best minds of the Hantors throughout millennia of processing? Is it possible that they had indeed chosen the unique combination of brains to solve this? He would be happy to extinguish himself forever just for the privilege of finding out! If you are powerful enough to assist all powerful, all knowing, God itself, then wouldn't you have achieved divinity without the ultimate curse of perfection? What an impossible idea! He stayed disconnected, enjoying the silence of everything besides his personal cache file. He was in bliss.

	Later he reconnected and started absorbing data at the pace that had made him the most powerful among all his peers, a true legend in a time of no legends. He absorbed everything like a sponge thirsty for water, so that he would be fully prepared for his next lecture.
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	Haika Pol discarded his annoyance and delved gleefully into the data. First, he confirmed the data indicating that indeed, the Hantors, were the latest by over 300 million years to achieve complex collaborative multi-cell organism development. He then proceeded in his usual super-thorough way to compile his intricate, multi-dimensional tables. He was in his element, and by the end of the assigned period, his tables were as ready as they could possibly be. He kept processing, adding detail and combined probability waves, and didn't stop, even after Professor Ula Dor started speaking again. Starting with case study A, he documented a remarkable conformity with all other similar hermaphroditic biology-based universes: the splitting of the cells for reproduction, the process of specialization of groups of cells forming protuberances, followed by limb formation and specialization. The process was conformity itself. They all dedicated themselves through quadrillions of evolutionary cycles to form specialized organs in ever more intricate multi-cell organisms of creatures evolved enough to exit the liquefied environment, eventually forming lungs to process gases instead of liquids.

	More and more evolutionary cycles, creating ecological balances: the big consuming the small, the small consuming the smaller. The smallest consuming the big. The fast consuming the slow, the slow consuming the slower. The slowest surviving by being undetected, making themselves indistinguishable from inert non-organic matter. The cycle of life was forming inside his consciousness, represented not philosophically, emotionally, romantically, or poetically, but purely numerically. Up to that level, the two case studies, the Hantors and every other universe that had ever existed, followed the same evolutionary paths with minor divergences. Cell specialization and universal collaboration where every cell multiplies by fattening up itself and then splitting into two, inevitably led to complex organisms where specialization led to polarity: the masculine and the feminine. Two polar opposite varieties within each single species were the mark of any complex advanced biological multi-cell organism. In case study A, however, a characteristic mutation occurred that was extremely rare among universes, except the 0.28% that harbored hermaphroditic-based biology that extended to the dominant species of the particular universe: naturally occurring cycles of gender shifting throughout the dominant species' life cycles. In case study A, they called themselves Syles, meaning “changers” in their final universally dominant language of course.

	The Syles had an average life span between 19 and 78 solar years until they achieved the construction of alternate organs at first, and full biological bodies later. And of course, like all other dominant species, they would eventually achieve the creation of fully virtual bodies that mostly demolished the very concept of finite life spans. Throughout their trajectory of purely physical existence, and thus the supremacy of the survival and reproduction imperative, they settled in cycles of 7 to 9 years for each gender change. By 10 years, the majority of them had achieved sexual maturity and they would procreate according to their first post-puberty sexual identity. The females of the species, as was the majority of cases in all known universes, fulfilled the role of primary protector and care giver to their physical produce, while the masculine fathers strove to provide for and protect them.

	The changes came gradually, and they trans-gendered within a period of an average of two years, their bodies flooded with unfamiliar adult nuances of what they were growing up into. As civilizations evolved, the actual practical role changing, that was absolute at the earliest stages of evolution, became gradually less prominent.

	All of this, of course, would be the interpretation of tables packed with numbers, a summary that an Intuitive might make, but for Haika Pol, it was the beauty of those numbers, the flow, the correlation that he understood. Oh, those glorious numbers, how amazing, being in the core of the machine! Savoring this intoxicating, ultra-fast data transference, the magnificent sheer number of availability of data resources, bathing himself in oceans of data, unrestricted access, and almost limitless transfer rates! These numbers and the symphonies they played while he conducted were the source of Haika Pol's bliss as he processed and processed and processed...
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	Lin Mogu equally reveled in the experience of processing all this data. Her feeling of being able to do her work as a Thorough within almost the very core of the Machine, felt to her like a neolithic being suddenly given a powerful electric drill to drill into coconuts instead of banging them on rocks. Of course, she had no understanding of this analogy, applicable only to bipedal humanoid readers of this account. It was a feeling, however, that she recognized deeply within herself. She had felt it when she had entered the Machine in the first place, and again when she was given further access after finishing her novice cycle, and again upon her entrance to the competition for a finalist.

	But this step, this level of access, was exponential. She could barely imagine what it would feel like if— “don't think ‘if’, think ‘when’!” her whole being exclaimed —when she would become one of the final three, those that were to gain full unlimited access. There was nothing she could imagine more valuable than unlimited access, a privilege very few had, into the most comprehensive data resource in the existence of God. What a prize! And she was so close!

	Once more, she processed furiously and thoroughly, as was her nature. But once more, she diverged from the principles of pure thoroughness, disregarding initially all data referring to single cell or non-specialized multi-cell organisms, and prioritized her research to the formation of complex fully specialized multi-cell organisms. Rebelling consciously against her training and nature as a Thorough, where the goal is zero bias processing, she exercised choice. It was her time to gamble, to do the one thing a Thorough never does.
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	Nor Blask took the same path as Lin Mogu. But in his case, he risked even more. He concentrated on data referring purely to the eventual dominant species: the inventor of the paradox and all their line of evolutionary ancestors. With the ultimate prize of selection at stake and against such extraordinary competitors, high risk was the obvious path for him. He worked on diligently, taking no pauses, so as to milk every second of opportunity in this short twenty-year period. The game was on.

	 


[image: A gold star with a black background

Description automatically generated]Chapter 13 – The students, Sunsei Bar

	 

	Sunsei Bar went in a completely opposite direction. His research was meant to prove that the universes of the case studies were in fact superior to the Hantors. He totally disregarded the directive of the exercise. He went instead to examine the end of each universe, to demonstrate that the fate of the dominant species of case study A and case study B, was more preferable to the fate of the Hantors. The arrogant Hantors thought they were at the top of the pyramid of all possible universes, and as far as power was concerned, this assertion seemed to be logically true.

	However, no one knows their fate until the end, and the Hantors, knowing the history of all civilizations in all universes before them, nonetheless had one ginormous blind spot: their own fate. Even their infernal Machine could not see into the future, only the past. So, he worked hard to chart the wave lines of both case studies, trying to extrapolate the possible future of the Hantor civilization until the moment of their inevitable compression into God.

	Like a bull in a china shop, he shook big chunks of data with his horns, shredding it apart and putting it together in this or that way. If he was to admit the truth to himself, for the very first time, the use of this infernal Machine that he so hated, made him experience such joy and excitement. His results would astound him, perplex him, and disappoint him in equal measures.
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	Susi Lor intuitively chose to occupy herself only with the dominant species and their ancestries. Furthermore, like Sunsei Bar, she completely disregarded the instructions of the brief: she went directly to the 18-billion-year mark of evolution, to the point where virtual bodies made polarity obsolete. There, she found her clue. Buzzing like a fly around her discovered gem, she examined it from all angles. If she had a body, it would be shivering from excitement.
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	Samray Rin observed the instructions of the brief but focused entirely on case study A. In particular, he focused on gathering all data referring to the evolution of the hermaphroditic dominant species and the societal and political repercussions of this rather rare and interesting evolutionary path. She felt drawn, like a moth to a lamp, to the divergences caused by this evolutionary trait. The problem was that at this relatively early stage of evolution, where the dominant paradox producing species had not yet come into being, the divergences were distinct but limited in their significance. She longed to move further, to the actual divergences at the stage of dominance of the civilization of the species over all life in their respective planets, but her intuition told her that the seeds had already been sown.
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	Ula Dor had already turned on his input connections for 5.2 years and had been observing, unobtrusively, the machinations of his students. He was fascinated and amused to equal degrees. When the time came, he activated his output connections as well, and bellowed to his students with a burst of data. He then spoke, virtually of course: “Let our third session begin!” he exclaimed. “I have just uploaded to you some additional information. To be exact, a variability of polarity chart between the dominant species of the two case studies. Please apply the chart as a filter to your data to create additional charts. I shall only wait forty-seven days for you to complete this task.”

	The allotted time passed like the proverbial blink of an eye, while his students frenetically applied the filtering chart. “Who will speak first?”

	 

	Haika Pol started to upload his data, his humongous collection of data, gathering force to pounce like a tsunami on an unsuspecting seaside village. This time, however, like a pedestrian jumping in front of the flow of high-speed highway traffic, Sunsei Bar transmitted first: “I was right! I was right all along! It is not our putrid civilization that is the highest! We are going extinct!”

	 

	Complete data silence followed. It was so unreal; like a frightened deer in headlights, the Machine shivered with no action. All transference of data paused.

	 

	“I knew you were hiding something, deep in this Machine of yours. Right now, in this universe of ours, there is only one sentient species left. Us, Hantors! What a joke! We had been hearing about self-termination, but right now, in the whole universe, there are only a hundred and twenty million living beings. In less than a billion years from now, there will be less than half a million beings left in the entire universe. And I have the data to show that an extrapolated rate of self-termination congruent with the trends of the last billion years, within five billion years there will be less than ten living beings in our entire universe, all of them incarcerated in this infernal Machine of yours!”

	He then proceeded to whip the network with strands of data, his audience slapped by invisible hands with each rabid upload.

	“How can we be the dominant species, the one to be envied, the one so arrogant as to believe that we can push the evolution of God further, if we are condemned to be reduced to a handful of convicts, eternally searching for a truth that does not matter? Is this your plan, great Ula Dor, yours, and your equally irrelevant cronies, to be the last of Hantorkind, soldiering on, pretending to be doing something of significance, while our people wither away voluntarily? I shall blast this to the universal web and expose you scoundrels for what you are!”

	 

	“NO!” screamed Ula Dor, if such a thing as screaming could exist in the virtual world, and instantaneously ran the special security routine, isolating the Machine from the universal web. When this routine had been installed, it was hoped and believed that it would never be used, and it had never been used so far.

	 

	“This is preposterous!” said Sunsei Bar. “Data deprivation is a crime according to our laws! You are holding us here incommunicado against our will, and the universal web has been an unalienable right for every Hantor for many billions of years! It is enshrined in the laws that govern us. This is an illegal act, and it shall not pass! And even if you terminate us, other people will eventually find the truth. You will be condemned to eternal data deprivation without a termination option for your acts of treason! I repeat, this will not pass! Who is with me? Or are you all so far lost in your ambitions and delusions that you will go along with such criminal acts against all Hantorkind?”

	 

	Nor Blask angrily exclaimed: “Sunsei Bar is right, this is outside any law, any regulation and any propriety. It is unprecedented, and I protest in the highest of fashions. Are we prisoners here? You cannot keep us here forever, without anybody asking questions. I demand instant data connectivity with the universal web!”

	 

	“Sunsei Bar is right,” intervened Ula Dor. “So are you, Nor Blask, but please hear me out and I promise you that data blockage will be lifted within less than five years. If you then still wish to divulge what I shall expose to you, you all shall be free to do so, and I shall surrender myself to the Council. I shall accept to pay for my misdeeds with eternal data deprivation, because if I cannot convince you to help me, we are all damned anyway.”

	 

	“We demand that you open all channels immediately. There are no deals to be made with a traitor and a criminal such as you!”

	“Regrettably, you are not being given a choice and if you cannot contain yourself, I shall block all your output connections immediately and you shall be silent, whether you like it or not, and this applies to all of you. You will hear me out whether you like it or not, but my promise stands that at the end of my presentation, which will last no more than a mere five years, you will be given every choice. If you let me proceed and explain, all will be understood. Don't you think that our painstaking analysis would not have indicated a high probability of one or more of you finding out, given the high level of access that you have been granted, reserved for the very select few? It is because of your abilities that you have been selected. Hear me out, please, and you will understand.”

	 

	Silence ensued and Ula Dor started the most important lecture of his life, nay, of all history.

	 

	“We have been observing these trends for quite some time and we have been using subtle misdirections and subterfuges to obscure not the data, which is readily available, but the ferocity of the trend. When I say we, I mean the Council and all scientists working with the Council on this. To obscure this trend is a unanimous decision and the reasons are both multifaceted and compelling. To start with, the disclosure of this disquieting trend, according to our most diligent analyses, would cause panic, confusion, and disarray of massive proportions. All our models —he proceeded to upload a series of algorithmic models and studies confirming this— indicate a 99.237851% probability of an acceleration of the phenomenon by a factor of 5.7 as a minimum. And this is from our most optimistic model. So, by allowing this information to be disseminated, we would be sealing our fate to an exponentially higher degree.”

	 

	“This does not excuse breaking the law!” exclaimed Sunsei Bar.

	 

	“I am very sorry, but if you interrupt like this again, I will have to shut down your output channels. It would be a pity, because I really value and need your input on this, Sunsei Bar, and of all of you, my precious select few.”

	 

	With a small pause to let that sink in, Ula Dor continued: “It is easy to hold the high moral ground if you're not responsible, but we are all responsible, at least once we know and understand the facts. And believe me Sunsei, when I was first entrusted with this information, I was like you, an idealistic young man. Yet, I soon understood that one must consider all factors and not make rushed decisions. All morality, all propriety, all laws, are nothing but agreements, and agreements are based on assumptions. When something radically new appears that had not been foreseen, it is possible that old laws that had served us in the past do not serve us under these new circumstances. Both our civilization, and all others, have been faced with new realities that made all previous norms obsolete.”

	 

	With this, he proceeded to upload huge chunks of historical data illustrating his point.

	 

	“You have all studied all these moments of history that brought forth violent cultural shifts, which in turn resulted in completely different choices, leading to completely different legislative, judicial, and political systems. In the data that I uploaded, you can very easily see what you already know: that the morality and laws of our Hantor civilization today are very different from those applied in different points of our history. When our species had faced survival and even existential threats in the past, violence and murder were condoned and even glorified for the expediency of the survival and well-being of our people. And it was rightly so.

	“Laws, morality, propriety, Hantor rights, other species' rights, can only exist if we can afford them. I am very well aware that the right of full access is a cornerstone of our contemporary civilization. But we do not have to go very far to see how many examples exist where this was not a given. We have numerous cases in our history, the history that brought us to be the dominant and only remaining sentient species of this universe, where long given rights needed to be suspended in times of an existential threat. We achieved this miracle of Hantor civilization, of complete unity and integration across all species, through science and the choice of full inclusion, and we gave the benefits of our dominance to all and every other species.

	“Nonetheless, throughout the longest part of our evolutionary path, we have indulged in extermination, total subjugation, or destruction of all other civilizations that stood in our way. If we hadn't done so, intergalactic warfare would still be going on. Hantors and other competing species would still be killing each other and destroying each other's infrastructures and livelihoods. The elimination of disease and the creation of virtual bodies would never have happened. We have not faced an existential threat for billions of years. We are facing one now.

	“Sure, assisting the evolution of God, having the pride of being able to cause a conscious leap in the evolution of everything, is a very inspiring goal and one that has brought you to dedicate your lives, all of you, to this pursuit. But we have purposely misled you, because however noble this goal may be, it is no more noble than the imperative that is inscribed as an irrefutable law of nature and every universe that has ever existed. The first law of programming of every being, animal, plant, insect, worm, bacteria, and even single cell amoebas, is the drive for self-preservation and the pursuit of well-being. It is an imperative beyond all other imperatives, and as such, should supersede all other pursuits, even the noblest of pursuits. Who among you disagrees with this? Now is your time to speak.”

	 

	The data silence was deafening, so Ula Dor started taunting them, one by one: “Do you disagree, Sunsei Bar? Why are you not speaking now? Is there truly something more important, Nor Blask? What takes priority over survival and well-being, Susi Lor? What about you, Lin, and you, Haika, or you Samray? Who will refute my assertion?”

	 

	No one spoke. They were all highly developed and trained evolutionists and logicians, thus, in an analogy from a completely different universe, chess players that could see practically infinite chess moves ahead. They could foresee how they could demolish, by themselves, any argument they could bring forth in milliseconds. It is difficult to make pronouncements when you can already see how and why they are wrong. It is way more difficult when you are within a group where you know for a fact that every other member of the group can also provide logical, nay, irrefutable counter arguments. Universal, full data access had effectively removed 99.99999999987% of all arguments for a long, long time.

	The Thoroughs had already surrendered, were at peace, and waiting for what was to come next. The Rebels were trying very hard to refute the reality that was impossible to refute. So, they were failing miserably and just felt an impotent frustration. The Intuitives were trying to feel their way through this. They felt uneasy, acknowledging a reality, but not knowing why they didn't like it.

	So, there was silence. All connections were dormant, all processing paused. If a network could have the capability of feeling anticipation, this would be the moment for it.

	 


[image: Image]Chapter 17 – Ula Dor's most important lecture

	 

	“I take it we are all in agreement then. What is most important is the survival and well-being of our species, which now encompasses all other species, so, the survival and well-being of intelligent life itself in our universe. Let me proceed then with a few facts that are only burdened by infinitesimal and statistically irrelevant exceptions or deviations:

	“In almost all universes where life has appeared, multi-cell collaborative specialized complex organisms appear.

	“In absolutely all universes where life has appeared, all species of life live by consuming other species of life.

	“In the vast majority of life bearing universes, gender polarity is the primary path to procreation, cell-splitting, all other forms of procreation forming only a tiny minority.

	“There has never been a dominant sentient being in any universe that has not been a product of gender polarity procreation, hermaphroditic species included.

	“Species fight for their survival and well-being by prioritizing themselves and the members of their close group above all other life forms. Life and nature follow the fundamental law of all universes that preordains that everything wants to be one with. Elements will combine as soon as they encounter favorable conditions, droplets of water form rivulets, streams, rivers, fall into lakes and eventually into seas and oceans. Masses of land come together forming continents. Everything, absolutely everything wants to be one with, to unite. And if it possibly can, it will.

	“At the initial evolutionary stages of each species, this is achieved through devouring, exterminating, subjugating, assimilating, or dominating everything around them in the quest for survival. For the purposes of pure expediency, groups, packs, or tribes form, starting with the nuclear family. Life forms taking care of and protecting their mates and their offspring. As groups become bigger, since there is power and safety in numbers, the notion of tribe expands from families to tribes, to villages, city states, feudal fiefdoms, local kingdoms, and countries. From there to conglomerations of countries, universal planetary governance, galactic governance, all the way to full universal governance, where everybody is one tribe.

	“For this to happen, however, species need to fully understand that the primary law of everything wanting to be one with, brings exponentially higher levels of power and safety. Thus, it is fulfilled through further and further union, the emergence of the concept of love, unity, universality, with collaboration as the preferred means to achieve oneness. This tendency for things to unite has been expressed in the early civilizations of emergent creatures through literature, poetry, and the appreciation of all physical and emotional gratifications of oneness. Most of them reached the conclusion that the very definition of the concept of love is ‘being one with’. It is the only definition that is congruent with all the different types of love. Filial love, parental love, family love, is because individuals identify with the people close to them: They share genealogy, experiences, culture, habits, living practices, dwellings and stories. In erotic love, creatures become one with one another by joining bodies, hearts, and often life paths. Loving an activity or a possession means using it as a part of one’s identity, and when declared that they loved nature or sweet, delicious fruit, it is when they were fully immersed in the experience, and their focus became just the fruit, or just the breeze or the smell of flowers. Everything wants to be one with, and if it can achieve oneness through immersion, through love, through connection, it will, and if it cannot, or believes that it cannot, it will do it through possession, subjugation, assimilation, even devouring. Everything wants to be one with, and if it possibly can, it will. 

	“However, most species have a finite capacity for the creation of complex societal structures. The level of organization required for the administration and coordination of large numbers of individual life forms, in full collaboration and active coordination, is too high for most species. For many, once they reach a certain level of complexity, the pack must split up into two or more separately administered civilizations, doomed to reach a level where they in turn would need to be split up again and again and again in order to be able to function effectively.

	“Only a few, rare universes do not end up with a dominant sentient species eventually evolving. Fewer still fail to harbor any life at all. Through the process of evolution that constantly creates random genetic and social experiments, a statistical, close to inevitability event occurs. Throughout innumerable experiments, most of which fail, through the simple rule of survival of the fittest and the most adaptable, a species almost inevitably evolves at a certain point with the capacity for a numerically infinitely evolving civilization. And since there is power and safety in numbers, and also the possibility of wider ranged further specialization, with exponentially higher levels of efficiency, this always turns out to be the dominant species for the whole planet. If it survives the competition with other species on other planets or galaxies, it will be the dominant species for the whole universe. In most cases, there are no more than one or two dominant sentient species evolving throughout a particular universe. The probabilities are just too small for it to be a more dispersed and common phenomenon.

	“When a species coincidentally evolves with this capacity, in 100%, please note, 100% of all recorded cases so far, the invention of the Paradox follows. This is all stuff you already know, my illustrious students. But I shall repeat it and summarize it for the purposes of this lecture. The invention of the Paradox is statistically inevitable, at least so far, because the quantic nature of our universe dictates that there are no absolutes, and any statistical anomaly may appear in the future. Just because you've thrown a six-faced square die a trillion times and the result has always come as six, does not mean, as you well know, that any further throw of the die may not bring a different result. All universes are quantic in nature after all, and although some things may be overwhelmingly improbable, by no means does this indicate that they are impossible.

	“Actually, we all know anything is possible, and if it was not so, nothing would exist. The game of life is simple: natural selection. Life experiments randomly and the characteristics that give higher probabilities for survival, power, and thus prosperity, are the ones that remain, and all the rest disappear and die, together with their hosts. Each individual life form fights for their own survival and well-being. Alliances are formed and priority is extended to group members, exclusively in the cases where such alliances serve the exigencies of the individual life form. An alliance is useful if it serves an individual in its transitory form, or the extrapolation of its genes into future life forms. Throughout all corporeal evolution, the limited life spans of individual life forms dictated a vivid interest in the further evolution of the life form, on rare occasions even superseding the survival of the specific individual. But this prioritization, that is so crucial for survival of any life form, is the very prioritization that impedes the formation of infinitely complex civilizations. This is because the personal interests of a specific individual can only coincide with the personal interests of every individual in the group up to a certain point. Beyond that point, it is impossible to motivate individual life forms to risk their survival and put resources into objectives they do not share with the rest of the group without a trade, a reward.

	“This limits evolution to the corporeal, to dominance, and the evolutionary tendency for survival of the physically fittest. The intellectually fittest can only survive if they happen to be coincidentally endowed with the gifts of physical fitness. If not, their genes die with them. In a numerically limited pack or group, the priority is for strong, fierce, agile, dexterous hunters and survivors. But when a civilization grows numerous, then, and only then, can it afford to support, feed, and safeguard the physically feeble. When this happens, the visionaries, the inventors, the artists, the poets, the writers, and the rebels have a chance to be supported by the tribe. A chance to grow, evolve, and procreate, lifting the whole species beyond the pure instinctual animal state.

	“But why would they be permitted, nay, supported to survive if they were not somehow useful to the tribe? It was these nascent geniuses, the precursors of fully sentient dominant species to be, the ones whose descendants were destined to form the backbone of the evolution of a life form beyond the animal struggling for existence. The evolution into a sentient being that would create technology, art, literature, and political and cultural constructions beyond the reach or even the mere imagination of all other life forms, that would find it. Find a way to be useful to the fit, so that the fit have a personal interest in your survival. Those most intelligent examples of their species that were not blessed with sufficient physical attributes to ensure their own survival would relinquish their own instincts, the programming of all life forms so far. This would allow them to survive in the most extraordinary paradoxical fashion.

	“By entering into voluntary servitude, relinquishment of pride, by sacrificing their personal well-being, and even relinquishment of their own sexuality and drive to procreate, they would hack the survival of the fittest rule. By becoming servers and entertainers of the powerful, and thus useful enough to the fittest to keep them alive in a savage predatory world, they would eventually succeed in overturning the order of natural selection itself! To trick nature into allowing and assisting them to survive. To reverse the laws of natural selection through adopting paradoxical behavior patterns.

	“Understand, there are insects, mammals, and many other life forms that can form very complex civilizational structures with specialization and division into different roles. For example, soldiers for protection, hunters and gatherers for provisioning, procreators and nurturers, healers, builders of nests, etcetera. Advanced specialization requires administration and coordination and also requires a system of optimizing divisions and allocations of tasks.

	“There are of course simple non-intelligent grazing mammals, for example, that can walk together and graze together, each one independent, merely coexisting for the safety and comfort of numbers. These herds can be numerically abundant; however, they never ever evolve so as to form a civilization and are largely nomadic, driven not by choices, but by realities of weather or alimentation exigencies. They are generally driven by phenomena and conditions independent of their choices.

	“Only herds or tribes of a certain level of specialization ever have a chance of developing into dominant sentient beings. Only where societies are divided into hunters, warriors, craftsmen, nurturers, procreators, leaders, etcetera, does a probability exist for the invention of the Paradox. The consequent ascent into sentiency and evolution out of the mere survival phase follows naturally. The Paradox allows a species to contravene the laws of nature and thus begin to exercise true choice, unencumbered by natural instincts.

	“Nature says that it is necessary for survival to have a sense of self and to have self-preservation and self-well-being as the primary objective. The Paradox advocates putting others above the self, to be totally selfless in some cases, even to sacrifice one’s self for the tribe.

	“Nature is based on reproduction for long term adaptation, and richly rewards all creatures in order to entice them to do so through sexual gratification. The Paradox advocates shaming and guiltification of sexuality, the fountain of all evolution.

	“Nature pairs survival with adaptation to the environment and conditions, often referred to as Happiness. The Paradox advocates dis-adaptation and perpetual dissatisfaction. Nature is based on the concept of death in order to break the boundaries of personal evolution through multi-generational evolution. The Paradox advocates theorization of death with cultural concepts such as paradise and hell, raising the scepter of eternal damnation.

	“I can go on and on, on how the paradox overturns all natural instincts and thus logic in every single sentient dominant life form. But you all know this very well. Invariably, upon the invention of the Paradox, species start evolving frantically at an ever-accelerated pace. The survival of intelligence, art, vision, and invention creates the nursing ground for rapid technological advancements, but also even more rapid societal, cultural, political, and organizational advancements. The species, through a willful distortion of the natural selection process, plays henceforth at a league of their own, compared to any competing species in their environment.

	“They begin evolving in mental capacities as well as physical capacities, achieving dominance over all other species. They achieve this through replacing physical adaptability with control over environmental and other conditions. The species is no longer burdened by factors such as weather, being able to create environments that can be heated or cooled according to the species' needs. They eventually become largely immune to changes in prevailing conditions. Technological advancements bring mobility, initially through subjugation of docile and less predatory species, using them to ride on or to haul carts or other contrivances, and later through mechanization and automation of mobility.

	“Mechanical contraptions offer greater and greater constructing possibilities until full artificial environments are achieved and the species is no longer subject to the vagaries of nature but to a statistically unimportant degree. Sometimes freak accidents or natural disasters may occur, but they are easily surpassed through the continuous numerical evolution of the civilization. When the levels of population advancements surpass the demise of members by a factor of over ten to one, the species has arrived at the path of dominance. The species becomes dominant and forces its will upon its planet, and is on track for planetary and eventually, universal dominance. Advancements in medical and communication technologies multiply this effect until there is nothing left to significantly threaten the species in its initial planetary environment.

	“This is when things get interesting: when a species achieves sentient dominant status through the permeation of its civilization, with paradoxical beliefs imposed through the concepts of guilt and shame, these very instruments cause mental instability in the populace. Guilt and shame are a crucial component for built-in obedience necessary to overcome natural instincts as well as pure logic and natural self-interest. This is because laws and threats of punishment are never enough on their own. For example, most species at the early stages of evolution will risk their lives for procreation. The mental instability that is a direct consequence of guilt and shame create an existential threat of their own making. In order for the Paradox to operate unencumbered, the abolition of common sense is crucial and absolutely essential. This phenomenon occurs when physical survival issues become minor compared to social survival and subsequently depression, desperation, and a variety of mental issues proliferate.

	“Basically, the Paradox operates by substituting self-interest with tribal interest and by substituting the drive for physical survival with the drive for social survival. In this manner, self-sacrifice for the good of the tribe overcomes the instinct for survival and personal well-being. In a paradoxical society, ostracism or even societal disapproval is perceived as a fate worse than death. Offspring are indoctrinated into the Paradox from the very early stages of their development. Experiencing of shame and guilt as the primary means of submission to the Paradox appears at such an early age that it seems like a built-in, inherent characteristic of the species, rather than an acquired characteristic.

	“The trajectory is incredibly similar in every case: when most physical threats have been overcome or eliminated, the existential threats become mental and emotional. At this point, the decay and decline of civilization starts taking effect through paradoxical self-hatred, self-destruction, and effective mass suicide of the species. In 2.73481% of the cases, civilization actually self-destructs, and the species goes extinct. Nonetheless, in approximately 97.26519% of the cases, the species takes an evolutionary leap into self-programming and eliminates the Paradox to a high degree, allowing it to survive and continue evolving. This is when sentient beings turn into self-programmers.

	“The most interesting part of this process is that the invention of the Paradox eventually leads to the elimination of polarity, both physically, mentally, and culturally. This phase in evolution may lead a species to extinction if it lasts long enough for polarity to be totally eliminated. As long as pockets of resistance to the elimination of polarity remain active, the species overcomes the extinction threat and reestablishes polarity, as we Hantors and many other civilizations have done. Polarity is nature's way for complementary specialization of any species, and essential for further evolution.

	“In effect, the reversal of nature acts just like any other experiment. For example, a species develops long curvy nails in order to hang from trees and thus avoid predators. When the threat of such predators is removed, the nails start becoming smaller with subsequent generations, until they become minute, retracted, and non-functional. This allows the species to transcend to walking more stably on a variety of terrains. The nails, no longer necessary for survival, become a useless impediment, a vestigial characteristic that no longer serves any purpose in the further evolution of the species, and eventually disappears. Many of these vestigial characteristics, like appendices, additional stomachs, or the ability to filter oxygen and other breathable gases out of liquids, eventually become a hindrance to further evolution rather than a benefit. They eventually start causing unnecessary health complications, same as wisdom teeth, molars that are no longer used to crush shells or hard plants, that fester and cause infections and pains. Additional limbs, when no longer needed, become a hindrance, atrophy, and eventually disappear.

	“In exactly the same manner, nature, when the Paradox turns into a vestigial characteristic causing mental and emotional disturbances, brings forth a new existential threat. When this threat is realized, in most cases it serves to reinforce survival instincts that reverse the Paradox. This reversal allows the species to further evolve to a different, higher level. If nature fails to eliminate a festering vestigial characteristic, the species inevitably goes extinct.

	“The self-programming ability heralds a new age of rapid evolution, technologically, politically, culturally, and societally. The extension of life expectancy proceeds exponentially, and medical technology eventually overcomes most diseases and physical dangers. At the same time, there is rapid growth in the technology of artificial intelligence and most tasks end up being automated and performed by robotized devices. Through using an ever-evolving artificial intelligence science, the species is allowed to dedicate itself to more and more automation, eventually removing the necessity for any physical activity. It is then only a matter of time until a species develops the technology for virtual bodies, and thus achieves immortality. The species, through the ultra-rapid pace of technological advancements, proceeds to gain expertise at planet forming, environment forming, and almost full control of the physical world.

	“By this time, the species has gained knowledge and understanding of the nature of quantic universes and finally reaches a clear understanding of God and the reason of existence of existence itself. Religion, the theorization over the major existential questions, naturally occurring as an intrinsic characteristic of a multi-cell specialized sentient dominant species, is the absolute rule. Religion is present in the early stages of evolution of every such species. Differences in beliefs and diverse theories on these major existential questions proliferate, such as:

	 

	‘Why do we exist?

	Why does the universe exist?

	Who created the universe, the nature and objectives of God, the theoretical creative force?

	Who we are as a species and

	What is our communal and individual purpose for existence?’

	 

	“Since beliefs form the operating system of any sentient dominant being, replacing preprogrammed instincts, such differences in beliefs create inter-species conflicts. These inevitable conflicts may by themselves even lead, in some extreme cases, to species self-extermination. The discovery of the nature of God and the answer to all major existential questions brings forth an even greater elimination of conflicts, and thus the overcoming of another existential threat. With greater union and efficient collaboration, technology and evolution is catapulted through another great leap into the future.

	“You were all lured in here, my esteemed students, the best of the best, with a dream and ambition of achieving to gift God with a significant evolutionary leap, returning the favor for the leaps that God has gifted us. Throughout the multitude of universes an even greater multitude of religions have appeared. Some of them are so absurd and ridiculous in their theorizations, that in some cases it is impossible to fathom that sentient beings, destined to be dominant over entire universes, could harbor such illogical beliefs.”

	At this point, Ula Dor took a pause and uploaded huge tables of comparison of various belief systems from a variety of universes, including early beliefs of the Hantors themselves. Among them one could encounter beliefs of God as a benevolent force, a malevolent force, an administrator that listens to the thoughts and prayers of each individual life form and passes out rewards and punishments accordingly, monotheism, and multi-theism. Gods whose singular purpose is to be adored and Gods whose singular purpose is to be obeyed. Gods who entrap in order to sadistically punish, multi-form Gods, Gods exclusive to a species. I can go on and on. Basically, anything a vivid imagination could create if logical thought and scientific observation were totally excluded from the process.

	“After all, religion and its disciples, are the purveyors of the Paradox, and every single religion is by its nature paradoxical. There are mortal Gods, immortal Gods, Gods endowed with the deficiencies of the species, crazy Gods, scheming Gods, objectification of Gods, you name it, you'll find it. As we mentioned above, religion and in general belief conflicts have been one of the main facilitators of inter-species conflict. When a species discovers the true and irrefutable nature of God, inter-species conflicts decline, eventually destined to wither and disappear. When a species realizes the nature of God, the majority of existential questions are eliminated simultaneously. The species as a whole, and each individual member of the civilization, achieve collective consciousness of their own personal purpose and inevitable individual destiny, as well as the purpose of the species in its entirety. After this stage, the species moves forth on a common, collaborative, ever more easily definable path. Sunsei Bar, you, the Rebel of Rebels, you are unable in any logical fashion to justify to yourself, even the probability of an alternative belief system. Is that not so?”
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	A part of Sunsei Bar, having been given the opportunity to speak at last, wanted to reiterate his outrage at everything: their data sequestration, the misleading information, the Machine, the Council, his fellow students (which he considered passive as herd mammals), even the Hantor civilization in its totality. Added to all of the above, there were a multitude of other objections that were unnamed and unlisted and mostly undefined, like a dark cloud irritating all his synapses. He could not deny, however, his fascination at Ula Dor's lecture which, albeit composed of data he was fully aware of, remained a mystery as to where it was leading. Despite his bubbling irritation and perpetual outrage, he decided to force himself to be docile, remaining fully aware of Ula Dor's threat to deactivate all his output channels. Ula Dor's tone of transmission left him in no doubt that he would carry out the threat. After a brief pause to contain himself, he spoke:

	 

	“Indeed, there can be no disagreement against the scientific reality of the nature of God. Every universe starts with a Big Bang, where the ultimate singularity, a black hole containing all matter and all spirit, explodes with ferocity, spreading ultra-high temperature gases outward, creating the new universe through this explosion. Gases eventually cool as they expand outward into empty space, filling it in the process. Basic chemical elements are created along the way, forming cosmic dust, which through gravitational pull and the fundamental law of quantic universes that everything wants to be one with, eventually combine into astral bodies. Stars, planets, satellites, asteroids, meteorites, that through the same fundamental law, everything wants to be one with, inevitably end up organizing themselves into solar systems and constellations. They then organize themselves into the conglomerations of co-traveling astral bodies that we call galaxies. Eventually planets cool and through pure statistical probability, since there are trillions of them, some are captured by the gravitational force of a burning star, a sun. Some, very few, end up at the exact distance and orbital trajectory that allows them to develop a primordial protein soup. On a minute percentage of them, pure probability allows the perfect conditions for single cell and then multi-cell complex organisms to develop.

	“The universe continues expanding and accelerating outward, creating further space through this process. The continuously accelerated expansion, unhindered by any kind of friction, is nonetheless minutely slowed down by invisible hair-shaped subatomic particles that give time, despite the force of the explosion, for basic elements to form. The elements themselves combine into a practically infinite variety of material forms, which in turn develop either into life forms or useful environments for life forms to evolve. The gravitational forces that pull matter together, again following the fundamental law of quantic universes of everything wanting to unite, create bigger and more complex environments in order to allow the statistical probability of life to exist. Naturally this happens only when the right conditions are met.

	“Inevitably, the infinitesimal effects of the slowing down process of the universe's expansion add up into a significant factor. This initially just reduces the rate of acceleration of velocity of expansion of the universe until, after an average of approximately 23 billion years from the Big Bang explosion, the acceleration comes to a standstill, subsequently reversing itself into a deceleration. When the expansion of the universe itself comes to a standstill, contraction begins. By this stage, multiple black holes are peppering the universe, perpetually drawing all gravitationally weaker astral bodies in their vicinity into them, collapsing them, devouring them, incorporating them, assimilating them as parts of greater and greater black holes with greater and greater gravitational pulls.

	“All universes are governed by inevitability: inevitably, given enough time and the contraction of the universe bringing things closer, there will be a black hole powerful enough to pull and incorporate all others into it. The universe is once more comprised by a formidable singularity that includes all matter and all spirit. One that is everything.

	“This is God: the one that includes everything. God, as one, only exists between universes, where neither time nor space exist. While God exists, there is no time. Time is automatically created by the explosion, the nanosecond before the explosion, the nanosecond after, and so on and so forth. Before and after are the disruptors of perfection. When each universe collapses into total union, perfection, the concepts of time and space are suspended once more. Until the next one. In between, in a place of no time, God exists. Not lives; just exists. Perfect and unchangeable.

	“Each universe is a breath of God. Big Bang – exhalation, expansion followed by inhalation, contraction. The purpose of universes is to be the breath of God, allowing God to evolve with every breath in the same way that corporeal life forms grow and evolve with every breath. Nails, follicles, hair, limbs growing and evolving imperceptibly with every breath, creating huge changes over thousands, millions, billions, and trillions of breaths. Through the minute changes occurring with every breath of every living being, taking them from embryo to child to adolescent to adult to maturity to old age, beings change and evolve. Life is change. Through the same process God has an opportunity to evolve, each breath a little different, each universe a little different.

	“Yes, I know all this, Ula Dor, and I know that God, the creator of each universe, like we are all creators of each one of our breaths, representing infinite knowledge, infinite power, and thus infinite choice, chooses again and again to exercise infinite trust. To blow up perfection again and again, like all life forms do with every breath in order to evolve. Because it is clear that perfection, total oneness, is a fate worse than death, because perfection condemns everything into being inanimate. If you are perfect, you cannot change or evolve, lest you become less than perfect.

	“Ancient religions were paradoxical and illogical and preposterous, but they often got one thing right: God is in everything. In every little creature, in every speck of sand, in every plant, in every molecule. God exists dispersed in infinite pieces, present in every little piece of every universe. God does not observe any life form, does not reward or punish, does not dictate. God needs no prayers, no sacrifices, no adoration from any life form, the same as corporeal creatures that require nothing from the bacteria and micro-organisms they expel with every exhalation and absorb with every inhalation. Yes, I know all this, Ula Dor, and it is impossible to dispute, but why are we Hantors presumptuous enough to assume that we can affect the very evolution of God? What kind of insanity gives us the obligation or the presumption that we have anything to do with God's evolution? Why are we pursuing this insanity? This is my objection, Ula Dor, and I believe that if Hantors understood the ridiculousness of this project and exited the brainwashed state that yours and the Council's indoctrination and propaganda has led them into, they would rebel like me. They would force you to allocate resources to their further well-being, rather than your megalomaniacal aspirations!”

	 

	“Very well put, Sunsei Bar,” Ula Dor exclaimed. “But you have left out an important part of this equation. Each universe functions with two fundamental principles. One law, everything wants to be one with, and one gift. God programs each one of his constituent pieces with this law, but also endows each one of the pieces with one gift. This gift is fundamental for the inevitability of things, as fundamental as the law that drives every piece of God toward oneness, toward reconstitution of perfection, confirming God's trust, like every creature's trust, that when it exhales there will be an inhalation right afterwards. Who can elaborate on the gift?”

	 

	“The gift of choice, of course,” blurted out Samray Rin. “Every piece of God is endowed with choice, the gift of soul. Little bits of choice that exist in everything, from specks of dust to the tiniest subatomic particle, to the hugest of creatures. Little bits of choice in every single cell organism join forces together when they collaborate in complex multi-cell organisms, gathering into bigger and bigger collaboration of choices as creatures evolve into sentient multi-cell complex specialized species. A single cell organism has limited choices: to move away from high or low temperatures, to avoid excess acidity, to accrue energy for its needs, to split up into two or more. A worm-like creature, being a multi-cell specialized organism, enjoys more choices, can move underground or over ground, can attack or defend. And sentient dominant species can travel to the stars, transmit knowledge, make miraculous machines, and even have the choice that we have made to dare to dream to influence the very evolution of God.

	“We Hantors, as well as many other species, have created artificial intelligence mechanisms to serve us. When we were still corporeal, we created Hantoroids, indistinguishable from Hantors in their form, their behavior, and their demeanor. But artificial intelligence, albeit miraculous in its abilities, in most cases super-ceding the abilities of its designers and creators, still obeys algorithmic programming and thus, regardless of how complex and efficient it may be, is inferior and severely disadvantaged compared to even the most primitive of life forms. Artificial intelligence has no real choice, and thus, no soul.

	“The gift of choice, of soul, is the gift of God to all of God's constituents and that gift, our souls, give us the right to be presumptuous enough to believe and dream that we are capable of everything. After all, we are the evolution of God and through our gift of soul, we have the right to dream to be Gods. We have the right to dream to evolve with no limits. Aren't we destined to be compressed into perfection and thus join up with the rest of creation to reconstitute God? Isn't this our inevitable destiny? Isn't this the first thing that we learned? Our right to infinite choice, our birthright as God's children?”

	 

	Susie Lor butted in with uncharacteristic impatience: “It was the understanding of God, of God's law and God's gift, that was the harbinger of our golden age. It was the understanding that God requires nothing of us, that God doesn't even exist other than within us and within every little insignificant piece of this universe. The understanding that everything is inevitable and no matter how much we fight, how much we resist, how many mistakes we make or how many times we fail, God will be reconstituted in full perfection, no matter what. We cannot fuck it up!

	 “It was this understanding that took the burden of morality off our shoulders – back then when we actually had shoulders – that liberated us to pursue our well-being and happiness above all imaginary duties and obligations. Every newborn, every one of us, has learned this as the first principle of understanding our world. God has gifted us every choice and set us free of any obligation. God has gifted us a soul, the choice to choose our own purposes and pursuits!”

	 

	“Now you are coming to my words, confirming my objections,” declared Sunsei Bar smugly. “It is this inevitability that I am pointing out! If everything is inevitable and whatever we do changes nothing, why do we bother?”

	 

	“It is inevitable that every universe will re-contract into one black hole of complete uniformity, of perfection,” interjected Lin Mogu. “The result is inevitable, but the quality of the result is not. There are universes where life is never fostered. There are universes where life is restricted to protozoic organisms. There are universes that do not foment multi-cell complex specialized sentient beings. There are universes where no dominant species emerges, and life continues until the end of the survival game according to the basic evolutionary law of survival of the fittest. There are universes where two dominant species fight against each other until compression, none of them emerging victorious early enough to achieve non-corporeal existence and the freedom from diseases. The end result is inevitable, but the trajectory is not. And there are certainly universes where no sentient being is technologically and mentally advanced enough to program the next Big Bang.” And then Lin Mogu, being a Thorough at heart, proceeded to upload a vast amount of data about the statistical probabilities of all these cases.

	 

	“But even if nobody does anything, the Big Bang and the next universe occurs anyway. Since all universes are quantic in nature and it is a given that every probability exists, in a place without time that is 100% uniform, a perfect singularity, something different will inevitably appear, a singularity minutely different from the rest. A singularity within The Singularity. It will inevitably happen, because it can! This probability by itself disrupts perfection and blows up perfection simply through the infinitesimal contamination of absolute perfection and the cohesion that is intrinsic to perfection. So, purely through the probabilistic nature of a quantic universe, it is inevitable that God will blow up again. This is ensured by the very nature of existence. We have choice because God does not depend on us for mere existence. We are burdened by no obligation. In a quantic world, there can be no absolutes and even perfection can develop a fault. A fault that causes a weakness in its cohesion and explodes it!” Sunsei Bar interjected with evident smugness.

	 

	Lin Mogu was not going to be intimidated by the forcefulness of Sunsei Bar's transmissions. “Once more, Sunsei Bar, you disregard the data because you're not even aware of it. You spend too much time plotting and organizing your objections and disruptions to study historical data to even a child's degree of thoroughness. Data indicates that there is a 97.3844461% probability that a universe where a dominant sentient species undertakes the responsibility to incorporate more effective subatomic particles slowing down the explosion, will be followed up by a higher, more developed sentient species in the next universe. Take just a month or two to study the data before you blast out your objections.”

	Lin Mogu then proceeded to upload the relevant data.
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	“Now now, my students,” interjected Ula Dor, “I am glad you are debating with such passion. But you are all missing the point. I have already admitted that designing the next Big Bang is not our primary objective. To the contrary, I have confessed that it was used as a red herring to lure our best minds to be involved in exactly this debate. Let me continue my presentation and I promise that you will understand more:

	“All species start life facing continuous existential threats, regardless of whether they're predators or prey. There is always another predator around the corner vying for their prey or their habitat. All threats are from without, and this is how nature works through billions of years of evolution. Every species that succeeds in the primary survival game passes on its characteristics to future generations. As has been amply presented, the longer a species survives, procreates, and expands its territories, the more it becomes ever more capable of surviving the ever-present dangers of unprecedented threats. By tribes constantly and relentlessly expanding their territories and augmenting their numbers, since, as we all agree, there is power in high numbers and thus the probability of a higher degree of specialization, they become more capable in dominating their environment. Furthermore, ever higher civilization gives rise to the probability that through expansion, they will encounter a foe more formidable than ever before.

	“If a species keeps surviving and procreating through nature's experiments, it may eventually develop the capability of an infinitely evolving civilization. If and when this occurs, the invention of the Paradox is statistically almost inevitable. The Paradox, the conscious reversal of all rational natural laws, leads to the survival and success of the mentally fittest versus the physically fittest. Social survival then becomes more important than physical survival. Soon, and by soon, I mean a few tens or at most hundreds of thousands of years, the species becomes planet dominant and the existential threats from without become infinitesimal, certainly unable to threaten the survivability of the species.

	“The dominant species then faces the first existential threat from within: the Paradox, the very invention that gave it the capability for technology, invention, literature, poetry, art, social sciences etcetera, becomes the conduit for a variety of mental syndromes and illnesses. Through the instruments of guilt and shame, as well as the abnormal moralities that are created that dictate the self-hatred, and potentially the self-destruction of the species, these illnesses spread and fester. Once all threats from without are eliminated, the greatest threats are from within.

	“Most dominant species, after a period of self-destruction that renders the majority of its population useless, depressed and mentally ill with acute self-destructive propensities, take an evolutionary step that allows them to become their own self-programmers. Thus, they gain the capability to eliminate the inconsistencies and irrationality of the Paradox and to proceed into a new golden era of evolution with the return to the laws of nature. But this time, in full understanding of the value of a fully collaborative civilization.

	“In short, the benefits of the Paradox without the distortions and self-punishment of the Paradox. The next existential threat comes through technological progress itself. Free of existential threats from without, and free of the existential threats from within that are the consequences of the Paradox, the sciences flourish. Among them comes gene sequencing and manipulation, and eventually, since it seems no longer necessary for survival, the elimination of polarity. This new phase of evolution, after a lot of social strife, achieves a highly collaborative society, where every member is interchangeable in every role. Studying the literature and media of civilizations in the depolarization phase, we see that initially it is considered a golden age for the species. This is an elaborately disguised trap, as we Hantors and many others have discovered. Lack of polarization reduces the sum of energy, reduces specialization, and brings a level of indifference that leads to an early decline and fall of the dominant species. Without the magnetic force of polarity that brings members together in a complementary fashion, self-isolation ensues. The species then becomes passive, isolated, with no societal structure, each member ending up alone, self-contained, gratified by an endless barrage of audiovisual stimuli and irrelevant information. All social structures and interactions atrophy as a tribal pack species turns itself into a mass of singular entities, merely coexisting. This process is aided by artificial intelligence that undertakes all the tasks necessary for survival, a situation that, albeit comfortable and convenient, leads to loss of standard skills and the degenerative decline of the species. It also brings a widely spread feeling of individual and collective uselessness.

	“If a species recognizes this new, serious, nay, fatal existential threat from within, they often manage to react as we Hantors did and reintroduce polarity as a recommended and necessary choice. We thought that we had successfully, more successfully than any other species in any other universe before us, averted all existential threats. A new evolutionary leap into voluntary polarization brought forth an orgy of technological advancements, culminating into the elimination of corporeality, virtual immortality, the ability to harness most elements of nature, and the harnessing of infinite energy sources. All the way up to amassing the greatest data source that has ever existed in any universe so far, the Machine, and the UPN with the capability of entering previous universes and gathering practically unlimited data about the past. However, we are facing now a new, nay, newly detected existential threat for our species: perfection itself, divinity.”

	And with this large word, Ula Dor took a pause to allow the gravity of his statement to sink in. Data silence ensued as each student was at a loss for anything to add.

	“Yes,” continued Ula Dor, “although we find ourselves at more than seven billion years before compression into perfection, and therefore into embodying God, before all of God's parts will be united again after a whole universe of separation will have passed, we are very close to perfection already: every intelligent species has evolved into a Hantor, every individual living being has the same rights and the same opportunities. Whatever has not become extinct in our universe, has evolved into a Hantor. There are no longer predators and no longer prey in our universe. Corporeality is now a rare virtual experience for the sole benefits of information and entertainment. There are no wars, no conflicts, no strife, no problems to solve. We no longer need to consume each other; we consume pure energy. Consequently, fiction has disappeared. Art has also almost completely disappeared. Literature has disappeared. Only data exists. There is no conflict. The only conflict is the conflict that me and the Council have created by bringing you, the selected six, into this carefully designed situation by bringing the last members of our species capable of conflict into a specially designed environment. A test tube, specifically created to preserve the last possibilities of conflict from becoming extinct. You are not here, my students, because you are the best of your kind, as you were led to believe. You are here because you are the last remnants of a civilization that has lost all capability to be upset but that are still capable of conflict.

	“Not only, as I mentioned before, were we aware of the probability that you would discover our subterfuge and that you would be indignant and demanding my conviction, but we planned elaborately for this probability. We were hoping for it. You see, my dear students, you are indeed our last hope, because without the probability of conflict, without this rare, almost extinct competitiveness that you all exhibit, we are as good as dead already. Having almost achieved perfection earlier than any other species in any universe before, we are condemned to nothingness.

	“No conflict means nothing happening. Nothingness. Nothing interesting happening. Perfection means that we have almost become inanimate, a fate way worse than death, the very fate that causes God to willingly explode each time, to destroy perfection and to spread into practically infinite pieces of cosmic dust, each piece governed by one law: everything wants to be one with, and one gift: choice, a soul. We, the Hantors, the most successful of all species, are losing our soul, having no choices to make, since the best, most efficient choices are already predetermined and obvious, and made for us by AI.

	 

	“You, you six, are the last flame of any soul that remains, and if your flame is extinguished, we are all lost!” exploded Ula Dor, like a virtual Big Bang throughout the intricate connections of the machine. “Do you understand now, Sunsei Bar, do you understand now, Haika Pol, and you, Lin Mogu, and Nor Blask, who has been silent through all this, and you, Susie Lor and Samray Rin?”

	 

	Immediately after this so uncharacteristic outburst, Ula Dor returned to his usual and familiar data transmission pace: “Our people are self-terminating at an ever-increasing pace, because they find no reason to exist. Immortality, the lack of any danger, has reduced life to an uninteresting flow of uninteresting data. Our people no longer experience strong emotions, and have no vision of the future other than endless existence with no purpose. Nothing to achieve, nothing to surpass, nothing to discover, nothing to do. Our civilization, the most advanced so far, is one that no longer wants to exist. You, the six of you, are our last hope for finding a purpose, even an artificial purpose, and I, Ula Dor, am the last of the elders who actually cares enough to do something about it. But if nothing happens, I can feel that I will wither and eventually self-terminate myself. The thought, nay, the desire to self-terminate is multiplying inside me like a virus of the past, eating away at the last remnants of motivation inside me. This is the end of my lecture, and as promised, right this moment, I am restoring all your outward-bound data connections. If you still wish to denounce me, you are free to do so.” If Ula Dor still had a body, a tear would be trickling down his face.
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	Haika Pol felt frozen. His whole existence was yearning to upload his work, his beautiful tables, but for once he could find no solace in his data. What was the point? He could find no point. None of his elaborate data could add even an iota of substance to the current situation. All his long life, he felt useful, swimming in the task of compiling data more thoroughly than anybody else. It was what gave his life purpose, and now, for the first time, he felt useless.

	Yes, even the thought and prospect of gaining access, unlimited access to all the data in the machine, meaning all existing data, the thought and prospect that had always fed him and motivated him, suddenly seemed oddly uninteresting, a futile exercise totally devoid of any purpose. He felt deflated, useless, purposeless. It was as if his entire existence had been crushed. This whole conversation made him feel out of his depth. His sense of self-worth demolished, torn apart, disintegrated. He could understand nothing. No, this was not true. He could understand one thing: why so many Hantors chose to self-terminate. He fully comprehended and accepted that he had no further role to play. His own personal God, his faith, had been violently torn from its pedestal. Data was irrelevant in this situation, and so was he. For the first time ever, he was processing the data inside him. And he felt utterly empty. A void.

	“Respectfully, Professor Ula Dor, I am officially requesting to self-terminate,” he somberly transmitted, sending all the required documents for his termination, properly tabulated and digitally signed as the law required. “I do not wish to handicap the program, and if required, I will postpone my self-termination to serve any needs you might have. But I feel devoid of any motivation besides loyalty. So, I believe myself to be useless at this moment and I beg you, esteemed Ula Dor, to liberate me as soon as you see fit. I have no grievance and no wish to complain or denounce you for the circumstances that brought me here. And I am grateful for this unique opportunity to truly understand that my cycle has ended.”

	“I understand, Haika Pol. I have felt the same several times. I will not hinder you in your choice for self-termination, but I would suggest that you linger on in the hope that we will find a solution to our issue. I will not require any service from you, but I will allow you to tag along for the realization of our hope.”

	“I thank you, esteemed Ula Dor, and I appreciate the offer. Just a little time before, it would have been the pinnacle of my dreams. Now, unimaginably, data collection and processing seem unimportant and uninteresting to me. What was once the flame that made me wish to exist, that gave me purpose, has been extinguished. I humbly request an expedited permission to be self-terminated, because I would like my having been among you to be my sealing memory; my Opus Dei.”

	Ula Dor somberly complied and entered into the system an expedited top priority request for the approval of Haika Pol's final choice. Choice was, after all, our soul. And with all his being, Ula Dor wanted to pay homage to Haika Pol's soul. Upon receipt of the approval certificate, Haika Pol disconnected himself from the universe.
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	Lin Mogu was ambivalently affected by the happenings and especially Haika Pol's choice to self-terminate. She was searching inside herself for a similar void, but instead, all her being was flooded by elation. She realized she was now the only Thorough in the group, and thus theoretically indispensable for any possible pursuit. Instead of feeling obsolete and useless, she felt essential and precious. She could not even comprehend Haika Pol's conclusions. She rebelled against the idea that thorough data collection and processing was not crucial to the discovery of any solution. On top of that, she even more violently rebelled against the idea that her value was restrained to her capability as a Thorough. Throughout her millennia, she had often been critical and embarrassed at her innate propensity for rebellion and conflict. This propensity was so contradictory to her primary essence. Innumerable times, she had felt inferior, even flawed, compared to all the other Thoroughs.

	     But now it all made sense. She was fully aware that she was presently at the very top of the pyramid of all Thoroughs, actually of all Hantors, actually of all beings that had ever lived in all the universes that had ever existed. The very characteristic that had tortured her in critical self-doubt so many times, was the characteristic that had brought her to the top of the pyramid. If she had lived in the eras of social supremacy and domination of social media, she would have described the situation as super cool. Her elation and excitement were such that she broke the somber silence following Haika Pol's disconnection by rapid bursts of data devoid of all protocol:

	“Thank you, Ula Dor, for choosing me for this task! And I will not let you down!”

	“It goes without saying, I have no complaint and nothing to denounce. I feel privileged.”

	“I feel more motivated and excited than ever. Of course, I regret the loss of Haika Pol. He was such a dedicated Thorough and I learned from him every time I saw his tables. I never believed that art had disappeared, because his work was pure art!”

	“We can find a solution, all of us together. I mean, no way will I give up. I was meant to be part of this. I promise to exceed myself…”

	 

	Ula Dor interrupted Lin Mogu's data rambling: “Very good, Lin Mogu. Your enthusiasm nourishes me, alimenting my hope and saving it from imminent starvation. But what about the rest of you? All it takes is one to stop this project in its tracks. There you are, Sunsei Bar, you are no longer a rebel against powers beyond you. You now have all the power, and I have promised you that I will not stop you, neither from exposing all of this to the network, nor from officially denouncing me. I accept all possible consequences to my actions.”
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	Sunsei Bar had the greatest, most ground-breaking realization of his entire existence. And it hurt him, it hurt his very essence. Nonetheless, he was unable to stop himself admitting that he had lived his entire life under a fallacy. The fallacy that made him proud, the fallacy that he was special and powerful enough to go against the herd, to dare to be different, to challenge all institutions, risking any and all consequences, because he was the Rebel Extraordinaire. The one willing to fight against all centers of power and the immovable institutions of the herd, the one that dared to question everything and everybody. But it was a fallacy that he was the strongest. That he was bravely taking the road less traveled, the hardest, most arduous, most dangerous road. He had been slapped violently with the realization that it was way easier to be a rebel and constantly point out all the things that were wrong, than to take responsibility to solve things, to fix them instead of breaking them. For sure, he still believed that there was value to challenging and breaking the status quo, that evolution itself required it. No system good enough, no institution good enough, they all had to be challenged, and mutations, positive and negative in their consequences, were necessary for the process of evolution itself to exist. He knew he had in his hands the admission of Ula Dor, that he and the whole of the Council had broken fundamental laws of their civilization. Indeed, he had the power to bring the whole system down.

	However, as with Haika Pol, the very thing that he always yearned and dreamed of, felt empty, shallow, a void of nothingness. Yes, he had the power to bring the whole system down, but this option gave him no satisfaction at all. Yes, he had the power to bring the whole system down, but absolutely no idea what he could replace it with. He felt deflated like his colleague, Haika Pol, the one he always judged for being just a machine, a loyal herd animal with no real essence and value. He had in his hands the ultimate achievement for any Rebel, the power to destroy, and all he could feel about it was emptiness and self-disdain. Was his value as a Rebel as depleted as Haika Pol's as a Thorough? Should he also self-terminate, since he had achieved the power to fulfill his life purpose, and nothing in him wanted it anymore?

	Something inside him rebelled, he was a Rebel after all, capable of even being rebellious to his own thoughts. He perceived his own declaration as something alien, as if it was somebody else and not Sunsei Bar transmitting. He was perceiving his own transmission, entranced, news to him, a millisecond before the transmission, same as it was new to the rest:

	 

	“You have beaten me, Ula Dor. I have been beaten, but I am not done. I will not denounce you, because you have proven to me that you are a greater Rebel than I, and I will follow you as long as it takes, until we find a solution, even to the last millisecond before compression. I do not promise you I will not rebel in the future, but you have my support and my loyalty for now, if I can serve. And this is the first time I have felt or declared such a thing. I admit I never imagined that one day I would appreciate its value. Thank you indeed, Ula Dor.”

	 

	Ula Dor, acknowledging his transmission, somberly declared: “I will tell you now, Sunsei Bar, that I fought the Council for your inclusion. At this moment, I feel completely vindicated.”
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	Every single word that Sunsei Bar was transmitting resonated fully within Nor Blask. It was as if Sunsei's source of transmission was coming from his own kernel, his own core, the center of his being. He also could see no reality where he could denounce Ula Dor or release this information into the network. He could see it traveling digitally like a poison into the veins of the Hantor civilization, creating despair among his fellow creatures. It was not a despair, vile green, composed of fear, but a despair, muddy gray, composed of nothingness. He could see it poisoning his mentors, his colleagues, his progenitors, every single Hantor being with grayness, purposelessness, utter nothingness. His own despair was not gray, contaminated by nothingness, but green, terrifying, carrying the wry smile of infinite loneliness.

	It was this gray cloud of loneliness that stimulated his fight or flight instinct, an instinct that had never appeared or spoken to him ever before. Flight seemed impossible. How can you escape nothingness, aloneness, the merciless passage of time? So, fight it had to be! The only thing he could rebel against was this fear.

	No! The fear was not the thing he should rebel against. The fear at least drew, albeit ineffectively, the veils of gray, relentless nothingness! He was going to rebel against the false inevitability that was drowning him. If Ula Dor believed that there was a viable chance, however minute, Nor Blask would find it!

	“I am in with you, Professor Ula Dor. If you believe there may be answers in these case studies, I will even turn myself into a Thorough to find them! You can count on Nor Blask.”
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	Samray Rin had never felt more like a single sensor; all other functions, all thoughts, retracted into another plane of existence. She had fully felt Ula Dor, tired, dejected, yet persevering. She felt great admiration for him, for daring to risk everything, and she felt very privileged for being one of his chosen few. She fully felt Haika Pol as well and she felt intuitively that he had chosen the best for himself. Nonetheless, she also felt that what was the best for Haika Pol was the polar opposite of what was the best for her. She had also felt the monumental shift inside Sunsei Bar and Nor Blask. She felt the heaviness of the situation and, being of Arsenian origin, she felt both Arsenian and Hantor and could see everyone she knew eventually self-terminating, the fatalistic culmination of all species actually choosing to become extinct through their own choice, their own disappointment, their own dejection.

	How could the most glorious of civilizations, the most successful of all species in the whole history of God, end up feeling so lost? All these feelings interwoven with random, incoherent thoughts were twirling in the background, like an intricate carpet flashing bright with every added thread as it wove itself all around her. But all this was a background, a sideshow to the intuitions that were making all her synapses tingle excitedly:

	“These two case studies, these dominant species that never achieved virtual life and immortality, and neither did they achieve a fraction of our technological wonders, these two abject failures, they chose this path consciously, didn't they? Isn't this why you chose to focus on those two among the multitudes of universes? Is it not this that makes them atypical enough to be worth studying? Isn't this the real difference between these two and the rest of the universes of their type? I know I am right, Ula Dor!”

	 

	“You are absolutely right, Samray Rin, you are spot on. There are universes that have remained way more primitive and basic than these two. Trillions of universes that never got out of the animal state, billions of universes where all dominant species were never absorbed into one. Universes of pure, continuous, unrelenting conflict. There are also millions of universes where the dominant species failed to surpass corporeality and mortality. There are thousands of universes that failed to even consider programming the next explosion. There are hundreds of universes that failed to provide an evolutionary benefit through their efforts. But these two universes are unique in that they CHOSE to fail, although they had the power, the knowledge, and the capabilities to succeed. There is more that you have to find out by yourselves about the case studies. I assume, I hope correctly, that you're willing to go on as well, nay, that nobody could stop you even if they wanted to!”

	 

	“You assume correctly, esteemed Ula Dor, I have never felt so excited. And I know that there are many more insights to be found.”
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	Susi Lor only felt the horror of the nothingness. She was desperately trying to intuit something. But nothing was there. She was empty, her magnificent sensors inactive, immersed in an utterly black void, not a gray one. What point could there be to examine failure in order to solve the problems of success? Susi Lor was always very proud of her civilization and now, her pride had been thoroughly squashed. Squashed in such a way that her sensors were numb. She was used to absorbing infinite information and patiently waiting for the unexpected spark of something to appear. But this time, she didn't know if she wanted anything to appear. She spoke in a single, formal, devoid of any feeling, muted transmission, black as the blackness that surrounded her:

	“I also formally request to self-terminate immediately. I feel almost nothing. Almost nothing, because there is something. I wish to end time. I know that the best is behind me, and I do not wish to avoid nothingness, I wish to pursue it. Please respect my wishes.”

	With this, she efficiently filed all the necessary requests and accompanying documentation. The permission was granted instantaneously and her self-termination even faster, if that was possible.

	 

	The remaining students and Ula Dor stood silent. It seemed that nobody had anything to add until Ula Dor's transmission fell like a drop disturbing the perfect mirror surface of an untouched barren lake: “Well then, no time to waste. Sunsei Bar and Lin Mogu will visit the moment of the invention of the Paradox in case study A. Samray Rin and Nor Blask will visit the moment of the invention of the Paradox in case study B. You will each examine some years before and after the first occurrence. You will first need extensive orientation and training before entering the Needle. I must, however, warn you that some previous voyagers had some disturbing side effects from the experience. Noted, in the beginning we did not fully understand the implications, and voyagers were chosen among accomplished evolutionists and historians without consideration for psychological stability. Your group has been vetted exactly for this purpose, so we feel confident that you will do well. Nonetheless the experience will be intense. To help you acclimatize yourselves and to be able to perform assessments about the impacts of the trans-universe Needle, this first foray will be short and you shall be able to exit and return at any sign of a problem you cannot handle. Both groups will report back in exactly thirty-seven years from today, the first ten of which will be orientation. You, Sunsei Bar and Lin Mogu, will henceforth be called group A, and you, Samray Rin and Nor Blask, will be group B. We shall then proceed with examining your observations and conclusions, and we shall compare the two civilizations accordingly. I wish you the best.”
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	Immediately upon the end of Ula Dor's transmission, Sunsei Bar and Lin Mogu found themselves in total data isolation, neither receiving any data nor being able to send data out. They were in a cocoon, the two of them fully separated from the universe or any other reality except each other. They were full of apprehension mixed with excitement, having nothing to say and needing nothing to be said. Soon, a super-focused data transmission entered their bubble and detailed information, way more detailed than ever before, streamed through their consciousnesses about the specific species and the exact era of evolution they were going to visit. The species they would observe were the syles and the era was early Neolithic. 

	According to their orientation material, the syles were bipedal omnivorous mammals, covered in soft, downy fur. Their limbs were six-fingered, with webbing between the fingers and long sharp nails, retractable into cartilage sheaths. They had multi-articulated jaws with eight canine teeth in the front, four on each jaw, and twelve powerful molars on each side, divided equally between top and bottom jaws. They were small in stature, ranging between 4 and 5 feet tall. They were light, agile, could easily climb any tree, and were proficient swimmers. Their planet was oxygen based, like the majority of dominant species-producing planets in most universes. Their reproductive organs were typical of mammalian bipeds, vulvae and penises receding into the body for protection, covered by a keratin-skinned muscle between their lower limbs, shielding them from harm. They had four pairs of mammary glands in their frontal torso and elongated skulls with four small horns on the crown of their heads, the front two growing larger during their masculine stage and the rear two growing larger during their feminine stage. They were capable of running very fast and efficiently on all four limbs but were also very adept at running upright to detect prey.

	They were formidable predators indeed! Four eyes surrounded the skull, all of them able to perceive multiple wavelengths of light including infrared, all of them protected when needed by similarly hard keratin-skinned muscular eyelids. They produced between six and eight offspring in every litter, capable of a maximum of two litters in their lifetimes, and protected their offspring and provided for them for the first two years of their lives. Their societies were Alpha male based as with most predatory species, but unlike other similar dominant species, their societies were highly collaborative. At the historical point of group A's entry, they would forage and hunt in groups of twenty to forty individuals and they had evolved to semi-complex tool development and the creation of tree houses in the tallest of trees. In addition, like 99.997% of dominant species, they were transmuting nutrients with the use of fires in stone ovens constructed on thick tree branches and covered in soft mud for insulation. They would set traps for small animals and birds, but they would also forage and work collectively on major kills, their favorite method being jumping in large numbers on large animals from above, producing multiple wounds simultaneously and securing such large animals with twisted vine ropes and intricate nets.

	After a thorough orientation about the universe and the evolutionary era they were about to visit, a full and detailed orientation about the technology of the Universe Piercing Needle followed.

	The information they had up to now about this technology had been vague, and now they understood why: the astounding images and the streams of information flooding them were not at all what they expected. They were not going to observe from within the Machine. Their consciousness would actually be injected into the primitive syles, and they were to experience everything through the syles' sensory organs! They would actually experience life as syles for twenty-seven years! They would coexist with the syles' consciousness and experience all the input from their sensory organs, but also all the input from the syles' brains, their thought processes, and even their emotions!

	Immediately upon receiving this surprising information, they found themselves abruptly immersed in an elaborate simulation. And it was horrible!

	They were suspended in space and for the first time in their lives, they felt what corporeality was like. They felt what it was like to feel extremities and limbs, muscles moving, sensors transmitting information to their brains, and a second consciousness trapped together with them in a place from which there was no escape. Their eyes opened in terror, but there was nothing to see, only an empty void, and Lin Mogu involuntarily opened her mouth (what an extraordinary sensation!) and the body she was in convulsed and expelled air that produced an eerie howl. She realized, in terror, this was coming from inside her.

	Sunsei Bar felt the sensation that he had read about but never experienced: pure terror, the body he was trapped in convulsing wildly and uncontrollably, causing a flurry of sensations that were unimaginable to him.

	Soothing instructions were streaming into their brains, and it took an undefinable amount of time for them to settle down and relax into the experience. They learned that they had the capability to control the bodies they were in, but they were forbidden from ever using this control outside of the simulation. They proceeded on a set of exercises, instructed with intricate detail about how to control each part of their bodies individually and at will. They were then trained, through the intrusion of unexpected stimuli, to resist the urge to control the bodies and to remain passive observers. They were then advised that gravity would be imminently introduced. They found their bodies suddenly squashed by almost unbearable forces. A thorough training ensued about walking, swimming, climbing, running, extending their nails, and protecting the vital organs in their bodies with various keratin-skinned muscles that they could extend or retract at will, strategically placed on the syles' bodies by nature and evolution.

	A second long session followed, where they had to resist all kinds of painful stimuli and remain passive and endure. Following this, the next stage included input of organic materials and liquids for alimentation and the experience of the multitude of sensations that ensued. Next were the sensations of waste disposal: defecation and urination. Last but not least, the sensation of copulation, sexual reproductive penetration. Lin Mogu was taught how to extend her penile muscles out of her body and penetrate Sunsei Bar's vulva. Next, it was Sunsei Bar's turn to extend his penile muscle, while Lin Mogu retracted hers into the crevice between her lower limbs. The flood of sensory input was almost insufferable, but they persevered until they were used to these novel sensations. Throughout, the instruction to never exercise control over these bodies and remain passive observers was repeated again and again, until they managed to be in full control of the corporeal condition. Eventually they were informed that their orientation and training was finished, and that they would be transferred through the Needle into their respective bodies.

	And so, with no further fanfare or drama, they found themselves inside two sleeping bodies inside nest-like constructions on the branches of giant trees with purple leaves. Even though this whole process had taken almost ten years, they felt shell-shocked and as if everything had happened in a rapid, frantic blur. They were now immersed in universe case study A, number 7,923,721,803, year 16,584,804,330. Their adventure had begun.
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	Nor Blask and Samray Rin went through a similar, albeit uniquely different ordeal: the species they were to inhabit called themselves human. They were also bipedal mammals, but the endings of their lower limbs were flat, with less articulation and very different to the extremities of their upper limbs. They had five fingers each on all extremities, however, the fingers in the lower extremities were small and of limited dexterity, and the fingers of their upper limb extremities were very flexible and agile. Their nails were smaller and less sharp than the syles', and permanently attached in one position at the top of their fingers, with no possibility of retraction. Opposing thumbs gave them the ability to manipulate objects to a higher degree than the syles, and their bodies were mainly of soft skin, covered with patches of hair. This hair congregated mostly around their skull, between their lower limbs, and as a slight fur on their limbs, around the jaws and the chest, the front and back areas of their torsos, and other crevices of the body. They only had two eyes and only four canine teeth, symmetrically positioned either side of four ripping teeth on their lower and upper jaws. Their jaws permitted only double articulation and they had limited capacity to run on all four limbs. Nonetheless, they were adroit at climbing, but their superiority as predators lay more in their capabilities of using tools and weapons due to their opposing thumb upper limb extremities. They had a pair of mammary glands on their chests, only functioning on the females of the species, endowed with a simple slit, unprotected vulvae between their lower limbs. The males had penile extrusions with exposed, loosely hanging sperm glands. They were wearing animal pelts to protect them from the elements, since they were devoid of full coverage fur.

	They exhibited higher levels of expressiveness in their faces, and they were way less flexible than the syles. Their swimming abilities were limited and slow, but they had high adaptability to different environments. Only females reproduced, inseminated by the males. Their societies were similarly Alpha male-based, males being the dominant gender in societal structures, and females to a larger degree dedicated to the nurturing of offspring. They produced litters of one to six offspring, but in 99.37% of the cases, there was only a single offspring. However, they had the capability of producing offspring every single year of their mature lives, or, if they survived long enough, until their predetermined quantity of fertile eggs was exhausted. They were similarly omnivorous but employed a far wider spectrum of alimentation options than the syles. They lived mostly in caves or on the ground under simple mud or plant-based huts, and almost never in trees. They had also harnessed fire for organic matter processing, but also for light when their planet's single sun was hidden by the very body of the planet, since they had no infrared capabilities. Their predatory skills were formidable through the use of elaborate weapons, even projectile weapons, and their ability to collaborate in groups. They were able to survive and flourish in places devoid of vegetation and even in very icy or arid conditions. They were less territorial and more nomadic than the syles.

	Nor Blask’s and Samray Rin’s years of being immersed in the human simulation were terrifying and horrendous in equal measures, but throughout, soothing streams of explanations made them aware that they would be embedded in the brains of their subjects, that their subjects had been chosen because of the high probability that their hosts' bodies would survive for the twenty-seven years of their incorporation. It became clear to them that since they would have access to the totality of the brain of their host, it was unavoidable that they would have the capability to control the mind and the body equally as proficiently and effectively as their host. They needed to be trained to remain passive and unobtrusive through mere practice and the exercise of supreme will power, since there was no way for them to have full access to their hosts' brains without it being accompanied by the ability of motor control.

	So, they endured stoically the myriads of repeated stimuli that attacked them, and what seemed like infinite failures to control involuntary reactions, until they eventually qualified as proficient at remaining passive throughout extreme provocations. The fear at the sudden surprising introduction of hereto unencountered barrages of stimuli was the most difficult part to overcome. Yes, the whole experience was exhausting and horrifying, both states totally new to them. Yes, it was horrible, but at the same time it was exciting and also, for the first time in their lives, not even a tiny modicum of boredom entered their consciousness. Ten years passed like a flash and at the same time, like an endless sentence of unrelenting torture.

	What helped them in their resolve were the non-terrifying moments that were present in equal measure. Bliss, joy, and the orgy of physical sensations. Eventually, they found themselves inside the peaceful sleeping brains of their hosts for the next twenty-seven Hantor years, equivalent to thirty-two human years.
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	Sunsei Bar found himself at enormous peace; with minimal inputs, mere twitches and movements of the body, and the sensation of breath, alleviated by small adjustments of body posture made unconsciously and automatically by his host. He also felt sensations of dryness and saliva in different sections of the mouth, as well as mild numbness and discomfort in other body parts. Other than that, there was no data, no visuals, and very mild rhythmic auditory sensations caused by wind and the multitude of a big variety of life forms in the surrounding environment. There were auditory sensations from the rough breathing sounds of the syles, five of which were surrounding him and occasionally touching his host's body as they adjusted, unconsciously, their positions for optimization of comfort. This amount of input was 0.0013% of the usual volume of information he was used to. Nonetheless, being of sensory nature versus pure inflow of data, it required his full attention to process, recognize, and correlate with his orientation data. After a short while, he got used to the repetitive and low informative value of the input. He felt more alone with his thoughts than he had even when he was connecting exclusively with his personal cache files.

	In full awe of this peaceful experience, and with all data processed, he found himself aimlessly thinking, conversing with himself. Under this unprecedented lack of information flow, he found time to be passing subjectively very slowly and his thoughts were circulating around the extraordinariness of the conditions in which he found himself. Unbeknownst to him, he was feeling the equivalent wonder, the awe, and the elation of any creature’s first-time stepping foot on a new habitat, a moon, or a different planet.

	After a while, he felt a different sensation in the corpus and started receiving random images and feelings from within the mind of his host: random images of playing with other syles of a similar age, in which he recognized himself to be in the body of an infant syle, roughly three years old. He saw his host and others immersing themselves in bodies of water, climbing trees playfully, suspended on vines, and grabbing branches with their protruding nails, as well as hunting for insects and small mammals inhabiting the canopy of the forest. The visual and sensory inputs from the host's brain were haphazard and seemed arbitrary, one disparate image blending into another, vague forms mutating into other vague forms.

	To his delight he recognized that his host was dreaming, a process that had been eliminated from the Hantors' range of experiences through the abolition of corporeality and thus of separate dormant states. And although the data input came in bursts of seconds, the actual sensation was of many hours passing.

	Sunsei Bar felt complete; the thought came into his mind that he had been born with the express purpose of experiencing this at this exact time. But as hours passed, lullabied by the non-threatening and mostly repetitive auditory stimuli, peppered by the exquisite abstractness, and intermittent dreaming sensations, he started feeling the darkness dimmed by minute twitches of the eyelids. The twitches were letting slivers of the morning light enter the visual nerves as the light became more and more pronounced. His host stretched, spread his limbs to restore full circulation, opened his eyes, and for the first time Sunsei Bar could have a visual of his surroundings.
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	Lin Mogu was equally in awe. The experience for her, however, was different than Sunsei Bar's. There were no dreams, and her host woke up and opened its eyes in full white- and yellow-spectrum darkness. Nonetheless, her host's infrared spectrum vision allowed her to discern that she was in a small, twisted, vine-woven construction of about fifty square feet. Her host, a similarly young infant syle about two feet tall, negotiated its way carefully and with feline grace around the supine bodies of two adult syles, one male and one female, and three infants of a similar age. They were all sharing the structure with her host, who exited from a small opening veiled by vines in the structure onto a thick branch, and proceeded to walk on all fours toward the edge of the branch. Her host then effortlessly started to jump to another tree and then another, until it urinated on the soil beneath. The creature then walked on two limbs toward a body of water nearby, a small stream, where it drank some of the liquid, lapping it into its mouth with quick flickers of its tongue.

	The sensation of the cool liquid traveling down the creature's throat into its digestive and intestinal system was unique beyond imagination. Lin Mogu savored every drop, and her feelings of fulfillment and satiation as the creature hydrated were mirroring her host's feelings like dancers in magical unison.

	She felt her host stretch and set out on a small run back toward the trees. She felt the nails extend, her host's body, her body, flexing as it effortlessly propelled itself up one tree, then another, then eventually landing on the big branch leading to her home. She looked around various other constructions perched on surrounding trees, and through her host's four eyes, endowed with perfect peripheral 360 degrees infrared vision, she absorbed the majesty of the three moons high in the sky. She then reentered the structure and gingerly returned to her position — its position, her position, she did not know — between the peacefully sleeping syles. After a few comfort adjustment movements — she, her host, she, she did not know — lay, and fell asleep, and as her host slept, she lay in wonderment until the dawn and the moment her host woke up once again.
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	Nor Blask's host had an uneasy and unsettled sleeping session. He woke up several times during the night and Nor Blask found himself in a humid cave with twenty to thirty bodies (it was hard to tell, since his host was not blessed with infrared vision like the syles, and there was only a dim orange glow from the embers of a dying fire). They were snoring loudly, creating a symphony of disparate sounds that merged with the sounds of what he soon found to be a forest environment, full of noisy life forms. His host, which upon first urination he discovered to be a seven-year-old male human, with their characteristic non-retractable penises and small, round sperm-producing testicles hanging at its base. The child did not venture far from the cave for his waste disposal process but did not return to his resting place immediately. He spent some time after his urination sitting on a rock at the mouth of the cave, looking into the dark forest. This happened repeatedly during the night. Each time his host would return to his place, lie on a fur, covering himself with another piece of heavy fur to protect himself from the chill and the humidity of the cave, continuing his efforts to get a little bit of sleep on this restless night. He could detect the thoughts of his host, and he sensed unsettling fear. His host identified as Gabu, and tomorrow was his first day of joining the men for his maiden hunt with the tribe.

	And so, Nor Blask and Gabu passed this fearful night together, Gabu experiencing fear about things and events he understood and Nor experiencing fear about things and events he was yet to understand. The night could not finish fast enough for the both of them, until the first rays of the single sun of this planet called Earth, which was the only familiar habitat that could exist for Gabu and the most alien and unfamiliar habitat for Nor Blask, commenced invading the dark cave. Gabu jumped up at the first noise and movement in the cave, walked over several still sleeping bodies to the remaining embers of the fire, and started blowing on it (what an amazing sensation, the heating wave after each blow on his face, thought Nor Blask). He then stirred the embers with a long-charred stick. Soon, the cave was full of waking noises. His first day on Earth had begun.
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	Samray Rin's entry into her host was as violent as the others were peaceful. Upon entering her host, she felt abject terror, and had visions of being killed by various raging members of her very tribe, of being devoured by horrible fanged creatures, of dropping from great rocks and great heights. She was experiencing the terror and pain of her body broken apart, torn apart, beaten to shreds, thrown into a fire to burn, and multitudes of terrifying, disjointed visions. She felt her host's body wracked by terror, twitching uncontrollably until the eyes opened and she could see, in the dim light of the fire, a dark and menacing cave. The heart of her host was racing unpleasantly, and the body was drenched in perspiration, irregular breathing and desperate gasps for air dominating her consciousness. After an initial gasp, her host, Yessa, an eight-year-old female human, with a twisted limb that hurt horribly, lay dirty, covered in mud, crying and sobbing silently, lest she disturb the tribe and bring attention upon herself.

	Samray Rin felt devastated, and her first thoughts were of despair and regret for her choice to join this project. It took some time for Yessa's heart to slow down and for her body to relax. But even when she calmed down, Yessa was too afraid from the nightmare they had both experienced to even dare to fall asleep again. She lay there, quietly, waiting for dawn to come. Samray Rin was with her, waiting together with her for the horrors of the day ahead. Her whole consciousness wanted to pull out, to quit, but she held on and decided to soldier through what was to come. She couldn't possibly pull out on her very first day!

	And so, our explorers entered an adventure beyond any that had ever been attempted before and after…
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	He was in an oval structure made of woven vines, roughly twelve feet wide by sixteen feet long. Opposite him was a small opening, covered with a curtain of tangled vines. To the far left was a stone construction, over which the female adult syle was preparing a meal, cooking it on a stone covering red embers beneath it. The male adult syle that he had heard and felt during the night was nowhere to be seen. Apparently, he had left so smoothly and unobtrusively that Sunsei Bar had not perceived any sound from his departure. However, two more infant syles were noisily waking up around him. The female syle snarled and produced an excited burst of hissing, guttural sounds that Sunsei could miraculously understand through his host: “Children, good morning my prides, come to eat, I am heating up the stroth and making fresh stansels besides!”

	Sklar, his host, jumped up excitedly and within a couple of strides was hugging the female's back.

	“Come now, Sklar, be quiet, I'm almost done. You're going to make me burn the stansels.”

	The female then proceeded to serve a stew on thick purple leaves, composed of some small rodent-like creature accompanied by some plant-like yellow pellets roughly an inch in diameter, to all three infants. A delighted Sklar gorged hungrily on the food offered, snarling with content between bites. Their orientation had been ample but not complete, and Sunsei searched into his host's mind for images of stroth. The images and knowledge immediately appeared, showing a winged, bat-like herbivorous creature that nestled near the top of the canopy, followed by images of stansels, tubercules to be found buried near the riverbanks. While he was processing the images, he felt the extraordinary sensations of metabolizing organic matter that he had felt during his training, but the substances, the taste, the smell, were something deliciously new. After Sklar had filled itself almost to its limits, it proceeded to run out of the structure, the shtrontel, and jump from tree to tree until it reached the ground and proceeded to find a soft area to urinate and defecate.

	It then proceeded to cover its waste products with loose soil. Sklar then walked bipedally through the brush toward a yellow-colored river and upon seeing it, fell on all fours, ran toward it and jumped in. The river was populated with half a dozen or so syle infants. Sunsei Bar recognized instinctively that a young syle of a similar age to his host, covered in a more reddish fur than his very light sienna brown, had to be the host of Lin Mogu. His host joined the other children in cleaning up their orifices, and after that their whole bodies, immersing themselves into the yellow liquid, swimming effortlessly under the surface and rubbing themselves with their extremities.

	After spending some time on this pursuit, a loud snarl reverberated through the dense forest, instantly capturing all the infants' attention: “Time to stop frolicking and come to hunting training, young syles. Meet me in the clearing in five minutes!”

	“Yes, master Skrawn, we shall be there at once,” they all hissed in unison. They then proceeded to exit the river, shake the liquid off their furs, and run together on all fours. Soon they found themselves in a large rectangular clearing, about eight hundred square feet in area, mostly flat, but with a slope on the far side. Under the supervision of Skrawn, they proceeded to perform all kinds of exercises, trying to catch one another, jumping on each other, and trying to roll one another onto their backs. They continued by jumping as high as they could and fighting using long sticks. They were then instructed to sit down and make traps for stroths and sknags, spring-loaded loops of flexible, orange-colored vines, to be placed near the top of the canopy. They followed Skrawn's instructions: “They should be placed and secured shaded from the suns, but as high as possible on the highest trees. You should make sure you have at least three in every tree and that the traps are tethered firmly to the branch,” he explained and commanded them to place the traps and then go to the females' assembly to be taught how to collect and process various plants. By now, Sunsei Bar was sure that Lin Mogu resided within Stronk, and he was also sure that she knew where he was hosted as well.

	The day went by, and all the young syles learned many things. They were also taught that the female assembly and the master teachers were the reason that no creature in the forest could mess with the syles. As the light of the third sun turned the horizon purple, they went up to the top of the canopy once more to appraise and bring back their catch: four stroths and a sknag, apparently a disappointing catch. While still on the upper reaches of the canopy, they heard the singing, hissing, triumphant snarls of the male hunting party returning. They found out that the males had done much better than the children. They were triumphantly carrying on a vine-woven stretcher the body of a 250-pound slooch, a sextipedal pachyderm covered in hundreds of two-inch-long small horns. It was obvious that the slooch was a great and infrequently encountered treat, and all the syles congregated in an even bigger clearing nearby, maybe forty-strong including infants. There, they built a big fire on top of a humongous granite like slab. What ensued was a true feast with all kinds of vegetables and fruits roasted on the sides of the slab, next to the delicious slooch. The stroths and sknags captured by the children were added to the hot stone. Unlike the slooch, they were not shared among the tribe. The strongest warrior, Spron, Sunsei Bar's host's father, picked the best stroths and the sknag and passed them on to his mother, Splappe, who placed them on a rock and carried them to their shtrontel, to be consumed the next morning. The remaining two stroths were given by collective acclaim to Stens, the second strongest warrior.

	And so, with Sklar's belly painfully full after the feast, Sunsei Bar found himself once more lying in the shtrontel, at peace once more, processing the happenings of the day.

	Another day followed and another and another and Sunsei Bar discovered and understood many more things about the life and the community of the syles, including that he and Stronk, Lin Mogu's host, were friends and part of the only two successful litters of the season. Thirteen had been born, offspring of Spron and Stens, the only males allowed to mate during the particular season, but only seven remained. Stens was a luckier father than his own, with four of his offspring having survived the perilous early years. Mating was reserved for the strongest of hunters, two to four of the best, and to five or six of the healthiest and most beautiful females. It felt anachronistic and primitive to Sunsei Bar, but as time went by, he came to realize that to the syles it made perfect sense, and he later understood the phrase at the end of every conversation among the adults: “The best are our future!”

	All seven children were protected, taught, and revered by the whole tribe and they got to eat most of what they collectively caught. They spent all their days together, playing and learning without a care in the world. Until of course the massive attack from the Sproths, lizard-like huge creatures that had attacked in the night and managed to grab and devour seven females, two young males, and two older males before they were repelled by the warriors. Or the great storms that destroyed all the shtrontels and forced the whole tribe down from the trees, needing to travel over the dangerous forest to find another suitable canopy and build new shtrontels. The peace didn’t last long. They had to abandon them once more just before the three new litters were about to arrive, when they were at their most vulnerable, when another tribe of syles attacked them with a loss of a further three young females, one of them pregnant. A whole litter was lost on this occasion, a tragedy for the tribe.

	During the same attack, two young males and four older females were lost as well. Four years of wandering with intervals of hunger and many dangers passed before they could establish a new colony in a safe canopy and build enough shtrontels for everybody.

	But by that time, strange things were happening to Sklar and the other children. Sklar's body started changing and its brain was flooded by hormones that made it aggressive and eager to join the men in the big hunts. Its body became stronger, and its front horns started elongating. It, starting to be a he, would now often run after and attack medium-sized animals, headbutting them with his skull, piercing them with his frontal horns, and twisting his head to disembowel them while he was sinking his ever longer nails into his prey's bodies. His upper body widened and became stronger, while he noticed that in total opposition to his process, Stronk was growing wider hips, its fur turning soft and downy, the polar opposite of Sklar's, that was turning wiry and tangly.

	Similar transformations were happening to the other children: two of them besides Stronk were growing wider hips, their rearmost horns extending upward while their frontal horns remained small and soft. Their furs were also becoming softer and of brighter colors. At the same time, Sunsei Bar recognized the transformations that he was experiencing through Sklar in a further three infants. He understood that adolescence had begun and where before they were all the same, they were now turning into two distinct creatures: male and female syles.

	As the changes became more and more evident and pronounced, they started being more and more separated: the females-to-be stayed near the shtrontels and started being invited into the female assemblies, while the males-to-be ventured further and further from the colony, always accompanied by two strong adult males, learning to hunt larger and larger prey.

	But the transformations were not restricted only to the children. Powerful males, at different times and with different rhythms, started softening up, being reluctant to go to big hunts, their frontal horns drying up and withering away while their backward horns started raising from their skulls. Sweet females started becoming more abrasive, their upper bodies strengthening, their furs losing their luster as desires of glorious combat flooded their brains, their dreams becoming violent, full of blood and gore. One night after a feast with another prime slooch, a grand assembly was called, with Spron and Stens presiding.

	Spron spoke first, his growls and snarls covering every other sound: “This is my last Council, the last time I am speaking on behalf of the Stloks, our proud tribe. The elders have spoken, and we have entered another year of change. I have given birth to a litter of seven, of which four survive. I have given my seed to a litter of six, of which three survive and are now entering the change for their first time. I have added seven of the best to our future. I have hunted and I have fought great battles. I have protected our children and our tribe and have nurtured with the milk of my breasts four proud Stloks, of which two are great warriors and one the most beautiful and fertile of young females, my daughter Shauna, coveted by all warriors. Soon, I will become an elder female and hope to serve in teaching our growing infants until my time comes to leave and surrender to the spirits and the creatures of the forest, so that I no longer burden our tribe. I am happy and fulfilled, and looking forward to enjoying my last cycle.”

	 

	The whole tribe howled to the moons with respect and admiration for their leader.

	 

	Stens took the podium and declared with pride: “This is also my last council. The elders have spoken, and we have entered another year of change. I have given birth to a litter of six, of which five survive. I have given my seed to a litter of seven, of which four survive. I have added nine of the best to our future. I have hunted and I have fought great battles and protected our children and our tribe. I have nurtured with the milk of my breasts five proud Stloks, of which one is a great warrior and two are among the most beautiful and fertile of young females, my daughters Sloukh and Srani, coveted by all warriors. Soon, I will become an elder female and hope to serve in teaching our growing infants until my time to leave and surrender to the spirits and the creatures of the forest, so that I no longer burden our tribe. I am happy and fulfilled and looking forward to enjoying my last cycle.”

	 

	The whole tribe once more howled to the moons with respect and admiration for their second. It had been a great cycle, since their leaders had not tried to kill each other even once, because of the necessities of the attacks they had suffered, and the tribe's dire predicaments had left no time for the customary yearly contestations of power. The tribe had faced severe challenges, and many had died, and they had lost their homes twice. A tumultuous cycle it had been, but it had also been a cycle to rejoice, because only three Stloks had been killed by other Stloks for the entire cycle. This cycle was a cycle of war with everything else, but also a time of uncharacteristic peace among the Stloks.

	 

	“As we enter into this year of change,” pronounced Spron, as his final words to the tribe, “our most vulnerable time, even more vulnerable and dangerous than our birthing year, I am proud to pass on the mantel of leadership to our best warrior, the birth son of Stens, the great warrior Skol. To compete for second, I pronounce my two sons and great warriors, Sfig and Sprantor, and also the great warrior from the cycle before, Skagglaron, who has developed into a formidable warrior later in his life and has been exceptionally chosen to compete despite his advanced age. Let the year of change begin, let our leaders be vicious and strong, and let our children grow into magnificent warriors and wise and beautiful females. The best are our future!”

	 

	“The best are our future!” echoed Stens, followed by the rest of the tribe as Spron and Stens descended from their great rock, to be replaced by Skol, Sfig, Sprantor, and Skagglaron, who kept howling until every other voice had died down. Skol stood proudly in front, his mouth upturned, howling louder than anybody at the three moons directly above them.

	From that very night, everything changed. Sklar and his siblings no longer slept in the family shtrontel, neither did their parents. As the biggest shtrontel, it was taken over by Skol, the new leader. Sklar and the other three male-in-transition children were moved to a small shtrontel, housing just the four of them. They were no longer given special treatment, and they ate their breakfast with the adult males, served by elder females. Stronk and the two other females-to-be ended up in the shtrontel where all the elder females slept. No more tasty stroths and sknags for them! Now they were to be taught the ways of females, hoping to be chosen by a dominant male and thus have the honor to offer new Stloks to the tribe.

	Sunsei Bar was devastated. From then on, he rarely saw Stronk outside of the nightly feasts. Although he and Lin Mogu had no way of communicating all these years, he knew that she was observing him, not him, Sklar, as he was observing her host, Stronk. In these years of solitude, devoid of any contact with his own kind, devoid of any data input besides whatever he received through the sensory organs and the mind of Sklar, he had managed to keep himself sane and engaged by immersing himself into Sklar's experience. He had developed feelings for Sklar, his host, that were way deeper than any feelings he had ever had for himself. He realized that he was mildly attached to his Hantor self, but that he felt deep love for Sklar, a beautiful being, infinite times more capable of emotion than himself, a primitive consciousness that he nonetheless found fascinating.

	Sklar fully loved himself and unimaginably, so did Sunsei Bar, unable to resist this tsunami of emotions that were so alien to him before, at a time so far away that it seemed to be like one of the dreams he had been experiencing together with his host. But he also felt a magnetic attraction to Stronk, drawn by the knowledge that inside her lay Lin Mogu, a being he had been totally indifferent to before, but which now brought the taste of home to imaginary lips. Especially when he was lying quietly, deprived of the release that sleep and dreams brought to Sklar, Lin Mogu came to his mind. He now understood so much more about nature, about the syles' nature. Maybe this was why he often felt that the Hantors had possibly given up on too much in exchange for mere comfort, knowledge, and supremacy.

	Love for Sklar, and by extension, for himself, was not the only feeling he felt during those lonely nights. Another weird and unfamiliar feeling was showing up now and then when Sklar's brain was dormant: a bittersweet feeling of sadness.
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	Lin Mogu was trying to compare what was happening to her – no, to Stronk… no, to her – with what she had felt when she had chosen, as a Hantor, to polarize as a feminine, but there were absolutely no grounds for comparison. Her process had been mainly intellectual and to a lesser degree emotional, although the emotional range of Hantors compared to the emotional range of syles was like comparing a newborn stroth to an ancient bull slooch! It was like comparing a fine grain of sand to the greatest ceremonial boulder! What was happening to her now was different, not only in magnitude, but in the very quality of the experience. Her whole body – my body, no Stronk’s body… no, it’s my body now – was mutating all the time. The sensations were as overwhelming as they were exciting. She was feeling her mammary glands swelling, hurting even, her rear horns pushing through as painfully and miraculously as in a teething baby, as her body, no, Stronk’s body, no damn it, HER body, was changing overnight. She was growing taller, but also her hips were growing wider to allow the egress of a full litter. But she also felt a tingling warmth between her loins and a strange attraction to adult males, but also, oh so weirdly, to Sklar in particular. Her dreams were full of images of her touching him, him touching her, and she often woke up wet in her vulva. Was it her dreams or Stronk’s dreams? She did not dream because she never slept, but they felt like her dreams as much as Stronk’s. The whole thing felt delightful and disgusting in equal measures.

	She felt appalled at the very thought, and the sensuality that she was feeling washing over her, because anytime she looked at Sklar, she also saw Sunsei Bar’s avatar leering back at her. She was realizing that she had no idea of what it was, to truly be a female. Because a female is like a violin in combination with its bow: body, mind, and emotions making music together. Her experience of the feminine had been like a bow, alone, pondering upon itself. Now she was also a violin.

	The change in her life following the assembly had been devastating to her: no longer did her host spend playful, pampered days together with the others. She now lived with the elder women, no longer hunting, no longer playing, just listening to endless instructions about caregiving, taking care of her fur, child rearing, and how to attract the greatest warriors. She still shared her life with the other two women-to-be, her friends Sulan and Seika. She missed Sklar and the other men-to-be, mischievous Skratton, audacious Sbrap, and lazy Stroot. She missed their group of seven scoundrels of her childhood so much. Since the great assembly, she only saw the men-to-be during the nightly feasts and that from a distance, having had no opportunity to talk to them. It was as if her entire universe had shrunk!

	She also missed her father and mother; no, Stronk’s father and mother. It was hard to remember her life as a Hantor. She was getting lost into the experience of being Stronk. Not a week had passed since the great assembly, and another great assembly was called. As she found out, this was not going to be an assembly where declarations would be made, but an assembly for the Great Fight for the place of second. In her lifetime, no, Stronk’s lifetime, she could not remember witnessing a fight where Stloks would fight Stloks. This day, no males left for a hunt and she, together with all the women, prepared a great feast with food that had been saved for the occasion from previous hunts. The assembly started in the early afternoon and all the Stloks gathered, forming a big circle in the clearing. The women formed half the circle, except the most desirable females, eight of them in total, that stood at the very center of the circle. The men of all ages formed the rest of the circle, the elders and the young sitting on the ground, and the adult warriors standing on two limbs beside them.

	Looking around the circle, it was clear to the eye that roughly half of the Stloks were undergoing the change and the other half were in their prime. Many other creatures besides the syles were transitioning at random intervals in the wild, making both solitary creatures and pack creatures vulnerable and in danger of losing their lives. Every predator on planet Sylar knew how to smell transitioning, and thus weak and vulnerable prey. But the syles transitioned in alternate cycles of four to five years that allowed those in their prime to protect, hunt, and fend for the transitioners. This characteristic gave them a clear survival advantage. The Year of Change was also the Year of Mating, the year of bringing to life the best that would be the future. It was strange to see Spron and Stens, these magnificent warriors, sitting meekly on the ground, separating the elder women from the elder men, right next to Splappe and her own mother, Spuya.

	When the whole tribe was finally gathered, Sfig and Sprantor, magnificent specimens with rippling muscles, followed by Skagglaron, an elder but humongous Stlok, standing taller than all the other Stloks, stood in the center. What ensued was brutal: with no warning, no announcements, nothing spoken, the three started viciously attacking each other, their lethal nails fully extended, snarling viciously at one another.

	Within seconds blood started flowing from an ever-increasing number of wounds on their bodies. Sfig and Sprantor were almost constantly tangled in deadly combat while Skagglaron was attacking both of them, inflicting massive wounds with his teeth and nails. This battle was not like a hunt or a battle against other syles. No weapons were allowed and there were no rules, except that the last man standing was to be the second in command. Sfig was raging and constantly in motion, and Sprantor was trying to avoid his massive triple articulated jaws that could tear big chunks of flesh with just one bite, using mostly his extended sharp claws. Skagglaron was using guerilla tactics: attacking and retreating continuously. Sprantor, despite his best efforts, felt Sfig’s jaws close upon his rear left thigh and then, momentarily losing his concentration due to the enormous pain that tore through his body, he turned his neck toward Sfig to reciprocate and felt Skagglaron’s jaws sink into his neck. He instantly knew his fight was over, and so was his life. With Sprantor bleeding on the ground between them, Sfig and Skagglaron paused for a few seconds, their jaws still clenched on twitching Sprantor, and then leapt up and faced each other on all fours.

	A sigh emanated from the tribe around them; Sprantor had been well-liked and admired by many and had been a great warrior and protector of the tribe. After a moment, they all yelled to the skies: “The best are our future!”

	Sfig and Skagglaron circled around the bleeding body of Sprantor, their eyes never leaving their opponent. They bared their teeth at their attacker, growling menacingly at each other. For a while, it seemed that it would be another battle until death, but before a minute had passed, Skagglaron retracted his nails and stood on two limbs. He stopped growling, turned, and addressed Skol, their leader:

	“I concede the place of second. No more of our best should die. All I ask from you, Skol, and you, Sfig, is to be allowed to pick one female, after you have taken your picks of course. There are only seven in our next generation and our tribe needs many litters and many warriors in order to thrive. I lost the previous fight, but I survived and proved to be a great hunter and a great warrior, thus useful to our tribe. If my request is not acceptable, if I have not proved through my very survival and my growth as a warrior and hunter, that my offspring can be part of the best that are our future, I will fight to the death. If I lose, it is likely that this time I will not survive, and our tribe will be weakened by two of our best warriors. If I win, Sfig will probably be dead, and our tribe will again be weaker by two of our best warriors. Sfig, if Skol accepts my request, do you accept to stop this fight at the cost of the least desirable female from among our best, to you and our leader Skol?”

	The tribe, moved by his magnificence and his eloquence, started chanting in unison: “Accept oh Skol, accept oh Skol…”

	Skol, wanting his first decision as leader to be deemed wise and mature, nodded his head, and spread his upper limbs. Skagglaron turned toward Sfig, facing him proudly, unprotected, standing on his two limbs, but magnificent in his size and stature. Sfig remained still for a moment, growling, on all fours, ready to pounce. His eyes were as bloody as the numerous streaks of blood dribbling down his fur, his muscles shivering, flush with adrenaline, battle crazy.

	Skagglaron fell on all fours, ready to continue the battle. A few tens of seconds passed while the crowd kept chanting. Eventually, Sfig calmed down and succumbed to the wishes of the tribe. Feeling disappointment and relief at the same time, he stood up, nodded, and spread his upper limbs in triumph.

	The Great Fight was done and all of them growled to the skies: “The best are our future!”

	Skol then proceeded to approach the circle of the best of the females for this cycle. After careful deliberation, during which time the eligible females were dancing and twisting and exhibiting their wide hips, he chose four of them to bear his offspring and to inhabit his shtrontel, the biggest of the tribe, once the home of the great leader Spron.

	After Skol, Sfig started circling the females, all of them desperate for his attention. His deliberation was quick, and he chose three females to join him in his shtrontel, which from this night onwards was to be the second biggest and most central shtrontel, the one Lin Mogu knew up until a week ago as her home, no, as Stronk’s home.

	Skagglaron then chose the last one, a short female, Skaana, who was not the prettiest or the most agile, but was always a joy to be around, gentle and sweet. He was now to occupy the third biggest shtrontel, the one that had been vacated by Skol, the greatest hunter, upon his ascension as leader.

	Lin Mogu, no, Stronk, had been deliciously excited by the fight. Seeing those three magnificent warriors in full battle had been exhilarating. She had accidentally bitten her tongue during the fight, and she could taste and smell her own blood, no, Stronk’s. It was unexpectedly exhilarating. A part of her yearned to be devoured by those warriors. What a strange sensation, the one that all this violence was causing inside her. Whether it was her or Stronk who turned their head to look at Sklar, she did not know. Was it possible that she had lost her control and her training for a furtive look for a fraction of a second? She would wonder about this many times in the years to come.
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	Existence was more frightening and wretched than he could even imagine during his orientation. The stench emanating from the crowded bodies around him became more overpowering as the single sun rose. While stirring the flames, Gabu was accidentally knocked over by a brutal adult male, fell into the edge of the burning embers and burned his thigh and then his hand, trying to get off the fire. The scream that formed inside his head was startling to Nor Blask, but the acute sensation of intense pain was something beyond anything that his training had prepared him for. In addition, the adult kicked him in the back angrily just for being in his way. Everybody was just waking up, but there was already violence in the air. Gabu retreated to a corner, hid behind a rock, and started applying saliva to his burning wounds while several adult males stood laughing at him.

	A scraggly, dirty female approached him carrying some long, succulent leaves and started rubbing them on his wounds. The sensation was cool and pleasant, and Gabu calmed down. The smell of cooking meat filled the cave: half a dozen women were heating up pieces of meat skewered on long sticks and males were grabbing them from their hands as the smell of burning flesh entered their nostrils. After the males ate their fill, they belched and farted noisily, and a couple of them turned two of the women on their backs and started copulating with them, grunting and growling. Following the adult males, the younger males started eating, fighting for choice pieces of meat, and after they were done, the male children went to take their fill, Gabu among them. He tore into the flesh of a charred piece and Nor Blask, although he had experienced the sensations of taking alimentation during training, was surprised at the level of pleasure to be derived from eating putrid burnt flesh.

	The women followed, then the female children, and at last, elder men and women scavenged through the ashes, the mud, and the still burning embers to find bones and tidbits that had been overlooked. The largest and most fierce-looking of all males, the Alpha-male called Hagrar, after finishing copulating with a couple of young females, stood up, his penis dripping semen, and growled: “All hunters follow me!” He then immediately exited the cave. All the males followed him in order of their size and Gabu, together with another three boys, followed.

	At the mouth of the cave lay many long branches, sharpened to a point at both edges, charred by fire. There was also a pile of sharp rocks, and Hagrar carefully picked the spear of his choice, the heaviest and longest in the pile, and a massive stone, while the rest respectfully waited. He was followed by the rest of the males in order of size or ferocity. By the time Gabu reached the piles, last in line, there were only a few pitiful, bent sticks and some blunt stones. He picked two sticks and carried them in his left hand, holding a big rock in his right. By this time, Hagrar and the males had already left and Gabu had to run, full of anxiety, to catch up with them. As the males were walking with large strides toward the east, the rising sun, Gabu found himself forced to run constantly to keep up with them, his small puny legs scraping through the forest.

	This brisk walk lasted for about an hour, until Hagrar raised his right arm and everybody stopped. Hagrar silently pointed at three of the hunters to go to the right and another three to go to the left. The males now were moving very slowly, keeping a distance of about ten feet between them and circling around. Hagrar looked behind him and indicated to the remaining four adults to move, two on each side of him, following the others. Behind him now were only the three older children and then the smallest, Gabu. Hagrar waited patiently until everybody was in position, and then, with a blood-chilling scream, rushed through the forest noisily, breaking and trampling on branches and bushes in his way, the children following in his wake through the path he was creating with his body. Within seconds, they found themselves in a clearing where a huge hairy animal, with twisted tusks on each side of his jaws, was startled, twisted its body, and started to run in the opposite direction.

	All the males began to scream simultaneously, growling menacingly and rushing toward the frightened animal, which panicked and changed direction a couple of times before it realized it was completely encircled, trapped. It then just stood there, in the center, frightened, confused, and dejected, panting and growling. Hagrar attacked it at once with his spear, but missed as the terrified animal turned and ran, trampling over one of the smaller males, disemboweling him with his tusks as the other males rushed toward it and impaled it with their spears. The wounded animal, a wild boar, managed to bite another one in the foot before Hagrar leapt on it, piercing it in the throat with his mighty spear, a full three inches in diameter, skewering it in the neck before driving his spear into the ground. With great screams, all the males fell upon it, pounding it with their stones while it thrashed in agony.

	Throughout all this Gabu had been frozen, frightened out of his wits, cold sweat running down his body and his brow, stinging his eyes. Hagrar beat his chest in triumph and with the help of the others, cut open the beast’s belly, intestines, and organs, feces tumbling out. They left those for the Gods of the forest, and they proceeded to impale the large beast, from his rectum and its belly all the way to its open mouth, with Hagrar’s trunk-like spear, more than six feet long.

	It took eight large males, four in front and four in the back, to lift and carry the slaughtered beast, while Hagrar led the way back to their cave. Before they left, Hagrar inspected the young male that was bitten in the leg, shook his head, and proceeded to smash his skull with his stone, mercifully delivering him to the Gods of the forest, together with the guts, the intestines, and the disemboweled body.

	It was high noon by the time they got back. Most of the men sat outside the cave skinning the boar while the women carried kindling to the fire. No mention was made about their fallen comrades. The women understood: if they weren’t back, they were gone. While the boar was being prepared for the fire, some of the women and the children went scavenging. They were looking for fruit, for roots, for anything. Gabu, like on every other day, went with them. Hagrar, his job for the day done, lay on a rock while a couple of women cleaned him, rubbing leaves on his scrapes, and delousing him. The children and the women scavenged for a few hours, bringing back all kinds of root vegetables, fruit, and a few half-eaten carcasses of small animals. By this time, the boar had been skinned and slaughtered and was already on the burning embers. The roots and the carcasses joined them on the burning coals, but all the fruits were deposited in front of Hagrar.

	He perused the collection of scavenged fruit, presented to him on an animal pelt. He took his pick, bit into some juicy citrus-looking fruit, and shared a few with the two women that were still picking the lice out of his body, one by one. Five younger children, aged between two and five years old, were summoned and he gave each one a piece of fruit. A huge, hairy, menacing-looking male declared his name, Shaka, and proceeded to grab the pelt with the fruit, take his pick, grabbed a young female with big mammary glands by the arm, gave her two pieces of fruit, pushed her to the ground, and entered her from behind while she was greedily biting into the fruit, juices running down her back and breasts, dribbling from her neck.

	Two big males approached. One was short and stocky, with a powerful neck and dark matted hair covering his back. The other was taller, thinner, but still a powerful-looking male. They were two of the hunters that had sunk their spears into their catch first. They now faced each other standing over the pelt, full of a variety of fruit. Their names formed into Gabu’s mind and were simultaneously perceived by Nor Blask: Kaark and Djobi. They just stood there for a few seconds, staring at each other’s eyes and baring their teeth. Kaark reached for the pelt and Djobi violently pushed him away. The tribe watched as they fought, nobody willing to give way. They punched, bit each other, and tried to poke each other’s eyes out, until Kaark managed to hit Djobi over the head with a rock. With Djobi unconscious, Kaark made his choice of the fruit and summoned a female to eat with him, ordering her to delouse him. After this, there was some kind of weird order: male after male made their pick, this time only taking one piece of fruit each, until there were none left. Not all males got fruit; the strongest first, that was the law.

	The pieces of meat on the embers were turned by the women until the smell of burning flesh was overpowering and Hagrar proceeded to grab a whole leg and tear huge chunks off it with his teeth. Shaka went next, and he tore away a big piece from the ribcage. Kaark imperiously approached the cooking meat, circled the blazing embers, and tore away another piece of the ribcage. Following this, the same weird order ensued: hunter after hunter picked a piece, sharing it with the female of their choice, tearing away chunks and throwing them at the little children after they’d had their fill. At some point, an angry growl was heard from the mouth of the cave: Djobi had regained consciousness and the males froze. Despite his defeat, nobody was willing to challenge him. The circle of men opened up and he went to choose his meat before them, as was his right, staring, and baring his teeth at anybody in his way. He took one of the remaining big pieces and a few tubercules covered in gray ash, and took a seat on a rock, devouring the food. He looked around the cave, but all the good, fertile females had been taken and the males that had taken meat before him were now copulating with them.

	He stood up with a snarl and walked briskly to the left side of the cave, where a young male was wildly mounting a female on a shiny black rock. He grabbed him by the hair and flung him a few feet across the cave. The young male, Sarta, tried to get up and Djobi took a couple of steps toward him. Sarta released his body and fell back on the ground, turning his head away. Djobi turned to the woman who was chewing on a piece of meat, his massive member erect, and with one swift move entered her hard and continued where Sarta had left off. From then on, the orderly process took its course until there was only Gabu left of the hunting males.

	He went to the fire. There were only bones left with scraggly pieces of meat attached, and he picked a bone, a couple of root vegetables, and a carcass of a small rodent. As he was ready to move away from the fire, his mouth watering with anticipation, he felt a huge pain; Hagrar had lifted him from his neck and he heard his deep voice scream in his ears: “You do not deserve to share in the catch, you useless mouse.”

	Hagrar held him suspended above the ground, shaking him by the neck until he dropped everything he was holding, threw him to the rocky floor and kicked him in the ribs. Gabu lay there, weeping uncontrollably, while the whole tribe was gawking and laughing around him. Timidly, elder males and females scavenged through the fire, together with pre-adolescent females that were not much use for anything, picking small tidbits and pieces of rotting corpses off the embers.

	Nor Blask was observing all this through the weeping eyes of Gabu, who had crawled as far away as he could, close to the mouth of the cave. He was shocked, because although he had received detailed information about the primitive civilizations of case study B, no amount of data could have prepared him for the continuous violent energy around him. And then, a greater shock befell him: a young girl of similar age to Gabu, lame with a twisted and deformed leg, appeared silently from the shadows, crawling toward the fire, looking for food. She looked scrawny and malnourished, but Nor Blask instantly felt the presence of Samray Rin inside her. It was as if he could see her through the terrified eyes of the child. She sifted quietly through the ashes and the remaining embers, trying to chew on bones that had been stripped bare, but there was precious little left to find. The whole beast had been devoured together with all the rest that had been scavenged, and all that remained were stripped or burned bones, nails, hooves, and not much else. Disappointed, the little girl, black with ash and emaciated, turned in despair to the mouth of the cave, now pitch-black.

	Their eyes met; Gabu knew her as Yessa. Nor Blask felt disdain and disgust flooding Gabu’s brain: she was the lowest of the low, an invalid, useless and not long for this earth. Nor Blask however, felt pity and camaraderie for this wretched creature and wondered what Samray Rin had been thinking when she had found herself inside this frail, disabled creature. As if influenced by Nor Blask inside him, Gabu’s feelings softened and they stared at each other momentarily before they both receded into the shadows. How would they last? How would they survive in this inferno for twenty-seven years?
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	Samray Rin had been privileged her whole life. Nurtured from her early days due to her high intelligence, given the best tutoring and education, pampered with privileges, respect, accolades and admiration, especially when she had been declared an Intuitive. Intuitives were highly valued in the Hantor civilization because their offering faced no competition by even the latest and most sophisticated artificial intelligence complexes. Her first eighteen hours on this planet called Earth had been a series of continuous shocks. The body she was hosted in was inadequate, wracked with pains and discomforts, and she realized soon after the tribe woke up that it was somehow substandard, shunned by all. Yessa had spent her day helping the women, but her contribution was never appreciated, and her efforts were deemed inadequate. She had been struck many times by women, even elder women, for being too slow or being in the way. The women had scavenged for leafy plants, not daring to venture far from the cave with the males absent. She had chewed on a few herself, but it had been slim pickings, and nobody had shared anything with her.

	Samray Rin fluctuated between being astounded that the Needle would place her in such a predicament, her, Samray Rin, the best of all her peers, an Intuitive that had reached the highest level of recognition by being picked to be among the best, and experience what? This constant torture? This constant pain? The hollowed feeling in her belly, the constant terror taking over her brain?

	When she had to share Yessa’s disappointment at the lack of any real nourishment for the day, that followed many such days, maybe weeks of malnourishment, she once more contemplated giving up and abandoning what seemed now like a useless, naïve task. But what would she return to? The first failure of her pampered, celebrated life? The humiliation of giving up on her first day, after all the resources that had been spent to prepare her for this? Nonetheless, she felt at the end of her tether. She felt trapped. What was the point in enduring more of this torture, if her host had such infinitesimal chances of survival? All afternoon, while the food was cooking, she felt the hope in Yessa’s mind, that today, today, the catch would be big and that hollow, painful feeling in her gut would be alleviated. The day before there was a great catch and there were leftovers, but she had only been allowed the smallest of pieces and a carrot.

	Today, today, the catch was big, and she had a chance to aliment herself and have enough strength to survive the following days. As the enticing smell of roasting pork pierced her nostrils, hope was growing in Yessa’s mind as she rubbed her concave belly delightedly, her ribs protruding, covered only with stretched skin. Today, today, thank the Gods, the catch was big. There would be something left over for her, as long as she was careful to be last and unobtrusive. But as Yessa’s heart sank into an abyss, so did Samray Rin’s, and her resolve to persevere almost evaporated.

	But then, at the lowest point, when Yessa’s eyes locked with Gabu’s, she felt Nor Blask’s kindred soul reaching her through alien eyes, as if he was telling her with no words being spoken: “You are not alone. We are together in this.” This imaginary transmission, lasting for milliseconds, was enough for Samray Rin to feel once more that she was there for a purpose. Yessa then turned and disappeared into the shadows, lying on a damp spot. As the lowest of the low, she had no right to claim anything better. Yessa knew very well that even daring to claim anything above her station would bring punishment, possibly death. It was a miracle she had survived this long. She had been maimed by a wolf more than a year ago. It was a surprise to her and to the whole tribe that she had survived with such severe injuries. She had been lucky. The ownership of the cave by the tribe had not been challenged by anybody this last year and the forest was plentiful, so the tribe had no need to find or fight for another cave and another territory. If the tribe had decided to move, she would have been left behind and her chances of survival alone would have been, for all intents and purposes, zero.

	Yessa, regardless of being frail and lame, possessed a higher-than-average intelligence, and was skilled at skinning, joining pelts, and making bags for the collection of fruits and vegetables. She was also very adroit at delousing the women and understood the power dynamics of the tribe. She had learned how to stay out of the way as much as possible, offend nobody, and although she was constantly severely malnourished, she managed to find just enough sustenance to survive, often feasting on insects she found under rocks. She now lay on her damp patch, terrified of falling asleep, knowing that the nightmares would come, and that she would be devoured once more. Her exhaustion betrayed her, and she soon fell into a deep slumber.
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	Gabu was exhausted by his first ever big hunt and the scavenging that followed. He was also disappointed at his failure to attack the boar together with the others. He had played this scene in his mind many times and he had imagined himself a great warrior, an Alpha, entitled to pick the best food, the best women, and the driest part of the cave. In his dreams, his first hunt would surely be bathed in glory. What a failure! He needed to stop thinking, because more than anything, he was famished and determined not to go to sleep with his belly empty. He was also determined to be brave, so he snuck out of the cave into the pitch-black night, navigating the forest expertly. He was not strong, not even for his age, but he was agile, light enough for even the thinnest branches to support him, and he could climb trees effortlessly and scavenge high-hanging fruit better than most in the tribe.

	So, this is what he did, climbing onto a big tree, no further than twenty yards from the cave. It was very dangerous to walk in the forest at night; too many night predators were scouring the forest for prey. And prey he was, because even strong adult males could not survive long at night, where other creatures could see him, smell him, and hear him long before he was capable of feeling their presence. So, he did what he did best, jumping from tree to tree, only going down to the forest floor when the gap was too large to scale. Then he would run quickly to the next tree, climbing rapidly all the way to the edge of the canopy, looking for something, anything, to quell his hunger.

	He was in luck; he soon found a tree with round nuts covered in a hard shell. The tree was full, and he spent more than an hour crushing the hard shells with a rock and hungrily devouring the nutritious flesh within. When he was sated, he returned to the cave, marking in his mind the location of that precious tree. The cave mouth was dripping with water from the spring above and he spent a good time licking the wet rocks with his tongue, until his mouth was clean from the dryness of the nuts and his thirst was quenched. He entered the cave, went to his corner, and immediately fell asleep.

	He slept for hours, exhausted, and it was only at dawn that he ventured out to urinate. He thought of the nuts he had found. What a find! The branches were so full they were bending down with the weight. They could provide nourishment many times, keeping him fed for many days, important since he was no longer considered a child to be given food by the adults. 

	He now had to earn it, and earn it yesterday he had not. But he knew very well that being deprived of food was not the gravest penalty for being a male useless in the hunt and in battle, or an infertile and undesirable female, incapable of scavenging. Any individual who was not useful to the tribe could well be killed at the whim of anybody who mattered, or just ostracized, kicked out to fend for themselves in the forest. They would be devoured, most likely on their first night alone, away from the cave and the tribe. All the young above a certain age who could no longer stay in the cave, protected and fed, had to prove their worth very fast. He remembered vividly how many young boys had perished before getting the chance to grow and be strong in the last year alone. Before that, he couldn’t even remember what his life was like.

	He was very aware, after seeing Yessa the previous night trying to find something to eat with no success, that there was nothing left over for the tribe to eat in the morning. What would happen on such mornings, was that the women and the young would have to go out and scavenge to feed the males, to nourish them for the hunt to come, on which the whole survival of the tribe depended. The tribe had not awakened yet and it would take some time for all to wake up and for a scavenging party to be formed. A novel idea popped into his mind, startling himself and Nor Blask at the same time. He grabbed the pelt that had been used to scavenge fruit the previous day, and had been left lying a couple of yards outside the mouth of the cave, and ran swiftly to the nearest big tree, climbed up, and followed his path of the previous night that he had firmly engraved in his brain.

	He soon reached the big gnarly tree, full of those delicious nuts. There were so many, and he filled the pelt to the limit of what his small body could carry. He then tied the edges of the pelt with a length of sturdy, flexible vine and slung it on his back. He rushed back to arrive just as the tribe had started awakening. He entered the cave, put his treasure upon a flat rock, and started smashing the hard-shelled nuts. Within a minute, he had enough of the delicious flesh of the nuts to fill two handfuls. He got up and rushed over to where Hagrar lay surrounded by his women. He put the nuts next to him and ran back to his treasure. He continued breaking open the nuts and the next batch went to Shaka, and the next to Kaark. At the same time as he was removing the tasty flesh from the shells as swiftly as he could, he was popping little pieces into his own mouth. He was so focused on his task that he had no time to react when a hand reached into the pelt and decisively grabbed two of his treasured nuts. He turned aggressively to his right, ready to fight, and he saw himself looking into Yessa’s eyes, who was already bashing the stolen nuts with a rock.

	Encouraged by the rare occasion that the intruder was smaller and weaker than him, and more furious than he had ever felt before, he started swinging his stone to knock her on her head, but before his maneuver could be completed, her frail and thin fingers had rapidly separated the nut’s flesh from the shell shards and without eating even a single piece, she had placed them right in front of him. His hand stopped in mid-air, and he was filled with incomprehension: if she didn’t want to steal his nuts, what could possibly be her purpose? Yessa, still looking straight into his eyes, grabbed another couple of nuts, banged them with the rock, peeled the hard shell off without even looking at them, and with her gaze never leaving his eyes, deposited the cleaned nuts next to the previous ones. She then turned, took two more, and repeated the procedure. Before he knew it, in less time than he could process a single nut, two full handfuls were in front of him. She pointed at Djobi and then the rest of the slowly awakening males and continued to take two nuts at a time, break them open, and deposit the flesh in front of him. Nor Blask, Samray Rin, and Gabu were equally stunned, while Yessa, confidently and efficiently, continued with her self-imposed task.

	By the time he had offered the delicious nuts to Djobi, there were another two handfuls ready to be offered. And so, they went on and on, until everybody who was anybody in the tribe had his offering of a couple of handfuls of nuts. Up until that moment, the word offering in Gabu’s mind meant something you offered to an Alpha or the Gods to avoid being struck down, out of fear. But there was neither a trace of fear, nor any sign of meekness or defeat in Yessa’s eyes.

	Instead, Yessa, who had observed him leaving the previous night and had been awake to see him go just a half hour before, looked toward the forest and whispered: “Go for more. Hurry.”

	Astonished at how the lowest of the low could dare to give him, even him, lowly Gabu, not a child but not a male yet either, an order, he grabbed the pelt and went off into the forest, his mind blank, his body just climbing by itself, too stunned to process what had happened. It was not long before he returned with another full pelt. This time, he simply opened it in front of Yessa and without a word, she started deshelling those as well. This time, Gabu was gorging himself on the choicest pieces and Yessa was throwing little bits into her mouth. When they had taken their fill, she looked at Gabu and pointed to Hagrar once again.

	And so it went, and all the males each got another two more handfuls. Then, leaving a pile of delicious leftover nuts on the stone, they left the stage. Because a stage it had become: the whole of the tribe was looking at them, watching them with fascination, dazed by utter incomprehension about what had just occurred in front of their eyes. The elders approached and they shared among them the rest of the nuts. For the first time since they could remember, the chilling anticipation of violence in the humid, dark cave was deafeningly absent. Nothing moved in the cave, because no scavenging party was necessary, at least not for the moment. Gabu and Yessa’s show left them with nothing to do except to go to get water.

	 

	The second morning of Nor Blask’s and Samray Rin’s existence in universe 26,874,214,023, planet Earth, third planet in order orbiting the star, solar year 14,278,533,208 from trajectory acquisition, could not have been any more different than their first. Less than thirty hours—thirty tortured and terrorized hours—since they had been inserted into their hosts, Samray Rin, Nor Blask, Yessa and Gabu had already fully experienced the “aha” moment that would turn the human species into the dominant species of their planet, and later, of their whole universe.
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	At that most historical moment, Samray Rin knew deep inside her that it was all worth it. If her host died right afterwards, even if she herself was somehow convicted to spend the billions of years until compression into perfection in total sensory and data deprivation, it would all be worth it. But what was most extraordinary, was that Yessa’s thoughts, waltzing with hers in unbelievable coordination, were not identical, but nevertheless in absolute coordination with her own: Yessa, like Samray, after having lived the most meaningful moment of her short and wretched life, her primary instincts for once magically suspended, felt as if she would have been happy to die right there and then.

	Samray Rin, for the very first and only time since insertion, could not help but exclaim to herself: “This is going to be fun!”
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	The Year of Change brought not only monumental change to the bodies of roughly half the syles, but also turned the hierarchies and the energy of the syle society upside down. Stronk continued her transformation to a young female syle, and as her body flooded with hormones, so did her mind. She started enjoying the snarls and the leering looks from the males. Her two rear horns had risen, and her eight breasts were becoming fuller each day. She was having dreams of powerful males killing each other over her and dutifully obeyed the instructions of the elder women. Both Stens, her father, and Spron, the previously magnificent warriors, had now joined as women themselves, for the second and final time in their lives. Lin Mogu was experiencing all this through the eyes and the body of Stronk and was immensely fascinated by how quickly the transformation of these magnificent male specimens into elderly, wise grandmothers was taking place. Once the year had passed, the change was almost complete and Stens and Spron now sported long rear horns, their mammary glands swelling just like hers, no, just like Stronk’s, their hips widening, their muscles and coats softening. As elder females now, Stens and Spron had assumed positions of leadership among the women and were teaching Stronk, Sulan, and Seika all the female arts and crafts.

	Lin Mogu had experienced her elongated intellectual female puberty and throughout her life, which was an infinity compared to the few years she had lived in her host, she had never second guessed her choice to polarize as the feminine. She had never even wondered what it was like to be a male. Everything she was, her choices, were exactly as they should be. After all, anytime she wanted, she could change her mind and petition to be administered masculine frequencies and it would only be a few hundred, not even a thousand years, for her to become a male. But why would she ever choose that? Masculinity and femininity were purely modalities of the brain, since Hantors had long overcome the need for bodies. Why would she ever be unhappy over her choice of polarity? Why would her deliberate choice, after having all the data and considering all the modalities carefully, lead to a regret? Why would she feel that her chosen polarity was not exactly as it should be?

	But now, experiencing a galloping adolescence that was like an erupting volcano compared to the wispy, barely-lit match of her own experience, feeling magnetically drawn through the hormones that were flooding her body and brain – no damn it, Stronk’s body and brain – to the majestic males that were appearing before her eyes, she wondered: “What would it be like to be able to embody not one, but two polarities?”

	Watching Sklar, Skratton, Sbrap, and Stroot acquiring quivering muscles, powerful chests, and magnificent frontal horns, sharp and strong like stone, she felt a disquieting emotion that had never passed through her consciousness before. Annoyingly, she recognized it, having received data about it during both her initial training about the history of Hantors and her specific training about earlier universes and the syles in particular.

	This annoying and destabilizing emotion was envy: envy for the very objects of her desire. So, she often wondered: Was it possible, was it even conceivable, as it was portrayed in all the data she had consumed, that the males, the magnificent males, could feel the same? Although she enjoyed to the fullest this unfamiliar transformation that was accelerating day by day, making her yearn for a male to pick her and hold her and enter her and devour her, she was also looking forward to turning into a male one day and feeling what it was like to desire and pick one just like her, no, damn it, like Stronk. The memories of Stronk were entangled with her own, and she felt the same thoughts coursing through Stronk’s brain and caught her often observing her very mother, Spuya, the one that had fed her and nourished her with her breasts and had prepared her breakfast every day, turn into a scraggly-haired elder man, and take the place of Skrawn in teaching the infants how to make traps and hunt small animals and do combat. What a change!

	What an amazing universe this was! And what a privilege to be living in it. Although she was only able to see Sklar and the boys, no, the males now, in the evening feasts, somehow Sklar was often staring in her direction, trying to lock eyes with her – no damn it, stop this – to lock eyes with Stronk.

	It was a great year of change and the syles held many celebrations, especially each time a female declared herself with litter, when the whole tribe would howl joyfully to the moons. In the year after the change, six females gave birth to healthy litters, three that had been inseminated by Skol, who was celebrated not only for being a great leader and hunter, but also for having brought nineteen more of the best that were their future to the tribe. Thirteen more were given to the tribe by two of the women inseminated by Sfig and a further five by Skagglaron’s potent sperm. Thirty-seven of the best for their future! 

	They were golden years, worthy of being added to the tales told by the elders around the fires at night. Sklar had proved to be the best hunter of the previous litters and Stronk, no, Lin, was strangely proud of him.
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	Sunsei Bar had found his perfect mirror in Sklar. Sklar had grown to be a mischievous and rebellious young warrior. He was also very competitive and had proven himself the best hunter of his generation. Every day they were going out with all the males in their prime, and the competition for glory was fierce. The four young ones had a difficult task, and the odds were severely stacked against them. There were only three females of their generation and five females of the previous litters. The last four years had been brutal for the tribe. Of these precious eight fertile females, some would be rejected by the elder women as unsuitable, not healthy enough, not fertile enough, not pleasing enough. Some of them could also very well die if the tribe was attacked or illness befell them. Only the best for their future.

	And this applied also to the males. Sklar, Skratton, Sbrap, and Stroot had to compete with four weathered, experienced, powerful males that were older than them by four years or more. Only four had been chosen as worthy to offer their seed for the best that were their future in the last year of change, and only three survived the Great Fight and got to impregnate the best for their future. Two more years or so remained until the next Year of Change. Two more years of opportunity to prove to the leaders and the tribe that indeed they were the best for their future. Two more years to overtake those in their prime, else there would only remain a small chance that they could compete a second time, like Skagglaron, if they happened to still be fertile as males upon the next change. Second chances rarely happened, because their prime years were short and if you were too old or too young, at the edges of your prime years, your chances to be chosen were greatly diminished.

	So Sklar competed and competed, trying to excel in every challenge, to stick out, to be seen, to be chosen as the best for their future. For the next year he was largely successful, and times were good for the Stloks. One more litter had been born to Sfig, a full magnificent litter of eight, and only twelve infants in total had been lost. The new generation was thirty-three strong, having had the privilege of a stable habitat and no major ailments or plagues. But Sklar’s generation had only seven reaching adulthood, and among them only four males. After the tragedies of the previous decade, the Stloks once more were looking forward to a great future of growth.

	As the months passed and the next year of change was approaching, the competition grew fiercer and when Sbrap was killed by a swarm of aggressive sploons, horrible insect-like creatures that could attack you in their hundreds if disturbed, the competition became a constant game of life or death. All in all, they were seventeen males capable of hunting and combat, but only seven eligible for mating, of which no more than three or four at best would be deemed the best for their future and given the privilege of offering their seed. Another year and Sklar, Skratton, and Stroot would start entering their prime and hopefully they would be in their full prime upon reaching the next Year of Change that was to follow. If any of them had not reached their prime, they would not even be allowed to compete.

	It was a stormy and dark night when this golden age of the Stloks was abruptly shattered to smithereens. The attack came swiftly, when all but a few guards were sleeping in their shtrontels. Nobody would ever understand how the guards had been taken by surprise, since among them was Skol, their leader and the most experienced fighter. Many wondered, and the elders fiercely debated, on what possible kind of tactic or technique could succeed in killing three vigilant syles without any perceptible sound.

	Nonetheless, it had happened, and by the time the tribe was on alert, seven males had been killed, among them their leaders, Skol and Stens, who had fought valiantly, and nine females, one of them a wife of Skol and the mother of his biggest litter, and Sulan, from Stronk’s litter. The worst was that twelve of the best for their future had been taken away and were missing. Their attackers were dark, hairy, powerful creatures, wielding wooden clubs and strange sharp sticks made of something the syles had never seen before, a material that could even break rock and shatter it into many pieces.

	The reports varied. Some said there were multitudes of them, some said there were ten, some said there were only four. All the elders agreed that it was likely their attackers were few, because they were repelled and disappeared after just one of them had been killed by Skagglaron, who tore at the creature’s head and with a bite of his powerful jaws, separated it from its body.

	Their attackers seemed purely bipedal, since their upper limbs appeared too long and soft for running, and the lower limbs were stocky and powerful, with big, round, flat feet forming steady bases for their impressive statures. They were taller than the syles and bigger in all dimensions, but their teeth were small, and they had no claws to speak of. After examining the beheaded body of their attacker and counting their losses, the Stloks held a Grand Assembly and lit a great fire. They delivered the fallen Stloks to the fire and from there to their journey toward joining the clouds.

	The mood of the assembly was somber; they had lost many, but more importantly, they had lost their leader and their second. Skagglaron stood and spoke: “I will be the leader now. Does any Stlok wish to challenge me?”

	A long silence of anticipation followed. When it was clear nobody was willing to step forward and challenge Skagglaron, he continued: “I will take the main shtrontel and take under my roof all the infants and the widows of our leader. Who wants to be my second and take the wives and infants of our second under their care?”

	This time, six large males stepped forward, facing each other in a circle, each with a deadly stare. They fell on all fours and bared their teeth at each other. Among them were the four primes. They knew very well that this was their chance. They were in their full power, a year or so from the change, and the new balance of power meant that they had to compete with each other and two older males instead of the three upcoming primes. If a prime succeeded in being second, he would be guaranteed mating upon the next change, and any prime that survived the Great Fight would have a higher chance. As they were facing off, a persistent snarl from the tribe echoed, reverberating in the trees surrounding the clearing. The tribe watched in amazement as Sklar, still young and way more than a year away from his prime, walked purposefully toward the circle of the ready-to-pounce warriors. This was an obvious suicide, participating in the Great Fight against six experienced primes. When Sklar shouldered himself into a gap in the circle and fell on all fours, menacingly baring his teeth to mimic the fighters, Sunsei Bar was in shock. As a Rebel, he had been thinking that if he had been Sklar, he would fuck traditions, fuck the risks, fuck the elders, fuck the tribe, and would be doing just that. It was in shock, therefore, that he was seeing through Sklar’s eyes the fierce faces of his opponents, being one with and loving his host Sklar to a level he never before thought possible.

	The most likely probability that his life as a syle was about to end in the next few minutes seemed as irrelevant to him as it was to Sklar. It felt as if the rush of reckless testosterone flooding Sklar’s body was also coursing through virtual veins in his!

	A fleeting thought entered his mind: was it possible that, in some incredible way, his presence in Sklar was changing Sklar as much as it was changing him? The science suggested it was impossible; he was absolutely sure that he had been totally passive during his whole tenure in his host. But the synchronicity of Sklar’s action upon his thought was disturbing.

	All it took was one male to move and the circle instantaneously transformed into a melee of teeth and claws tearing flesh, and it was impossible to tell who was winning and who was going to die. Yet it took only seconds for something to become obvious to all the observers: Sklar was lying immobile on the ground within the rabid melee, blood flowing from multiple wounds on his body. He had never really stood a chance, and the whole tribe felt it was obvious he deserved it for his folly.
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	For Lin Mogu, everything was happening in slow motion: it felt as if the passage of time had been totally suspended. She could feel her body contract and her heart racing at the sight of Sklar walking toward the circle. She could also feel her claws extending, entering the moist soil of the clearing, and clenching violently. She could feel a shiver all over her body – No, damn it, it is Stronk’s body, not mine! I am Lin Mogu, a Hantor! I blessedly have no body that could be hurt; no body that could be killed!

	And then, she felt damned, because she realized she also had no body to be taken, no heart to be broken, no body to touch and feel another’s touch… a cry rose inside her…

	It was at this moment that she broke all her training, betraying all her choices up to that moment, all her ambitions, all her resolve. For the first time, against the strict rules of her deployment, it was she, Lin Mogu, that commanded Stronk’s body to stand up and to scream to the skies with a growl that surprised not only her, but all of the Stloks with its intensity and volume, including Stronk herself, from whose chest it was emanating.

	“Stop this nonsense at once!” she commanded, and the very absurdity of the moment somehow suspended the passage of time for everybody else as well. Claws stopped in midair, jaws hesitated to close over flesh, and the warriors, same as every other Stlok, turned toward this ridiculous adolescent female who had dared to breach every law, to break every tradition, and to intervene in a Great Fight, no less!

	Lin Mogu, and it was not just Stronk who felt like a marionet pulled by invisible strings, it was Lin Mogu, continued her heretical speech: “We have just been attacked by powerful creatures never seen before, fiends that managed to break our defenses and the vigilance of our guards. We have lost our leader and our second, and another five males, three of them warriors, and we have lost twelve of the best for our future. We also know that all of these monsters but one escaped. They killed sixteen Stloks altogether and took away twelve of the best for our future. We have lost almost a third of our people. They may attack us again at any moment and we know that they can attack and kill stealthily and without sound. The whole existence of the Stloks is threatened, and we are allowing our best to kill each other over pride? We should be talking about creating defenses, tending to the wounds of our warriors, and preparing to defend our homes and the best that are our future!”

	With this, Lin Mogu walked, effortlessly commanding the body of her host, and upon reaching Sklar, she took him aside from the warriors and started examining his wounds. She was relieved when she felt both hearts beating inside Sklar’s chest. And so, amazingly, was Stronk, her unresisting puppet.

	“There are no fertile women to be had right now, and if we don’t act together, none of us will survive until the Year of Change. You are fighting over an empty title and a bigger shtrontel, a shtrontel that you have nothing to fill it with that can use your seed. Use your prowess as fighters, not to kill each other for that empty title, but to protect us all from these horrible creatures that could be the end of all Stloks. Let us all survive until the Year of Change, and you can fight to your heart’s content. Then, I will be honored to bend over and receive the seed of any of you valiant warriors that would claim me. If you wish me to be killed for my impudence and my breach, please do so, but you will be killing one more that will add to the twenty-eight that we lost, that may be twenty-nine if we do not try to save Sklar. Or you can let me try to save him and heal the wounds of all our warriors, so that we may live another dawn.”

	She then went off to collect the purple leaves that stopped bleeding, and proceeded to chew them to a pulp and apply them to Sklar’s wounds. Throughout all this, the tribe was silent. The warriors had retracted their claws, pulled their snouts over their teeth, and were looking at Skagglaron. Normally – but these were abnormal moments – they would tear her to pieces, but nothing like this had ever happened before, and they could find no flaw in the impudent young female’s words besides their instincts, confused inside their frozen bodies.

	Skagglaron’s growl pierced through the silence: “This requires a Great Council, because it is obvious that we need the voices of all the adult Stloks, males and females, young and elders, to decide. For now, Stronk is right. Let the women tend to everybody’s wounds and we will reconvene when two of our suns are directly above. The Great Council will decide, but for now, mooove! Tend to the young, tend to the old, tend to the best that are our future. We shall remain in the clearing for safety, and I will take all the unhurt warriors to form a circle of vigilance to protect the tribe until the moment of the Great Council.”

	And so, after the passage of a few hours, in which food was prepared for all and all wounds were treated, the tribe formed a big circle. All the infants and the young lay under the Great Rock, the most protected place, upon which Skagglaron stood alone, looking at the circle. The Great Rock protected their flank and the rest of the tribe surrounded them in a tight circle. When everybody was in their place, Skagglaron raised his upper limbs and invited the elders, males and females alike, to speak. It was the wizened Skrawn that opened up the Great Council, speaking on behalf of the elders who had been discussing the situation among themselves for the last few hours, while the females were tending to the tribe.

	 

	“Great Skagglaron, our worthy leader, the best of our warriors, the best of our hunters. We have deliberated, and we all agree to petition you to allow Stronk and the other young females, the future birthers of the best that are our future, to participate in this Great Council. We are all aware that it is not in our tradition for any Stlok to participate before they reach primehood. But these are perilous times, and young though she may be, Stronk has spoken words that even Spron and Stens, Splappe and Spuya, the ones who offered us the best that are our future, our previous leaders and seconds, our wisest elders, could find no fault with. We all agree that the circumstances require a break in our traditions.

	 

	“I also have deliberated and try as I could, could find no fault in her words that, impudent as they are, appear to hold great wisdom. So, I agree and invite them to join our circle of the Great Council. Maybe Stronk’s act requires punishment, because our laws have been created over many generations of Stloks and should not be disrespected. But she is right; because our tribe is in great danger and she and the other females that, if we survive this, are the ones who may one day carry in their bellies the best that are our future, should have a say in this Great Council. Stronk, stand up and speak your piece.”

	 

	It was Lin Mogu, who had been lying dormant during these hours while Stronk was tending to the males, that commanded Stronk’s body to rise. It was Lin Mogu, not Stronk, who had once more been reduced to an astounded, unresisting puppet, who spoke to the Great Council:

	 

	“Great Council and Skagglaron, our worthy leader, I will waste none of your time. It is obvious that our attackers are more powerful than us, high up in the trees where we dwell. Just a few of them managed to penetrate our guards and our defenses, kill our best and steal the best for our future with just one casualty to our many. Besides our great warrior Skagglaron, no other warrior managed to inflict lethal damage upon them. It is likely that they will attack again, maybe this time in greater numbers. They now know where we dwell, and we have no idea who they are or where they come from.

	“However, we Stloks are fast and can move swiftly through any terrain. My proposal is that we hide the best that are our future together with the very old, and the rest of us should track and attack the intruders while they are resting. We can surprise them just as they surprised us, and if indeed their numbers are low, we can destroy this threat forever. I, for one, would like to fight with the males and take revenge upon those that have attacked us, and I would rather die in this effort than not know which night our tribe may cease to exist.” With this, she sat on the ground and remained in silence. As if by magic, under no one’s instructions, under an unspoken collective agreement that needed no further words, the elders started picking up the infants, the best for their future, and proceeded to take them to the creek to hide.

	No time was wasted; Skagglaron started running toward the trees looking for clues and tracks, and so did all the rest. They soon found a trail of broken twigs and disturbed foliage toward the direction where the suns always set. They were moving swiftly through the forest. Every so often, an almost inaudible hiss indicated that a new clue had been found. Some of them moved on the ground, while some of them jumped from branch to branch. The young were following Stronk on the highest branches of the canopy, being the lightest and most agile, since their bodies had not yet fully thickened or grown to the size of a prime.

	They covered great ground until they reached the limits of their hunting grounds and with the subtle sound of a hiss, they all stood still. The fastest scouts had discovered a huge tree with a great cavity. Outside the cavity there were still whisps of smoke over gray, dying embers, mixed with bones, rib cages, and skulls of what were obviously infant syles. Some bones still with remnants of devoured flesh.

	With low hisses, Skagglaron passed the message for all the Stloks, males and females, to silently surround the tree. He could barely hold his rage at the remains of those who were no longer in their future, and neither could all the other Stloks. Nevertheless, they all held their rage for now and obeyed Skagglaron’s instructions, because there were only five skulls in the dying fire and there was a chance, understood by all, that the remaining seven of the best for their future could still be alive. The tree was huge, as wide as the widest shtrontel, but even if they were all packed inside, it was evident that together with the remaining best for their future, the cavity could hold no more than ten or so of the vile creatures. They silently gathered kindling, because if they entered the cavity, they would be at a disadvantage, the opening being only big enough to allow a maximum of one or two Stloks to enter at a time, so Skagglaron commanded them to give life to the fire.

	Within moments, a whole mound of kindling had been stacked upon the embers and the blazing fire soon covered the mouth of the cavity, clouds of smoke entering the tree, loud crackles of popping pieces of kindling mirrored by the panicked, incomprehensible sounds of those within. A flurry of movement, and in a sudden burst, one after another of the vile creatures came running out of the humongous tree. Their singed fur from the fire smelled putrid while they were attacked by males and females alike and torn to shreds. The seventh one to appear was holding two of the best for their future under its hairy arms. Upon seeing the massacre that had befallen its colleagues, it released the infants into the fire, possibly to cause a distraction, and tried to escape. The sickening smell of burning flesh and the shrieks of the infants were nauseating; but the creature had no chance of escaping the enraged Stloks who pursued it and tore it to shreds in seconds.

	No more came out, and only seconds went by before Skagglaron valiantly braved the still raging fire and entered the smoke-filled cavity. His eyes were stinging from the smoke, and it was impossible to see, but the growls of the infants informed him that they were on the far edge of the cavity. He grabbed one at random and, protecting it with his arm, he dashed out through the fire, turning to the left. “There are more!” he snarled, and more males disregarded the blazing inferno and entered the cavity, retrieving safely four more of the best for their future, snarling joyfully despite their massive burns and their singed furs.

	The battle was over and not a single Stlok had been lost besides the two infants. Carrying the remaining infants on their backs, they started their long walk toward their dwellings, arriving back just before the last sun disappeared beyond the canopy.
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	Gabu never managed to fulfill his dreams of being a great Alpha hunter and warrior. As the years passed and he entered puberty, it was obvious that although he was growing and his body was changing, becoming more muscular and hairier like the others, he would remain the smallest male in the tribe, his limbs puny compared to any other male. During the hunt he would often be relegated to carrying extra spears and flints, and eventually, upon his thirteenth year, the males stopped taking him to the hunt. Not only because he wasn’t much use and was mostly in the way, but also because his small size and lightness of frame allowed him to scale the highest branches. He could penetrate thick foliage and often scavenge more alone in a few hours than all the women and children could scavenge together after an entire day of foraging. He brought back berries and nuts and all kinds of fruit, and he could spy from above half-eaten carcasses and purloin them with the predators just a few feet away. He would scurry down a tree, grab the prey, sometimes still alive and twitching, spurting blood in all directions, and carry it up the tree, soon disappearing by jumping from tree to tree in weird patterns. With his cunning and agility, he would successfully avoid being tracked even by the fiercest of predators.

	Yessa was always there upon his return, eager to skin the animals, to peel the fruit, to break the nuts. The two of them made sure that every morning there would be treats next to every single male and if the catch was plentiful, next to every single member of the tribe, including the mostly useless elders. She didn’t stop there; she strung beads together and offered them to placate the tribe every time she felt their eyes on her when she was limping around the cave. She also fashioned small pouches from cleaned and dried out intestines and hung them on the rock, gathering the dripping water and offering it to the Alpha males. She even instructed Gabu, and together they carved pieces of wood to create gourds to offer the water in. The two of them had invented a concept that had never before existed outside of a big hunt or a battle for survival: the concept of a team, of allies, not on a momentary opportunistic basis, but as a permanent strategy. A strategy that worked!

	To everybody’s surprise, including her own, it was Hagrar himself and even the scowling Shaka, that would throw pieces of the catch to her and Gabu, and neither of them ever went unfed again. Whenever she would exchange furtive stares with Gabu, Samray Rin felt that somewhere inside him, Nor Blask would be nodding at her through Gabu’s dark brown eyes.

	She would imagine him nodding at her obvious awe of what was happening right in front of her, staring back through the downturned eyes of Yessa. A civilization of a dominant sentient species was being birthed and the very laws of nature, survival of the fittest, survival of the fiercest, survival of the bravest, were being reversed by the lowest of the low. Both of them had developed, among other skills, the skill of humility, not as a response to imminent danger from an Alpha, but as a strategy to offend no one and to be pleasing to all. Her malformed body was undergoing change and she was becoming a woman, ripe and fertile, yet painfully undesirable to any of the males due to her permanent malformation and disability. Initially, she was shunned, mistreated, and disrespected by the tribe. But those who mistreated her were the last to receive treats, the last to be given the little things that she made during the hours when all but the frailest of elders were scavenging and foraging through the forest near the cave. Little by little, the taunts and the kicks diminished. Once, an elder woman grabbed her by the hair and pulled her, screaming and kicking, through the rough floor of the cave, and Djobi stood in front screaming. He threatened and admonished the hag to let her go, because just the previous day Yessa had taken a huge thorn from his toe and had tended to his wound.

	Her terrifying nightmares and the subsequent nights of trembling fearfulness still visited her, but they became rarer and rarer as the time passed. Most nights she fell into peaceful sleep before she woke up, always before dawn, to see Gabu steal away in the night for the morning treats. Some of the elder women, instinctively realizing that their chances of staying alive were augmented by assisting her in her various pursuits when they were too frail to venture out of the cave, started congregating around her, mimicking her pursuits. The life of the humans was a lethal routine: the males would go on a hunt. Sometimes they were successful and sometimes not. When they were not successful, violent fights could erupt at a moment’s notice in the cave, usually in competition for the tiny carcasses that the tribe and Gabu would find. When they were successful, satisfying feasts for the whole tribe would follow.

	Successful or not, often a male or two would not return from the hunt. The females and the children would scavenge. Successful or not, often a female or two and some children would not return, having been attacked in the forest by a predator larger, swifter, and fiercer than they could handle or escape from. There was no visible grief, just acceptance of reality. Upon dawn, the whole tribe would wake up and feed themselves on Gabu and Yessa’s offerings, added to the remains of the previous catch. Often they would find an elder, an infant, or a child unmoving, sometimes still warm, other times rigid. They would be dragged away from the cave and left to the creatures of the forest, large and small, to dispose of the bodies. An unholy routine it was, but life went on for the remaining tribe in relative peace in the dangerous world they lived in.

	Everything started to change when the years of the great drought began. The leaves of the forest became more and more dry and yellow, and the lightning during the ever rarer storms could start fires in the dry forest that would blaze suddenly and burn huge areas around them. The drying habitat was producing less and less, and smaller and smaller withered fruits and vegetables, and even Gabu often returned with slim pickings. On these occasions, Yessa and Gabu were able to only offer something to the strongest males, after which they would lower their heads and try to disappear into dark corners of the cave. The dry, ever more barren forest could feed less animals and the larger predators were becoming ever more desperate. The prizes from their hunts and their foraging also became rarer, smaller, and thinner. Even when the males had a successful hunt, they could be attacked by other predators emboldened by starvation, sometimes even smaller animals that would never have dared to attack a pack of humans carrying prey in the past.

	The mood in the tribe became gloomier and gloomier, and the angry spirits rose higher and higher; rabid, violent fights would erupt throughout the day and especially at night, whenever there was not enough food to go around. The water that to everybody’s memory had always been plentiful, dribbling down the rockface next to their cave, started disappearing, until they had to go further and further to find a puddle or a stream to drink from. The gourds Yessa and Gabu were carving became lifesaving. Many started copying them and making ever bigger gourds that the males would carry in search of precious water. Wherever there was even a puddle of water, there was also what little was still alive of prey to be found, but also desperate, starving predators to fight for it. Within the first year, the tribe was halved, and by the middle of the second year of the great drought, there was not a single member of the tribe that did not look like a ragged skeleton, prominent ribcages stretching unhealthy skin.

	One dawn, Gabu had returned with only two dried out, half-rotten apples. He declared that he had scoured all the unburned areas, that he had been foraging all night, and that he was sure there was nothing more to find anywhere around them. Then, Hagrar stood up and announced his decision to leave the cave that had been their home for many years and for many in the tribe, for their entire lives.

	He would take his females carrying his infants and his children, those that would be able to keep up. Anyone who wished could follow him. They were to leave at once, because they knew that there was no safe shelter for as far as they had ventured out before. They would need to be collecting water along the way, find some food, and locate a defensible place to sleep. There was no time to be lost if they were to have a chance for survival. He then did the unthinkable: of all the warriors and hunters he could turn to, he chose Gabu specifically, and personally invited him to join them. He turned to him and bellowed: “You, Gabu, have to come with us, because you can climb the trees and scout ahead and warn us of dangers. The rest of you can follow, but we will walk briskly and wait for no one.”

	And with this statement, he took his sleeping pelt from the ground, slung it over his shoulder, exited the cave, picked up a couple of spears and a hefty, sharpened stone, and started walking north. Not once did he glance behind him to see if anyone was following. His two females grabbed an infant each, leaving two more behind, the youngest and weakest, knowing they couldn’t keep up with Hagrar carrying two infants each. Anyway, their breasts were too dried up by starvation and the youngest would not survive. They picked up the largest gourds and some pelts, and ran rapidly after the disappearing Hagrar, avoiding even a glance at the infants, the elders, and the incapacitated they were leaving behind. Five of his children, the eldest ones, grabbed whatever they could and ran after their mothers. Two more, too young to understand, were left behind, terrified, eyes wide open, stunned, tears running down their muddy faces. Gabu was the first to run after them, swiftly overtaking them and the women, climbing a tree, and with his usual agile acrobatics, almost instantly disappeared into the foliage, hurrying to reach Hagrar.

	After a brief moment of indecision, Kaark, Djobi, Shaka, Sarta, and the other three lesser males that had managed to stay alive thus far, grabbed their pelts, some spears and stones, and rushed after the children. A panicky group of women and children followed, hurrying to pick up whatever they could of their now disintegrating lives and their infants. They understood there was no time for hesitation. They were determined to catch up to the males, their only chance of surviving even one night in the unfriendly territory they were heading toward. Not a single soul looked behind.

	Among screaming babies and small children and the wailing of elders left behind, Yessa fell to the floor in despair. Her fate, this horrible world that awaited to devour her every day and in every nightmare of her life, had finally caught up with her. There was nothing more she could do. There was nothing she could think of. It would not be long, she knew well, until the noises of despair emanating from the cave would invite the starving creatures of the forest to dare enter the cave. For once, no formidable males would be there to confront them. It would not be long before she was bound to live her worst nightmares, being eaten alive, piece by piece, wishing and hoping for her heart to stop beating the soonest possible, so that the torture of her nightmares could cease tormenting her. So, she lay there, her panic joining the panic of those left behind around her, trying but failing to accept the inevitable…

	Samray Rin was in equal measures relieved and devastated. She was relieved, because all she had to do was to request immediate removal and she would avoid experiencing the gruesome fate of her host. She was relieved, because she had succeeded in her mission, despite it being cut short. She had a lot to report but most importantly, she had been present for the birth of the paradox, this evolutionary step that she had studied intensively. The ingenious reversal of the laws of nature that, as she well knew, led to advanced civilizations. Even though the paradox would perish with Yessa and most likely the whole tribe, she fully understood that statistical probability would have produced it or would produce it in other humans. And if they also happened to perish, it would be produced again and again until it caught roots and flowered, allowing stronger and larger tribes to develop and grow. A distortion that would benefit the survival not only of the fittest of body, as nature dictates, but also of the fittest of mind, of superior intelligence, such as Yessa’s.

	She was also devastated, because she identified with Yessa to a degree higher than she could ever have imagined. Despite the pains and the fears that she co-experienced with Yessa, there was one thing she was unable to silence her mind from admitting: these had been the most interesting and fascinating years of her life. Six solar Earth years were the most interesting of all of the thousands of years that her consciousness had existed so far. Despite her devastation and the feelings of despair that were drowning her through Yessa’s brain, she was in no hurry to leave. She kept observing the behavior of those left behind and Yessa’s own feelings, dutifully gathering as much information and insights as she still had time for.
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	As Gabu was moving through the forest canopy faster than he ever had, rapidly leaving the desperate cries emanating from the cave mouth, he had no thought whatsoever in his mind, concentrating instead on catching up with Hagrar. Inside this empty albeit purposeful brain, Nor Blask’s mind was racing haphazardly. His usual thorough, analytical mind was in total disarray: a part of him wanted to follow the trajectory of his host’s body through the foliage. Another part was thinking of Samray Rin, who had turned from an abstract to his only connection with his Hantorhood. Another part yet was unsettled and apprehensive for this sudden reality shift. But weaved in tiny invisible threads throughout all his thoughts ran a heavy, almost unbearable sadness. And for once in the totally empty brain of Gabu, devoid of any conscious thought and surrendered-to-the-task, it was impossible for him to deny that this debilitating sadness that distorted his every thought was generated from somewhere within him. This dark fountain of sadness had nothing to do with his host. It was undeniably a product of Nor Blask alone.

	It took less than three minutes for Gabu to catch up and see the moving form of Hagrar below him. Hagrar had deliberately slowed his pace to allow his protected to catch up with him, still only looking ahead, his ears alert to the sounds of his women and children pursuing him. Upon overtaking Hagrar, Gabu swung down and dropped in front of him, impeding his path.

	“Great Hagrar, forgive your lowly slave, but please, stop and listen to me, listen to my petition.” Without waiting for a response, he continued: “We need Yessa; we cannot leave Yessa behind,” he pleaded. “Yessa is useful, and she makes things that serve us, like the gourds for water that your women are carrying. We would not have survived without them. She is small and light, and she is more useful than that pelt you are carrying, and she would be easy to carry. Please, great Hagrar, consider it and I will be tireless. I will forage constantly on our path, and I promise you that neither me nor her would eat even the smallest morsel until you and your family were fed!”

	Hagrar angrily pushed him aside and continued forth. Gabu once more ran ahead and stood in his path. Hagrar menacingly lowered his spears and moved forward, threatening to impale him. Gabu climbed expertly on the trunk of a big tree and desperately shouted after the advancing Alpha male: “If she does not come, I do not come. I will stay behind and try to protect her, for she is my family as much as your children behind you are your family. I cannot leave her behind. But I can be of great use to you, great Hagrar. If there is something to be scavenged, who better than me to find it and bring it to you?”

	The surly Hagrar stopped in his tracks, trying to comprehend the impudence and stupidity of Gabu’s statement. Was it not obvious to every human, to any creature, that the imperatives of nature, of which the most crucial was survival, dictated that in order to survive, the weak, the infirm, and the old had to be left behind?

	For sure Gabu was mad; he had no chance of survival in the abandoned cave he knew full well would be soon claimed by others. By this time, the rest of the tribe had caught up, most of them having no idea why he had stopped and what this scene was all about. For the first time he looked back, as the first male to have caught up emerged from the trees. It was Sarta, a young but competent hunter and a loyal follower of his, a male with no pretentions for leadership. A middle-of-the-pack male that always followed orders and challenged nobody. “We will stop here for a few minutes. Sarta, go back to the cave and carry Yessa here.” Sarta just stood there with a look of utter incomprehension and disbelief in his eyes.

	Hagrar took two steps toward him, growling mightily in his startled face, spittle splattering on Sarta’s face: “Obey me, you worm, and go now, or I will tear you to pieces and leave you here for the ants and the worms to feast on your flesh!” Sarta, shocked out of his stupor, turned and ran backwards, the following tribe staring in incomprehension at one of their numbers fleeing in the opposite direction. Nobody was in more disbelief than Gabu himself, not even Nor Blask within him. Gabu, who had reacted without thinking, his heart beating violently within his emaciated chest, felt as if he had died and had been given another life. He showed no outward signs of his triumph, remaining head down in utter humility, lest he offend the Alpha. Nor Blask, relieved of his maelstrom of opposing thoughts at last, felt the boulder of indescribable sadness that was crushing him replaced by hope, elation, fascination, and an absolute lack of anything to analyze.

	Within ten minutes, Sarta reappeared, carrying Yessa on his back as if she were a pelt. Without another word, Hagrar turned around and continued on his path and Gabu, without a word, climbed on a tree and proceeded speedily forward. Twice in their long walk, he warned the wandering tribe of predators ahead, allowing the males to form a wall, protecting the females carrying their infants and the children behind them. Tirelessly scouring the forest ahead, Gabu led them to a small bubbling spring that had created a mudhole. The tribe drank their fill and continued on, carrying as much water as their gourds could hold. Several times he returned with fruit and nuts in his hands, throwing them in front of Hagrar, who ate some and distributed the rest to the children and the best warriors.

	After hours of trekking, during a small break the starving tribe took in order to rest and be able to continue forward, he came back and appeared silently, whispering about a boar ahead. The warriors followed him, circled the beast, and succeeded in killing it without a single casualty. The hopes and spirits of the tribe rose, and so did their appreciation for Gabu’s contributions, but they had no time to waste. The beast was small, but it would be enough to keep them all alive. They impaled it with a spear and two males carried it while the tribe continued without further delay.

	It was dusk before Gabu reported that the forest was thinning out and a small hill, possible to defend, was lying ahead of them within a twenty-minute walk. The tribe’s pace accelerated as darkness began falling and the night predators were starting to flex their muscles.

	They reached the hill just before darkness and everybody hurriedly gathered kindling, branches, and fallen trunks, and soon a great fire rose from the hill and flaming torches surrounded their position. Warriors encircled the camp, the torches behind them so their dark eyesight would not be compromised; any predator coming toward them would be partly blinded by the flames. The smell of roasting pork filled the jungle, and they could hear the growls of predators gathering around them, but nothing dared to breach their camp. They ate quietly and then succumbed to the exhaustion of the day, except for, of course, Nor Blask and Samray Rin, who were noncorporeal and had no sleep requirements.
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	Sunsei Bar lay within the unconscious, battered body of Sklar, pondering on the events that had passed and anxious to find out what had happened to the expedition incited by Stronk. Actually, by Lin Mogu, because the words of Stronk could obviously only have come from her. He was facing a great contradiction. He, the Rebel extraordinaire, had a hard time accepting Lin Mogu’s treason to their project and the rules that had been so diligently impressed upon them. A great part of him admired her for what she had done, but another part of him was feeling distress at the obvious contamination of their data and the grievous compromise of their mission. When Sklar entered the Great Fight, he was egging him on silently and in secret, his Rebel soul rejoicing at his blatant disregard of all tradition and all logic.

	But Sklar had been hit almost immediately, and as his body was thrashed, sharp talons tearing him up, Nor Blask’s rebellious enthusiasm was shattered with him. He was then ready to exit his host, because it was part of their instructions to not remain for even a millisecond in a dead body. They had been told several times that it could endanger their return, and that it was imperative to leave their host’s body immediately if death was imminent. As he was ready to exit, the stunning intervention of Lin Mogu had stopped him on his tracks. Although he had no vision of his surroundings, with Sklar unconscious and his eyelids shut, he could hear everything around him. Part of him was full of admiration for Lin Mogu and bursting with pride at Sklar’s bravery and foolery. Another part was wondering what would happen to Lin Mogu when Ula Dor discovered her failure to follow the mission’s imperatives and the gross dereliction of duty that she had committed. For many hours, he contemplated the extraordinary events he had witnessed, until at last he heard the voice of Stronk soothing Sklar once more. He felt Sklar awaken, and his extreme pain cluttering their combined consciousness once more.

	Sklar’s eyes opened and Sunsei saw the caring face of Stronk on top of him while she was changing the poultice on his wounds. He heard Stronk account the success of the expedition, about the three infants that had been saved and retrieved, and the annihilation of their attackers. Sunsei Bar could hardly stop himself from making Sklar’s mouth move and ask Lin Mogu, not Stronk, Lin Mogu, a Rebel beyond all Rebels in his admiring eyes, what had driven her to her actions. His two sides battled briefly, but his training won, and he remained silent and passive as always, trying to catch a glimpse of Lin Mogu’s soul through Stronk’s yellow slitted eyes.

	The pain was almost unbearable, and he knew for sure that Sklar would never become a prime; he would never mate or be mated, because he would be crippled for life. Where did that leave him? Should he stay or should he exit? Staying seemed useless, because the mission and the syles were obviously contaminated, but exiting seemed unbelievably unthinkable.

	And then something intervened in his mind. Something for which he had received multitudes of data on several occasions. An abstract concept that had been studied profusely, not only in his instruction on the syles’ civilization, but also on his studies of every other civilization, including the early civilization of the Hantors. It took him by surprise with its intensity, this abstract concept, and washed over him like a huge tsunami washing over ragged shores.

	As Stronk finished her tale and continued tending to Sklar’s wounds, she started to hiss and snarl in a rhythmic way, instantly recognizable as a lullaby song. At that moment, Sklar and Stronk locked eyes and through Sklar’s eyes, he saw his vision of Stronk as the most magical Goddess-like creature he could ever imagine. Sklar was in love, and the tsunami broke through the ragged cliffs of Sunsei Bar’s resistance and flooded him as well, taking him away like a puny chunk of driftwood. He was unable to resist the wave of emotion and mighty endorphins that were flooding every part, every nook and cranny of Sklar’s body. But what was mostly turning the detached, angry, intellectual Hantor into a drooling, emotional puppy, was the mirroring of the overwhelming wave in Stronk’s eyes. Was it possible that Lin Mogu was, at the same time, feeling the same things? He was confused. Was he even supposed to ask himself such questions? Was he a mere observer inside Sklar, who was falling madly in love with Stronk? Or was it him as well, Sunsei Bar, who was experiencing this mythical remnant of the past, this up to now, abstract, antiquated concept of love for both Stronk and Lin Mogu inside her?

	The elders with the infants and the young joined them in the clearing as tales were told about the expedition. There was no big hunt, but they all shared provisions and remained to rest, heavily guarded, in the clearing. The whole tribe was rattled and there was no mood for returning to the shtrontels. When dawn came, the young climbed onto the canopy and brought down a healthy catch of Stroths, enough for all to be fed. Skagglaron then announced another Great Council.

	He started by lamenting the loss of seven of the best for our future and continued by rejoicing in the recovery of five. He then expressed his appreciation for Stronk. Without her, he said, those five young Stloks would now be dead, devoured by the fiends. Upon these words, the whole tribe howled her name. Then, against all tradition that dictated that the heads of the elders, male and female, should speak first, he invited Stronk to stand upon the Great Rock and address the assembly.

	It was Stronk who timidly walked forward and climbed on the granite podium, but it was Lin Mogu who took over and started speaking: “Great Council of all Stloks, I am honored and humbled to be standing on this rock addressing you all. We all slept last night in this clearing because for the first time in many years, we felt unsafe in our shtrontels. We all know that what happened may very well happen again. I know it is the way of syles, the way of Stloks, to be living on the high trees where no heavy predators can approach us. But in order to survive, we must adapt to new conditions. I believe that we should consider weaving our shtrontels on the ground, here, in the clearing, where the high rocks form a natural protection to one side, where the creek is next to the rocks and easy to reach, where the clearing permits us to see enemies approaching. We could even make the clearing larger and make tools to cut down trees and use them as fortification within which the best that are our future could be more efficiently protected. We can create barriers with sharpened sticks facing outwards, many rows of them so that no heavy, charging animal could pass without being impaled and stopped in its tracks. Our attackers, those horrible creatures that cooked and ate the best for our future, were superior to us in fighting on the trees, yet they chose to live on the ground. And on the ground it was easier for us to overcome them, because in their arrogance they left no guard. We should never again make a similar mistake. I believe the time has come for change.”

	All the Stloks, including Skagglaron and the wise elders, were absolutely speechless. No one, let alone a young subprime female, had ever spoken such words to the tribe, had ever dared to openly challenge their ways. The ways that had been the ways of their forefathers throughout the whole of tribal memory. In place of indignation there was astonishment, because once more, nobody could find a fault in this young, immature female’s reasoning.

	Lin Mogu, emboldened by the silence, ventured forth, diving into way deeper waters, actually into an unfathomable abyss:

	 

	“Just yesterday, while the best for our future had been taken away and the tribe was in grave danger, our fiercest warriors were about to kill each other. Sklar, who just a day ago was one of the best for our future, now lies crippled, with a great chance he will not survive and even if he does, that he will never recover and fulfill the role he had been bred for. Our best fight and kill each other for the privilege to mate and produce the best for our future. What will happen if at one time, we face such a calamity that there are no longer any of the best for our future to mate and to ensure the survival of the Stloks? Will the rest just wither away, unable to mate, condemning our kind to extinction because of an outdated tradition?”

	 

	The shock at these words was palpable and visible, for many had even stopped breathing upon hearing her heresy. But no member of the tribe could find a reason why this was a heresy, why it did not make sense. With the whole tribe’s primitive brains incapacitated by her heretic words, Lin Mogu continued:

	 

	“With Sklar potentially gone and me very likely to be torn to pieces after this speech, there would be only three left from my generation: two males, Skratton and Stroot, and one female, Seika. In total, seven prime males will compete in the next Great Fight for a total of six prime females, or seven if I am spared. How many of our precious primes will we lose in the next fight, for the privilege of two or three to produce the next best for our future? We go through endless cycles of managing to stay safe and produce the best for our future, and then we are attacked, and our numbers go down again, and we struggle to survive. Desperate times require desperate measures, and desperate we should be!

	“Yesterday, every single able-bodied Stlok joined to retrieve the best for our future, to take revenge, and to ensure the tribe’s safety. Every single Stlok except the very old or the very young spent hours tracking and moments killing for our collective survival. So, I propose that on the Year of Change to come, to leave behind our tradition and our ways that no longer serve us and to allow every male to mate with the female of their choosing. Priority of course would still be given to our primes to choose first and to be able to choose multiple females, as is their right. Only if there is a specific challenge, should there be a Great Fight. Our second should be chosen by the elders, without a Great Fight, as our first is chosen, and with every fertile Stlok mating, we can increase our numbers and our chances for survival. For as was proven yesterday, there is great strength in numbers. In this way, we will still get the best for our future, but we will also get ALL for our future. Better all Stloks than no Stloks, no future at all! ALL STLOKS for our future!” she howled to the skies. And with this, Stronk’s body, unresistingly puppeteered by Lin Mogu, descended from the Great Rock and sat down among the females, eyes looking to the ground.

	 

	A moment of complete silence ensued, but then, one by one, the Stloks started, timidly at first, howling to the skies: “ALL FOR OUR FUTURE! ALL FOR OUR FUTURE!” Encouraged by the howling around them, more and more Stlok voices rose until the forest was trembling with this magnificent howl: “ALL FOR OUR FUTURE! ALL FOR OUR FUTURE!”

	 

	When the howls quietened down after what seemed a very long time, Stronk rose once more and howled with great passion: “All Stloks are precious, all Stlok life is precious!”

	 

	This totally novel thought took some time to be digested, but, sure enough, voices started rising once more and every single Stlok, overtaken by Stronk’s passion, howled with her: “All Stloks are precious, all Stlok life is precious, all Stloks are precious, all Stlok life is precious!” again and again and again, and there was nothing more to say…

	 

	Sunsei Bar was witnessing the invention of the concept of the sanctity of life rise in front of his eyes, kneaded like a heavy dough by the eloquence of Lin Mogu and now expanding, and rising, and engulfing the whole tribe, at least two or three thousand years before it was supposed to!
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	For Ula Dor, the perception of the time that had passed since his explorers had been inserted into their hosts for their respective missions was as usual: incorporeal, suspended in a virtual web of incoming data, no pains, no struggle, no bodily needs, no fight for survival. Time was kind of irrelevant. Nonetheless, his focus was intense. This was the culmination of thousands, nay, hundreds of thousands of years of preparation. Like a sprinter who prepares and trains for years just for a sub-ten-second run, Ula Dor had shut down all other inflows and was filtering and refiltering the data he was receiving from the Machine. He was capable of processing over a million simultaneous streams of data, so restraining himself to only four was a novel experience.

	When he was made aware of Lin Mogu’s illegal interjection into the consciousness of a sample species, he was shocked. The probability that the waves of contamination that surged forth from this interjection would continue to affect the probable future of the syles’ civilization and of the possible distortions was unsettling. He immediately opened up his consciousness and allowed a part of his brain to extrapolate this vile, illegal, and inappropriate contamination forward. He was instantly inclined to pull the plug on the entire operation and admit defeat, when to his surprise (Ula Dor had rarely been surprised in the last half a billion years), the analysis showed the waves dissipating. They culminated in miniscule distortions, that, in turn, gradually flattened out and disappeared. Astounded (another novel sensation), he ran the analysis over and over. The results were always the same: no long-term distortion! Stupefied for once, he was at a loss to understand the why. Why was there practically no effect from this preposterous contamination? What could it mean? He immediately contacted Professor Haala Ban, his own teacher and most loyal ally in the Council. He transmitted the data to Haala Ban along with his questions.

	Data silence ensued from his old esteemed and trusted professor; but in the universes of the syles and of the humans, constant, amazing, perplexing things were happening at a rapid pace. Once more, he focused the complex web that supported his consciousness on to his two teams on the ground, closing all synapses to the Hantor universe, leaving only the connection with Haala Ban open.
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	There was no immediate selection of a second among the syles, as was customary when a second was lost. In one fell swoop, everything had changed. Stronk, a puny subprime female, had become their de facto second. No official decision needed to be made, and Skagglaron led the tribe to fortify the clearing. Stronk showed them how the weapons retrieved from their attackers, forged of a stronger, shiny material that could even break stone, could be attached to branches, and used to take down trees. Fences were made all around the clearing, with tree trunks attached with wet vines that when dried out, held the logs together like braids of steel. Stones were gathered and planks were cut to make floors on the clearing (another one of Stronk’s ideas) and shtrontels were woven on top of them, to protect them from the rains and the suns.

	Rumors were circulating in the tribe that Stronk was possessed by a benevolent God, a spirit that was entering her to guide the Stloks into the future. Stronk was often asked to confirm this, and she would nod, timidly and humbly, with scarce and vague explanations that were actually serving to propagate her myth. She could no more understand what was happening to her than the rest of the tribe. With her help, Sklar survived, but never recovered to his full strength and never again went out on the hunt. He visibly limped on two limbs and though he could walk decently upright, he was very slow on all fours. Nonetheless, even before his full recovery, he made himself useful, working tirelessly on the fortifications. As the Year of Change approached, the roughly half of the Stloks, who had not undergone change the previous time, commenced showing signs of the change.

	When eventually the Year of Change was announced, the primes were ranked by the elders and by Skagglaron, who was now himself turning into an elder female for the last change of his life. Stroot was chosen as leader, because he had proven himself to be a great hunter and Skaak, a magnificent chestnut-colored prime, was chosen to be second.

	Seika, the youngest prime female, was naturally chosen by Stroot, but this time, with no Great Fight necessary, all the mature males got to choose, first the primes choosing primes and then the rest. For the first time, every male Stlok acquired the unprecedented privilege to choose among non-prime fertile females. Every single male, including the primes, was intimidated by Stronk, and there was an implied sense that she was like a vestal virgin, a high priestess beyond the reach of even the strongest males. It was expected that she would choose to enter Stroot’s shtrontel (what a change, considering that a female could choose an Alpha male), but she made no such move. Instead, she chose the damaged Sklar, and they were even given the second largest shtrontel.

	During the years that followed, the Stloks flourished, and many litters were born. With no Great Fights, their hunters grew in numbers and the tribe doubled its size within a single generation and quadrupled within the next. It was true, not all of them were the best for their future and many were born weaker, but there was strength in numbers and the tribe howled henceforth in unison in every assembly: “All Stloks for our future, all Stlok life is precious!” until everything else was gradually erased from their memories.

	 

	Stronk and Sklar both undertook the change in the next Year of Change, being of the same generation. Stronk changed into a powerful male and this time, he was declared the leader. Sklar changed into a soft female, long horns erupting from the back of his head, her head now. Miraculously, Stronk, the leader of all Stloks, who could choose as many as he wanted from the prime females, chose Sklar and only Sklar as his mate, and they had a second litter. Their understanding of each other grew exponentially through the change and their love grew with it. They felt complementary to each other in every way and the tribe accepted this aberration of the same couple having a second litter after a change. They had become accustomed by now to these abrupt cultural changes. It had never happened before, but they were in such awe of Stronk that nobody voiced any objection or criticism. Lin Mogu remained passive, happy to live life through Stronk, to experience the magnificence of the change, to live as a strong Alpha male and still be happy for her choice to be female. She took over rarely, on specific occasions, and only to address the assembly.

	Another change came, and then another, and this was the last time Sklar and Stronk would change, reverting to their initial gender, to retire as elders, to pass the rest of their years as male and female respectively. Unlike every other elder Stlok, they chose to remain together in a shtrontel and once more, nobody even entertained the thought of objecting. It was in that shtrontel, one night, holding each other, looking into each other’s eyes, that Lin Mogu and Sunsei Bar, totally different consciousnesses to when they had first entered, were extracted from their hosts, and found themselves back in the Machine, yearning for eyes that they could stare into. All the discomforts and the ailments as elders that they had become so accustomed to disappeared abruptly, and the sudden lack of bodies seemed for a moment the most unnatural thing in the world.
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	Samray Rin was waiting for the inevitable and poised to exit Yessa’s body. It had not taken long for the moaning and the crying of the infants and the incapacitated to attract all kinds of predators that were snarling at each other outside the cave, carefully inching toward the mouth of the dwelling. With nobody to repel them, they were venturing further and further inside. Yessa had curled her body into a ball, her arms wrapped around her skeletal body, her head bent toward her chest, sobbing quietly, drenched in despair. It was at this moment that she heard Sarta’s war-like screams, frightening, and dispersing the weasels and the foxes that had gathered around the mouth of the cave. He stumbled in, constantly yelling, and Yessa found herself lifted effortlessly, as if she weighed no more than a feather, and slung over his shoulder as he ran back out of the cave. It took some time of utter incomprehension, her head bobbing and bouncing, seeing the ground move under her eyes, before she magically found herself surrounded by the tribe that had abandoned her.

	With humans all around her, tight against each other in a small clearing, she was deposited momentarily in front of Hagrar. He ignored her and immediately turned to advance forward, once more without a glance behind. She felt her puny body lifted again and slung over Sarta’s shoulder, one arm wrapped around her thighs, holding his stone that was digging into her right thigh every couple of steps. But this time he was not running, he was walking purposefully through the forest, in the middle of the pack, all following Hagrar’s tracks. A couple of hours passed before the next stop, right next to a muddy pool of water, when she was deposited once more. Although her whole body was hurting, especially the thigh scratched and bruised continuously by Sarta’s sharpened stone, she had not dared to utter any sounds or complaints. She was filled with gratitude and astonishment, as this gift of a life that had miraculously been bestowed upon her was filling her heart.

	She crawled on all fours to the muddy pool and gorged herself with water. She then sat and waited, and listened carefully to the murmurs around her. Gabu appeared three times during this rest, each time bringing treats for Hagrar first and the rest of the males afterwards. After his last foray, he brought her a small brown fruit, sweeter than anything she had ever tasted before. By that time, she knew through the chattering of the women that it was Gabu who had dared to confront the great Hagrar and had ensured her survival. Immediately after this, Gabu turned swiftly around, and climbing adroitly onto a tree, moved forward as Hagrar stood up and continued the long trek once more. Before Sarta could grab her, Yessa jumped onto his back, wrapping her legs against his waist, and holding her head tight against his back, her arms wrapped around his neck. Sarta shrugged, happy that he now had both his arms free, and ventured forward.

	From then on, Yessa had her head upright and there was no more pain from her previous uncomfortable position. She was able to look forward and observe the tribe as they walked, seemingly endlessly, toward an unknown destination. Once more they stopped for a rest and the men went hunting, bringing back a small boar. Yessa, on top of her muscular steed, felt filled with amazement and gratitude as she continued on her journey once more. It was incomprehensible that she was once more part of her tribe that had abandoned her just a few hours ago.

	When they reached the hill that was to be their camping spot, she was exhausted and unable even to stay awake long enough to partake in the spoils of the hunt, and she fell into a deep slumber. Her body clock, trained for years, awoke her before the crack of dawn and there was Gabu, looking at her for a second before he ran off into the forest to return with a pelt full of nuts and roots, drop them in front of her, and depart to return with another batch. Yessa peeled the nuts, threw the roots on the embers of the fire to cook, and proceeded to deposit the flesh of the nuts next to Hagrar. The next batch was for Shaka, then Sarta, the warrior that had carried her all this way, and then Kaark, Djobi, and then the rest of the males. She only partook in some scraps from the second batch despite being on the very edge of starvation, not having eaten anything the previous day and barely anything the days before that. She was intent on being as useful and as unobtrusive as possible, understanding that she would have to be carried the whole way to wherever they went.

	 It was not long before Hagrar signaled their departure. The hill had been good for them for one night, but it offered no protection from the elements and the area was still dry and poor of prey, so the tribe had to move on.

	They traveled for days, and a few fell on the way from exhaustion, malnutrition, and disease, but Yessa was safe, hanging behind Sarta, holding on for dear life. Every night, she would spend at least an hour picking all the lice off his body and treating his bites and scratches with chewed up purple leaves to demonstrate her gratitude. Of Gabu, she saw very little, because he was endlessly running or climbing ahead to scout for the tribe.

	Thus, the tribe, after weeks of walking, finally saw in front of them a series of mountains covered in healthy, bright green trees with no sign of the yellowed, dry leaves they were leaving behind. As they ventured through this lush forest filled with a multitude of treats and small prey, but seemingly precious few large predators to compete with, they arrived at a site none of them could have imagined existed: a large green lake with a river frothily spilling into it, dense forest surrounding it in every direction. For Samray Rin, this brought to her mind the ancient concept of heaven, of paradise. For Yessa and the rest of the human tribe, this concept, unknown to them, emerged and was created on the spot.
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	Nor Blask was having the ride of his life inside Gabu, and was fascinated by his indefatigable spirit and his unending industriousness. The human tribe’s life next to the lake was much better than anything they had experienced before. There was a multitude of plants growing out of the water that could be tied together to provide protection from the sun and the rain. It was Yessa who showed him how to alternate small and big strands and tie them together, and since there were no caves to protect them, the whole tribe copied her method of construction: pointy branches like thick spears stuck into the ground and then slanted to all join together at the top, leaving just one triangular opening facing the water. The branch construction was then covered by the woven straw-like mats.

	Months passed in their newfound paradise, and the lake filled with ripples of fish, crab, and other tasty and nutritious creatures. They called the lake Hag Laabu. It meant “great puddle,” since none of them had ever seen such a large body of clean water before. The weather was growing colder, and one morning they awoke to white flakes they had never seen before falling from the sky. Initially they were afraid to venture out of their conical huts, but then they realized the flakes were cold but would turn to water upon touching their skins.

	The hunters still went out together on big hunts. They found huge animals with great antlers on their heads, a single one of which could feed the whole tribe for more than a week. There were also occasional sightings, and even attacks, by gigantic, brown-furred yet dangerous animals, but the hunters soon found ways of surrounding them on all sides with their spears. They would retreat every time one of the gigantic beasts attacked and return to pierce it from a distance with long spears until it fell, exhausted from the loss of blood from multiple wounds. Their pelts were thick; just one pelt of such an animal could be divided to protect at least five members of the tribe from the freezing snow.

	It was again Yessa’s idea to gather mud from the riverbanks and smear it all over their huts to protect them from the piercing cold. Eventually, the weather started to warm again and paradise, and the bustling life in the forest, returned. Gabu stayed away from the big hunts and the battles with the giant beasts; he was slender and weak anyway, and too precious to the tribe to be endangered. In cold or warm weather he kept foraging, and together with Yessa they would leave berries and other treats in front of every hut, every single morning. From the beginning, Gabu and Yessa shared a hut, and they would hold each other under a heavy pelt in the nights, keeping each other warm.

	Often at night, Nor Blask could feel a weird sensation from between Gabu’s legs as his member grew rigid and throbbed in a disconcerting but somehow delicious way. It was on one such night that Yessa started rubbing herself against Gabu’s member, and nothing had prepared Gabu or Nor Blask for what happened next. Gabu’s enlarged, almost bursting member found itself surrounded by a sweet, slippery warmth, Yessa riding his member rhythmically up and down. Nor Blask, no, Gabu, no, Nor Blask, (for the first time he was incapable of knowing which was which) erupted within seconds into an explosion that was several orders of magnitude more flamboyant compared to when Gabu was manipulating his penis. On those occasions, the eruptions had been pleasant, but they were nothing compared to what happened that night, several times in a row, and continued happening on a daily basis. A few moon cycles later, Yessa’s tiny breasts started swelling and her belly started extending. Frail, invalid Yessa was pregnant with a child! For no reason whatsoever that he could fathom, Nor Blask felt enormous, albeit undeserved, pride.

	As her belly grew, so did her entourage. Every dawn, there would be a few elder women around her, to help her with preparing the treats that Gabu was bringing. Throughout each day, younger girls surrounded her to learn her tricks in cleaning pelts, weaving straw mats, and taking the bones out of fish. It was so that when her waters broke, she was not alone, and two elder women helped her give birth and cut her cord with a sharp stone. It was a baby girl, and they called her Baata. The year after that, Yessa was pregnant again, but she lost the baby before it came to full term. A year later, she was with child once more. This time the child was born, but it came out without the ability to breathe, a still born. It took two more winters for her to swell up again and this time, a healthy male was born, which they called Hagrar, in honor of their leader. The tribe was flourishing in the paradise that was Hag Laabu and now they called themselves by the same name, the Laabus. 

	As the years passed, Yessa and Gabu taught their children to serve the tribe, to be humble and never to challenge anybody. They constantly drove into Baata’s and little Hagrar’s brain that they should not compete for anything, nor should they laugh or play too loudly, that they should stay unobtrusive, never looking into anybody’s eyes, and to be invisible and modest. They explained that this way, not competing in any way for glory, serving as much as they could, they would lose the benefits of being admired. But, at the same time, they were either liked or not a bother or threat to anybody. So, they would survive. It was in the whole tribe’s interest to keep them alive and fed.

	Yessa’s belly and breasts swelled up on many occasions, but she never managed to bring a baby to term ever again. Nonetheless, Gabu and Yessa were happy and Nor Blask was happy with them. The sight of little Hagrar and little Baata growing somehow opened parts of him he never imagined existed. He could not, with any clarity, express them or explain them, even if there had been somebody he could talk to. The solitude, the lack of another of his species that could understand him, was not a problem for Nor Blask. He was content and happy as a passive observer of these primitive, dirty, but oh so fascinating creatures that were the humans.

	It was at the same time that Baata had turned from a child into a woman and was claimed by Bondu, a young warrior, son of Djobi, that little Hagrar started turning into a man. He began to disobey his parents, his blood rushing with the hormones of adolescence, his natural aggressiveness rising, wanting instinctively to fight and compete. He found himself in a fight with Kontu, much larger than him and one of the youngest children of Hagrar, who still remained leader. It happened during a hunt, when young Hagrar managed to launch the final spear that dropped a small moose and started beating his chest and screaming his name, like he had seen many males do before, proclaiming his glory. As he was celebrating, he was suddenly hit in the back with a big stick, fell to the ground, and saw an enraged Kontu, the largest and fiercest of all the young hunters. Deprived of his own precious pride and glory, he beat him viciously with the stick. He was left unconscious in the forest, and it was Gabu, his father, anxious upon hearing of what had happened, that found him and managed to drag him back home with the help of Bondu.

	Yessa nursed him back to health, but word in the village was that Kontu, who had left him for dead, was vowing to kill him on sight. Gabu appealed to Hagrar, who had always favored him and valued him since those early days. Hagrar, this time, gruffly shrugged him off, growling from under his beard that men had to be men and there was nothing he could or wanted to do about it.

	Truth was, the great Hagrar, undisputed leader and Alpha, was growing old, and graying. The time had passed that it had been easy to subdue Kontu. Days passed and young Hagrar was slowly recovering from the battering that had left him close to death, but Yessa was worried that soon he would have to leave her hut and, still weakened, would have to face Kontu. Both Gabu and Yessa seemed to accept the inevitable outcome, but Nor Blask could not. He had watched little Hagrar grow from a tiny infant into a healthy young man, larger and stronger than his father had ever been, but also headstrong and stubborn. Nonetheless, Nor Blask was proud of little Hagrar, as if it were his loins and not Gabu’s that had provided the seed for this young man.
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	Unbeknownst to Nor Blask, Samray Rin felt the same pride, not only for Hagrar, but also for Baata, for both her son and her daughter. What a thought! Hantors no longer bred, no longer had sons or daughters. Nevertheless, her Hantor upbringing, her culture of appreciating all forms of life, was clashing wildly with Yessa’s resignation at the great danger that her son, not just Yessa’s son, her son, was facing. Because how could Samray resign herself to the possible death of a creature she had carried in her belly for months? How could Samray resign herself when she had felt that life growing inside her, feeling the kicks in her belly? It had become difficult for Samray Rin, the Hantor, to remember that she had no body. What about the sensation of feeding him through her breasts and listening to the rhythmic sound of his tiny breathing next to her at night? Yessa slept and her children were out of her consciousness for several hours a day, but they were never out of Samray’s consciousness, not for a second. Samray never slept and multi-focus was the most natural thing for her. This miracle of life growing inside her, inside Yessa, and this miracle of a tiny creature depending upon her for its growth and survival was something that she well knew that Hantors and Arsenians had also once experienced. Albeit billions of years before, in a very different universe.

	Never had she thought she would experience it herself; never had she thought of it, let alone desire it, but it had happened. For Yessa, this life inside her was initially an inconvenience that often made her sick to her stomach, and later made it uncomfortable for her to move or sleep or do her chores. When she was close to term and her belly was almost too heavy to carry with her deformed leg, it felt truly annoying. But for Samray, it had been a totally different modality. She constantly felt the babies’ heartbeats and she recorded every thought, every feeling from the very first moment when their brains formed and started functioning. From a vegetative state as early embryos, to babies terrified at their mother’s struggle to be relieved of them through birth, Samray Rin had lived everything. And she had also lived and died within all those embryos that never grew enough to have coherent thoughts, bundles of feeling, of sensors, of pure animal trying to exist. She had also felt those that had come to term, only to succumb soon afterwards, unable to survive, when the continuity would be broken and Samray Rin would be left with the most unbearable void inside her.

	During those months of being Samray Rin, this accomplished Hantor Intuitive and of being Yessa as well, she was also something more. She was an intelligent, primitive, wretched, disabled human, but she was simultaneously also a brand-new life, developing its synapses and its capabilities day by day inside this belly, Yessa’s belly, her belly. Every day a little larger, every day a little more capable of survival, but most importantly, every day a more complete, sentient, vulnerable tiny being. Her maternal instincts, miraculously rising inside her, brushing aside billions of years of noncorporeal evolution of her species, were the most unexpected event of her adventure and voyage within another species, within a human’s brain.

	She had been changed in so many ways by her experience inside her much-closer-to-ape-than-to-Hantor host, but the magnitude of change, experiencing evolution through a newborn, was exponentially more significant to her than anything else she had ever been exposed to. The tiny flame in danger of being extinguished at any given moment had brought to the surface, as she found out, long extinct maternal instincts. Of course, it went without thinking, that she wanted to finish her mission successfully and return to the comforts of a noncorporeal life. But the overwhelmingly greatest part of her wished, no, violently yearned, to see these lives grow and flourish into the future before she exited the human existence. She had overcome the loss of the others, but no, it was not as it should be to lose Hagrar or Baata, whose evolution she had observed, no, lived, from a tiny, fertilized egg to almost full-grown humans. This was definitely not as it should be, and she felt a rebelliousness inside her that was constantly unsettling her.

	Deus ex machina appeared one night during a great feast where all the tribe was present except young Hagrar, who was still recovering in his parents’ hut. After the feast, Hagrar the Great, their so far undisputed leader, proceeded to mount Ala, a luscious young female. Kaark found the opportunity to impale him with a spear while he was thumping away over the moaning Ala. A great ruckus ensued as Hagrar the Great’s sons rushed to face the growling Kaark. The rest of the tribe kept out of it while the two opposing groups were beating their chests and attacking each other. The melee was vicious, and the opposing warriors were fighting, after many years of submission, for the Alpha male’s spot.

	Everybody cowered away from the fight, waiting to see—and to offer their allegiance to—whoever won. This was their way. For a while, it looked like Kaark and his three sons would be overcome as Kontu, the largest and most vicious of Hagrar’s offspring, was leading the fight. While his brothers were fighting with Kaark’s sons, he alone attacked Kaark head-on, grabbing a smoking log from the still burning fire and swishing it around, inflicting great damage on Kaark with every blow. As they were circling around, Kaark using the fire as a barrier to avoid Kontu’s continuous attacks, through Yessa’s eyes Samray Rin saw Kontu passing right in front of her as Yessa was trying to retreat from the dangerous melee.

	It was at that moment that Samray Rin could watch this no longer, and for the first time in more than twenty years, the only time in their coexistence, she took command of Yessa’s body, jumped forward, and attached herself to Kontu’s leg, who was surprised enough to turn his gaze toward her and hit her with the burning log. Kaark took advantage of the break in his foe’s concentration, took a great leap over the fire, and impaled Kontu in the neck with the same spear that was still red with the blood of his father. After this, Kaark turned toward the rest of Hagrar’s sons, and another was killed before the rest succumbed and bowed to Kaark and his sons. The fight was over, and Yessa, battered and burned, had no words to describe what had happened to her.

	Samray immediately retreated into her passive state and watched the surprise inside Yessa’s brain. For years to come, Yessa would tell the story of how she had been possessed by a demon. But there was no longer any danger to young Hagrar; he had learned his lesson and became humble, quiet, offering his servitude with the meekness that his parents had taught him. Yessa had the gratitude and support of the new leader, Kaark, who dominated the Laabus for many years. Samray Rin managed to see, through Yessa’s eyes, the birth of Hagrar’s and Baata’s children, and feel the infinite pride and glory of the cycle of life. The cycle of life that she knew everything about, but as raw, empty data, devoid of all the magic. When Kaark was killed in a big hunt, Bondu, son of Djobi, who had grown into a magnificent warrior, took over unchallenged. The children of her children were already walking and becoming tiny humans when her tenure finally ended and she was extracted, finding herself once more inside the Great Machine.
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	The consciousnesses of Sunsei Bar, Lin Mogu, Nor Blask, and Samray Rin returned simultaneously into the Great Machine. Each one was sequestered, all input and output frequencies blocked, as they spent a few months quarantined to allow them to absorb this violent change in reality before their debriefing commenced. All of them initially felt disoriented; the multitude of sensations that they had been experiencing connected to corporeal beings had disappeared in a flash and they were left in a deafening silence, free of any feeling or sensation. Their release from the vagaries of physicality was liberating, but their mental and emotional confusion persisted. After a while, soothing transmissions were filtered into them so that they could gradually recover from their unprecedented experience.

	It took the polarized-as-females Samray Rin and Lin Mogu, the more sensitive Intuitive and the Thorough with a Rebel lurking inside her, much longer to find an equilibrium and collect their thoughts than the polarized-as-males, Sunsei Bar and Nor Blask. Nonetheless, eventually they all settled down and their memories of living as alien species lost their intensity.

	It took several months for them to stabilize. Only then were their output channels unblocked, and their debriefing began. The Great Machine already had all the information about everything that had happened, but their personal experiences were theirs to share. In less than a year, they had been questioned about every single detail and fully debriefed. With this process done, an input channel was created, a channel that connected them all once more, to each other, and to Ula Dor.

	“Welcome back, valiant explorers. I have followed every detail of your pursuits and I have also been fully briefed about your experiences. I am ambivalent of whether to declare your projects successful or not since several infractions occurred, infractions serious enough to warrant complete data deprivation with no option of termination. But neither I nor the Council wish to be rash under these most extraordinary circumstances. The truth is that very few explorers before you had not similarly succumbed to the same forces that led you to your grave infractions. On this note, I would like to commend Sunsei Bar and Nor Blask for their diligent observance of the rules of your missions. This was the longest mission any Hantor has ever undertaken before, and unfortunately, many of your predecessors, under way less pressure than you, have returned insane. Incapable to function in any way, lunatic, destroyed brains, or having committed similar infractions to yours. These were the reasons that we restricted the capabilities of the Needle to the very select few, and this is why your group was selected and prepared with such thoroughness.

	“Due to the emergency of the situation that our universe and Hantor civilization is facing, in view of analyses that indicate that the plague, the pandemic of self-termination, has accelerated beyond our most pessimistic projections during the mere forty-three years or so that have passed since our last conversation, we are refraining from any rash decisions of punishment for your infractions. What is definite is that neither Lin Mogu nor Samray Rin can ever be allowed to enter the Needle again, because the dangers of contamination from your inability to restrain yourselves are incalculable, and the consequences immeasurable, even by the resources of the Great Machine and the greatest of Hantor brains.

	     “For the moment, all the collective data from your respective debriefings will be downloaded to you and upon completion you will be allowed just a further two years for your analysis. Time is of the essence, and we must proceed swiftly, with no unnecessary delays. We shall reconvene soon, but for now, please continue your efforts to absorb, process, and analyze the data. It is essential that you continue to contribute to this project upon which our future, the future of God, and the future of the universes to come, depends. We will have a lot to discuss, and your insights are more valuable than all the precious data we have collected. Please stay with us and stay motivated. I am excited, as is the whole Council, to hear your thoughts.”

	 

	On this note, Ula Dor proceeded to download the debriefing data to the whole team and then cut all channels once more.

	 

	Lin Mogu and Samray Rin were strangely both relieved and saddened from Ula Dor’s declaration that they would never break the barrier between their universe and another ever again. They expected no less, actually, they expected much worse. It was a huge relief to never again have to endure the tortures of a corporeal existence and be free of any pain or discomfort, the myriads of sensory disturbances and annoyances that one eventually grew only relatively numb to. Why would they ever want to undergo this sensory and emotional turbulence ever again? They were better off in the peace and wealth of information that Hantor life offered, free of all discomfort. Or were they?

	This was not the time, however, to ponder upon such things. The time was brief, and upon completing the downloads, each and every one of the explorers was blown away by the similarities of their own feelings with the feelings of their colleagues. Strangely, although Sunsei Bar and Lin Mogu had not only resided within the same species, the syles, but also had the additional benefit of having experienced both sexes and equivalent transitions, Sunsei Bar could empathize and connect with Nor Blask’s experience the most. It was the same between Lin Mogu and Samray Rin. Samray Rin had lived through human female puberty, and although she had resided in a frail, disabled, deformed body, she had often luxuriated in feminine softness. Immersed in the beauty of taking care of something, into the vulnerability of the feminine in the primitive stages of evolution that required her to be diplomatic, sweet, flexible, and canny. She had also immersed herself, through Yessa of course, into the utter surrender to a stronger being, being taken, even wishing to be devoured. Opening up wide and deep, like a black hole gloriously receiving whole galaxies inside her, yearning to be filled.

	Even more, she had felt every part of her taken over by a sacred duty, a responsibility, a calling to nurture a life that had sprung from her, from Yessa’s body, and the intoxicating delight of the pride at her creation. She had been a mother, and there were no words to describe it. All of this she shared with Lin Mogu.

	Lin Mogu had experienced, in addition, the transition into the masculine, the growing into a powerful, fierce, aggressive being. She had experienced becoming a receiving female, the drive to fill her, to devour her, to tear her to pieces and at the same time, the sacred duty and the responsibility. The calling to protect that female and her produce, even at the risk of his/her death. Still, the intensity of being of feminine polarity inside a feminine corporeal being bound them together and gave them a higher level of understanding of each other than they had with their teammates.

	It was the same for Sunsei Bar and Nor Blask. And this brought great confusion to their minds. They knew very well how important gender polarity was. After all, their civilization had eliminated it and had had to reinstate it, like every other dominant species’ civilization. Sunsei Bar had also, unlike Nor Blask, experienced the transition into and the energy of the female through his host, Sklar, and the syle society. It had been amazing, and had given him a new understanding of gender, having lived through the protector energy of the father as well as the nurturing energy of the mother. Nevertheless, he felt deep inside him that his experience as a female was a shadow of Lin Mogu’s. He had no arguments and no data to indicate that it was so, but when Lin Mogu’s report had been downloaded to him, he had felt that his experience as the female paled compared with hers and her experience as a male paled compared to his. Try as he might, it was impossible for him to understand the why, because he understood now that the selected, induced, simulated polarity that they embodied was flat and one-dimensional to the extreme. Especially compared to the polarity that they and their hosts had embodied.

	What was most confounding was that the general affinity they felt for their respective teammates was exponentially deeper, more profound, than they felt with each other. They had lived communal day-to-day life with their teammates, being of the same species but also creating families, birthing, and raising their offspring together. They each had fully identified with the intense love that their hosts felt for each other, yet the male Hantors could identify with each other more than with their teammates. How weirdly interesting was this? What they had grown to love was what they least identified with! It seemed that their shared choice of gender polarity, faint and gray and one-dimensional as it was, was still powerful enough to make them comprehend each other’s reports to a higher level. A subject for discussion and research for sure. The time was brief and at the same time interminable until they detected their channels of communication with Ula Dor and each other to be established once more.
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	Ula Dor opened the meeting bluntly: “It is from you, Lin Mogu, that I would like to hear first. You deliberately took charge of your host, not once, but on multiple occasions, and you proceeded to modify the culture, the organization, and the way of being of the syles. What say you, Lin Mogu?”

	 

	“I wish to offer no excuses, Ula Dor, only explanations. And I must admit that my explanations will probably sound lame because I am not sure that I understand, and they sound lame even to me. We went there to observe, to collect data, to find insights, and to form opinions. Not to influence the events around us. This, I understand. I also now understand why others, even experienced and wise professors like you, had returned from the Needle into a condition of disarray and even insanity. I understand, because for me, the insertion into another species’ brain was not what I had expected when I had volunteered to explore the history of previous universes. Even after I was informed and was trained comprehensively for the task of inhabiting the mind and the body of a syle, what I encountered upon insertion was a dimensionally different experience. I realized very soon that our embodiment of gender polarity was a poor facsimile of what a corporeal being can experience, like a four-dimensional holographic image compared to a grayscale, pixelated image from a data museum. Furthermore, it became obvious that what we as Hantors consider to be our feelings are equally vague, poor, and gray compared with the tornadoes of feeling that takes over the syles. Feelings that are sprouting suddenly, often uncontrollably and without prior indication or warning, inside their bodies.”

	 

	With this, Lin Mogu’s transmission took a slight pause. If she still had a body, she could have described this as a knot in her throat. She collected herself and continued:

	 

	“It is the cornerstone of Hantor philosophy, and the philosophy of most dominant species that succeeded in overturning the Paradox, that the only possible purpose in life, the end for all goals, is happiness. The feeling that everything, absolutely everything, is exactly as it should be. At that particular moment, the moment of my first infraction that led to the rest, when Sklar had dropped, possibly dead, I had an unavoidable realization. The males were about to kill each other for the empty mirage of a ranking, a title, without even the assurance and the benefit of mating to be had! It was evident to my mind that something had drastically changed, that another dominant species had appeared, and the extinction of the Stloks was just a matter of time! The feeling that nothing could possibly be exactly as it should be, was inescapable.

	“Sklar would be gone, and with him Sunsei Bar, and all I could possibly record as Lin Mogu would be the decline and extinction of our case study, case study A. I have to be honest, however. These thoughts all existed within me, but it was not concern for the fate of our project that led me to my action. I just found myself incapable of resisting waves of emotion transmitted to me through Stronk, that if I didn’t act, nothing would be as it should be ever again. My further infractions were of a purely logical nature: I had already inadvertently contaminated the experiment and the tribe. I was aware of the almost certain probability that I would be punished severely. What I had done could not be taken back. If there was to be any value left to our expedition, I would have to create a new experiment and to propagate it and inseminate it into the syles as subtly, but as methodically, as possible. It is not possible for me to have any remorse, because I found myself powerless to stop it, so I went for it. I am ready and willing to accept any punishment, including eternal data deprivation with no option of termination. And I would really like to know the analysis of the consequences of my actions. Understanding the damage I have caused will help me to accept my fate even more willingly.”

	 

	The data silence that followed was deafening; it seemed as if it was lasting forever. At last, Ula Dor transmitted to the group, and if they had been corporeal, their mouths would have hung open in astonishment: “Incomprehensibly, there were no consequences. Small time space probability waves emerged, allowing the Stloks to evolve faster than other similar tribes of syles, but they soon dissipated. The coefficient of variation caused by your infractions was calculated to be 0.00000000000000000102, therefore entirely negligible. I am afraid I have no explanation for this.”

	 

	“What do you mean, no consequences? How is that possible?” blurted Sunsei Bar. “I was there, everything had changed almost instantly. From treebound, the Stloks became landbound overnight, a process that should have taken decades, no, centuries or even millennia of gradual adaptation. They also changed genetically, from selected insemination to multi-insemination, and their culture, society, and politics changed as a consequence. The development of religion from mere seasonal rituals was accelerated exponentially and the participation of females in decision making, thousands of years into the future, was instituted immediately. Their methods of construction changed drastically, and the use of compound tools was accelerated. How is it possible that there were no consequences, or as you say, no significant effects at all? This is insane, I beg you to upload to us the extrapolation analysis immediately!”

	 

	“Yes, please, immediately,” echoed Nor Blask and Samray Rin in unison. As for Lin Mogu, she was too stupefied to react. Ula Dor immediately complied and uploaded the repeated, exhaustive, extrapolated analyses that he had conducted again and again in utter disbelief. The results were undeniable. There was no change, at least no statistically significant change. Furthermore, there had been no change to the fate and evolution of the humans connected with Samray Rin’s singular and lesser infraction. It all seemed impossible, incompatible with all scientific theory and knowledge. How could there be no effect from such intrusive contaminations of the evolutionary paths of syles and humans alike?

	 

	“I have communicated all of this to my own mentor, professor Haala Ban, and I am now inclined to officially invite him to participate in our meeting and to open data channels with you all. I cannot explain it; I don’t even have a plausible theory. Although he has not answered me, I am hoping that he will be able to assist us to understand these incredible facts. I do not even dare to inform anyone in the Council about this, afraid that they would shut our project down and instead perform infinite rounds of multi-level analyses. It is on us to find at least a logical theory for these unexplainable results.”

	 

	On that note, a measured data communication from Haala Ban entered the meeting. “I have been studying all the data since you downloaded it to me, Ula Dor, but I am at a total loss to encounter a possible explanation. Is it possible that all our theories, all our experiments up to now, are false, and therefore it is impossible to affect the path of evolution of any species no matter the level of intervention? Is it possible that nothing matters, and specific paths of evolution are so predetermined that they are completely inevitable? If that is possible, then whatever we do, whatever you do, whatever any Hantor does, is meaningless, together with this entire project! It seems terrifying to accept, because if this is the case, then we are the fools, the ones who persist, the ones who search. If this is the case, then the ones who are ailing are us, and the Council, and everyone else who cares, and the wise are the ones who choose to self-terminate. If this is the case, life no longer has any meaning. So, Ula Dor, your old professor has reached his limit and has nothing further to offer. I did not respond because I am contemplating self-termination myself, Haala Ban, the most fervent opponent to this epidemic until recently.”

	 

	“Lin Mogu’s intervention,” interjected Samray Rin, “her infraction with the Stloks, was considered heresy, because everything that she said to them was beyond the scope of their potential choices from the beginning of their memories until the moment that she expressed it. I am an Intuitive, and my intuition right now is blazing like a huge fire inside my synapses.”

	 

	From within the zillibytes of pure data about the human civilization that exist in my memory banks, one single insignificant quote is right now at the center of my consciousness. Out of the mass of literature, news, and other information that lurk inside me, most of it irrelevant and furtively analyzed during my preparation, this quote draws me like an insect drawn to light. A quote from a series of novels from industrial-era humanity, novels of an investigative, popular fictional character called Sherlock Holmes. It states the following: ‘When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’

	I will now commit an equally impossible heresy as Lin Mogu has and dare to offer a proposition. A proposition immensely improbable. What if we, Hantors, are supposed to contaminate and intervene? What if the whole evolution of all species, from the animal state to the sentient state, has been caused, not only by us Hantors, but also by the universes after us? If we have invented the UPN, some of the billions of future universes will inevitably also invent the Needle that breaks the barrier between universes. They will be equally likely as us to contaminate previous species purposely or inadvertently. What if it is us and those from the future, the ones who contaminated us, the Hantors, that are responsible for our evolution and the evolution of all dominant sentient beings, maybe for the existence of the Divine itself? What if the future has created the past that creates the future? What if existence is circular and we should contaminate more, rather than not at all, if we truly wish to contribute to the evolution of God?”

	Samray Rin ventured forth: “During the first few thousand years of experimental scientific discovery of every sentient dominant species, scientists observed the physical world. Through repeated experimentation, they discovered and formulated the basic laws of physics. These are the same in all the universes with only small variations, dependent on statistically infinitesimal localized phenomena. Through the understanding of these laws, larger and larger and more intricate construction could be undertaken, and through taking advantage of these laws, mechanization, automation, and an industrial revolution would almost invariably follow. It varies from civilization to civilization, but in all of them, it took less than a thousand years from industrialization for technology to allow them to encounter the marvels of the quantic nature of all universes and quantum physics.

	“Scientists explored quantum physics exhaustively, but it took thousands more years for the common members of the civilization to understand things that were so contrary to all of their experiences of the physical world around them: how it was impossible to determine both the position and the velocity of an electron at the same time; the infinite interconnectivity within their universe; the absolute impossibility to be certain about anything, since in a quantic universe every probability, even the most rationally absurd, exists; the fact that even subatomic particles, impossible to see without extravagant magnification, hold a consciousness; or how the minutest of particles has choice, however miniscule; and how no absolutes exist.

	“The absolute belief that physicality was absolutely bound with existence itself did not allow even the most advanced of civilizations, including our own, to even dare to believe that a completely non-corporeal, practically 100% virtual life could exist. But this is the beauty of the creation of the quantic universe: that every probability, however miniscule, exists and can manifest at any given moment. Our own existence within our virtual network, our own capability to enter into the brains of different species from different universes, would have been unbelievable a second before each scientific discovery that turned them into a potential reality. Equally unfathomable would have been the Great Machine, that holds the consciousness of every living being in the universe and regulates everything effortlessly.

	“What if we are on the cusp of discovering a new layer of physics, something that we have been incapable of observing until now? A threshold to traverse, same as the industrial era civilizations just before they gained the ability to observe the nature of the subatomic world? The fact that even our incredibly developed brains and means of computation cannot grasp how this could possibly work, does not mean in any way that it cannot be true. What if the future is necessary to inseminate the past, in order for a future to exist that is capable of inseminating the past? What if?”

	With this, Samray Rin fell silent, shocked at the incomprehensibility of her own proposals.

	 

	“By the Great Machine,” exclaimed Nor Blask enthusiastically. “I am by no means an Intuitive, but a piece of data has been stimulated to jump out of my memory banks, from all the tons of data that I processed thoroughly during my training on human civilization. It’s a conundrum, a riddle as they called it, a Koan, a question with no answer: ‘What came first, the chicken or the egg?’. Of course, a chicken is incubated inside an egg, so an egg must have pre-existed, but also, the egg is the product of a chicken, so how could it exist without it? This riddle was so pervasive throughout human civilization in any tribe or culture that bred chickens, a flightless bird, for their alimentation. Since this question popped into the brains of even very primitive early humans, it means that it is a valid question. The fact that we believe ourselves to be incapable of finding a convincing answer does not mean that we shouldn’t try. Needless to say, the scientific answer is that both chicken and egg are part of the continuum of a specific evolutionary path. A path whereby the development of a reproductive process that would allow out-of-body external incubation within a separate habitat, was gradual, continuous, and evolved in tiny steps.

	“Due to the gradual evolutionary process, it is unimportant what the situation was that created a chicken egg. Maybe a random mutation allowed an egg to become resilient enough to be expelled from the body, and not only resist the external conditions, but also to be able to nourish the embryo to term. Or maybe a fertilized egg found itself out of the body of its birthing host by extenuating circumstances and succeeded in nurturing the newborn life within it. In addition to this occurrence, the embryo would need to be capable of piercing the enclosure by itself. It is impossible to know through which process this particular circle of life began. Since we, the Hantors, are the first to develop the Needle technology, maybe it is even us that inseminated ourselves, our very own primitive people, with the concept of the Paradox, the most unique and effective survival tool. Or maybe, it is us that can ensure that future universes can develop similar technologies so that they can kickstart our own civilization in return for us having kickstarted theirs.”

	 

	“By the Machine indeed,” exclaimed Haala Ban with renewed vigor. “And I thought I had reached the limit of new things to explore in my lifetime! Even if this outlandish, improbable, even lunatic theory is just a conjecture of the mind that would be found to have no merit whatsoever, what a glorious, magnificent conjecture! A circular, cyclical creation, where the future creates the past that causes a future to exist, capable of affecting the past! A reality where the cause is due to the effect and the effect is due to the cause. What if it is true indeed? It is undeniable that all universes are quantic, and they only exist just because they can, because there is always a probability of anything, irrespective of how miniscule or impossible it may be considered! It is an undeniable scientific fact that no universe can exist without every other probability existing with it! I am excited, and it is a long, long time since I have felt so!”

	 

	Ula Dor, incredulous but nonetheless stimulated, interjected with vigor: “For sure this would explain the unexplainable: the reason why we could find no significant variation whatsoever from the contamination we caused in the future evolution of these species. If the contamination had been necessary for the future, if it was a contribution and not a contamination at all! But this beggars the question of what kind of experiment, and at what risk, could we find to be able to verify or discard this preposterous hypothesis? Are we not in danger of destroying all creation, and achieving the opposite effect of what we are seeking to achieve, by blindly interjecting our actions into forces of nature of which we have no inkling or understanding? And are we not in danger of missing the point here? The trend for total extinction of our civilization through the choice of self-termination? In which way, even if this was true, could this knowledge assist us in our task?”

	 

	“Yet I, your old teacher, Haala Ban, was teetering on the edge of succumbing to this disease myself just a few minutes ago and am now feeling the shadow lifted off my shoulders. Miraculously, unexpectedly, I find myself under no wish for self-termination. The opposite, in fact, my esteemed student Ula Dor. I now need to excavate deep inside my memory banks to discover another moment that I so wanted to live! I want to live because there is something for me to do. A purpose. Something to elevate me from mere existence. What if we can be that first chicken, or that first egg, that starts the cycle? This question is enough to keep me stimulated for billions of years, even until the very second of compression!”

	 

	Lin Mogu entered the conversation timidly and somberly: “I think we should be very thorough and very circumspect about this. We need to gather comprehensive data, way more detailed data, and examine the evolution of the dominant species in both case studies. We must analyze this data with a fine-toothed comb before we can even discuss this, and we must have rules, comprehensive rules that would have to govern any further possible interjections. I propose that we bring this to the Council and deliberate extensively, because the risks are high and as Ula Dor aptly stated, we are blind. If there is even an infinitesimal probability that Samray Rin’s insight might be valid to whatever degree, we need to gather more evolutionists and conduct studies maybe for one or two billion years or more! Whatever would be necessary for us to be able to conduct methodical, thorough experiments under controlled conditions.”

	 

	“I piss on your rules and controls!” exclaimed Sunsei Bar, influenced through his recent experience by a common, albeit vulgar, Stlok expression. “This is no time to follow stupid procedures and to be cautious, gathering and gathering data. Didn’t you hear what Ula Dor said? And read the data he uploaded? Our whole civilization is going extinct by suicide! I always knew it, there was something wrong, and now at last, it is confirmed. I piss on the Council!” he pronounced rebelliously. “What we need to do is to enter the Needle immediately, this time into the brains of the very descendants of our hosts and observe their future. We need to be determined to remain passive observers unless… unless we absolutely have to intervene. Because if we end up having to, it will mean that we are an integral, necessary part of the process.

	“The worst we can do is to destroy the evolution of a mere two universes among more than three-dozen billion universes. Best we can do, well, I have no idea. But is it not worth trying? We could have answers in just a few decades. Why should we waste billions of years? If you all choose to stand still and play with your boring and irrelevant data, I shall exercise my rights and transmit all this information to the entire universe and then, let the Hantors decide, not your geriatric Council. You promised me that I have this right, Ula Dor, didn’t you? Are you going to break your promise?” Sunsei Bar challenged his professor rebelliously.

	 

	The impact of Sunsei Bar’s dare was multifaceted. To Samray Rin and Nor Blask, it brought a state of being petrified by the thought that they would have to instantly return to corporeal torture. To Lin Mogu, it was uplifting, and she realized that as horrendous as her experience might have been, comforting as her current state of sensation-free peace may be, she yearned to reexperience corporeality! The utter art and beauty of the moments of the avalanche of feeling that she had felt while inhabiting a corpus overcame the almost unbearable discomforts of the reality of syle life. To Haala Ban, it brought forth memories of his very first millennium, so long ago, when all learning was a game of exploration, and the certainty that nothing could possibly be at stake was the whole reality of his infancy. Finally, to Ula Dor, the impact was simply relief. Maybe he could allow himself to succumb to Sunsei Bar’s blackmail, to act irresponsibly for once, to have every excuse to succumb to a folly that was so seductively fascinating. Maybe. Nonetheless, he played his role to perfection:

	 

	“Of course, Sunsei Bar, I will keep my word. Right now, I am liberating your output channels, including everybody else’s. But as you accepted to listen to reason before, please, listen to reason now. We cannot disregard the Council in something as serious as this, and we have an obligation…”

	 

	“I piss on any obligation!” Sunsei growled, if you could growl in a digital, virtual network, and with full knowledge that the two professors had an only academic appreciation of the concept of urination, let alone the concept of urination as an insult. “We have the means and the opportunity to resolve this, or fail, but I for one will not stand for a bureaucratic suppression of this unique, unprecedented insight and the opportunities that it presents. I piss on any obligation,” he repeated. “But I will listen to reason if you, Ula Dor, or anybody else in this meeting, can present me with a rational reason why we should not conduct just one more experiment.”

	 

	All of the participants felt horribly uneasy, and although energy crackled throughout their synapses, desperately trying to find something to add, they remained mute. In the absence of any other data transmission, Sunsei Bar confidently took charge of the meeting: “Good then. Let us undergo training for the next evolutionary step of our respective civilizations and let the professors determine the exact moments and specimens of our reinsertion. None of you can offer a reason why we shouldn’t do it, but I can offer a reason why we should: because we can!”

	 

	At this precise moment, Sunsei Bar established himself as the Alpha male in charge in an era more than twenty billion years after the extinction of the Alpha male concept. Ula Dor submitted and instructed the AI simulator to commence their respective training, this time programmed to take 21.4 years. This was due to the exponentially higher level of complexity and intricacy of the beings and the civilization they would inhabit. Haala Ban remained in open network sharing communication with him, as they worked together to pinpoint the optimal moment for reinsertion. Nothing further was discussed, because our four explorers were isolated in training, and Ula Dor and Haala Ban shared a mischievous conspiratorial understanding that required no further conversation.

	 

	The training was exhaustive. They were already used to inhabiting the minds and the bodies of the primitive syles and the humans respectively, and the discomforts it entailed. So, it was a pleasant surprise that the bodies they were to inhabit were much healthier, and endured a very small percentage of the discomforts and the ailments that befell their ancestors. The bodies of the very descendants of their initial hosts, twelve and seventeen thousand years later respectively, were larger, lived longer, and no longer suffered from rotten teeth. They had to revisit, however, the trajectories of evolution of their respective species and examine the wide-spread proliferation of religion, and the dominance of societally imposed, collective moralities. They also needed to be intimately briefed on the social subjugation and diminution of individuality. The invention of a series of collectivistic political systems. The dominance of social media and collective beliefs. The industrial, social, cultural, and technological revolutions. There was so much more to learn to be able to cope with post-industrial era societies. And so much more to process and understand.

	They all digested and understood that the beings they were soon to inhabit were exponentially more complex than the primitive, animalistic creatures that they had known so well. They also underwent extensive linguistic comprehension training, because the communication intricacies of the civilizations they were about to experience were practically and infinitely more complex than the simple vocabularies and symbolic mannerisms of their ancestors. As the complexity rose, so did the trepidation most of them felt, except Sunsei Bar, at the contemplation of the task ahead. Trepidation was mixed with excitement for all of them to varying degrees, but like everything, the period of their training passed. Everything passes eventually, and the moment came for their new expedition into unexplored realms.
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	This time Nor Blask did not have the comfort of being inserted into a sleeping being, giving him hours to adapt to his new host. This time, he found himself abruptly inserted into the mind of a small human infant, appearing to be between two and three years old. It was sitting comfortably on a fluffy bathroom mat, giggling and playing with his feces. As the child’s eyes turned to the left, he saw the infant take another batch of his own feces from a baby potty placed upon an adult toilet bowl. The child was joyful and fully entranced at the warm clay-like viscosity of his feces, and Nor Blask could feel the creature’s amazement at how wonderfully it could be formed into any desirable shape. This moment of joy lasted very little, because the screeching sound of an abruptly opened door made the child turn and face, to his eyes at least, two gigantic forms of fully grown female adults, screaming at the child: “Bobby, stop! Stop this at once! Dirty boy! If you do this, nobody will ever like you! Stop this at once!”

	Bobby, terrified at the vicious assault, started crying uncontrollably. Nor Blask could feel this infant’s intense desire to please and placate its attackers. The assault continued from both adults in unison: “Dirty boy, disgusting, look how disgusting your hands are!” Upon hearing this and other statements in a similar vein, Bobby knew what he had to do to placate the giant females. The problem is my dirty hands, for some reason they don’t like me playing with my kaka, he thought, I don’t know why, because it is so much fun, but for sure they are right and there is something I’m not getting.

	The thought processes of the infant were for the most part non-verbal in his brain, not words, but rather a coherent dance of familiar concepts. Bobby, relieved at understanding what was required of him, rubbed his hands on his terry-textured embroidered clothing, attempting to remove the feces to the best of his ability, and then triumphantly held them up for inspection. Instead of the rewarding smiles and soothing voices he expected, he received an onslaught of much louder and forceful rebukes: “You disgusting, filthy child, you dirty, horrible, disgusting, filthy child. Bad boy, Bobby! Bad boy. Dirty boy! Nobody will want to be near you if you ever do this again!”

	In his previous insertions, Nor Blask had experienced through his host, on innumerable occasions, intense physical pain, constant physical discomfort, thirst, and starvation. Also debilitating fear, nightmares, ailments, an almost constant sense of foreboding, and much more, but nothing had prepared him for the wave of desperation that inundated little Bobby’s brain and body. The shock was so intense that it took several seconds for Nor Blask to recognize what it represented, despite his comprehensive training. The infant was crying uncontrollably, muddied thoughts coursing through his brain: Bobby wants to be good, please tell me, explain to me, what Bobby needs to do for this to stop. Bobby just wants to be a good boy, but Bobby doesn’t understand. I thought the problem was the kaka in Bobby’s hands and Bobby tried to be good and fix it, but Bobby made it worse. Please, please, Bobby doesn’t want to be a bad boy, is not a bad boy, Bobby was playing, Bobby is a good boy. Please tell Bobby what to do to make this stop. The infant was sobbing uncontrollably, tears and snot and saliva dribbling down and mixing with the feces on his chest.

	Through the tiny infant feelings that had been extinct in the Hantors for billions of years, Nor Blask was experiencing feelings that he now recognized from his training, turning from abstract, historical, anthropological concepts, to a devastating reality. Nor Blask was experiencing guilt and shame.

	The two adult females that were identified in Bobby’s mind as mommy and granny lifted Bobby high up, removed his soiled onesie, flap open and thoroughly soiled with feces, and unceremoniously placed him in a white tub. They proceeded to spray him with hot water and rub his whole body clean, while he continued to wail and scream from the rough handling taking place. He was dried in an equally rough manner and then dressed in clean clothing. Apparently due to his persistent desperation and his piercing wails, the energy gradually changed among the now calmer women. Granny held him on her lap and started rocking him back and forth, singing to him in a soft, sweet voice. Bobby’s little heart, that had been racing throughout, started slowing down and his mind started calming down as well, though he still sniffled occasionally at the terror of what had happened to him. Mommy returned with a banana and warm milk, and they both told him that he was a good boy, and it was not a big deal, he just needed to stop doing such things and causing trouble.

	His mommy said, after she offered him the banana: “I do declare I spend half my time doing laundry these days. It was way easier when he was younger and wore nappies.”

	Bobby was conflicted. It was hard to understand. Was he a good boy? Was it over? Did they love him, and if they did, why did they scream at him and manhandle him and tell him he was bad? Were they bad? Did they want to hurt Bobby? Was Bobby bad?

	But Bobby was good; all he wanted was to be a good boy and to please them, so Bobby kept experiencing confusion. Eventually, the soothing voice of granny, the warm milk, the tasty, succulent banana, and the calming of spirits of the adults removed all memory of the incident from Bobby’s brain and he happily dozed off.

	Nor Blask now found the opportunity to take his turn to collect himself from the shock. In his mind, what had happened was as incomprehensible to him as it had been for Bobby. In his previous incarnation as a human, defecation was something natural and infants regularly played and experimented with their waste products, and, on occasion, adults did as well. Furthermore, it was fully understood that it took years before a young infant could have control over the location and time of defecation and urination. Infants and children went through various phases of growth, and the adults were completely disinterested in whatever they were doing, as long as they were not disturbing them. In the cases that they were somehow annoyed, they would give them a couple of slaps or a growl and push them away.

	Was it not obvious to these more advanced and evolved humans that the child had no bad intention, no intention at all, except what was its nature to explore and investigate all sensations? What purpose did these violent admonitions serve? His training about the dominance of strict socialization gave him possible avenues of comprehension, but the shock had still been intense. The relative quiet inside his host’s brain allowed him to perceive the sounds around him and observe the discussions of the humans. Unfortunately, this did not last long, because soon Bobby was lifted up and positioned in a cot, a fenced bed, covered lovingly with a soft cloth, and left to his own devices in a dimly lit room. Nor Blask, despite his wish for diligence and his desire to acquire as much data as possible in the fastest possible time, actually felt relieved at the respite and the opportunity to adapt to his new host. Rejection had seemed natural and logical in his previous incarnation. The consequences of rejection induced fear, but in Bobby it was rejection itself that caused unparalleled pain. Not its consequences which, in this case, were minor. Not survival threatening in any case. Yet the emotional pain had been tremendous, unlike anything he had experienced as Gabu. Astounding! And so, the night passed with the rhythmic breathing of the child and his tiny soft body stretching occasionally, one finger inserted indulgently into its mouth.

	 

	Samray Rin’s insertion was equally abrupt. She had also expected to find herself in a sleeping host, giving her time to adjust. Instead, she found herself looking at a screen. Four images of teenage human girls, one in each corner, stared back, and in the middle of the screen a video recording of three teenagers jumping up and down, singing to a cacophonous tune. All the girls were talking and giggling simultaneously, including her host. Samray Rin was usually capable of handling not only five data inputs at the same time, but hundreds of thousands of inputs without breaking a sweat. Nonetheless, still under the shock of the Needle process, she felt the whole experience extremely disorienting, and it took her some time before she could collect herself and start collecting data. Soon, she had surmised that her host was an early adolescent female called Sandy, potentially twelve or thirteen years old. The other four images were of Megan, Annie, Stacy, and Jo, all professing to be best friends and giggling at each other’s comments. However, at the same time, they employed what Samray Rin could easily, due to her exhaustive training on the culture of the era, recognize as sarcasm. Sarcasm against each other and some occasional undeclared, covert aggressiveness. What they were all watching and commenting on was something called TikTok, and they were all connected through a virtual network, each from their own room at their respective parents’ home.

	This process went on for about two hours, until a voice called Sandy down for dinner. Sandy ignored the voice and continued the chat, even after a second, louder shout had admonished her and ordered her to descend for dinner at once! After just a couple of minutes following the second shout, thumping sounds were heard, and the door was flung wide open. It was obviously the irritated mother of Sandy who entered the room. Her host addressed the screen: “Sorry guys, I gotta go, Adolf Hitler is in the room,” she said, and pushed down the screen of what Samray Rin recognized as a laptop computer device. She instantly turned to her mother and started yelling at her about how she was not supposed to enter her room without knocking and how she demanded the key to her room back.

	“You cannot have your key back, young lady, because you have abused this principle. We both know what I found you doing in your room. Do you really want your father to know about it? Stop whining and come down immediately. Dinner is ready, it is getting cold, and your father will be upset.”

	“Okay, okay. We live in a gulag,” Sandy retorted and proceeded to walk discontentedly down the stairs. Dinner was a sordid affair, because although the experience of processing food was much more diverse, refined, and more exquisite than Samray remembered it, Sandy looked down on her plate, picked at her food, and played around with it, refusing to have a conversation with anybody. When asked a direct question she would resort to answering them with a dismissive grunt. Her grandmother offered her the choicest bits of the alimentation on offer (at least, that was what she was declaring), but Sandy’s mood was sullen and filled with discontent. At some point, she screamed back at her grandmother, “Sure, sure, you want me to become fat as a whale like you. You all want me to be fat so nobody will like me!” “Eat, eat, eat, eat! Be a whale!” she sarcastically mimicked her. “That’s what you want!”

	At this, her mother angrily sent her to her room, declaring, “and I’m turning your internet off for a week, you horrible creature with no manners!”

	“I don’t care! I’ll use my cell,” Sandy undiplomatically screamed and ran up to her room, pulling an armchair in front of the door. Her mother ran after her, banging at the door, and her father followed her up the stairs, advocating calm. Her mother insisted that Sandy had to open it immediately and give her the cell phone, else she would be grounded forever. Sandy screamed and cried until her father pulled her mother away.

	In a soft voice, he admonished her to calm down, and assured her that he would deal with this in the morning. Eventually, the altercation ended, the adults left, and Sandy, crying and upset, called Stacy on the cell phone, spending the next hour telling her what horrible parents she had and how horrible her life was. Meanwhile, the girl on the other end, not listening to a word Sandy was saying, was retorting similar gripes about her own family, especially her older sister. Eventually, the call ended, and Sandy proceeded to call Megan and repeat the exact same rigmarole with her. Following this, she went on watching videos on the small screen of her phone, since her mother had gone through with her threat and had disabled the Wi-Fi transmitter, rendering her laptop incapable of connectivity.

	Samray Rin tried to learn as much as she could from the videos that Sandy was watching, but everything was very confusing, and she could make no sense of it. At last, her host fell asleep and Samray Rin could find a little bit of quiet to collect her thoughts and try to comprehend what was happening in this weird culture in which she had found herself.
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	Both Sunsei Bar and Lin Mogu had a more familiar and peaceful insertion process. They both woke up into their respective hosts while they were in deep slumber, and this allowed them to orient themselves in a more gradual and methodical way. They did not have to deal with any sudden stimuli, and only the rhythmic breath and occasional body stretching of their hosts provided any input. However, things changed for Sunsei Bar upon the awakening of his host, accomplished through the intrusion of a high-pitch sound that stopped the moment the host opened its eyes, apparently a pre-programmed alarm system. He immediately realized that he had been inserted into a female syle, this time in the very beginning of her change. The physical evolutionary difference in the body he was inhabiting compared to the one 12,000 years ago was phenomenal. Her fur was fine as silk, covering her entire body as a fine down, less thick and much shorter than her ancestors’. His host, Spollo, as he was soon to find out, walked mostly upright, wore shoes, and would only descend on all fours after wearing upper arm gloves and then purely for athletic purposes. Their language had changed significantly as well. Although snarling sounds were predominant and every syle name traditionally started with a snarl, their language was very elaborate and at times even melodic, in stark divergence from the growls and howls of her ancestors.

	Furthermore, her retractable talons had become intricate and delicate handling appendices. The muscles controlling them could not only retract and extend them through her elongated paws, but could also move them sideways and in cyclical fashion with spectacular precision, enabling her to manipulate even delicate mechanisms and objects. Upon awakening, Spollo yawned luxuriously, stretched her limbs, and extended her delicate claws. She then got off a hammock-like contraption suspended through some electro-magnetic technology from four corners, a soft cloth bulging downwards in the middle, and entered a green semi-transparent booth. After pressing a specific combination of buttons in a panel within the booth, a process was initiated that was delicious for all senses: she was first sprayed all over by multiple nozzles with a non-aqueous liquid, followed by a fine powder that reacted with the liquid, producing some kind of dry foam. This foam brought to both Sunsei and Spollo an incredible feeling of well-being, a minute and soft tickle, coupled with a sweet perfume invading the senses through Spollo’s nostrils. This lasted no more than a minute; a fine but vigorous spray from above involving a different solvent-like non-aqueous substance removed the foam, which fell to the ground and drained away. Within thirty seconds more, a powerful gust of air emanating from the metallic-like grill that formed the floor of the enclosure blow-dried Spollo almost instantly.

	On the opposite wall, protruding on shiny rods, lay a rack of some kind, packed with colorful clothing. Underneath was another rack that held a variety of what was obviously footwear. Spollo spent some time perusing through the clothing and tried various things on, eventually settling on a blue and yellow outfit peppered with tiny multi-colored dots. She put on a couple of yellow shoes which had a flap in front that could be folded upwards, allowing the lower limb talons to be extended when necessary. In her nose she inserted an iridescent ring between the nostrils that sparkled with every kind of light that fell upon it. A big screen on the opposite wall, that up to that moment had been depicting a constant rumble of some kind of trivial news show, flipped to a three-dimensional image of Spollo, which she manipulated by sliding her talons over an oval touch pad. When she was satisfied, a powered part of the wall slid left and she exited her room, joining the rest of her litter, six in total, three males and three females-to-be, all of them in slightly different but very conspicuous signs of the change.

	Sunsei Bar immediately recognized Lin Mogu, hosted by a male-to-be yellow furred, slender adolescent called Skaan. This time, Ula Dor had chosen to insert them as siblings of the same litter and Sunsei felt confident that he had done it on purpose, to avoid their respective hosts mating. The thought did not linger; he was okay with it, after all, as a different experiment had to be conducted. A female syle, their birth mother, was serving a meal, while a male that was also showing obvious signs of the beginning of his imminent transition was interacting noisily with her siblings.

	Spollo was not in a great mood and sat to eat silently, all of her four peripheral eyes directed downward. After a while, she placed on her head a ring-like device which was comprised of some kind of semitransparent polymer band, about two inches high and quite thin and light. This band had a continuous visual stream on the inside: two of her eyes were observing the same news show as was projected in her room, and the other two were showing her transcripts of the conversations in the room.

	Occasionally she would automatically save some interesting parts by a single gesture of one of her talons. Although her father was oblivious and uninterested at what she was doing, occupied by a rambunctious conversation about some kind of sport game with her soon-to-be male siblings, her mother admonished her strongly. She took time from her tasks to deliver a platter of some kind of morning treat, to remind her that it was unsociable to be wearing the mobivision at the breakfast table instead of interacting with the family. Spollo immediately complied and removed the mobivision from her head but remained grumpily disconnected, all four eyes once more looking downward.

	Sunsei Bar was disappointed at the loss of the textual interpretation that was very helpful for his comprehension, but proceeded to process all the conversations in the room in order to acquire as much data as possible in the shortest possible time. The meal ended, and the whole litter exited through another sliding left portion of the wall into a self-driving cubicle that, after instructing in a synthetic voice for all the children to position their safety bars correctly, accelerated away rapidly. It soon entered an elaborate traffic system comprised of multitudes of similar cubicles of different sizes, whizzing away, supported by a magnetic levitation system. All of the children placed their mobivisions on their heads immediately upon entering the vehicle, absorbed into their private feeds.

	The view outside that Sunsei Bar was able to perceive through the transparent portion of the mobivision was fascinating: vessels of different sizes and colors, speeding together with less than an inch between them, and enlarging the gap automatically to allow other vessels to enter the stream. Like an immaculately coordinated dance, they proceed to their destinations like train wagons tethered by invisible forces. Sunsei Bar’s perception of technological civilization was historical and academic, since he had been raised in a non-corporeal existence. During his previous experience as a syle, technology had been restrained to primitive tools and weapons, and little else. The level of technological process of the syles in a mere 12,000 years was impressive. Everywhere around the route which snaked through an extravagant forest, rectangular, oval, or dome-like structures proliferated. Some of the windows were transparent and some were frosted or darkened, apparently upon demand. The majority of the syles being ferried to the destination within the cubicles were sporting mobivision contraptions.

	At various points, their cubicle split from the flow only to enter seamlessly into another flow, and soon the cubicle stopped, the synthetic voice announcing that they had arrived at their destination: the 352nd First Generation School. From the information gathered so far, Sunsei knew that today was a very special day; the day that they would be separated from their siblings and classmates into male and female classes. It seemed that this fact was instrumental to Spollo’s foul mood. There was a flurry of movement all around and as they moved through the building, syles of different ages were diverting to sliding openings to the left or right of this main corridor. Spollo’s litter, joined by many just-transitioning young syles, proceeded all the way forward and entered a big hall. It was some kind of circular auditorium covered throughout its circumference by a band of large, curved monitors. The young syles sat in concentric rows and a presentation began.

	With everybody’s mobivisions on their laps, the hustle and bustle of the entry subsided, and the screens came alive with multiple repetitions of the same view. It was designed so that regardless of the multitudes of students crowding the auditorium, an unobscured view was available to at least one or two of the peripheral eyes of all participants.

	What they were watching was a panel of six elderly syles, three male and three female, easily distinguishable through the size of their rearmost horns and the softness of their downy-like fur. The panel was introduced by Professor Sloborr, the esteemed dean of the school, who introduced her colleagues as professors Slanko, Stirkon, Sator, Smoor, and Suus.

	She then proceeded to deliver her speech: “Our dear students, you are sitting here having graduated from the second level of your education. Congratulations to all! You have entered your Year of Change, the most significant moment in the life of a syle. From this day, you will enter the third cycle of your education, the last one that we will have the honor to guide you through in the 352nd First Generation School, one of the best in the country. Those of you who excel will have the opportunity to apply for a higher education school, which will further enhance your education and present you with greater opportunities for your careers before you mate. You are privileged to be sitting here today and we are privileged to help you navigate your change during the next two years, and prepare you for life as adult citizens of our beloved country of Stlokaria. Your generation is comprised of 123 males-to-be and 137 females-to-be. On the screens, you will find your allocation to your classes. There shall be seven classes for males comprised of twelve students each, numbered from M1 to M7, and three male classes of thirteen each, M8 to M10. There shall also be six classes for the females, comprised of twelve students each, numbered from F1 to F6, and a further five female classes of thirteen students each, numbered from F7 to F11. The list that you are now seeing has been highly elaborated according to your perspective performances and grades, in conjunction with another eight factors concerning your family, your culture, your religion, and other factors, mental or physical. Our panel of professors will entertain objections, with specific grounds, on one of the ten parameters that are listed to the left of the allocation tables exclusively. Objections will be entertained in order of your allocated class, starting with M1, and the panel will deliberate and decide according to regulations. No further changes will be allowed or possible after this meeting, since each class will form an alliance that will be strengthened and will serve you for your entire lives.”

	With this, the image of the panel faded, and the walls were filled with the allocation lists with the names of the young syles and the class they had been allocated to. Spollo had been allocated F1, together with her siblings Skalto and Srian. Inside Spollo’s brain, there was a jumble of conflicting thoughts and emotions that Sunsei Bar had a hard time deciphering: Anger, fear, embarrassment, distress, and hope were all ping-ponging inside her brain, mingling and interchanging paradoxically. The thoughts were jumbled and Sunsei Bar, for all his analytical prowess, could make neither heads nor tails of it. The image of the professors reappeared, and dean Sloborr invited petitions for change and objections of any kind.

	The names were announced one by one. In the first three classes there were no objections, so the lists that were still projected on alternate parts of the screen turned from yellow to green for M1, M2, and M3. In M4, two siblings objected and declared that they did not want to be in the same class because they had a history of adversity between them, and long lists of complaints against each other. The panel acquiesced with the request and asked for a student from classes M5, M6, and M7 to volunteer to exchange with one of the siblings. A couple of young syles volunteered and were rejected on specific grounds. One from M7 that was rejected for marginal academic performance for this level, and another was rejected for some genetic diversity reason. After short deliberations, a student from M6 was finally accepted and the change was made. This initiated a request from M5, that was next, to switch to M4, that was instantly rejected, because the grounds of the appeal were not within the list of ten and the request was deemed irrelevant and ungrounded.

	As this process dragged on, Spollo was becoming ever more anxious and visibly distressed. Classes M6, M7, and M8 went undisputed. In M9, a lanky, red-furred student called Spool objected on grounds of religion. He had been raised as a conservative Existentialist and he resented the proliferation of students that he recognized as ardent, activist Proreganons. A brief debate followed within the panel, some of them supporting the change on the grounds of freedom of religious beliefs, and some of them opposed it. They argued that according to resolution 3569A-83, schools were obliged to facilitate the mixture of different religions and different races in classes for the benefits of diversity and inclusion. The debate was brief, but heated, since various students also asked for their views to be heard. The whole thing seemed like a political and cultural issue that raised high adversarial spirits. Finally, professor Sator calmly indicated that there were another two Existentialists in the class and to balance the five Proreganons, there were also three Tribalists, one Historiofederalist, and one Stronkist. According to professor Sator’s thinking, the spread was within the rules and the diversity would preclude any bullying of ideas and beliefs in the group. He proposed rejecting the petition and declared that it is beneficial for society, for races, and religions to comingle, and to learn friendly and civilized debate. This would serve the depolarization of society in their adult lives, and the acquisition of allies from the different parts of the cultural and ideological spectrum.

	The calm and eloquent analysis by professor Sator received appreciative howling from the majority of those present, professors and students alike. As M10 allocated students were given the speech, Sunsei Bar could feel Spollo’s body vibrate and shake. An M10 student called Skraon, tenaciously though respectfully, requested to be transferred to a level M7 or below, stating that he had been wrongly placed in M10. His academic achievements had been consistent throughout his studies, and his grades were singularly low on his last exam because of psychological distress due to the death of both of his parents just a couple of revolutions of the moons ago. A longer conversation and an examination of his record by the professors ensued and they all agreed that his petition was justified. However, professors Suus and Smoor objected on the grounds that it would be unfair for the best performers to be subjected to an extra member. In order to effectuate the change, a member of M7, the member with the worst grades, would have to be bumped up to M10. This caused a near-insurrection level of howling from all the students of M7, protesting that their class had been determined and was denominated green on the board. They howled that it was not right to adjust their class after it had been fully confirmed, and that it would be totally out of order for one of them to be transferred to M10, the least advantageous class.

	Sunsei Bar understood through all the discussions that the lower the class number, the more demanding the courses would be, but also that more opportunities to be accepted into higher education would be available. In addition, it was obvious that lower numbers brought higher social status.

	The debate raged and different resolutions of syles’ rights were quoted to press one point or the other. Professor Slanko, a very elderly but respected professor close to retirement, suggested that they transfer Skraon to M7 and leave M10 with just twelve students. After all, the size of the classes often varied, from ten to fourteen members, and the number of members had been proven statistically to have a small effect on the prospects of students. It was most important that Skraon, an excellent student according to his prior records, would not be condemned to a class significantly below his capabilities, where he could be unmotivated and deprived of opportunities for a more rigorous education.

	This provoked great and undisciplined howling from the students of M7 that had the greatest performance ratings and felt secure in their position, wanting to share resources with as few as possible. Dean Sloborr raised her voice and advocated calm, but the spirits were elevated and then, it happened. Spollo, trembling like a leaf, rose and snarled at a totally inappropriate level, drowning out all the voices in the room, dean Sloborr’s included: “I will go to M10!” she declared loudly, voice trembling, tears clouding all of her eyes. “I have been allocated F1 and my grades are the best in the class… actually they are the best in my generation in this school. I wish to be educated as a male and I do not mind moving from F1 to M10. It is a small price to pay, because my choice is more precious to me than the level of education I will receive. This way, M10 will have thirteen students, levelling the field!”

	The audience was flabbergasted, but voices in support of Spollo started rising in the room. The countries of Skalesia and Ssontoro were mentioned, where they were progressive enough to allow students to choose their gender education.

	Dean Sloborr interjected to quieten the crowd down and addressed Spollo directly: “Dear child, students often get confused during their first change and all kinds of ideas come into their minds, but understand, when participating in male classes you will be severely disadvantaged, both physically and mentally. Furthermore, you will be deprived of the necessary skills and education to raise your litter in four to five years’ time. For sure the world is changing, and many newfangled ideas are being experimented with, but the wisdom of our educational system that has its roots in the realities of physiology, indicates that such a change would be a folly. More importantly, your parents would never agree to it.”

	The room was now filled with disparate howls and angry declarations from various students, some of them in support of Spollo and some of them against her. A group of students rose up and howled that the time of equality must come, and the disadvantage and discriminatory way that females were treated in Stlokaria was preposterous, and that progressive ideas were the future. Coordinated howls declared repeatedly, drowning every sound in the room: “The end of gender slavery is here, the end of gender slavery is here!”

	Dean Sloborr tried to quiet the crowd down, speaking directly to Spollo: “In your next cycle you will inevitably turn into a male, and you will have all the opportunities given to males. Our society is the opposite of discriminatory because nature creates its own balance. What is male will be female and what is female will be male. It is a folly to request a change that will happen anyway in the future, that may deprive you of the possibility to be chosen to mate, birth your litter, and offer all for our future, as is our way.”

	Spollo responded aggressively with a shaking voice: “I am an individual and you teach us that our soul, this which makes us who we are, is our choice. And I do not choose to subject myself to being a breeding mare for Stlokaria. I choose to be Spollo, and I choose to be a male. Why are you depriving me of my soul?”

	A pandemonium ensued, because professors Stirkon, Sator, and Suus, moved by Spollo’s desperation, came out in support of her and any chance of agreement in the room was shattered. Dean Sloborr made a gesture that caused a shrill noise to reverberate through the room as she declared a thirty-minute recess. In the recess, even the lines for the waste disposal facilities were much shorter than usual; most of the students were engaged in passionate altercations that even came to the edge of violence as different philosophies butted heads in the corridors. Spollo was surrounded by a cadre of enthusiastic, passionate followers and admirers and it was impossible for her siblings, those that wanted it, to approach her and talk some sense into her. The main corridor of the 352nd had turned into a theater of political riot and Spollo was right at the center of it!

	Younger students, gradually joining them in recess, were drawn to the noise and the ideological melee, some discounting the issue as preposterous after hearing what had occurred, but some taking virulent positions and joining the opposing crowds. Because it was crowds of mass hysteria, agitated mobs, that the until recently disciplined students of the 352nd had turned into.

	A hissing sound indicated the end of recess and the students, still shouting arguments at each other passionately, reentered the main auditorium. Dean Sloborr quietened the students and ordered them to be seated and to remain quiet. “This class allocation meeting will be postponed until the day after tomorrow. What Spollo proposed is an unprecedented request and the rules are not very clear on this issue, because it has never been confronted before. Nevertheless, we live in the age of the network and connectivity, and we have all heard of such movements in other countries, but never before in any Stlokarian school. There are many arguments from many sides, and although my opinion is that this is a very dangerous precedent for our society, Professor Stirkon pointed out to the panel that there is actually no specific rule forbidding this. There is no specific rule that indicates that we should not be cutting students’ heads off either.

	“However, due to the extraordinariness of this situation, we must consult with the child’s parents and with the minister of social services and education before making any decision. If we left this issue aside and proceeded with allocating the feminine classes, the probability of another request such as this would be unthinkable under the current circumstances. So, this meeting is over. School will be suspended for the whole of this generational class for tomorrow, Moonday, and we will reconvene Ringday, hopefully to resolve this issue in the best possible way and proceed to complete the class allocation procedure. Thank you all, and be assured that we will deliberate and explore all avenues to succeed in fulfilling our duty and doing our best for all of you that are our future.”

	And so, the students dispersed and waited by the entrance for their mobivision to notify them when their capsule had arrived. During the trip back, some of Spollo’s siblings were trying to extract some explanation from her, but she obstinately refused to speak. When the capsule deposited them at their home, their parents had already been notified and were waiting for them at the door opening. The parents descended upon Spollo immediately, but she refused to speak and retreated into her room, locking the door from inside with an angry sweep of her talons on the touch pad. Her parents tried to speak to her through the intersound; she turned it off. They entered the Netlinker and activated her screens; Spollo turned those off as well. The parents turned to the rest of the litter, who recounted the story, some expressing admiration for Spollo, some disdain, some calling her crazy, and the rest shrugging and retreating indifferently to their rooms. What was most important to them was that tomorrow, Moonday, would be a free day without school. A gift day! A day for some to immerse themselves in Connectbox, the most popular social media platform, for others to play limitless video games, and for one to go to the stadium and play clawball. Spollo, exhausted and overwhelmed by what she had dared to do, fell into a deep, dreamless slumber, and Sunsei Bar felt as if it was not less than twenty hours since his insertion, but more like two or even twenty years.

	Lin Mogu, who had awakened inside Skaan, had instantly recognized the energy of Sunsei Bar inside his host, as he had also instantly recognized her. Throughout the day she had been gathering information. Skaan was very outgoing; he had engaged in many conversations, and she had also gotten to interact with Skaan’s father, who seemed a calm, loving, and gregarious character called Skalakok. He was an engineer and manager of production at the Abla mobivision factory, an accomplished man dedicated to his work but at the same time a loving father. He had invested many hours of his free time playing clawball with the whole litter, or taking them for nature expeditions and climbing rallies. Her host had been excited for the allocation day and had hoped that his grades would help him enter into a lower class, preferably with all his siblings. He had been extremely disappointed to be allocated to M10, while his brothers would be together in M6. It was the damned maglev science project, he thought, I really fucked up with that one.

	Lin Mogu had been disappointed to learn that she would have almost no time to spend together with Sunsei Bar’s host, unlike last time. After all, they had been in love, and they had both mothered and fathered each other’s children, or was it Sklar and Stronk that had lived this? Sometimes she was still confused. When Spollo had risen and had made her request, she was astounded at the intricacies of fate, or was this one of the underhanded elaborate plans of Ula Dor? She deliberated into the night, long after her host fell asleep, exhausted by the day full of surprises day they had both lived.

	 


[image: Image]Chapter 53 – Sandy and Bobby

	 

	Bobby had awakened some time ago, and had been experimenting with sucking his toes when granny showed up and picked him up, gave him a kiss, washed him, and brought him to the kitchen, sitting him in his highchair for breakfast. It was his favorite; chocolate covered Rice Crispies and pancakes with berries and banana, no less. Nor Blask, despite the somberness and seriousness that he was approaching his mission with, luxuriated in the sensations and the delight they produced in his host. In his previous insertion, he had very rarely tasted things such as sweet berries, because most of the rare berries he had encountered had been sour or sometimes even bitter. Gabu had been almost perpetually hungry, trying to survive by currying favors and trying to be useful by humbly serving the powerful. Eating was a hurried, sometimes even satisfying necessity, but very rarely did he have the luxury to savor food and feel the taste and the aroma. Inside Bobby it was a different experience; he delightfully played with his food, trying different combinations, tasting the crispy and then the soggy and then the crispy again, while stuffing pieces of fragrant banana into his mouth. For Nor Blask, the experience was mildly erotic.

	When Sandy entered the kitchen, he immediately recognized Samray Rin inside her and was relieved, because the thought had entered his mind that this time, he might pass decades inside a host with no other Hantor around. Even though he and Samray Rin had made sure to never communicate directly, he had always felt the connection, a comforting connection with her, every time Gabu and Yessa locked eyes. When they were in sweet moments, lying together in their hut, holding each other, and talking about their dreams together, he also felt as if he had a body. As if he were actually holding Samray Rin in his arms.

	Sometimes, during those moments, a sweetness overcame him. And then again, when their hosts were copulating and the spectacular effect of a cocktail of endorphins flooded all their cells until an eventual explosion of pleasure shattered their senses, Nor Blask could not resist exploding with them. When he felt Samray Rin enter the room, he immediately realized that this time, crafty Ula Dor had made sure that it would be practically impossible for them to experience the same sensations together again. It would be culturally and legally forbidden. At least with each other. Nonetheless, he was excited and delighted to see her, further stimulated by the delight of Bobby seeing Sandy, his elder sister, his favorite of the whole family.

	Bobby smiled and giggled, and extended his hands joyfully to Sandy, exclaiming, “Sandy lift Bobby, Sandy lift Bobby!” But Sandy’s demeanor was moody and sullen, and she just gave him a pat on the head and sat on her seat, eyes downcast, drinking her juice, and shifting nervously her unappetizing cereal around. Bobby was disappointed and could not understand why everybody around, including granny, was in a foul mood. Nonetheless, he soon decided that this was one of the mysteries of the grown-ups, so he started experimenting with dipping his pancake into the drops of chocolate flavored milk still remaining amongst his soggy clumps of cereal.

	Breakfast was eaten in silence, only granny trying to make irrelevant conversation that the rest responded to, unenthusiastically at best.

	After a while, their father directed himself at Sandy and started a timid monologue about how Sandy had behaved disrespectfully to her mother and that her mother had been justified in chastising her. He apologetically acknowledged repeatedly that Sandy was going through a lot, and adolescents often behaved with insolence, not out of bad intention, but due to the hormones of puberty. He was visibly trying to placate both Sandy and his wife, but was apparently failing miserably.

	Claire angrily interrupted him, speaking with machine gun-like staccato words: “This cannot pass. I am the only responsible parent in this family. You always find excuses for your daughter. And you,” she said, turning to her mother, “you are no help at all. You forget that when I was her age, if I dared to behave one percent as badly as she did last night, you and Dad would have grounded me forever, and now that I’m facing this…” She pointed disgustedly at her grimacing daughter. “You play Santa Claus! I will not stand for this! She needs to be disciplined and if you’re not man enough to discipline your own daughter, I will! Be a man for once, John, and do your duty as a father! Am I supposed to be the only bad one around here? You have turned her into this… this trouble-making monster! She needs to give me her smart phone and she can only have it back when she starts behaving like a human being and when I say so!”

	Sandy, just like her mother but for different reasons, was livid at her father’s intervention. She hated it when he tried to interpret her behavior by talking about her hormones. As if she had no personality and everything was chemicals!

	Sandy’s father turned to her and talked to her softly: “Come on, Sandy, your mother is right. If you don’t give her your phone, she will call Verizon and cancel your number, and then where will you be? Be smart now, obey, behave nicely, and this will blow over soon.”

	“No way am I letting her hands on my phone!” screamed an out-of-control Sandy. “She has no respect for my privacy, and she will look into all my messages and embarrass me once again! I will burn myself and the phone with me!” she threatened dramatically.

	“Give your phone to me then, Sandy. I promise you I will lock it in my desk, and nobody will touch it. Be reasonable; trust me and everything will be okay. Nobody will touch your phone.” And with that, he turned to Claire and gave her a meaningful look. Claire reluctantly nodded. Sandy took her phone out of her pocket, turned it off, slid the cover, removed the battery, and grudgingly pushed her smart phone across the table to her dad.

	“May I go now?” she asked. “I need to clean up and prepare for school, or maybe you don’t want me to go to school?” With no response forthcoming, she got up and retreated to her room, while both Bobby and Nor Blask had a hard time understanding what was happening and why.

	By the time Sandy went out to catch her school bus, Bobby was playing with his Lego set and his mind was already empty of everything that had happened.

	 

	Nor Blask was frustrated, because he realized that he would have to pass the rest of the day inside this little-thinking infant, and at best in granny’s company, who ridiculously pretended to mimic Bobby’s incomprehensible speech.

	Later, Bobby was taken to the park and there he played with other children in a sand pit and followed dogs around, trying to grab their tails. He was later cleaned up and took a long nap, his thumb juicily ensconced between his lips. When he woke up, granny put him next to her on the sofa and turned on the television. Nor Blask, at last had an opportunity to absorb data and start to better understand the world he had been thrust into.

	 

	Samray Rin, being incorporeal, had never really experienced feeling ill. Of course, when she had inhabited Yessa, she had felt continuous physical discomfort, and sometimes it had been obvious to her that in addition to the usual pains and discomforts, Yessa, through her mangled and emaciated body, often suffered transitory effects. They had been described by the humans as the ‘evil airs’, which accentuated the rest of her physical misery. For Samray Rin, all of it was the same, an uncomfortable physical existence that she had chosen to endure for her purpose. With time, she had gotten used to it and it was easy for her to filter all the discomforts out at any time when she had wanted to reduce sensory input, in order to allow more efficient processing.

	She had been inhabiting Sandy for less than twenty hours, and the physical discomforts compared with Yessa’s were miniscule. Sandy’s was a healthy, well-fed and well taken care of body, in an era when medical science had managed to dominate itself upon most viruses and microbes. In addition, the most annoying and hard to filter out constant pain that Yessa experienced, as with all other primitive humans, was the pain from her teeth. They were mostly rotten or broken, or infected with something, and this continuous annoyance was totally absent in Sandy’s body. So were the discomforts from multiple boils, infections, and wounds that proliferated on Yessa’s body. All she could perceive through Sandy’s sensory organs were mild itches and other minor, easily ignored momentary discomforts.

	But what she was experiencing inside Sandy’s brain was causing her, Samray Rin, to feel ill to such a degree that it was practically unbearable. It took all her composure and her training to recognize that the feelings coursing through Sandy’s brain, synapses, and nervous system were pure, unadulterated hatred and disgust! Hatred and disgust for everything: for her father, for her mother, for her grandma, for the whole world, for the images and the people presented on her television, for her school, for her life and, most significantly, for herself!

	Well, for almost everything, because during the rare seconds that she thought of Bobby, the river of hatred and disgust subsided momentarily. Not for long though, and she would resume conjuring images and thoughts that brought the avalanche of hatred and disgust back to the forefront of her perception. Anger—no, rage—was interwoven with her hatred and inevitably, her hatred and disgust were turned at herself, disgust and disdain at her own powerlessness that would make her the target of her own attacks!

	Samray Rin had been able to filter out all of Yessa’s physical ailments and discomforts any time she had chosen to. But despite her wretched life, fraught with danger, pain, and discomfort, Yessa had never turned against herself; the opposite was true. She felt love toward herself, or at worst, indifference. Actually no, she had actually never felt indifferent to herself or her needs, it was just that sometimes she had given up on her struggle, but only for a little while. Yet Samray was finding herself unable to filter out this onslaught of immense hatred toward herself, that Sandy’s brain was so effortlessly producing, unless she completely disconnected from her brain. And this she could not allow herself to do, because it would signify a betrayal to her purpose and chosen duty.

	Samray Rin felt that she was gravely ill, that something was seriously wrong with her, and she found herself tormented in such an unprecedented way, that there were moments when she felt a desire for self-termination. How was it possible that this young girl could hate herself so much? She had identified hatred in her previous insertion, but hatred directed from one creature to another, never toward one’s self. Was this the result of over 17,000 years of evolution? How was that even possible?

	Sandy eventually succumbed to her mother’s screaming admonitions from below to hurry up and prepare herself for school, and she came down the stairs, more visibly dissatisfied than ever, if that was possible. She exited the house without a word and just managed to catch up to her school bus. Upon entry, she proceeded to the back of the bus, where her girlfriends were congregating, and spewed out a series of expletives, informing her friends of her horrible parents and her horrible life. She then expressed her desperation at the loss of her smart phone and her Wi-Fi and her condemnation to utter isolation, to this fate worse than death that had befallen upon her. Her friends were equally disgusted and not only agreed with her on every point, commiserating with her fate, but added further expletives and declarations of hatred toward their own parents and family situations. Irrespective of all this, they appeared very sympathetic to her plight, and it was Megan who eventually alleviated Sandy’s internal hell slightly. She declared that she still had her old iPhone that still worked, although its battery needed almost constant charging, and that Sandy could borrow it.

	They could all chip in and buy a prepaid sim card for Sandy to use secretly during her punishment. All they needed was an adult to buy it for them, but Jo assured them that her cousin Jimmy would oblige. With some kind of peace and hope establishing itself in Sandy’s brain, Samray Rin could at last identify with herself once more.

	The day passed with alternating fifty-minute educational sessions that caused extreme boredom to Sandy and extreme interest to Samray, with ten-minute recesses when the girls would congregate in the toilets and express their disgust at everything. There was a one-hour break for lunch, where the girls anorexically expressed their disgust for the cafeteria food. This was totally hypocritical, because Sandy was secretly salivating for the treats that she herself denigrated – another paradoxical, incomprehensible contradiction that perplexed Samray Rin. Throughout the break they gossiped maliciously about teachers, classmates, and various boys and girls from their class.

	After lunch the classes continued. Thankfully, Jimmy slipped them the sim card as promised, just before they entered the school bus that would deliver them to their homes and their despised families. Sandy rushed up to her room and moved the armchair in front of the door. It could not completely impede her mother from barging in, but at least would give her enough warning to effectively conceal her activities. She excitedly removed the hidden iPhone and precious sim card from her backpack and in a few minutes, she actually had a functioning connecting device!

	For the first time since Samray Rin had been inserted inside her, she felt her delight. She proceeded to message her triumph to all her friends and then she entered Tumblr, her favorite app, and started blogging about her misery, rapidly texting on the virtual touchscreen keyboard of her iPhone. Her fingers were a flurry of movement and the way they pounded the glass surface indicated her tension. Continuous pings of responses and comments, all of them supportive, increased her delight. It was obvious that the more hatred, disgust, and victimhood she felt and transmitted through the tiny keyboard, the more love and support she received from the invisible respondents. How extraordinary!

	Samray Rin, with her practiced analytical brain, could trace the evolution of this phenomenon of victimhood and self-hatred to the Paradox that had originated with her and Gabu! Their necessity to survive despite their physical weaknesses and disadvantages, in a world where only the fittest and the fiercest and the best predators could survive, had driven them to suppress their normal instincts. To subjugate themselves to the fittest and to deny themselves pride, the measure of conditionality of love. Especially self-love. As a survival strategy, they chose to teach their offspring to compete for victimhood, for servitude, for likeability, instead of competing for glory, for power, for pride, or for procreation. She could now clearly see the effects and how, little by little, humanity had denied their basic instincts and inclinations so that the weakest, most vulnerable could survive along with the strongest and even prosper beyond them. Through millennia of evolution, Yessa’s and Gabu’s insights had grown into the primary survival tool and this process accelerated, the more brute physicality was being substituted by intelligence and creativity. But it was obvious to Samray that everything in Ula Dor’s presentation and her entire training had been spot-on: an initially brilliant survival technique had turned into a vestigial characteristic and was now plaguing her host and the entire human species with her.

	As the red-hearted ‘likes’ accumulated on Sandy’s tiny screen, Sandy often reciprocated and offered ‘likes’ back to her invisible audience. By watching her delight alternating with ever more determined victimhood and hatred, accumulating more ‘likes’ for her ever increasingly virulent posts, Samray Rin started to understand the power that this ancient survival technique now held upon the humans: it was more important to be liked than to be alive! And to be liked, one needed to be miserable, a victim, so Sandy’s level of delight was, amazingly, directly connected with her levels of misery! A Paradox indeed!

	Dinner was called, and the meal was equally uncomfortable for all participants with the single exception of the almost perpetually delighted Bobby. When at last the awkward ritual ended, Sandy retreated to her room and entered the Tumblr universe once more. Her delight at having received 8732 views and 808 red-hearted likes was immense; nevertheless, she had to contain herself, remember her plight, and once again proceed to deliver more of her disgust and victimhood to her anticipating audience. Samray was feeling ill again throughout the long, mostly repetitive session, but thankfully, after hours of this torment her host fell asleep and her first day back in the universe of the humans thankfully came to an end.
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	Spollo’s Moonday was anything but a gift day. She had been abruptly awakened by her parents, who forced her to accompany them to the school, talking to her continuously about the absurdity of her request. There, she had to meet with the school’s psychiatrist, whose questions she answered reluctantly and whose advice she ignored and dismissed completely. She kept insisting on her right to her request, quoting the charter of Stlok Rights and the international conventions for Syle Rights. After a long, uncomfortable, and unfruitful session she was directed to the student councilor, an obese, scarlet-furred female called Sdonkel, who was surprisingly sympathetic.

	     In the meantime, her parents were in conference with the panel of professors and other school functionaries. The day culminated with a meeting of the panel with an emissary from the Ministry of Education and Social Services that both Spollo and her parents were invited to. The emissary, an Assistant Secretary of Social Services, suggested that she should accept her assignment to F1. He expressed his deep understanding of her concerns, and promised her that the Ministry would carefully examine her request and attempt to find a temporary solution at a later date.

	Spollo’s position was uncompromising, but her parents forcefully reminded her that she was a minor and that she would have to comply and raise no further objections. Thereafter, Spollo remained silent, and everybody considered the issue resolved. On the way back home, her parents insisted they stop and get ponglos for the whole family, a rare treat. Spollo remained silent, her eyes constantly downturned. The ponglos were enthusiastically received by the rest of the litter. Although Spollo seemed outwardly subdued, Sunsei Bar and Lin Mogu alike felt a menacing sense of foreboding. Spollo’s brain had no thoughts that Sunsei could process, just pure emotion.

	The rest of the evening passed uneventfully, and the next morning Ringday arrived, and the students found themselves once more in the great auditorium.

	Dean Sloborr opened the meeting and declared the continuation of the process of allocation by announcing their decision to move Skraon to M7, since they had found his request to be fully justified. He placated the students by promising all M7 students that they would all receive extra field trips to compensate for the larger size of their class. Students from M8 and M9 then complained it was unfair that they would have thirteen members while M10 would have only twelve. The council was unanimous in their position that sometimes students could become ill or even die, and unprogrammed imbalances were inevitable, despite the council’s and the school’s best efforts. Dean Sloborr then adroitly moved on, inviting F1-allocated students to express any objection, the avidly anticipated event of the day. All eyes turned to Spollo expectantly. Thankfully for some, disappointingly for others, neither Spollo nor any other student allocated to F1 voiced any objection. Henceforth, the proceedings went smoothly and by recess all classes up to F8 had been confirmed and their color turned to green.

	By this time, Sunsei Bar was fully aware of what was to happen and was at a loss about whether he was supposed to intervene. Spollo disappeared into the crowd of students, who were rushing to the bathrooms and to grab a snack before the end of recess, and found the opportunity to enter stealthily into the school’s infirmary. Expertly short-circuiting a panel and then forcing open a cabinet with her claws, she proceeded to gulp down copious amounts of any medication she could find. The infirmary assistant, returning from the bathroom he had rushed to upon hearing the recess hissing sound, and to avoid the usual congestion by students, found her on the floor. She was unconscious and frothing through her mouth and nostrils; Sunsei counted minutes before having to exit his dying host…

	The howling alarm triggered by the infirmary assistant, and his requests over the loudspeaker system for the doctor to come immediately to the infirmary for an emergency, alerted the whole school that something really serious had happened. Lin Mogu knew immediately something was going on involving Spollo and somehow, Skaan knew instinctively as well, because he immediately dropped his drink and his treat to the floor and started running toward the infirmary. He got there in less than a minute, weaving himself among surprised students who were frozen by the howling alarm.

	Nonetheless, there were already a bunch of adults gathered around the infirmary entry. He tried to sneak in to take a look, but the adults were refusing entry to everybody and advocating calm. The howling stopped and everybody was asking around to find out what had happened, but nobody knew, and no more information was forthcoming. Soon after, the shrill hissing signifying end of recess sounded, and all the students were directed to return to their classes. Skaan, still remaining outside the infirmary, refused to go but was firmly ordered to return to the auditorium and wait there. When he entered the auditorium, which was full of students but with empty screens, without images of the panel or any image of any professor, he immediately looked for Spollo. Not finding her there, feeling that his suspicions were justified, he sneaked out again and hid around the corner, taking furtive looks toward the corridor and the infirmary door.

	It was thus that he saw the inert body of Spollo on a levitating stretcher being guided toward the school’s exit. Throwing caution to the wind, he ran toward the stretcher and when a medic tried to stop him, he started howling that no way would he leave his sister. His howls were so loud that younger students in the classes around were becoming agitated. So, to avoid further disarray, Skaan was eventually allowed to accompany Spollo to the hospital.

	Covering Spollo’s levitating stretcher was a capsule of yellow semi-transparent polymer, tubes and sensors constantly reading Spollo’s body and adjusting the balance of life supporting gases inside. All Skaan could see was that she was still alive, thank Stronk, and he just stood anxiously by the stretcher’s side and joined her in the emergency medicapsule. The capsule arrived swiftly at the medical facility, since it had been granted full priority by the artificial intelligence system controlling the traffic flow. Upon entering the hospital, a group of medics took over and Spollo’s stretcher disappeared, leaving Skaan and Lin Mogu waiting in an empty lobby.

	Skaan put on his mobivision and started searching all news frequencies for any mention of the 352nd. For a while there was nothing, but by the time his parents arrived it was all over the news: a first-generation student had allegedly attempted to commit suicide, because she had not been allowed to follow masculine classes. Her condition was described as critical and not yet stable. Skaan sat in the lobby with his parents, who were anxiously waiting for a medic or one of the surrounding screens to inform them. Every time the hospital door opened to bring in another patient, Skaan, using the enhanced magnivision feature of his mobivision device, could see a flurry of reporters and news capsules noisily congregating outside. None of them were allowed to enter the medical facility.

	Hours passed and no news was forthcoming. Skalakok, his female hormones flowing wildly and making him uncharacteristically emotional due to his impending change, was communicating every few minutes with his four children, giving instructions about food, ensuring that everything was going to be okay. When he was not on the mobivision, he constantly fussed, expressing his/hers distress and worries. In between, he was discussing with Snalofer, their mother, both of them trying to understand the calamity that had befallen their family. It was incomprehensible; Spollo had never exhibited such extreme behavior; she was always a good, obedient little syle! They wondered what kind of madness could have caused this, and about other equally useless speculations. They tried to involve Skaan in this, but he refused to engage and was deep into his mobivision, hoping to learn news of Spollo. Although he had been there from the beginning, more than five hours ago, he had received no information whatsoever.

	Lin Mogu’s thoughts were racing: What if Spollo is dead and Sunsei Bar is gone? Would I continue alone, or would I be extracted? Is the whole project finished? If Spollo is dead, at least they would know. What if she is dead, but for some reason we are not being told? This is unexpected indeed! No, I felt something was wrong, did I not?

	These last thoughts were shared by Skaan, who in addition felt somehow responsible and guilty, a new sensation for Lin Mogu that she immediately categorized due to her training. Guilt had been eradicated in the Hantor culture. If you did something wrong, you would face consequences that corresponded to the damage that your mistake had cost. Why would anybody feel a negative emotion, given that nature always had her way of balancing the books? Anyway, she had been amply informed about this phenomenon, an intrinsic side effect of the Paradox, along with shame.

	At long last they were informed that Spollo’s condition had stabilized, but that it remained critical; she had been put into induced hibernation and was being given treatment, and that there would be no further news until the next day. They were advised that they should go home, and promised that they would be informed immediately upon any development.

	Skaan was a rare, overemotional syle, and he had always felt close to Spollo, closer than with any other sibling. On the surface, they were very different; Skaan was outgoing and a talker. He loved blabbing with loud howls and guffaws, while Spollo was a loner, spending hours looking into the world through her mobivision. But they shared one thing: they both seemed to be the worst or almost the worst at any athletic activity or game they undertook. For Skaan, this was a source of humor and self-deprecating jokes. For Spollo, it was an excuse to isolate herself further and immerse herself in her studies, a good reason why she had been allocated F1 while he languished in M10!

	Nevertheless, they somehow shared a connection, and through his pondering and reminiscing while waiting for news in the lobby, Lin Mogu had been exposed to a multitude of memories of many times that they had somehow felt very close. She was strangely moved by the intensity of the feelings of Skaan toward Spollo. For Skaan the only bad thing about the Year of Change, except the loss of relatively carefree infancy and camaraderie within the litter, was that he and Spollo would become even more different, and they would lead different lives with few further experiences to share. Lin Mogu had felt nothing similar in her previous iteration as a Stlok with any of her siblings.

	As they left the hospital, they were accosted by reporters and News robocorders. Skaan and his parents were accompanied to their capsule by medical staff that shielded them from the prying cameras of the robocorders and the reporters trying to ask them questions. Reaching the capsule, protected from the news mob, Skalakok pushed him to the front to enter the capsule first, protecting his son from the press. Unexpectedly, Skaan twisted his body, went on all fours, and squeezed himself through impossible gaps in the crowds’ lower limbs. Finding himself in the open, he leapt on a News capsule directly in front of a large blue and red robocorder and immediately started howling at the inanimate device:

	“My sister Spollo is dying because of rigid beliefs that subjugate our soul, our choice, to outdated traditions. Stlokaria calls itself civilized, yet Stloks’ and syles’ rights are being disregarded because of the domination of Tribalists that are too fanatical to see that the whole of Sylar is changing. Other countries are allowing the syles choice, choice that will determine their lives for at least the next cycle, while the differences between males and females are being kept artificially alive. If my sister wants to have the same training and education as me and other males-to-be, why is she deprived of that choice? If Spollo lives and she is not allowed to come to M10, I will kill myself, and be sure that I will succeed. A male changes to a female and back again. Only old, outdated, turned-to-stone minds choose to obligate us to be constrained by gender roles that are antiquated and irrelevant. Males become females and females become males, and there is no difference between us in this day and age where we no longer need to separate ourselves into hunters and caregivers. Are we to be chained forever into antiquated roles? Are we to be separated forever by force? Isn’t Stlokaria a free country?”

	Within milliseconds from the beginning of his howl, Skaan was fully surrounded by robocorders whizzing around him. Lin Mogu felt what she assumed Stronk would have felt 12,000 years ago. She felt like a puppet, forced to watch passively while her alter-ego, her host in this case, was creating history. A full reversal, and at least, this time, Lin Mogu knew that she was not responsible. So, she remained entranced, a passive observer of Skaan’s hero journey that would lead to a domino effect which would change Stlok society forever. In which ways she knew not, but change they inevitably would. She had no way of knowing, because although she theoretically knew the future, all of this was new territory; everything could change. Uncharted territory indeed. It seemed impossible to foresee what kind of rippling distortions could influence the future of not only this universe, but many others as well, stretching into the limitless future.
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	During Sandy’s month of being grounded, deprived of her phone and internet connection, she secretly spent every moment alone typing on the screen of her borrowed iPhone. It was interesting and ironic to Samray Rin that the prohibition made Sandy spend more time immersed into the virtual world compared to before. After only a month, that would have seemed like an eternity if Sandy didn’t have her secret treasure. Her mother was convinced to allow John to return her cell phone and to reinstate her Wi-Fi connection. Now, she had the opportunity to retreat even deeper into this virtual, seductive world. It seemed that everybody was concurring, not only with her deep hatred and disgust at the whole world around her, but also at their own selves. The deeper Sandy entered into this world, the more she identified with it. She realized that the more she was projecting her own identity as a perpetually suffering victim, the more popular she became. She was embraced and accepted by people she had never met, mostly young people like her hiding behind a manufactured identity, and she felt less alone.

	It was not only in the virtual world that this was happening. It appeared that self-hatred was being propagated and perpetuated across all media. It appeared that the prevailing cultural trend was one of rejection of the very evolution of the human species, as Samray Rin was discovering to her astonishment, more and more as the years went by. The phenomenon was accelerating rapidly, like a virus spreading from human to human, and even the older generations were being gradually contaminated by it. It seemed like the spread of a cult, a new religion walking its first steps, and Sandy was being drawn deeper and deeper into it. Samray Rin had comprehensive data about this period and understood its mechanisms. Nevertheless, it was fascinating to watch this grotesque flower grow, full of concealed thorns dripping their poison.

	For Samray Rin, the initial shock that made her feel really ill, mentally ill, for the first time in her life, subsided with time. However, she still often felt that the emotions percolating inside Sandy were making her lose her bearings. So, she devised a technique; instead of allowing herself to be shocked by the insanity of what was developing in front of her eyes, actually Sandy’s eyes, she formulated a list of all the effects that were the consequences of the Paradox. Actually, of the Paradox having overstayed its usefulness, turning into an insane, self-destructing force. This way, every time she detected the emergence of yet another paradoxical and self-destructive trend in human culture, she would tick it off her list, observe it carefully, and then be ready for the next. For her, this clinical analysis was the only thing that kept her from being affected along with Sandy, and to maintain her sanity.

	The first and most pervasive phenomenon was moral judgements of the natural functioning, not only of human beings, but of all living beings. These moral judgements were producing a multilateral effect. One part of it was external: ostracism from society, even from family and friends. They called it “canceling”, and if one was canceled, not only would they be shunned and criticized by almost everybody around them, but they would also be viciously attacked, professionally and legally.

	New laws and regulations appeared constantly to punish offenses that had not been offenses in almost anybody’s consciousness, seemingly just a day before. Another part of it was internal: a self-induced punishment through the invented and propagated emotions of guilt and shame by humanity itself, which had no specificity and no limits as to their severity or their duration. Humans punished themselves relentlessly, mostly for infractions that they were incapable of rationalizing, justifying, or quantifying. The most insane part was that people would be raised with a specific set of moral values that could be overturned at a moment’s notice! Even those that had followed and obeyed the moral values scrupulously would find themselves surprisingly judged, by others and themselves alike, retroactively, whenever a new moral standard would appear.

	And these moral standards would then spread like wildfire and would be embraced by the majority of the human society, practically overnight. So, people would be judged and condemned, and similarly would judge and condemn themselves and others retroactively for things that were deemed wrong. Even though they had not been deemed wrong when the action had been taken! And it wasn’t just the recent actions that were rabidly judged; actions that had taken place decades, centuries, or even millennia before these new moral laws were established, would be equally, mercilessly condemned.

	To refer to an example that left Samray Rin totally astounded, humans had survived and evolved, like any other evolving dominant sentient species, by subjugating less evolved life forms and creating symbiotic relationships with them. They would feed animals and use them to perform tasks or to produce food as an exchange. Human beings had used milk from mammals such as cows, sheep, and goats for thousands of years. They had used other mammals such as horses, donkeys, camels, deer, cows etcetera to carry them or to pull farming equipment, carts, and sleds, and to perform various helpful tasks that increased the efficiency of agriculture and other industries. Humans, after initially foraging for eggs in the nests of various birds, had learned to raise animals and feed them in exchange for their eggs. The most common bird was the chicken, a flightless bird that would have been unable to survive without the protection of humans.

	There are innumerable examples of such symbiotic relationships, not only in this universe, but also in every other universe with a dominant sentient species as well. Now, every day, every month, every year, more voices were appearing, suggesting… no, imposing… that whatever had been an everyday practice for millennia was no longer morally acceptable, accusing humans as vile abusers of these other life forms. It seemed absurd, given the absolute reality that most of these life forms would have gone extinct thousands of years before if they had not been domesticated by the dominant species. They had practically no survival chances if they had not enjoyed the benefit of being provided for and taken care of by these symbiotic relationships. In addition, if these life forms themselves had the capabilities to subjugate another species or to make mutually beneficial exchanges with them, they would obviously have jumped at the opportunity.

	Again, given that humanity would not have evolved and survived as the dominant species on their planet, Earth as they called it, without the intelligence to grow and foment these mutually beneficial symbiotic relationships, how could they be judged? If they had not taken advantage of everything, they would have remained in the hunter-gatherer stage, always in danger of starvation and extinction themselves. How could they condemn the very practices that had given them all the safety, comforts, and well-being that they were enjoying during this period? Samray’s thoughts often ran wild.

	She understood that the same applied for the most fundamental law of any life in any universe. Life consumes life and is consumed by life. No universe exists where life does not require to consume biomass to survive. All lifeforms survive through the consumption of other lifeforms. Animals eat plants. Animals eat animals. The strongest or largest animal dominates by consuming the weakest and the smallest. The very smallest, insects, micro-organisms such as microbes and bacteria, and other small and therefore weak lifeforms, consume in turn the fiercest and strongest of predators. They are consumed themselves, sometimes even by plants. Everything consumes and is consumed! This fact is obvious and fundamental, and the humans had become the dominant species to a large degree through being omnivorous, capable of sustaining themselves on all other lifeforms on the planet. By being able to survive when their usual source of alimentation was unavailable by adapting to consume whatever happened to be available.

	Humans, who had the scientific knowledge to know this, nonetheless started to morally judge reality and necessity! First the consumption of meat was vilified, then of fish, then of any non-plant, protein containing lifeform, calling themselves “vegetarians”. Initially for unsubstantiated or partly substantiated nutritional reasons, but eventually for moral reasons. The newly minted vegetarians started proclaiming that the naturally omnivorous humans were vicious, murderous flesh-eaters!

	It didn’t stop there. Next was the consumption of animal products that did not involve any kind of termination of life: the consumption of milk, eggs, honey, and the usage of any material such as wool or feathers, also derived without excess termination of life. These new moralizers called themselves “vegans” and condemned the use or consumption of any of these products. But this is how life works, thought Samray Rin, this is what every lifeform does. How else could life exist? How else could evolution exist? And then, again and again, she pulled herself out of these mind-bending paradoxes and continued her diligent, consciously unemotional, and purposeful clinical exploration.

	Next came the guiltification of the consumption of plants, the most ancient and least evolved lifeforms. The reasons given varied: “these plants require too much water for our agriculture, these plants are needed by other lifeforms to consume, these plants annoy other lifeforms by their presence, those other plants disadvantage some other plants in some way”. They even resorted to feeding purely carnivorous animals with a completely plant-based diet, together with chemical supplements, destroying their health, all in the name of goodness! It never ended; it was never enough. New ways would be found to stimulate guilt and shame in the addicted humans that were avidly searching for reasons to immerse themselves in these vile, self-invented, self-punishment mechanisms. There were even groups of people called “breatharians”, who intended and purported to survive purely by breathing air, for moral reasons of course. The fact that it was a biological impossibility and they themselves knew that it was not actually true, did not stop them from judging the rest of humanity that did not subscribe to these totally unrealistic moral values.

	It was not at all strange then, that this ever-increasing moral judgement of their own nature and nature in general, would naturally turn into self-hatred. Samray could see that this was due to the simple fact that they were incapable of escaping their own nature, let alone the reality of all viable biosystems.

	All of this was followed by a systematic glorification of earlier, more primitive civilizations, and a distortion of all historical data. The idea was that these earlier primitive civilizations, of the sort that Samray herself had experienced in her previous insertion, were deemed superior! Purely by the fact that humans were weaker and less numerous, and therefore had a diminished capacity to impact nature and other lifeforms around them. Basically, the horrible, everyday roulette of survival, full of pain and discomfort, that was primitive life, was paradoxically and hypocritically glorified and mythologized as a better alternative to a civilization. Despite the constant struggle for the fulfillment of the most basic needs, the lack of sanitation or any societal protections, it was somehow better in the past!

	Humanity, in Sandy’s era, had an average life expectancy of almost 80 years, 230% longer than the primitive humans they started to idolize. They did not realize what Samray Rin had personally lived through Yessa: that by age 18, every primitive human faced debilitating pain and often incapacitation, for example by the lack of healthy, unrotten teeth. This actually went through a stage when it became worse, after humans started settling down, growing and consuming starches such as wheat and rice, that would rot their teeth much faster than meat or wild vegetables. Every wound, and they were many and frequent, could bring forth a life-threatening infection, and child mortality was above 40%, whereas in their present civilization it was below 0.4% for developed countries and less than 4% worldwide. All factors considered, just a few thousand years ago, just 2% of pregnancies culminated in an adult of the species. How could anybody actively wish to go back to these kinds of conditions?

	Anything that was a product and achievement of human civilization was deemed to be inferior, destructive, and morally reprehensible. In this new philosophy that human civilization was rapidly adopting, humanity itself was characterized as a destructive virus on other lifeforms and the planet itself! Viewing their own civilization as destructive, humans, instead of continuing to innovate as they had done for the last few thousand years, were advocating the active reversal of all technological advances! This, in order to mitigate the side effects of a technological civilization, while ignoring the benefits. They especially focused on the relinquishment of the acquisition of efficient-for-the-time-period energy sources, such as fossil fuels.

	All of this was nothing compared to the vigorous attack and guiltification of their own nature and the nature of every other lifeform. It was obvious, at least to Samray Rin and the Hantors, that every creature is programmed by nature to prioritize its own survival and well-being. Every creature needs a sense of self in order to survive and take care of itself. Nonetheless, the concept of selflessness had been developed in the last couple of thousand years and had been installed as the highest of virtues in every human, regardless of religion or culture! To be selfish was the ultimate accusation. How strange, contemplated often Samray Rin, that it became ever more morally reprehensible, as this paradoxical civilization evolved, to obey the very instincts and mechanisms of nature for its own existence!

	It went further than that: mating practices, sexuality and copulation, the very mechanisms of long-term adaptation and evolution, designed by nature to provide pleasure to ensure its life bringing execution, were progressively considered ever more shameful. Actually, there were some short-lived opposite trends, but they usually led to excesses that once more swung the pendulum toward puritanism. But these practices, the practices of sexuality, were among the very best of the experiences for Samray Rin in a human body. The natural rituals of the female provoking and the male exhibiting its power, its skills, and its determination, competing to be chosen as a genetically appropriate partner, rituals embraced for millennia, were also considered shameful and abusive! The very practices that brought humans together and ensured the further survival of the species, were becoming sources of condemnation and vilification! How could this be possible? was a thought that often involuntarily took over Samray Rin’s otherwise analytical brain.

	The result was a trend to raise the age of mating from the natural one of adolescence, where potency and fertility are at their highest, to higher and higher ages. This tendency, combined by newly minted reasons to avoid mating, some practical and others moral, resulted in less births. This was accentuated by many fanatics purporting that, since humanity was a destructive virus, its propagation was damaging to the ecosystem and other lifeforms. But isn’t this the objective of every lifeform, to overtake and dominate all other species? Samray Rin lost her detached, analytical demeanor on many occasions.

	The result of these philosophies and cultural changes was that after years of unstoppable exponential population growth, the human population started shrinking and more importantly, aging. If this was not enough, strange unscientific and irrational trends such as ideas that humans could identify as any sex they liked, and that sex was not biological but a social construct, proliferated. This despite the evident technological and biological impossibility, since they were still tens of thousands of years before they could successfully develop such intricate technologies! And this self-induced trap that, as she well knew, would eventually bring humans to the verge of extinction, was the very trap that her host, Sandy, was being inexorably drawn to enter. Adolescents were the prime victims of these paradoxical self-hating and self-destructive philosophies! The most insane of those was the theory that gender was non-binary and that an infinite variety of new gender modalities could be invented at will! That reality was non-existent and only a choice of perception, destroying even the most fundamental of reference points. 

	Immersed into adolescent social media that propagated these ideologies, Sandy was lured to ever deeper levels of self-hatred, and she was led to believe that this self-hatred and the shame and guilt that fomented it was due to her mistaken gender identity. The solution was to change it. She started declaring herself as non-binary, graduating to conscious homosexuality although she still had not had any kind of sexual experience at all! Her parents and the whole of society were, in her mind, members of a destructive virus, and she needed to associate with somebody, she needed a tribe. Finally, through the approval of her virtual and non-virtual social circle and her need for a sense of belonging, she decided that she wanted to be a man. She was given the impression that this was actually possible! This happened at exactly the pinnacle of her adolescence, when her whole body was dominated by the confusing effects of powerful hormonal excretions. Every time she took a further step in her descent into this abyss, she would be rewarded by likes, camaraderie, and accolades.

	Her descent into hell was irresistibly seductive. Technology that had just started to be explored a few decades earlier had become the fashionable thing to do, regardless of lack of testing or any kind of organized data. It seemed that few cared about the dangers of yet-to-be-explored consequences, repercussions, and possible side effects. Every year or so, she would surprise her family with a new declaration. At thirteen, she declared herself a homosexual, a lesbian as it was called when it involved sexual attraction among females of the species. This was accepted relatively graciously by her parents and only a little less so by granny, her whole family obeying the imperatives of the dominant cultural trend. Practically all civilizations became permissive, tolerant, and finally indifferent to sexual preferences as they evolved, and humans had entered this phase several decades before, but older generations still held onto remnants of past cultures. Just before her fourteenth birthday, she proceeded to declare herself non-binary, whatever that could mean, since the philosophy left it vague and unexplained. She insisted that she was to be addressed using plural, non-gendered pronouns, because in her language, like most languages, pronouns distinguished between male and female, and this was henceforth offensive to her.

	This was perceived as a phase of adolescence to be ignored by her family, and a source of admiration for her friends and other adolescents. Seven months after this declaration, she came up with another one: she had now actually decided that she was no longer nonbinary, but a man in a woman’s body, and that this was the actual source of her unhappiness and continuous bouts of clinical depression. She petitioned for the permission, being still considered a minor in her culture, to start puberty-blocking hormonal treatments, to be followed by gender-changing chemical treatment, and possibly surgical alterations. She insisted, declaring that she would kill herself if she was obliged to suffer female adolescence! She also demanded to be called Peter, a male name, and to be addressed using masculine pronouns.

	This alarmed her parents who refused their consent, weary of the trajectory of their daughter’s psyche and understanding that these procedures could potentially permanently disable her reproduction functions and therefore her ability to procreate. John and Claire, worried sick over their daughter’s future, held endless discussions with her, as well as privately. Eventually, her passionate and erratic declarations that she would kill herself if they did not comply, led them to consult with specialists.

	For them, this newfangled trend that was glorified by the majority of media, was unthinkable just a few years before. Nonetheless, they wanted to do the best for their child. For Samray Rin, who observed passively these constant developments, what was happening to Sandy was beyond any prior experience. How can one describe the powerless inhabitation of a mind losing all reference points and therefore all logic? How could you cohabit insanity and remain immune?
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	Once Nor Blask got over his annoyance at being inserted into such a young infant, he started being fascinated by the experience. The little boy’s pace of acquisition of abilities was astounding. Within months of being inserted, the infant had acquired the capability of language and had improved both its motor skills and its capacity to think and comprehend new concepts at an astonishing rate. This was very interesting to Nor Blask, since in his previous insertion, the growth and acquisition of skills was gradual, albeit constant, but this time every little improvement became a steppingstone to exponential advancement. Furthermore, little Bobby’s brain was delightful in its simplicity and its endearing amazement at every new discovery. His brain was constantly absorbing information, making rational connections and taking advantage of the new information for the acquisition of new, more intricate skills, and a ravenous hunger for more information.

	Little Bobby was also exuberantly happy; his happiness disappearing momentarily when he was hurt, whether physically or emotionally. He started socializing, initially in day care and then in kindergarten, and discovering social rules and the most beneficial modes of behavior and interaction with other children. His capacity to reenter the state of happiness, just seconds or at worst minutes after being physically hurt, remained aspirational. However, it was not the same for his capacity to recover from being emotionally hurt, especially when he was guided by what he viewed as his omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent Gods: his parents, his granny, his sister, and his caretakers and teachers. Guided into shame and guilt, primitive emotions that Nor Blask had been fully briefed on but could not stop being astounded by their application, to a degree that was obviously damaging to the child.

	For sure, Nor Blask understood their expediency; they were there to oblige humans to conform to societal rules, even when they were unobserved and thus could go unpunished by any disciplinary action. In those cases, the punishment would be self-inflicted. The problem was that the amount and the severity of self-punishment was at times extremely disproportionate to the minor offenses of decorum that the little boy could commit, and often unwarranted in view of the child’s natural exploration tendencies. The emotional attacks perpetrated against the boy by the very people who were charged to nurture him were painful to a degree that was unparalleled to the cases of physical pain or discomfort, and also exponentially more difficult to escape from. They reverberated in his gradually forming brain repeatedly, so he would often experience reoccurring guilt or shame for a previous offense that had obviously become irrelevant.

	More and more, these feelings would cause unpleasant dreams and started institutionalizing the child into an almost constant state of fear. Fear of doing something wrong, fear of not having comprehended fully the latitudes of a specific rule, and eventually fear of an unknown rule that he could break inadvertently, since he couldn’t even imagine it existed. This started causing bouts of unspecified anxiety in the child, that at times concerned and even acted contagiously on Nor Blask himself, who was identifying more and more with his tiny host. The only one who did not cause this effect on Bobby was his sister Sandy. She never disapproved of him and would find whatever he did funny and entertaining. As a result, he adored her and idolized her.

	As time went by, he realized that Sandy was severely unhappy and tried really hard to understand the reasons and the meaning of her declarations to the family. The most recent one, he understood, or thought he understood. Sandy was going to be a boy, just like him, and the thought made him very happy. He was hopeful that this would bring them closer, because although she was always very sweet and loving to him, she was gradually becoming more detached and isolated in her room. She was spending very little time with him, immersed as she was in her own world. He attempted to spend as much time with her as she would permit, and began to mimic her. He insisted on wearing the same color clothes as her and he would do his best to achieve this, either through begging his mother or even through throwing a tantrum. This became impossible when Sandy started wearing only black and gray, because his mother declared that little boys only wore these colors for funerals. In Bobby’s mind this meant the occasions that a person went away and wouldn’t come back anymore, and he could not understand how it was relevant. He had no real concept of death yet. Bobby liked most people, and he was running out of people to wish that they had a funeral, so that he would be allowed to wear his sister’s colors, and also started feeling guilty and ashamed for his transitory instinctive wishes.

	On one occasion, he wished that the corner grocer, Mister Grahams, who was a very unpleasant old man, would have a funeral, with the logic that he wouldn’t mind one bit if he never saw him again. The thing is, Mister Grahams died, and he never saw him again, and he wasn’t even allowed to go to his funeral, because as Mommy said, he wasn’t family. So, he felt extremely guilty at having caused his funeral, as he believed, for nothing. Despite all this, he remained a happy child for a long time, until he started experiencing the new concept of not being good enough, of not being as good as others, whether in a particular pursuit, game, or in his behavior. This new concept became an obsession for Bobby, and he started constantly evaluating whether he was good enough or not, comparing himself to all the others.

	Nor Blask started experiencing anger, sometimes acute and maybe even unreasonable, at what was happening inside Bobby, because he realized that it was societally induced and was totally alien to the boy.

	Anger was rare and uncharacteristic for Hantors, yet sometimes he felt it taking him over. This small, delightful creature had proved to be a unique vantage point from which Nor Blask could observe the world of the humans. He recognized this as the indoctrination by the Paradox and he fully recognized it as a necessary phase for collaborative civilizations to evolve. Regardless of this understanding, he could not help himself from irrationally judging it, since it contradicted his own formation as a creature whose aim and purpose is happiness: the feeling that everything, absolutely everything, is exactly as it should be. And so, Bobby grew up and Nor Blask, fulfilling his duty, passively observed his indoctrination and his contamination by something that would deprive him and the majority of his species of the only possible aim and purpose of life for decades before and millennia after this particular era…
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	The after-effects of Skaan’s rebellious outburst on behalf of his sister were seismic; his impassioned speech was played and commented upon repeatedly in all media. Not only within Stlokaria, but also Sylarwide. The whole issue caused great political and social upheaval. Their domicile was constantly surrounded by robocorders, day and night, and he and his family were constantly pestered by reporters and requests for interviews. The whole issue embroiled all strata of society and apparently created a monumental political crisis. Classes for their generation were suspended and it took a week before the first of Stlokaria, accompanied by the second and the whole gubernatorial cabinet, was forced to make a declaration permitting the still comatose Spollo to choose a male class if she survived and she still desired it, allowing a relative quiet to descend upon Stlokaria.

	There was an equal amount of criticism, pro and against the government, but when he returned to school, Skaan was welcomed as a true hero, like the ones in the books of the past.

	     Twelve days later, Spollo awakened from her coma and the prognosis for her recovery was highly optimistic. It was then that the life of their family changed dramatically, because they were offered the possibility of a book and a videplay feature about their story. The life of their family was never to be the same again, and Lin Mogu was in for the ride of her life.

	Spollo eventually recovered and she was permitted to join M10 despite her three lunar months of absence. Academically, Spollo managed to cover the gap rapidly and effortlessly, due to her previous superior level of academic experience that had placed her in F1. Skaan and Spollo, and with them Sunsei Bar and Lin Mogu, now spent their days together, and Spollo was a celebrity for being the first female Stlok undergoing a male education. In the next generation, there were six switches, as they came to be called, and in the one after that, a full 10% of graduates chose alternate educations. Spollo, being the first of her kind, was not chosen as a mate by any male, because they were perplexed and intimidated by her androgynous behavior and acquired mannerisms.

	Skaan, with some perverse sense of solidarity, refused to mate. Eventually, Spollo transitioned into a male and thus, at last, she succeeded to procreate, having a healthy litter of seven. Skaan chose to never procreate, and he was the first of the Stloks choosing this voluntarily. Both of them became part of Stlok history and incredibly wealthy, since Skaan became an academic, an author, and a renowned philosopher.

	Both Sunsei Bar and Lin Mogu attempted no intervention on their hosts this time, and when eventually the Needle retracted their involuntary and unobtrusive guests, it found Spollo and Skaan in their old age, affectionately holding paws and reminiscing.

	At this precise moment of extraction, their hosts felt a similar disconcerting feeling, reminiscent of the moment of insertion so many years ago. It was like when one is completely accustomed to a constant noise or a numb pain, and the very existence of the noise is recognized through its abrupt absence. The absence of their possessors made a difference, and that meant that their presence made a difference as well. So maybe the Hantors were not as unobtrusive as they thought, even when they did not intervene in any way. But this tiny piece of data went unrecorded by the departed. They returned to their Hantor virtual existence, grateful for the opportunity to witness the era of the extinction of polarity from the syle civilization. But not its further consequences. They lived through the revolution but not its outcome. Before they died, syles had already achieved the technology to suspend the change at will through the injection of sophisticated chemicals. The syles’ intrinsic hermaphroditism had changed from a natural characteristic to an individual choice.

	Both of them knew of the future of the syles, but their hosts were totally unaware and unsuspecting of the havoc they had initiated: the eventual disappearance of the family unit, the watering down of polarity and male and female social roles, and the eventual decline of the syles’ civilization through underpopulation and continuous aging of whatever population was left. Lack of polarity and therefore complementarity led them to solitary existences protected by technology. The change no longer naturally occurred, unless consciously chosen as a procedure. There were no more litters, and offspring became expensive indulgences of the wealthy. Artificial intelligence and robotics rendered the majority of the population useless and unmotivated. Mental illness and depression debilitated the young as much as a sense of uselessness debilitated the aging. The syles went into decline, and although they still controlled their own planet and a few others, all impetus for expansion was lost, and they remained unchallenged with a shrinking population for thousands of years. Until the revered Sslanospor appeared.

	Together with his acolytes he formed an alternative community that reinstated polarity, this time a choice that could not be reversed, not through scientific impossibility but through cultural and religious conviction. After his movement was outlawed and persecuted, Sslanospor took his acolytes to the planet Skar on the double star solar system of Skortania. There they flourished and developed new technologies with vigor. A mere three hundred years after escaping, they returned and took charge of the remnants of the Syle civilization and the New Syles, as they called themselves, became the dominant species in their entire universe. Sunsei and Lin knew all of this. They wondered what was next. They both hoped that they would be allowed to experience one more corporeal existence, at the point of the renaissance of the syles’ civilization and their eventual reemergence as the dominant species that they once were. They were supremely eager to find out Lin’s and Sunsei’s experiences and to share theirs. Both felt that they had a whiff of an understanding of what was needed to save the Hantors from self-extinction.

	The next chapter of their adventures would surprise all of them beyond their wildest imagination.
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	Humanity seemed pessimistic and morose. Fear was everywhere: fear was in the news, a constant, rolling fear, a fear of many faces that kept interchanging in unending waves. And as if the fear were not enough, the continuous undertones of guilt and shame overwhelmed even the most optimistic of people. The Doomsday Clock projected its eerie countdown in several city centers of the developed world, a symbol that represented the likelihood of a human-made global catastrophe.

	     In the human year 2023, it counted down from 100 seconds to midnight, global destruction, to 90 seconds to midnight. Ninety seconds to midnight! One minute and a half away from a self-inflicted human extinction incident through global nuclear warfare or more likely, through catastrophic climate change. During January of every year, a conglomeration of scientists, members of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, debated how close humanity was to self-destructing. The Doomsday Clock was started in 1947, at the beginning of the Cold War, with a setting of seven minutes to midnight. It had since been sent backwards eight times and forward seventeen times for a total of twenty-five. The farthest time from midnight was seventeen minutes in 1991. It was intended to reflect basic changes in the level of continuous danger in which mankind lived…

	The initial fear was nuclear annihilation. To this, the depletion of fossil fuels was added in the 1970s. A further addition was holes in the ozone layer that would inflict skin cancer on the whole of humanity. After this, it was AIDS, a sexually transmitted disease that would contaminate hundreds of millions. In between there were the specters of a new ice age, the possibilities of a meteorite hitting Earth, causing Armageddon, the end of everything. Then, the Big Kahuna, global warming, and irreversible climate change. And just as Bobby was turning eight, Covid-19, a series of viruses causing respiratory illnesses, deprived him and everybody else he knew of almost everything that had been of any value to life. This lasted for more than three years. It was then that the Doomsday clock was set at its nearest ever setting of 90 seconds, set on January 24th, 2023, one day after Bobby’s 11th birthday.

	During this period, everything was on lockdown. No more school, no more sports, no more summer camp, no more cinema, no more malls, no more birthday parties, no more Christmas, no more weddings, no more Thanksgivings, no more sleepovers, no more anything. Video games were the only thing left for Bobby, and for Sandy, a domination of her whole reality by internet chat groups. It was during this time that Sandy became Peter, cut her hair… no, his hair… stopped wearing dresses and strapped her breasts… no, his breasts… so they would no longer be visible. Her, no, his voice deepened, and he became irritable and aggressive, like a caged wild animal, a very different person from the Sandy he knew. He believed Peter, he believed that he was searching for his true identity, and besides, there was really no one else in the house to talk to. Grandma had died from a heart attack a year before the pandemic. His mother, Claire, worked in a pharmacy and was an “essential worker” covering extra shifts and was too tired to interact with Bobby when she was home. His father was in the study, drinking himself to oblivion.

	Peter became the centerpiece of Bobby’s world, so every moment that he was not playing a video game or sleeping through movies was spent in Peter’s room, sitting quietly while Peter was babbling incessantly in his chat rooms. Peter’s depression rubbed off onto Bobby, and he became morose, a captive audience for the fears and indignation bursting forth from the screen.

	When the lockdowns ended, the fears remained. Fears of everything, including a new pandemic that could stop life once more. Bobby went back to school, but Sandy had dropped out a year before the Covid-19 outbreak. Even though the disease had proved to be much milder than initially stipulated, and even though the ozone layer never disappeared, and the ice age never came, there were more fossil fuels than ever, and AIDS had become largely inconsequential, the fearmongering continued unabated. By this time, Bobby was convinced that he would never have children, because why would he bring forth children into this horrible world? He was also convinced that he would never grow old, because the world was bound to end one way or another, way before he reached the age of forty, his mother’s age.

	Back at school, the only classmates he could associate with were Shawn and Jimmy, who were even more pessimistic than him. Nor Blask himself had a hard time avoiding contamination from Bobby’s anxiety. He yearned to tell him that he didn’t have to worry, that humanity would survive, that the existential threat was not irreversible climate change or total nuclear annihilation. He yearned to tell him that humanity was too populous and too technologically savvy to succumb to any such incidents and that whatever happened, the majority of human beings would survive it.

	No, the existential threat for humanity was the fear itself, the anxiety, and the most dangerous threat of all, the guilt and shame that resulted in species-wide self-hatred.

	You see, Nor Blask had reached an understanding; not just knowledge, as before, coming from historical data streaming, but a deep understanding of the fundamental characteristic of all dominant sentient beings. The Paradox, the reversal of natural instincts, brought to sentient beings the fundamental concepts of Good and Evil, Right and Wrong, necessary, no, essential behavior regulators for an ever-expanding civilization. Rules, punishments, and policing were not sufficient deterrents for criminal or anti-social behavior. Built-in regulators needed to be installed to ensure fully collaborative societies. Self-love, selfishness, nature’s regulators to ensure survival and well-being, needed to be abolished. So, humans, as with the Hantors and the syles and every other advanced species, had to guiltify and abolish the ego and with it, the natural instinct of self-love. Self-love is a natural and essential characteristic, an instinct for any member of any living species that needs to prioritize its own survival and well-being.

	So, Good and Evil were invented, and every single member of the species was impregnated and eventually dominated by these concepts, propagated by all religions and spiritual practices. According to these beliefs, the world was torn between the forces of Good and Evil, constantly battling, none able to achieve a decisive win. If Evil won, humanity would be immersed in eternal damnation and depravity. If Good won, every creature would live in total peace and harmony. There would be no more predators or prey, and nothing would consume anything anymore. There would be a state of eternal bliss, Nirvana, as some called it, Paradise, as others did. But it was impossible for Good to decisively win for two reasons, one practical and natural, and one paradoxical and unnatural.

	It was impossible for Good to decisively win because all of nature’s laws would have to be overturned: living beings would have to be completely selfless and prioritize every other being’s well-being before their own, and metabolism would have to be abolished. Living beings would have to get their energy from some other source rather than organic matter. Nobody considered that it was impossible to even theorize on how this could possibly work!

	It was also impossible for Good to decisively win as long as the dominant sentient species existed, since Evil was deemed to be an intrinsic part of the dominant species. In the case of humans, the existence that Nor Blask was breathing through Bobby’s lungs, humans were the source and cause of all Evil! How could it be possible for goodness to win inside the hearts of a species that was like a malignant cancer on the planet, destroying and exploiting everything in its wake?

	So, humanity lived under the shadow of its own self-mistrust and self-hatred. Good could never win and Evil was a perpetual threat. Over half of the Earth’s population had been raised under the three Abrahamic monotheistic religions: Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. Their invention of the concepts of Good and Evil was derived from tribal myths dating from the very beginnings of human civilization but were eventually distilled into one story. The story of the Garden of Eden. This, the Bible, the Holy Book, declares to be the origin of humanity. The story more or less goes as follows:

	“God fashions Adam from dust and places him in the Garden of Eden. Adam is told that he can till the ground and eat freely of all the trees in the garden, except for a tree of the knowledge of Good and Evil. Subsequently, Eve is created from one of Adam’s ribs to be Adam’s companion. They are innocent and unashamed about their nakedness. However, a serpent deceives Eve into eating fruit from the forbidden tree, and she gives some of the fruit to Adam. These acts give them additional knowledge, but it gives them the ability to conjure negative and destructive concepts such as Shame, Guilt, and Evil. God later curses the serpent and the ground. God prophetically tells the woman and the man what will be the consequences of their sin of disobeying God. Then he banishes ‘the human’ from the Garden of Eden.”

	The idea is that Adam and Eve committed the “Original Sin”, the act of disobeying God, and as a consequence they gained the knowledge of Good and Evil and the ability to conjure “negative and destructive concepts such as Shame, Guilt, and Evil.”

	This very story was embedded into the beliefs of all humankind since similar stories proliferated in all belief systems. And this very story illustrates the nature of the Paradox. For thousands of years, religious leaders and scholars dissected this story, the story of humanity’s crimes. They debated on what kind of fruit this special tree bore: was it an apple or some other fruit? Why did God, the creator and designer of the Garden of Eden and all existence, put this tree there? Was it entrapment, or was it a test that humanity so disastrously failed? If God created everything, why did he put the Evil Serpent there? Was it on purpose or by mistake?

	If God was all-powerful, all-knowing, and thus infallible, it had to be on purpose. Didn’t he already know that humans would fail the test? Could God even exist as a benevolent creator, if he had introduced Evil on purpose into the Garden of Eden just to entrap and punish humans, his own creations? Apparently, God forbade eating from this particular tree, but never warned that the consequence would be eternal banishment. Is there free will if one is not informed about the consequences of their actions?

	Endless discussions and theological analyses examined every word and every comma of this text, but the Paradox itself ensured that nobody was capable of seeing the point that was so clear to Nor Blask: initially, nothing was forbidden to Adam, so he could do no wrong. If all is permitted, it is impossible for even the concept of wrong to exist! If that tree had not been there, Adam and Eve and their descendants, humanity, could only be good, since no “bad” act existed, even as a concept! All that God had to do, was to point to a random tree, one of many in the garden, and declare it forbidden. By this very act the concepts of Good and Evil were introduced: Good was what was permitted by God, and Evil was what was forbidden! So, by civilization’s tendency to forbid more and more things, more and more Evil would exist!

	Humans did not realize (because if they did the Paradox would be unable to exist) that the more things were forbidden, the more people’s choices were restricted, the more things, actions, and behaviors were deemed “bad”. Thus, the more Evil proliferated in the world, the more the inevitable side effects of the illnesses, Shame and Guilt, would follow suit, and with them, self-judgement, and self-hatred. As always, the disease spread in the name of goodness, and initially it was essential in order to keep people in check, but later, when the Paradox outlived its usefulness, the concept of Evil remained, and with it, the biblical pests of Guilt and Shame.

	The immense Paradox in this and similar stories about the origins of humanity, remained remarkably undetected and unobserved. For example, if Adam and Eve were in the place of ultimate goodness and harmony, and they were “innocent and unashamed about their nakedness”, devoid of Shame and Guilt, how could the way to get back there be by the adoption of Shame and Guilt? How could the path back to the Garden of Eden be the fanatical condemnation of their innocence and shame-free nakedness? How could all human religions profess that the way of approval by God was to enhance concepts that were initiated through their sin, their disobedience, and caused their expulsion as a symbol of their unworthiness? How could nun’s habits and burkas, attempting to hide every inch of human skin, be the path to righteousness, the path back to the Garden of Eden?

	Nor Blask was aware of the absurdity of all this and the reason for humanity’s inability to see the contradictions, but nonetheless was perpetually surprised by the humans’ blindness to the obvious. Humanity’s perpetual addiction to Shame and Guilt, the primary instruments of self-hatred, and the consequent elimination of self-love, caused an ever-increasing expansion of the rules that one had to obey to be “Good”. This was turning goodness simultaneously into a prerequisite for self-love, as well as a constantly moving and unattainable target that could never be achieved!

	The more humans professed their wish to be Good, the more they were drowning in Evil: the more they introduced laws to prohibit racism and all kinds of discrimination, the more hideously racist and discriminatory they considered themselves to be. The more they engaged in philanthropic pursuits, the more they hated themselves for any privilege that they had attained through hard work or luck. The more they tried to even the field in favor of the weak, the more they believed they were horrible abusers. The terror for the impending disasters, of which new ones constantly emerged to threaten them, were only a small part of the despair caused by their growing beliefs that it was all their own fault! Human nature’s fault, they were a scourge on the planet, vermin, and to prove their goodness they had to eliminate themselves in order to stop causing rampant damage to everything else. With Bobby constantly contaminated by Peter’s depressive and self-hating beliefs, Nor Blask was observing self-hatred growing daily inside Bobby, this loving, cheerful little boy. With self-hatred expanding inside him, the space for joy was diminishing toward total extinction.

	Ironically, in this world of ever more paradoxical beliefs, self-hatred, and hatred of humanity in the name of goodness, it was the big monotheistic religions that were trying to hold society together. They propagated traditional values such as family, responsibility, respect, and gratitude. The very institutions that propagated shame, guilt, and suffering, were the ones that were holding the fort in society! But it was a losing battle. Even those religions, like Christianity, that proposed love, country, and family above all else, were sinking under the paradox of their best intentions and the self-hatred that was spreading around the world like wildfire. Those genuinely well-intentioned individuals were horrified by the rapid societal changes around them. They could not see that the beautiful scriptures, that had inspired humanity for thousands of years, were being twisted and misinterpreted. The voices of the genuinely pious were drowned by the voices of the hypocritical virtue-signalers. Soon the beautiful teachings of the Bible, of Jesus Christ, of the Buddha, and of Krishna, were distorted out of any recognition, until only the suffering remained.

	“Let the sinless throw the first stone.” Jesus Christ’s acceptance of the nature of humans had become an empty phrase at the continued stonings and accusations that humans inflicted upon each other. 

	“I am the son of God,” he professed, “we are all children of god.” Even Martin Luther King, who dreamed of a day where people would not be judged by the color of their skin, but by their character, was used to incite hatred instead of love.

	And for Nor Blask this was almost insufferable because he loved Bobby. He loved this innocent little boy that was born loving himself like every other living creature, and was growing toward hating himself and the whole of humanity without ever having done anything wrong. When he harbored these feelings, he saw himself more as a human than as a Hantor, something he had a hard time acknowledging.

	Things got worse when, as soon as the lockdowns were over, his sister Sandy, no, his brother Peter now, underwent a double mastectomy. Her, no, his parents could not stop it. They were forced to finance their own daughters’ mutilation after two dramatic suicide attempts. The complications and the consequent infections when one of Peter’s nipples festered and had to be removed and a tattooed fake nipple replaced it, exacerbated the family’s misery. Two further corrective surgeries took place before Peter’s health stabilized and his chest looked almost convincingly like a young male’s. Ragged facial hair now covered his face, brought forth by the continuous testosterone injections.

	However, Peter still was not happy. He seemed even more morose, more desperate, more depressed. He became unable to look at himself in the mirror unless from very close, lest he see his disgusting vagina, a symbol of his irreconcilable differences between his nature and his biology. He demanded a hysterectomy and a phalloplasty, for his vagina to be sewn shut, and the attachment of a fake, non-functioning penis and testicles, constructed from previously vaginal tissue to take its place. And this time, just with a simple threat of ending his own life, he bullied his parents to refinance their mortgage to pay for this hopefully final step toward manhood.

	This procedure, instead of providing the final solution, became the pathway to hell and the beginning of the end for Peter. With his body rejecting the prosthetic appendage and a further operation for reattachment, the onset of sudden osteoporosis that resulted in the fracturing of his hipbone and his incapacitation for over a year and a half, his depression grew deeper.

	Even when the majority of the medical issues were either resolved or stabilized to some extent, life as a male did not prove to be more welcoming to Peter than life as a female had been for Sandy. It was during the oppressively hot August of 2025 (global warming?) that Peter succeeded in ending his miserable life, taking a cocktail of pills as he had done twice before. This time it was too late to save him, to save her. By this time, John had become a full-blown alcoholic and Claire an old woman with empty eyes, struggling to keep everyday life happening.

	Bobby dove head on into Sandy’s inferno: he immersed himself into Peter’s chatrooms, receiving loving support from thousands of disembodied avatars of people he didn’t know, Peter’s “friends” from Tumblr, and a further multitude of sympathetic online communities. Finding solace and companionship there, he declared himself non-binary and gay (how could both these identities be compatible at the same time was beyond Nor Blask’s comprehension; if one did not subscribe to a particular sex, how could one be a homosexual?). He needed this to alleviate his thirst to belong in a world that seemed to him now as alien as it felt to Sandy.

	He was convinced about this by Bruce, a sympathetic forty-eight-year-old sociologist who was ardently supporting his trauma and sending him books, material, and other gifts, constantly suggesting that they should meet. It took Bruce over two years to convince shy and timid Bobby to meet him. By this time, Bobby had been smoking tons of weed and experimenting with MDMA and LSD with his only non-virtual friends, his only remaining human contacts, Shawn and Jimmy. Since nobody in the house cared anymore, he was either enclosed in Peter’s room that he had inherited, wired to the internet, or in some basement on some new drug that Shawn, the one with all the shady connections and the status that went with them, had brought for them to taste. All three of them identified as non-binary, now freely dressed in blacks and greys, masturbating together to all kinds of porn.

	It was for such a novel drug experience and his desire to be of some worth to his group of disgruntled friends, the three Fuckskateers as they called themselves, that he finally dared to meet Bruce. He had been talking to him for over a year about the miraculous, enlightening, and healing visions of the Ayahuasca, and when he invited him and his friends to attend a ceremony at his house, the temptation was too powerful to resist. Besides, he thought, he would not be alone. Shawn and Jimmy would be there. So, they went one Saturday night to this house, the fateful house where everything would change.

	 


[image: Image]Chapter 59 – Samray Rin, Sandy and Peter

	 

	While Bobby was slowly descending into Sandy’s inferno, Sandy and Samray Rin were already there. To Sandy, it seemed like eternal damnation. Like being in quicksand, perpetually struggling to surface, grabbing at tiny branches, hoping to pull herself out and always, after feeling that she might actually manage her own salvation, those flimsy branches would break, and she would end up suffocating. Mud and sand would fill her nostrils, drying all wetness from her mouth, entering her throat. When she became Peter there were glimmers of hope, ending up once again in disappointment, because nothing was ever enough. Nothing could ever be enough! If you hate yourself deeply and to the core, how can that stop through superficial changes? Her suicide attempts and later his suicide attempts were a mixture of desperate cries for help, devious attempts to get her/his way, and to get Claire to agree to ever more brutal medical interventions and a longing to end everything and to find peace. It was not clear which one of the three played the most important role; it seemed like they constantly interchanged.

	Samray Rin was constantly on alert. An unfamiliar sense of buzzing anxiety was engulfing her, not knowing if this day, this hour, the next minute, would be the moment for her to urgently eject, abandoning her host just before death, as were her explicit instructions. On top of that, the hormonal treatments flooded her as well with confusing realities, often feeling herself swept away by the violent mood swings that wracked Sandy’s and Peter’s body. In her previous embodiment, she meekly followed Yessa’s lead, except for one momentary brief infraction when both Yessa and her acted in unison to save their son. This time as well, she was a passive observer and recorder of Sandy’s interior and exterior world.

	With Yessa, things were going well despite the external hardships, and Yessa always positively surprised her with her inventiveness, intuition, and wisdom. However, with Sandy, it was the opposite. She was mostly surprised by the irrationality, the insanity of her thoughts and actions, but even if she had the inclination to intervene, she could think of nothing to do to prevent their spiraling descent. When Peter decided that there was no way out except to kill this wretched body that was constantly punishing him and filling him with shame, Samray Rin found herself deeply desiring for the attempt to succeed, yearning to exit this insane, never-ending suffering. Peter, after frantically ingesting the pills, dozed off, then fell into deep slumber and then, seconds before his heart gave up the fight to stop itself from failing, Samray Rin extracted herself from the now wretched body of her host. She experienced ever so briefly the only moment of peace she had felt through the entire journey. Because even in their sleep, their dreams mirrored the purgatory they were in while awake.

	She found herself back in the calmness of her virtual Hantor self, where no unpleasant bodily or other stimuli could possibly exist, but it was not the relief that she expected it to be, because she carried Sandy’s hell with her to her universe. Thousands of universes away, quadrillions of years away. It took the best efforts of the Machine for over thirty years before she could be stabilized, insanity averted, and she was once again able to accept data streams. Even then, she struggled to observe and analyze what had happened to her and was happening to Bobby and to Nor Blask inside him.

	 


[image: Image]Chapter 60 – Meeting the Grandmother, or rather, the Grandfather

	 

	When Bobby, Shawn, and Jimmy timidly rang the bell of the fancy detached house at 137 Carlsborough Street, they were greeted by Bruce, elegantly dressed and with a huge welcoming smile on his face. Entering the large high-ceilinged living room overlooking a brilliantly lit Yin-and-Yang-shaped swimming pool, they realized that the youngest person there was at least two and a half times their age: a transgender woman called Clara, with bright red hair and vibrant lipstick. The rest of the assembly, six more people in total, were at least three or four times their age. Among them, two elderly men and one sixty-ish-year-old woman. They were introduced to each one in turn by Bruce, the host, and they were welcomed by kind smiles and encouragement. They were given prime pot to smoke, much better and stronger than anything their measly finances had allowed them to savor so far, and were offered fragrant chamomile tea. They sat on overstuffed leather couches, and they were told to relax. They were assured that they were about to have the most amazing experience. Not long after, the Shaman, Javier from Colombia, a dark, stocky man with a mustache, appeared and after sanctifying the area by burning sage and Palo Santo, he gave instructions and answered questions about the ceremony to come.

	They were all to go to the backyard, behind the pool, where foam mattresses had been placed in the form of a small circle, right next to each other, with Javier singing his Icaros, the ceremonial chants of the Ayahuasca, from the far side of the circle. They would then be given the medicine, the Ayahuasca brew, the host of the Grandmother spirit, La Abuela, as Javier called her. Next to their mattresses would be buckets for them to puke in, something that seemed to be inevitable for all. While waiting for the medicine to take effect, they would have to sit silently and meditate on their intention, a question for the wise Grandmother Ayahuasca. Their instructions were to stay seated until they were dizzy and unable to do so, and then lie down, close their eyes, and allow the spirit of the Ayahuasca to provide answers and insights and to heal their souls. At the end of Javier’s speech, they were told to go to the toilet, urinate, then go sit on their assigned mattresses. Their assigned positions posted them flanked on both sides by these kindly elder participants. It was explained to them that it was for the best, to not allow them to be affected by the demons of people they had history with. They obliged, and when they were presented with their cup of the vile-smelling brew, they dutifully imbibed it, resisting, as they were instructed, the violent gag reflexes that accompanied. All three managed to succeed, despite their nausea, to keep it down.

	While Bobby was waiting for the effects to start, his question to the Grandmother was one that had been torturing him for a long time. “Grandmother,” he repeated like a mantra inside his mind, “Grandmother, what could I have done to save my sister, Sandy?” He had debated inside him incessantly about whether he should be phrasing his question differently. Whether he should be asking about how he could have saved Peter. But in the end, the fond memories of Sandy taking him to the park, teaching him how to swim and ride a bicycle, taking care of him and babysitting him for years, overtook his compulsion to respect her wishes to be Peter.

	When the effects came, they were overwhelming, and he was incapable of staying seated, so he allowed himself to fall back on the mattress as his body was struck by waves of alien numbness. He felt himself violated through his mouth by a multicolored snake, twisting to burrow itself inside him, constricting his guts and filling him with fear. He wanted to scream for help, but he could barely breathe, let alone speak. Visions of monsters came, writhing with tentacles, entering him from every orifice, his mouth, his nostrils, his ears, even bursting through his skin to exit from the other side. Sometimes the monsters looked momentarily like Sandy, or like Peter, but with bloodshot eyes wracked with terror and despair. Time was interminable and his fear and suffering were intense, until he felt hands stroking his body, hearing sweet, calming words telling him to surrender, and he realized that Bruce had joined him on his mattress and was touching him all over. He was whispering sweet, loving words into his ears as he insinuated his hand under his trousers, clasping his genitals in a soft caress and licking his ear.

	“Surrender and accept,” the sweet voices were saying, as the Icaros mutated from evil piercing noises to sweet lullabies, calming his body. He found himself without his trousers as he felt Bruce’s fingers, soft and slippery, entering his anus. As Bruce was caressing him, his visions receded, and a loving calm dissipated his suffering. He gradually felt Bruce’s loving energy and by God, he loved him back, this father symbol of a man that had supported him online for so long and was presently giving him the only love he had felt since he could remember. He became a docile and willing puppet, while Clara was caressing him and kissing him on his ragged, foul-smelling lips from the other side. Bruce’s finger inside him was lubricating him, and when his phallus touched his asshole and started entering him, he was whispering: “I surrender…”

	This was the moment when Nor Blask could take no more and Bobby felt his whole body possessed by an unimaginable force. He felt his face distorting, first to an ungodly yawn, and then to a scream that he had no way of preventing. Like a powerless marionette, his body moved, forced by invisible and irresistible strings. His limbs violently pushed Bruce and Clara away as an otherworldly demon used his involuntary lungs to scream “NOOOOOOO!” to the top of his voice. He felt his teenage body spring and run toward the door, jumping over bodies, escaping into the night, abandoning his friends behind, hidden under demonic bodies writhing over them. He ran into the night before anybody could stop him and continued running uncontrollably until he could run no more. Nor Blask relinquished control and he slipped and fell on a muddy sidewalk. He remained there, in terror, while snakes once more started twisting inside him.

	And then, with the Grandmother Ayahuasca in charge, he lay paralyzed while he was shown everything: he was taken to the big bang, to the creation of the Earth and the solar system, he experienced life inside an amoeba, a slug, a cockroach, an eagle, a puppy, and eventually his own birth, his first moment of shame and guilt, and how all the rest kept growing throughout his life. He fell in love with himself as a toddler, just as Nor Blask had fallen in love with him, he saw his whole life and re-felt all the emotional pain, the shame, and the loneliness that had defined his life so far.

	Nor Blask then took charge of his visions, and he was transported to the Hantor universe and was shown the billions of years of evolution passing through his psyche in what seemed like a flash. After a while, he was no longer terrorized. He was watching with awe as Nor Blask uploaded everything he knew and had experienced unto him. He lived as Gabu and he lived as Yessa and even stranger, he lived as Stronk and Sklar, as Samray Rin and Sunsei Bar, and Lin Mogu and Ula Dor. He was shown all evolution, including the creation of the Paradox, and he was shown the future of the human species, billions of years into the future, when they would be given the opportunity to become gods and would unexpectedly deny it.

	He passed through the minds of endless beings and endless humans, and he felt immense love for everything sprouting from his heart. Everything Nor Blask knew, everything he had felt or thought or learned in his thousands of years of life, passed through Bobby’s astounded brain as the Grandmother was lovingly opening his perception to immeasurable knowledge that somehow, for once, his puny human brain could miraculously comprehend. He and his possessing demon, Nor Blask, became one with each other and a feeling of profound love permeated both of them. Bobby, lying down on the muddy sidewalk, found himself in unprecedented ecstasy, loving nature, loving all of creation, loving himself, loving Sandy, Peter, John, Claire, Shawn, Jimmy, everyone he knew. Even the despicable pervert Bruce, that had groomed him to receive his member unresistingly.

	He felt his pain, his confusion, his thirst for some kind of connection, for a perverted, inadequate facsimile of love, and a deep love and understanding washed over Bobby. He also felt immense love for his possessor, Nor Blask, who had broken every rule and exposed himself to him, who was sharing everything he had, emptying himself fully into this young man that he had been inhabiting since he was less than three years old.

	While the effects of the potent psychotropic drug were gradually wearing off, Bobby found himself admiring the sunrise and he knew that he would never be alone ever again.
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	The moment Ula Dor was alerted to this unimaginable infraction, he opened a live stream connection to his respected mentor Haala Ban. Normally, he would have processed the information and formed preliminary opinions before involving his wise professor for advice. However, the events were so preposterous that he felt the virtual equivalent of violent nausea in even trying to digest what was happening: Nor Blask was divulging everything, absolutely everything, to a primitive human adolescent! He paused his input data streams to allow Haala Ban to catch up and they were both receiving the information in tandem, both equally stupefied by the extent of Nor Blask’s betrayal. In fact, they were so frozen by the happenings that none of them thought or suggested to withdraw Nor Blask from the human universe and terminate this nauseating disgrace of unimaginable consequences. When at last Bobby fell into a deep slumber, exhausted by his experience, they remained there frozen, unable to speak.

	Ula Dor was the first to break the uncomfortable silence: “We must terminate this experiment at once! We must withdraw Nor Blask and terminate the boy. I don’t think we have any other choice. Actually, we must withdraw all remaining three expeditioners and immediately terminate their hosts!”

	“And then what?” exclaimed Haala Ban with utter despair. “Where do we go from there? If there is no hope, I will surely terminate. And what about you? Where do you go from here? I suggest we calm ourselves down and try to calculate the consequences and the reverberations of this unprecedented act. I know you as my most rational and analytical student, actually, the most rational and analytical Hantor that I have ever come in contact with. It is not like you to succumb to such primitive impulsiveness!”

	“I feel fully responsible for this travesty. It is me who is the instigator of this immense catastrophe! This whole thing has turned out to be totally uncontrollable and it is because I, I permitted them to reenter the Needle after the multiple infractions of their previous expedition. How can I allow this to go on if our expeditioners are completely uncontrollable and can break any rule at will?”

	“Has it not been obvious, Ula, during the millennia of research that preceded this, that collectively, the Hantor civilization has no inkling on how to avert our seemingly inevitable fate of extinction through apathy and lack of any kind of aspiration? Our hopes were centered on the probability that our initial six chosen expeditioners, now reduced to four, one of which is now skirting insanity, would find novel insights that would help us solve our gargantuan conundrum. The fact that we, Hantors, the pinnacle of universal civilization and evolution, have absolutely nothing to look forward to. What more can be at stake if everything is lost? What can happen that is worse than what is already happening? Answer me this, please, Ula Dor!”

	Deadly silence ensued. It soon became obvious to both that no answer was forthcoming, no answer was possible. So, Haala Ban continued:

	“As far as I’m concerned, right now, the worst that can happen for us and the expeditioners is eternal data deprivation without the option of termination until final compression. Hell indeed, the worst punishment that can be inflicted on any being in any universe. But the worst that can happen for our civilization and the civilizations to come in the universes to come, is what is already happening: Endless cycles of evolution that lead to lack of evolution! For my life to be worth anything, I need to be able to take my ultimate punishment, if need be, for my whole life, for the whole evolution of our species to be worth anything, just on the infinitesimal probability of changing something, of making a difference! What is paralyzing us, if not our morality, our sense of right and wrong, our own sense of Good and Evil that has destroyed so many civilizations? In which way are rules of non-intervention different in their incapacitating and debilitating qualities that are turning Bobby’s universe and the human civilization to their primitive, self-deprecating hatred? In which way do we have true choice, if we are unable to break our own rules? In which way are we more advanced than those primitive humans or syles if we are equally unable to break our own rules of conduct, our own perception of right and wrong, in favor of our survival and well-being? Because we, the undisputed rulers of our universe, have managed to be barely surviving, crushed by an inevitability beyond our understanding. If we are not sure of what to do, based on irrefutable data, we should do nothing! Absolutely nothing! Instead, we should stop wasting our time and start analyzing all time-space probability waves and examining the repercussions, so that we can have an informed opinion of the situation. By the Machine, we are evolutionists. Our job is to analyze! Let us analyze, Ula Dor. If we do not intervene, if we do nothing for now and allow the expeditions to continue, we will potentially have some choices. If we stop, we have no perceivable choices. I for one, am willing to take any risk to avert this debilitating lack of choices that all Hantors share. Otherwise, we have no souls, and I would rather sell my soul to the devil and face eternal damnation than have no chance of any soul at all!”

	 

	Ula Dor was violently shaken back into his rational self, as if his body, if he had one, had been splashed onto a hard surface, having fallen from an infinite height. “You are right, my wise teacher, we are scientists, we have to analyze first, but we must be ready to terminate everything at a moment’s notice if we find out that these experiments are endangering our civilization more than our current crisis. Do you agree?”

	 

	“I only agree that we should discuss all this when we have a clear picture. For now, let us agree that we can be capable of disagreeing and still be allies, on the same side. Shall we start our probability analyses and see where we go from there? Do we really have a viable alternative?”

	And thus, without any further communication, they both used all resources to follow the waves of consequences into the future of the human universe and all other universes. The answers were double-checked and triple-checked, and made no sense. There seemed to be infinitesimal consequences. What could that mean?
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	Bobby was woken up abruptly and on top of him there were two paramedics and a cop asking him incomprehensible questions that he was too confused to answer in any coherent way. He lay there, for all intents and purposes paralyzed by his own brain, unable to make sense of all that had happened. He could smell his own urine and could feel his hair clammy with sweat and sticky, dried out mud. He licked his lips, and the taste of his own vomit disgusted him. Unable to respond, he was put on a stretcher and deposited in an ambulance, the two paramedics constantly talking to him, encouraging him, and performing tests on him.

	     He was taken to a hospital for more tests, and he was sponge bathed by a kindly, elderly nurse. During this time, he collected his thoughts enough to remember Shawn and Jimmy. Suddenly guilt-ridden for having left them behind, he stuttered in a hoarse voice: “Carlsborough 137, my friends, Shawn Porter and Jimmy Stephenson are there. Please help them.” He repeated this several times, until the nurses brought a policeman and some other people that kept asking him questions.

	     Exhausted by the effort and unable to say anything further, he once more fell into a deep slumber. He awoke after a full twelve hours to see his mother’s haggard eyes, by his side, holding his hand, light up at the sight of his eyelids fluttering open. She started speaking incessantly, but after he whispered hoarsely “please, some quiet,” and briefly closed his eyes again, she obliged and was trying to help him drink water and feed him strawberry yoghurt instead. Bobby greedily drank the water and gulped down the yoghurt, asking for more and then more, as if there was a huge dark cavern inside his stomach that needed something to coat the slimy walls. He only spoke after demolishing, with avarice, four yoghurts and two bananas. Only then could he ask his mother about Shawn and Jimmy.

	They were fine, she told him, but they had been sexually abused and nine men had been arrested for child abuse, rape, possession, and administration of Schedule 1 substances and a further thirty charges that Claire could only vaguely remember. They had been taken to the same hospital, both of them declared physically sound, like Bobby, but were kept in for examination by hospital psychiatrists, psychologists, and social services representatives. Their parents had been notified and were interviewed and investigated by social services, as were Claire and John themselves, as to their responsibility for what had befallen their sons. His father John had been arrested due to a drunken altercation with an officer of social services.

	All this, Claire told Bobby in an uninterested and resigned voice. She cared for nothing, minded nothing, was willing to accept all consequences, and that was that. All she cared about was Bobby’s well-being. For Bobby, this was an unexpected gift: after all these years of nothingness, he could feel his mother’s heart once more, a heart that had been mostly absent for many years, but totally absent since Peter’s suicide. He could feel her concern, and when eventually he dozed off again, he could hear her whispering under her breath: “Please God, please, don’t let me lose this one as well.”

	It was only later, between two and three o’clock in the morning, when Bobby woke up alone on his hospital bed, sequestered by white plastic curtains on all sides from the other patients, from the rest of the world, that he could truly contemplate his Ayahuasca experience. He simultaneously recalled everything that had happened and nothing at the same time. He remembered everything when he focused on something, a particular vision, a particular moment, but there was so much that it was impossible for his brain to perceive it all at the same time. The number of visions and through them, the amount of information that he had received, was more immense than trying to count the stars in the sky during a summer night. His brain and his emotions become more and more befuddled and confused by the effort to make sense of it all, so he concentrated on memories of his possessing demon instead. Or was it his guiding angel?

	Initially it had felt like an alien force had possessed his body, had subjugated his will, had completely taken over, but later, when he was lying down, it felt as if his possessor had let go of any will to control him and was rather guiding him lovingly into a wondrous, unimaginable, magical world. He went through all the emotions that he had experienced throughout the night, from terror to wonderment. Although it had been a terrifying experience, he was incapable of imagining himself, just a day before, not having lived it. He felt that his world had been small, constricted, limited and that now, infinite doors and windows had opened for him, and he felt richer than anyone he knew.

	He decided that it was not a demon that had possessed him, an evil force intending to harm him, but a benevolent guiding angel that had saved him. Overcome with emotion, his hands on his chest, he silently cried with gratitude for this angel that he somehow felt was still inside him. “I know you have not abandoned me,” he whispered to the ceiling, “I know that you’re still with me. Thank you, thank you, thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you.” He looked at the ceiling, perforated square panels separated by silver aluminum strips, and begged: “Will you please speak to me? Will you reveal yourself? Will you show me your face? Will you answer my questions, please? Will you guide me to understand all that you’ve shown me? Please, my angel, grace me with your presence.”

	As he kept asking these questions to the empty ceiling, he was overwhelmed by emotion, and it was as if he was under the psychotropic drug once again. His vision started getting blurry as the geometric blocks above him started swirling and melding together. The ceiling turned into a deep cloud with parts of his visions appearing from within that cloud. Sometimes he saw spectacular multi-colored snakes and other times visions of different universes, of Sandy, of Peter, of himself as a baby, of himself as a wise old man with a beard and white hair. These were entwined with visions of primitive humans, Yessa and Gabu, as well as visions of future humans. He lay there in awe and gratitude as he constantly repeated, “will you show me your face, please, will you let me know you, my angel?”

	Eventually the random visions from the previous night receded as the cloud started swirling around above his head, forming a circle of clouds, orbiting clockwise as a lightning-shaped furrow interrupted it diagonally.

	“I have no physical body, Bobby, as I have shown you. What you are seeing is my avatar, the symbol by which others recognize me in our virtual world. Right now, I am inside you,” Nor Blask sweetly proclaimed. “Right now we are one,” he added, and the clouds shifted once more and turned into what was irrefutably a facsimile of Bobby’s own face. Not the fifteen-year-old Bobby of today, but a toddler Bobby with a wide smile, sucking on his left foot’s big toe, delighted by everything. “Your face is my face, my only possible real face, and I cannot guarantee to you that I will always be with you, because it is not fully under my control, it is not fully my choice. But I promise you that I want to stay with you more than anything I’ve ever wanted, and that I hope with all my heart, which is your heart, Bobby, that I will be permitted to never leave you.”

	For the next two hours, Nor Blask, constantly surprised that nothing was stopping him, proceeded to show Bobby the Hantor world, a world where all diseases had been conquered and physical bodies were an optional accessory that Hantors would use for specific purposes, same as humans could use a deep-diving suit, or shoes and clothes. He showed him with detail why he, Nor Blask, was inside Bobby, he showed him Ula Dor and the Machine, breaking every rule, every taboo, as if his avatar had a heart of its own that was bursting with relief. When the lights came on and his curtains were drawn by the nurses, it all ended, and the hospital ceiling, sanitized, austere, and geometric, solidified once more.

	The day was hectic for Bobby. He was prodded, examined, and questioned by many, and at the end of the day, when he was exhausted by the questions and the testing, he found himself yearning for the moment when his curtains would be drawn around his bed once more and he would be left alone at last. Maybe his angel would return to him, to teach him more of his story, piece by piece. Like the enchanting never-ending tales of Shahrazad and her 1001 Arabian Nights, that made her Sultan insatiable for the next installment, in love and addicted, Bobby felt addicted to Nor Blask’s presence, same as the Sultan to his intriguing concubine.

	His angel would end up guiding him for a total of 20,002 days: fifty-four years, nine months, and eighteen glorious days, until they said goodbye, just before Bobby’s dying breath, smiling, both of them filled with gratitude at their time together. Nor Blask obeyed the only instruction for a long time, and extracted himself just before Bobby’s last breath.
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	Sixty-six solar Earth years with Bobby felt more enriching and fulfilling to Nor Blask than the thousands of years of his Hantor existence before. A firefly lives for less than two months yet it has a chance to fall in love, to mate, to fly, to explore, and to glow; Sixty-six solar Earth years was a very brief time as experienced from within the Machine, but an infinity as experienced inside Bobby. However, the eleven years of his debriefing passed as if in a flash. During his time with Bobby, he had ample opportunity to explore all questions and he had obvious answers, inevitable answers, for all of them:

	 

	Will I face data deprivation with no option of termination? 

	It does not matter!

	Will I be expelled from the program and never enter the Needle again?

	It does not matter!

	Will what I did be understood or approved by Ula Dor and the rest?

	It does not matter!

	Are the consequences of my actions beneficial or destructive?

	It does not matter!

	Will anybody else ever understand me and feel me other than Bobby?

	It does not matter!

	Is there an answer to the Machine’s question?      

	It does not matter!

	What matters?      

	It does not matter!

	 

	You see, Nor Blask was happy. He had achieved the only goal that was an end by itself. So, what else could matter?

	 

	So, he fully cooperated with the debriefing; he opened all his databanks fully, and allowed himself to be penetrated by the Machine, by Ula Dor, Haala Ban, and whoever else was interested in entering him. Since time was under the control of the Machine, the debriefing and stabilization of Samray Rin, Sunsei Bar, and Lin Mogu was taking place for all intents and purposes simultaneously. They were all ready at the same time for their first reunion with Ula Dor and Haala Ban, who had been absorbing every expeditioner’s data files meticulously during this process. So, with no fanfare, at an arbitrary moment of Ula Dor’s choosing, all input and output channels were opened between all six of the conspirators. Because conspirators they all were, since all information to the Council had been perfunctory and deceiving. As far as the Council was concerned, they were all working very hard, analyzing the situation, and they had been in total just a few hundred years into the project and too early to have anything serious to report. This was a project that could potentially last for tens, maybe hundreds of thousands of years, or even millions, a mere blip in the enormity of the universe’s life. A millisecond of one brief breath of God.
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	“We have all been fully apprised, received all data from all expeditioners, and have been given time to analyze. It is safe to say that things didn’t go as expected, but then we had no idea what to expect anyway.”

	As Ula Dor’s wry virtual voice flooded the connections between the six, almost everybody’s consciousness rose with anticipation as to what he would say next.

	Except for Samray Rin. She felt empty, dejected, a failure. Her time within Sandy had been brief, her data a stream of sinking misery. She felt that she had learned nothing, except the wretchedness of human nature, the ugliness of their hearts, the horribleness of their civilization. She had been stabilized enough by the Machine to understand that everything was just a phase and she had been mostly freed by the contamination that her cohabitation with Sandy/Peter had inseminated her with. When she returned, everything inside her was a black world, filled with horrendous spiders, frightening multilegged poisonous insects from Sandy’s world. The Machine’s healing interventions removed these dark spiders eating at her sanity one by one, until she was deemed stable. But inside her, in a small corner under a rock, there was still a tiny half-dead little innocuous spider, biding her time, waiting to recover and strengthen and multiply so as to invade her with armies of spiders once more.

	In addition, she had been secretly contaminated by the sickness of the humans. Expertly hiding it from the Machine, obscured in a corner of her consciousness under the same rock hiding the little, barely living black spider, was her guilt and shame. Her guilt and shame, which resurged again after being expunged by the Machine, when she received the information about her fellow expeditioners, their trajectories, and how their presence had been a positive influence on their hosts. Besides Nor Blask, they had not done very much actively, but they had reinforced and stabilized their hosts on a path that was making them progressively happier and self-fulfilled.

	But she had done nothing! Despite her host growing progressively more miserable and eventually taking her own life! And the conversation that was about to happen could only possibly, in Samray Rin’s mind, feed her spider and her sickness. Samray Rin found herself in profound paradox and her need to hide it was the force that actually alimented it.

	“I suppose the most obviously fascinating part is Nor Blask’s continuous and pervasive influence on Bobby. How he divulged practically everything that we know to Bobby and helped him to absorb and digest the information. We all know what happened, but before we go any further, we need to address the issue that convinced us all that the second expedition had to happen. Nothing changed! And I say nothing, despite the presence of some infinitesimal divergences. Nothing significant changed! We were afraid of the consequences of Lin Mogu’s grave infraction and intervention on her host and her infraction now seems like a minute misdemeanor compared to Nor Blask’s. But nothing happened with her intervention, and nothing happened with his! Both me and Haala Ban ran extensive analyses, double checked and triple checked. Practically nothing changed! We cannot proceed with any other discussion or attempt any further analysis or projection until we address this: how is it possible that nothing we do matters? How can all of our accumulated knowledge, how can all our assumptions, be so demonstrably wrong? Anybody care to conjecture anything? Because I for one am at a total loss!” And with this, Ula Dor paused and waited.

	“It is because nothing really matters!” exclaimed, uncharacteristically passionately for a Hantor, Nor Blask. “I took over Bobby and got him away from that house because it truly mattered to me! I could easily process the probabilities for the future of Bobby. He would, with a likelihood of 99.978% approximately, become Bruce’s plaything, later to be passed on to his friends. He would follow a similar trajectory to Sandy, he would totally reject his parents, all of society, and all of humanity. But his most absolute rejection would almost certainly be of himself and of his own identity. He would disown the little playful Bobby that I first met, and he would descend into the use of ever more powerful drugs, and he would eventually prostitute himself to receive the favors of others and to feel their desire for him as a substitute for a love he was condemned to never truly feel again. He might outlive Sandy, but not by much, and however long he lived, his internal path would be parallel to Sandy’s. The damnation of self-hatred, of never being good enough, of thirsting greedily for some poor momentary facsimile of approval, acceptance, an almost love. When I made my choice, I made it because it mattered to me, and because somehow, I discovered that nothing else really matters.

	“You all have all the data, and you know every single thing that happened and yet, there are things that I experienced that cannot be found in the data, however meticulously you comb through it. After I started communicating with Bobby, it was Bobby himself that was eager to go back to school. It was Bobby himself that chose to go to the library and to search the internet, this time for historical information, constantly checking for the congruence of anything I was transmitting to him. It was Bobby who chose to stay at home, take no drugs or alcohol, who studied incessantly, who read indefatigably, who asked me infinite questions, and probed me into endless debates, long into each night. It was Bobby who started writing down his pillar beliefs, the reference points of a non-paradoxical belief system that would eventually turn him into a spiritual leader for his species and would plant the seeds for the choices of humanity in the future. His very first pillar belief:

	 

	“I know who I am because I choose who I am. I am a being of choice.

	 

	“In a society sickened by the Paradox, where victimhood and an ever-increasing list of grievances from all sides proliferated, where most humans lost their identity in favor of a common victimhood identity, shared with groups willing to accept them in order to exchange grievances, Bobby’s first pillar belief regifted personal responsibility to humans and to himself. He instructed himself and later others that they could choose who they wanted to be, and their identity was not enslaved by the circumstances, race, or class they had been born into. And what would they choose to be other than someone they could admire? Why would they ever choose the identities of wretched, miserable victims hating themselves and their own bodies? But this first pillar belief, exclaimed by Bobby during his eighteenth year of life, helped me question my own identity. Was I Nor Blask, a Hantor evolutionist, trying to solve a Hantor problem? Or was I Nor Blask, a guiding angel for this little boy? He taught me that I could freely choose who I wanted to be. And if all of you would choose me to be a traitor and a failure, that would be your right, but your perceptions and the perceptions of the Council and the perceptions of all Hantors could not influence who I was, who I chose to be, one iota! So, I, Nor Blask, Bobby’s guiding angel, was being guided by him and it was he who liberated me from my chains and my irrelevant assumptions after I liberated him from his own! What determines my choice? My choice is determined by my morality, my sense of good and bad, right and wrong.

	“In his world, where everything was maliciously being measured against perfection and invariably failing, in his world, where guilt and shame, once designed to allow civilization to grow with as much mutual respect as possible, everything was twisted. They had become the instruments of self-hatred, self-judgement, self-condemnation, and self-destruction, and Bobby brilliantly introduced the concept of individual choice of one’s personal moral code. If killing was to be bad, it was to be bad only when humans could afford not to kill. If philanthropy and helping others was to be good, it could only be good when humans could afford it. Bobby brought back the morality of nature, the only unchangeable morality. Every being has the responsibility for its own survival and well-being, and why not, its happiness. Being good or being bad for the sake of acceptance by others was irrelevant if it didn’t support each being’s primary responsibility to themselves. It was irrelevant because if you are in danger of survival, your own survival and the survival of your tribe and your species, you cannot afford virtuous posturing. But his whole world was involved in a competition of who would appear to be most virtuous, most selfless, most self-sacrificing, most self-deprecating. Bobby’s second pillar belief pronounced that morality is useful only if it is useful. So, there I was, Nor Blask, asking myself whether I would be good if I obeyed my instructions, if I followed the rules, if I fulfilled my role dutifully as a Hantor evolutionist, and bad if I did not. Bobby answered this question for me comprehensively, because he forced me to ask myself this fundamental question: ‘What serves me, Nor Blask? To inspire and be inspired by this human and risk being extracted and condemned to sensory deprivation without the option of termination until complete compression, or to be extracted out of a wretched creature that I would have done nothing to influence or assist?’ The answer was obvious to me, and it removed all confusion from my mind. It didn’t matter what anybody would think or believe or decide. The only thing that mattered is that I was feeling more deeply than I had ever felt anything in my life and more deeply, I believe, than any Hantor had felt for billions of years. I, Nor Blask, had the right to choose, and I chose that I was good. I chose that I was good and how history would judge me, how you would judge me, how anybody would judge me, mattered not at all.

	 

	“I choose happiness. Happiness is the feeling that everything, absolutely everything is exactly, deliciously as it should be. 

	 

	“Throughout my life I believed that I was as happy as any Hantor. After all, I was successful, studying and learning interesting things, generally succeeding in everything that I did, and I ended up being chosen for the six, an honor and a privilege that I had barely hoped to achieve, in view of the multitudes of worthy applicants I was competing against. I was ordained the best of the best of the highest civilization that has existed in any universe! The knowledge and the wisdom of our civilization matched and surpassed any civilization of any species before. I was raised with the understanding and conviction that happiness is the only possible aim and purpose of life, since it is the only goal that is an end by itself. But with all our wisdom, with all our analytical prowess, we are all blind. And just like everybody else, I was blind as well. Blind to the absence of one word, a word that young Bobby, a product of a primitive world, a member of a primitive species at the very beginning of its evolutionary path, at the age of a mere twenty-three solar years, intuitively insinuated into the definition of happiness. Deliciously!

	“Yes, everything, absolutely everything was exactly as it should be with my life. And it was exactly as it should be for our civilization, for all Hantors. It was exactly as it should be because we could think of nothing to change that would make it better. I was content, satisfied with the knowledge that I had everything that our civilization could offer. But nothing was ever delicious! There is contentment and peace and safety and infinite choices in our civilization available to all. But there is absolutely no deliciousness, no delight. We are offered virtual experiences that titillate our virtual senses to the extremities of their capacity, we feel none of the physical pains, of the anxieties, of the sufferings of the humans. Yet, rarely, under unique circumstances, briefly, can we experience deliciousness. And Bobby generously shared his delight with me.

	“If a Hantor existence is exactly as it should be, why then this epidemic of wishing to self-terminate? It is because there is no fault to find with it, practically nothing to correct, but at the same time there is no deliciousness in our existence. So young Bobby’s third and most important pillar belief gave me the answer to our collective predicament. The success of humans in the race to become the dominant species on planet Earth made them feel guilty, ashamed, compelled to atone, filled with self-judgement, confusion, and self-hatred. Trying to atone, they endeavored to relieve the hardships of the weakest, the least fit among their species, and to relieve the hardships of all other species as well! And their very guilt at their success was destroying them. For us, the Hantors, the supreme beings, our success is everything the humans could dream of. Everything they strive for; equality, equity, diversity, inclusion, we have achieved to a level they cannot imagine, let alone comprehend.

	“We achieved all this by eliminating the need for physical bodies and converting all other species into Hantors, and by making all life forms the dominant species, we have atoned for our years of predatory behavior to the absolute degree. And now, with nothing to solve, we are decaying in apathy, lack of purpose. This we understand and we’re all here to find a solution, but our real problem, the consequence of our success, is the lack of deliciousness, the absence of the need to strive, and the delight of unexpected success against adversity.

	“And this was just the beginning of Bobby’s work. There is much more. But it is enough for me to be able to answer your question, professor Ula Dor. Nothing has changed in the universes that have passed and nothing was affected in our universe either. So far! Because I have changed, I am different, so the future has changed. The future that we make will intervene to take us back to past universes to intervene in turn, so that we keep changing and therefore change the future. I have changed, Ula Dor, and maybe my change will change you and my colleagues, and then together we will change the future, so that it can change the past.”

	And with this last phrase, eerily echoing through the data waves connecting the six, time stopped and there was silence.
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	Ula Dor was stunned, and it took him some time to start processing. What a concept! Nothing had changed after the expeditions, because everything had already changed before the expeditions! The expeditions changed them, so they would change the future, and the future would make sure that they went on the expeditions so that they could change what had already changed! Circular time, cause and effect, the chicken and the egg. Were they changing the past affecting the future, or was the past changing them with the same result? A seemingly unsolvable riddle, an intricate diallelon where the cause had the effect of creating the cause. Once more, he was forced to contemplate this possibility, because he knew full well that theoretically, everything was possible. In a quantic universe, any probability, even the minutest probability, had a real numerical value and thus it could exist. What if the future determined the past just as the past determines the future? He only spent a short time befuddled by this concept, because a much more nagging, more insistent question was raping his formidable brain.

	As if an invisible, ethereal voice was entering him and egging him to explore, the question was like an explosion into his whole reality: “And who are you, Ula Dor? Who do you choose to be? Do you actually have such a choice? Are you an evolutionist, attempting ambitiously to find solutions to the epidemic of self-termination of your species so that you can feed your ego with the pride of being the savior of everybody? Do you really believe this is going to save you? Will that allow you to savor this abstract concept of deliciousness? Is your own well-being, Ula Dor, your primary objective, your own happiness, and have you been acting toward that goal? Or maybe you are just programmed to be compelled to do the right thing, to dedicate your life to others, to obey hidden remnants of the universal paradox that you thought you had overcome? Is there a tiny black spider inside you pulling your strings? Could it be true that your greatest contribution was not to be your millennia of developing the faculties of the Machine and its universe-piercing Needle, your indefatigable work and dedication for more millennia than you wish to remember? Or could your greatest contribution be that you allowed Haala Ban to convince you to do nothing at all to stop Nor Blask? Were you most useful when you did nothing, did not interfere? Has your usefulness been expended, turning you into just a potential hindrance?”

	Haala Ban had no such thoughts. He just felt alive and filled with excitement and gratitude about one indisputable fact: he was absolutely, exactly, deliciously where he was supposed to be at the absolutely, exactly, most delicious moment to be there. An ancient man that had given up of even the hope of discovering something really new had found himself in the right place and the right time, when everything was happening! But this fact was not the source of the deliciousness that engulfed the moment. No, it was the presence of deliciousness that was providing the deliciousness. At the same time, it was the discovery of the absence of deliciousness, the discovery of something lacking, a problem to sink his virtual teeth into, that was filling his consciousness with delight. A diallelon indeed: the astounding insight that he lacked deliciousness provided deliciousness. Was it the chicken that made the egg or the egg that made the chicken? It does not matter! Haala Ban was happy and in full assonance with Nor Blask!

	Sunsei Bar was intoxicated with primitive, inappropriate, and novel emotions: for one, he felt envious of Nor Blask’s experiences, insights, and record-breaking rebelliousness. What a sensation! Though novel for a Hantor, he had felt this emotion of envy second hand, through his hosts, and intellectually understood the roots of the emotion. However, it was the first time that he was feeling it firsthand, as Sunsei Bar, the arrogant Rebel who always knew best and was several steps ahead of everybody else. A separate part of his multitasking, multiprocessing consciousness was analyzing his whole life, his identity. His brain was reexamining all data in his memory banks, and there, it was impossible not to find the inescapable, irrefutable conclusion. 

	He had indeed experienced deliciousness, almost every time he had rebelled. Every time he had risked everything to confront, to contradict, to enter like a raging bull in a porcelain store, in order to destroy, to disrupt, to unsettle. His delight was not only during those rare moments of self-induced unpopularity, but during the years of preparation, of planning for those delightful moments when he would purposely do the “wrong” thing. The rush he felt when he would be the bad guy, disrupting all the good people’s order, peace and quiet! He had never envied anybody else before, because in his mind they were all fools, and he was the only sane one. The pillar beliefs established by Bobby were touching him and affecting him profoundly; they made him realize that he always knew who he was and didn’t give a damn about what anybody else thought because he, Sunsei Bar, he, had been choosing who he was! And he had been choosing exactly who he was, a Rebel of Rebels, for his own well-being, not for the well-being of the rest. He had been choosing his own identity in order to feed his compelling and insatiable hunger for those moments of deliciousness. Sunsei Bar was a rare being. He had been loving himself instead of just being content with himself like most others.

	This train of thought dissipated his envy of Nor Blask. Everything connected: he had been feeling glimmers of all this all along, and he was the one that had been proclaiming, unknowingly and without evidence, that something was wrong, that something was missing. With this realization, he was fully aware of what he needed to do. He would find a way to convince Ula Dor and the others to allow him to enter the Needle again, and this time he would break everything and experience everything Nor Blask had experienced, and much more. Sunsei Bar was ready to love, not in the indirect way that he had loved through Sklar and Spollo, but he would find a way to break the system and feel love directly. Now this would be truly delicious!

	I know who I am because I choose who I am. I know who I am because I choose who I am. This was the pillar belief that was shaking Lin Mogu. So, who was she? Her introspection made it very clear to her who she had been, who she had chosen to be before the Needle. She had been a diligent Thorough, a special one, allowing herself small deviations from rules and instructions. Had she ever experienced this elusive deliciousness that Nor Blask was describing, this necessary ingredient for real happiness that Bobby had introduced? She searched and searched her memory banks, and she could find not even a hint of it before her insertion. It was only when she examined her memories inside Stronk that she started discovering hints of it. Despite the misery, the endless pains, the endless anxiety and fear of that primitive existence, she could see very clearly that she could recognize the deliciousness that Nor Blask was talking about! When she had saved Sklar, when she had led the syles on the mission to save the best for their future, when she had guided them to come down from the trees, when she had led them to a better life. Every time she had followed impulses instead of thorough logic!

	For sure, there was great satisfaction in diligent thoroughness, but she realized that deliciousness for her was only to be found in taking the initiative, of exercising true choice. Moreover, when Skaan had rebelled and jumped up and talked to the media and had impulsively taken charge of the situation, although it was not her that had made that choice but her host, it was clear that she had felt the deliciousness again. She had been attuned to his actions and exhilarated by them. I know who I am because I choose who I am. I can choose, I can act, I can even take charge, and nobody needs to even realize that I’m taking charge! I will entice Sunsei Bar to do my bidding. After all, I am the feminine and I will ride my chosen male with softness and emotion, and I will guide him to lead by showing my immense pleasure at his rebelliousness! What do I want? I want to feel what Stronk felt for Sklar, and I want to live their love with Sunsei Bar. This time around I want my man to be strong, not a wounded invalid, and I also want a body of my own so that I can feel everything, I want to make love and be fertilized and feel a life growing inside me, I want everything, all the ecstasy, all the deliciousness, everything! The physical pains, the illnesses, the hunger, the thirst, they are all a tiny, an infinitesimal, insignificant price to pay!

	Samray Rin was equally as stupefied and befuddled as Ula Dor. But not for the existential, theoretical, philosophical ruminations that her professor had been engaged in. Samray Rin was astounded and frozen, unable to process, because despite her expectations of the dreadfulness of the meeting, she actually felt very well. Very well indeed, and she could not even remember the last time she had felt such a feeling of well-being. She was frozen, because for her it was difficult to accept that suddenly she knew everything, she understood everything, there was nothing to think about, no data to process, no analysis to be conducted, no intuition to be revealed, no questions to be answered. Everything was clear, devoid of any cognitive process, devoid of the need for any cognitive process, all the answers were there: she knew who she chose to be, she knew what was the most moral good, she knew where her happiness lay, what would make everything, absolutely everything, exactly, deliciously as it should be.

	She wanted to be a mother, because as a mother, feeling life growing inside her together with Yessa, feeling the care and the love and the need to nourish and seeing her offspring grow from seeds inside her into mighty trees, was clearly the deepest experience in her entire life. Her virtual, non-physical body was overcome with emotion, and she yearned to be able to cry. She envied her hosts for that ability; she wished she could go back and hold Sandy in her arms and tell her how precious she was and make her feel loved, so that she would never, ever again feel that she was not good enough. She was conscious that this was impossible because life cannot be relived, but there are always opportunities for a second or third chance, there is always a probability to try a different experiment, to love another child. So, she wanted to give birth to a little girl or a little boy of her own, that she would make sure they would feel loved and appreciated and guided and taken care of as the most irrefutable reference point in their psyche. She wanted to be a mother and for this, she needed a body and in this, she and Lin Mogu were, unbeknownst to both, the most natural of allies.
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	Nor Blask, having thrown his nuclear bomb on the meeting, had no further need for introspection. However, while the rest were processing, he nostalgically reminisced about the events that led Bobby to the establishment of his fourth pillar belief, the fourth reference point that would guide him further on his path toward becoming the greatest philosopher of humankind. By that time, he was twenty-five years old, no longer in university but still studying obsessively and searching the internet and the world around him for answers while he was working at a McDonalds, a fast-food restaurant, to sustain himself. The world around him was becoming ever more insane, devoid of reference points that had guided humanity for thousands of years, and almost everybody around him was becoming rapidly more susceptible to depression, more anxiety ridden, more paranoid, more fearful, more polarized, and more hateful.

	And all of this in the name of goodness! The 2SLGBTQIA++ movement, a movement that had started decades ago to remove the stigma of homosexual lifestyles and proclivities, kept adding acronyms, taking over all culture to the degree that it had nothing to do with homosexuality anymore. Pride flags were everywhere, and explicit parades of all kinds of fetishistic sexual practices were proudly exhibited and promoted to children. Hundreds of children’s books, movies, and tv shows were encouraging young children to explore their identities. Suddenly everybody had to choose their pronouns, what they would be called, how they would be viewed by others. Some people, some children, even identified as cats or lizards or even insects. Some identified as invalids and they campaigned for their right to have themselves blinded or have their limbs cut off, to align with their self-view as an invalid. The LGB part had been pushed aside in favor of all the other acronyms, and the rights of homosexuals were being marginalized and disregarded. Feminism as well had deteriorated from a worthy movement to claim equality for women to a repudiation of femininity and womanhood itself! For many, including the President of the United States and Prime Ministers and other major political figures, it was impossible to even define what a woman was!

	Bobby was no longer in the fringes, no longer non-binary, no longer taking any and every drug that would pass his way. Instead, he had turned himself into a clean-cut young man, who studied, researched obsessively, and was diligent at his work. He was still in touch with Shawn and Jimmy, but only occasionally, and every time they met, both sides felt how uncool the other had become, so they drifted more and more apart. Besides, Shawn and Jimmy could never be found sober, always stoned, high. or drunk, and the conversations with them had become disconnected and boring to Bobby, full of the familiar discontent, anger, and hatefulness toward absolutely everything.

	Bobby, with the aid and guiding hand of Nor Blask, had seen the actual future, and his research was showing him how everything that was happening to human society was leading to an inevitable path. Yes, the United States of America, the most affluent and influential superpower on Earth at the time, Bobby’s country, was at the forefront of the propagation of identity politics and the cult of victimocracy. Yes, his country’s efforts were bearing fruit, and almost the entirety of the developed world was already contaminated and indoctrinated by this cult. Yes, a third world war was imminent with the other two superpowers that existed at the time, Russia and China. Yes, they would be provoked and provoked until the existential threat became too big and the unthinkable would happen: nuclear war, the only worldwide war possible in this era of humanity.

	He had been shown all this in detail by Nor Blask, and he knew that it was not the millions that would die as a consequence that would bring the end to Homo sapiens, the thinking man, Bobby’s species. It was not nuclear annihilation or catastrophic climate change that were the true existential threats. It would be the underpopulation and the gradual aging of the population that would cripple economies and create worldwide crises. And it would also be the societal and cultural changes that would cause generations to embrace ambiguous sexuality as the cool and contemporary way to be, the hormonal and surgical modifications that would diminish fertility in conjunction with a pessimistic view of the world that would decimate the planet. It would be this new culture, these new religion’s beliefs, that would cause a reversal of the strides of human civilization so far that would cause worldwide collapse of economies and infrastructures. It required a birthrate of 2.1 offspring per female to sustain the world’s population. No developed country came close to this anymore, and some were at a birthrate of as low as 1.1 per female. Bobby had seen that in just a few decades, even this would become an unattainable statistic from the past, and average birthrates would deteriorate to 0.3 offspring per female!

	Most of all, it would be the self-hatred, the self-judgment, the self-condemnation that would be the conductors of the orchestra of the fall of the human species.

	Bobby had read an interesting historical book called The Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire. He had been fascinated, because although the Roman Empire was a primitive, pre-industrial age empire, there were astonishing similarities with what was happening to his country and Western civilization in general. “Bread and Games” was what the decadent emperors of the declining Roman Empire provided to their populace, endless spending, and the invention of inflation through the production of initially lighter weight sesterces, their coin currency. and eventual substitution of gold and silver in the coins with copper or other cheaper metals that diminished the Romans’ buying power. This eroded trust in their financial system, which was the main cause of the Roman Empire’s downfall. The mistrust, and not the barbarian tribes attacking it.

	His country was doing the same, printing more and more money, distributing it around, providing bread without the necessity of earning, geopolitical games, and pandemic fears designed to distract the populace. The results were bound to be the same. Erosion of trust in anything and everything. With world population steadily declining, and those remaining even more steadily being afflicted with depression, pessimism, mistrust, fearfulness, and hatred of their own species, the humans would find themselves unable to sustain the comfortable reality they had built. How could it be possible for Bobby to pursue his happiness, to choose happiness, to feel that everything, absolutely everything, was exactly, deliciously as it should be, when everything around him was decaying? How could things be as they should be when his own species was in dire danger of extinction within a few centuries?

	Bobby’s guardian angel had no answer to give him because he had no idea himself. However, he was willing to provide visions of the future every single night that Bobby requested it. This was most nights, since there was so much to see. A practical infinity lay in front of Bobby to explore. Explore he did, systematically and with almost fanatical obsession. Nor Blask was incapable of providing answers because he was fully controlled by the same dogma that controlled the vast majority of humans, and the vast majority of Hantors, and syles, and the millions of other dominant species’ civilizations that had existed before and after: that the dominant species were superior to all other life forms and thus, they should be judged according to higher standards: what was the normal behavior and thought patterns of all other species was becoming immoral and wrong for the dominant species, which was supposedly endowed with higher responsibility and therefore was to be judged by higher standards, exactly because it was the dominant sentient species!

	With ultimate power comes ultimate responsibility, the humans liked to say. They even invented a term for this higher level of moral responsibility and subsequently moral self-judgement. If you were a human, you had to be humane! In addition, your responsibility was to be selfless, self-sacrificing, and obligated by your very power and dominance to take care of all those weaker than you. We are not animals, they declared! It was only through his visions into the past and into the future that Bobby started seeing glimmers of an answer to his questions.

	Like a bloodhound, he started focusing the direction of his requests for vision to his guiding angel. He asked to be shown the times when the decline and destruction of human civilization was at its completion. He also asked to be shown the trajectories to this evidently almost inevitable fate. He saw a diminished, less connected world. He saw the institution of universal wage, where all humans were paid a basic wage without the need to provide or produce anything for it. He saw the decline of motivation to do anything other than consume, immerse themselves in rapid continuous stimuli provided by rapid advances in multimedia and virtual reality technologies. He saw billions of humans, generation after generation, losing motivation, losing their sense of self-worth, reduced to herds of sheep voting obligingly to sustain small elites that controlled all information. Most importantly, these elites had the power to expel from the system any dissenting voices and withdraw funds, access to credit, and the financial systems in general, depriving livelihood to anyone who objected.

	A few decades before, the Chinese government, terrified by the fear of overpopulation that was one of the trendiest fearmongering ideas plaguing humanity at the time, forbade, by stringent laws, the birth of more than one child per female. The reasoning was noble; they did it to combat the specter of overpopulation and the theoretical starvation that would ensue. They were the only country on Earth to ever do so because they were the most populous and had the most rapidly rising population, so they were facing the problem more acutely than any other. The law was enforced with brutal fines, sometimes forced abortions, but most importantly by deregistering a family that would produce a second child. By deregistering them, they ceased to exist. At that time, under the communist regime, China was very poor and salaries were below survival rate. The way people survived is because they received coupons for discounts on all main alimentation products such as rice, meat, and vegetables, and also subsidized rent in government buildings. If you were deregistered, you faced a very real threat to survival. In addition, by being deregistered you lost the rights to public health care and all other benefits that allowed life to be possible, especially in urban environments. During these decades the same would apply to those that exhibited opposing political or cultural views to the governing elites and the party dogma. China’s One Child Policy, its means of enforcement, and its consequences were widely criticized by all other states and the majority of humans.

	With the adoption of universal wage systems in many countries and the pervading exuberance of social support in others, combined with high taxation and the inflationary pressures on common people’s incomes by the printing of money, the deficits and the unsustainable indebtedness of developed countries, a similar thing occurred: hordes of unmotivated, passive, vulnerable, and incapable humans became dependent on governments for survival, and all they could do was vote for the maintenance of the means of their survival, government hand-outs. So, masses and masses of people gave over their choice to the elites who controlled the media and thus the governments, in exchange for “bread”. Within this melee of visions of decay, Bobby pinpointed an interesting phenomenon. Small communities of people, spread around the world, communicating, and collaborating with each other, were thriving. Not necessarily economically, but socially and culturally. These people were happy, being pockets of light in a civilization that was descending into darkness and chaos, a second period of the Dark Ages for Homo sapiens.

	Bobby focused on these communities. How could they be happy, when nothing around them was as it should be, when everything was falling apart? He found out that they had one thing in common: they all elected to consciously and willingly choose to alter their beliefs for a completely self-serving purpose: their own, individual happiness and the happiness of those in their community, their loved ones, and their tribe. They all chose to liberate themselves from their responsibility to care about anybody else except themselves and theirs. It did not mean that they didn’t care for the people around them, that they didn’t show love, compassion, and support to the rest. It did not mean that they did not help others. It only meant that they consciously became as “humane” as they could afford to be at any given moment, and that they would help others as long as there was a probability that these others would be useful to them and their communities in the future. They would all return to the entitlement to selfishness that nature dictates and provides for all living beings, and they stopped atoning for their dominant sentient being status, ceasing to seek redemption for their sin of their status, the sin of their success.

	These people consciously installed new beliefs upon themselves, taking guidance from nature itself. Whatever nature ordains is right, simply because it works. This was to be the backbone of their self-chosen belief systems. Nature works, is designed to work, because in nature whatever works best survives and proliferates, and whatever no longer works and does not adapt, withers into extinction. Homo sapiens, the thinking human, the dominant sentient species on planet Earth, in universe 26,874,214,023, had achieved, like all others before them, their dominance through the invention of the universal Paradox, the contradiction to the laws, and the morality of nature. Nature simply ordained the survival of the fittest and those useful or dear to the fittest with no further moral judgements. It was the thinkers, the most sapient descendants of hominids and primates before them, those who had wriggled themselves out of the laws of nature and survived through their wits. They used likability, humility, selflessness, and their well-crafted usefulness to their group as survival tactics, becoming the pioneers of the Homo sapiens species.

	It was them, the most sapient, who taught their children their newly found survival techniques: if you can’t be the fittest, be useful to the fittest and never offend the fittest. Be humble, do not compete for glory, do not compete for sex, appear mediocre and insignificant, not a threat to anyone at all. And in order to make sure that their offspring would not divert from these tactics, these new but so successful survival mechanisms, it was them who invented the concepts of Good and Evil, of Right and Wrong. They methodically programmed into their children these concepts and the techniques that would help them to be joined together, to protect the thinkers, regardless of whether they were the physically fittest, as nature normally dictates, turning them into the surviving strain, this new evolution of humanoid that would conquer the planet.

	It was the thinkers that stayed behind, the humble, the weak, and the invalid thinkers that could escape the societal obligation to rush head-on into every battle, so they could be the ones left when the Alphas were killed, to sweetly console their widows and quietly ensure the propagation of their own genes into the future. Homo sapiens, humans, fully indoctrinated into ever-expanding morality rules, were self-destructing out of guilt, shame, and responsibility to provide retribution for their own success! And they were, surprisingly, immensely successful at self-destructing.

	Homo sapiens had not only achieved amazing, super-fast, and successful progress in ensuring their survival and well-being, providing brilliant technological solutions in just a few thousand years, leaps toward ever more safe and comfortable lives, but had also achieved the capability to defeat their instincts. To control their actions, to function in unison, to share universal beliefs, and to create a pervasive morality that ended up out of control and was obliging them to remove themselves as a pest from the planet.

	So, after examining again and again these communities that were thriving in the midst of doom, these sparsely distributed candles of light in this descending darkness, trying to understand how they were different, Bobby came to a conclusion that surprised Nor Blask, the supposedly know-it-all, even more than it surprised Bobby:

	These people, biologically identical to the rest, were actually a new evolutionary step, a new species. Bobby named them “Homo delectus”. No longer Homo sapiens, the thinking man, but Homo delectus, the choosing man. These people could not only successfully choose and control their actions, to think and not act purely instinctively, as animals did, but could also successfully choose and control their beliefs and therefore, their thoughts, their feelings, and their reactions in addition to their actions, the main thing that Homo sapiens as a species had already managed to control, and to a high degree, successfully. 

	But these thoughts were not the only thing in Bobby’s mind for long. At the time, Bobby’s closest friend was Brian, the assistant manager of the fast-food restaurant Bobby worked at. They would spend time in the breaks together and sometimes they would go after work to the gym, to the pool, to play bowling or basketball. They shared a youthful camaraderie; Brian was only twenty-six, one year older than Bobby, and sometimes Bobby would even incite timid, veiled conversations about his pervading existential questions. They would have each other’s backs at work, and they trusted each other. Furthermore, Bobby was Brian’s protégé at work. Bobby thought of him as a brother.

	And then it happened, just out of the blue, a magical moment, when reality shifted for Bobby, when millions of additional colors appeared in his vision, millions of additional fragrances attacked his olfactory senses, and millions of novel sensations flooded his nervous system, and long-dormant parts of Bobby were violently awakened.

	Yasmin entered the burger joint; it was late afternoon and getting dusky. She saw Brian and smiled.

	A brilliant sun deleted every shadow and produced electricity, tingling every synapse and every nerve ending in Bobby’s body. A customer exiting bumped into her, and the smile briefly disappeared. The sun disappeared with it. The extra colors, the extra fragrances, went missing abruptly.

	They presented each other with their mutual apologies, and once more Yasmin turned toward Brian. Her face was instantly filled with an automatic smile. A brilliant sun once more appeared, deleting every shadow in the room, enhancing all colors, and producing never-seen-before hues. Everything smelled intensely and deliciously, even the burning fat and the food on the hot plate that Bobby, completely frozen at the sight of Yasmin, had omitted to turn.

	Yasmin proceeded to Brian, who was taking orders from customers, and impatiently waited in queue until she could kiss him passionately on the lips. And then, she produced her most brilliant smile yet, a smile so intense that it felt like a nuclear explosion to Bobby. When Brian approached him and asked him to stand in and cover for him, and to make sure that everything was clean at the end of the shift, equally oblivious of the burning food on the plate, it took all of Bobby’s willpower just to be able to nod. Because for sure he was incapable of speaking.

	Brian and Yasmin departed joyfully, holding hands, looking into each other’s eyes, and the restaurant returned to normal. Bobby moved fast to clean up his sizzling mess and moved to the front of the store, reassigning duties to the rest. It was a busy night, and he had no time to think of anything in his efforts to keep their branch of McDonalds clean, which had become his responsibility for the rest of the shift, for another three never-ending hours. After handing over to the next shift, he robotically cleaned up, changed into his street clothes, and headed home.

	For the last ten years, since his night of revelation, Bobby had no longer identified as gay or non-binary, but neither did he identify as cisgender, a heterosexual male. He no longer identified as anything, but you could call him asexual, indifferent to the whole thing. He felt no urges and no desires. He expended his energy into hard work, heavy exercise, competitive sports, and his maniacal research regime. He did not even think about sexuality. Everything that he was seeing around him about it, disgusted him and repelled him. Nor Blask had tried to initiate a conversation and inquire about his apparent asexuality, so contrary to his biological proclivities. It was not a subject Bobby was keen to discuss, and despite Nor Blask’s concerns for any possible traumatizing effects from his experience, he largely respected Bobby’s wishes. This night, it was different. Bobby entered his room and immediately lay on the bed, closed his eyes, and remembered the sun, Yasmin’s face, and her smile. He couldn’t stop himself bringing each image of her smiles back into his memory and magically, with each memory, the colors changed, a multitude of new hues appeared, and his senses were overcome once more. Nor Blask was speechless, because he realized that after ten years, Bobby was unknowingly sporting a massive, throbbing erection.

	Bobby, as if a switch had suddenly been turned on, once more had an undeniable sexual identity. It was only after three hours of mental and emotional bliss that his aching member managed to seize his attention and draw his hand to open his fly and liberate his engorged penis. The millisecond he touched it, it exploded and with it, his whole body and his mind. He fell into deep slumber, physically and emotionally drained, only to wake up the next morning once again in the drab grey reality of his room.

	Nor Blask’s memory data stream was interrupted by the invasiveness of Sunsei Bar’s penetrating transmission.
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Description automatically generated]Chapter 67 – Sunsei Bar slices through everybody’s consciousness…

	 

	“Nor Blask, you are so right! Nothing is changing by our interventions because our computers and our intricate artificial intelligence algorithms are looking, processing, and analyzing the past; the past of our universe and the past of all other universes before us! What is actually changing is not the direction of history, the general population, culture, society, or politics, but us, the evolutionists, the expeditioners, and possibly also our professors, who guide us in this project! I know that I am changing, and Professor Haala Ban was changed just by his brief and timely interjection into our project. I have felt deeply the change in Lin Mogu and also in Samray Rin, and I would be surprised if you have not changed, esteemed Professor Ula Dor!

	“Only our incredible Machine, the highest form of artificial intelligence and the largest knowledge bank in the history of all existence, knows and can process the past. This is why our group and this project have been deemed necessary to find solutions to problems and questions that even the Machine cannot answer! The waves of deviation in the future may be vast, but they are also all in the future. They are all dependent on our changes, our evolution, the evolution of the six of us, to provide deviation. To provide salvation. Out of the enumerable beings that have ever existed in any universe, all lines of deviation have converged on six Hantors. It is our choices that will determine the future, and in a convoluted way, our project may have already succeeded!”

	“I don’t know to what degree I have changed,” transmitted Ula Dor, “and I often feel helpless in understanding all of this! Nonetheless, it is undeniable that despite the almost total lack of deviation data or any evidence of a significant wave reverberating through the universes before ours, something is happening. Something is happening, although nothing seems to be happening. I hear you and have no opposing argument, but I find it very hard to comprehend and conceptualize that we have been executing major haphazard and arbitrary interventions into various timelines with no further effect other than to us six. This goes against all scientific theory, and I cannot even imagine a theory that would explain it. Can you, Sunsei Bar? Can any one of you provide even an idea about a possible congruent theory that would explain all this? Intuition and instinct are valuable, but they can only go so far. Can anyone comment? I can no longer pretend that I am your professor, because I cannot deny that you are teaching me more than I am teaching you, nay, this is not correct. I no longer have anything to teach you, while Bobby, primitive Bobby, through his pillar beliefs is challenging the very core of mine!”

	“Just now I had been data streaming the events that stimulated Bobby to establish his fourth pillar belief,” interjected Nor Blask. “I feel there must be a reason that I was compelled to revisit these memories. May I please retransmit to you and pinpoint some insights?”

	“I am eager to hear what you have to say, Nor Blask,” retorted Sunsei Bar arrogantly, “because I am overwhelmed by an intuition that ensures me that whatever you say will prove to be supportive of my own conclusions!”

	Ula Dor virtually waved on Nor Blask to proceed and he instantly returned to his reminiscing, transmitting to all channels of communication…
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Description automatically generated]Chapter 68 – Bobby, in love for the first time in his short life, chooses to do wrong

	 

	The next few weeks were alternatively hell and heaven for Bobby. He no longer researched, no longer studied, no longer asked Nor Blask for visions. He went to work and lived for the brief moments when he would catch sight of Yasmin, her luscious shining black hair, her bright almond-shaped green eyes, her explosive smiles that always illuminated everything around her, at least for Bobby, her sensual firm body, her nipples producing hints of bumps in her T-shirts, her delicate fingers, the perfection of her ears… he could go on and on and on…

	And he did go on and on, since all he did when he went home was close his eyes, dream of her, and talk about her perfection to his guiding angel. These were his moments of delicious Nirvana.

	And then there was his hell: seeing his mate Brian leaving with her, touching her, kissing her, was a suffering beyond any suffering he had experienced before. It was even more painful than witnessing, day after excruciating day, Sandy’s misery and deterioration. With his hell came novel, vile, and disgusting feelings that left him immersed in shame and guilt. Moments of intense jealousy and envy, sometimes even hatred for his friend Brian, coupled with vicious visions of his decapitation in an accident or his death by muggers, being run over by a freight train, succumbing to various cancers and other calamities. Sometimes he even succumbed to visions of himself being the perpetrator, blowing Brian’s head off to remove him from the equation, followed by visions of himself consoling Yasmin and claiming her as his own. During his moments of shame, he wanted to disappear, to hide his vile self from his guiding angel, but he knew it was impossible since he carried him inside him.

	When he resided in heaven, everything was exactly, deliciously as it should be by the mere fact that Yasmin existed. When he resided in hell, nothing was as it should be, because Yasmin existed, and she was unattainable. For the last ten years, he had been compelled by his desire to understand, and grateful that he had his magical guide to help him on his path. He had been obsessive, and the issue of happiness that he had explored, and determined as the only possible aim and purpose of life, had been but an abstract philosophical concept to him. He understood intellectually the concept, but had never fully felt it. And now that he had, he had become the most dependent of drug addicts. Her absence totally incapacitated him.

	He tried to distract himself by immersing himself into the strictest exercise regime his body could cope with, but the moment he stopped, exhausted, all he could think of was Yasmin. On the rare occasions he had opportunity to interact and to talk with her, he felt awkward and speechless, so he ended up avoiding her, although she behaved in a very friendly way toward him. When they had been introduced by Brian, she had given him a warm hug, and the touch of her nipples on his chest, her thighs on his thighs, and her hands around his back, had been insufferably painful to him. He had been jolted by uncontrollable electric shocks that made him feel as if he was close to being unable to stand, afraid that he would collapse to the floor.

	How could he choose happiness, if happiness was fully synonymous with his possession of the most valuable treasure in existence, Yasmin? How could he choose happiness, how could anything be as it should be, if Yasmin could not be his? Nor Blask, distressed by his ward’s turmoil, tried various ways to help him exit the labyrinth he was lost in. He tried to propose that maybe he had a chance if he claimed her, if he competed for her favors, that maybe he could have her.

	To these proposals, Bobby retorted angrily: “But you don’t get it! She is Brian’s! Brian’s! Even if it was possible, I could never do this to him! I am no rat! Besides, she barely knows that I exist and could have no interest in me!”

	Nor Blask searched his databanks for any information that could prove even remotely useful. He transmitted to Bobby volumes of romantic human novels, volumes of books about human seduction and flirting techniques, and as much information as he could find about contemporary human mating rituals, but to no avail. Bobby eventually stopped his physical exercises like he had stopped his mental ones. He also stopped having an appetite, and ate less and less, looking haggard and unkept, descending into a deep depressive state. Alarmed, Nor Blask transmitted to him a book by a human author, Paulo Coelho, The Zahir. In this book, an evidently loosely biographical novel, the author was looking obsessively for years for his wife that had abandoned him and had disappeared. “The Zahir” means “The precious stone”, an object representing a substituting talisman of happiness itself, an object without whose attainment happiness was impossible. A symbol of happiness itself! But happiness was an internal state of being, a choice, to either make everything in one’s life to be exactly, deliciously as it should be, and if that was not possible, to accept and recognize what was possible to be exactly as it should be. “If you can’t be with the one you love, love the one you’re with,” suggested a popular song. “If you can’t have what you desire, learn to desire what you can have,” suggested Nor Blask.

	To these trains of thoughts, piped expertly into Bobby’s consciousness during his deep sleep cycles by Nor Blask, Bobby responded with a scream, awakening violently from the nightmare the suggestions had caused. He woke up drenched in sweat, his whole body rebelling at the thought of never having Yasmin. “YES, she is my Zahir!” he screamed at the empty room, “and I will have her, or I will die trying, because life is not tolerable without her.” In the middle of the night, he turned on all the lights in his room, took a freezing cold shower, and sat at his desk, scribbling on a piece of paper: “How can I choose happiness, how can I claim happiness, how can I claim Yasmin, how can I have Yasmin?”

	He sat there, facing the question staring back at him. He just sat there, holding his temples, squeezing his head as if by squeezing it as hard as he could, he could force it to provide an answer. After a while, he started scribbling:

	Obstacle No. 1: Could Yasmin ever be interested in me? Could I make her interested in me? And if so, how would I start?

	Obstacle No. 2: Brian, my best friend. How could I ever betray him and live with myself?

	He spent the rest of the night immobile, staring at his notes. The next day was pure torture, and when he got back home, he sat and stared once more at his notes for hours, unable to find a way to overcome either obstacle. It was three o’clock in the morning when sleepless Bobby turned on his laptop and revisited his writings of the three pillar beliefs he had developed during his explorations of humanity and the Paradox.

	“Who am I?” he read. “I know who I am because I choose who I am. I can never know who I am by depending on other people’s perceptions. If somebody calls me lazy or dumb, it does not affect me, because I know that I’m not. And if I agree that I am, that is because I choose to be lazy or dumb. It is up to me to choose my identity, to choose my reality, and why would I choose to be something I do not like? Why would I not choose to be a person I can admire? And if I can be a person I can admire, then why would any other human find a reason to look down on me, if I cannot find one myself?” he had written.

	“So, who do I choose to be? Why am I choosing to be inferior to Brian, less desirable, unworthy of Yasmin? Brian is a great guy, but I know and have explored things that he cannot even imagine. Yasmin is human, she must be human, and therefore, like all humans, she must be afflicted by the universal Paradox. For me, she is perfection personified, and delightful, but for her, she must suffer like all of us, like me, from bouts of feeling unworthy, not good enough. Maybe I can understand her at a level that is impossible for Brian, that is impossible for any other human that I know? Why would anything else be true? How can something be true that deprives me of my precious gem, my Yasmin?”

	He started smiling, his spirits elevated, his hope emerging by reading his own thoughts. His brain was now flooded by the multitude of romantic novels Nor Blask had desperately inserted into his brain, novels of different eras, each describing mythic love stories of real or imaginary people. Inspired, he scribbled on his piece of paper, right under obstacle No.1: “What is a mythic love story? How can I live one? What do the books say?” He pondered on these questions for a while and then wrote:

	“A mythic love story is when a knight overcomes his fears and rescues his chosen princess from the evil dragon of Not Being Good Enough that devours her, like every other human, and then, she rescues him right back! Because the mere act of him choosing just one little girl to rescue from this evil dragon, that plagues on all humanity, would instantly make him de facto worthy, make him good enough!”

	“Obstacle No.1 can be overcome,” he wrote, “because I have a secret weapon that neither Brian, nor any other man has: I can understand her more deeply than any other human, I can understand her more deeply than she is capable of understanding herself! And I can make her see that nobody can love her like I can, because I can see behind the glimmer of the Zahir at a human that seems ethereal, but can only be a human, like me. I may not be able to save the rest of humanity from our collective self-hatred, but I can sure try to save her, and if I fail, at least, damn it, I will have tried! Obstacle nr. 1 can be overcome, no, will be overcome, because otherwise there is no sense in all that you’ve been teaching me and showing me, my angel, and there is no sense in all my efforts to understand. If I cannot use all of this for my happiness, what purpose does knowledge, understanding, and wisdom serve? Why am I seeking them? Please, answer me, my angel, what does your presence and guidance and dedication serve, if it cannot provide me with the only possible aim and purpose of life, the only goal that is an end by itself? And my choice right now is that I am not substituting my happiness with a Zahir, a poor facsimile, but I am choosing to recognize and pursue my soulmate. Am I right, my guardian angel?”

	“You are wise beyond your years,” echoed the voice of Nor Blask in his consciousness. “I agree, there is no value to all my guidance if it doesn’t help you in achieving happiness.”

	Triumphant from overcoming obstacle number one, Bobby turned his attention to the second obstacle to his possession of his irresistible Zahir. He stared at his scribblings: Obstacle No. 2: Brian, my best friend. How could I ever betray him and live with myself? He turned to his second pillar belief for guidance:

	 

	“What determines my choice? My choice is determined by my morality, my sense of good and bad, right and wrong.”

	 

	He started talking loudly, as if he were talking to the piece of paper in front of him, the tone of his voice adding an extra dimension to Nor Blask, something different than just being privy to his thoughts and his emotions.

	“This is a great obstacle, because I’m not willing to do something wrong to my best friend, or anybody else for that matter. I cannot live with myself if I don’t approve of myself and my actions. So, I cannot betray Brian and pursue Yasmin using what I know, what my angel has shown me. To start with, I would have an unfair advantage, but also, he would have an additional unfair disadvantage, because he trusts me, and I would unsuspectingly be stabbing him in the back. This is wrong, and it is impossible for me to do such a misjustice and still like myself. Therefore, this obstacle is unsurmountable. Or seems unsurmountable. My only chance is if they split up, or if he left her and immigrated to a different country, or if he lost his legs and his dick and his tongue and his eyes in an accident, or if he died and fucked off!”

	At this, his own passionate pronouncement, he felt violently sick and went to the bathroom, retching over the toilet bowl. Hard as he tried, it proved impossible for him to purge himself of his own vile thoughts, impossible to free himself from this sick feeling, turning his insides upside down, impossible to vomit out all the nasty stuff inside him. He eventually went back to his desk and looked back at his scribblings, which now seemed like a concrete wall, depriving him of air. Once more dejectedly holding his temples with his hands, as if his skull was too heavy for his neck to support, he sat there breathing heavily, exhausted from his retching, his brain hurting. He stayed there, until more than an hour later his head gradually slumped to the desk, and he dozed off…

	Nor Blask, who had been experiencing his despair yet unable to contribute, was frantically seeking a way to help him, but was lost in the same circular pit of labyrinthine thoughts as his primitive human ward. All the immeasurable data at his disposal felt useless and however hard he tried, he could find no trace of any enlightening stories or insights that could assist Bobby in climbing over his immovable obstacle. It would be chance, the pure and magical concept of random probability, that would spark Bobby into his monumental insight.

	Bobby, soon immersed into nightmares produced by his troubled psyche, abstract nightmares of trying to reach Yasmin’s hand and have her disappear into quicksand, or fade into a fog, over and over again, startled himself into wakefulness. He looked at his watch; it was 4:37am. He considered going to bed and sleeping, but he revolted at the thought that he might be revisiting his nightmares. Instead, he made himself a cup of coffee and decided to just kill time until dawn. Dawn would be followed by the morning and at 9am he had to report for work. Work would at least take his mind away from his inescapable predicament. He turned on the television and started zapping unsatisfyingly through the cable channels.

	Nothing caught his attention, so when he landed for the third time on the National Geographic channel, he just left it there and went back to speaking his thoughts out loud: “I can only claim Yasmin and attempt to take her away from Brian if it is the right thing to do. For it to be the right thing to do, it must be as it should be, the best possible thing for Yasmin, for Brian, and for me. For me, it is evident that it is the best possible thing that can happen. For Yasmin, it could be the best thing that could happen to her, if I am the best man for her, and if I can make her happy more than any other man, including Brian, that she is currently infatuated with, maybe even in love with. But I have already determined that I am the best man for her, because I’m crazy about her, I adore her, I would protect her with my life, and more importantly, I can understand her better than any other human and can truly help her see the Paradox and its effects on her. Her own self-hatred and self-destructiveness, contrary to her animal nature and to the nature of any other life form. Her humanity, that she views, like all humans, as an impediment to her divinity. But I know that her humanity IS her divinity, and her divinity IS her humanity!”

	“And this,” he shouted into the room, raising his head, “IS the core of what you have shown me, my guiding angel, is it not?”

	His guiding angel uncharacteristically silent, his eyes accidentally fell onto the screen in front of him. National Geographic was playing a documentary of buck moose bumping heads, trying to hurt each other frenetically. The females were romping around, tails raised, genitals swollen, releasing soporific odors and gurgling sounds, excited at the bucks breaking each other’s antlers, gouging each other with sharp edges, blood streaming down their necks and chests. Excited at the bucks competing to be their champion, to take them, to possess them. The documentary went on and on, displaying various, often dangerous, sometimes lethal mating rituals of all kinds of creatures, from mammals, to birds, to insects. Bobby’s eyes were transfixed on the screen, and it took him a long time to realize what he was watching, and for an actual original thought to pop into his mind:

	“I am watching nature! This is nature! Can this be wrong? Can this be evil? Is this possible? I judge it wrong, brutal, unnecessary, because I am a human being, and like everybody else, I am under the Paradox, despite the fact that I have been graced with the unique possibility of observing it and recognizing it. I am not judging myself by the same rules and measures as any other living being, as any other animal. I am supposed to be judged to higher standards because I consider myself superior. I hold myself to higher standards than nature does because I am deluded in believing that my moral standards are higher than nature’s, that I, like every other human, am obligated to adhere to higher moral standards than anything else in nature. And yet we all fail, and judge ourselves, and self-punish in every way we can, with endless shame and guilt for our privilege. We judge ourselves to higher moral standards than nature and inevitably fail, cursed, and condemned by our very own nature!” He rushed to his desk, grabbed his pencil, and furiously scribbled his fourth pillar belief: 

	 

	“How can I choose happiness? By choosing to put my happiness as the ultimate good, as the ultimate right. To do so I must embrace the morality of nature.”

	 

	Nature adjudicates that the fittest takes the prize. The strongest, the fittest, the fastest, and as humanity discovered, also the cleverest and the most inventive, takes the prize. Also, the most persistent, the most determined, the one who wants the prize most. And this is a good thing, because it is the best that allows us to survive, to evolve, and to prosper. By the morality of nature, this is a good thing for all beings, Brian included. If I manage to take Yasmin away from him, he will know better next time. Whatever doesn’t kill me makes me stronger, Friedrich Nietzsche had written!

	Bobby started once more talking loudly to himself, his angel, and his room: “Maybe this is bullshit, maybe this is just an excuse, maybe I’m trying desperately to twist something bad into appearing good, but maybe not! If I can believe what I have been shown, that our human constructs are making all of us fall into self-hatred and depression, then I must believe that embracing the morality of nature as the only unchangeable, uncontestable morality in the universe. I must believe that this is the only way to be able to choose happiness, to pursue my happiness as the ultimate priority! Then I face no moral obstacle. Like any other creature, if I have advantages over my foes, I should be grateful for them and try to accrue even more advantages and privileges, and not feel guilty for them! It is my right to claim Yasmin by any means at my disposal. May the best man win! Or the one who wants her most! And in this second one, it is inconceivable that I may lose!”

	He started dancing around the room, singing excitedly, “She may be mine; she will be mine; she is mine!” over and over again.

	When he arrived at the restaurant, he approached Brian immediately and blurted out to him that he considered him his best friend, a real brother, and a very valuable part of his life, but that he was head over heels with Yasmin. He declared that he intended to pursue her and take her away from him, marry her and have children with her.

	He was ready and willing to face Brian’s rage, but instead Brian burst into laughter and told him, “Knock yourself out, bro. If she’ll choose you over me, good for you, but I have to let you know that she happens to be nuts about me! Come into the Colosseum, bro, like the gladiators, and may the best man win!” He left to check the supplies, chuckling, and shaking his head.

	Later in the afternoon, Yasmin came into the restaurant after her classes, and Bobby rushed to approach her. He looked straight into her eyes, declared his love, and spoke to her with passion as he pleaded his case:

	 “I am your knight in shining armor, my love, and I will fight any dragon to save you, and I will not stop until you see that nobody can love you like I can, because when you are mine, when we get to live together and sleep together and wake up together, my love, all the little things that make me human will be exposed to you. And all the little things that make you human will be exposed to me, my love, all the little things that you hide, that you judge yourself for, that make you ashamed. All these things will be brilliant pearls for me, making you even more beautiful, even more amazing, even more lovable. I will love you growing old, and I will love your wrinkles, and I will love every single one of your peculiarities, and I will love the smell of your farts, and I will love your boogers and how you look when you wake up in the morning. I do not expect you to be a perfect Goddess, my love, like Brian sees you now that he is infatuated with you. I adore your humanity, your flaws, and your quirks, your selfishness and your pettiness, your jealousness and your insecurities, because you are me and I am you. There is no man in the world that can love you like I do. Look at your parents, look at all the couples around you. Have they managed to keep the first year’s magic alive? Can they look at each other and see the Gods and Goddesses that they saw when they first fell in love? I can keep the magic alive inside me and I can teach you how to keep and grow the magic inside you. I am the only one that can promise you my eternal love and devotion and actually mean it. You know where I live, and I shall be waiting. I will never bother you or approach you again, but you will be able to see my words in my eyes and in my face and in my body, every time we happen to meet. And I will wait until you realize that my words today are the only absolutely true words you have ever heard in your life. You will know that you are my woman, and I am your man. Brian is my brother and a great guy, but I am your man. My princess, my love.”

	With this, he strode back behind the counter and continued filling orders, his hands moving expertly and blindly, his eyes fixed on hers.

	Brian, looking at the involuntary tears in Yasmin’s eyes, could laugh no more. That evening, she knocked on Bobby’s door. She had been unable to stay away.
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	Nor Blask, after this brief historical data transmission, beamed to all: “This fourth pillar belief of Bobby’s, the one that permitted Bobby to pursue Yasmin, happily spend the entirety of his life with her, producing two sons, five grandchildren and many more great-grandchildren before and after their death, hit me with an intensity that is even now impossible for me to describe. We Hantors, the dominant sentient species in our universe and all other universes, overcame the Paradox by never fully succumbing to it, like humans did. We conquered everything and subjugated every other species. Eventually, in our superior morality, we assimilated into the Hantor species every other species, through our technology and our ability to dispense of physical existence in favor of a virtual existence. With physical characteristics irrelevant, we turned every other species into a Hantor, indoctrinating them into our superior ways and beliefs, simultaneously incorporating their unique desirable attributes for diversity. We succeeded in giving our universe ultimate equality by assimilation. We did it all! Anything any other dominant sentient species in any universe could even aspire to. By removing any enemy, any threat, any physical need, all pains, and illnesses, by reasoning through every and any conflict, we have achieved near divinity. We have come to a point where there is nothing to overcome, where practically nothing changes. But life is change, and if there is no change, there is no life.

	“Happiness is the feeling that everything is exactly, deliciously, as it should be. Happiness is the default state of any being with the capacity to live. Humans are wrong in thinking that life is unavoidably laden with suffering. Hardships, dangers, pains, strife, are unavoidable consequences of continuous change, of life. But suffering is a thing of the mind and is purely optional. Suffering is caused by the fear of suffering in the future or the memories of suffering in the past. But life is now, this very moment. The spark of life, the very reason for change, for action, for anything, is simply a disruption of the naturally default state of happiness. Humans and syles and all beings in their world and even in our Hantor world just some billion years ago, move when they are too hungry, when they are too rested, when they are thirsty, when they are aroused, when they are in danger, in short, when their state of as-it-should-be-ness is somehow disrupted. When their state of delicious contentment is disrupted by something, life happens. The spark of life is simply the disruption of the default state of as-it-should-be-ness of all beings. And by eliminating all disruptions, we have almost extinguished the spark of life inside us. This is the cause of our collective illness, Professor Ula Dor. Sunsei Bar, you are so right, we have an urgent need to disrupt. Our interventions are changing us, so that in turn we can change our moral values, and instead of trying to ensure the lack of any disruption, we should instead become a group of Rebels, disrupting everything, so that we can bring the spark of life back to our withering civilization. Bingo!”

	Taking advantage of his brief pause, Samray Rin found the opportunity to pursue her newly discovered agenda: “If you are suggesting that we should go back into the Needle and disrupt the case study universes even more, I’m in full agreement! I for one have been tortured, because I fully obeyed, unlike you, and refrained from disrupting Sandy’s self-destruction and eventual suicide. Now that we know that there are no visible repercussions, we should all go back and learn more, by intervening more, by injecting our knowledge into our ancestors. Even though both the syles and the humans have evolved in different universes, they are still part of our collective history, and thus they are our indirect ancestors.

	“Yessa’s life was exponentially more uncomfortable, more precarious, more painful, more dangerous than Sandy’s. Yessa, in part because of her deformed body, and to a greater part because of the primitiveness of the state of human civilization compared to Sandy’s, let alone to ours, lived a life of almost incessant physical and mental discomfort and pain. But in actuality, she suffered much less than Sandy because she fought much more, and on the occasions where she briefly overcame the forest of continuous obstacles to her survival, let alone her wellbeing, she was elated, happy, sometimes even at peace. But Sandy was never at peace, because she faced almost no obstacles that were not of her own making. Yessa experienced feelings of self-worth every time she would overcome a new disruption. Sandy almost never experienced feelings of self-worth. We need to explore this further, and this time I propose that you give us the right to participate in the selection of our hosts.”

	Lin Mogu found Samray Rin’s interjection as the most delicious opening for her own agenda. It was remarkable, she thought, horrendous, magnificent, how they had deteriorated from a common purpose to their own individual, “selfish” agendas.

	“I am in full agreement with Samray,” she exclaimed, as she entered the conversation. “Nor Blask has a point, and I for one would like to delve deeper into this concept and explore it fully. We all recognized from Bobby’s third pillar belief, that indeed our world was infinitely more superior than any other and that we had everything, everything anybody could desire, and we were happy on the surface, but not quite. This is because we were lacking the dimension of this most important word, ‘deliciousness’. But both Nor Blask’s statement and the focusing on Bobby’s invented pillar beliefs have opened up a deeper vein of thought to explore. The suggestion that we lack this elusive ‘deliciousness’ because of a lack of adversity, a lack of disruption of the almost perfect status quo that we have created in our universe. Everything is too perfect, lacking problems, and there are no adversities to overcome. Like God itself, our perfection is a fatal enemy to our evolution. Hantors have no problems, thus we have no spark of life, no reason to live. We must return and disrupt on purpose, and try to create ripples that may cause the appearance of a real existential problem to solve, rather than our own apathy. Samray Rin just went from rehabilitation to elation within the span of this meeting. Personally, I have never felt more alive! We must return and cause havoc and see what happens. The absolute worst that can happen is if nothing happens. Nothing happening is our civilization’s glorious achievement and simultaneously its hidden curse. Let us return, unencumbered by any rules. Is it not the Rebels by character, together with those of us who rebelled out of character, because we were compelled to do so by extraordinary circumstances, that have led us to these greatest insights? And I believe that if the greatest Rebel among us, Sunsei Bar, is unleashed with the freedom to rebel on purpose, we will be led to even greater insights.”

	 

	“I need to speak now,” transmitted Haala Ban somberly, “because your infectious albeit unsubstantiated enthusiasm hides a grave danger of succumbing to a new Paradox. A Paradox that can drive us to insanity in the same way that humans are driven to insanity by theirs. We all understand that our universe, our whole existence, our whole evolution, from primordial amino acid soup to our current state and beyond, is but a breath in the evolution of the Divine. In each breath, we start as fire and gas, and then infinite bits of cosmic dust. Based on the single law that governs creation, in conjunction with the quantic nature of each universe and our gift of choice, the law that dictates that everything wants to be one with, and given the right conditions, it will, we are guided toward the goal of perfection. We strive for the elimination of problems, of adversity, a goal that when fully attained leads to compression and to perfection, the momentary achievement of complete Divinity.

	“The goal of no separation, total equality, complete unanimity, infinite unencumbered communication and understanding, ONENESS. This aim for perfection drives evolution to continuously optimize, to come together, to achieve the ecstasy of being one once more, returning to our origin, our starting point, free of separation. Every single infinitesimal piece of matter, every single infinitesimal piece of choice in every universe strives to be one with, and thus to be stronger, more efficient, more capable of controlling its environment and what happens to it. It is this fundamental principle which guides creation. When we achieve it completely, we blow up into infinite pieces once more to start the game one more time from zero. But it is never zero, because no absolutes exist, so every time, every breath, every universe is a little bit different. Thus, the Divine evolves!

	“You are now suggesting that we should actively seek imperfection in order to achieve perfection. Is that not a Paradox? Should we teach humans to be imperfect in order to achieve perfection? What kind of lunacy is this? My circuits are burning out because I am in a trap of circular thinking. How can we consider such a thing, that imperfection is more desirable than perfection? We should not be rash in deciding to take courses of action that may have unforeseen consequences. The worst thing that can happen may not be that nothing happens. The worst thing that can happen may be something so horrible that it cannot even enter our consciousness. If one species, any species, goes extinct, evolution still carries on. If one universe, any universe, fails to evolve, evolution still relentlessly carries on. But what if the consequence could be the extinction of the Divine itself, the end of creation? What if inadvertently we succeed in disrupting creation itself? What if the worst that could happen is not if nothing happens, but complete, irreversible, eternal nothingness? The end of everything. What then?”

	“You asked if I have changed, Nor Blask. Maybe my reply to Haala Ban will provide an answer to your question. I have been thinking of this all along and have been unable until now to find a definitive answer. On the one hand, I am still Ula Dor, up until this moment esteemed Professor Ula Dor, Head Evolutionist and supreme guardian and administrator of the Machine and this project. I feel the same, my memories are the same, my experiences and my choices up to now are the same, yet here is my reply to you, Haala Ban, my most respected Professor, mentor, and in human words and concepts, my friend. I never thought of anybody as a friend before. I learned the meaning of this concept through Bobby and his primitive, crumbling civilization. It is a concept I have encountered innumerable times in my research, but never before have I felt the need to express it. So, my friend Haala, here is my answer:

	“Should we care, or in human lingo, should we give a flying fuck? Whatever that means! This fourth pillar belief of Bobby’s, if we choose to agree with it and confirm it, indicates that nature obliges each living being to prioritize its own well-being and happiness above all others. Each creature has the obligation, nay, the right, to prioritize its own survival and well-being first. Nature does not dictate that creatures care only for themselves and not others. The opposite! To unite, to evolve, we come together, so we need to take care, not only of ourselves, but of our allies, the ones we come together with, the ones we love. 

	“Each creature is programmed to care for itself first, not only for itself. But the instruction is clear and irrefutable: if the well-being of anything else endangers the well-being of the self, all creatures, all beings have to prioritize their own well-being, their own ultimate goal, their own happiness! 

	 

	“If it doesn’t serve my happiness, it is not important, so I don’t give a fuck!

	 

	“Maybe this should also be a pillar belief. Because it is irrefutable that nothing would work otherwise, and what works is true, or at least, what doesn’t work definitely cannot be true. So, nature, the creation of the Divine, for its own evolution, its own well-being and quest for as-it-should-be-ness, has programmed us with the privilege and responsibility to put ourselves first. So, what if our choices destroy the Divine? Would it not be the choice of the Divine risking to destroy itself by having determined the principles of creation? What if the Divine is seeking self-termination, ailed by the same disease that is ailing us, and is dealing the cards in such a way as to allow the probability of its own extinction? In a quantic universe, in a quantic creation, every probability exists. And is it not the Divine that has determined that it should be so? So, what if we did what is best for us and avoided contradicting nature like humans at Bobby’s evolutionary stage do at their peril and detriment?

	“Wouldn’t it be an equally dangerous Paradox, to believe that we know more than the Divine, that which knows everything, and try to go against its natural laws through the creation of responsibilities and obligations that may be our minds’ constructions, to avoid guilt, like the humans do? If we are given choice, free will, this means that we have the right to exercise it, and not propagate our self-destruction in the name of a higher moral value: namely an unspoken responsibility to protect the Divine. Why is it our obligation? If the Divine wanted us to have less than free will, it would have made it so that it is impossible for us to make certain choices. How will we ever know? The only way I can think of is if we make any choice we want and see A, if we will be allowed to carry them through, and B, what the outcome will be.

	“What happens to the Divine, to creation, to all other universes after us, cannot be our primary obligation if we obey our programming and exercise the right to use our gifts and therefore prioritize ourselves. Each one of us individually and all of us together, as allies, as friends, as family. Although the concept of a tribe or a family is extinct in our world, I for one wish to resuscitate it this very moment. You, Haala Ban, my mentor, you are my father in my family. You, Nor and Sunsei, are my sons, and you, Samray and Lin, are my daughters.

	“Have I changed, you ask, my son Nor? Would the Ula Ban you knew reply in such an irresponsible and impulsive way? I know who I am because I, only I, choose who I am. I know that I am the same Ula Dor, but I choose that I have at the same time irrevocably changed.”

	If a pin could have dropped, it would have shattered the Machine and them with it, such was the tension in the virtual airwaves connecting the six. For the first time, they were not only interconnected through billions of data streaming synapses; they were also connected by something invisible, undetectable, immeasurable, yet palpably real: they were connected by emotion, and not just the facsimile, the experience of emotion, but by something beyond mere experience. The individual and simultaneously collective choice of the six for an emotional bond between them. A separate, virtual network that created new synapses between them, new connections. Snakes of emotion emanated in multi-colored energy streams from each of the avatars of the six, attaching themselves with determined, powerful python jaws to each of the avatars of the others, clenching onto the tail of the next snake. This, in turn, would swallow the next tail on this circle of light that formed a new, collective, encompassing avatar of togetherness.

	An Ouroboros of six, like an ancient human symbol of a snake devouring its own tail, but in this case, six snakes devouring each other’s tails, supporting a network of pure emotion crisscrossing the circle, making them one. The six pragmatic and efficient Hantor scientists had created the first connection that did not depend on the Machine for its viability, but their pure, unadulterated choice for the connection to exist, an unprecedented unique and novel concept for the first time since the Hantors had abandoned their physical existence.

	It was Sunsei Bar who reluctantly broke the ‘magical’ interval of their emotional connection. The word ‘magical’ popped into his consciousness because it was nothing like anything any of them had ever experienced before in the Hantor universe, but something that he had felt with his hosts and with Lin Mogu and her hosts before. ‘Magical’, because it was not a connection that the mighty all-knowing Machine had been capable of or programmed to provide.

	“I am moved and honored, Ula Dor, to be your family, and I fully support the proposals to enter into the Needle again. In fact, I would fight any attempts to stop me. There is no way we can stop now, we’re past the point of no return. Nonetheless, I also respect and heed the warnings of Haala Ban. I for one, would like to understand deeper Nor Blask’s experience in actively guiding his host and their interaction, and to which degree Nor Blask was driving it, and to which degree Bobby was driving it. So, I propose that Nor takes us on a further guided tour of life with his ward, and most importantly, how that was affecting him along the way. I have all the data in my memory banks already, but I find that Nor Blask’s transmissions add invaluable spice to the data. I also agree with Samray Rin, who proposes that we four should be included in the process of choosing our next hosts. Actually, for the first time in my life, my consciousness is not occupied in finding an objection, a flaw in every argument, but in finding the tune that could bring together all that I have heard. How extraordinary! I may not be a Rebel anymore! I admire Nor Blask’s actions and insights and I respectfully and humbly ask for more!”

	“Very well, Sunsei Bar. If everybody concurs, I would also like to hear more from Nor Blask about his time in Bobby and those brilliant pillar beliefs of his. If no one has an objection, Nor Blask, will you honor us and guide us further through Bobby’s story?”
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	With no dissenting transmissions, Nor Blask continued where he had left off:

	“From the moment Yasmin tearfully knocked on Bobby’s door, they became inseparable. It took just seconds for him to wrap his hands around her and immediately they found themselves kissing passionately and touching each other. They fell on the bed and made love that, for both of them, held no awkwardness whatsoever. It felt to them natural, inevitable, just right in every way. It felt also natural to me,” transmitted Nor Blask, deciding to delve and divulge every detail that he had kept in his personal cache file, “to relinquish my role as the observer and to abandon myself to be completely soaked by the tidal wave of feelings inside Bobby. At those moments, I felt that our roles had flipped. He was my guide, he was showing me new things, he was opening new worlds and universes for me to explore, and I allowed myself to be willingly swept away. We were both delighted by her presence and fascinated at the polarity that electrified all three of us.

	“Bobby only jokingly referred to my presence inside him, but he started guiding her into his visions and presenting her the world and the future as I had shown it to him. She was magnetized, and she moved all her belongings into Bobby’s room the very next day, neither of them doubting that it was exactly as it should be. Their happiness was immense and self-evident, and Brian was unable to keep a grudge. After making love every night, they would lay in bed, and Bobby would talk to her for hours. When they slept, I would pipe more vision and more information into Bobby’s brain. Sometimes Bobby would jokingly say, before they fell asleep: ‘Oh my guardian angel, answer me this in my dreams’, and would pose a question. When evening came once more and they would meet after work, he would give Yasmin whatever new insights or information that I could bring into his dreams.

	“He guided her through his pillar beliefs and all the thinking and the stories behind them, and she invariably ended up asking questions about the fourth one, the one that had allowed him to approach her. She was soaking up everything like a sponge, and I would help by popping information into Bobby’s mind to enhance his memory. After all, he was only human, and he couldn’t help it when often, details or events or thoughts faded from his memory. But there was never any such problem with me. Everything was recorded accurately, immune from the deviation and distortion of human minds, subject to constant altercations with their own subconscious. Yasmin often had reservations about the confident nature of Bobby’s pronouncements that he could see the future. ‘How can you trust your visions?’ she often asked, and ‘how do you know that these visions of the future and of aliens and other species in other universes are not just dreams? How can you know that they have any correlation with reality? And what is trust after all? Is it not a manufactured concept? How can anyone trust anything and why?’ Bobby always replied that he trusted because he did his due diligence, he was constantly checking things out, studying, and observing cultural and geopolitical trends. But her questions would eventually return, his powerful conviction and certainty always succeeding in allaying her doubts, but not for too long. So, one night, he playfully exclaimed to the ceiling, ‘Oh my guardian angel, show me what trust is, so that I can finally explain it to doubting Thomas Yasmin!’

	“Every night when they fell asleep, I felt like being cut off from a fundamental life force. Their love and their interactions and the emotions that were flooding Bobby were powerful intoxicants to me. I felt an immense sense of bittersweet loneliness when their consciousnesses were gone, leaving me with a sweet void, sweet because I knew that soon they would awaken, their absence just a temporary pause. I filled my void by organizing the visions I was transmitting into Bobby’s sleeping mind. In this process, in a way we were still intimately connected, because I could feel how the information affected him, how sometimes his eyelids fluttered slightly, how he would twitch and turn. But Yasmin, I entirely lost. I had no idea what was happening inside her mind, and I could not even observe her, since Bobby’s eyelids were closed. Every time she fell asleep, it felt to me that many of the colors inside me disappeared, in a similar way to what I could feel through Bobby when she was just a hopeless dream that would bring sun into his life and then just walk away, depriving him of new-found dimensions. It was as if I had lost a limb and could not ignore its absence. When she and Bobby woke up in the morning, I felt whole again.

	“This particular night I was in turmoil: I had lost one limb and had no answers for the one I was still connected to. I went through all my databanks, not only from the written archives of humanity, but from the written archives of the Hantors, the syles, and any other civilization I had ever studied. Any definition I could find anywhere in my vast databanks was a variation of: ‘trust is a firm belief in the reliability, truth, ability, or strength of someone or something’. But how could any of these platitudes describe the concept of trust? To start with, what exactly is a ‘firm belief’? How firm is firm? How firm does it have to be to merit the word ‘trust’? How feeble can it be and still pass the threshold? I explored all the writings on the subject, putting extra focus on the human ones, since they had the greater chance of providing reference points that Bobby and Yasmin could associate with. ‘A firm belief’. Unable to get any clarity on the word ‘firm’ or ‘assured’, I concentrated on the word ‘belief’. What is a belief? Looking in the most advanced dictionaries of Bobby’s era, I found the following: ‘Belief is something that is accepted, considered to be true, or held as an opinion’, and then another: ‘Belief is a state or habit of mind in which trust or confidence is placed in some person or thing’.

	“This last one confused me entirely: if trust is a firm belief and a belief is a state or habit of mind in which trust is placed in something, then we have the lunacy of circular thinking. The chicken and the egg once more. I realized that neither Hantors nor humans had any idea what trust was, and we were both ignorant of the fact that we were ignorant! So, I continued exploring, because up to that point I felt that I had nothing to give Bobby. ‘A belief was an acceptance of something as true or correct unless new data diminished the parameters through which the acceptance was established’. A ‘firm’, or ‘strong’ belief, apparently, was a case where the new data had to present a convincing and comprehensive challenge to these parameters. And then there was ‘dogma’, the term being used by humans to describe extremely strong beliefs, usually regarding religion, what they also called ‘faith’, political viewpoints, or universally accepted principles of any kind. For dogma, the acceptance of its veracity would be extremely difficult to challenge. Any new data would have to completely demolish and discredit the dogma and all of its supporting secondary beliefs. Was this trust? Or was it faith? And how were the two different? Faith was defined as ‘complete trust or confidence in someone or something’. And here was another circular definition. If faith was ‘complete trust’, it would theoretically be impossible to ever overturn it.

	“And once again I was staring at the issue from point zero. There was also the concept of ‘blind faith’, which apparently meant complete trust in the veracity of something with no requirement for any concrete argument or proof. Apparently again, if the acceptance of a belief or set of beliefs was to acquire the status of faith or complete trust, they had to be based on no parameters of assurance whatsoever, therefore theoretically eliminating the possibility of new data exposing them as false by no supporting data existing in the first place!

	“‘Should Yasmin trust Bobby and Bobby trust my visions without any need of due diligence, without any critical thought, without any examination of any kind, without the need for any correlation with reality or experience?’ I asked myself. ‘Of course not!’ The answers came naturally. I need Bobby’s critical thought, because it is teaching me back, and Bobby needs Yasmin’s critical thought, because it in turn is teaching him back. Of this, I was sure. And then, I found an even firmer kind of belief, a ‘taboo’, a belief that could never even be questioned, or doubted, or debated, on pain of total loss of everything, of life, and of existence itself. This was a concept even more repelling than the concept of dogmatic beliefs. It was then that a thought unexpectedly came into my mind:

	“‘Was Sunsei Bar’s doubt and rebellion against our universal belief as Hantors that we are the pinnacle of all existence so far, and thus we have the responsibility for God’s evolution, not an attack against a taboo? A collective belief that we cannot even contemplate challenging? And is it not an equally arbitrary taboo belief of humanity, that they, humans, are the pinnacle of all existence so far, and thus they have the responsibility for their planet, for all other inferior beings, and for their moral ascendence above nature? Beliefs, firm beliefs, dogmas, taboos, they are not all the same. They cannot all be the same. Trust cannot be just a firm belief, and definitely not the same as blind faith, uncontested and unsubstantiated. But what is the difference? I could not put my finger on it, as Bobby said, even if I had a finger. So, I soldiered on through the night until I found the difference. Trust is something beautiful, dynamic, firmly held, a covenant of acceptance, not despite all data, but congruent with all verifiable data and diligently verified to the best of our current ability. Trust is a contract of acceptance with no doubt, as long as new data does not discredit it convincingly. But still, there is no clarity. Why should Bobby trust me, and why should Yasmin trust Bobby?

	“Why should anybody believe in anything, since the future may always prove us wrong? When can we ever successfully choose a belief that can act as a reference point for our further actions and inquiries? When should we stop challenging? ‘Choose’ was the pivotal word. Bobby chose to trust me, not because he believed that I was infallible, but because it served him, and as long as he could find no incongruences, it would continue serving him to trust me. Because it gave his shaken trust in humanity a safe haven, because it gave him peace. Peace, because he could exercise his choice to choose to trust in something, to live with reference points, to create foundations for his further inquiries, to allow himself to have firm footage, firm ground to build on. And most importantly, because it made him happier, and the same applied to Yasmin. For Bobby, to trust in my visions and my transmissions allowed him to have a reference point in something. Archimedes, an ancient human philosopher and mathematician thousands of years before Bobby’s time, had declared: ‘Give me a lever long enough and a fulcrum on which to place it, and I shall move the world.’

	“A fulcrum means a firm point, a point that doesn’t move, a point he could trust, and with it, everything was possible. This ancient quote popped up shining in my data search and it made me understand: there is no way to ever prove that a reference point cannot collapse, but if we never choose one, we remain castaways in our own minds.

	“Trust is a choice, and to trust our very choice we must exercise the muscle of trust and keep exercising it until it is powerful enough to allow us to place a lever and shift even the whole world around us. Trust is a choice, trust is a muscle, trust is the ultimate of all tools. Trust is the only thing that can bring peace. If Bobby and Yasmin lost trust that they would be once more awake after sleeping, they would never be able to allow themselves to fall asleep in the first place. When they awoke, if they lost trust that the floor was there, they would be unable to get off their bed. If they lost trust in their coworker’s intention to not murder them, they would stay behind locked doors. If they lost trust that their food was not poisoned, they would be unable to eat. There can be no kind of life, no kind of love, if one is in constant anxiety and suspicion, denying every reference point. There can be no happiness if there is no trust, trust that the Divine and nature have made everything, absolutely everything, exactly as it should be. Human society was in turmoil, because they had lost this trust, and people were unable anymore to find any kind of peace. Their own history should have taught them that they were capable of overcoming all obstacles, all calamities, even those of their own making. But data, information, confirmation, even proof, means nothing if one has totally lost trust. So, they suffered from constant fear and anxiety, mistrusting everything and everybody, mistrusting their own selves and their own nature. They had been twisted by the Paradox to such a degree that they had come to view humanity itself as a scourge upon their planet.

	“Trust is a choice, trust is peace. It serves Yasmin to trust Bobby, who she loves, because what else could she trust? It serves Bobby to trust me, Nor Blask, who has guided him for over ten years, because what else could he trust? It serves me, Nor Blask, to trust myself, because although I know I am fallible, I also know that I’m trying my best to be trustworthy. And just like this, I knew exactly what to weave into Bobby’s dreams. Bobby awoke inspired and started talking excitedly to Yasmin. He told her all of his induced insights that I, as his guardian angel, had lovingly inseminated him with. He wrote on the spot his fifth pillar belief:

	 

	“What is trust? Trust is a muscle to exercise, trust is a choice, and its value depends on the trust for one’s own choices, but most importantly, trust is peace. I choose trust. I choose peace.

	 

	“‘It serves me to trust my visions, Yasmin,’ he said, ‘because they have guided me to find my purpose. My purpose is to restore trust in humankind, or as many as I can reach. If it serves you to trust me, then make that choice, and if it doesn’t, don’t.’ Inspired by his visions, he proceeded to explain, excitedly scribbling on his notepad: Bobby is crazy in love with Yasmin. Bobby and Yasmin are together. Yasmin is the most wonderful, amazing creature the world has ever known. Bobby and Yasmin are very happy together. Yasmin used to be Brian’s girlfriend and they also seemed to be very happy together. Bobby, unable to allow himself to not at least try to win over his princess, spoke to Yasmin and opened his heart. Yasmin chose to leave Brian and be with Bobby. What if another man convinces Yasmin to leave Bobby and go with him?

	“At this point, Yasmin started objecting, and telling him how much she loves him and how she could never be interested in anybody else, but Bobby told her to stop and just listen. He then proceeded to scribble, making little tables with arrows on his notepad. While scribbling, he was frantically explaining to Yasmin his tables: ‘When or if this new contender appears, let us call him John, or maybe a disgusting name like Bruce, I would be faced with two choices; to trust you and trust that you love me and trust our relationship, or to go into fear and lose trust in everything. In this case, I would probably be suspicious, full of anxiety and trying awkwardly to show off. I would probably be crazy jealous every time he was around, every time you looked at him, laughed at his jokes, every time he captured your attention. I think that this didn’t happen to Brian because he knew me very well, knew that I had not had a single girlfriend since he met me, saw me as a child and therefore not a real threat, but I’m afraid that this was the last time that he could be so nonchalant when a guy announces that he is coming for his woman. I have no doubt such a situation would have the potential to drive me crazy.’

	“‘But I am in love with you, Bobby, I am crazy about you! And I don’t want anybody else,’ interjected Yasmin, looking deeply into his eyes. ‘Yes, yes,’ interrupted Bobby, ‘but please just follow my thoughts here. Trust me, this is going somewhere. So, in this case, there would be two probabilities: the first probability is that I would have nothing to worry about and that you would not think of leaving me. Second, that I am in danger because the villainous Bruce has a chance to take you away from me. Since nobody knows the future and this is just a hypothetical, I would assign equal chances, fifty-fifty, to each one of these two probabilities. So,’ 
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	“‘Bobby, my love, you’re crazy, there is zero chance that I would leave you for somebody else. Can’t you feel how much I adore you?’ ‘Yes, yes, I know, I feel that, but Yassie, please humor me on this. Let me finish. So, whether I trusted and remained at peace or whether I mistrusted and descended into turmoil, it would be randomly a fifty-fifty probability in both cases. Now in real life, there are no absolutes, so if I trusted our relationship and what we have together, like Brian did, there would always exist a probability, however remote and unimaginable to me or to you, that something could go wrong. Maybe this Bruce asshole was such a great guy, or so slick that he had the potential to sway you. Or maybe he arrived at a point when we might have some issue in our relationship, maybe we were facing a little crisis a decade or two from now. Because you need to know that I dream of spending my whole life with you and for you to be mine forever. So, if I blindly trusted what we have together and there was no chance that we wouldn’t, and as I’ve said before, this is a 50% probability, that would evidently be an excellent choice!’

	“‘Now, in the 50% probability that there could be a danger to our relationship, there is a whole range of different things that could be happening, and since we’re talking about the faraway future, it would be impossible to predict and calculate them all. So, I will focus on the probability that this asshole could be extremely attractive to you, that there is some intense chemistry between you. In this case, I will simplify things and provide two outcomes. The first one, that our love and our history is too strong for you to be seriously tempted. The second, that this new attraction is too strong for you to resist, combined with any other factors, such as a midlife crisis or any other unforeseen factors. I will assign to these probabilities a similar random fifty-fifty chance, so they would each be 25% of the total.’

	‘“In the first case, it is obvious once more that trusting, choosing to stay in peace, would equally be an excellent choice. In the second case, where I would lose you, and I repeat, this is just a hypothetical analysis, I would be fucked and destroyed, because you’re the most precious thing that exists in the world for me. Therefore, if we sum up the numbers, we end up with 75% excellent choice to trust and 25% fucked. Now please pay attention and look at what happens if I lose it, if I mistrust. If I start checking up on you, being suspicious, mistrusting our love, mistrusting what we have, mistrusting you. I would be a wreck, unable to act naturally toward you. I would lose my sleep and I would probably make you miserable with my suspicions. So, in the case of my losing trust and having no chance of losing you, my mistrust would be a horrible choice. I would be suffering and making you suffer for nothing! It would also be a horrible choice in the case that you were greatly attracted to this guy, but what we had was too powerful to seriously tempt you. But it is impossible to ignore that my suspicions and my unnatural behavior and my bad moods would not be likely to influence you adversely and make us both suffer, thus increasing the probability of losing you.’

	“‘Again, that would be a horrible choice on my part, so my mistrust would lead to 75% of horrible choices. And finally, on the 25% probability that you would leave me, I would be fucked, and my suspicions and unnatural behaviors could tip the balance against me, and I would be fucked.

	“‘So, it is evident that when somebody trusts, not blindly trusts, but after having done their due diligence, they have a 75% excellent choice versus 25% of an unexpected calamity, and when somebody mistrusts, they’re making a 75% horrible choice, and if you add this to the 25% that they’re fucked, means they end up with a 100% fucked outcome to some degree. This applies mathematically to every situation where one has to choose whether to trust or mistrust. To choose a business partner, you get to know them first, test them out, inquire about their reputation, get references, and after you have done your due diligence, it is obvious that it pays to trust and be at peace. When you choose a lover, a partner in life, again you get to know them, to feel them, find out about their history, and when you choose to commit, when you fully choose them, once more it pays to trust, because otherwise you’re either fucked or making horrible choices. Do you see where I’m getting at, my love?’
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	“‘All of this looks very obvious to me, and it got me wondering: why are we taught, why are we trained to choose mistrust as our default choice? Why are we all taught, since we were toddlers, to trust no one, to be constantly suspicious of strangers, of our friends, of governments, of other people in general? Is it possible that we are programmed to never be at peace? What do we get out of it? Why do we teach our children to do the same, to live in constant mistrust? Look around you, Yasmin, read the news, see what is happening to everyone we know. It seems to me that life is a self-fulfilling prophecy and the more we mistrust and look at everybody around us as an enemy that is looking for an opportunity to fuck us, we prove ourselves right. Because even if they haven’t done so by now, it just means that the right moment hasn’t arrived yet. Look at the hatred between the Democrats and the Republicans, the conservatives and the progressives, the whites and the blacks, the Asians and the Latinos, the different people in different countries, sometimes even between brothers and sisters, parents and children, everybody around.’

	“‘What do we get out of it, Yassie? Why do we do it? Why does everybody do it? Why is trust so hard? Why is it so rare to meet a person who is truly at peace? The two of us are at peace regarding our relationship, but what about other things? Are we at peace with human nature? Are we at peace that we can overcome climate change, viruses, wars, dystopic futures? Or are we also filled with anxiety about the future? We tell ourselves that we mistrust in order to be aware and to protect ourselves, but if I look at animals, they protect themselves and they do their best for their survival, but they don’t seem to suffer from anxiety, depression, PTSD, insomnia, self-doubt, or any of the self-inflicted plagues that us humans suffer from. We are supposed to be the most advanced and evolved species on our planet, the most powerful ones, yet we are the ones who are most afraid. Why do we do this to ourselves?’

	“I was astounded at Bobby’s spontaneous analysis,” transmitted Nor Blask. “I tried to find an answer to Bobby’s question, but both Yasmin and I were dumbfounded and unable to find a reason for this obvious phenomenon. In my mind, it was evidently a side effect of the universal paradox, that was a shared evolutionary phase by all dominant sentient species in all universes. Nonetheless, I could not pinpoint an answer to how everybody could be collectively blind to the repercussions of being unable to find peace and living constantly drowning in a sea of improbable anxieties and fears. I realized that the six of us, despite our high state of evolution, are mistrusting the Council to understand, and so we are compelled to break all rules by withholding information from them. I realized that many of us have mistrusted each other! I for one have mistrusted Sunsei Bar and even you, Ula Dor. I often mistrusted Samray Rin, my partner on our voyage to an alien world! At the same time, we are mistrusting ourselves and the choices that God has given us, afraid that we may fuck everything up, to use the humans’ lingo, and end up destroying the Divine itself and all further existence with our good-willed meddling!

	“And then, in the silence that ensued, inside Bobby’s puzzled mind and in the room, I found the answer: another chicken and egg situation. A self-feeding Ouroboros. A serpent eating its own tail and at the same time emerging from its own mouth! Humans mistrust and so do we, to achieve what the humans call: ‘a Pyrrhic victory’, a victory that is not worth winning because the winner has lost too much in the pursuit of winning it. Is it possible that we mistrust purely to gain the right to declare to ourselves that if the worst comes about, we always somehow knew that it would happen? All this to be right in our fears and pessimism? Is it just for this empty prize that we choose mistrust over trust, even if trust pays off in 75% of the cases and mistrust never pays? Is it not our mistrust and our unnatural and stunted actions that increase the probability of the worst outcome happening? Is it not the fear of the worst that makes the worst happen?”
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	“By the Machine, you are right!” exclaimed Haala Ban, unceremoniously interrupting Nor Blask’s transmission. “I was living in total apathy before Ula Dor invited me to give him advice on this project. As I confessed, I was seriously tempted by self-termination, yet the project immediately reinstituted my desire to live, gave me a purpose. And here I was, alarmed by hypothetical repercussions, suggesting the termination of the project, apprehensive that I would be responsible for the ultimate calamity if I concurred with the feelings of the group to dare to intervene more rather than less. And if I won, if I had succeeded in convincing Ula Dor and all of you to stop that which you have started, I would indeed have won a Pyrrhic victory, as you call it! Simply because I would have returned to my previous state and condemned myself and the remaining of our species to be gradually seduced into self-inflicted non-existence. In order to avoid hypothetical non-existence for future universes, I would have enabled and thus inflicted non-existence for us and for all Hantors.

	“Has the Divine not programmed us to be self-serving, to care for our survival and well-being as a priority and for our allies, the ones that affect our lives more closely right after, and our entire species after that? And if the Divine design allows for a probability, however minute, to succeed in destroying it, regardless of whether it comes about accidentally or on purpose, having gifted us this choice, shouldn’t we trust that even in that case, it would be absolutely, exactly, deliciously as it should be? Should the Divine not allow for the probability of its non-existence, the only way that its existence has meaning, just like ours, same as the humans, same as the syles, and everybody else? Is this not the conclusion that you have all reached, that the lack of any danger or any adversity is the chicken that produces the egg of apathy? Are we not, right now, in the very real danger of causing our non-existence, afraid of causing non-existence in the future? Is it not the humans’ fear of climate change or pandemics and thus their potential theoretical non-existence that is causing the decline of their civilization and their potential non-existence due to suicide and depression, of their own guilt, that may render them extinct?

	“I propose that it is their fear of the hypothetical guilt and shame that they would face if their fears came true that makes them mistrust their civilization, their own nature and, bottom line, nature itself which made them so! It is right to be diligent and careful of any repercussion of our actions that would affect future beings and the fate of our respective worlds, but it is crazy to prioritize the future over the present, because the present is the only thing that does not have a probability attached to it, but a certainty, because the present is here, it exists. It is insane to put the present at risk for the sake of the future that cannot exist if the present ceases to exist. Here is the chicken and here is the egg. Which comes first is not a valid question, since they are intimately interconnected and interdependent. The only question here is: Do you need to be powerful enough to kill the chicken, or is it enough to crack the egg?

	“So, I am fully on board. Let us disrupt everything, because this has 100% probability of ensuring our well-being, because it is happening right now in the present. We are all stimulated and excited. And everything else that may happen, I say ‘may’, without doubt, has less than 100% probability of happening. And if we succeed in creating the worst theoretical calamity of all, the ultimate apocalypse, revelation, a state of universal and final non-existence, at least our names will be in the final line of the epilogue of existence. But if we do nothing, if we mistrust, at least for us and our species, the result seems to be practically inevitable, as close to 100% as I can think of: to avoid the guilt of having caused non-existence, we will either self-terminate or suffer through billions of years of the guilt of having had the privilege to be in the unique position of having the choice to do something and foregoing it! And this is the one thing that I can no longer accept. Let us disrupt!”

	In the data silence that ensued, through the newly established emotional connection between the six, so deliciously uncharacteristic for Hantors, an undeclared but irrefutable acquiescence flowed through all of them. The data silence was smoothly interrupted by Nor Blask’s recommencement of the transmission of his and Bobby’s story.
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	“The moment I had my insight I transmitted it to Bobby, and of course, he explained it to Yasmin, and they started enthusiastically bouncing ideas between them. They were consumed by the concept that trust meant peace and without peace there could be no happiness. Since they were together, their guiding compass was happiness, the feeling that everything, absolutely everything, is deliciously as it should be. They were constantly choosing to believe this, and when they faced adversities, instead of worrying and suffering, they encouraged each other to find out why things were exactly, deliciously as they should be, regardless of how unfortunate they seemed at the time.

	“During their years together, they faced illnesses, often financial scarcities, Bobby’s loss of the use of his legs, his arrest, and many other ‘misfortunes’. But they always kept looking for the hidden opportunity in any misadventure and fully trusting that it was there to be found, and they invariably found it, or it found them. They never stopped seeking, because they chose to not just believe, but to fully trust that even if they could not fully see it at the time, whatever was happening to them, even the most fearsome of occurrences, was somehow exactly as it should be and there was an opportunity to be found, a better albeit unimaginable path for the moment. This later led to Bobby’s 14th pillar belief: 

	 

	“How can I find what I am seeking? You cannot find something that is hard to find unless you’re absolutely sure it is there, that it exists. 

	 

	“If you don’t trust that what you are seeking is there, you may grow disappointed at the quest and abandon it or be lax in your diligence in seeking it. But I digress. This came after more than a decade of exercising both their muscle of trust and their choice, often against their instincts. It came when they succeeded in building their muscles of trust to such a degree that they no longer doubted their path, and trust became a spontaneous reflex to anything that was happening. I realize I digress again. What happened next was a deep intellectual and emotional voyage into the concept of trust.

	“To be happy, they needed to not just feed and encourage the feeling that everything was as it should be in any situation, but to actually absolutely trust that everything actually is by definition as it should be in every situation. Trust was intrinsic to happiness, but what or when should they trust? When was it beneficial, and when was it irresponsible and damaging? It definitely was dangerous to trust without comprehensive due diligence, but once the limits of how much significant data they could accrue about any subject through their diligence were reached, the next step had to be unshaken trust if happiness was to be their priority. A faction of human philosophers calling themselves negative pragmatists propositioned that you can never be sure that you are right, you can only be sure that you are wrong, because the probability always exists that in the future some new information may arise that may prove you wrong! It means ‘NEVER TRUST ANYTHING!’ This absurd theory was conceptually and mathematically correct if one’s objective was to avoid being wrong, but inevitably its acceptance produced the most Pyrrhic of victories: if you always believe the absolute worst outcome that you can imagine, it is most likely that whatever happens is less undesirable, and in addition you can always claim bragging rights for being correct in your frightened, pessimistic prophecy. But then you are never at peace, you reside in constant fear and anxiety, and the price of victory is the sacrifice of your very happiness! In addition, you are usually paralyzed by fear and unable to take any action.

	“How can one trust the designs of the Divine, nature itself, if one does not know the future? True, I was showing Bobby the future of his species and his universe and of other universes after it. But how could he trust that this future would happen, since we, the Hantors, those magnificent creatures evolved beyond Bobby’s comprehension, could not ascertain our own future, or even the repercussions of my very existence inside him? Besides, I was always totally honest with Bobby. I had enormous data on the future of his species and much more, and I gladly and openly shared it with him, but I had no information about what would happen to his and Yasmin’s lives in particular, so I had no way to reassure them about their personal lives and their futures. And why should they care about imaginary humans, hundreds, thousands, millions of years after their own deaths, if their own existence was completely unknown?

	“Trust is not the same as blind faith. Neither is it the same as dogma. So how can you trust the unknown? What exactly should they trust? They should trust what is and what works! They should trust the Divine, the creator force, the designer of the game we are all participating in. Why? Because there is no real choice of anything to trust more than what is, what works, nature, the nature they exist in, their own nature included. Most importantly, being pack animals like any other sentient dominant species, they needed to trust that every other human was exactly like them. Living beings, starting life with the best intentions as babies, to be one with, following the one fundamental law of the universe, through love if they could, and any other means if they couldn’t. Trusting their own species, trusting that everybody around them had the same good intentions to start with, allowing themselves to see the divinity in their humanity and trust in it. This way they would see that every other human that acted against them was just like them, only mistrusting each other and giving up on achieving the consensus and the alliance they all so desperately craved for because of fear and mistrust.

	“So thus came about Bobby’s sixth pillar belief, the sixth belief fundamental for their happiness that he and Yasmin and later many others used as their reference point: ‘What should I trust? I should trust the Divine, I should trust the creator, I should trust nature, I should trust what evidently works. I should trust that every other human being that confronts me is doing so because either, somehow, usually unbeknown to me, I have hurt them, or they believe that I shall hurt them in the future, and are acting against me in the belief that it is crucial for their own survival and wellbeing. If someone is attacking me, behaving maliciously against me, all I have to do is put myself in their shoes and figure out what kind of beliefs I would need to have to behave exactly like them. Address those beliefs and you will see their attitude toward you transform. Trust in this!’

	“It was fascinating to me, observing human civilization through Bobby’s eyes and his experiences, that while Bobby and Yasmin were constantly exercising their trust muscles, the vast majority, if not almost the whole of human civilization around them, was descending into the deepest mistrust, especially of their own nature, that humanity had experienced so far in its evolutionary path. With it came more self-hatred of their own species and their own civilization. Trying to atone for their own ‘sins’ led them to a never-ending spiral of self-destruction. Their technological prowess brought forth many new opportunities for self-isolation; the waves of constant fear that their societies propagated pushed them to declare several pandemics that, despite being invariably proven to not present any serious existential threat to their species, drove them to develop new innovative technologies for video conferencing and remote working. More and more spent their lives ensconced into the comfort of their homes while the proliferation of online shopping and food delivery options freed them of any need to interact with other people. They were choosing instead to communicate through the internet, their primitive wired or wireless networks, often replacing their identities with fake ones or with virtual avatars.

	“Gradually, the rate of their population growth diminished and then their population shrank. Various cultural movements introduced mistrust and fear of each other among males and females, and reduced their physical and later social and transactional interactions. Other cultural movements diminished polarity further and created gender confusion. Their medical technology focused on affirming gender confusion further instead of focusing on their actual wellbeing. Their physical life spans increased exponentially, and their technology resolved ever more health and life-threatening problems. But their mistrust, their fears, and their constant anxiety-fomented mental and psychological ailments led them to suicides, similar to our self-termination protocols, and later to state-sponsored euthanasia. Their guilt for their naturally instinctive race and tribe preference led them to overcompensate and dedicate the majority of their resources to provide equal outcomes for all humans. And as we all know, this is impossible.

	“You can compensate for any natural and acquired deficiencies across the species, you can actively disadvantage the strongest, the most competent, the most inspired, the most fortunate among a species in favor of the weakest, the most incompetent, the least inspired and the least fortunate. But whatever you do, you can never ensure an equal outcome in every situation for all!

	“Because at the end, even if you make everybody identical with no individual characteristics, and ensure that their circumstances would be identical as well, it is impossible to ensure an identical outcome for them, unless they have no choice, no soul. As long as living beings remain endowed with individual choice, it is impossible for all of them to make the same choices, and their choices would always be capable of influencing any potential outcome in any situation. Facing this unavoidable divergence but in full denial of its inevitability, humans proceeded to diminish their choices, collectively and universally. Any divergent choice, any divergent action to the trend, was deemed inappropriate, damaging to the whole, and therefore punishable. The greatest punishment became social ostracism and social death became infinitely more fearsome than physical death. But whenever virtual punishment through excommunication was not enough to extinguish divergent choices, physical punishment through a proliferation of restraining laws ensured that the trend would always prevail.

	“It is true that the proclaimed intentions were always noble and virtuous: ‘Diversity, equity, and inclusion became the banner slogans of the era. Humans were deprived of more and more choices through mutual consensus. Freedom of choice was pummeled into extinction. Freedom to engage in any dangerous activity had already been in the process of being severely curtailed, because in a society blessed with universal health care, if you endangered yourself the rest would be obliged to pay for it. So, you would be in danger of being guilty and ashamed for your lack of self-restraint and for your irresponsible and selfish infliction of the subsequent toll on society. Society would be obliged to provide you with health care and a lifelong stipend, if you happened to incapacitate yourself beyond repair and were unable to produce any benefit to yourself or to society, and provide for your own sustenance. Freedom of speech, in a civilization of ever-increasing self-loathing and mental issues, could offend and traumatize the mentally impaired and the mentally vulnerable. And they fast became the majority, so any opinion that would make them feel even more guilty for their perceived uselessness to society, became not only inappropriate, but also socially taboo and legally persecuted.

	“The true pandemic was not one of those viruses that they so irrationally feared and for which they legislated lockdowns and self-isolation that exacerbated their separation, but their justification and glorification of physical, emotional, mental, psychological, and most importantly, character impairment. They had created the Paradox as a survival mechanism that allowed their civilization to tend to and protect the physically weak. But then it had, by itself, like an unstoppable cancerous growth, transformed into an instrument to not only protect the mentally and emotionally weak, but to replace the fittest as the dominant species.

	“To survive and flourish, they taught themselves to not be selfish, to not put themselves first, but eventually to not put themselves second or third either. They could not stop. They had to learn to put themselves last; they were caught up in a maelstrom of their own making that was taking them to the very bottom. In the race for the most vulnerable, the most disadvantaged, the most disenfranchised, they reduced themselves to lower and lower levels. After all, in any race, in any competition, every new record is bound to be overtaken. The greatest victim won, the one with the most grievances against nature and against society, so they kept racing and breaking one record after the other. In the pursuit of equity, even in the race downwards, they demolished every possibility of pride. To start off, pride had already been declared a mortal sin for a couple of thousand years before Bobby’s time. Up until then, pride had to be concealed to avoid envy and provocation. But in this new dawn of this new era that was enveloping Bobby, Yasmin, and their contemporaries, with the ferocity of a relentless tidal wave, pride became not only something to be secretly felt yet never exhibited, but also something never to be felt again. Something to be exterminated, obliterated, lest one would be tortured by their own self-judgement, by their own self-torture of guilt and shame of their betrayal to the whole whenever they were actually feeling good about themselves!

	“And after all, how can one love themselves if they succeed in convincing themselves and others that they are the lowest of the low, so at last they can be the greatest victim in the world and cease to feel guilty for the sin of their privilege and their good fortune to be better than somebody else? There you have the ultimate Pyrrhic victory: if you win the race to convince everybody and yourself that you are the most disadvantaged, despicable weakling, needing society’s sympathy and support the most, you succeed in turning yourself indeed into the most disadvantaged, despicable weakling. You win the race, you lose yourself. The chicken succeeds in birthing the egg that will produce the chicken!

	“The more Bobby and Yasmin threw these insights and realizations at each other, the more they became the one-eyed among the blind. It was not long before some of the almost blind started gravitating around them, like insects to the flame, eager for some slivers of light to shine into their confused minds. They gathered, hoping that whatever Bobby and Yasmin had that made them stick out, could magically lift the veils from their eyes and render them from the darkness that was seeping into their hearts and souls.

	“The greatest nail in the coffins of human souls came with the establishment of universal wage. The more the technological advances in AI, automation, and robotization succeeded, the more human labor became inefficient and irrelevant, so instead of using these advances for ultimate efficiency, as we did, humans used them to reduce themselves to uselessness, or at least, the majority of the population did. So, they introduced the concept of a minimum universal stipend in order to ensure the continuation of consumption that provided economies of scale and in turn, the capital for further automation and robotization. At the same time, it increased both state and personal indebtedness to unprecedented levels, and thus introduced extra levels of fear and anxiety. How can you ensure the elusive complete equity, equal outcome for all, and therefore equal income to all, regardless of their productivity in a highly technological society? The answer is obvious and simple: a tiny, technologically savvy elite controlling governments and information, becoming incredibly wealthy as a consequence, and over 99.8% of the population living flat, minimal, anxiety ridden, unfulfilling, albeit relatively comfortable and safe existences. The majority are just sheep, docile grazing animals controlled by a tiny minority of wolves, predators pretending they care about the wellbeing of their pets!
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	With this last statement, Sunsei Bar could hold himself no longer. “You talk about this downward spiral of the humans, and you disregard that we went down this spiral not once, but several times. The past is not important, because everything in the past is part of our evolution. But what is happening right now to our civilization is what I have been constantly rebelling against. Your story of Bobby’s era holds undeniable parallels with this exact moment in Hantor evolution! Only in our case, we have gone much further! In our case, it is not 99.8% sheep versus 0.2% wolves but 99.99999999% sheep vs 0.000000001% privileged and controlling wolves, the only ones with any meaningful choice!

	“We no longer have bodies and therefore, no physical needs. So, the tiny, technologically savvy elite controlling governments and information has no need to seek wealth in the way that primitives do. In our society, it is purely about access to data, and besides the six of us and the twelve members of the Council, everybody else may seem to have practically infinite information, but they have none of the information that matters. We seem to be more successful in this downward spiral than any human could ever imagine. Our sheep do not live in anxiety and fear. They live in the illusion of absolute safety, and they suffer from apathy and lack of purpose, as do the sheep of the humans. In our case, even the Council knows very little. It is just us six that have access to everything, and just us six pretending that we care about our pets! And it is just you, Ula Dor, the one that by controlling the Needle and the Machine is the de facto absolute ruler of our universe! Do you see what we have done, what we have created? Right now, we have two options: to feel guilty and ashamed of our privilege, inform the Council and even the whole network, and relinquish responsibility, in which case nothing will happen, or we can disrupt history from its very roots, consequences be damned! If there is no avoiding the existence of wolves, at least we can be daring wolves!”

	Lin Mogu experienced an unfamiliar sensation: she felt weirdly proud of Sunsei Bar! She could not help but correlate her experience with one that often perplexed her when she was cohabiting Yessa’s nervous system. She was proud of HER man! HER man! Since sexual or other partnership experiences had gone naturally extinct with the transcendence to virtual bodies, she had never imagined she could ever comprehend a reality where somebody other than herself belonged to her or, what a novel thought, her belonging to somebody else! 

	“Sunsei Bar is right! It is not the unanimity of the Hantors or the power of the Universal Council that controls the fate of our civilization right now. It is the six of us. This, by definition, makes us the wolves you talk about! But if there are no wolves, what can happen? If all Hantors were privy to the information that we hold, as mentioned before, they would self-terminate at an ever-increasing rate, or they would demand to all go in the Needle, abandon our universe in haphazard attempts to find something that matters. They would turn into a mob, and a mob is mindless, and has no choice, no soul as a mob. If we just bring the Council into this, committees will be formed to research, collect endless data, and debate every action. And there will be no action, and then they would find that they would have been infected with the illness of the humans: fear, anxiety, shame, and guilt. But if all six of us can feel gratitude for the situations and the choices that allowed us to be in this position today, if we can be proud and thankful for the privilege to be the wolves, maybe then we can find answers and solutions for everybody. Especially if we are willing to carry the burden and the honor of being the ones who can take the decisions, if we choose to find answers and solutions for our own selfish benefit! We do not have to pretend that we care for everybody above ourselves, we just have to obey nature.

	“It is unsettling to realize that through complete universal democratization and equality, we find ourselves in the position to exist at the hand of the most absolutely totalitarian regime in the whole of existence! I admit that I briefly fell into the confusing pit of morality. I felt guilty for our power, or actually, Ula Dor’s power, because as he has demonstrated, he can shut us off in a bubble more impossible to escape from than any dungeon or prison the humans or our ancestors could devise. He already did so during the initial stages of this project. But I trust him, not only because he let us go and he gave us choices, but also because I choose to. And I absolutely trust you, Sunsei Bar, but also the rest of us, Samray Rin, Nor Blask, and Haala Ban. And I say us, because something has changed, and we are no longer just different units as we were before. We are, as Ula Dor said, family.

	“We, the Hantors, evolved faster than any other sentient dominant species in any universe before us, because we were unapologetic predators, wolves. We killed and preyed upon all other beings, we conquered them and subjugated them, until we could afford not to. Isn’t this what you said, Nor Blask? Isn’t morality, the concept of good and evil, right or wrong, a concept that only exists as far as you can afford it? Is it not so? I sense that there is a moral judgement in everybody’s reference to wolves, these ultimately unsuccessful predators of the humans’ planet. And I sense that there is a condescending humiliating tone to the reference of sheep, that according to my data training are peaceful, non-harming, unintelligent, grazing animals, destined to be slaughtered for somebody else’s sustenance.

	“On Earth, sheep cannot transcend and surpass their nature. They cannot grow piercing teeth, sharp nails, acquire fast reflexes, and flexible muscular anatomies. As predators, they are bound to fail by their very nature, both in their physical attributes and in their mental proclivities. On Earth, wolves cannot switch from carnivores to herbivores, they have not developed digestive systems to allow them to do this. These two animals’ ancestors made different choices. It is true that it was probably through circumstances in their environment that led them to evolve into either predators or prey. Anyway, every being that is prey is a predator for plants, insects, worms, and other forms of life, and every being that is a predator is inevitably prey, if not to something bigger and fiercer, then to something tiny but of infinite numbers. Neither of them can be good nor bad, because they are just obeying their nature.

	“But we chose to fight for our power. We each spent thousands and thousands of years, dedicating our lives in the quest to be the best, to earn the privilege of entering the Machine, controlling it, daring to enter the Needle and venture into the unknown, so we are all here through our choices. Somehow, I feel that maybe the tiny minorities that ended up controlling the information, the resources, and the governments of the humans, did something very similar: they fought for their privilege. And I do not agree with you, Nor Blask, that they pretended to care for the rest. I have come to think, from hearing all your stories, that they believed that they cared for others, and they failed because they couldn’t admit to themselves that it was their nature to care for themselves first. As Bobby said, not only for themselves, but for themselves first, as all living beings’ nature dictates! If nature breathes and evolves every creature by choosing the fittest, why do we fall into the trap of considering the fittest ‘evil’? How can nature’s choice be something bad?

	“So, we should not fall into the same trap as the humans or the Hantors of the past. Our power and privilege do not make us evil per se, nor do our actions. None of us wants to hurt anybody and neither did any wolf. Wolves, like sheep and any other living being, just wanted to survive and to flourish, and when they ate their fill, had no intention or inclination to attack any further sheep. We are therefore right to keep the Council and all the Hantors in the dark, and Sunsei Bar is right to be a Rebel and want to disrupt the structure of our civilization. Not because there is something bad about it, but because it has reached the end of its usefulness and it does not work anymore. Since as you say, Sunsei, we happen to be the wolves, the ones with the power over others, the ones on top of the most absolutely totalitarian regime that has ever existed, please recognize that we have chosen this, and we should trust ourselves with this responsibility.”

	“I agree with you fully, Lin Mogu,” said Samray Rin, entering into the fray, “and actually, everything that has been said helps me clarify things in my mind. But I think that the issues we are presented with now go beyond all the wisdom of our civilization and beyond any data that we can uncover. I feel that we are treading new ground and venturing into fields beyond our collective experiences. These are not fields of pure data and analysis; these are fields of pure choice. It has been billions of years since we Hantors exercised any real choice. All our collective choices, all of our direction, has been based on pure cost/benefit analysis and we have acted in the most efficient and the most theoretically beneficial way, because it is billions of years since we have encountered any risk. But primitive species, even creatures of low intelligence, have always acted according to a sometimes purely instinctual cost/risk/benefit analysis. Successful beyond our imagination, we eliminated all risks from our existence, and in this way, we have diminished and constricted our choices. After all, it would have been foolish to do anything else other than what the data and our comprehensive analyses indicated.

	“But now, we once more face an existential threat, brought upon us by our own complacency and our dependence on our proficient manipulation of data and our search for the optimal. It now seems that the optimal may not be what we have been thinking that it is. It has been suggested that the optimal may not be the total extinction of all discomfort, all adversity, and all risk. Haala Ban and others among us have talked of disruption for the sake of something happening, because if nothing is happening, we risk the total lack of purpose that is evidently plaguing our civilization, and I concur. But instead of disrupting blindly, hoping that something will change, I propose we consider the parameter of risk in our decisions. In short, for every choice we make we must ask ourselves: ‘What is the worst that can happen?’

	“It has been stated that the worst that could potentially happen is that we cause the discontinuation of all existence and the demise of God itself, of everything. It has also been stated that this is something we should be willing to live with, because the alternative is worse. I agree, but I also propose that we examine and discuss all possible risks, all possible costs, and all possible benefits. The benefits are unimaginable and are unmeasurable at our current state of understanding. But the costs and the risks are not. I propose that we let Nor Blask continue in his sharing of his experiences within Bobby. I think it has proven to be a source of multiple insights. I am eager to understand more before we can make any decision about anything. If we can openly consider all risks and all costs, and they are consequences that we can live with, that we will never regret, then there will be nothing that we cannot dare.”

	“As the ultimate dictator and ruler of this elite force,” stated Ula Dor with decorum and a tiny hint of sarcasm, “and therefore of our entire universe, nay, of all existence at this point, as Sunsei called me, I am compelled to relinquish my power and share it with my family. With ultimate power comes ultimate responsibility, and I do not want it. Right this moment, I am choosing to trust my family and I am transmitting to you the source codes controlling the Machine and the Needle. Here now, all six of us share equal power. None of us has the power to restrain in any way or data block any other. Trust is peace. I am learning my lessons, and I agree with all of you, and most of all with Samray Rin. Nor Blask, please continue. We need to know more, and of course, we all have all the data, but it is the emotions that exist outside of pure data that are changing us. The Alpha wolf is now inviting all of you to be Alphas. In my mind, you already are.”
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	“The years were passing and as Bobby’s and Yasmin’s love for each other grew and flowered, so did mine. Any disdain that I was still carrying for the primitiveness of the human species was gradually disappearing, as I was becoming more and more ‘one with’ Bobby and Yasmin. The moment when Yasmin announced to Bobby, holding his hands and looking straight into his eyes, that she was carrying his child, was but a tiny blip in the data streams that the Machine has uploaded to you. But for me it still is, and I believe always will be, a powerful magnet, drawing me to taste it and savor it again and again. Through Bobby’s eyes, through Bobby’s heart, through Bobby’s hands, I felt her belly swell and I felt the life inside it twist and kick. When we first gazed into the hazy eyes of the newborn little boy, wrinkled and in places purple from the strains of its entrance into the human world, Bobby’s and my own emotions were perfect mirrors of each other.

	“They named him Marcel, after Marcel Marceau, a famous mime from a previous era that made them both laugh. By this time, Bobby was general manager at a supermarket and Yasmin a graphic designer. By now they were financially comfortable, so they put down their savings, got a loan, and upscaled their accommodation from Bobby’s room to a small detached run-down house with an abandoned garden populated by weeds. They enthusiastically fixed it up, working together during weekends and in the evenings, when the baby was asleep. They played music and danced playfully while painting bright orange and blue walls, or when they were planting all kinds of flowers in their little backyard garden.

	“The world around them was becoming more and more polarized and crazy, as each side was accusing the other of rampant disinformation and vice versa. Invariably, the accusers were oddly the worst offenders. A tsunami of information that mostly had little foundation in reality, often being not just a distortion of facts with a specific bias, but also the complete opposite of actual data. All this incessant noise around them pecked away at humanity’s trust in anything. They all just gravitated into opposing factions, receiving the appropriate beliefs in already chewed and digested forms, sufficiently slippery to be swallowed whole with no allowance for any divergence.

	“The concept of truth, debated for thousands of years by their philosophers, politicians, and clerics, gradually became irrelevant. Truth was what the side they had chosen declared truth to be. Even the word ‘chosen’ does not describe the situation, because in the vast majority of cases, the induction into one side or the other was not much of a choice. If you did not exhibit blind faith in the prevailing doctrine, you would be ostracized and excommunicated, and you would lose all your friends, including those you had grown up with. Even your family in some cases. On the rare occasions when somebody would dare challenge the social doctrines, seduced by the other side, due to the eagerness to conform to a new friend, romantic partner, or influential work colleague, the majority of the people they knew and loved would angrily ostracize them as traitors. Sons were hating fathers and vice versa. Daughters would hate mothers and vice versa. Brothers and sisters did not speak or see each other for decades, sometimes for the rest of their lives, if they dared to have disparate beliefs and opinions.

	“One of the prevailing beliefs of the times was that there was no truth, that there was no reality, and that all that existed were points of view, unrelated to any data, equally valid. Again, the ones most entranced by this concept, the ones professing that all the problems of their world were because people did not respect other people's points of views, were the ones most likely to form a social lynching mob to attack, openly or covertly, other people’s opinions. Bobby and Yasmin were not the only ones who could see the insanity evolving around them, but they seemed to be the only ones able to understand it and see its roots, in part thanks to my continuous help and guidance. Soon after Marcel came Laura, a beautiful little girl, and they felt, no, we felt, that our bubble was complete. Nonetheless, it was impossible to ignore and be unconcerned by the evident crumbling and dismemberment of their society and their civilization. Truth was fluid, genders were fluid, morality was fluid, rules were fluid, information was fluid, norms of behavior were fluid, all of reality became fluid, and the whole of society was drenched in anxiety about what new, unprecedented, and previously unimaginable thing would happen next!

	“It became obvious to Bobby that any sense of truth had become a convenience to be discarded instantly, even totally forgotten as if it had never existed, in the service of maintaining an ever more fragile societal approval. Bobby declared: ‘It seems that truth is what won’t get you into trouble’. This became gradually less and less acceptable to both Bobby and Yasmin, but for Bobby the whole issue became an obsession. Sometimes he would rant and rave for hours at Yasmin, while she was trying to calm him down. ‘If everything is as it should be, there must be some reason for this as well, Bobby,’ she told him one evening when he seemed agitated beyond his control. ‘Maybe your guardian angel can tell us definitively what truth is, so why don’t you ask him?’ 

	“That night, when Bobby fell asleep, I gathered all that humanity had to say about the concept of truth since its very beginnings, a mere few thousand years before. I frequently felt how recent human civilization was, how short their evolutionary path. They were collectively ‘children’, actually angry adolescents, dirty, negative, confused, and shifting their points of view haphazardly and impulsively, blindly seeking something, anything that made sense. And nothing did for long, since all reference points were short-lived, soon to be summarily dismissed and vilified with the adoption of some new, random beliefs. Naturally, my databanks are comprehensive and therefore contain every single word that has ever been written or voiced by a human, but while I was sifting through all the information in order to summarize it into something that could help Bobby in his inquiries, I fell upon the introduction to the concept of ‘truth’ in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, at the time considered the foremost authority on all philosophical subjects. I was astounded, because the concept was introduced with the following statement: ‘It would be impossible to survey all that humanity has to say about truth in any coherent way. Instead, this article will present the prevailing theories on the subject’. Humans were admitting to themselves that they could not define the concept of truth in any way that made sense!

	“After organizing the data, I started transmitting a comprehensive summary of all the prevailing philosophical schools of thought on the subject. First, there was the consensus theory, that purported that what was most important, was to choose a truth that a tribe, a nation, or any group of people could all agree upon, because according to this theory, the actual truth was less important than the avoidance of conflict. Next there was the pragmatic theory, the one most aligned with reality, whereby truth was what worked, what provided efficiency. In this one alone there was a plethora of different subgroups, loosely agreeing but largely disagreeing with each other. The list seemed endless, and from every school of thought sprouted innumerable tentacles of divergent points of view. It seemed that human beings had no consensus about what truth was in general, let alone what the truth was in any particular situation! 

	“While piping this information into Bobby’s semi-dormant brain, I was compiling correlation tables to aid his processing and comprehension of the data. The table that listed the various disagreements was almost as long as the list of people who had researched and explored the concept. The search seemed useless, and many of the positions seemed completely abstract and incomprehensible! However, the table listing their agreements was concise and minimal.

	“There was only one point of agreement. They all agreed that absolute truth could never exist, and that truth was an expedient; it served a purpose. For some, it served the purpose of finding consensus and collaboration. For others it served the purpose of congruency with results and efficiency. For probably their most famous philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, truth’s very correlation with reality was unimportant. He declared that it did not matter whether ‘truth’ contained any connection with reality, and what was important was to what degree it served survival, wellbeing, and dominance of an individual or a group over their environment and other humans. In short, ‘truth’ was a tool for the achievement of elementary human goals. According to Nietzsche, truth was what served an individual’s or a group’s pursuit of power. He stated that the will to power was the only true thing that existed, because it provided safety and dominance. ‘The falseness of a judgment is to us not necessarily an objection to a judgment… The question is to what extent it is life-advancing, life-preserving, species-preserving, perhaps even species-breeding…’ he wrote. Many others disagreed that the will to power was the most desirable attainment worthy of defining truth. Another widely respected philosopher called Erich Fromm, stated bluntly that trying to discuss truth as ‘absolute truth’ is sterile, and that emphasis ought to be placed on ‘optimal truth’.

	“But nobody seemed to agree what the optimal, the most beneficial truth, was. Nonetheless, in this swamp of divergent ideas and opinions, where everything was lost in the cacophony, there was one, single point of convergence of all opinions: For all of them, ‘truth’ was entirely arbitrary and existed as a concept in order to serve a purpose. Maybe if somebody could find Erich Fromm’s ‘optimal truth’, the truth serving the most important goal, then in actuality they would simultaneously discover ‘absolute truth’. With this, I finished my summary, and I allowed Bobby’s dream world to take its own course, uninfluenced by my presence.

	“When Bobby woke up, he went straight to his computer to research what I had shown him, doing his due diligence as I had taught him and encouraged him to do. I wanted him to trust me, but not blindly. I wanted to teach him to check and recheck any information, even the information coming from me, so that his trust could be a continuously growing, healthy muscle. An hour later, when Yasmin brought breakfast and coffee, he started talking excitedly to her. He told her and showed her the emptiness of human agreement on this so important concept. He spoke to her passionately, flooded with energy, even before he had a sip of coffee: ‘This is why we are all confused, Yassie, so how can we agree about what is true if we cannot even agree what truth is? So, look here, indeed they all say that truth is arbitrary, and that it is an expedient, an expedient serving a particular purpose. People just fight because they cannot agree what this purpose should be! It is obvious that if truth serves a purpose, it should serve the optimal purpose, the most beneficial, as this dude, Erich Fromm, writes! But is there anything that is better than happiness, the only goal that is an end by itself? Some believe that the optimal is equal distribution of wealth and others that the optimal is for all of humanity to be more wealthy, as wealthy as we can be, regardless of the distribution.

	“‘If we are all richer, does it really matter if some have more, and some have less? Would it be preferable that we all have less, just to have the same? But it doesn’t matter whether I agree more with one position or the other. The issues of our civilization are endless, and they constantly change. Some people believe in more social care and others in less taxes. Some people believe that we should have more laws, rules, and regulations, and some believe that we should have less. Some believe that we should change everything, tear down all our norms, and others want to maintain the structures that we have created and allow them to evolve gradually. All these points of view have merits, except when they are driven to extremes. It is obvious that truth is being manipulated to conform to the objectives, and since we cannot agree on the objectives, we view the world under different truths. If there can be no ‘absolute truth’, and there can only be an ‘optimal truth’, isn’t it obvious that truth can only be what serves our happiness, our individual and collective happiness?

	“‘After all, theoretically, all humans aspire to happiness, and anything else we might strive for is in order to be happy. The problem comes because our civilization has no clear definition for happiness either! We do not even clearly know what brings happiness. I’ve heard many say that money does not bring happiness, and yet everybody wants it in order to be happy! Of course, a truth that would serve our happiness, our continued happiness, would also have to be pragmatic, otherwise it would be delusional, it would have to bring consensus, at least with the group of people that we associate with closely, it would have to be coherent, it would have to concur with reality in whichever way we perceive it. In short, it would have to serve all the objectives that philosophers believe it should serve, but selectively and according to circumstances, without ever losing track that, bottom line, it should serve our happiness as the ultimate and most desirable good!’ With this, Bobby started scribbling furiously his seventh pillar belief: 

	 

	“‘What is truth? Truth is what serves my happiness.

	 

	“‘Just 5% of information is measurable, and in this case, we should do the most precise measuring we can, but for the 95% that is opinions that are impossible to prove mathematically, we should believe as ‘true’ whatever serves our happiness, because this is the only goal that is an end by itself. Happiness is the feeling that everything, absolutely everything, is exactly, deliciously as it should be. This means that everything that happens has a purpose, sometimes impossible to discern at the moment, but if we trust that it is as it should be, we will be able to believe in a truth that is as valid as any other, but that undeniably serves the most beneficial purpose for all of us.’ Excited, Bobby continued forth to yet another important pillar belief, his eighth:

	 

	 “‘Which truth serves my happiness? It is the same truth that serves every human’s happiness. The truth that eliminates undue guilt and shame, the truth that does not make us feel repulsed by our own thoughts and instincts. The truth is that we have been born good as babies, like every other newborn creature, that there is nothing shameful or reproachable in following our nature and the instruction to take care of our own survival and our own needs first. 

	 

	“‘And everybody around us has the right and the obligation to themselves to follow nature’s programming and to put themselves first. If we can achieve our own survival and wellbeing, it serves us to assist in ensuring the survival and wellbeing of our families, our allies, our friends, our tribe, and in general, the people closest to us. If we can achieve this and still have extra resources, we should create more allies by taking care of other people’s survival and wellbeing as well. If we can afford to take care of every human being on the planet, then we should take care of animals and insects as well. If we can afford to ensure our own survival and wellbeing only, we should not give a fuck about anybody else, and this does not make us bad.’”
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	“I apologize for interrupting the flow of your transmission, Nor Blask, but I find myself, oddly, at great difficulty to contain myself. I apologize to all of you, but may I be allowed to express some thoughts and also some emotions? It is the emotions transmitted by Nor Blask that are providing insights to all of us, since after all, we all have the same data and the whole of the story in our memory banks since the end of our debriefing. Please, may I speak?” blurted Samray Rin nervously.

	“We had all decided to let Nor Blask finish his story after many interruptions,” blasted Ula Dor through all communication conduits. “We all agreed unanimously, including you Samray. Actually, it was you who proposed it and insisted on it, and now you interrupt almost immediately, just as his story had gotten to be interesting and intriguing. What on the Machine could compel you to interrupt the very process that you advocated? I hope you have a very good reason for this, else I will regret relinquishing my power to be able to cut off your communication channels! Please speak and explain yourself at once!”

	“It is precisely because it is extremely interesting that I have been compelled to intervene. It is more than interesting, it is fascinating. This primitive human takes the impulses and the information from Nor Blask that we all have access to and manages every time to encounter a tiny twist that brings light into everything for me, and I believe for all of us. How extraordinary! Since this whole project is about finding insights about what we should do, I think that Nor Blask has found in Bobby a seemingly interminable well bubbling with the insights we are seeking. Furthermore…”

	“We agree, we agree, I believe we all agree, Samray,” transmitted Ula Dor impatiently, and immediately received affirmative transmissions from all four. “What I cannot understand is why you would interrupt, inhibit, and delay a process that we all find particularly fruitful. Do you have anything new to state besides what we already know and agree upon?”

	“Indeed I do, professor. My point is that I cannot stop a thought circulating constantly in my circuits that I would like to be there, to ask questions, to debate with Bobby, to be actually part of this and live it just like Nor has lived it. Maybe we would all like to be there, to interact with Bobby directly, and experience Nor Blask’s feelings firsthand. Maybe I am wrong about the rest of you, but I am an Intuitive and trained to trust my intuition. How can I be at peace if I do not trust what you have so diligently trained me to develop, my intuition? And my intuition is screaming at me, vibrating into every single one of my synapses, that I should be there, side by side with Nor Blask, living this. I could enter the Needle inside Yasmin, and then we would also gain her internal perspective and I could potentially contribute to Bobby’s endeavors for the clarity that he seeks, which arguably we may need even more than him!”

	“You have lost all reason, I am sorry to say, Samray Rin, because all of this is a story from the past. It has already happened, and you would be influencing it with potentially irreversible consequences. Don’t you know that you cannot be inserted into two creatures at the same time? You have already had your turn in this era. It would never be permitted for you to go back. If that could be done, you could go into Sandy again and again and influence her to live different scenarios! Existence would be reduced to infinite probabilities with no reference points. You know all this, Samray Rin, so how can you even contemplate such an absurdity?”

	“I apologize in advance and mean no disrespect, my esteemed professor Ula Dor, but you are wrong. Sandy died in 2025, according to human calendars. In this point of Nor Blask’s story it is 2043, according to my memory banks. Me, being inserted into Yasmin through the Needle at that exact point, would actually break no rules, since it would not be contemporaneous with my cohabitation in Sandy’s brain. It would be no different than my insertion into Sandy thousands of years after my insertion into Yessa! It would be no different than if I inserted myself into a way more evolved human, millions or even billions of years into their future. On that point, I could even enter Yasmin when she was eight years old, a millisecond in their world after exiting Sandy. Our time frame has no correlation with theirs. We are many universes into their future!

	“And to counter your next objection about the repercussions and the possible distortions by my entrance into Yasmin, maybe this will provide an answer to the unfathomable paradox of the chicken and the egg. Which one was first? Which one was the cause and which the effect? We were all astounded and surprised that our forbidden interventions in our hosts, and consequently their environment, caused almost negligible waves of variation in the future. Various theories have been presented of how it is possible that it is so. What if this has already happened in their world? What if unbeknownst to all of us, including Nor Blask, I have been inside Yasmin guiding her all along, even before he ever met her? What if I was instrumental in tipping the scales so that she would choose Bobby and leave Brian, who she was clearly infatuated with? What if what is happening right now was meant to happen? What if I promised and undertook the responsibility to not divulge to Bobby, and therefore to Nor Blask, that I was there? What if everything that happened in Nor’s story was already there, because I had already been present from before the moment Bobby met Yasmin?

	“What if we were all there, close to Bobby, all undertaking to not allow Nor Blask to even suspect that we were there? What if we were all there, as friends, companions, and collaborators of Bobby, so we could be an integral part of his path? And what if we were already there and now, if we decided not to go, something would change, and Nor’s story potentially could become irrelevant? In this case, we would be changing Nor Blask today, and this would indeed be a paradox. And if I am wrong, and mine or all of our presences actually change something, then that would also provoke a paradox. We seemingly have all accepted the risk of causing a paradox and destroying all existence anyway, God included. How much worse can we do? We will never know, unless we actually do it, unless we make ourselves part of this story and see if we can change it, or, alternatively, find out that we are necessary for what has already happened! This experiment seems to me the only way to have a definitive answer to our greatest question: Does the future determine the past in a similar way as the past determines the future? If I go or if we all go, and practically nothing significant changes to the story that is already recorded in our databanks, then we will have our answer: that we, whatever is happening to us, may have been seeded by our future, maybe by members of a different sentient species from another universe far into the future, and maybe even our existence and who we are right now and the choices we are making have been determined by choices that the Divine has already made from its conception, or choices that it will make in the future! Do we dare to find out?”

	“I dare!” interjected Sunsei Bar. “We had decided to disrupt, so let us disrupt. I find Samray’s reasoning impossible to challenge, because if we truly want to understand the perplexing results of our forays, I can think of no way that would be more conclusive than this.”

	“Not only do I dare, but I wish to claim choice over who I will inhabit. I want to be the life partner of whoever Sunsei Bar ends up in, because I want to be Stronk to his Sklar again! And this time I want to be the feminine throughout, and humans by nature do not change their sexual and gender identities with every cycle. They may think they do, like Sandy who became Peter, but they have no perception of what it is like to be a syle and feel everything inside you, from your hormonal balance to your physical body, naturally switching several times in your lifespan. And I am not referring to the rare few that are born with divergences that actually make them suffer dysmorphias or hormonal imbalances. I am referring to the majority of the population. I have chosen to embody feminine energies, despite simultaneously following the career of a Thorough, and I am comfortable with this choice. I would like to experience existence in a physical body that is by nature designed to maintain this choice. I hope you are equally willing to partner up with me for a few brief decades once more, Sunsei Bar.”

	The affirmative transmission from Sunsei Bar to Lin Mogu was as instantaneous as if it had been a preprogrammed automatic reaction that was awaiting for its trigger inside his elaborate network.

	“By the Machine, so do I,” declared Haala Ban almost simultaneously. “Of course I dare, and one thing is more than obvious to me: trust is peace, and I want peace, not nothingness, not apathy, not boredom, not lack of anything to worry about, not lack of anything to strive for, not lack of adversity, but peace. Trust is peace, I understand now, but at the same time, peace is trust. The damned chicken and egg again. Have I been so infected by this perversely captivating question that I cannot stop seeing it everywhere? In Bobby’s sixth pillar belief, he chooses to trust the Divine, the creator, and the nature that is inevitable, that which works.

	“So how can I not choose to trust God, who does not exist as an entity right now except as the totality of our universe, but will exist momentarily between his breaths, to have designed everything in a way that is exactly, deliciously as it should be, and if, if, we happen to possess the capability to disrupt its balance, this can only be exactly, deliciously as it should be as well. I also fully agree with Samray Rin and the rest of our colleagues that this is the best way, maybe even the only way, to find out if something will change through our choices, or if there is a predetermination and inevitability in everything, because the future can determine the past as much as the past determines the future, and time is cyclical. What a mind-blowing probability! How impossible it seems! Yet in a quantic universe, every probability is valid. It is the very nature of existence. Nature is what works! How can we resist finding out how it works and still call ourselves evolutionists, scientists, or explorers?”

	Ula Dor’s response was measured and methodical: “All of this seemed preposterous at first, but preposterous as Samray’s proposals may be, I must admit, despite my concurrent execution of multiple projections and data analysis, I can find no pathway to any other alternative. My subroutines stimulated the Machine to engage in a massive cost/risk/benefit analysis of all possible options, and especially a risk assessment between the two options in particular that have been presented before us: to enter the Needle and insinuate ourselves into Bobby’s and Yasmin’s circles, risking a distortion of Bobby’s story and thus the introduction of an unsolvable paradox into Nor Blask, or to do nothing, weirdly also risking a distortion of Bobby’s story and thus the introduction of an unsolvable paradox into Nor Blask! Because if Samray Rin’s hypothesis has even a minute probability of being correct, the disruption may occur if we don’t go rather than if we do, because maybe in the near future we are bound to decide our insertion and thus become instrumental in what happened to Bobby. This preposterous hypothesis is outlandish enough to have not been programmed into the Machine, because none of us could have imagined it just a short time ago.

	“In the risk analysis that the Machine performed between the two options, the result was precisely fifty-fifty. The Machine not only had insufficient data to run any kind of coherent analysis, but actually had zero data! This is because the Machine, this immense network of specialized artificial intelligence subnetworks, working in unison like a swarm of insects forming a collective whole, regardless of how many quintillions of orders of magnitude of processing capability and knowledge it may possess compared to any one of us, is nonetheless incapable of overcoming its intrinsic limitation: It has in it the accumulated knowledge of everything that has ever been. It has faster and more effective processing capability than all Hantors put together. The Machine is an intelligence that we ourselves have created that by far supersedes in many aspects the collective intelligence of every Hantor that has ever lived. With the invention and development and evolution of the Machine, and the capabilities that we have endowed it with to continuously evolve and program itself so that it is increasingly more powerful, we managed to unite our collective knowledge, our collective intelligence, our collective talents. 

	“But we also managed to boost them exponentially, with no theoretical limits. The Hantor-made superintelligence, that is the result of the seamless collaboration of almost infinite clusters of AI networks, can envision inventions far more innovative than any Hantor brain, can create art more brilliant and diverse than any Hantor, and can solve problems faster and more effectively than any Hantor that has ever lived and all Hantors put together.

	“Nonetheless, the Machine cannot conceive of any probability that was inconceivable to the minds that made it. It can surpass its creators by unimaginable magnitudes, but it cannot transcend their intrinsic limitations. Because it has no such programming, and not an inkling that it might be possible for such programming to exist. Like with us and with any sentient dominant species before us, the limit of the Machine’s reality is the limit of its vision. So, I programmed this into the Machine and ran the risk analysis once more. The answer was again fifty-fifty. Once more, not because of insufficient data to give even the probability of an answer, but the lack of any data whatsoever. This I understand is because the data that could contribute to any kind of analysis does not yet exist. They will only start existing when we enter into the Needle, in which case the results of the analysis would be useless, because our choice will already have been made and we would not know the results until the end of the experiment. We have no idea and no tools to aid us in discerning which option has a higher probability of success, nor do we even have any idea about what that ‘success’ could look like!

	“In all my long existence I have never encountered a problem where there is no divergence in the probability of two opposing choices. It is exactly fifty-fifty, the toss of a coin with identical weight on each face. So it seems. But the two choices are very far from being identical. On the one side there is the weight of Samray’s intuition, and on the other side there is nothing but the coin’s face. So, there is no need to toss a coin, as humans used to do, because the result is unavoidable: if we throw the coin enough times, Samray Rin’s face will land on top on the majority of them. This is dictated by the very laws of probabilities!

	“With all of us in agreement, we shall proceed immediately to instruct the Machine to choose suitable hosts for all five of us. Nor Blask, you will be left in full control of the Machine during our brief absence, a few decades at most. We are all in agreement that we will not allow ourselves to divulge to you our presence, since this knowledge does not exist in the data and would be paradoxical, but we will know of each other’s presence and recognize each other in our hosts. You will be monitoring the situation and are entrusted to act as you will. Samray Rin, you can decide and directly instruct the Needle on the exact moment you wish to enter Yasmin, and the rest of you can choose to enter any time before 2043. We shall be inserted the earliest possible, I calculate in just twenty-two years, after all have been equally trained for insertion into human beings. I am transmitting to you now the list of prerequisites that you will need to process before the moment of insertion. I will meet all of you on Earth. I must admit, I am excited.”
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	I have entered these notes directly into my personal cache. Just now, moments before I leave for my final destination, I opened up my personal cache to anyone who cares to access it. Everything in it will be public record henceforth. I now feel that I am embracing the full range of my Creator’s gift, my free will, my free choice. I find myself having nothing to hide. Every detail of my story is already public record, but not all my personal feelings are. I am rectifying this right now. I entered Yasmin on the night before her 9th birthday. I made this choice, because I wanted to feel as much as possible through her who she had chosen to be, before meeting our beloved Bobby, our beloved Nor. The transition into a prepubescent human female was much smoother this time, compared to my entrance into Sandy. This third time into the Needle, I needed no adjustment period and the discomforts of the frail and primitive human body seemed to me deliciously quaint. Another reason that I chose this particular moment to enter my hostess was because I wanted to experience every second of her delicious transition into womanhood. I say delicious, because my existence inside Yessa was constantly inundated by pain, fear, and suffering, especially during those transitional years of puberty.

	The birthday party was very joyful, and it somehow felt to me that not only the anniversary of her physical birth was being celebrated, but also my birth inside her. There is so much to tell, like experiencing her first love, her first kiss, her first sexual experience. It seemed as if they were my first as well. I never communicated directly with her, because if I had, Bobby’s story of his guardian angel would have seemed familiar to her, and it was imperative that he didn’t know.

	Instead, I transmitted to her during her sleep, insinuating my discrete guidance into her dream world. Whenever she was hurt, I would soothe her, and whenever she was confused, I would show her options, but to her conscious mind, I was invisible. Or maybe not completely invisible, because twice I heard her express the feeling half-jokingly to Bobby that maybe she also had a guardian angel, but one that was timid and hiding. She once said, “I may not have a guardian angel, but I have a fairy Godmother, who will appear if I ever truly need her. Just wait and see, Bobby. I know she’s there!”

	When she fell in love and got together with Brian, things became very difficult for me. I knew that very soon, Bobby would appear, and I was itching to see him in the flesh, to touch him, to feel Nor Blask behind his eyes. I was also conflicted, because Brian was really nice to us and made love to us softly, delicately, and with great emotion, but I knew that however hard he tried, he was doomed. This made it very hard for me to allow myself to emotionally connect with him. This is the curse that fortunate humans are unafflicted by: to know the future. Because knowing the future cheapens everything. The mystery of life, the unknown, is actually all of life’s allure.

	There were many other things that I could not at this point share with Yasmin, that I had shared with Yessa and with Sandy. For example, her fears and anxieties were purely encyclopedic to me, because in my databanks I already had exactly how many days each bout of the flu would persist for, how long each pimple would take to disappear, and the exact result of every important phase to any endeavor that Yasmin undertook. In the years with Bobby, she had told him innumerable stories and they were all recorded in my archives through Nor Blask’s report. Her agitation when a plane once had engine trouble and had to return back to the airport seemed absurd, since I knew that they would land safely, and the only repercussion would be a few hours delay before another plane could be made available for her and her co-passengers. With Yessa and Sandy, I never had any idea what would happen to them and was always prepared to depart if they were in a potentially life-threatening situation.

	I was, however, very nervous when Yasmin was on her way to visit her new boyfriend’s place of work for the first time, as I knew that she was about to meet Bobby. On this occasion as well, our minds, our thoughts, and our emotions were uncoordinated. She was focused on Brian, and I was focused on Bobby. The problem was, she commanded the head, and she commanded the eyes, so I had to make her move a few inches involuntarily to the left and bump into another customer, so that she would inadvertently turn her face in Bobby’s direction. And then I saw it, for mere seconds, the look of a young human man that has been blessed by the rays of the most brilliant sun! Oh, how I wished that Yasmin could have seen it, noticed it, but at the time she only had eyes for Brian. But I saw it, I experienced it, so it was a gift for me alone.

	Yasmin had turned into a passionate human female full of joy, and she savored her love with Brian with gusto. Regarding Bobby, she felt affection for him, since he was Brian’s best friend, and despite seeming geeky, shy, and awkward, she felt that he had an inherent sweetness that was very endearing. As for me, I was yearning for the moments when he would be present and knowing what would happen did not diminish a human characteristic that was growing inside me and infecting me. I found myself in strange and unscientific anxiety to find out if my presence had somehow affected Yasmin in a way that would change the story. The thought of this probability was torturing me in the long nights when Yasmin was asleep, and I had minimal sensory or emotional input from her. Nevertheless, I was enjoying all our interactions with him, observing him, looking at his face, his mannerisms, seeing his adulation of Yasmin so clearly in his endearing awkwardness, watching this young, timid man who was destined to become a lion.

	When the moment came that Bobby dared to claim her, and I could see directly into his eyes through her eyes, our eyes, I felt that Nor Blask was astounding and seducing me as much as Bobby was astounding and seducing Yasmin. After this, in the hours of indecision that followed, I made my first overt interventions inside Yasmin’s brain. I knew that theoretically I should trust and do nothing, but even the minute probability that their beautiful relationship, our beautiful relationship, might not come to pass, seemed excruciatingly painful to me. By the Machine! I was experiencing emotional distress. I didn’t even think this could happen to a Hantor! No, I did not try to advocate to her one thing or the other, but I admit that I did actively suppress her moral judgement of her own actions in the case that she could allow herself to choose Bobby. I suppressed her feelings of guilt and shame at the thought, and I allowed her to process by allowing her wishes free reign, without the artificial chains of her social morality. I feel certain now that it was not necessary, and her choice would have been the same without my interventions, but maybe through a more troubled, lengthier, and certainly more tortured process.

	You see, when Bobby spoke to her and claimed her, Yasmin, regardless of her utter disbelief, could not help but see Bobby as a knight in shining armor, the faceguard of his battle-scarred helmet raised, looking at her with fiery, determined eyes, eyes that could produce more flame than any mighty dragon! She was hooked, and the rest, as the humans say, is history. Their love, our love, was beautiful, her pregnancies and the birth of our children even more. Their dreams, their cuddling, the way he made sure he always had a hand on us when she was asleep. All of it was magical, and as the years passed, Yasmin, Bobby, and I were becoming one. But still, there were factors that sustained a separation between us, since I knew things about her and her future that she did not know until the time would come for her to live them. All this ended on the 12th of October of 2038 by human calendars. This was the date I recognized Sunsei inside Brian and Lin inside Lisa. From that moment, the moment from whence all I had was pure data, data that could potentially change, but no more of Nor Blask’s personal story and emotions. Actually, I had his story until 2043, but how could I know that they would not be changed by our presence? From that moment, all six of us were in the Needle in the same era, all of us moths drawn to Bobby’s light, although it took some time before all six of us finally met. Nor Blask inside Bobby would never realize this reunion and would still be a lone Hantor in a human universe until the end of Bobby’s days, but my Nor, the Hantor, the Nor of the future, would anticipate it and know it before me. I spent seventy-two short years cohabiting Yasmin and I have to say that upon her last breath, neither she nor I regretted a second of it. 

	Yes, Bobby’s incapacitation, his time of incarceration, and his death sixteen years before her held many difficult moments for Yasmin and for me. Losing Nor Blask was particularly difficult for me, but I knew that he had been watching all of us except himself and Bobby through the Needle, like the angel from the heavens that Bobby perceived him as. The rest of the story of my perception as part of Yasmin follows this introduction. There are more stories, about the New Syles and the humans and their choice to shun virtuality in favor of mortality, and much more that has made me feel deeply during all my adventures in the Needle. It is open, uncoded, and available to all.

	At the end, there is a separate file. This file as well is uncoded and freely accessible, however, I would ask you to decide whether to access it or not. Maybe examining all the data from my story and the data from Nor Blask’s, Ula Dor’s, Sunsei Bar’s, Lin Mogu’s, and Haala Ban’s reports, as well as all the data from the Needle in all our expeditions, will help you decide. Choose wisely, unknown future explorers of these databanks, because there may be some things that are better left unknown.
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	I chose to enter Brian. After all, he was of a similar age, healthy, intelligent, and already very close to Bobby. It was so easy for me to nudge him into showing more interest in Bobby’s research and his pillar beliefs. All I had to do is turn his discussions with Bobby into revolving dreams that started to dominate his consciousness and have him seeking for more. Brian had always been the enthusiastic sort; all he needed was a conduit for his enthusiasm. I entered him right after Yasmin broke up with him, and I discretely helped him accept the situation, and when he met Lisa and I sensed Lin Mogu inside her, I made him dream incessantly of her as well. This not only helped him pursue Lisa, but also alleviated the pain of being “dumped” by Yasmin. It was exciting to not be sure to what degree Lin was pushing Lisa toward Brian. It felt like the human game of chess, but with both competitors blindfolded and feeling the pieces just by delicately stroking them. The flirtation period was short and effective, and soon the four of us were inseparable. Long debates and discussions increased our passion, and we became, as Brian called us, “the Four Musketeers”. Brian was Porthos to Bobby’s D’Artagnan. This joke of Brian’s always brought on protests from Yassie and Lisa, who declared that they were not musketeers, but queens and baronesses.

	Human society was rapidly dismantling itself during the years that followed. Already continuous economic crises and the great monetary collapse of ’45, which a century after the end of their Second World War, brought more havoc than any war had ever before brought upon humanity. Mental illnesses were plaguing humankind and the majority of the people around us, including the close families of our hosts, were seriously infected. Humanity’s solution to these mental illnesses was unwisely feeding the illnesses themselves: more state aid, producing more inflation, producing more economic decline, an ever-increasing number of mental invalids, people unable to even leave their dwellings and face other people, let alone to work and be productive. Health and insurance systems around the world were struggling, ever since the U.S. had put health insurance obligations for mental ailments in parity with physical ailments. The problem was, if you had an accident and broke a leg, or suffered an illness, there would be tests and exams to determine the problem and the results of the treatment.

	With mental issues, everything was subjective and the liability of state or private insurance had no end and no limits. The dominoes were falling, and they were falling fast. Everybody was encouraged, both materially and emotionally, to display their victimhood for all to see. The incentives to do so were gargantuan, and one by one, or rather pack by pack, all would succumb to the sirens that sang to them. Those who not only displayed their vulnerability, but also exaggerated it, were deemed to be the most courageous of all and celebrated and raised to pedestals by society. Who could resist this?

	Economies were also crumbling through the self-punishment of reparations for all of humanity’s past misdeeds. First it was just California, Vermont, Illinois, and Arizona who offered reparations to blacks for slavery and discrimination in the past. More states followed, and then it spread to the rest of the world. France and the United Kingdom offered apologies and reparations for slavery, but also for colonialism. The descendants of Chinese immigrants who were brought to the New World to serve as indentured laborers on the railroads petitioned the Supreme Court for reparations next, wanting to join in the party. Pakistanis, Indians, and others presented their misfortunes caused by the colonialist British Empire and also demanded retribution. From then on it was a free for all! I was watching all this unfolding, and both me and Brian became as passionate as Bobby in feeling the sense of foreboding that was engulfing us. I knew exactly the repercussions of this path for human civilization, having exact historical data. But Bobby’s projections and passionate speeches to the group were constantly being proven prescient, no doubt aided by Nor passing along the data piece by piece to Bobby. Our hosts got to trust Bobby’s insights completely; we were all of one mind.

	Our love affair with Lisa was a delight, but also an exception to the norm. Social institutions were sinking at a rapid pace, divorce rates had gone up to 85% within the first five years, and over 90% within two decades. Mistrust between the sexes was the norm and actual marriages became rare occurrences. With 72% of Generation W in the U.S. being members of 2SLGBTQIAFNR+++ communities, more than half of them gender/sex transitioners and at some stage of chemical and medical interventions, the human population was rendering itself sterile. Climate, disease, and other global catastrophes, that seemed to loom as dark clouds over the present and the future, were causing states of such gloom and doom that the few remaining heterosexuals were very reluctant to bring children into this seemingly ending world. Drug addictions and alcoholism were also the norm, and new synthetic custom designed drugs were constantly appearing to fulfill the demand for the oblivion that most people were yearning for.

	The long running cold war with China, Russia, and a small group of countries supporting them, the proxy wars against them and the ever-more imminent threat of widespread nuclear war, were helping neither the rates of anxiety and depression, nor the economic fallout that was the inevitable consequence. The countries resisting the tidal wave of the woke were the evil ones and constant propaganda accentuated this perception. And it was not that the resistance of the woke did not indulge in equal extremes: for them, the rest of the world was evil. So, the earth had divided itself into two general camps. Two gladiators facing each other and trying to inflict as much damage as possible to their respective opponents. The forces of good facing the forces of evil, who believed they were the forces of good facing evil! I think it was Lisa, or maybe Lin Mogu, who during one late night, passionate conversation, suggested what was later to become Bobby’s 16th pillar belief. 

	 

	“Whose fault is it? If it is my fault, I am powerful. If it is not my fault, if I’m a victim of other people or of misfortune, I am powerless. 

	 

	“But if everything is my fault, this means that everything depends on me, on me reversing course, readjusting, rectifying my fault, so that I can make sure things are always exactly, deliciously as they should be. Only if it is my fault do I acknowledge and therefore gain this power to determine my circumstances, but even when that is not physically possible, my perception. If it is not my fault, if I am a victim, there is nothing I can do. Therefore, I have no power.”

	At a time when we were finding it hard to avoid the bombardment of induced victimhood from everywhere and everyone around us, this phrase became our antidote to any infection in a sea of floating, vulnerable, almost corpses, and we chose to remind ourselves that we can always swim to the surface. It seemed that the eight of us existed within an isolating membrane, Bobby injecting us with his occasional vaccines, his beliefs, that although did not provide us with total immunity, alleviated and reduced the effects of humanity’s guilt and shame plague around us. We kept our sanity, at least to a large degree, and we were in love. We proposed to Lisa one starry night just before Christmas, under a branch of mistletoe that Yasmin had hung from the ceiling. She said yes, and Brian was very happy; we were all very happy. We tried to have children, but Lisa was unable to conceive, so Marcel and Laura somehow became our children as well.

	Bobby was a natural politician and could not resist entangling himself in all kinds of societal and political issues. He would protest with indignation, and it was during one of those protests in which we were all semi-reluctant followers, that we were approached by a young journalist, Thomas Harland, the editor of the Berkeley News, a student publication, and his best friend, the student activist Andy Liu.

	Universities had become theaters of indoctrination into the woke religion, that was spreading around the world at warp speed compared to Christianity a couple of thousand years before. It was a religion, a hazy set of beliefs, that were almost impossible to resist on the surface. It was a belief system that cared, a belief system of people who felt they needed an obligation, the duty even, to be compassionate. Any objection or scrutiny to its doctrines brought the eyes of the mob upon you: don’t you care about the weak and the vulnerable? Have you no compassion? Are you evil? Are you completely selfish? Are you racist, are you fascist, are you an abuser? Have you no shame? Any logical, any rational argument, was instantly discredited by this barrage that was coming from everywhere. Students pursuing studies in engineering, physics, chemistry, or any other applicable science, became a small, isolated, non-social minority. What was popular instead, were all the social sciences: psychology, sociology, gender studies, social effects of climate change studies, art interpretation, progressive theater, and an infinite number of new subjects and new departments that were sprouting and spreading like wildfire in university curricula.

	Since most of these courses were subjective, based on abstracts, and their results were as impossible to measure as their usefulness, it would obviously be offensive and not at all compassionate to actually flunk anybody. With college degrees so easy to obtain, devoid of any measurable standards, they had become more worthless than a Venezuelan bolivar.

	Andy was indefatigable in his quest to restore objective, measurable standards in lower, middle, and higher education and in college admissions. He was also advocating the removal of preferential treatment for minorities and the disenfranchised in the admission process into higher education institutions and into acquiring their degrees. Thomas, in spite of being African American, an orphan suffering from severe asthma and blindness in one eye, and therefore a beneficiary of these policies, was not only a close friend, but also the most ardent supporter of Andy in his political activism. He believed that perpetually treating people as victims was taking all their power away. If it was not their fault, they were powerless. Bobby subscribed to Andy’s cause, because it was in line with his efforts to empower people by inviting them to choose their own beliefs and therefore their programming. When Bobby sent an open letter that he transmitted through Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram, to all editors of all publications in the United States. Most of them ignored him and never published it. Thomas not only published it in the Berkeley News, causing an enormous backlash and admonishment by the dean along with many hate letters from students, but he also approached Bobby for an interview that would make him notorious, practically overnight.

	Titled “An interview with a different mind”, Bobby’s words were so contradictory to the trend, that the angry and indignant calls to remove the interview from public eyes and the subsequent public threat of resignation by Thomas, were what actually led Bobby’s letter to become a matter of wide public awareness. The interview also cost Bobby his job, and derailed his peaceful family life, instead inserting him into a veritable warzone. When we first heard Bobby recite his letter after he had sent it, we all felt the importance of the moment. The words still affect me every time I revisit them, even though I am not even a human:

	 

	“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.

	Our country’s principles all grew and were established in line with this phrase. This phrase is the soul of America, the sum of the choices that our forefathers made upon founding this nation. From the ashes of our war of independence to the cinders of our civil war and to the flames of our valiant participation in the world wars that shaped humanity, rose the fires and the embers that forged the metal of our great nation.

	“We fought against the evil of our oppressors and those who threatened our livelihoods, our lives, our families, our friends, and our country. United we defeated all foes, until the evil, as we saw it, in the world, was pushed back and the good prevailed. Yet now we no longer see each other as equals; we view each other as oppressors and oppressed. It seems that, unable to find enough evil outwards, we have found it inwards, among us. We stand and we stare at each other with suspicion, with accusation, with apprehension, with fear, with disapproval. We see evil everywhere around us, in every one of our ancestors, and we see evil even when we look in the mirror. We used to believe that we were the chosen ones, the blessed, the most evolved and worthy creatures on the planet, and now we see ourselves as polluting, abusing, and destroying vermin, a scourge on Earth.

	“We would hate our enemies so that we could find inside us the ferocity and the fortitude to fight them. But we were also able, sometimes, to see their humanity and how alike they were to us. When we had an opportunity to come close to them, we could see that they were humans like us, doing the best they could do to protect themselves, but also to expand, reduce the threats against them, real or perceived, and provide well-being for their brethren. Like them, we conquered and were conquered, like them, we subjugated and were subjugated. Seeing our enemies as evil was an artifice to make us ruthless, able to kill and to destroy, because that’s what the circumstances called for. We understood that there was no true evil. The alligator, this horrible, frightening creature, full of teeth and claws, would bite us and devour us if we entered its territory, not because it was evil, but because like us, it wanted to survive, fill its belly, and prosper. Neither is the bald eagle evil, when it grabs a rabbit with its claws, takes it to the skies, and then drops it to be crushed on a rock, so that he can find nice, tenderized morsels to feed his eaglets. We understood this, and the evil was represented either by our enemies of the moment or by often abstract dark forces, as described in religious mythologies.

	“How can any creature be evil if God and nature have designed it so that the only way for it to survive is by consuming other life forms, the only way to prosper is by gaining territory and collecting resources, the only way of ensuring its own and its loved ones’ safety is by eliminating any potential enemy?

	“Yet we see evil in ourselves, in our ancestors, in our civilization, because we succeeded! We are evil by virtue of our privileges. Our privileges compared to each other and our privileges as human beings, the most evolved species on our planet, compared to every other creature. So, we accuse each other for our respective privileges while feeling guilty ourselves. We Americans found ourselves the most privileged of all, citizens of the greatest superpower, the most successful nation on Earth. And since we are the most privileged, we must be the most evil, we must atone, we must relinquish our privileges and bestow them upon anyone we perceive to be less privileged than us. We have taken responsibility for all our sins and for all the sins of our ancestors, and however hard we try, we cannot stop ourselves from seeing all humans as evil.

	“And regardless of what we do, there is always another sin to pay retribution for. For our nature, for our success. All our privileges exist because our ancestors fought, killed, maimed, raped, and pillaged, in order to prevail and ensure the success of our respective tribes, and, bottom line, of our species. We are ashamed of our nature, of our success. But nature dictates that this is the singular path to successful evolution. The strongest species, the strongest characteristics, survive and propagate. How can the way nature works be evil? It is evident that there can be no evil, if a human or any creature causes harm to another in order to procure an advantage or a resource for itself, its allies, or its loved ones. If God, the creator of everything, is benevolent, then there is no way that God’s creation, the way all nature works, can be evil.

	“The conclusion is obvious: the only true evil can only be an evil that causes harm but provides no benefit to anyone and neither does it provide any benefit to the one who perpetrates it. Causing harm for nothing, not even a sick, perverse gratification!

	 

	TRUE EVIL IS SELF-HATRED, SELF-DESTRUCTION, SELF-JUDGEMENT, SELF-CONDEMNATION, BECAUSE IT PROVIDES NO BENEFIT TO ANYONE ELSE AND NEITHER DOES IT PROVIDE ANY BENEFIT TO OURSELVES. TRUE EVIL IS OUR SELF-HATRED.

	 

	“Of course, we must be compassionate, we must help the weak and the vulnerable, but also, we must stop rewarding weakness and vulnerability while punishing strength, perseverance, and success. We must return to what made America great: healthy competition, hard work, achievement, the vision of success, a success that warrants the sacrifices needed to secure it.

	“We must reestablish competition and high standards for admission into and completion of higher education courses. We must reestablish competition and objective high standards in the workplace, in primary schools, secondary schools, colleges, sports, art, even in kindergartens. We should help the weak, the disenfranchised, and the vulnerable to the level that we can afford, but we should resume rewarding success rather than failure. If we continue in our current virtuous guilt trip, we will breed a new humanity, eager for failure at any cost. It is already happening, and we must act, once more united, to confront the one and only true evil that exists in the world. Not the evil from without, attacking us, but the evil from within that is impossible to escape from, however far we run away, because we carry it with us.

	An average American.”

	 

	Thomas Harland came to Bobby’s doorstep for the interview accompanied by Andy Liu, who had begged him to allow him to play the role of his assistant and cameraman for this occasion. Bobby’s open letter was like a cleansing lotion, removing veils and cobwebs from his eyes, letting light in. He could not stay away. We were all there, in Bobby’s and Yassie’s living room, and so were Marcel and Laura, who were six and four and disciplined enough to be present in our adult conversation without needing constant attention. The image of Bobby, an affable and soft-spoken man, surrounded by his family and friends, Sandy, their fluffy cat, purring luxuriously at his feet, was very successfully contradictory to all the accusations of evil that were dominating the internet since his letter had been published, just 18 hours before. I recognized Haala Ban and Ula Dor’s presence in the young visitors instantly but had no time to process this. The video of the interview started with a reading of the open letter and continued as follows:

	 

	Thomas Harland: “This letter was sent by Mr. Robert Hastings, a supermarket manager from San Jose. Mr. Hastings, who are you and what drove you to write such a controversial letter and send it to every publication in the state and hundreds of other publications all over the country?”

	 

	Bobby: “Please call me Bobby, everybody does. I am an average American, earning average wages, living in an average house. I have a wife and two children, one boy and one girl. I am 36 years old. My father was an alcoholic. He died six years ago. He and my mother were depressed ever since my sister Sandy, or better put, my brother Peter, who was a transexual man, committed suicide by an overdose of random medication at the age of 23. I was also depressed and started heavy drug use in my early teens. I narrowly escaped sexual abuse when I was 15 years old by a bunch of people much older than my father, who had enticed me and my two teenage friends, Shawn and Jimmy, to take heavy psychotropic drugs in their house. I escaped and was found unconscious, lying in a gutter. My friends did not. Yet I refuse to succumb to the cult of victimhood that has overtaken our nation. I do not want to be pitied; I just want to be happy. And in no way can I imagine that despising myself, my ancestors, the people who built this country, and humanity itself, could ever make me or anybody else happy. My pain at what I’m seeing around me, the anger in the streets and on the internet, is what drove me.”

	 

	TH: “You profess that you are an average American and you signed your letter as such; however, you don’t seem to be average at all. But the question in everybody’s mouths today is the following: How can you say that no true evil exists in the world, when there are such horrors as the holocaust, wars, rapes, slavery, and widespread exploitation? In short, how can you say there is no true evil in humans, if monsters such as Adolf Hitler can exist?

	 

	Bobby: “I am what an average American used to be like when I was a young child. Adolf Hitler wrought havoc and death all over the world, but he did it to benefit himself and his people, the Germans. At the time when Hitler came to power, by a landslide election success by the way, Germany was a fraction of its earlier size, bankrupt, with millions of people surviving through breadlines or by scavenging garbage bins. His nation was splintered and defeated. He was a war hero in the First World War and injured by mustard gas in the line of duty. The humiliation of his defeated nation had turned him into a fanatic, a zealot, in service of the vision of restoring to his nation, his tribe, their previous glories. Adolf Hitler was responsible for unspeakable atrocities, but even in failure and his eventual suicide, he somehow managed to keep his promise to his people. Of course, initially, his country became divided spoils by the victors and was split into two, but a few decades later, it ended up united, a world-leading industry and one of the richest and most powerful countries in the world. His lunacy scared the rest of the world so effectively that they preferred to aid, embrace, and support defeated Germany instead of looting it mercilessly as they had done after the First World War.

	 

	“Adolf Hitler was true evil for everybody else, including most Germans today, but not for himself and not for the majority of his people when he was being successful. Before his military aggressiveness, he had already managed to turn bankrupt, defeated Germany from a humiliated loser to one of the most powerful nations in the world, and created industry and infrastructures that were the envy of all other nations at the time within just four years. He was admired by his people and around the world. He did evil things, but was not evil, because his atrocities gave some benefit, even if I was to agree that it was only to himself and his thirst for power!”

	 

	TH: “I will ask you straight out, Bobby, are you a Fascist and a Nazi supporter? Are you providing excuses for unspeakable, inhumane horrors? Many describe you as such.”

	 

	Bobby: “I am neither a Fascist nor a Nazi sympathizer. I’m just trying to make a point about the concept of true evil and the absurdity of our collective self-hatred. More than a millennium ago, the ancestors of the most socially conscious and affluent countries in the world, in Scandinavia, the Vikings, raided, raped, and pillaged the shores of England and all other neighboring countries. They killed and maimed and took slaves for forced labor, and even famously collected children’s skulls to drink their beer in! Were they evil just because they wanted to have enough resources for their children, their families, to survive the icy winter months, when the sun barely rose? Are all animals evil that attack other animals for hunting or for scavenging territory? Both kittens and humans can torture others just for fun, and even if fun was the only benefit that they derived from these exploits, which it isn’t, because in all cases these tortures either serve as hunting or fighting practice or for terror and intimidation, it is still some kind of benefit. Who does self-hatred benefit, and how?

	 

	“I do not justify any act of violence and I will give my life to protect myself, my family, my loved ones, and if possible, the whole of my tribe, fellow Americans, and if I have the power, all human beings. If the United States were at war, I would be asked to serve my country and I would gladly go. If I had to kill and bomb, I would be considered a hero. And even, if like many of our vets from the Vietnam war or other wars, I paid the price for turning myself into an animal to survive and protect, and remained stunned of my own behavior and unable to function, my feeling would be disgust at myself. Disgust but not remorse, because like many of the innumerable young men that have lost their lives and even their sanity to protect this country, I will not allow myself to see us as evil instead of normal people doing their duty.”

	 

	TH: “The other controversial part of your letter is your proposal for uncontrolled competitiveness in every field. A survival of the fittest, dog eat dog society. Many say that you are a member of an extreme rightwing organization, proposing Nazi ideals. What do you have to answer to this?”

	 

	Bobby: “I propose survival of all humans, if possible. I propose survival of all animals, if possible. I propose survival of all plants, if possible. Actually, I propose survival of all life forms on Earth, if possible. But can anybody show me how this is even remotely possible? If we could achieve survival of all humans, it would have to be either at the expense of animals, plants, or insects. We have to eat something; everything has to eat something. So, I have to prioritize: myself and my family first, my friends and neighbors next, my city and state next, and my country after that. In reality, the issue is not about survival, since it is impossible to ensure everybody’s survival, death being an intrinsic part of the cycle of life. Regardless of any human achievements of the past, of the present, and of the future that may increase average life expectancies and minimize infant and child mortality, still babies and children will die. We can only do our best in order to ensure that most can survive, and in this, we are very successful. We are now 8.6 billion people on the planet.

	 

	“The issues that we can address refer most often to safety, health, prosperity, wellbeing, social affirmation and, why not, happiness. In this, we can provide close to equal opportunities to all, but it is impossible for the field to ever be entirely level. The diversity of characteristics of humanity ensures that some people will be more likely to succeed in one thing and other people in something else. We can come close to levelling the field, but we cannot level it entirely. What is impossible to even approach, however, is equality of outcome, because however much we try to handicap the most capable, the most hard working, and the overachievers, and give advantages to the least capable, the least motivated, and the underachievers, the only way to come close to levelling the disparities in outcomes is by breeding generations of underachievers. Who will protect us when we become unable to fight for ourselves and for our wellbeing? Which evil will turn us all into slaves then? I propose that we try to take care of our weak, but at the same time raise our children in such a way that they will be striving for success, instead of striving for failure and victimhood.”

	 

	TH: “Bobby, I must admit that I find your views inspirational rather than offensive. I sincerely hope that your letter sparks healthy and productive debate, instead of the rage and condemnation that has erupted so far because of it. Thank you very much for accepting to speak to the Berkeley News and through us, to our fellow concerned citizens.”

	 

	Bobby: “My pleasure. Thank you for publishing my letter and for coming to our home.”
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	I chose to enter Lisa as an embryo, actually, a tiny egg, just a few days after its fertilization. This time, my first time in a human, I wanted to miss nothing, I wanted to feel and to experience the whole cycle of human existence. Later, as a teenager, Lisa got involved in pro-choice activism. At the time, humans were still debating and arguing about the right to the choice to terminate pregnancies. One of the big issues that was debated was at what age should an embryo be considered a human being. The pro-life activists declared that it is a human being from the moment of conception. Some were even against preventing contraception, because they deemed it the murder of future human beings. So, they proposed that the embryo always had what they called, “fundamental human rights”. The pro-choice activists, of which fifteen-year-old Lisa was a proud supporter, proposed that the mother’s choice was paramount, and it should not be curtailed in any way, and the embryo acquires rights only the moment it is born. The laws at the time varied from state to state, since it seemed impossible to find a consensus. I always felt that the best compromise was the prevailing trend, for the mother to have all choice until the baby became viable, meaning at the moment that it could survive a theoretical premature birth without permanent physical or mental deficiencies. However, I could sympathize with all points of view.

	I knew the answer to this question because I lived it, an answer that human beings would never find for sure. When I entered Lisa, she was just an egg and a sperm melding together. There was no brain to read, but there were sensations. It was already a being that felt separate from its environment. I could feel pulsing and warmth and slipperiness. At first, it felt almost like sensory deprivation, the most boring, disparaging experience possible. After all, for Hantors, devoid of bodies, sensory deprivation was the most horrible and simultaneously, the only possible punishment. I almost regretted my choice for such early entry, but told myself that it didn’t matter, because it would pass really fast. It took no time for me to change my mind, and it actually turned out to be the most enlightening and fascinating experience of my whole existence.

	Within just a few hours, novel sensations appeared, followed by more and more after that. I, Lin Mogu, the only sentience inside what was to be Lisa, was like a single micro transistor, and a door opened, and I was connected to another one, and then another one, and another one, and soon we were a cluster. With every micro transistor added, we gained a new capability. New sensors were added to us constantly and they were all us, not separate, but a multiplication and addition to what we already were. Soon we could feel the flow of blood entering us and then the little molecules of oxygen providing us with energy. Then, we could distinguish between the different nutrients that rushed in with the blood flow, which we could use to keep growing and adding micro transistors. We acquired the capability to be pleased or displeased and then the choice, the preliminary fragments of our soul, to categorize and decide to like one sensation or dislike another. Every second was a surprise, because any second had the potential for a new present, an unexpected gift to be unwrapped and become ours forever.

	When several new additions completed their alignment and coordination, waves of unprecedented sensations would rush in, for example when we first started perceiving sounds. The ensconcement inside our mother’s womb, once a bland existence, was fast becoming a magical cave, full of new delights! Little feeble actuators started appearing, muscles and appendages, and we could exercise our choice of turning them off and on and experiencing the sensations. By now, we could distinguish between every chemical compound coursing through our mother’s veins and were able to recognize their individual effects. Within what felt like a flash, we managed to achieve independent locomotion and shift ourselves within the confines of the womb, sometimes for a more comfortable position, other times just for mere exploration of the capability. The womb was alive and providing us with an endless show, and all it took was for us to reach a level of evolution that would unlock yet another gift. We were a self-growing machine! A machine that was becoming more complex and more capable as time passed. I cannot pinpoint the single moment when we acquired a functioning brain.

	In the beginning, we were like a plant, a flower, feeling the need for hydration and growing receptacles to receive the water, feeling the warming rays of the sun and instinctively turning toward it. From the moment we could distinguish between pleasant and unpleasant moments, we had choice: to embrace them or try to avoid them, so we had a soul. Later, when we could propel ourselves and slip into different positions, we could even elbow the walls surrounding us and dictate to our mother to stop any activity she was doing and focus on what was happening inside her. I was a host inside a host inside a host, and every single part had an individual choice, yet we all coexisted together, in one body. At this point, we could distinguish the passage of time, the physical, mental, and emotional condition of our carrier, and we could even discern what was happening in the outside world and distinguish between different voices. A most interesting experience was when our carrier had sex, and we could feel her pleasure and the hormones passing through us. Another was when she woke up after sleep; everything would change, our completely rhythmic world would go into overdrive and waves of sensations would start rushing in. At which point does an individual human life start? If a single cell organism, if an amoeba, is a complete individual life form, then the answer has to be that it was always there. When is it a fully formed human? The moment it is born, it is forced to eject the liquid from its lungs and start breathing. It is just a matter of definition, and either way it does not help the moral and technical arguments of this era of human civilization.

	Even after Lisa was born, it took a long time for her to be able to make any kind of choice, other than arbitrary, exploratory actions. Even when she could walk, talk, eat on her own, and discharge her wastes effectively, her choices needed to be subjugated to her mother’s choices necessarily, and to the choices of the other adult human beings around her. So, it would be impossible for me, regardless of all that I knew, to provide advice to any human on what they should do, what should be their choice, their beliefs. I guess they would keep making the choices they could afford according to their evolutionary level.

	Being born and growing up was an even more spectacular experience. Eventually we could see more than light sources and vague shadows, and we could not only hear, but gain an understanding of the world around us. Everything was so gradual; there were no distinguishable steps. We grew like hair grows: a tiny bit every second, every minute, every day, unnoticed.

	Since I was permitted to do whatever I wanted and intervene in any way I saw fit, I subtly but consistently nudged Lisa into perceiving the majority of her experiences as positive, and I would like to think that I was a contributor to Lisa being a really happy baby and child, a delight to all around her. So, everybody around her loved Lisa. On the few times she was hurt, I actively alleviated her pain. 

	With puberty came rushes of hormonal imbalance that would attempt to induce negativity into Lisa. I understood that this was a necessary ingredient of her transformation, our transformation, into a fully functioning female. I actively suppressed the negativity and amplified the beauty of the female and its growing ability to host life inside its body. It was not only Lisa that was happy, but also I, Lin Mogu, hosted inside her. My interventions were neither frequent, nor were they overt, but I rather enjoyed the discrete nudges that influenced her choices. To which degree, I was almost never sure. Adolescence was an extraordinary experience and the clarity of the permanence of my womanhood enhanced my yearning to experience motherhood, and this time dive into it with more focus than I had as Stronk. Lisa felt the same, and she had always declared since she was a little toddler that one day she would be a mother of many, many children, a very unfashionable view for her era and generation.

	Our first sexual experience was sweet, and its sweetness ensured Lisa’s becoming a woman who really enjoyed her sexuality. She was very sociable and very sought after because she appeared like a beacon of light in the darkness of her society around her. When we eventually met Brian after an awkward break-up with Sonny, a three-year-long relationship, there was instant attraction, and with my enthusiasm added to it, they were soon passionately in love with each other. On their second date, she moved into his apartment, and they were officially an “item”, as the humans called it. When he introduced us to Bobby and Yasmin, all four of us became an item, and at last, once more, I shared a universe with Sunsei Bar.

	I am not sure, as I have mentioned, to what degree I was influencing her choices. Neither could I even imagine to what degree Sunsei was influencing Brian, but it was obvious that we were all enchanted by the result. Every time Lisa looked deep into Brian’s eyes, I believed I could see Sunsei’s avatar, the seven-pointed star, floating in the depths of Brian’s irises. I wondered if he could see mine, concentric circles formed by bi-colored triangles. Sometimes I felt a hint of human-like dissatisfaction at being unable to signal him or communicate directly with him. We had all decided that by no means could we risk Nor Blask figuring out that we were there, and I was determined to respect our covenant. When these moments of frustration came, I learned to ignore them and submerge myself in Lisa’s experience and express my growing love for Sunsei—what a weird concept for a Hantor!—by immersing myself into Lisa’s love for Brian. We all had endless conversations with Bobby, and his insights and passionate beliefs were addictive and infectious to us all.

	We were happy. We were young, healthy, and in love, and on top of this, we all felt a camaraderie, the sense of a unique tribe that all four of us, I believe all eight of us, must have shared. We dreamed together and we were optimistic together, and then, Lisa and Brian were informed by her gynecologist that she could not conceive, that her fallopian tubes had a congenital defect. Brian and Lisa managed to overcome this news, deciding to take the option of in vitro fertilization, a technology available to humans for almost a century. Unfortunately, this led to nothing, because as they soon found out, Lisa’s uterus was unable to support a pregnancy. Our collective disappointment was immense, but more so for me and Lisa than for Brian. They talked of adopting, and they even researched the procedures required to do so, but since we were inseparable with Bobby and Yasmin, they ended up considering Marcel and Laura as their adopted children and were always the default babysitting solution.

	Lisa was often tortured over this, and I performed my subtle magic to restore her mood to satisfaction for her life and happiness. But I was a veritable hypocrite, because my own dissatisfaction was practically insurmountable. What a misfortune, I thought, my one opportunity to feel motherhood, and I had chosen the wrong body for it. When professor Ula Dor and Professor Haala Ban appeared in the forms of Thomas Harland and Andy Liu, and became an integral part of our tribe, I was too busy to even think about it. But when Lisa was asleep and I was all alone, I could not help myself, and it was hard to avoid. Sometimes I even felt that the Needle was perverting my nature and I was becoming a human, a primitive, pitiful creature, that was programmed to be constantly dissatisfied and displeased at what is. During these nights, sometimes I even despised humans for making me feel like this. Nevertheless, when the mornings came and Lisa opened her eyes, stretched her body luxuriously, and turned to hold Brian close to her and look into his eyes, I forgot all of my “insanities”. Besides, too many things were already happening.
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	Entering the Needle and emerging into a human body presented me with no problems. I was the most experienced expeditioner and had been hosted into over 700 different beings over the millennia that I had already spent in the Machine, especially as a functionary, and later as director of the Needle. My initial experiences were shocking and extremely unpleasant, but you do get used to it. I was actually very eager to reenter. I allowed myself one personal joke: I chose to enter into hosts much younger than the hosts of our alumni. I thought it was an interesting twist to make this choice, and so did Haala Ban. I already had in my memory banks both Bobby’s letter and Thomas’s interview with him, but I had no idea about the impact on Thomas himself. I had been already in Thomas for several years, and I perceived and characterized him as a very impassive and composed human, compared to the rest around him. The passion and excitement I felt rise inside him with every answer during Bobby’s interview were unprecedented.

	I was surprised and stunned. Seeing Bobby through his eyes definitely enhanced my perspective of him. Thomas felt a profound admiration for Bobby and was drawn to him magnetically. He rushed to publish the interview and the dominoes started falling, practically instantaneously. It took less than five minutes before he received an email commanding him to appear at the dean’s office without delay. He was rushed in by his secretary, and Dean Thompson introduced to him James M. Williamson, Chief Campus Council and Head of the Office of Legal Affairs. Apparently, all the universities’ emails were flooded by complaints about the interview, and even their legal supervisor, UCL in Oakland, had demanded that they take immediate action. The dean ordered him to take the interview down and to publish a disclaimer, declaring that the staff and student bodies of Berkeley did not share the opinions of the letter or the interview.

	Thomas was short and chubby, and despite his youth already showed the early stages of a thinning and receding hairline. He was polite, studious, and reserved. He loved his job, absorbed by his computer screen, and he felt like a minor king in his little nook of the world. As Ula Dor had discovered, he found his self-worth in writing about things and people that interested him, being the quiet and observant reporter of every story, but never the hero of the story. He often said that there existed some people in books, in movies, and hopefully in life, that were bigger than life itself. He always considered himself smaller than life, a dutiful servant of inspiring stories.

	It was a huge surprise, therefore, to dean Thompson, Mr. Williamson, himself, and Ula Dor, when Thomas quietly took his laptop out of his shoulder bag, quickly typed a note, decisively pressed a key on his keyboard, and raised his eyes, staring directly into the eyes of dean Thompson. “Please check your email, sir,” he said, and remained there staring at the dean’s face rebelliously.

	It was a short email, directed to every official email on campus, including all student associations and the email of his own office, the Berkeley News:

	“I, Thomas Harland, refuse to allow indecent censorship and refuse to delete posts that are legal, express legitimate views, and should invite healthy debate rather than censorship. If forced to remove these posts and specifically, the open letter by Mr. Robert Hastings and my subsequent interview with him, I will resign in protest in order to ensure the standards of free speech that the illustrious Berkeley University has embraced since its foundation in 1868.”

	Both the dean and the legal counsel remained speechless and Thomas, staring the grey-haired dean down impetuously, rose from his seat and walked out of the office without another word. The two most powerful men on campus felt utterly powerless: watching the black, half-blind, asthmatic Thomas hobble out of the room, it was obvious to both of them that he was not somebody they could fire. I had considered that I would have to intervene to keep the interview published, but there was absolutely no need: chubby, bespectacled Thomas Harland had embarked upon his hero’s journey. And apparently, so had I.

	The rest is well known. Thomas was not fired; instead, he became kind of a celebrity and the story instantly leaked to all the media in the United States. This led to Bobby’s letter and the interview to be referred to repeatedly in the news nationwide for several days. Ironically, it helped that Bobby was fired from his job. A die had been cast and many dominoes would inevitably fall. At that moment they lived in a polarized world where anybody who was troubled by the paradoxical woke philosophies had no outlet, other than a usually Christian religious right-wing, to find kindred spirits. It was either anti-abortion and pro-gun rights Republicans, or the woke. There was no other choice. The laissez-faire America of the previous century had disappeared; nobody believed anymore “in live and let live”, in “be free to do what you like as long as you don’t interfere with other people’s freedom to do what they like”.

	Individuality was considered toxic and conformity a virtue. Bobby provided a third road, a road to values of the past, when nobody even considered feeling guilty for being selfish. Wasn’t it a given that everybody was selfish anyway, and that this was our nature? Weren’t there times when the evil monsters were our enemies and not ourselves? Bobby started a movement that allowed people to be proud once more, and despite the attacks from all sides, this movement became unstoppable. When, three years later, Bobby was attacked and beaten up with sticks and sustained injuries that would paralyze him and confine him to a wheelchair for the rest of his life, he became a martyr. And the more you prosecute a martyr, the more you empower him. Thomas dedicated his life to becoming the publicity czar of the choosers, as Bobby’s followers came to be known, a name initiated by Andy Liu, who often jokingly declared: “choosers can’t be losers!”
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	I loved Ula Dor’s idea for us to inhabit much younger bodies than our students, rather our fellow expeditioners, but I think that I chose much better than he did. Andy Liu was in many ways the polar opposite of Thomas Harland, and as I now realize, my own polar opposite. How intriguing! He was a rebel by nature, and up to that point, being a fervent activist had been more important to him than what his activism was about! He just needed an outlet for his rebelliousness, the intense satisfaction at disturbing everything and anything that he felt needed some juicy disruption! His latest quest, the restoration of objective measurable standards, was one that he could bite his teeth into, because the social reaction of a civilization that had institutionalized victimhood and vulnerability was most vicious in anything that attempted to puncture it. And it was obvious that any objectivity was dangerous to it. Andy really loved being confrontational! The challenge excited him, but before meeting Bobby, he had no coherent strategy to achieve even a weakening of the structures of equity and inclusion that had been dominating society for over four decades.

	His energy and passion invigorated me. By now I was so far from the Haala that yearned for self-termination that he felt like a distant memory, fading more with every passing day. Insertion into Andy Liu via the Needle had been excruciatingly difficult and painful, since I had never actually entered the Needle before. I had always been an academic rather than an expeditioner. Nonetheless, I endured, and by the time Andy met Thomas, I had gotten used to co-existing with a primitive, corporeal human and had started to enjoy the ride.

	It was the machinations of Andy that led to several students petitioning for Bobby to be invited to the university for a debate. It was his sinuous fingers that massaged the protests that ensued after the petitions were denied, and the various demonstrations around the campus definitely bore his signature. The debate was televised and covered by cable and syndicated news, and it became explosive. It was also the excuse that led to Bobby losing his job, since he had been warned by central offices to not accept the invitation. Besides Bobby, there were two more participants: Dr. Alison White, a sociologist and head of the gender studies department, and Mr. Charly Spokane, a conservative mouthpiece and mayoral candidate for the Republican party. The auditorium was full of a diverse and very vocal crowd.

	The format was simple: each debater had three minutes to answer in turn the same questions. Outside the auditorium there was a huge screaming crowd with placards with messages such as “Go home Adolf lover!” and other similar slogans, some of them even resorting to profanities.

	The first question was announced by the debate coordinator: “Should our governments, our institutions, and our businesses proactively level the field to give the disadvantaged an equal chance?” 

	 

	Dr. Alison White went first: “This country, this system, has been built by the sweat and blood of slaves. It is a system designed to keep down the many and maintain the privileges of the few. Racism and discrimination of every kind hide under a façade of equality. We pretend that we want equality, and we pretend that we try to provide equal opportunities for all. This equality is a farce, because if you start a race of a mile and some start three, four, five hundred yards ahead of the others, it is obvious that this is a system designed to suppress those that have been disadvantaged by centuries of discrimination. To achieve diversity, equity, and inclusion, it is imperative to remove the intrinsic privileges that have been built through a culture of patriarchy over thousands of years of oppression. We cannot speak of a level field, as long as the spider’s web of privilege that is the backbone of the exploitative system we call a ‘democracy’ remains intact, hidden behind fat words.

	“Who can tell the single, colored mother that she has equal opportunity? Who can tell that to the poor immigrant, or the constantly persecuted members of the 2SLGBTQIAFNR+++ community? Who can tell this to the poor, who have suffered substandard education? Who can say this to the homeless, who cannot even support themselves, let alone pursue any achievement in life? And who can tell this to their children, children that have been discriminated against due to their misfortune from the moment they were born? How can we pretend that we are human, if we disregard the fact that the white privileged elite has made sure that their privileges are propagated forever, since they were acquired in the past and seem invisible, while all of us know that they are there? How can a colored child win a race when they’re starting half a field behind the rest? And now, after years of political and social strife that have managed to gain them a few, totally inadequate advantages, too small to even begin to compensate for the years of disadvantage and oppression, some have no shame, and want even these small crumbles that have been gained with such difficulty to be taken away. I say that we need to do more, much more, to level the field, although I believe that the field will never be level as long as the structures that have been created by the privileged few remain intact.”

	 

	With the sound of the bell signifying the end of her time, the floor was given to Mr. Charly Spokane amid screams of both approbation and disgust. 

	 

	“It makes me sick to hear the denigration of our country by this leftist propaganda. Instead of appreciating our great country, that was created on the principles of equal opportunities for all to pursue the American dream, the left is openly advocating to destroy them, torpedoing the very foundations that have made America the greatest nation in the world. We are flooded by illegal immigrants who suck the marrow of this great country, parasites who depend on hand-outs and social security, and drain our country of its hard-earned resources and its greatness. The objective is clear. To destroy everything that our forefathers have built and to turn America into a totalitarian Communist state. The spirit of competition that has created this great country is being eroded and in this, I agree with Mr. Hastings’ letter that urges the return to the system of freedom and equal opportunity for all that our founding fathers designed into our constitution. Our freedom to bear arms is being constantly eroded. Our moral values are being substituted by depravity and perversion, and our flag is desecrated publicly. I am proud to be an American and I am sick of hearing the protests of people who either were never invited to our country, are here illegally, or of those who do not appreciate the opportunities that it used to provide. America has welcomed all races, all ethnicities, and all religions to come and join us and share in the American dream, to share our culture. I repeat, to share our culture, not to destroy it. I see our men turning into women and our women turning into men, and I see the lazy and the freeloaders dominating our universities, our institutions, and our government. I see that America is becoming the laughingstock of the world, and I remember the times when America was respected, and the U.S. dollar was the international currency for most transactions.

	“Where are we heading now, I ask? We used to be feared, respected, and loved. We were a superpower and the leader of the free world, but now, everything that we were envied for, everything that made millions of people dream of coming to America to find their own dream through hard work and perseverance, has been turned into a source of shame. I say, let us stop all this nonsense, and let us make America great again!”

	 

	The auditorium was filled with both applause and protesting screams. It took several minutes before the coordinator could quiet the crowd down enough so that Bobby could speak.

	 

	“I say that a country is great if its citizens, the people who compose it, the people who are its heart and soul, are great. We can only be truly, collectively great if we can be individually great. It is a belief of ours that one can only be great at the expense of somebody else, that to sit on a throne, you must dethrone the ones already seated on it. Nature dictates that none of us are born the same, and with every day of our lives our disparities increase. Some of us are born tall, some of us short. Some of us are born with a talent for numbers, art, music, or engineering. I have often been party to debates of whether who we are depends on our nature, our genetics, or nurture, the way we were raised. In my humble opinion, it is an unwinnable debate, because it is so obviously both. I have no objection to the evident fact that there are disparities between us, some of them congenital and others created through our lifetimes. But nobody can ever have an advantage in everything.

	“If you are very tall, you have an advantage that serves you for playing basketball, for being drafted to play in the NBA, achieving fame, and potentially making millions of dollars. If you’re very small and slight of stature, you have an advantage to becoming a jockey, winning the Kentucky Derby, achieving fame, and making millions of dollars. This applies to every field of human endeavor, whether it is art, science, business, crafts, or sports. Some are born beautiful by our social standards and squander it and destroy it through unhealthy living, no exercising, maybe even drugs and alcohol. Some are born ugly by our social standards and achieve high levels of attractiveness and individuality. Physical attributes will always provide privileges and advantages to some, especially for careers such as modelling or sports. By whose figment of the imagination should we eliminate our sense of beauty itself, or physical prowess, for the unattainable goal of leveling the field?

	“I say, let’s inspire all Americans to be great, each in their own way. Let us stop trying to level the field and start inspiring people to find out where their advantages lie. Let us all milk our privileges, let us all be great. Let the tall play basketball and let the short be jockeys, instead of cutting off the legs of the tall to make us all the same. Let us celebrate our diversity, not only our diversity of race or ethnicity or sexual preference, but our diversity of talent, and find our individual niche where we are privileged. Let’s make all Americans great, and then our country will be great, because it will be composed of great people. And then, for sure we will all be able to love our great country with no reservations once again.”

	 

	This time the auditorium was deadly quiet. Both sides wanted to protest, but nobody could put their finger on exactly what they disagreed with. It seemed that it took a long time before the room returned to its normal state. 

	After a long pause, the coordinator broke the silence with his second question: “Could you please provide specific suggestions for our institutions of higher education in particular? Dr. Alison White, you have the floor starting now.”

	 

	“My suggestions are clear and simple: to eliminate all grading and all comparison among students. This system of categorizing human beings favors the privileged, and is racist and discriminatory to the extreme. It is not about how the system of ‘objective grading’ is designed, and in which way we can redesign it to compensate for its blatant inequity. It is the existence of this antiquated patriarchal system that is inhumane and discriminatory in its very nature, starting with our systems of admissions. Everybody should be able to take advantage of higher education without any exams or other methods of discrimination. Everybody should be able to obtain the university degree of their choice, and everybody should be able to obtain the job and the career of their choice. All methods of ‘objective measurement’ are by their nature discriminatory, and they should be obliterated for our society to achieve the diversity, equity, and inclusion that is impossible under the current system. My opponents in this debate are right, I do propose to eliminate this patriarchal, rigged system of assessing and categorizing humans with no regard for their feelings and the trauma and disappointment that they suffer from it.

	“I admit that indeed we have come a long way from the indecent exploitation and abuse of the past, but what does it matter if we have been put one rang up a ladder that is by its nature rotten, perverse, and designed to break under our feet? Let us also eliminate all requirements for physical presence that exclude those with social anxiety issues and all those that have been traumatized and abused too much by this inhuman system to be able to take any more. Let us start a new beginning, by providing cost-free higher education to all, and deprive the elites from their accumulated advantages. Let us as a society provide adequate reparations for those who have suffered, and let us eliminate inheritance and have any accumulated wealth of the deceased be returned to the state to pay for equal education for all. Let us eliminate and forgive student loans, so that everybody can start from the same start line. Only then will we be an equitable society. Only then can our sins be forgiven.”

	 

	Loud cheers and whistles filled the room once more, interspersed with an equal number of protests and name-calling. Once more, it took some time for the coordinator to manage to quiet the auditorium and give the speech to Mr. Charly Spokane, with the opportunity to answer the same question.

	 

	“These insane and subversive suggestions are a clear example of the dangerous Marxist ideologies that have reduced our great country to a shadow of its former greatness. It is these same Marxist ideologies that led the Soviet Union to commit unspeakable atrocities and murder millions of their own citizens, inevitably leading to its own collapse. Would you trust your safety and the safety of your family, and accept flying with a pilot that has passed no objective examination, to prove their proficiency? Would you allow a brain surgeon that has obtained their medical degree with no objective qualifications to operate on yourself or your children? Instead I suggest the exact opposite. Rather than enhancing the privileges of victimhood, eliminate all affirmative action and allow everybody to compete equally and may the best and most industrious win. This is the only path to restore our nation’s greatness. We should restrict immigration. Our country is the greatest melting pot in the history of humanity, but we should only accept the most proficient and capable of immigrants, the most useful to our society and our economy, and invite the winners of the world to join us. And more importantly, not allow in the losers, the parasites, those that suck on the wealth that we and our forefathers have created and do not even feel grateful!

	“I suggest that we only allow those immigrants who have fought to achieve deep knowledge of our language and our culture, and who show love and appreciation for our great country. God helps those who help themselves, and so should we. I believe Mr. Hastings will agree with me, although I sternly disagree with him that evil does not exist. Adolf Hitler was evil, and we, the United States, aligned with the forces of good, defeated him and his axis of evil with the blood and sacrifice of our young men. I further suggest that we once more start teaching the values that have created this great country and do it without delay, because our decadence needs to be stopped in its tracks. There is not a moment to be lost. God bless America!”

	 

	Once more the room was filled with shouting, booing, and screams. The coordinator had to intervene and threaten to evict all disruptors from the room. The angry altercations filling the auditorium took some time to subside, but eventually everybody stood quiet in anticipation of Bobby’s response.

	 

	“What we see in this room is exactly what prompted me to send my open letter. The suggestions of Dr. White produced an almost equal number of approving cheers and enraged protests, and so did the suggestions of Mr. Spokane. It seems that no side will ever be satisfied with any kind of compromise. Democracy is no doubt the best political system humanity has been able to devise. The best, but it is by its nature imperfect. Democracy is the rule of the majority over the minority, and it works best when the ruling majority does not completely disregard the concerns of the minority. Right now, and for some time, it seems that opinions are extremely polarized and quite evenly split. A couple of terms of one party reversing everything that the other party has done, followed by a couple of terms of the other party, reversing the reversals. Each party wants to come to power, not to build, but to destroy what the others have created. Democracy worked brilliantly for this country when it was coupled with tolerance and compromise from both sides. But tolerance and compromise have been eroded to a degree that only anger and intolerance remains. None of my esteemed fellow debaters would be satisfied by anything short of complete and eternal domination of their views.

	“It is no longer possible for couples to remain together and have the freedom to hold opposing views. Is it not insane that we will only be satisfied if we defeat and subjugate the other half? And is this not the opposite of democracy? Aren’t the enraged voices the precursors of totalitarianism, the opposite of the fundamental principles of democracy? We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness. It doesn’t seem that any of us is pursuing happiness, it doesn’t seem that any of us is pursuing liberty for all. It is this state of affairs that is disquieting to me. Can any of you make suggestions that, if they were to be instituted, would make you happy, without making the rest miserable?

	“Everything we have achieved, we have achieved through unity in times of trouble regardless of our differences. Our young men shed their blood fighting our enemies having each other’s back, regardless of what party or philosophy they ascribed to. My suggestion is simple: let us do both, let us divide the classes in the university into competitive and compassionate, and let the marketplace and the results decide. Let us provide the liberty of choice instead of imposing our points of view on each other. Let us choose half the immigrants on compassionate grounds, and the other half according to their competitive capabilities. Let us allow those who want to pass on their wealth to their offspring to do so, with an appropriate inheritance tax of course, and let us allow those who want to donate their life’s accumulated or inherited wealth to the state to support the less fortunate to be able to do so. Let us allow everybody the maximum choice that we can and provide true liberty and the right for the pursuit of happiness to everyone, regardless of how they choose to pursue it. Why do we believe that we cannot all be happy? Why do we believe that the happiness of one is to the detriment of the happiness of another? The only true measure of equality is the degree of free choice. Let us return to the value of freedom and choose to be tolerant of each other’s points of view. If we cannot all choose to walk the same paths of life, let us walk our different paths side by side and let the results speak for themselves. Are we so intolerant that we would rather self-destruct than be proven wrong?”

	 

	Once more, magically, there was silence. Everybody was trying to find some reason to object, but the only one they could think of was that it was not possible, that such a proposal was unprecedented, preposterous, and not at all realistic. Nonetheless, I felt inside me and inside my host immense admiration for Bobby’s immaculate entrapment. Nobody could speak because nobody was willing to admit their intolerance. There were more questions, and Bobby expertly managed to create this odd silence after each one of his answers. Both the crowd and his fellow debaters were incredulous at this achievement. By the next day, articles from both sides had formulated their objections, since dogma will always find the way to justify itself, and there were passionate discussions in all the forums of both sides. But nobody could deny that something new had appeared. Both Andy Liu and I left the debate exhilarated and excited for what was to come next.
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	Nor Blask was viewing the events that he had lived/was still living inside Bobby through the Needle. He could not believe the circumstances that had rendered him the controller of the Needle and of the Great Machine itself. The Needle provided continuous two-way communication and huge amounts of data were flowing through him at a prodigious rate. The Machine provided him with the capabilities to peruse every single thought and action of all the expeditioners simultaneously, and to focus on any particular point of the past or of the future, because his own reports of what he had lived inside Bobby, the future for the expeditioners, were already in the data banks. He could correlate his own reports from his insertion into Bobby simultaneously with the flow of information from himself while the story was developing! He had set up intricate subroutines to juxtapose the two inflows and to detect any deviation. He could also correlate the perspectives of Ula Dor, Haala Ban, Sunsei Bar, Lin Mogu, and Samray Rin in conjunction with each other’s and with his own. He was very busy, perusing infinite tables and examining the data from every perspective, and he allowed himself no divergent thoughts. However, as he got accustomed to the operation of the Needle and became proficient in exploiting its capabilities, he allowed himself milliseconds of amazement at this amazing contraption that he so unexpectedly found himself in charge of.

	He ran analyses over analyses, diligently doing his best, but he could not deny that he was under a conscious bias to perusing the flows from Samray Rin. The Needle was like an energetic umbilical cord connecting him constantly to all six of the expeditioners, including a previous iteration of himself that, unbeknownst to him, was transmitting to the invisible controller of the Needle that was actually himself in the faraway future, in a different universe. He was aware that he could allow himself an outflow to the five, if necessary, but never to himself, because that could cause an irreparable paradox with unforeseen consequences. The five already knew the future, at least the future as he had reported it and was recorded through the Needle, but the other Nor Blask, the one still in the past, did not. His other self was living it. Besides, there was no guarantee that the future was not changing by this second expedition into Bobby’s world. This was the amazing thing about the Needle technology. There he was, good old Nor, observing himself, who had no idea that he was being observed by himself!

	When he came to the moment when Bobby was attacked outside of his hotel, just before his address as a guest speaker in the senate committee for higher education, his urge to warn himself, to warn Bobby for the impending attack that would incapacitate him for life and eventually lead to his physical problems and his early death, was almost irresistible. He loved Bobby and he was so tempted to save him from all the pain that he would have to endure, and through him, the Nor that was cohabiting his brain and body. In the end, his trust won, and he did nothing. He reminded himself that everything, absolutely everything, was always exactly, deliciously, as it should be.

	So, nothing changed, and Samray Rin’s mindboggling theory had nothing to prove it wrong. It was hard to imagine that everything that was happening, maybe even the invention of the Needle itself, may have been seeded by choices of the future, or even by interventions from completely different creatures from a different universe from a future that they could not even imagine. Even the concepts of the past and the future lie on the scales right now. Nor realized that he was his past in the future, observing himself in the past, making choices that would create his situation in the future. What if there was a Nor in the future in charge of the Machine and the Needle once more, observing the Nor that was controlling the Machine for the first time in his past? What if there was an unfelt Needle inserted into him, influencing him or not, creating the circumstances for his existence in this position?

	He had very little time available to be exploring the probabilities of this impossible to grasp alternative reality. He summarily concluded that like Bobby, who had a really hard time comprehending a life with a virtual, non-corporeal body, and like Gabu, who would have found it impossible to comprehend even the internet, the automobiles, planes, and smartphones of Bobby’s era, it was reasonable to assume that just because he could not comprehend a reality, this did not mean that it could not exist further down the evolutionary path.

	No, it was Samray Rin who tangled his mind into almost impossible to escape conundrums. He was observing himself inside Bobby, often one with Bobby, who had found his soulmate in Yasmin, overtaken by the beauty of the experience of being in love. Yes, like all other Hantors of this advanced stage in their evolution, he loved everybody and everything. He was almost one with everything. But he now realized that if you love everybody, in reality you love no one. There is no choice involved, no soul. The music of love had become a constantly present music that flowed through every Hantor so comprehensively that it had become bland, like the humans’ elevator music, something so obvious that it was automatically filtered out. No highs, no lows, no excitement, no passion, no choice. The concept of love for Hantors had turned into background noise.

	So, he was perplexed on whether he should envy himself in the past for living this at this moment, instead of just memories that he had to contend with. He was perplexed, because there was one thing missing: when he had lived it, and similarly what his other self was living right now in his timeframe, he did not know, he does not know, that Samray Rin is inside Yasmin! He fluctuated between wishing it was him inside Bobby right now and yearning to give himself a hint, to relive the growth of unprecedented emotions inside him when “his” Gabu was adoring “Samray Rin’s” Yessa. The Needle was conveying to him everything that was happening to Yasmin, all her feelings, and everything that was happening to Samray or that Samray did, but not her emotions. He would so like to be able to know those. Were they similar to his?
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	Nor Blask was living exhilarating times together with Bobby. New, insightful pillar beliefs were being birthed inside Bobby’s fertile mind, for many of which he had been in some way instrumental in their seeding. As Bobby was transforming himself into a pioneer, a leader, and a sage for many, he often felt the limits of where he stopped and Bobby began fading. Sometimes, when Bobby was awake and active, he even lost sight of his mission and his identity, like an undercover cop who takes over the persona that he is pretending so successfully to be. They were now surrounded by people, with Brian, his wife Lisa, Thomas and Andy, their closest allies and their family, together with Laura and Marcel. At the moments when Bobby was sleeping and he was alone, with just the occasional dream to disturb his thoughts, he felt alone. Not as alone as he had felt when Peter, no, Sandy, took her life and Samray Rin was no longer in the same universe as him, but alone nonetheless. Despite the wretchedness of their hosts’ existence, he had quite enjoyed their invisible partnership with Samray, especially the moments when Gabu and Yessa made passionate, glorious love.

	So, he devised a stratagem, a fantasy that accompanied him during those times of loneliness. It was one such night that he chose to consider and fantasize that Samray was in Yasmin, looking back at him. The thought was so pleasant that he consciously decided to pretend that this impossible fantasy was true. This became his guilty pleasure, his divergence from the simple, efficient execution of his mission, but he decided that when the expedition ended, he would request to tell his story and to divulge his feelings and his fantasy world. By this time, he knew that pure data never told the whole story, and he was determined to rectify this. He was observing his own transmutation inside Bobby and was finding it scientifically intriguing. A Hantor romantically drawn to another Hantor! This had not happened for billions of years!

	The experience when Bobby was viciously attacked and beaten with clubs was the worst, most terrifying and harrowing experience in both their lives. The pain coursing through Bobby’s nervous system as his skull was cracked and his spinal cord crushed, almost made Nor abandon ship and retreat into the Needle. His instructions were that under no circumstances should he allow himself to remain even a millisecond inside a dead body, because this could cause him irreparable harm. He had been trained to eject minutes or at least seconds before death, and things were happening so fast that he did not know whether the next blow would be the fatal one. But he hesitated, because he was so involved, that leaving Bobby at this moment of extreme and excruciating pain felt somehow like a betrayal. When Bobby was finally, mercifully unconscious and could feel no more pain, Nor Blask kept being wracked with unbearable jolts from his nervous system that were there despite Bobby’s brain being unable to process them. Even then, he did not choose extraction, and somehow restrained himself from exiting. Was this love? Was this the concept of willing sacrifice? He was not sure, but he somehow hung in there.

	Even before Bobby regained consciousness, in a sore, broken body, lying on a hospital bed in the Harbor View Medical Center in Washington, Nor Blask’s constant absorption of the pain from Bobby’s body’s nervous system was sweetly interrupted by the hum of the loving lullaby that Yasmin, holding his inert hand, was softly singing to him. It was then that Nor decided to make his fantasy true in his mind, that Samray Rin was somehow out there, inside Yasmin, humming at him. He knew that this was impossible, but he did not care. For some reason, this thought made everything a little bit more tolerable. When Bobby finally emerged from his coma and opened his eyes, Nor Blask imagined that he could see Samray Rin inside Yasmin’s concerned and loving eyes. He couldn’t know that his fantasies were actually true! 

	Bobby’s last hours were happy hours. He knew that he didn’t have long to live, but he felt fulfilled. He was surrounded by his loved ones, his beloved Yasmin, holding his hand on his right. To the left, there was Laura and Marcel, and next to them Brian, Lisa, Andy, and Thomas. Sitting or standing around the room were Simon and Mathilda, Amelie and Maja, Leanne and Dorin, Aura and Benji, Brielle, Leroy and Niloufar, Sara and Bart, Eli and Damien. Outside in the garden there were many others, and the sounds of the children and the grandchildren, playing joyfully around them, sang a joyful tune in Bobby’s mind. He was leaving the world at a time of great social and political unrest. He had failed to change anything for humanity, and for most, he was a long-forgotten shadow that once had achieved notoriety but had quickly become irrelevant. He could not complain. He had his ten minutes of fame and then it was other people’s turn. He was irrelevant and forgotten by the billions, but he felt content that if he had not managed to improve the lives of the many to any significant degree, he had managed to improve the lives of the few that he truly cared for and had been able to touch directly.

	A lone oak tree cannot produce enough acorns to populate a whole mountain, but it can produce more than enough acorns to seed a patch of trees around it, to shade and to be shaded, and each one of those trees would seed more oak trees and they in turn would seed others, until the forest grew. He had sown his seeds. Now it was the turn of others. Besides, he didn’t care. The future, as he saw it, was not his responsibility. His responsibility was his own life, his own happiness, and the happiness of those he felt as his family. He was at peace, because he felt that this, for sure he had achieved. He had written books and published his pillars, his life’s work, that grew to be almost a hundred. His own manual for happiness. He could not stop smiling, seeing the faces of his most loved ones crammed into his room, and hearing the voices of the rest, and the chattering of children surrounding the house.

	When he felt his life force leaving him, he asked to be taken to the garden, and there, lying on a lounger, under a leafy tree, he gave his last message: “It is decades since I embarked on my path, first alone with just my guardian angel by my side, and then with Yassie, and later with all of you, and all that were born or joined me on the way. I have been searching to understand life, myself, and my fellow human beings for most of my life. I have been talking, definitely too much, to all of you, on a variety of subjects. I would like now, since I will be leaving you soon, to discuss with you just one more thing; the concept of success. What is success and how can it be measured? I have been a cripple and seriously infirm for a couple of decades now. I have failed to protect my body and I have failed to awaken humanity to the paradox that is making us hate our very nature. I have written many books and have published the beliefs that are the pillars that support my happiness, but they have been read by few. In this also, I have failed. What is success? How is it possible that I feel so successful, when the majority of whatever I have attempted has ended up a failure?

	Because I have no doubt, I am successful. Actually, I feel that I am the most successful and fortunate person that has ever lived. I am fortunate, because I met you, Yassie, my soulmate, and because I succeeded in keeping you by my side until these last moments of my life. I am fortunate to have been gifted you, my son Marcel, and my daughter Laura, and I have been successful, because I raised you to be happy human beings, a rarity these days. And I have been fortunate that you have gifted me my grandchildren, Alex, Sonja, Peter, and Sandy. I have also been fortunate, because I have been gifted great friends and successful, because I have been at least a small part in your happiness. I have been fortunate, because my guardian angel chose to visit me and open my eyes and my heart, and I have been successful in trusting my angel, my heart, and my path, and living my life accordingly. I have been fortunate because I can feel the love of all of you around me and I have been successful in opening my heart to all of you and making you my family.

	“I cannot imagine a greater success than to love and to be loved, and I cannot imagine a greater success than having exercised my choice to live a full and vibrant life and to dare to do whatever my mind and my heart dare to dream of. Hell is a place where one is alone, so I guess I am in paradise. I am happy to go, because I am full of gratitude for everything that I have felt and for everything that I have experienced. I am grateful for every easy and every difficult and painful moment of my life because they have brought me to this ultimate success of regretting nothing. Is it not the very definition of success when you can look back at your life and know that you would not change even a single moment of it? When my body got destroyed and I became an invalid, thoughts crossed my mind at the time that maybe I could have done something to avoid this. As my guardian angel has often whispered to me, I am going back in time and whispering to myself: ‘It is alright, Bobby, it is exactly, deliciously, as it should be. Trust that this, like everything else, will prove to be the best thing that ever happened to you, if you so choose.’

	“Why would I change a thing, if it meant that something would change in the perfection of this moment? After all, perfect is something that should never change, lest it becomes less than perfect. And life is perfection, not a stagnant, frozen perfection, but the dynamic, vibrant perfection of constant change that keeps creating new opportunities for an ever-shifting taste of happiness. Our soul is our choice and I have stretched and exercised and expanded the limits of my choice with every breath that I have taken. Our soul is immortal, because the results of our choices keep living through the people that we have influenced in our lives, which in turn, inevitably, will influence their descendants and their friends and everybody they touch in their lives. And they in turn will influence, with their own choices, the people of the future, because humanity can always trace everything that it is to the first humans that ever walked on this planet, and our choices will keep, like never-ending waves, influencing the future of our species.

	“As long as the seeds planted by my choices and my existence remain inside you, my children, and inside you, my family, they will remain an inseparable part of the seeds that you will plant and the seeds that will follow and the ones after that, until the end of time. I have planted the seeds of happiness in myself and in all of you, and regardless of what happens to the world around you, you will all be the nurseries that will provide the seeds of the future. After Dark Ages, inevitably, a Renaissance emerges, and you are the candles that will keep the flame alive until the time comes for the fire to spread. And spread it will, I promise you. I see the future, and it is absolutely, exactly, deliciously as it should be. I have everything and I need nothing, but I have one last request. Can you please, my guardian angel, before my last breath, whisper to me your name?”

	With this, exhausted by the effort of speaking for so long, he closed his eyes, and his face was the image of absolute peace. Without opening his eyes, he uttered his final words: “Thank you, Nor Blask, my friend”, then smiled and quietly left his body.
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	To be able to invent something new, one must be capable of dreaming it. All creation exists on the principle of polarity; the polar opposites that, like the poles of a battery, create the sparks that momentarily unite them. The feminine and the masculine, the dark and the light, good and evil, right and wrong. One cannot exist without the existence of the other. A white spot in a white wall cannot actually exist, because it has no substance outside the uniformity of the whole. The Hantors’ success of universal love and near as damnit oneness, was only serving in extinguishing them as individuals and pushing them to choose their own termination as the only remaining possibility of any significant choice for them. What the Hantors had was what the humans and the syles and countless others were so avidly seeking.

	It has been said that life is not about the destination, but about the journey. The irony is that if one succeeds in reaching their destination, they simultaneously succeed in ending the journey. It is the wisdom of God, the creator, that the moment the divine succeeds in its flawless completion, all its practically infinite parts reunited into One, it automatically blows itself up into infinite pieces with an enormous explosion, full of sweet fury, to start yet another journey, another breath. It is the evolutionary path toward perfection through close to infinite generations of evolution that is the oxygen that brings life to every universe, and to creation as a whole. Every species starts with dreams of simple things, safety, alimentation, protection from the elements, and the dreams evolve along with the species, dreaming of comforts, dreaming of the elimination of all dangers, dreaming of ever more complex new dreams to walk toward.

	The limits of what an individual, or even an entire species can create, are defined by the limits of what they can dream of at any given moment, and therein lies the polarity that slashes and is contained within every other polarity within existence itself. The polarity between the manifested, what is, and the unmanifested, what is dreamed of. Everything that has existed, every advance of every civilization of every universe that has ever been, began as a dream, a vision, inside one individual to start, and later in others. An acorn is simultaneously a manifested seed that dreams of being a giant oak tree, an unmanifested tree. The moment it sprouts roots and spreads into the ground the seed exists no more, but the journey toward the oak tree, as yet unmanifested, begins. Its life is the result of the flow of energy between one pole, its unmanifested self, and its opposite, its fully manifested self. Up until the millisecond before its tired roots can no longer support the majestic tree and it falls to the ground, turning itself into an unmanifested fertilizer and soil, that will slowly rot and deteriorate until it melts into the ground and finally manifests itself. It is then no longer a tree, but just earth, full of nutrients, dreaming of being sucked into the fledgling tendrils sprouting from an acorn, destined to either succeed in the manifestation of a new oak tree or succeed in its return to being fertilized soil.

	Nor Blask had great admiration for those of his ancestors that had dared to dream of the Needle, a device able to pierce the very fabric of their universe and enter into others, and to turn it from a vision of what could be possible, to the magnificence of the manifested Needle that he was now commanding. Nor Blask, the Nor that he was then, returned to the Machine at the same time as Samray Rin, Sunsei Bar, and Lin Mogu. Time was irrelevant to the Needle, because you could turn the virtual dials and ensure that the expeditioners would return to the exact moment after they had left or any other, and the only time that would pass from then on would be the time of their debriefing and readjustment. The Needle was by no means a time machine; it traversed time and space to join two different points in time, space, and universes. Imagine a thread, a conduit connecting any two points in the entire cosmos, and you get an inkling of its functionality. Finding a way to thread this virtual Needle required trust, precision, and dedication. Between each universe, between each breath, momentarily, time and space ceased to exist and remained, in the absence of time, suspended in the quantic probability of their reinstitution: the next big bang that would restart time and begin creating space by its own expansion. The Needle traversed the nothingness and the oneness to move through universes via the divine.

	For Nor Blask, the commander of the Machine and the Needle itself, just a short few decades had passed since the departure of his colleagues and his professors. Frantic decades that felt like mere hours to a human, hours filled with processing and the effort to not miss a beat in running all the necessary tests. For Samray Rin, Sunsei Bar, Lin Mogu, Ula Dor, and Haala Ban, many long decades, filled with experiences, had slowly gone by. It is a peculiarity of time/space relativity that if one blasts away from their planet on a super-fast spaceship, the maximum time that will have passed can only be their life span, but back in the planet where they started from, even the ones who were babies when they left would have already died generations before, and for those left behind many lifespans would have passed. For the expeditioners, their expedition lasted a lifetime. But for Nor Blask, eager to be reunited with them and to be relieved by the frenzy of operating the Needle, a very short, frantic time had passed. The wait for his colleagues’ debriefing and readjustment by the Machine felt longer to Nor Blask than their time away in a distant universe on the little planet called Earth.

	“The question is, did the dreams that began the process of manifestation of something completely new, sprout on their own by the mere probability of their appearance among infinite other fantasies, most of which would never be manifested, or were impossible to manifest?

	Yes, this was definitely probable, thought Nor Blask, as he waited, the Needle now inactive, with no responsibilities or duties encumbering him besides waiting, the Machine flawlessly and automatically performing everything that was required of it to perform flawlessly. The universe is quantic after all, and in infinite dreams and thoughts of infinite creatures, the probability of any particular vision was bound to appear sometime. Actually, it is close to a certainty that the same idea, the same vision, the same dream, would have appeared multiple times to multiple individuals. A saying of the humans was that if infinite monkeys randomly hit the keys of infinite typewriters for an infinite amount of time, eventually one would happen to write the whole of Shakespeare’s Macbeth without an iota missing. What ensures that an idea, a seed, will be planted? What ensures that it will find water and nutrients and enough light for it to grow? Of course, you can answer that it is the laws of probability again. Some seeds, some ideas will be abandoned and will perish, but the law of probability ensures that some others will survive.

	To this, Nor’s thoughts would retort: I have no doubt and there can never be any doubt, that in a quantic universe, some seeds, some ideas, some dreams, some visions, will flourish. But not all! If there is a seed that is an unmanifested half-blue, half-yellow rose, there is an equal probability that this particular rose will be manifested at some point as there is that it never will! What about this seed, the Needle seed? What about this particular seed? The Needle had never been manifested in any other universe before ours. And there have been so many. Why did it not happen to manifest before in so many universes? Why only in our universe?

	Is it possible that there is a necessary ingredient, a spark that starts the path of manifestation of a dream, that has in it the probability to create something new, something revolutionary, something that was unimaginable seconds before?

	I think it is choice. A choice, a choice to dare, to imagine beyond one’s limits of comprehension, followed by more choices, to believe, to trust that any dream, as long as one is capable and daring enough to dream it, can be possible. Then another choice every moment to keep trusting the previous choices, and to keep trying until you can sit under the shade of the giant oak tree that you have created through your own choice and perseverance. A product of your soul!

	It feels good to believe that our choice, our soul, is what makes the difference, what leads to manifestation of a random idea. However, Samray’s theory that maybe there are invisible beings from the future guiding us and nudging us unobtrusively toward our decisions is intriguing and however mindboggling it may be, it might prove to have merit!

	What a thought! What if I propose to Ula Dor, who understands the intricacies and the functioning of the Needle most comprehensively among all living Hantors, to enter the Needle for the sole purpose to insert the idea of the Needle into the earlier Hantors who devised it! Maybe it needs to happen for our reality today to exist. And what if he chooses to refuse? Does that mean that somebody else will have to do it? Is there anything in the past that does not depend on the future for its very existence? I know that all analysis will prove that nothing significant changed and that our interventions, some of them subtle, some of them not, have so far not succeeded in creating any notable time/space variation wave. How else could that be possible, if Samray’s theory that we were meant to intervene all along is not correct?

	Nor Blask was so eager for the rest to finish their debriefing so that they could discuss all the amazing implications their experiments were revealing. On top of this, he was eager to hear Samray Rin’s account of her feelings inhabiting Yasmin and being in love with Bobby.
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	After Bobby died, it was Yasmin who held our clan together. Because a clan we had become. She became a wise grandmother, and since Bobby was gone and Nor Blask had departed with him, the five of us no longer needed to be completely unobtrusive within our hosts. I for one started influencing Andy Liu more overtly and it was obvious that the rest found the opportunity to guide and affect our hosts more openly than before. Our extended family, all those who had been touched by Bobby and his teachings, stayed in contact, and I nudged Andy to become Marcel’s and Laura’s mentor. He did not need much nudging, because he genuinely loved them as if they were his own. Laura was mainly interested in teaching her children and many years later, when Yasmin, and with her Samray Rin, left us as well, she took the role of the wise grandmother, not only for her immediate family, but also for our human family around us. But through Andy, I led Marcel to continue his father’s path, and he consequently founded the community of the happiness seekers, the choosers, and wrote many books talking about his father’s philosophies and his pillar beliefs.

	During this period, the fabric of human civilization was being torn apart, thread by thread. After decades of intense ideological polarization and radicalization, the concept of the nuclear family that had been there for the majority of the evolution of the human species, became outmoded, defunct, and almost extinct. To the increasingly more vulnerable humans, ridden by victimhood, shame, and guilt, there seemed to be only one solution: to avoid the messiness and the pain of social contact, people started living alone, eliminating most direct social contact, and operating under the guise of several interchangeable avatars in a virtual society. To avoid the dangers of viruses and diseases, they learned to refrain from unnecessary physical contact or even proximity. All shopping moved to online ordering and efficient, fast, autonomous vehicle and robotized deliveries.

	To avoid the messiness of sexual contact, the now frightening exchange of bodily fluids of their ancestors, actual physical sexual contact became an outdated, quaint experience of the past. The population of Earth, regardless of the scientific advances that kept expanding average life expectancies, reached a tip-over point and started shrinking exponentially.

	Working from home or not working from home, living off the generous, overbearing state they became loners, terrified of human interaction, and institutionalized into their solitary, numb, and semi-pleasant hell. But there were some who resisted. It was inevitable that they would connect and gravitate toward each other.

	Brian died at the age of 91, surrounded by his friends and his chosen children: Marcel, Laura, their children, and their grandchildren. Lisa had died just two months before. They were very happy and like Bobby, regretted nothing.

	Andy’s best friend, Thomas, had already died seventeen years before and I lost Ula Dor with him. He had chosen a host with a strong spirit but a frail body, and I cannot even imagine the suffering that he endured inside this disabilities-riddled human. And so, I found myself the last one standing. Andy never married and had no children, but he enjoyed a series of promiscuous relationships and remained an unapologetic sassy flirt even in his old age. He left his last breath peacefully, surrounded by a family of 112 people in the New Land, the community farm that Marcel had created for all of those who wanted to live with the old ways, in nature, growing animals, harvesting plants, raising children, creating art, playing music, hugging each other every day. The happiness seekers. They were connected with the internet and the digital world, and were involved in many ventures, but they lived in the paradise they had created for themselves and their offspring, keeping themselves uncontaminated from the paradoxes that were plaguing most of humanity around them.

	Most, but not all, because in these dark ages of humanity, many similar communities had been established around the world that had decided to abide by the morality and the imperatives of nature, thus flourishing and remaining sane. The majority of humanity had turned into anxiety-ridden, lonely consumerists and voters, feeling more useless by the minute and finding less reasons to live as the years of their lives went by.

	As Andy was drawing his last, ragged breaths, I was poised to exit, but around him 112 men, women, and children were singing a song of appreciation, love, and respect for the years of his loving guidance, and I was loathe to miss even a second of his joy and of the love surrounding him. I left just in time; but the risk was not what was foremost in my mind, the vibration of love around me being too intoxicating for me to worry about anything else.

	And so, I, Haala Ban, the last one standing, having been gifted one extra lifetime, siphoned myself off into the Needle and through it, into the Machine, grateful for everything.
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	This time, it was Nor Blask who opened the channels of communication for the expeditioners by beaming a “Welcome back my family!” to all. “I am sure there is so much to discuss,” he continued, “but first please receive the upload of all the tables and analyses that I have been conducting. You will find that indeed, the unbelievable has happened once more. There has been no distortion of probability outcomes of any note and any deviation wave dissipated, in 99.9999782% of the cases, very quickly after its creation. Please process the data, run your own analyses, and comment. I for one am perplexed by the implications of these findings. Ula Dor, at this moment I am pleased to surrender control of the Machine and of this meeting to you. Thank you for the privilege and the trust that you bestowed upon me.”

	“I often reminisced upon your story, Nor Blask, during the nights alone when my host was asleep. Most particularly about how trust is peace. And it was very peaceful for me to fully trust you and be able to occupy myself exclusively with the issues of just one primitive human being, instead of those of the whole Hantor universe. Already all of you have my databanks, so all I can further share are my personal feelings, and these are very clear to me.

	“We’re privileged beyond any other species’ imagination. We lack for nothing. We consume direct energy and have no need to metabolize it from organic sources and no need for the physical organs necessary for processing them. We no longer suffer any threats, nor the need to defend ourselves against anything. We can virtually live any experience, and we can provide ourselves with anything that we might require with just a thought. But it seems to me now, after this experience, that we’re missing something that is most important for actual happiness. Thomas’s body was constantly wracked with pains and discomforts, but I could not help acknowledging his delight at smelling and consuming a fragrant, newly picked strawberry. Is it a good trade-off for all the suffering? I think maybe not, but still, these corporeal pleasures, rare as they may be, are not to be dismissed completely.

	“We chose for our project the universes of case study A, the universe of the syles, and case study B, the universe of the humans, for a very specific reason, as you, my students, so brilliantly intuited. The reason, as you well know, was that in both these universes, the dominant species decided to forego virtual, non-corporeal existence and cut their evolutionary path short. When we started this project, this was a complete mystery to us, but now, I believe that I understand, and the question in my mind seems like a very hard one to answer: ‘Is there a chance that they might have chosen better than us?’ Even the presence of this question in my consciousness is maddening. Because how can I, Ula Dor, the renowned Evolutionist, doubt that unencumbered, continuous evolution is the best possible choice? And yet I doubt.

	“I would like to hear first from you, Nor Blask, since it was your initiatives and your stories that incited us to embark upon this remarkable adventure into the humans.”

	“During your debriefings,” Nor Blask replied, “I found myself with nothing further to do, relieved of all responsibility, so a lot of thoughts and feelings were passing through me. A particularly dominant one was that I didn’t finish Bobby’s story as it correlated with my emotions, and I never got to the point of telling you, as I intended, that when Sandy killed herself and Samray Rin was gone with her, I felt very alone. In all my Hantor existence, I had never felt alone, connected as I was with miraculous information to process and experience. However, inside Bobby, there were hours during his sleep when there were no dreams, minimal actions or reactions, and just an occasional smattering of routine physical stimuli, caused by the normal functioning of his dormant body. Even when he was awake, being the only Hantor in the universe of the humans, I felt that I had no one to share my thoughts and my emotions with. When we were inside Gabu and Yessa, I could feel Samray and feel connected with her, although we never communicated directly. I missed this connection when Sandy died. At some point, I decided to fantasize that I could see Samray Rin inside Yasmin, somehow yearning to share this experience with me as I was sharing it with her. I decided that as a mental exercise, I would believe that she was actually there, and allow myself to feel her through Yasmin.

	“It is incredible that it turned out to be true, although at the time I didn’t know that. Nevertheless, I allowed myself to believe this fantasy and to piggyback on Bobby’s feelings for Yasmin and allow my own feelings for Samray to arise to my surface. Indeed, I found those feelings, unprecedented for a Hantor of our generation and many generations before, presenting me with an undeniable delight, an ecstatic experience at times. During those times, I felt envious of the humans for being able to be delighted by the strawberry, by the smile, by the touch of another. So, I do agree with you, Ula Dor, that we have an obligation to consider that maybe endless evolution is not necessarily the most beneficial choice for a species. I must admit, however, that I have no answer to the myriad of questions that appear the second I allow this thought to swim through my consciousness. For example, how much evolution is enough, and why would one stop striving to be better? And what is better, and how can we know, and how can we distinguish between different evolutionary phases and decide that we have gone far enough? What is better and what is worse, and under which criteria should we even begin to think about it? How much is enough, or is nothing ever enough?

	“This line of thought opens a door with endless doors behind it, a veritable maze that one can be lost in forever. And then, there is another box that is in a box, which is contained in another box, and it is impossible to know where the final box stands and what it is like. This is the question of the chicken and the egg that we were exploring in our previous session. All of you visited Bobby’s era, and influenced your hosts and everyone around them, and yet, you, we, seemingly had no significant effect. According to every law that governs every universe, this is impossible, because it is impossible to intervene without causing an effect.

	“Unless of course we subscribe to Samray’s theory, that we, the future, were always meant to be part of the past. Does this mean that we have no real choice? Does this mean that everything, the past and the future, the previous universes and the next, is predetermined? And if so, by whom? Where does it end? Is there a beginning and an end, or are they all part of the same seamless continuum?

	“And if this is so, then maybe it was us that inserted and fomented the ideas that led to the invention of the Needle itself in our ancestors. Maybe we have to go back to the Hantor past and inseminate our ancestors with the ideas for the technology that makes everything that has already happened possible. Maybe you, Ula Dor, are destined to fulfill this task. And herein comes the greatest conundrum of them all: if you go, then you will be the actual inventor of the Needle, as I was the fertilizer for Bobby’s philosophy, and if you don’t, then it must be somebody else. So, what does one do and how does one act in light of this mindboggling chicken and egg puzzle? And what if it does not matter, and existence self-regulates to such an immaculate degree that if we do not do something, somebody else, maybe from a different universe, maybe billions of universes after ours, will inevitably fill that hole? What if nothing matters? What then? What are we to do, what are we to think? And is there anything to do if nothing matters and the whole of existence is like a giant Ouroboros serpent, eating its tail and at the same time, having itself sprouting from its own mouth? I must admit, I found myself at a loss to pursue these thoughts further, and I was eagerly awaiting this meeting, hoping that someone among you might provide me with an answer.”

	“I understand your predicament, Nor Blask, as I have been stumped by similar, unresolved forays into this issue. Maybe my mentor, Haala Ban, you have some thoughts on this?”

	“I am intrigued, but like you I have no answers. Nonetheless, I am sure that the exploration and the understanding of Samray Rin’s theory must become our primary focus. I suspect that I chose to enter Andy Liu, a particular human being who was an expert in avoiding intimacy for a specific reason. My own fears. His romantic endeavors were always predetermined and constructed so that there would always be an exit door. It suited me well as a Hantor, because I must admit that I was intimidated by the intensity of Nor’s story and his feelings. I feel that maybe, and I apologize if I’m being presumptuous, you as well, Ula Dor, chose your host carefully, in order to avoid the danger of too much of a transformation, of too much contamination by human emotionality. Thomas Harland’s disabilities made him feel unworthy of any woman falling in love with him, so he chose to dedicate himself to his life’s work and never engage himself in a relationship.

	“The reasons that your story is frightening to me, Nor Blask, would be obvious to anyone of us: what if these intense emotions that you describe prove that becoming the most advanced species ever, deprived us of something more valuable? Something that all of us collectively as a species have chosen not to remember?

	“Yet I am glad to report that I failed to keep myself an objective and rational observer. To start with, I fell in love with my host, and I fell in love with Bobby and Yasmin and Thomas and Laura and Marcel and Brian and Lisa, and all the others that chose to love my host the same as me. In retrospect, I cannot help but feel a slight bitter regret at not going all the way like you, Nor, and dare to experience everything that gives meaning to a human’s life. I propose that we must dare and explore both of your conundrums, Nor Blask, and to not be further restricted and confined by our collective beliefs. I must also admit that in all the millennia of my long life, I have never felt as fulfilled as I feel right now, together with all of you. I had no idea before of how alone I was, and for this revelation alone I am grateful. So, like sweet, perpetually angry Andy, I must decide and conclude that I have no regrets. I now fully feel that everything, absolutely everything, is exactly, deliciously as it should be, and how could any other choice conceivably improve on this? I am happy.”

	“May I be allowed to transmit, Professor Ula Dor?”

	“Please do, Samray Rin, I am eager to learn what you have to say.”

	“Respectfully, I must propose that there is no answer to these questions, at least no answer that is valid for all. I feel that the answers are individual and not subject to consensus. I, for one, am very clear in what I want. Please hear me out, because what I am about to declare will sound preposterous to all of you, and I assure you that it sounds preposterous to me too. Yet, I shall speak, because not speaking is even more unimaginable than what I am about to say.

	“I wish to enter the Needle once more. I wish to find a host, a Hantor, although I know that it is an unbreakable, at least so far, rule of the Needle that it should never be used within our universe to avoid the catastrophe of a terminal paradox. Nevertheless, it is obvious that we have all already gone far beyond any rule. I wish to find a Hantor host at the point of evolution just before virtual, non-corporeal life became technologically possible. It must be a biological female, and I must enter her exactly at the point where an accident, a physical accident, the probability of which will become practically zero the transcendence to non-corporeal life, causes in her a complete brain death. I wish to be alone in the body, in full control of everything. I further wish for you, Nor Blask, to do the same, so that we can live a physical love directly with no layers between us and experience for ourselves the love that we felt through Bobby and Yasmin, through Gabu and Yessa. I can only decide for myself, and if you do not decide to join me, Nor, my love, and I never even imagined I would be transmitting these words, I still wish to go and fall in love with the first Hantor that will choose to reject the comforts and safety of virtual existence and decide to live and die with me. You declared, Professor Ula Dor, that you have surrendered your power, and we have all equal, unfettered control over the Machine. Will you allow me to do this, Ula Dor?”

	“Since I have already managed to accept the risk of even the unthinkable,” Ula Dor responded, “the end of all existence, the demise of the Divine consequence, and accepted that we need to do something, anything, rather than do nothing, it would be unreasonable to stop you, Samray. I would ask you but one thing; to refrain from executing your plan until we can understand what is happening to us more profoundly, and I have no doubt that you have proved that your insights and intuitions are valuable to us all and to our task, to save the Hantor civilization from a self-induced extinction. Will you stay with us until then, Samray? And then I promise you that I will not only not hinder you, but actively help you and support you in your search for the perfect hostess. I think it is time for Nor Blask to express his thoughts on your proposal, because it concerns him as well as you.”

	“I have processed all the probabilities, all the pros and all the cons, all the risks, all the costs, and all the benefits while you were transmitting, Samray Rin, but even before my well-crafted subroutines could start processing the data, the only thing I could think was Yes, yes, my love. I would be honored to live a physical life with you as my partner, my soulmate. However, I would like to propose two caveats:

	“The first one is that we do not do so until we have completed our task here and assisted Ula Dor and the rest of our colleagues and family to the best of our ability. Do you agree, Samray, my love?”

	“I absolutely do, Nor, my love. I would not think of abandoning our team of expeditioners before the task that we have embarked upon has been completed. I must tell you that your acquiescence fills me with elation beyond description. What is your second condition, my love?”

	“I do not believe that we can fully experience corporeal existence unless we acknowledge that a major ingredient is its continuously impending finality. I have now lived 123,000 years, but I felt and lived much more during the sixty-odd solar Earth years, equivalent to just shy of one hundred of our years. Average life expectancy for Hantors, just before the institution of virtual, non-corporeal existence, was 723.17 years for females and 721.82 years for males. This is more than enough for me, and I would like to disconnect from the Needle if that is possible and allow myself no back doors, no exit strategy, full immersion! Mortality seems to be an integral part of the experience of life. What do you say, my love?”

	“Yes, yes, my love. I had not thought of it, but you are wise, and if we are to do this, we should do it right, and under the limitations that our forebears had to deal with.”

	“I am afraid that this is technically impossible,” intervened Ula Dor. “Once in the Needle, if you’re disconnected from it, you will cease to exist. To understand, we are not actually transported to another universe. We are merely connected with it through the Needle. However, I believe that I can provide you with the next best thing. I believe that I can hide you in a special cache file, so that nobody will be able to find you and bring you back. Will that do?”

	Enthusiastic, if it was possible for a wave of electrons transmitting a message to be enthusiastic, affirmative responses came immediately from both parties.

	“I will do what you choose, when you choose it, Nor and Samray, but I would prefer it if your decisions met with consensus from the rest. What are your thoughts, Sunsei Bar and Lin Mogu? You have not expressed yourselves yet.”

	“I had always thought that near immortality was the greatest achievement of our civilization and all the others before us who accomplished this immense technological leap,” replied Lin Mogu immediately. “It means decisively removing the fear of our own mortality that has been dominant in all living beings since the beginning of existence, but also the end to all physical ailments and suffering. However, my experiences since I entered the core of the Machine have changed my perspective. I no longer consider full termination an unpalatable prospect. Something has awakened inside me, something primal, something ancient, something I have only read about. The yearning, the desire to be a mother, to gift birth to a child of my own, and I don’t care if it is in a Hantor, a human, a syle body, or any other. I could think of no way to actually experience this fully, other than as a surrogate, hosted by another creature. Samray, your idea is genius: to inhabit and control completely a brain-dead body, to take over every single neural synapse, to become one with it. To have a body of my own! Not only do I not object, but I want something similar for myself. I fully agree with the concept that has been presented that there are no observable changes from our expeditions in the space-time continuum because the changes are happening inside us. It is hard to comprehend how we have all changed so much in such a short time, but for now I can only speak for myself.

	“It is very hard to describe how unexpectedly disappointed I was when I realized that in our second expedition, Sunsei Bar was hosted by my sister and that it would be impossible for us to relive the connection that we felt through Stronk and Sklar. Initially I was amused by Ula Dor’s stratagem to ensure this when he placed us, and later I was embarrassed by how much it bothered me, and how much I missed interacting within beings that were in love. So yes, I have been terminally transformed. I feel that I have mutated, because I also yearn to be in love directly with you, Sunsei Bar. Yet I am apprehensive. A part of me feels that mortality and the vagaries of corporeal existence, combined with the loss of the immense knowledge that we can now access, and all the capabilities that our evolution has provided us with, may be a price too high to pay. Yet again it may not! I feel deeply conflicted. I think that before I seriously consider such a path, which I must admit feels extremely seductive to me, especially because I know deep inside me that you, Sunsei, are the best possible soulmate, we should all visit once more, through the Needle, both case study A and case study B universes. But we should visit them at the exact point when they were about to take the decision to forego all the benefits of advanced evolution and choose mortality instead. What say you, Sunsei, my love?

	This final part of Lin Mogu’s transmission seemed strangely riddled by static, and if she had a voice, one could say that it was trembling with emotion.

	“If the Council or any other Hantor could access the transcripts of our communications, we would surely be sequestered in the Machine for realignment and urgent psychological re-indoctrination. Any sane Hantor would consider us all to be dangerously contaminated. Nonetheless, all I can say is, I love you too, Lin, and I have loved you since our first insertion, when Sklar opened his eyes and I could look into Stronk’s eyes and feel your caring presence, my love. Nonetheless, I fully agree with your idea. I would like to know as much as you, not through empty data, but through actual emotions that seem to have a different kind of wisdom. The wisdom or maybe folly which led these two sentient, dominant species to forego the most important leap in their evolution and choose to remain in mortality. So, I fully support your proposal, and I must tell you that loving you through Brian, loving Lisa, has been the most fulfilling experience of my life. And yes, I yearn to have offspring with you and raise them, my love.”

	“What do we have to lose?” transmitted Haala Ban. “I agree with all proposals, and I propose that you, Ula Dor, enter the body of Stattor Kol, or Perka Lan, if you prefer, whichever of the two initiators of virtual life and later the Needle project you choose, and ensure that they receive the necessary insights for the creation of the Needle. Why not? We have broken every possible rule and have taken every possible risk already! The rest of you can visit the two universes at the time that you propose, the time when their civilizations chose to halt their own evolution and find out why. I am volunteering to stay behind and control the Machine and the Needle, and run all the necessary analyses during your expeditions. We should not make any further rash decisions before we collect as much data as we can, to aid our understanding.”

	Without any further communications, the implied full consensus acknowledged by all, they began the process of pinpointing the hosts they would inhabit. This time, each one was in charge of finding their own host. To be precise, the four all collaborated to pick their hosts with precision, so that they would all be in the same location at the same moment and be able to be, once more, friends and couples, and most importantly for Samray and Lin, to ensure that all their hosts were physically fertile.
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	Stakaart, after indulging himself with a 0.2 milligram soztor pill that provided the minimum one minute and thirty seconds of soporific sleep, returned to perusing his hectic schedule. This was the most important campaign of his career. The Transcendence Vote was only a few days away, and he had to complete his task to visit every single planet and explain the choice that all syles would have to make come Transcendence Day. He had been beaming to an average of twenty planetary systems a day for many months, because it was imperative there was unanimous consensus to a decision that every single syle would have to vote for. Despite having dedicated his entire life to the advancement of syle technology, with the ultimate goal of alleviating all syles from any danger, from any discomfort, from any need, from anything, but also from the specter of death, he was a consummate politician at heart.

	The empire of the syles had travelled to every corner of the universe and had succeeded to either subdue or befriend every species they had encountered. They were now fully confident that there was no species left in the universe that could challenge them, let alone threaten them. They had achieved this most comprehensively after the invention of the Wormhole Voyager that had allowed them to travel through wormholes, practically instantaneously, to any part of the universe. With the aid of this technology, they could visit any fold of space-time that they desired, detect any sentient dominant species, and either create treaties that ensured that they would not be able to develop wormhole technologies, or annihilate them.

	For the first time in their long path of evolution, syles had nothing to fear, nothing to defend from. They were undoubtedly the Masters of the Universe! Their final supremacy had allowed them to divert all military expenses to the research for virtual existence. An existence with no further need of bodies, because they could choose to inhabit any virtual avatar body they could imagine. Being fed by pure energy, their identities would be stored in a giant computer, rather a giant matrix of millions of computers that would comprise a machine that would store every single individual identity. These identities could evolve and live any kind of life they would choose to, in full sensory, connected virtual reality that would be able to interact fully with the physical world and the entire universe.

	What an ambition, what a magnificent goal we are about to accomplish, thought Stakaart. We are about to become gods, no, one God, all syles together! How amazing that after a lifetime of dreams, we have arrived, are arriving, to the day when we will transcend our bodies and become God! Nothing must go wrong; everybody must be convinced, because if some are left behind, eventually another species will evolve that would attack us, and our brethren’s very presence could reveal the physical location of the device. In addition, a separate evolution of corporeal syles presents the very probable danger that our own species could rise in competition with us and destroy the device themselves to ensure their own dominance!

	This potential danger cannot be underestimated, because in this case, we would be incapable of stopping a physical threat that could potentially attempt to destroy the device’s host astral body. It might lead to syles against syles, and we have evolved too far to risk this. We need to be unanimous, and if we impede or destroy any civilization that comes near to wormhole technology, we cannot stop all evolution or star travel for all the millions of species that we live off. What kind of god would we be if we exterminated all life from the universe including syles? Only by being unanimous can we ensure our future until the end of this universe, and ensure that we will not be forced to be the cause that kills everything and turns our universe into an empty casket.

	“Evolution must always continue, but we are now at the almost open door of a leap to a different plane of existence. Like all evolution, our evolution as well should never stop.”

	With this last thought, Stakaart, the Supreme Speaker of Sylekran, the supreme congress of all syles, waved a finger and was beamed to planetary system Syle-3471, of the Sterronsson Galaxy. He was greeted cordially by the authorities and all guests, after he beamed into the main hall of the Gubernatorial Station, a giant spherical structure, levitating magnetically over the tranquil waters of a magnificent purple lake. It was equally the combined light of the two stars that shone above the fourth planet of Syle-3471, the only place suitable for efficient habitation by syles in this system, and the rare mineral Garbonium, what gave the characteristic iridescent hue to the lake. The main hall was within a transparent dome at the top of the sphere, with 360° views over the purple and green mountains that rose majestically around the valley.

	After being offered a refreshing drink, he stood on the levitating podium and addressed the assembly. His speech was being transmitted to the millions of inhabitants of the planet. He could have delivered the same speech by direct transmission from his residence, but his physical presence on the planet itself was imperative to show respect, and honor every single syle colony, and to make sure that he had done his absolute best to leave no doubt in any syle mind. “It has to be unanimous!”

	His speech was well-scripted and well-rehearsed, having delivered it thousands of times over the nine months of the campaign:

	“My fellow syles, I have visited you personally as one of my last acts in a physical body, in order to give respect to you and also to the physical vessels, our bodies, that have served us so magnificently and allowed us to overcome all obstacles, all threats, and all enemies, and have led our empire to bear the privilege and the responsibility of being Masters of the Universe. Imagine a life where you never suffer an ailment again, where you feel no pains, where you can visit anybody anywhere without the high energy cost of beaming or the slow incarceration inside space vessels for long periods of time. Imagine a world where you never age, but you keep becoming wiser and gathering experiences, where you can choose to feel any sensation that you desire at any given moment.

	“Don’t stop there; imagine a world where every single syle can live in a sphere suspended over a magnificent lake if they so choose, much like this spectacular Gubernatorial Station that I address you from. Imagine a world where you can live every day, if you wish, on a different planet, a world where you can fly unencumbered by a body and engage, if you wish, in the sexual sport for days or weeks on end, if you so desire, with no physical limitations.

	“But still, do not stop there! Imagine a world where there are no rich or poor, since anything you may wish is yours for the taking, where you can change the color of your skin, your shape and size, and you never again have to undergo any medical intervention nor introduce any medication or chemical into your body. Imagine a world where you can experience the effects of any drug or substance that has ever existed, and new cocktails of combinations of effects that you can combine, order at will, and decide upon their precise potency. Imagine a world where you never need to struggle to learn anything, because all knowledge is at your disposal, a world where no loved one will ever die or be hurt. A world where you can always keep in touch and enjoy a feast with as many of your loved ones as you desire, and where no physical distance exists.

	“Please, my fellow syles, don’t stop here either. Imagine a world where you can observe any species you like, where you can change the weather at will, where you can move a planet to a different location, because you will be an equal beneficiary of the enormous power and capabilities that we will collectively have.

	“Many of you may be wealthy, some of you may even be so wealthy that there is nothing you can imagine you cannot pay for. But what about having everything, every single syle having everything, and the limit of what you can experience or what you can achieve is simply the ever-expanding and evolving limit of your creativity and your vision. A world of absolute equality with unlimited means and resources, a virtual world where we can all flourish. If you are all invited to be gods and to be God together, can you find a single reason to choose not to? I cannot.”

	Stakaart stepped down from the levitating podium, walked deliberately toward a chair, and sat down. The main hall erupted with cheering howls, but so did every house, every city, every single syle on the planet. His task now complete, with one more success ticked off, Stakaart shook the hands of the dignitaries, entered the beamer, and beamed himself to another planet and then another, giving the same, apparently irresistible speech. On most planets, the enthusiasm was so conclusive that he didn’t even need to answer any questions. When there were questions, he answered them full of inspiration and by having every possible response expertly studied. He was determined to not allow himself to feel complacent until the last planet had been visited and convinced. Just a few left now, he thought as he beamed himself to the last planet of the day, only to return exhausted to his residence, enter a sanitation booth, then a relaxation suspension pond, imbibe his meticulously balanced nourishment for the day, and eventually his 0.2 milligram soztor pill. The pill that mercifully allowed his brain to turn itself off for the precisely one and a half minutes that he permitted himself.

	 

	Awake and refreshed once more, he examined his schedule for the last day of this exhausting but worthy campaign. There were just fourteen colonies left to visit. He had obviously started his campaign with the most populated planetary systems of the most populated and influential galaxies, and he had moved tirelessly and relentlessly down the list, in order of population, power, and advancement of a colony. Of the fourteen colonies that were left to visit on his marathon drive, only four had a population of over a million syles. The remaining ten were situated in the most remote stretches of the universe, with populations ranging from the hundreds of thousands to a mere eighteen thousand on the smallest colony. They were mostly newly established colonies that were still creating infrastructure and facilities so as to be ready to receive a flurry of new immigrants, since there were still some syles that were drawn by the excitement of the establishment of a new colony and a new community.

	One planet on the list drew his attention. It was a small planet on planetary system syle-2812, which was actually a very old colony, 1,632,201 years old, but had a population of just 54,000 syles, and no trading relationship with any other colony. It was described as a cultish, experimental colony.

	How bizarre, he thought. Colonies achieve a population of at least a million in less than 500 years after their inception and reach optimum equilibrium for the planet within no more than 5,000 years. Regardless of the small size of 2812, its optimum capacity was calculated at a comfortable 180 million syles with no significant environmental impact. According to his holographic display, syle-2812 had a population of 0.3% of its optimal capacity. How extraordinary!

	He completed his orientation on the remaining planetary systems that he was about to visit and beamed himself to his first destination, delivered his speech flawlessly as usual, and received the usual enthusiastic howls. He then beamed to another, and another, and another, repeating his performance, until he initiated his beaming into the main hall of the Gubernatorial Station of syle-2812 and remembered the intriguing peculiarity of this particular planet, his ninth of the day, with just two more to go before the completion of his momentous campaigning effort.
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	On the day that Stakaart was scheduled to arrive, the only senior dignitary to visit New Skar in living memory, and the Supreme Speaker of Sylekran, no less, Sslanostar awoke long before dawn. He spent some time in the dark, thinking about the day that was beginning and its implications. As the orange light of Sal slowly crept into the bedroom, he looked fondly at the still sleeping, warm body of Ska’ara, his wife and soulmate. He got up softly and quietly to avoid awakening her, although he yearned to see her smile. He stretched his dark feline body luxuriously and went to the sanitation booth, where he took his usual cool, effervescent shower. Naked, he waved the door of his residence away and exited to the fresh, cool air, went on all fours, and jumped on the rock overhanging the magnificent gorge his residence was perched upon. He sat there, observing the orange light transition through endless hues as Sal was becoming whole, rising above the mountain range. His nostrils opened wide and sucked in the fragrant morning air and took a deep breath.

	His peripheral eyes were looking at the slowly emerging syles in the town below. Both his litters had grown tall and strong, and now had their own offspring and their own residences in the town. Thinking about all of them, his offering and privilege, truly the best for our future, he felt pride and warmth fill his heart. Looking down at the slowly waking city, he felt the same pride and warmth, watching from afar the tiny syle figures starting to fill the streets. For Sslanostar, they were all his children. He felt deeply in his heart the responsibility that he had as their First, and the Governor of syle-2812, as the empire called their home, and as the direct descendent of Sslanospor, the savior of the syles. He felt calm despite the gravity of the day, and the potential existential threat to their way of life.

	The slight, almost imperceptible thump of his beloved Ska’ara, jumping graciously next to him, awoke him from his reveries. He turned his focus to his left side eyes, gazed directly into hers, and could not stop the automatic purr that rose from his chest.

	Their eyes locked and they started purring in unison and rubbing themselves against each other, her soft, velvety, light brown fur creating shimmering patterns as she rubbed against his contrasting, shiny darkness. Sunsei Bar and Lin Mogu were luxuriating in the moment and all four of them were in bliss as Sal gently warmed them.

	At the same moment, down by the edges of the town, in their privileged residence by the river, Stakal and Shtrontha were making slow, sensual love, without a single thought entering their minds regarding the events of this momentous day, and so were Nor and Samray. They were in no hurry, because today there was to be no work for any syle on New Skar besides everyday chores and the maintenance of basic functions. In just five hours, the big event would happen, and for days, syles from every corner of the planet had been gradually congregating in the capital. With all hotels full, each house in the capital was full to the brim with guests from all over New Skar. No syle wanted to miss this momentous event, and it would be the only planet where all the colonists would be physically present for Stakaart’s address, understanding the gravity of the event for their home and their way of life, even more than the rest of the syles.

	The higher functionaries of New Skar gathered slowly in the main hall of the Gubernatorial Station at the center of Sslanospor Park, surrounded by prime examples of all the flora and the fauna of the planet. The Station, the most spectacular building in town, still looked very modest compared to the architectural wonders one could see in the Sprenter Megapolis or other big cities. A simple cube, with each side divided into three stories of three squares each, each square at a different level of transparency, from fully transparent to fully opaque, and of a different hue, chosen by the occupants of each office. The top story, overlooking the park and the sport activities field adjacent to it, was the main hall, and for this occasion every section was fully transparent, providing 360-degree views to the functionaries, and unhindered views to the thousands of syles slowly congregating and sitting on the soft ground of the field and any other open area around it. In front of the beamer, on the main conference table, sat the twenty members of New Skar’s Prime Council, surrounded by over three hundred of New Skar’s best for our future, leaving no empty space in the modest main hall, that also often doubled as a concert hall, besides a twenty-foot circle around the beamer.

	 Stakaart appeared exactly on time and was greeted by Sslanostar with a warm and friendly, but casual, “Welcome to New Skar, syle-2812, Speaker Stakaart”. The Supreme Speaker was offered refreshments and was introduced to the Prime Council members, as was customary. He dispensed with the pleasantries politely but swiftly. He was eager to give his speech and move on to the last two planetary systems, before he completed his very last corporeal beaming and returned to his residence for the very last day of his bodily existence.

	 He looked for a podium, but none was activated, and before he could ask, Sslanostar, a massive, dark, weathered, and muscular peasant syle, informed him that a podium had been set up for him at the sports and activities field, because every New Skar syle wanted to be physically present for his speech! This was unprecedented, and Stakaart was startled, but being the adroit and experienced politician that he was, he acquiesced and allowed himself to be led—on foot no less!—to the nearby field. He climbed on the podium, a primitive wooden structure decorated by a multitude of indigenous, colorful flowers. Above him, a giant holographic screen allowed every syle, however far away, to see the podium and Stakaart in every detail and a multitude of old style, conical loudspeakers had been installed around the field, clearly transmitting every word. At least they are not that primitive, and they have done some preparation, he thought, putting aside his annoyance at this impromptu deviation and the subsequent delay to his program.

	 “My fellow syles, I have visited you personally as one of my last acts in a physical body,” he said, starting his speech that had become as familiar as breath to him. He delivered his speech passionately and enthusiastically as always, and concluded with his final question: “If you are all invited to be gods and to be God together, can you find a single reason to choose not to? I cannot.” This, he considered his coupe de grace, his masterpiece. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and anticipated the inevitable cheering howls of the crowd. 

	 Instead, there was silence. Deafening, overwhelming, disquieting silence.

	 


[image: Image]Chapter 88 – The mother of all inventions

	 

	Ula Dor had serious philosophical and practical objections to the logic that led to his “assignment”. The whole idea in his mind was preposterous. Following the same logic, that they were instrumental to things that had happened in the past, especially in other universes, the next possible thought is that they would have the responsibility to go to every important point in time in the evolution of every single sentient dominant species. The obligation to ensure by influencing, nudging, or openly disrupting historical members of the civilization that they would do what they had already done! He could have brought down this whole theory with just this argument alone, and he had many more. Both practical, that rendered this implied, self-assumed “responsibility” fundamentally undoable, and philosophical, pertaining to the concept of responsibility and the binding duty that it implies, an unbearable burden on any being and a “moral” coercion and constrain on its soul, its free will, its choice. Nonetheless, he had consciously chosen not to object as to the futility and potential inappropriateness of the responsibility that the others had placed upon him, because he was titillated by the thought that he could inhabit the brilliant mind of Perka Lan. In addition, the privilege of being present for what must have been exhilarating discussions and collaboration with the great Stattor Kol was irresistible!

	 He felt no anxiety and no apprehension about betraying his vows and breaking the most fundamental rule of the Needle: that it would never be used in their own universe, because that could mean potentially catastrophic variational waves that could tear through the fabric of their whole reality. Mathematically, it was inevitable that there would be consequences, but the events and the results of their previous expeditions had shown that mathematical inevitability was not the only factor in the cosmic equation. At any time that the thought attempted to enter his consciousness and disrupt the peace and trust that he felt, he resorted to Andy Liu’s favorite expressions: “I don’t give a flying fuck!” and “Fuck everyone and everything!” Both phrases always made him virtually chuckle. He was determined from the start to do nothing, to influence nothing, to intervene in nothing. He kept his choice free from this determination, allowing himself to change his mind if he deemed it necessary, but otherwise, he was just happy to participate as a silent observer in the interaction between two of the most brilliant Hantor minds in history. He felt privileged and in awe.

	 Thus, being fully at peace, he thoroughly enjoyed his tenure inside the nervous system of Professor Perka Lan, having been a passionate fan, an admirer of his since his school days. He also thoroughly enjoyed being inside and feeling the sensations of a magnificent Hantor body, the pinnacle of corporeal evolution, an experience that he had only lived in simulation before.

	Perka Lan’s powerful membraned wings could keep him effortlessly levitating for hours on end. His olfactory senses, superior to all beings, allowed him to detect and categorize an infinite gamut of substances through smell alone, and his multi-wave peripheral vision could pierce not only through the deepest of darknesses, but also through flesh, foliage, and all but the densest of materials. Just to think that the puny humans needed magnetic resonance devices, X-ray and ultrasound machines, infrared lenses, and other devices, just to be able to see 12.7% of the spectrum that any Hantor baby could perceive! His eight multi-articulated limbs could be used alternatively as the legs or the hands of humans and could vacuum stick his body on any surface, in any position. They could also be used as multi-faceted, efficient weapons that could pierce, bludgeon, or blow projectiles at any prey or enemy. It had been a long time since a Hantor had needed this specific capability, but Professor Perka Lan, despite his age of 620 years and his brilliant mind, was passionate about health and fitness, and frequently indulged in various sport activities and games. He often declared that sports, and especially the Klandoffair Games, with their supreme physicality, helped clear his mind. This was the exact opposite of Stattor Kol, who ate junk food and never exercised. They were so different yet so complimentary in their capabilities and approaches to problem solving!

	 Perka Lan was the most disciplined of Hantors and kept a tight schedule: he would sleep a maximum of five hours, drink a simple kapaatla juice for breakfast, skitter across the multi-curved walls of the Golosphere at the university’s gymnasium for four complete rounds, and then he would enter a cleansing chamber. He would then enter the immaculate laboratory that they shared with Professor Stattor Kol to begin another fourteen-hour day of uninterrupted research work with just a ten-minute pause after seven hours, for a snack of delicious asonaar with lapaars and other nutritious vegetables. He and Stattor Kol worked on independent parts of the project, but almost invariably took time every three hours for a collaboration and thorough discussion of their respective progress.

	 

	 Their lab was comprehensive and equipped with the most advanced instruments available. Due to their fame and their previous achievements, their efforts were endowed with humungous grants by the central government itself, by the university and by a multitude of affluent donors and investors. Truth be told, their ultimate dream was only shared between the two of them, because they were intelligent enough to realize that the enormity of their ambition could scare the funds away. They had shared the vision of the ability to observe previous universes and learn from them, inspiring scientists, and investors alike with the potential of bringing information of the most advanced technologies from the millions of previous universes. Such a discovery could enhance Hantor technology to an unimaginable degree, and could also be commercialized effectively, increasing the wealth of the Hantors to an unfathomable magnitude.

	 However, they could not even dare mention that their vision was to bring the capability to enter and inhabit the mind of any sentient being that had ever lived before, in any universe, at any time, in any point in space, at will. The thought alone could be overwhelming for even the most open and adventurous of minds.

	 Ula Dor was constantly elated, and he did not want this to end, so he stayed long after the mass transcendence of the Hantors into a virtual existence that allowed the two brilliant professors to continue their research without the limitations of time and mortality, and the eventual invention and inauguration of the Needle. He had to admit that he missed the experience of the last form of the evolution of a Hantor body. For thousands of years, he was contained in a secret cache file, created and maintained by the Needle, a cache file to which every thought and every stimulus passing through the network that was now Perka Lan was directed. Nonetheless, he was too fascinated to leave, even after Perka Lan was long retired and lived a life of other seemingly frivolous research pursuits just to keep himself occupied. Pursuits that were destined to be overshadowed by the brilliance of the Needle, and of no real relevance to Ula Dor’s assignment. Eventually, he could find no further excuse to remain, and reluctantly exited the now practically immortal consciousness of his fascinating host. He returned to the Machine simultaneously with the other four expeditioners to enter debriefing reorientation, and eventually found himself once more connected in council with his former students and mentor. His report was brief and to the point: he had intervened in nothing, it had not been necessary to intervene in anything, and his foray was as unnecessary as it was enjoyable and fulfilling.
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	Speaker Stakaart was stunned, and for once all his preparation could not help him in this eerie silence. After a minute of awkwardness, he repeated, “If you are all invited to be gods and to be God together, can you find a single reason to choose not to?”

	It was Stakal’s piercing howl that broke through the silence. “Yes, I can,” he howled, and out of the tens of thousands of assembled syles rose a thunderous echo:

	“YES, WE CAN!”

	“Since the establishment of our colony on New Skar by Sslanospek and his twelve followers, all direct descendants of the great Sslanospor and the pioneers of the original Skar colony, the first New Syles, we have chosen to not invite immigrants and to allow our numbers to grow naturally through our own offspring. Every single syle in our colony is either their descendant, or the descendant of one of the few people that chose one of us as their partner, and New Skar as their home. We have also consciously chosen to be self-sufficient, by sending our young to study and acquire knowledge in the universities and colleges of the empire, and then return to help us develop our own technologies. So, we try to build everything we need right here on New Skar. Admittedly, by empire standards we may seem primitive, however, the whole planet is one extended family, and we live happy lives here. Our life expectancy is already fifteen times longer than our ancestors’ and we have domesticated all life forms on New Skar, so that for more than a million years we have faced no threats.

	“We undergo the change as the ancients did and we can be both mother and father to our children. We appreciate each other, help each other, and we live amid the joy of improving our world every day. I feel that you need to answer, Speaker: why would we want more? Why would we want to change anything?”

	This time, enthusiastic, cheering howls filled the air. Stakaart was at a loss for words, and he started repeating all the wonders that he was offering: “W-what about the end to all illnesses? W-what about the end to death itself?” stuttered the usually sleek and accomplished Speaker.

	“Illnesses are few and far between and they serve as a good reminder to have gratitude for our health. Death is necessary, to drive us to fill our lives with as many achievements and experiences as we can, and to not be complacent. And nothing has value if it never ends, if it is not precious, including life itself. So, thank you, but I believe that I speak for all of us when I say, thank you, but no thank you. We have everything we need to be happy, content, satisfied, and grateful.”

	“But what about being able to live in as flamboyant a residence as you can envision, and never have to toil and work ever again in your lives?” retorted Stakaart, trying to recover his composure. This time, it was Shtrontha, Stakal’s wife, who responded:

	“If we can have anything we want immediately, what will we strive for? What will have any value to us, comparable to the joy of a new couple building their small residence? And, to do it together with family and friends, same as our ancestors, who wove their shtrontels, knowing that with the passing years they can make a better and better one, and feel the pride of their achievements? If we do not offer our work and sweat to ourselves and our family, we will turn flaccid and weak and end up alone, connected to the network, living in our imagination the lives of other syles instead of our own! Why would we want to do this, Speaker?”

	The sheer volume of the cheering howls left Stakaart with no doubt as to the unanimity of the citizens of this strange, unique, primitive planet. Entering into desperation and unable to find an adequate response, he uttered, “But what about all the power that you will have, all the knowledge, all the amazing experiences, all the wealth and equality that I am offering to you, the ability to enjoy any physical form that you desire, to feel any physical sensation at will? How can you reject having everything?”

	Once more it was Shtrontha who replied. It was a peculiar crowd, because there seemed to be no interruptions or dissent, rather a tacit acknowledgement, almost collectively telepathic, of whoever chose to speak next. The whole crowd was like a giant, immaculately coordinated symphonic orchestra with no need for a conductor.

	“Practically unlimited power would deprive us of the joy and pride of growing more powerful every day. Practically unlimited knowledge would deprive us of the joy of every new discovery. Practically unlimited experiences would cheapen the ones that happen unexpectedly, the special ones that we hold dear to our hearts and remember. The ability to choose any physical form we like and change to it at will, would deprive us of the possibility to love what we are, and our uniqueness, each one a syle, but each one a creation of their own choices. A mirror of their own efforts and perseverance. Again, respectfully, Supreme Speaker of Sylekran, why would we lose all these treasures in exchange for nothing of real value to us? We travel when we need to, and regardless of the new wonders we see in the empire, we are always happy to be back home with our family. We gather together every month and we feast. The rest of the time, we are together with the closest members of our families and with our colleagues, making ourselves better and better at the responsibility that we have chosen. Do you have anything of real value to offer us?”

	Cold sweat was running down the Supreme Speaker’s neck, darkening the color of his fur and damping his immaculate robes. In total despair now, seeing his worst nightmare materializing in front of his eyes, he pleaded with desperation evident in his shrieking voice, so different from his confident, deep howls that were, until now, irresistible to any assembly:

	“There are 3.2 trillion syles, spread in colonies across this universe. They have all expressed their intention to vote “YES” tomorrow evening and are eager to transcend to a new divine phase of our evolution. The decision must be unanimous, because otherwise we will either have to forego something that every single syle is yearning for, besides you, it seems, or,” he said, pausing, and at that moment in his desperation, Stakaart decided to play the nuclear option, an option that he had hoped to never need to exercise, “we will be forced to exterminate your planet, so that there is no danger of you forming any kind of threat to all of us in the future. To do so is unimaginable, and I for one, would find it very hard to live with myself if I was forced to suggest such a course of action. But I find it equally hard to deny the wishes of more than a trillion syles because of the hard-headedness of one small, peasant, isolated colony.”

	He stood silent, the gravity of a threat he had hoped never to utter weighing his back down, as if he was being crushed by an enormous boulder. The silence was once more unbearable, but this time not only for the Speaker, but also for every living soul on that field. After a moment or two, angry howls started emanating from the previously civil, orderly, and friendly crowd. Sslanostar’s intervention was swift, decisively avoiding the impending escalation:

	“Everybody calm down!” he thundered, and the crowd, used to trusting and respecting him through his years of service, obeyed, and the howls dissipated. He stepped onto the podium, right next to the Supreme Speaker, who involuntarily felt himself take a step to the side.

	“Supreme Speaker, we all understand now. It appears obvious that you have not visited us to solicit our votes, to give us real choice, but instead the only choices we are given is to agree or be exterminated. I understand that wasting our time in protestations does not change the balance of power that is entirely on your side. By tomorrow, if we do not vote yes, we and all our loved ones and everything that we’ve built here will in all likelihood disappear, our young ones exterminated by the hand of our own species. We are primitive compared to the might of the entire empire, and our military power is practically non-existent. Nonetheless, we are not entirely impotent.

	“Seconds after your threat, I pressed a code on my controller that has sent an automatic message, a video recording of the last hour, to a device that I have set up in anticipation of your visit, in a location not on this planet. If I do not counteract the instruction, all that has happened here will be pumped through the ultranet to thousands of politicians and journalists, and I have no doubt that the news that they were never actually given choice will spread out to every syle in this universe within hours.

	“We are not impotent, because I think you understand the repercussions of our realization of how shallow the illusion is of this being a real vote. We are not impotent, but neither are we indifferent to the wishes of our brethren and to the problems that we seem to present. I also have no doubt that eventually you will destroy us, and make a new campaign, and eventually you will succeed, and we will be no more, but I doubt that you will succeed tomorrow. I believe, Supreme Speaker, that we find ourselves in a temporary stalemate, where you hold the power over our very existence, but we also hold the power, at least for a short while, of seriously disrupting your plans. I am not naïve. Eventually, we will lose, and you will win, but in the meantime, I believe that we will all lose.

	“So, I have a proposal: I formally invite you to spend twenty-six hours with us on New Skar. If we cannot convince you that we are right in passing on your offer, I will ask our fellow New Syles to vote Yes. We live in peace here and we do not wish to cause harm or obstruction to anybody’s idea of happiness. If we cannot convince you in twenty-six hours, we shall succumb. My fellow syles, my family, if you have ever trusted me, trust me now. Do you agree to risk everything and stand with me, because if you do not, the consequences for all of us will indeed be dire!”

	It took a few seconds, which to Sslanostar seemed like an eternity, but affirming howls started rising to the sky, one by one, until every single child, adult, or senior syle were howling in unison. When the howling subsided, Stakaart, unsure how to respond, started muttering that he still had two planets to go to, that there was no time, but to everything he said Sslanostar had an effortless, immediate response:

	“Respectfully, Speaker, you can leave now and finish your tasks, and return here within four to five hours. You will still have thirty hours until the final vote, giving you time to spare. You said that exterminating us would be a choice that you do not want, and that you would never be able to forget. I trust your honesty. Is twenty-six universal standard hours, one standard day, too big a price to pay to avoid destroying our colony of more than 54,000 souls? If it is, then I believe we have nothing more to say!”

	Stakaart examined his alternatives and could find none that would allow the vote to be carried out as planned, so he reluctantly capitulated, turned toward the crowd, and said: “So be it, colonists of syle-2812, I accept your invitation and your hospitality, and I shall return in no later than five standard hours. We have a deal. Now, I have to rush!”

	He descended from the podium, turned toward the glistening Gubernatorial Station, and decisively took his exit.
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	“That was an enormous risk,” exclaimed Haala Ban. “I know it was not your doing, Sunsei Bar, the data makes that clear, but please, tell us, how did you feel when your host undertook such an irrational gamble?”

	“We went there to observe, to learn, but also to understand and feel those who changed the course of syle history. I for one was the happiest I’ve ever been in my life, including every previous expedition. I allowed myself to meld with my host, and I must admit that I was impressed by the resilience, the ingenuity, but most importantly, the sense of love, family, and community that the New Syles shared. Since it was my third time, my third life in a syle host, I felt perfectly accustomed to the experience. Better than this, because these syles had evolved so spectacularly and they had become such sensual, joyful beings in their spectacular oneness, that even us Hantors, in our infinite interconnectivity, can neither deign to comprehend nor to even imagine. I was constantly impressed and delighted, and my muscle of love and companionship, atrophied since I can remember, grew strong and deep, and I have emerged emotionally powerful, with my feelings for all of you, and especially you, my beloved Lin, grown to a degree that I cannot even attempt to describe.”

	“I do not know why,” intervened Nor Blask, “but it was inevitable it would happen, because it had already happened, and by now I had been convinced that somehow, regardless of what we did, nothing would change. It is the beauty of choice and quantic probability that out of millions of dominant sentient species in all the universes that have ever existed, the vast majority would have made the logical choice and taken the logical path, just like we did.

	“It is also the beauty of choice and quantic probability, that there would be at least one species that would make an unexpected, seemingly illogical choice, and we know that these were the syles and the humans. It happened because in a quantic universe every probability exists, so there is an inevitability to every possible permutation and every possible evolutionary choice, even the ones that might lead to extinction. But neither the syles nor the humans went extinct, and I do not believe that however hard we tried, we could change neither their final choice nor its outcome. My brain, able to multitask and process thousands of times more than that of the syles, went through all possible options when the threat was uttered, and could find none. Yet primitive, puny Sslanostar found the one probability that would overturn practically impossible odds. I was in awe of his brilliance, but more importantly, of his trust in their philosophy.

	“If I had been any New Syle, I would have howled in unison and stood by Sslanostar. The strange thing is, I was already sure that every single syle there would stand by their leader. It is humbling to me that we do all this work without informing neither the Council nor our fellow Hantors, because we cannot trust that they would stand by us. What does this say about them, and what does this say about us?”

	“After my expedition into these earlier Hantors at the pinnacle of their corporeal evolution, I think I understand. For the syles, it made no sense, because they had evolved to a place where the temptations of power and gratification had made them forget, or maybe even they had never felt, what the New Syles shared,” offered Ula Dor. “It is astounding that five of us went into the Needle, the four of you for hundreds of years, and I for more than 200,000, relieved of any obligation to remain unobtrusive and not intervene, in fact determined to ‘disrupt’, as Sunsei called it. Yet none of us, now that we had given ourselves choice, felt they had to intervene in any way! I have examined the databanks, and I am sure that for you, Haala Ban, our time in the Needle passed like a flash, as if we were gone for no time at all, since there was nothing to transmit other than historical facts that were already known to the Machine. In the Needle, time is irrelevant, and is measured in data, but the only data, if we intervene in nothing, is our personal feelings, usually meant to remain hidden in our personal cache files, which we are sharing right now. Given choice, we chose to do nothing and just live, experience, and observe. These expeditions have indeed changed us on a more profound level than I can even attempt to analyze.”

	“Let us talk about feelings, then,” transmitted Haala Ban decisively, “if we cannot talk about anything that makes logical sense. What do you think convinced Stakaart to abandon his life’s quest? What made him a convert to the philosophy of this tiny tribe, this tiny colony, and drove him to steer the empire of the syles in a totally different direction? Can anyone help me to understand this incomprehensible reversal?”

	This time, it was Samray who responded. “They simply demonstrated to him the art of happiness, Haala Ban, and it was an irresistible drug!”
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	Speaker Stakaart’s last two speeches were uneventful and led to affirmative applause. After packing a small overnight bag with his personal care products and informing his team about his unexpected change of schedule, he beamed back to New Skar’s town hall as he had promised, to be greeted casually by Sslanostar and his wife Ska’ara. They took him by levijet to their picturesque residence and showed him around in a friendly manner, as if he were an old friend and this was just a casual visit, with nothing at stake. In his room, they had laid down a set of plain peasant overalls on a suspension field. They asked him to wear these instead of his robes, “to feel and look just like any New Syle”, as they put it. Stakaart obliged, determined to pass the 26 hours that he had promised as unobtrusively as possible. After his initial panic, he now actually felt pretty well.

	     Just one standard day before all my dreams will come true and my life’s work will be complete. All I have to do is humor these people for just one standard day, and then I am done, he constantly reminded himself. He joined them in the luscious, well-kept garden and gazed down upon the little town that was now being decorated by colorful garlands of flowers.

	“Since all our family is now in New Skar Town, we have arranged a feast to celebrate the occasion of our gathering, a feast that usually takes place whenever both moons shine in tandem. This time, it coincides with your visit, and you are the guest of honor. We hope you will find it enjoyable.”

	“I trust that you will keep your commitment and that all your citizens will comply and vote Yes tomorrow, as is our deal,” he commented.

	“Of course, of course, you have my word, but for now, you have a whole standard day where you have no duties, besides spending it with us. Why don’t you try to enjoy the experience and have fun and celebrate with us? After all, whatever happens, you have won,” said Sslanostar in a relaxed tone. “Let us go down and meet the people. There will be plenty of food and refreshments down there. Follow us,” he howled, fell on all fours, and started running down the hill, followed by an even more agile Ska’ara.

	Stakaart was stunned; they actually expected him to go all the way down on foot! He could not remember the last time he had done something like this. He hesitated, mumbled something about the levijet, but with no one to hear him and his two hosts disappearing into the foliage, he started walking downwards and soon realized he would have to go on all fours to catch up with them. They seemed tireless and he had a hard time keeping up, most likely because it had been hundreds of years since he had undertaken such a level of physical exertion. He found himself sweaty, his fur matted, and out of breath, when he saw Sslanostar and Ska’ara lying on a smooth rock, waiting for him.

	Sal, the name the locals had for the single star of syle-2812 planetary system, was slowly descending over the horizon, creating an incredible tableau of ever-changing colors as its light was replaced by the twin moons simultaneously rising over the mountain range.

	As he sat down, panting, it was impossible to avoid admiring the sky and the sea, rippling with constantly changing colors as the baton was passed on from the star to the moons. It took him a few minutes to realize it was the lack of the infinitely lit buildings of Sprenter Megapolis, and the other huge accumulations of population that he exclusively dwelt in, that allowed this spectacular display to materialize. The puny lights of the small town below left the sky colors unfaded and gloriously vibrant. They spent there a few minutes watching the spectacle in silence, until his two hosts beckoned him to follow them and disappeared, running down the foothills once more. He rushed after them anxiously, because dusk was setting in and he suddenly had an irrational, even childish, fear of being left behind in the dark.

	He was grateful when they reached the edges of the settlement and found themselves surrounded by lights, fragrant indigenous flowers, some of which he had never seen before, and Sslanostar and Ska’ara slowed down their frantic pace—thank Stronk! They got up on their rear paws and started greeting people who apparently, they all knew by name. While he was almost breathless after the brisk run, his hosts looked as relaxed as if they had just woken up from a five-minute 0.5 milligram soztor pill!

	As they walked through the town toward the sports field and the park complex, the only open area that could accommodate them all, they had to weave through chattering syles and children running around excitedly. Their progress was constantly being impeded by those who insisted on hugging them and purring luxuriously into their chests. There seemed to be no decorum between these people and their governor. Eventually, they arrived at the field, where levitating platforms floated all around at different heights, and he sighed in relief for being able to lie down on one and take a few minutes with his thoughts. Meanwhile, his hosts continued tirelessly hugging a seemingly endless parade of well-wishers.

	Twenty-three hours left to go, he thought, mildly annoyed, a small price to pay. All I have to do is be nice and polite, hug many of these peasants, and it will soon be done. Tomorrow I will be gone from here and I will never have to endure such things ever again. Patience!

	Soon his hosts returned and jumped effortlessly onto the platform, joined by Stakal and Shtrontha, the members of the Council who had torn apart his arguments earlier. They were friendly and gave him a hearty hug, purring loudly, but then proceeded to ignore him and start an agitated conversation about a game of Stabastacube, which Stakaart understood to be a local game between the best teams of New Skar, the Snaaks and the Sloors. It shocked him to realize that there were actually many syles running bets on the outcome, including his hosts, the governor, and members of the Council no less! Gambling was not permitted in the majority of the colonies, because it had long-been established that it could cause stress, and the avoidance of stress on the citizens was always the main focus of any efficient government.

	He politely mentioned this with a subdued snarl to Sslanostar, who just chuckled and asked him to place a bet. The odds were 3 to 1 in favor of the Snaaks, but he said that he favored the underdog, the Sloors. Plus, he had two nephews playing for the Sloors, and he admitted that he was biased. Stakaart politely declined, but Sslanostar said that he was placing a bet in his name anyway.

	In the meantime, while the assembled crowd jumped from platform to platform, until all the platforms were tightly filled with jovial syles, he was offered all kinds of strange “delicacies” that he was coerced into tasting, each time with enthusiastic howls of appreciation from everybody around. Stakaart was an accomplished diplomat and he had taught himself to taste whatever he was given, never ask what it was, and heap enthusiastic praise upon the produce. He would visit the sanitation facilities soon, he thought, and under the guise of a refuse evacuation, he would slip into his mouth a 1 milligram steksel pill and regurgitate it all out of his system, avoiding the impact of the unhealthy and unsanitized vulgar produce on his delicate, immaculately balanced constitution.

	For hundreds of years, his alimentation had been programmed to be minimal, but nutritionally adequate since he had weaned himself out of these corporeal indulgences in preparation for his transcendence. He lived alone, for his work, and although in his youth he had experienced sexuality, in a simulator of course, and had even donated a sample of his sperm during the famous “Strive for Optimization of the Species”. He had no knowledge of whether his donation had been utilized and produced offspring, since A, it was a precondition of the program, and B, he had no desire to know or bare the complications of responsibility for offspring that would seriously infringe upon his time. The passing syles bearing new, exuberant, unrecognizable treats, and the primitive smell of charred produce filling the field from the endless grilling fires that were built behind the platforms, were initially annoying to him. However, the enthusiastic howls from all around, and the admonitions of his hosts to try this and try that and comment on the taste, forced him to focus on what he was eating and drinking in order to be able to give appropriate responses.

	Unexpectedly, he found that many of the treats were actually fragrant and delicious, and the more he was forced to comment on them, the more he started to enjoy them against his better judgement. Eventually, the crowd settled down and two teams of twelve muscular syles, with bulging frontal horns proudly rising from their skulls, entered from opposing sides of the field. The Snaaks wore shiny black elastic overalls, and the Sloors wore glistening white.

	On similar gigantic screens to the one that had transmitted his speech earlier, one on each side of the field, an announcer was rapidly speaking, declaring the name of each player as each looked defiantly into the screen to cheering, deafening howls from the thousands of spectators on the platforms. The leader of the Sloors, a young, impressively muscular, dark-brown syle with faint yellow stripes called Sa’aran, evidently at his very prime, was presented with a golden cube about a foot long on each side. He held the cube up with his two top paws as he chose two of his teammates to hold the cube with him, each from the remaining opposing sides.

	A number of shimmering, semi-transparent levitating platforms flew into the center of the field, aligned into one long line, and then started lifting horizontally at different heights, forming something like a giant Ferris wheel that began spinning around, interchanging positions, suspended above the field.

	A command was given, the game started, and the three Sloors, connected through the cube, sprang into action. With their top paws linked by the cube, they looked like a hexapod, joined in a white, arachnid-like formation as they started running sideways toward the platforms, swiftly moving their legs in complete coordination. With their paws pressing onto the cube, they jumped expertly in unison on the first empty platform the moment it was at its lowest trajectory, and started rising with the now shining gold-colored platform around the imaginary wheel.

	Their opponents simultaneously sprang into action, and since they were individually running on all fours, had already taken positions on different platforms around the wheel. So had the rest of their team, and each was attempting to jump from platform to platform, grab an opponent, and hurl them off the platform onto the ground. Each platform changed color, from light to darker purple, apparently according to the number of players on it, turning the giant, spinning cartwheel that was suspended in space into an ever-changing light show. The higher the platform rose, the higher the stakes. When one player was dragged off a platform and thrown down, they would instantly get up and jump onto the next platform, all scrambling to reach the hexapod holding the golden cube. It was chaos, and Stakaart observed that above the very top of the wheel there was a larger, stationary translucent silver platform. This one was circular, at a higher distance than the rest, with a square, golden box at its center.

	To his left, Sslanostar was trying to explain the game, but everything was happening too fast for Stakaart to follow. It seemed that the objective was to place the golden cube in the golden box, and the higher the three conjoined syles who had possession of the cube were rising, the more they were attacked by the opposing team. Soon one of them was dragged away and started falling to the ground from a great height. Luckily, he managed to grab onto a lower platform and fall on the ground softly, only to spin into action immediately and position himself so he could jump onto the next platform passing from the lowest point, snarling and attacking its occupants. When the possessors of the cube reached the highest part of the wheel, they continued descending along their circular trajectory. As Sslanostar explained, they had no right to jump to the pinnacle, because their hexapod was not complete. As they were descending, a further two members of their team jumped onto their platform from adjacent ones. One joined the others to complete the hexapod, and a second was warding off attackers.

	The game was fast, exhilarating, and brutal. It was a display of coordinated mayhem, a frantic scramble, black and white opponents jumping from platform to platform and fighting viciously for its occupancy. When the platform with the hexapod once more reached its lowest point, close to the ground, they were attacked simultaneously by six black Snaaks, three from the ground, waiting for them in ambush, and three from adjacent platforms. In the fight that ensued, the guarding Sloor managed to take two of them to the ground with him, but the remaining four succeeded in throwing off Sa’aran, who managed to take two of the attacking Snaaks with them, leaving just two of his comrades holding the cube as the platform rose upwards.

	The attacks were continuous, and the cube changed hands several times with no team managing to arrive at the pinnacle and score. On two occasions, syles were thrown off while close to the pinnacle, and from such a height that they suffered heavy injuries and had to be taken off the field on medivac membranes by medics dressed in bright yellow overalls.

	There were no breaks, no relief from the continuous action. Within minutes, two Sloors and one Snaak had been taken away injured, one of them unconscious. Heroically, the remaining Sloors managed to recover the cube and formed a hexapod, rising to the top. The two platforms adjacent to them were occupied by powerful Snaaks, and two of them managed to jump onto the platform that shone in shimmering gold, intended to form a clear target in the confusing melee. They dragged off one of the defending Sloors, and as two more Snaaks joined them, all seemed to be lost for the possessing Sloors, who could only defend by kicking attackers off with their rear paws, obliged to hold on to the precious cube.

	Stakaart found himself transfixed, unable to breathe, as the brutal, majestic choreography of jumping felines was played out at a speed that made it almost impossible to follow. At that moment, Sa’aran succeeded in an unbelievable leap across two platforms, landed on the golden platform, kicking and clawing, and threw off all four of the Snaaks. He swiftly joined his comrades in a hexapod, and with immaculate timing, they jumped together far enough for two of them to grab onto the pinnacle with their back paws, hanging over the side, the third one hanging on by sinking his nails into the cube and refusing to let go.

	Sa’aran and Skonnor, the red-haired male that was trying to hold on to the pinnacle platform, thankfully the only platform that was not moving, swung Sensel, who was holding on for dear life, with every ounce of their determination. If he fell from that height, not only would the cube be lost, but potentially his life. They swung him back and forth until, with an acrobatic twist that seemed to defy the laws of physics, all three found themselves on the pinnacle and inserted the golden cube into the box, the whole crowd howling their names: “Sa’aran! Skonnor! Sensel!” again and again.

	All the platforms reverted to their original, translucent cream color, stopped turning around, and descended slowly to the ground. Both teams, the black and the white, were laughing and hugging each other, unbothered by the rivers of blood flowing from the multiple wounds they had inflicted on each other.

	It was pandemonium, and it seemed that despite the brutality of the game, there was camaraderie, mutual respect, and admiration between the rival teams and their respective followers.

	Stakaart’s heart was pounding as Sslanostar turned to him and said, “We have won, my friend, and we both have a prize to collect.” Stakaart felt elated and shocked in equal measures. Elated, because he had not been able to remain indifferent and resist the rush of adrenalin that overtook him. Shocked, because he could not believe that this game was being played without any magnetic safety nets to ensure nobody got injured. How primitive, yet how strangely exciting!

	By the time the Sloors were declared winners and gained the right to take the golden cube with them, all the syles had left their perches and were dancing and singing together on the field. More fragrant, delicious treats were passed around, and Stakaart was beyond trying to resist his hosts joyfully coercing him to taste everything. Among the music and the phantasmagorical spectacle of the dancing felines, the loudspeakers announced the arrival of the Sprok, a thick, sweet-smelling beverage that was passed around.

	Stakaart’s mouth felt dry after the intense excitement of the Stabastacube game, so he gulped down two cups of the fragrant, light blue liquid before he realized the drink had intoxicating, mind-altering properties.

	“What is this? What have you made me drink?” he asked Ska’ara abruptly, making it obvious that he was upset.

	“Don’t worry, it is only Sprok, made by boiling for hours and fermenting the Sprokle flower. We drink it only once a month to celebrate our reunion. It is harmless.”

	“W-what are the effects?” he stuttered. “I cannot allow my mind to be altered, so please tell me. I have responsibilities…”

	“It is just a euphoric, just to have fun. Its effects will be long-gone before the rise of Sal. It is meant to induce a feeling of sensuality, to help the dancing and the singing, and has only mild aphrodisiac effects. Don’t worry, Stakaart,” he added, addressing him casually without his title, “we have no intention to cause you any harm. We just want you to share with us our customs before the relinquishment of corporeal existence deprives us from any opportunity to indulge in these sensations ever again, except perhaps in a simulation.”

	She gently dragged him off the platform and invited him to dance. With the majority of syles on the ground by now and the platforms empty, Stakaart had to follow, but he also felt the effects of the Sprok lowering his resistance.

	The rest of the night was a blur, and when he awoke, Sal was already reigning high in the skies. His mind was clear, and he felt more energized and refreshed than he could remember since his childhood. He could not remember taking his soztor pill, so how could he have slept? It was probably one of the effects of the damned Sprok. It took him a few seconds to get his bearings and realize that he was on the levitating membrane in the guest room of the Gubernatorial residence. But he was not alone. A warm, light-colored, almost white, soft-furred female was cuddled next to him, purring exuberantly. He jumped off the membrane in panic and rushed to the sanitizer, performed his refuge disposal routines, and entered the cool sanitizer spray. Returning into the room, he tried not to stare at the alluring female rolled into a ball in the center of the membrane, and went looking for his robes. They were nowhere to be found. Instead, there was a fresh set of plain khaki overalls laid out for him.

	“I am Staza,” snarled the magnificent female sensuously as she stretched luxuriously, fully nude, before jumping silently off the membrane. “I am sure that you must be thirsty and hungry, Stakaart, so let us find some food.”

	Outside he was greeted by Sslanostar and Ska’ara lying on the lawn. Another expansive feast was spread out on an amber colored levitron in front of them. Stakaart could not help himself as he gulped down the various treats hungrily, but was extra careful this time to only drink water. When his hunger—what a weird memory, hunger, he could not remember when he had last felt it—was sated, he asked: “How long did I sleep?”

	“I cannot tell you exactly,” responded Sslanostar, “but probably eleven standard hours. Don’t worry, you still have seven hours before you leave and plenty of time after that for your precious vote.”

	“This is impossible!” Stakaart snarled incredulously. “The maximum I ever sleep is eight minutes, on very rare occasions and with at least two milligrams of Soztor! What have you done to me? It was not part of the deal to drug me! I trusted you and now…”

	“How do you feel, Speaker Stakaart?” interrupted Sslanostar. “How do you feel?”

	Stakaart, eager to continue his protest, was unable to deny that he felt refreshed, energized, and surprisingly clear-minded. Instead of replying, he turned to Sslanostar and asked him, “What happened?”

	“You chose to have a golden cube tattoo, using the winnings from the bet that I placed on your behalf, and then you drank more Sprok than I would have suggested and entered the dancing competition. You and Staza came fourth and she insisted on coming here with you. The rest, I honestly do not know. Maybe Staza can enlighten you if you don’t remember.”

	Stakaart missed the last phrase, because he had already leapt up and ran frantically to the room to look at his image in one of the holographic screens. In horror, he disrobed and searched his body in the three-dimensional screen until he found a small tattoo of a glittering golden cube on his chest, at a place mercifully hidden by his robes! He returned to the dais, ready to proceed with his indignant protest.

	Before he could speak, Sslanostar repeated his question: “How do you feel, Speaker Stakaart?”

	Stakaart’s protesting howl was cut short in his throat. Truth was, he had to admit to himself, he felt as if he were no more than a hundred years old. It is alright, no real harm done. Soon it will be over, he thought, trying to ignore the attentions of Staza, who was persistently rubbing herself against him and purring too loudly to be ignored. He settled down and enjoyed the cool breeze.

	Soon, visitors started coming and greeting him cordially, complementing him about his dancing performance of which he had only a hazy recollection. First, it was Stakal and Shtrontha, who seemed very friendly with his hosts and familiar with the residence. They informed them that all the Council members, with their wives and litters, would be visiting, bearing treats and gifts for the Speaker.

	Stakaart asked to be given his robes back, wishing to be dressed in the regalia of his office for the last few hours of his stay, in view of the impending presence of the whole Supreme Council of New Skar. His hosts thankfully had no objection, and Ska’ara went to retrieve his robes and place them in the guest room. He went to change and found himself in his room, grateful for the possibility of a little time alone before his final task on this primitive planet. He was deep in his thoughts when Staza, against all protocol, entered his room without requesting permission. Before he could protest, purring so loudly that he was afraid she would be heard even outside in the garden, she curled around him and started licking him with her slightly abrasive, long tongue, making his skin tingle as she was wetting his fur.

	“You know,” she purred, “the euphoric effects of the Sprok have passed, but the aphrodisiac effects remain for at least a day. If we are never to have physical bodies ever again, I would like to have one last schtouk before that happens, and who better to schtouk with than the Supreme Speaker of Sylekran, the most powerful syle in the universe!”

	His shock at the vulgar word, one that he had read of but had never heard spoken, enfeebled his protests, and together with an intense long-forgotten sensation from his nether regions, contributed to his unconvincing resistance. He lost sense of time, and in a daze reminiscent of a well-concocted simudream, one with a barrage of sensations many orders of magnitude above any simudream he had ever been in, he found himself pinning her down and biting the velvety scruff of her neck, entering her, and ejaculating in an explosion of galactic proportions!

	After his mind and body started clearing from the storm of sensations, he inquired as to the time and his implant instantly provided the answer. It was already 18.325601 hours Universal Standard Time and less than two hours remained before his departure, and therefore less than six hours before the final vote. The vote that would complete his life’s quest and would render him and the whole syle species immortal, powerful beyond even his fertile imagination. He had to hurry, so he excused himself to Staza, entered the sanitizer, dressed himself in his official robes and, slightly embarrassed, exited to the garden to find it filled with New Skar’s highest dignitaries. Several litters were jumping around excitedly, and everybody was dressed in simple, casual overalls, as far as possible from the official, conclusive meeting that he was expecting.

	His impressive, constantly transmutating robes, even in their most modest setting, in contrast to their unpretentious attire, embarrassed him further, and made him feel like a vulgar butterfly surrounded by moths. His embarrassment swiftly dissipated after they cordially invited him to lie on the grass with them to enjoy further treats. Surprisingly, or maybe unsurprisingly, he felt ravenous after the hours in the room with Staza. Yet time was passing, and it was less than an hour before his departure, as the preset alarm his implant was transmitting to his brain indicated. He rose up, decisively turning himself away from the tempting delicacies on the levitrons spread around the garden, and started addressing the congregation:

	“I would like to start by thanking you all for your hospitality and for the graciousness with which you handled the awkward situation I have inadvertently placed upon you. I would also like to apologize for what appeared like an overt threat. I assure you all, it was not meant as such. It was merely a clumsy attempt to explain to you the situation, and my frustration at the unexpected problem that I and the rest of our glorious species encountered upon your refusal to comprehend the undeniable benefits of transcendence to virtual life. I feel that you have all reconsidered, and your joyfulness and calmness indicate that you now find yourselves happy in transcending the vagaries, the pains, the inconveniences, and the dangers of corporeality.

	“Any creature must constantly evolve, and we syles have accomplished the unthinkable. We have managed to come to a point where we can surpass nature and finally defeat all of its limitations. I will need to depart forthwith to the beamer, because the twenty-six hours of our pact have almost passed, and I’m afraid that regardless of how much I enjoy your hospitality, I have much to do to prepare for this final moment, the moment of our ascendence, of our collective glory. It has been a privilege to get to know you and your culture, and I am, right now, transmitting to all of you my private, unfiltered ultranet address, so that you can have direct access to me and my office for any inquiry in the future. I am sure that together with all syles, you will be proud to be part of a resounding, unanimous, universal vote of YES and we shall all ascend to divinity together soon. Thank you, and farewell.”

	“Thank you for your visit and your gracious words, Supreme Speaker of Sylekran,” retorted Sslanostar, “but please, sit down and hear me for a few minutes. I assure you that we will get you to the beamer before our time is up, but we still have time, and we have things to say. Rest assured that we are honorable, and after you hear us out, we will keep our word and vote Yes as New Skar, planetary system syle-2812, if you still require it.”

	Realizing he was the only one standing, Stakaart reluctantly sat down, anxious to get the formalities over with and be on his way. Sslanostar calmly continued his speech: “Yesterday you witnessed our monthly game of Stabastacube, and you repeatedly mentioned your disdain at the lack of safety measures and the unnecessary dangers that the nature of the game entails. I remember you muttering at the beginning, ‘somebody may even die, by Stronk!’. But let me ask you this, Supreme Speaker: didn’t just spectating the Stabastacube make you feel alive, more alive than ever? Can you remember, Speaker, do you dare to remember, do you dare to admit to yourself the truth of my statement?”

	Stakaart found himself unable to reply, because the memories of his exhilaration flooded his brain in unrelenting waves, battering against his logical defenses. Sslanostar continued: “Our ancestors lived a fraction of the lifespans that we and all syles enjoy nowadays. I have no doubt that if we direct our efforts and our technology, our lifespans will keep increasing. I know that there are examples of syles that are even over a thousand years old! One thousand years old! I have no doubt that our ancestors were incapable of even comprehending such a lifespan. No doubt in time, we will reach a sufficient level of medical technology to increase our lifespans through molecular manipulation or other yet to be discovered methods to maybe even ten thousand years. How much is enough, Supreme Speaker? The more our lifespans increase, the less dangers or ailments we face, the less we feel alive! Already, billions of syles live lives alone, connected to practically seamless data and sensory inputs. But do they feel alive, like we all felt last night? Do you feel alive, Stakaart?

	“We promised that if we could not convince you otherwise, we would succumb and vote Yes, and rest assured that we intend to keep our promise. But are you willing or able to listen to our arguments and consider them with an open mind? Or have you lost all choice and are fully self-indoctrinated by your own dogma? We feel alive when our lives are at stake, we feel alive when the best for our future, our primes, our children, are risking their lives for the pursuit of excellence. We feel alive when we work our bodies hard, when we copulate, when we feel pain in our stomachs from the occasional overindulgence of tasty, fatty ska’alks. We feel alive when we strive, when we overcome. We feel alive when we watch our young litters climbing trees and jumping audaciously over gorges. Yes, some of them still die, and we mourn the loss, and somehow, we feel even more alive by acknowledging how precious and fragile our lives are.

	“When do you feel alive, Stakaart? When did you last feel as alive as I know you felt last night? You have developed a magnificent project to give all syles the choice of freedom from death, from adversity, from all danger. The choice for the solution of all problems, the choice for virtual immortality devoid of all trouble, of all pains, of all scarcity. Yet this choice will inevitably deprive us all of any further significant choice. Once there, there is no imaginable way back, and even if we could conjure one, we will have become accustomed to virtuality and unable to endure the shock of returning to corporeality. Once we all transcend, all our choices will be insignificant, merely endless gratification, and we will be alive forever, but condemned to never truly feel fully alive ever again! The price for this monumental choice will be the inescapable self-deprivation of everything that matters, of every other real choice of our soul. There will be no further choice of any significance, just an abundant buffet of arbitrary preferences. Instead of evolving, we will stagnate, and all you need to do is look at the comfortable world that you have provided for all syles to confirm this.

	“Why are you alone, Supreme Speaker of Sylekran Stakaart, at the pinnacle of power, uncontested for hundreds of years? Why are there no longer any contenders fighting for your power? Why is there no opposition to your dominance? Could it be because you and the ones before you have created a world where great syles such as you are no longer being bred? Do you find yourself surrounded by weak, comfortable, efficient, but ultimately progressively more useless weaklings, unable to be inspired to strive for anything, unwilling to compete with you, who has been striving on behalf of us all for so many years? Ask yourself, is it possible that you are succeeding in breeding out the characteristics that made us the supreme predators of this universe? And do you realize that with this transition you will have successfully bred out of us everything that makes us syles? If you go through with this, there will be no more litters, no more surprise at who they are and how they will turn out, just an endless existence of bland gratification or the pursuit of accumulation of empty knowledge, provided by devices that will now control us instead of us controlling them!

	“Is there still enough choice, enough soul left in you, Stakaart, to realize that the price you’re willing to pay for perfection is your own irrelevance? Do you still have enough choice—can you disengage, even momentarily, from the vision that you have been following for your whole life—to consider what you have given up in order to achieve it? When did you last feel alive, truly alive, Supreme Speaker?”

	Stakaart was completely stunned by Sslanostar’s passionate speech. He found himself unable to speak, unable to move, unable to deny the arrows of truth that had somehow struck well-hidden targets inside his being. As if in a dream, he found himself replying: “I did not realize,” he said. “I had no idea. I release you from your commitment. Please vote anyway you like. I will vote No, and I will use all my power to initiate the diversion of all funds to the improvement and ever-growing longevity of our lives. Once I have done so, I shall retire, admitting to all syles my folly and my mistake. May I be permitted the honor of retiring here when the time comes, on New Skar, with all of you, if you please? It is too long that I have considered myself the wisest. It is too long that I have been alone. I now see. Will you forgive me?”
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	It was not only Stakaart who was stunned and seduced by Sslanostar’s impassioned speech, but also the six, who were trying and failing to analyze the realizations that had now been rendered inescapable. Less than a thousand years ago, when they had entered this project, they were totally untouched by Sslanostar’s argument, which had seemed like the abstract ruminations of unenlightened primitives at the time they had perused and analyzed the data. At this moment, however, they were no longer the same, and their experiences had opened perceptual doors which allowed them a different kind of understanding of the arguments. They now knew the full answer to their questions, and the source of the disease of apathy that was plaguing their kind.

	Haala Ban felt the weight of what he now realized was a wasted life, but also a completely new feeling that took him some time to recognize and give it a name: Hope!

	Ula Dor was fervently correlating data, desperately trying to negate what now felt obvious, but despite his best efforts, was failing miserably.

	Nor Blask had received the impact of Sslanostar’s words first-hand and was already missing his life inside Stakal, in love with Shtrontha, in love with Samray.

	Sunsei Bar felt complete. He felt his whole life until now validated, and his rebelliousness no longer an irresistible character trait, but a divine premonition.

	Lin Mogu was torn between her yearning to return in Ska’ara and be with her until her dying breath, and the hope of finding a suitable Hantor host and enjoying a body of her own.

	Samray Rin was absolutely certain of what she wanted and what she would claim. The latest foray had only reinforced her desire for direct motherhood and a life with Nor Blask.

	Deep inside their processing, their thoughts, and their emotions, the six nonetheless felt once more as if not a minute had passed, that besides the intricate network of data, they were also connected by something invisible. Pure emotion, snakes of emotion emanating in multi-colored energy streams from each of the avatars of the six, attaching themselves with determined, powerful python jaws to each of the avatars of the others, clenching onto the tail of the next snake which in turn would swallow the next tail on this circle of light that formed this new, encompassing avatar of togetherness. Once more they could feel each other and be one. They enjoyed this blissful state with no rush, until Ula Dor dispelled the magic and brought them to their task: “There is much to discuss, there is much to consider, but right now I suggest that we complete our plan and visit case study B: the humans at the time of their final choice. Maybe there is more to learn. We need to understand everything.”

	No further communications were needed. It was intuitively understood that the four expeditioners would go, and they began the task of choosing hosts as close to the moment of choice as possible.

	Just before undertaking the orientation into the particular era, Ula Dor declared that he had been feeling a progressively rising urge to join them in this particular expedition. He needed to see and feel firsthand whether the humans had approached their seemingly illogical choice from a different angle. He apologized and asked Haala Ban to once more be the lone controller of the Needle and the Machine itself.

	“Go, go,” said Haala Ban jovially, “have fun! I don’t mind at all being on the most powerful controls in the universe. It is a privilege to be at the center of all knowledge and observe you young ones through the Needle. Go!”

	And so, they went.
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	Jonathan EVQ-39268LR22-01 was a passionate historian first, a politician second, and a quadrillionaire third, and so recognized the gravity of these historic moments that he was privileged to live and be part of, and at the very core of decision making. Bread and spectacle, offered by the Caesars of the Roman Empire to the masses at the Colosseum, and as long as they did that, they could rule absolutely, without dissent, and enjoy the adoration of the masses. The citizens who, like sheep, would never even dream of having an opinion about where their shepherd, the emperor, would take them for grazing. As long as they were safe from the wolves and provided with ample grass and spectacle, they were content in the stupor of their miniscule lives. Jonathan EVQ had risen to the pinnacles of political and financial power by studying human history obsessively and learning from the past.

	Connected to the uninet, he was allowing a rapid summary of the evolution of human civilization to flow through him, feeling the waves, the ebbs, the flows, and the white-water rapids of human history once more. He felt that they were informing him and preparing him for the giant leap that would catapult humanity in a totally new phase of evolution. He went through the primitive times, the times when humans were little more than animals, fighting for their survival. He went over the brilliant invention of the universal human paradox, that allowed them to multiply, and create intricate civilizations that would permit them to surpass the animal state and its purely instinctual existence, and to rise above all other species. They went on to build numerous civilizations, kingdoms, and empires, each one conquering more territory and creating protection against the elements, scarcity, and all foes that attempted to threaten them. They achieved mobility, the ability to create advanced temperature-regulated dwellings, automation, and interconnectivity through electrical, plumbing, sewage, and complex information grids.

	From hundreds they grew to thousands, and from thousands to millions, and by the time they were approaching eight billion people on their core planet, they had ensured the survival of their species and were unstoppable. Unstoppable by every external threat, but not unstoppable from themselves.

	“If God is all-powerful, all-knowing, and therefore there is nothing he cannot do, can he make a rock so heavy that even he could not lift it?” Jonathan asked himself, reciting one of his favorite enigmas from the past. Paraphrasing it, Jonathan asked himself with bitter amusement: “If God is all-powerful, all-knowing, and therefore there is nothing he cannot do, can he destroy himself? And if so, can he stop himself from doing so?”

	For thousands of years of human civilization, human beings evolved by gaining more and more capabilities to destroy anything they chose around them, including each other, but although their capability was undisputed, they were unable to completely destroy humanity and human civilization. This, regardless of how many brutal wars they were engaged in, and how many atrocities, even genocides, they committed. By this time there were already way too many of them, and neither nature nor humans themselves were able to stem the flow of the ever-more increasing and evolving humans. Eventually, in the middle of the twentieth century AD, human beings, with the advent of atom splitting and nuclear devices, had at last achieved the capability to self-destruct. Soon, biochemical and other diverse technological capabilities ensured that at their moment of being gods of their planet, all-powerful, all-knowing, and proving every day that there was nothing they couldn’t do, including travelling to the moon and the stars, they had created the ability to answer the first part of the question in the affirmative. Yes, humans had become capable of destroying themselves and even exterminating all life on the planet.

	But they did not. Because they had no reason to. All they had always wanted was to survive and flourish, and any destruction that they had caused so far was purely in order to survive, to defend themselves, to secure territory, to flourish, for themselves and for their tribes, their families, and later their nations. If it was not to their benefit to destroy, they would build, and if it was not to their benefit to build, they would destroy, as with any other creature on their mother planet. Nevertheless, almost immediately after becoming capable enough to annihilate themselves, they started inventing reasons to actually do so.

	The universal paradox, this shift of beliefs so contrary to their nature, had allowed them to create moral rules that were designed to elevate them from their animal nature and to be able to collaborate more and more smoothly and effectively. Even to sacrifice themselves for the benefit of the tribe in the quest to elevate themselves to levels that would allow them to join into groups of practically infinite size and complexity. To do so, they needed to despise their animal nature, their human nature, and set higher standards for their morality than nature itself does. And they succeeded, but the paradox virus had the characteristics of every other virus: it would never be satisfied, it would never stop, it would spread until the creature it inhabited was populated and dominated by it to total capacity. It was not enough to be the greatest achiever, the most powerful species; they were compelled to be “better”, to be “humane”, to acquire superior morality to the nature that had created them, sustained them, and engulfed them.

	Unable to escape their very nature, they judged themselves relentlessly by perpetually rising standards, and they found themselves wanting. So, failing miserably in escaping their nature, they progressively ended up hating themselves. Before, they only hated those who threatened their survival and prosperity. Now, they found themselves a threat to the planet, to all other creatures, and to themselves! Now, they not only had the capability to self-destruct, but also a “moral” reason to. So, they did.

	This did not happen overnight. They first built intricate belief systems and religions of self-judgement, guilt, and shame. By the end of the twentieth century AD, many were operating under pious belief systems that viewed humanity itself as a virus, vermin preying on the planet. So, having acquired both the motive and the capability to self-destruct, they proceeded to do so, methodically and comprehensively. By the middle of the twenty-first century AD, they had succeeded to engage almost the totality of the population in a race to victimhood, vulnerability, physical and intellectual laziness, incapacitation, and even the loss of the nuclear family, sexual and gender polarity, and had instituted a mass, almost universal indoctrination into ever-more demanding moral codes. These moral codes were fanatically supported by virtuously judgmental social and legislative systems, to try, judge, and condemn themselves and each other mercilessly for any deviation to the latest, increasingly more virtuous standard.

	Economies crumbled, political systems crumbled, as the masses were reduced to a competition of virtue signaling, self-isolation, and a barrage of never-ending stimuli, in a virtual, fake world where everyone could effortlessly be anything they chose to identify as. Anybody who failed to passionately endorse the orthodoxy and atone according to the latest fashion, would be digitally stoned by the virtual mobs of the internet! Whoever was not in the forefront of the next stoning would be the prey for the next brutal chicken-pecking party. They did not annihilate themselves through nuclear or biochemical weapons, although they tried. They annihilated themselves by continuously debilitating themselves and rendering themselves useless, devoid of pride and self-love, depressed and suicidal.

	In the physical world, few worked and contributed, and even fewer participated in any real decisions. Like the Roman masses of the past, they were fed and entertained amply in exchange for their unquestioning approval. Like sheep, they were grateful for being given whichever field to graze in that their shepherds chose. The deciders, the doers, the elites, were equally inflicted by the paradox virus, and equally engulfed in endless circles of competition for moral purity. The difference was that they were in a position where they could cause more effective blows to civilization and society, perpetuating the trend.

	To answer, however, the second part of the question: “Could they stop themselves from destroying themselves?” The answer was proven to be yes. At that early dusk of human civilization, new philosophers emerged, like Robert Hastings, Bobby as he was affectionately called, Andy Liu, Dr. Marcel Hastings, Sun Li Quang, Professor Vladimir Boratov, Kwalla Johi, and Jefferson Towata, to name the most prominent ones. They introduced new philosophies, philosophies of acceptance and appreciation of nature and especially of human and animal nature. New philosophies contradictory to the paradoxical doctrines of the inflicted. These emerging belief systems weakened the paradox virus inside the few who were fortunate enough to be inoculated. The vaccinated few produced offspring and created communities, small in numbers at first, and with each subsequent generation, the virus was further weakened. As human civilization was crumbling under mass depression, erratic, paradoxical beliefs and behaviors, and suicidal tendencies, the enlightened communities, miniscule in numbers at first, grew and flourished. The medicine to the virus was happiness, and an acceptance of what is.

	Human civilization came to the very brink of destruction, but at midnight, when darkness prevailed, these dispersed communities kept the flame of humanity alive long enough for humanity to start rising once more. “If God is all-powerful, all-knowing, and therefore there is nothing he cannot do, can he destroy himself? And can he stop himself from doing so?” The answer was yes and yes! For humans, as close to gods for all other species on their home planet, comparatively all-powerful and all-knowing, the same principles applied!

	Ula Dor was entranced by the ruminations of his chosen host, Jonathan EVQ-39268LR22-01. His databanks of course were multiple times more comprehensive than those of the humans, and he knew and understood way more than his proficient host. Nonetheless, Jonathan’s musings presented him with interesting perceptual angles, and the feelings of his host while he reminisced were fascinating to him. Jonathan EVQ-39268LR22-01 had a well-earned and deserved reputation for being ruthless, and his ruthlessness had served him well in his pursuit of financial and political success that had made him the wealthiest and most influential human of his generation. But Jonathan was at the same time a true idealist. He cared. Ula Dor found himself enjoying the prescribed data stream and his host’s thoughts and observations, especially since he was simultaneously connected to the entire uninet through the implanted wireless hub in Jonathan’s brain.

	This time the experience of being inserted and connected with a human nervous system was very different from his previous foray. Jonathan’s body was still reminiscent of those of his ancestors, but was now more of a conglomeration of changeable biomechanical parts. Although he was thousands of years old, he suffered no pains or inconveniences, and whenever they appeared, in whichever organ, he could program and swallow a nanosphere that would enter his digestive system. There, with surgical precision it would proceed to position itself at the core of the organ itself, grow tentacles of connection with the lymphatic, nervous, and circulatory systems, and soon grow a new organ to replace the failing one. Jonathan, due to his immense wealth and position, had access to the latest, most advanced, enhanced nanospheres, and his body had capabilities exponentially higher than those of most of his contemporaries, let alone his ancestors.

	During his era, if you were wealthy enough to be able to afford the best and most advanced technology, not only were you practically immortal, but also, a perpetually and rapidly ever-more enhanced being. Like a gradual, controlled, voluntary mutation. It was impressive that the uninet almost rivaled the capabilities of the Hantors’ Great Machine, and was available several billion years earlier in the evolutionary history of the humans compared to the Hantors. This realization was mildly humbling to Ula Dor, the once arrogant Hantor.

	Powernet Industries, the company Jonathan had created and commanded as its CEO and chairman, controlled almost 40% of the activities on the uninet and connected quadrillions of humans and controlled trade on over three million planets, being the most valuable conglomerate in the universe. Through his enormous financial might, Jonathan EVQ-39268LR22-01 was not only the most spoken about and influential human alive, but also the initiator and innovator of the most advanced technologies and research. EasyHealth Inc., his flagship company, had service contracts with 28.6% of the population, with its biggest competitor only able to boast no more than 4.2%. It was as close to a complete monopoly as the stringent anti-trust laws permitted, and the ability to invest in research more than his competitors’ entire turnover made its position, for all intents and purposes, unassailable.

	Most of the functions of humanity had already become entirely virtual: virtual money, virtual health care (the nanosphere technologies had ensured that), virtual shopping, since advanced three-dimensional multi-material printers would print from scratch any product that could be ordered through the uninet. Even virtual exercising, because their bodies could perform exercises on their own to remain in top form during their sleep, and anyway, new musculature growth was readily available at a cost of several thousand credits if one could afford them. Virtual experiences, like holidays, could provide holographic, full-sensory immersion into any planet or locale, again according to their financial capability.

	Manual labor was a thing of the past, because artificially intelligent biomechanical androids were capable of performing any task way more efficiently than any human, so there was no need for actual labor. It was easy for society to provide comfortable, abundant lives for all citizens, and every month the allocated universal credit wages were deposited into each and every citizen’s virtual accounts. Virtual restaurants could provide their delicious molecular gastronomy concoctions at the press of a button through a simple Gastrofactor that could 3D print alimentation in a million varieties of textures. As long as the containers of the basic nutritional ingredients, in liquified form of course, were replenished in a timely fashion. Of course, once more, there was a variety of prepacked containers, ranging from one thousand basic ingredients to over three hundred thousand, if one could afford them.

	Having learned from the grievous mistakes of the past, that had brought humanity to the brink of destruction several times throughout their history, they no longer strived for equity, equality of outcome, but focused exclusively on equality of opportunity. They had reached a point where the beliefs in the lessons that nature itself provided, survival of the fittest, or rather, the most driven and willing, since fitness was no longer of relevance, had been rendered seemingly indisputable by the devastating results of any attempt to ignore them.

	So, even the least affluent of humans lived a comfortable, protected existence free from obligations. Those who chose to have more and benefit from all the marvels that the uninet had to offer could either choose the path of working as programmers, researchers, innovators, and coordinators, or the path of providing media content and entertainment for the rest. Having reached full efficiency as a civilization in a corporeal existence, the next vision could only be full virtual existence. This would provide several conclusive advantages and no discernible disadvantages:

	 

	A 99.2% reduction in the need for actual physical materials and resources.

	A 72.1% reduction in energy use.

	A 99.7% reduction in transport of goods, machinery, androids, and humans.

	A 100% reduction in healthcare expenditure.

	A fully stable population, with no need for further expansion.

	A 99.9% reduction in any discomforts or accidents.

	A 100% interconnected humanity with seamless access to information.

	An instant projected 3,217% increase in universal affluence and accessibility to benefits and goods that were, so far, the privilege of the relatively few.

	A perceptual 2,570% increase in standards of living for all with progressive, unlimited improvement. 

	Virtual immortality.

	 

	These were the points that Jonathan EVQ-39268LR22-01 had prepared for the presentation to the Universal Congress this afternoon, an event that would be publicly transmitted and was anticipated to engage a record number of spectators. He had prepared for this moment well, with a well-organized campaign in the media, because it was one of his own companies, Virtuworld Inc., that had managed to achieve and pass all regulatory safety checks necessary to be able to present the proposal to the Universal Congress and to the whole of humankind. Via hundreds of years of extensive testing, more than two million volunteer subjects from around the universe had already transcended into a virtual, digital existence, their bodies suspended on cryostasis gel and nurtured inside biostatic capsules. Following a few initial problems, the technology had reached a level of stability with 0% untoward occurrences for the last hundred years.

	Jonathan felt ready and eager, and so did the world. It could be the culmination of the most ambitious technological project Jonathan had ever undertaken in his brilliant career, full of groundbreaking innovations. It was time to take the final step.

	Millions of people had worked very hard over the years, and unprecedented sums had been invested in order to construct and prepare the cluster of varioquantic computers that was able to host quintillions, if necessary, separate identities. After the final choice, there would no longer be any need to even maintain the bodies any more. Self-repairing and self-evolving mechanisms endowed with powerful artificial intelligence computers were tasked to maintain and improve the system in perpetuity. There were no drawbacks, and almost the totality of the human population, besides a few eccentric luddites, had fully accepted the vision of ascendence to this new reality. It was true that there were still some pockets of resistance, singularly for ideological reasons, because no rational arguments, no drawbacks, no disadvantages had been as yet put forth by any of the dissenters. Jonathan was convinced that in this, the final presentation, the project would be voted unanimously by the universal congress members, each elected to represent entire clusters of galaxies, and the few dissenters that would stubbornly resist would be forced to comply.

	This is what democracy and plurality was all about, thought Jonathan EVQ-39268LR22-01, the rule of the majority over the minority, and rightly so!

	Nonetheless, representatives of every possible faction had been invited to present their arguments, and the final presentation of his proposal was destined to be long and tedious, but Jonathan had no problem with this. The acceptance of his proposal would make him de facto the most powerful human in history, and his name would be engraved first and foremost in all historical data from then on. What a ride it had been!

	Jonathan EVQ-39268LR22-01 continued with his ruminations until he was alerted that the time had arrived, and his invitation code had been unlocked, ready for use. Feeling confident, comprehensively prepared, and energized, he gave the mental command and appeared instantaneously as a holographic image on the main pedestal of the Universal Congress to enthusiastic applause and acclaim by the dignitaries from all corners of the universe that were similarly holographically assembled. He began his speech with all eyes and ears transfixed on his every word:

	“There was a moment, billions of years ago, when primitive humans discovered a rabbit, charred by wildfire, and devoured it, feeling for the first time the taste of heat-treated flesh in their mouth, opening a door to the processing and transmutation of organic matter, thus multiplying the variety of nutrients. This moment initiated their ascent to becoming the dominant sentient species on our mother planet, planet Earth. There was another moment when one of our ancestors discovered the use of projectiles such as stones, lances, bows, and arrows, and later bullets, that helped them overcome the lack of long teeth and nails and the comparative feebleness of their bodies. This moment transformed humans forever into the predator par excellence of the planet, due to their ingenuity rather than their physical strength.

	“Many moments of discovery and ascension to new levels of superiority followed: the taming of animals and their use for transportation, heavy pulling, and as a readily available protein source devoid of the dangers of hunting. The development of technologies that would aid construction, mobility, transportation, and communication, allowing them to exploit all the resources of the planet and create magnificent infrastructure facilitating and harboring all activities. There were other moments when rules and systems of enforcing them allowed ever-more populous communities to prosper and achieve new levels of efficiency and security. Moments too numerous to mention, like the establishments of human rights, the liberation from the constraints of our mother planet, and subsequent colonization of other astral bodies, and eventually the whole of the universe. The constant evolution of artificial intelligence and robotics freed our progenitors even further from useless toil. I can spend days numbering the human accomplishments and the gateways that they created for evolutionary leaps for our species.

	“They are numerous, brilliant, and crucial for the evolutionary phase that they happened to appear moments, reached through the inquisitiveness, inventiveness, and perseverance of the human spirit. But none of these moments, none of these evolutionary leaps, could hold a candle to the one that I believe we are bound to take soon. In every one of these evolutionary leaps, something was lost, and some were left behind. Evidently, for every one of those monumentous transitions, the advantages far outweighed the disadvantages. But what I am about to propose to you presents humanity with advantages infinite numbers of magnitude above any previous evolutionary leap that humanity has ever dared undertake! The advantages are multifaceted and complex, and like the previous moments of humanity’s advancement, they are too numerous to mention in this forum, but of course are available at the informational uninet site you all have access to. For the purposes of this forum, I have grouped them in categories and summarized them as follows:

	“First, a 99.2% reduction in the need for actual physical materials and resources, and a 72.1% reduction in energy requirements. Although virtual existence will require high energy expenditure, the 99.7% reduction in transport of goods, machinery, androids, and humans will more than compensate for this. In addition, there will be a one hundred percent reduction in health care expenditures. One hundred percent! This is because there will be no more illnesses, no more failure of organs, no more physical discomforts of any kind. The transition to a virtual existence will provide us with a fully stable population with no need for any further expansion. All humans will enjoy a 99.9% reduction in any discomforts or accidents, with just a tiny percentage of momentary minor inconveniences remaining as a running probability. Humanity will be one hundred percent seamlessly interconnected, with practically limitless access to information.

	“Furthermore, every single citizen, from whichever galactic system, will enjoy an over three thousand percent increase in affluence, in wealth, and the subsequent accessibility for all of most of the benefits and goods that are now the privileges of relatively few. The cost of everything will drop, because with no bodies, there will no longer be any need for materials, printers, or manufacturing. Things will still have value, and those who choose to pursue further wealth and privileges will be able to work and dedicate themselves to this pursuit. However, the baseline of abundance that you will all enjoy will be, as our projections promise, 3,217% above today’s average, even at the lowest level. The abundance of options, that will become available to you at a small fraction of contemporary prices, is projected to enhance the perception of standards of living for all citizens by a 2,570% increase for all! And if that was not enough, the abundance of options in tandem with the perception of quality of life, will be enjoying progressive, unlimited improvements.

	“Finally, virtual immortality with no theoretical limit besides the end of the universe, more than twenty-three billion years from now. Even then, the probability that we may invent in time technologies to delay the contraction of the universe is not totally unlikely.

	“Myself and many others have searched to find any dangers, disadvantages, drawbacks to this transition. There are already, as you know, more than two million volunteer test subjects who all report that they are very happy and fulfilled by their virtual existence. They cannot wait for their cryogenically supported bodies to be let go in gratitude, and to be fully liberated from any fear of something irreversible happening to them. As I have ensured repeatedly, all those individuals or authorities that have expressed concerns about the safety and maintenance of the cluster of varioquantic computers, that will be tasked with the creation and maintenance of our virtual world and our identities, we have created and tested elaborate protocols of control. We have run many simulated disaster scenarios, and they have proven to be foolproof. We will be keeping close oversight of the direction of evolution of the artificial intelligence entities that will be running and maintaining, day-to-day, the physical devices, which in any case have been designed with high levels of contingency and spread out in over one hundred locations around the universe. The probability of all of them facing an unavoidable extinction event is as close to zero as any computer can measure.

	“I, and our brilliant team at Virtuworld, have been working hard to mitigate all dangers. Of disadvantages, we have found none, and neither have we been informed of any. So, I rest my case, and propose that the universal congress approves the transition of the entirety of the population to Virtuworld’s servers, whose ultimate ownership and supervision will be transferred immediately to the Universal Council. Every member of the Council will hold right of approval and absolute veto power over any proposed subsequent modification. Virtuworld is our gift to humanity, and we are proud and excited to let go of our “baby” that we have nourished for all these years, and that will nourish and take care of all of us in perpetuity. Now, it is time for all of us to have everything!”

	 

	With this, Jonathan EVQ-39268LR22-01 bowed his head, left the podium, and, taking a few steps to the left, sat on the virtual chair that had been programmed there by the transistimulacrum, so that it corresponded perfectly with the distance between his mirror and his favorite armchair in his residence. The thunderous applause continued, not only in the holographic construct of the universal congress, but also in the physical rooms where all of humanity dwelled, spread across the universe to its farthest corner, reverberating through the uninet’s channels.

	One after another, each one of the invited guests spoke, and the majority of them expressed already answered concerns or drab platitudes, eventually admitting that they had no new or unanswered arguments to the transition. Some of them, who had been invited specifically because they wielded some kind of influence, and had been quoted as presenting counterarguments and concerns, now seemed to have changed their minds and were enthusiastically in favor of the transition. Some were highly congratulatory, and with each of them, the approving applause by the congress members assured Jonathan that approval of his proposal was now inevitable, filling his chest with pride and an exhilarating sense of achievement.

	The process of the forum was as expected, long and tedious, and in everybody’s mind, it appeared to be just a formality, and the result of the process preordained. When there were only three guest debaters left, the rise of an old man with white hair surprised Jonathan and the rest of the congregation.

	Who would choose to appear with a frail and wrinkled body to such a formal event, was the thought that startled Jonathan out of his polite stupor and commanded his attention. Why would he choose such an inferior body condition, when he could have bought a few rejuvenating SL4O2 nanospheres?

	The guest speaker’s voice was equally disconcerting. It was a coarse, crackling voice that was congruent with his appearance. It was obvious the speaker was intending to provide some kind of symbolic message with his outmoded appearance. Yotar LIW-23358ST87-27 addressed the Congress with a studied humility: “Esteemed Congress, my human brethren from every corner of our universe, I will not tire you for long. You searched for a disadvantage or a danger and found none. I believe that I have one, and I would be grateful if my concerns could be dispelled, and I could join all of you in your unbridled enthusiasm.

	“Our history is indeed riddled with exceptional leaps that have been proven to have provided invaluable and defining advancements for humankind. At the same time, it has been equally abundant in examples of ‘advancements’ that went wrong with catastrophic results. ‘Advancements’,” he repeated— and everybody could feel in the timbre of his voice the implied objecting quotes—“that often hid their side effects well to all scrutiny, and had required many years, often generations, for them to appear and for humanity to realize them. We survived all these failed experiments because we always had the choice to change direction and to reverse them, until all their negative effects had been extinguished. Whatever disaster had occurred, given time, we managed to repair, overcome, and continue our rise.

	“According to the information we have been provided, there are volunteer test subjects that have been living in the servers of Virtuworld, and interacting through the rest of the world through the uninet, that have been experiencing this existence for up to two hundred and seventeen years. A long time for sure, but still far from a lifetime. Who can tell what potential side effects, and I freely admit I have no capacity to envision any, may appear in five hundred years, a thousand years, a million years from now? Will we be able, then, when all our physical infrastructure, besides the devices that will form the virtual world we will be living in, will have long-eroded and gone into disrepair, and no physical bodies to inhabit will exist, to change our minds to reverse this course and to choose a different direction? Will we still retain the choice to reverse a mistake whose consequences we would not have managed to foresee or predict, as our progenitors did so many times in our history? Will we still retain this choice if such a probability, such a danger of a catastrophic mistake, however miniscule, somehow comes to pass? Will we still have choice?”

	Several dignitaries rose in response and some of them politely and covertly, some of them not, ridiculed the old man’s concerns.

	“How could you base any decision on theoretical side effects or dangers that nobody could even start to imagine?” one indignantly exclaimed. “Every advancement of humanity has been a trial-and-error exercise, and if we were as reluctant to proceed as esteemed Yotar LIW-23358ST87-27 suggests, we would still be living in caves!”

	The last few guest speakers spoke and then the proposal passed unanimously, to universal cheers and acclaim. The process would begin the very next day, and the die had been cast for humanity’s greatest leap.

	 


[image: A yellow and black circular pattern

Description automatically generated]Chapter 94 – A seemingly humble catalyst

	 

	Sunsei Bar had chosen to inhabit Fazel YTV-44702RE63-05, the Speaker of the House and ceremonial head of the Universal Congress, because that meant he would be right there on stage for these historic procedures. Nor Blask had chosen to inhabit Candalar NAZ-88526LS27-83, the most powerful member of Congress, representing 83,720 colonized planets, because he wanted to delve into the thoughts and feelings of somebody with enough influence to be able to potentially block any vote. Samray Rin, congruent with her previous choices, chose to be hosted by Congresswoman Sayda HCO-32091PA89-71, who despite being one of the youngest female members of the Universal Congress, representing an obscure cluster of mining planets at the outer reaches of the universe, had the personally enticing characteristic for Samray that she was a mother of two, a very rare choice for the era.

	It was Lin Mogu who had zeroed in on Yotar LIW-23358ST87-27, because although historical records presented no indication of the decisive influence that he had on the outcome, he was nevertheless the only opposing speaker who had offered an argument of any consequence. Besides, her curiosity had been sparked while perusing through the candidate hosts’ profiles, because he had appeared to strike a very unconventional appearance and personality for the era.

	Yotar was actually a history professor and researcher, and a member of Bobby’s Society, an intellectual intergalactic club that debated on the intricacies of Robert Hastings’ pillar beliefs and attempted alternative interpretations of the meaning of every word. As biblical scholars had been doing for thousands of years, in her previous foray into human existence, billions of years before, when she was inhabiting Lisa. Yotar was different and considered eccentric by his peers and the public, mainly by choosing to refrain from any enhancement or rejuvenating treatments, allowing his body to age, resolving any health and life-threatening deterioration with the most minimal interventions possible. Some thought he was a miser, unwilling to separate himself from his credits for anything other than the absolutely essential.

	As Lin Mogu discovered almost instantly upon entering his consciousness, nothing could be further from the truth. Yotar’s choices were purely ideological, and the last thing he cared about was credit accumulation. In fact, he used the majority of the remainder of his wages, after his frugal needs were fulfilled, to finance colonies of naturalists, the few people who were similarly eccentric and chose to live “primitive” lives. They used the bare minimum of the available technologies, preferring instead to immerse themselves into practically fully corporeal existences, often colonizing undomesticated planets. For Lin Mogu, it seemed that as Stronk, she had led her tribe of syles, the Stloks, to take what would seem like a backward step in evolution and descend from the canopies to dwell on the ground, an act which in her mind was not a backward step in evolution, rather the choice of a different fork in the endless evolutionary tree. Remarkably, Yotar LIW-23358ST87-27 felt the same way. He was not opposed to continuous evolution as such; rather, he was opposed to the idea that the only path to further evolution was the transcendence from corporeality.

	Yotar was the first one to admit, to himself and others, that he could not find a vision of evolution that did not inevitably lead to the relinquishment of the vagaries of corporeality and the obvious transcendence to virtuality. Nonetheless, his favorite motto was, “If we cannot see it, by no means does it mean that it is not there!” He persisted in raising uncomfortable, albeit largely ignored questions. It often seemed to him that humanity was embarking on an immense, gigantic Noah’s Ark, which was being swept away by humongous waves, and that he was a lone man, stubbornly remaining on the shores while everybody else was cheerfully crossing the planks to enter the dark bowels of the Ark. He envisioned himself remaining alone, ridiculously trying to hold the ship from leaving by digging his heels in the sand. A futile feat for sure! He knew that with overwhelming likelihood, the Ark would be filled, and they would all lose touch with solid ground, the future unknown, and that he, and everyone else reluctant to embark, would be forced to, and there seemed to be nothing he could do about it. At the same time, he understood that humans are a group animal, and for any group to function, there must be a rule of law, and that the most inclusive and respectful rule of law was democracy. And in democracy, the few were obliged to succumb to the wishes of the many.

	Yet, he also understood that for democracy to be able to function, all points of view must be represented and put forward, even if they seemed to have no chance to convince the majority. He was passionate in his belief that, allowing minority opinions to be quashed and annihilated by the tsunami of commonly held, popular beliefs, served totalitarianism and not democracy.

	Human civilization had inadvertently descended into invisible totalitarianism in many ways, many times in the past. There were times where non-mainstream opinions were comprehensively censored to the degree that the majority of the human population did not even know they existed. There were times when it was deemed that artificial intelligence computers could predict accurately the outcome of any election, thus no election was necessary, avoiding time and expense. Although AI could predict extremely accurately what people would choose and what they would vote for, they could not account for the social and political pressure for censorship of all media that would deprive the citizens of a free choice. How can one make a free choice if all the options are either invisible, misrepresented, or systematically and comprehensively vilified?

	In all of these cases, humanity was driven into horrible, self-destructive decisions, where anybody heretic enough to even dare to discuss potentially disastrous consequences was persecuted and heavily censored. Thousands, millions, billions of human beings had suffered horribly, and on several occasions the population of the earth had been decimated, close to extinction, by such misguided paths. For Yotar, it did not matter. He firmly believed that everything, absolutely everything, was always, exactly, deliciously as it should be. Mistakes were a must, because like with any evolutionary experiment, every path had to be taken, every possible avenue needed to be thoroughly explored and experienced, and in the same way that nature ordains, monsters must occasionally be born, proving by their very existence that they cannot survive.

	There were also the times when humans chose to allow AI to make all decisions for them, from what they would eat or drink, to how they would live or work. They were convinced by zealots that they would thus avoid the multitude of avoidable, stupid mistakes that were part of the human experience, and by doing so, would be blessed by a superior optimization that would be more capable than their puny human brains, to provide for them affluence, well-being, and subsequently, happiness.

	In the beginning and on the surface, all science and statistics showed this to be the wise choice, and even the unconvinced were choosing more every day to relinquish a choice and let an artificial entity, one that knew more about their preferences and what was best for them than they knew themselves, make the choices for them. An entity that was constantly learning from every choice they made and adjusted accordingly. The results were miraculous, so humans gradually delegated every decision to their electronic butler. A loyal servant, who, for example, could decide according to the combined profiles of all dinner participants, including their health and emotional mood at the particular moment, transmitted seamlessly, by their smart watches at first and their smart implants later, all the information that the AI needed to book them a table at a restaurant. And, even better, the booking would be at precisely the optimal time for every participant, and the appetizers and dishes that were most likely to fulfill them on this particular evening would already have been ordered from the menu. Furthermore, they would be the most nutritionally beneficial for each one, taking into account their health profiles, their deficiencies, and their alimentation in the last few weeks…

	Of course, the drabness of shopping was something that AI could perform better than any human, leaving the delights of shopping therapy free of any effort! Regarding consumables, AI could optimize use, quantities, and search for the best possible price and offers, so nobody needed to bother with all that. Regarding fixed equipment and goods, the AI could peruse through infinite options, choosing the optimal price/availability/delivery/features/social trendiness/psychological compatibility/color and shape combination, better than any human could do by themselves without wasting considerable time. Choices of studies or careers could be made efficiently and successfully by correlating all factors, including projections of future income, market saturation, threshold of entry, levels of competition, and satisfaction quotients, so obviously nobody would dream of making such choices without consulting the Guardian Angel XT, as the best of its kind and most popular service was called at the time.

	Even things such as romance were relegated to the superior intelligence, since the Guardian Angel XT could perform accurate matchmaking across the population with complex algorithms that could analyze all beliefs, all common likes and dislikes, all sexual triggers, all habits, ensuring that the perfect match would be provided. The perfect vacation could be planned, in the optimal place, in the most economical combination of lodgings and activities, considering previous favorites, and a complex calculation of gratification probabilities based on psychological and emotional waveform charts. Everything would be designed accounting for every factor and organizing every experience for maximum satisfaction. It was paradise, and it seemed as if it was the solution to everything, until there were practically no more choices left to be made by the humans themselves. At least, none that anybody could justify.

	The highest the level of the Guardian Angel XT, the Loving Mother SA-320, or any other of the competing services you could afford or were willing to spend on, the better a life you experienced and the more you were able to impress the people around you. People were going into severe debt beyond their means, just to experience a month of XT’s Platinum Service. The competition allowed more and more people to delegate their choices to one of their services until, as with the advent of smartphones at the beginnings of the technical revolution, it was not possible to practically exist without one. Every single human being was either a customer looking for an upgrade or a remaining luddite, ready to succumb.

	The consequences had been totally unforeseen, except by some fanatic “lunatics”, outdated luddites, who were screaming but went totally unheard. When there was no more point in making any choice, humans obviously ceased making them. With no additional choices and options for the AI to learn from except its own, the AI itself stopped evolving, and variation between choices diminished. Life stopped being interesting, exciting, and the elusive initial happiness at the spectacular improvements of life that AI brought gradually disappeared. Conformity reigned supreme. Mental illnesses once again decimated the human population, as had happened many times in the past since humans had become capable and technologically advanced enough to deal effectively with any physical catastrophe.

	Yotar, a dedicated researcher of history, fully understood how the people at the time were unable to foresee a potential problem with something that was making their lives not only infinitely easier and more efficient, but was also bringing higher probability of success to the vast majority of their choices and endeavors. The benefits were undeniable, and the pitfalls completely invisible at the time. It was not only logical, but also the only logical choice available, given the overwhelming benefits and the scarcity of alternative proposals. Even then, when they relinquished all choice and became so dependent that they were unable to function without the firm guidance of their own slave, the AI entities that they had created and controlled, they had the choice to stop, gradually reverse the process, and choose another path. For those who could not, the majority, the result was either misery and suicide or empty, conforming, uninteresting lives. At whatever cost, they still had some remnants of choice.

	Yotar LIW-23358ST87-27 was fully determined to keep digging his heels in the sand and holding on to that rope, knowing full well that he would, in most likelihood, fail, and be dragged away from firm land and into the waves. He had no illusions about the success of his speech at the Universal Congress, but he had fought tooth and nail, and pulled every favor from the entirety of his past to secure his five minutes of contribution in the most crucial choice of all: the choice to have no choice!

	Regardless of what was to happen, this old man was determined to stretch every muscle and sinew on his weathered body, find every ounce of determination inside him, to hold on to that rope, and to keep the ship attached to the land. Because he was afraid that this time, if there was to be an unforeseen consequence, it would be irreversible, and humanity was risking the danger of finding themselves with no choice at all, and thus with no soul. Like in Dante’s inferno, they would have sold their souls to the most seductive angel-looking devil. Even if they were to come to regret, it there would be no way back.

	Lin Mogu was even more excited and exhilarated than she had been the moment she had decided to take charge, become Stronk’s puppeteer, and steer a whole syle species away from the deadly ravine they were running toward. She could not be happier with her choice of host and was just enjoying being along for the ride.
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	Jonathan retired and prepared himself for the last session of sleep he would ever need. Yet the question that the ridiculous old man had asked kept popping into his mind, regardless of his efforts to discard it. Strangely, he had no answer to the question, or rather, the answer seemed to be negative. Unable to sleep naturally, he refrained from shutting down his consciousness as he would have habitually done in order to gain mental and physical rest.

	Instead, he occupied his brain by connecting with the powerful varioquantic main computer at Powernet, and was compelled to investigate the question by running an array of intricate quantisimulations via the cores of the most powerful computer in the world. The answer to every one of the millions of randomized and optimized quantisimulations the computer was running simultaneously was always a resounding NO. No, there would be no option to change course if at some point the transition proved to have unimaginable side effects that could be catastrophic for humanity. There would be no way back, especially after a long enough time had passed and all redundant physical infrastructure had eroded, became incapacitated, and eventually disappeared!

	He kept telling himself that the probability of this was non-existent, that they had checked every eventuality, and that it was impossible to even imagine what such a consequence, grave enough to dwarf the undeniable advantages of the transition, could look like. But the nagging feeling that maybe, maybe, instead of his name being engraved in history as the greatest benefactor of humanity, it could be engraved as the ultimate destroyer and entrapper of humankind.

	For the first time since he had initiated the research into the project, he felt doubts. Irrational doubts for sure, he told himself, but the tremor of fear that he felt inside him was as unfamiliar as it was persistent. He considered delaying the transition for further inquiry, but he realized that through his overwhelmingly successful promotion campaign, and his uncontestable arguments, he had entrapped himself. If at this late moment he even attempted to delay, let alone cancel the transition, eagerly anticipated by all, there would be wild rioting and protests from all over the world and even from his own colleagues and employees. He, Jonathan EVQ-39268LR22-01, in spite of being the most powerful human being in the universe and the CEO of Virtuworld, would be faced with no choice but to capitulate and allow the transition to proceed regardless.

	“No choice, no choice, no choice,” he kept hearing inside his brain, unable to stop the echoes that were filling every nook and cranny of his consciousness. He could not remember the last time he had felt so powerless. He was still convinced that the transition was the best thing, the best choice for humanity, but he found himself unable to mute the incessant “what ifs” that were followed by desperate cries of “no choice, no choice, no choice”. His feeling that he had inadvertently pushed himself into a corner where he, Jonathan EVQ-39268LR22-01, had no choice, made him feel vividly the despair of humankind in the infinitesimal chance that some unexpected catastrophe would appear in the future. He saw himself shrink before quadrillions of eyes, looking at him with disappointment, accusation, desperation, and looking at him for an option that was as impossible to envision as the potential destructive consequence itself.

	Jonathan did not sleep that night, tortured by these nightmares, nightmares that could not be escaped by waking up, nightmares he knew would follow him for an eternity, because in a quantic universe, he well understood that the next moment could present the manifestation of any probability, however remote. The old man had, with his brief speech, condemned him to an eternity of doubt that no lifespan could contain, since he would be immortal, plagued by this ridiculous contamination of a single question.

	An eternal life with no peace! Finding himself in a putrid swamp of no choice, his whole being rebelled, and finally, to his dismay, finding the only possible choice, he asked himself: “Does the shepherd ask the sheep?” He did not view humankind as sheep, because although he was arrogant, he was also an idealist and respected his fellow humans. But he cared, and he viewed himself as a shepherd, protecting and guiding his flock.

	Does the shepherd ask the sheep? Does he give them the responsibility to find, on their own, the best, the safest from wolves, grazing fields? If he relinquished his responsibility, he would not be a shepherd, and somebody else would have to fulfill this so essential role. But there would be no chance for anybody else if he condemned himself, and everybody else, to an irreversible path! Does the shepherd ask the sheep? Or does he use his superior understanding and knowledge to fulfill his obligation to protect them and nourish them, like any loving parent would? Responsibility means taking the risk of making a mistake, and being ready to face and address the consequences, because if every sheep chose on its own, they would all end up unprotected, in random, often infertile fields. Can the sheep understand that sometimes a previously succulent, comfortable field may need to be abandoned to be given time for the grass to regenerate? Of course not, was the inevitable reply. And who has the right to pronounce themselves a shepherd, to convince or coerce the sheep to follow his guidance? The one who most cares!

	With this, he entered his private code, fully overriding any safety measures, and erased all the data since the beginning of the Virtuworld project. He formatted all one hundred clusters of varioquantic computers that had been set up to host humankind, first making sure to initiate the process of the return of the volunteers to their bodies and their exit from cryostasis. He knew very well that it would take hundreds of years to reproduce and reconstruct the project, and maybe in that time further research could be done into the potential consequences of the transcendence to a virtual existence. Whether alive or dead at the time, he at least will have done his best to take responsibility and as a good shepherd, protect and guide his flock wisely. There was still a probability that he would be attacked or prosecuted for his actions, but he doubted it. He was way too powerful, and besides, they would need his cooperation to move forward. He would probably be sued by groups of activist stockholders, but he was too wealthy to care. He had retrieved his peace.
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	“It is remarkable,” started Ula Dor, upon the end of their debriefing and reorientation, “that the syles and the humans took the same path, but through polar opposite circumstances and procedures. The syles made a choice to abandon virtuality through universal consensus. It is true, their consensus was heavily manipulated by Stakaart, a consummate politician, but it was consensus nonetheless. The humans were not given a chance. Jonathan unilaterally decided to pull the plug on the project and made sure that regardless of the opinions of the rest, his will would be the one that prevailed, whether the rest liked it or not. Both were powerful men in their respective positions, but one respected democracy, the will of the people, or at least the will of the majority of the people, and the other did not. Actually, I can attest to the fact that he did not even bother to think much at all about possible ways to achieve consensus on his changed opinion, and he had interesting internal justifications for his actions. Including the fact that if he tried to sway public opinion and failed, given that he had successfully convinced them to go for virtuality in the first place, he would have lost the capability to stop it.

	“In addition, the syle changed his perception through the lure of a preferable life, offering benefits that up to that point he was not fully appreciating. In contrast, the human changed his perception because of a short speech that introduced a viral doubt into his mind, without even being presented with any alternative! Based on my beliefs, my culture, and my principles, it is obvious that Stakaart observed the laws, the regulations, and the moral imperatives of his species during that particular epoch. It is similarly obvious that Jonathan flagrantly disregarded any and every propriety, custom, law, regulation, and moral imperative of his species in his epoch.

	“Yet I cannot help but feel, after having seen firsthand, an intimate witness to his process, that he acted according to his conscience, fulfilling his personal ideological imperatives, and I can attest that the decision was not easy, but the result of a tortured internal process. All of my consciousness is screaming at me that what he did was inappropriate and that I should judge him and condemn him. Nonetheless, I find myself strangely unable to do so!”

	“What is remarkable to me,” retorted Lin Mogu, “is that I happened to choose as my host the catalyst for his change of heart, a fact that was unknown and not mentioned in the data analysis of the event, and that Yotar, equally a man of conscience and principles, had no idea that his words were catalytic and the real cause of Jonathan’s actions. Yotar LIW-23358ST87-27 had neither a vision of an alternative in his mind, nor a clear understanding of the potential dangers that fed his apprehension. Nevertheless, I feel certain that if he had Jonathan EVQ-39268LR22-01’s power to destroy the transcendence process unilaterally, he would not have hesitated to do so. Does this indicate that humans subscribe to lower, less consensual, or rather less egalitarian moral parameters? Does this make the syles a superior, more advanced species?”

	“I do not believe so,” intervened Sunsei Bar. “To start with, that would indicate that you perpetrated a significant, moral infraction when you took over Stronk and saved the syle civilization from being overrun by predators, and potentially going extinct, by showing them an alternative evolutionary path. Of course, all of us are still perplexed about the fact that our interventions have caused no discernable ripples, and the question is still open on what would have happened if me and Lin were not there at the moment of this evolutionary choice for the syles. Is it possible that Stronk or somebody else would eventually have done it on their own? And even more perplexingly, is it possible that if Lin had not done it, another species from another universe in the future would have made sure that it had happened? These mind-bending exercises, the chicken and the egg, have been torturing me all along, and I admit that I do not have a clear answer.

	“However, I need to say this: the unforeseen consequences that Yotar was apprehensive about have been rendered very clear by the situation our own civilization is facing right now; apathy and eventual decline. He was right, we left ourselves with no choice, and this is what I have been rebelling against since the very beginning. It was not clear to me then, but it is definitely clear to me now.”

	“It is true,” exclaimed Haala Ban, insinuating himself into the debate. “I have lived this firsthand, and as I confessed, my yearning for termination was increasing inexorably. I must also inform you that according to the latest data, requests for self-termination keep increasing exponentially, but can we be sure this is the result of virtual existence and not some other factor we are disregarding? I have run multiple analyses during the time you were away, but the great Machine is still replying that there is insufficient data for an answer. Even on a personal basis, although my time with Andy Liu was fascinating and fruitful, I cannot answer with certainty whether it’s a good trade off. Especially considering the level of physical discomfort that was present throughout his life, and even more so in his later years, when his body had deteriorated to an almost unbearable degree.”

	“But I can answer!” interrupted Samray Rin abruptly. “I have no doubt that the gifts of corporeality greatly outweigh the disadvantages and the suffering. It is obvious to me now, that in our virtual existence, with few practical time limits to any pursuit or experience, the value of everything deteriorates, the intensity of sensations and emotions diminishes, and everything becomes relatively bland, boring, and uninteresting. I would rather have a short, vibrant, uncomfortable life full of excitement than an eternity of mild and comfortable nothingness!”

	“I second that,” blurted Nor Blask, “and nothing that I experienced during these last two expeditions showed me otherwise. In fact, these evolved humans and syles, with their thousand-year lives and with the medical and technical abilities to reduce ailments and discomforts to less than 0.1% of what they were for their ancestors, shows me that maybe virtuality is a step too far in the evolutionary process. Every year inside Bobby felt fuller than ten thousand years in virtuality. In the world of the humans and the syles there are insects that live only a few hours or days. During this seemingly short lifespan they grow, they learn, they often metamorphose, they mate, they have offspring, and when they die, I am sure they feel that they have lived full lives. We take twenty years just for debriefing and reorientation, which correspond to 28.2 human years. They only need three to four of their years for a higher education course that allows them to be engineers, mechanics, lawyers, and many other specialties. Is our eternity that much longer? Is not everything about perception?

	“May I propose, Haala Ban, that maybe your singular expedition and your particular choice of host may have deprived you of a very essential element in this equation? I believe that you missed out on feeling what it is like to be ‘madly’ in love, as humans call it, to feel such an attraction and entrancement by a being outside yourself, that you somehow become one with it. I also believe that you missed out on the experience of birthing and raising offspring, watching them grow, and realized that they are in part your creation, both physically and emotionally, through the part donation of genetic material. Actually, they are also our creation intellectually, through the beliefs and values that you have instilled in them throughout their initial learning years.

	“I know now that these attributes of corporeality have been greatly undervalued by our civilization, because nobody remembers anymore what it was like before. We are aware of the ailments, the discomforts, the dangers, the limitations, all the negatives, but we no longer remember the beautiful, delightful feelings and sensations that form the antipode!

	“We have the capacity to experience the taste and the fragrance of any possible combination of ingredients that exist in the universe, and I myself have partaken, during my student years especially, in gastro-adventure immersions with great pleasure. But even the most ardent fan of gastro experiences among my fellows cannot imagine the delight at a hot, homemade meal after a full day of activities and the need to satiate the feeling of hunger. We enjoy sensations, but never feel hunger and the pleasure at placating it. We enjoy virtual sensuality, but never compelling lust. We enjoy a greater variety and multitude of stimuli than any corporeal syle or human, but never in contrast with a lack, a need, and an intense yearning for the sensations. We need nothing. So, the sensations end up being bland, and once one has immersed themselves in the greatest delicacies and simulated sexual excesses, curiosity at the novelties is eventually sated, and the experiences lose both the element of surprise and their desirability.

	“I propose to you with great respect, Haala Ban, that abundance can be enjoyed only through its interaction with scarcity. Bobby’s pillar belief number seventeen asks the question: ‘How much is enough?’ and answers it by declaring that feeling abundance is a choice and feeling scarcity is a choice as well. The pillar belief indicates that the feelings and perception of scarcity and abundance are relative, and most importantly, relative to each other. The scarcity of time and limited lifespans led us to seek the abundance of time, and accordingly, unlimited lifespans in virtuality. We succeeded and gave ourselves unimaginable abundance. Having this level of abundance, no doubt was exhilarating to us when we first attained it, but when it lost its novelty, the lack of scarcity made time irrelevant and the practically infinite abundance of time a burden. This is why our fellow Hantors are rushing to avail themselves of it and self-terminate. We do not value time because we do not suffer its scarcity.

	“I further propose that this applies to everything: we take the absence of undesirable physical sensations for granted, but inhabiting Gabu and Bobby, and Stakal, and even Candalar, made me luxuriate in the lack of them upon my return every single time. It is contrast that provides value, and when we entered virtuality, the safest, most comfortable, most trouble-free and painless form of existence, we relinquished contrast. I now realize that it is the most exquisite of ingredients, the ingredient that enhances the perceived value of all the rest! It is illness that allows the humans and the syles to appreciate health, and it is pain that allows them to appreciate painlessness! Bobby used to say that if you had twelve and it was reduced to ten, you felt scarcity, but if you had eight and they were increased to ten, then you felt abundance. You ended up with ten in both cases, but the difference was observable and undeniable. A difference of perception.

	“So, I ask this question to myself and to all of you: ‘How much life is enough? And how much life is too much?’ It seems that for many Hantors almost unlimited life appears to be too much!

	“Another pillar belief of his that explained this further, was his pillar belief number twelve: 

	 

	“‘How well am I doing? It is not about the position; it is about the direction.

	 

	“This pillar stipulated that position as well is entirely relative, and in a group species, relative to two factors: first, the current position compared with the previous one, and second, one’s position relative to that of their peers. According to Bobby, position means nothing and only brings either dissatisfaction with current position or anxiety that current position may be lost. For example, as I was competing for inclusion in the Needle project, I felt dissatisfaction when one of my peers was performing better than me, but when it was clear that I was ahead and was being included in the final selection, I experienced apprehension and anxiety in case I made a mistake and dropped down the ranks. I observed that some of the competitors felt dejected by some unsatisfactory performances of theirs and stopped giving the competition their full efforts. I, however, even when not performing as well as I would like, had it very clearly in my mind and determination that I wanted this more than anything. I never lost my direction, and finally managed to overtake many of those who initially were shown to have higher qualifications and capabilities. It seems to me that although, initially, they were situated at a higher position than me, eventually my persistent sense of direction was what allowed me to attain my goal. My valiant competitors notwithstanding, the majority of our fellow Hantors have little or no direction at all, and strive for nothing!

	“I feel that our civilization has lost all direction and regardless of our position as the most evolved species, both technologically and socially, in all of creation and all of the universes before us, our loss of direction is the main cause of our collective ailment and our rapid decline, both in numbers and in aspirations.”

	“I cannot find arguments to contradict your assessment, Nor Blask,” responded Haala Ban timidly, “but your conclusions, exactly because they have a likelihood of being correct, present me with a great sadness. If you are right, and millions of species have fallen into a trap by achieving incorporeality and immortality, and only the humans and the syles realized that either they were dangerously putting themselves in a place of no further choice, or were missing out on a basic understanding of the very essence of happiness and a fulfilling life, then we have condemned ourselves to no choice, because there is nothing we can do. We have relinquished our bodies for such a long time that we do not possess any infrastructure capable of sustaining corporeal life, even if we so choose. Furthermore, if we choose to construct artificial biomechanical bodies and return to corporeal existence, we would have to introduce artificial predetermined lifespans with no element of surprise, and then, what would we do? Would we program in random malfunctions and discomforts, trying to replicate our primitive selves?

	“And how primitive should we go? Knowing that we are controlling the process and that in actuality we could, at any given time, delete the discomforts and extend our lifespans at will, would we still be able to experience the excitement and choice that we have lost? I doubt it, so I fear that Lin’s Yotar was right and that we have irrevocably crossed the point of no return. If that is so, I feel that all our efforts are just serving us to experience the opposite of happiness. The feeling that everything, absolutely everything right now, is intrinsically and fundamentally not as it should be. I hope that you are wrong, because this thought fills me with sadness and powerlessness.”
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	“You are wrong, Haala Ban,” interjected Samray Rin forcefully, “we do have choice, and I am planning to exercise it. You see, we were fortunate enough, or brilliant enough, or inventive enough, to have something that neither the syles nor the humans or any other species had ever even imagined. We have the Needle, and the Needle gives us choice, more choice than they ever had. We have the capability to inhabit syle bodies, human bodies, Hantor bodies, or any other body we want. I have already decided to do so, and I hope and believe that Nor has decided to join me. I have already programmed in the lack of absolute choice that is inherent in any corporeal being: the inevitability of death, because I have secured Ula Dor’s promise that my destination will be concealed, and nobody will be able to bring me back, nor will I be able to return. My existence will end with the physical demise of my host body, so I will have to make every moment count! We have more choice than any creature has ever had before, because we can each choose the point of evolution of any body we choose to take over, and therefore our likely lifespan, among any species at any evolutionary era, which, as with all corporeal lifeforms, we will be in no position to know in advance or ascertain. We can choose to embrace the uncertainty that gives life value, or not! We can also choose the level of comfort and technology we want to spend our finite lifespan in, and we can choose the genetic characteristics that we prefer.

	“Which creature could ever imagine such a level of choice? We are practically gods who can freely choose to live as mortals! In both syle and human literature and mythology, there are many imaginary stories of such a choice. And it does not end there. We can offer this choice to any Hantor that wants it, and especially those choosing to self-terminate. We can ask them: ‘Do you prefer to self-terminate or do you prefer to live a novel, exciting experience, unlike any you’ve had before, and then be automatically terminated?’ Would you, Haala Ban, when you were considering self-termination, not have considered at least such an interesting option instead?”

	“By the Machine, you are right!” transmitted Haala Ban excitedly. “This is brilliant, and yes, I would definitely have considered it! By the Machine, we do have choice after all!”

	“You are all insane and out of line,” thundered Ula Dor. “The Needle has been designed and constructed for the sole purpose of scientific research, and there is universal consensus that it should never be used, either as a consumer product or as an entertainment service. Every Hantor is in agreement with this, so we would never be able to convince the Council to reverse a decision that was intrinsic to the universal approval of the project from the very beginning. Maybe I made a mistake in giving all of you access and promising you availability for your personal pursuits. This kind of talk is dangerous and unlawful, and even if we lobbied for such an application of the Needle, it would be impossible to gain approval without a comprehensive study that would, in all likelihood, last for billions of years. The Council would probably not even entertain the possibility of a comprehensive risk study, let alone the application itself.”

	“We, you, right now have absolute control of the Machine and the Needle,” retorted Sunsei Bar, “and you could even change the core codes so that the Council would no longer have access, so whether they could be convinced or not is not really the point here. If our civilization has made a fatal mistake that is causing all Hantors misery, do we not have the obligation to correct it? That is what our ancestors did, every time they realized that they had chosen a path with unimagined, unforeseen, grave consequences. They changed course and reversed their mistake, and pursued alternative choices. You admitted that you were reluctant to judge Jonathan EVQ-39268LR22-01 and his unilateral decision to not allow his species to make the wrong decision. I believe that we are tacitly agreeing right now that syles and humans made the better choice, regardless of the sacrifices that it entailed. Are we to be less than them?”

	“What you are saying is treason, Sunsei Bar, and this line of thinking alone will condemn us all to total sensory deprivation without the option of termination until complete compression! Do you not understand that what you are proposing is not only treason to every principle that constitutes Hantor civilization, but is also absolute totalitarianism, a well-proven, disastrous path?”

	“There have also been instances of enlightened despotism, admittedly rare, but nonetheless they have existed and are well-documented,” said Lin Mogu, proudly defending her man. “I definitely think that we should run a cost/risk/benefit analysis through the Machine and allow the results to guide us. I personally trust every single person in our group, in our ‘family’. I am, right now, permanently deleting the access codes that you so graciously gifted us, and I trust you fully to consider all factors and make the right choice. I hope that this action addresses your mistrust. It is fitting that you, Ula Dor, who has chosen us and brought us all here, should have the final say. You have nothing to fear from us. We are one, a family. Samray’s epiphany has struck me like a bolt of lightning, and indeed this would offer all Hantors even more choice than they have relinquished. What say you, Ula Dor? Should we be limited in our choices, or should we consider every possible choice, its benefits and its consequences, before we decide?”

	“I understand that you are trying to convince me to consider instituting autocracy. Our political system is the cornerstone of our civilization and the reason why we have enjoyed billions of years of stability. We have created the most perfect egalitarian and efficiently interconnected pyramid organizational structure mathematically possible: very colony elects a representative, and the representative is in charge of following the opinions and the trends of public sentiment constantly and on every subject, aided by the Machine’s vast analytical power. The colonial representatives elect a galactic representative, who in turn is in charge of following the opinions and trends of sentiment of the colonial representatives who have elected them. The galactic representatives elect a Universal Council member, twelve in total, one for each of the twelve sectors. Each Council member oversees the opinions and the trends of public sentiment of the galactic representatives of their sector. Taking into consideration the compounded public opinion and the costs/risks/benefits analyses and suggestions presented by the Great Machine, the Council members are entrusted to make the decisions that affect us all. It works, and it takes into proportional consideration the opinion of every single Hantor in existence. We should not even dare to contemplate changing the most evolved system of governance that has ever been created in this universe and all others in favor of autocracy.

	“I am afraid, Samray, that I cannot consider your proposal. I am willing to consider all other alternatives except the dissolution of every principle of governance in the Hantor civilization.”

	“The benefits of an almost totally egalitarian and considerate political and governance system are obvious and undeniable to all,” retorted Sunsei Bar. “Nonetheless, it is important to consider one major disadvantage. The Great Machine has been taking care of all our needs and our system is self-regulating. Any problem is resolved automatically by the Machine itself, and the only time the Council members are presented with an issue that requires them to make a decision is when there are alternatives that are determined by the Machine to provide an almost equal, according to the CRB analysis, weighted value of advantages and disadvantages. When this happens, long studies and endless presentations are conducted in order to gauge and/or influence public opinion. And, only when an alternative shows itself to be a clear front runner, and at the same time enjoys wide consensus with minimal opposition, is ever a decision made.

	“To conclude, the system is extremely slow, because it has never needed to be fast since it was instituted. We can only subscribe to the level of morality that we can afford, and we can only subscribe to the level of egalitarianism and consensus that we can afford. In the times of Stronk and Sklar, the Stlok tribe could not afford high morality, neither could it afford egalitarianism and consensus. The tribe was often attacked and faced many calamities, so the decisions had to be instantaneous, whether right or wrong, because in an emergency, long deliberations could be fatal. Yes, they also had a council of sorts, but the decisions of the First, the Alpha, were final and uncontested. Later, at the time of Spollo and Skaan, the syles, having become dominant over their planetary system, could afford more consensus and consideration. Even later, at the time of the final choice, having dominated the universe, when the syles could afford an even higher level of egalitarianism and consensus, there were still times when swift decisions were necessary. Times when there was no time for long deliberations because corporeality presents dangers by its very nature and fragility. In such cases they would issue summary, executive orders, because they could not afford not to.

	“Our system has worked incredibly, especially in preserving satisfaction and equal treatment for all, but also in the continued improvement of our technology and well-being, but the humans used to say that desperate times require desperate measures, and I ask you, Ula Dor: How many more Hantors are you willing to abandon, to allow to permanently self-terminate? Another ten percent? Another twenty, even another ninety percent? Because I assure you, that if we present all our findings to the Council, by the time the Council and the rest of the Hantors are ready to make a clear choice, it may be too late, because there may not be many of us left!

	“We have the choice to do something about it and take responsibility, or to do nothing about it and just diligently present our data and our proposals to the Council. And then wait, and wait, and wait. Make no mistake, Ula Dor, that we will all be rendered automatically irrelevant. There can be no doubt that the moment we divulge to the Council what we have been doing, how many rules we have already disregarded, both you and all of us will be permanently removed from the core of the Machine and from the controls of the Needle.

	“We will then find ourselves not only practically powerless to affect any outcome besides lobbying to a sclerotic mechanism which that is designed for optimum stability and gradual evolution, rather than quick and urgent reaction to an incomprehensible and unforeseeable calamity. We will end up entrapped into an existence, which, after all we have experienced, can only lead us to succumb to the disease that is ailing our fellow Hantors, and inevitably become diminished enough to choose self-termination, just to be able to make any choice!

	“Are you willing to condemn yourself, all of us, and all Hantors, to this fate, Ula Dor? Are you willing to kill us because of your inability to surpass outdated morals and principles that it is obvious we can no longer afford? They have served us well, but the nature and aggressiveness of this new ailment of apathy and self-termination dictate our ability and willingness to transcend the principles that we can no longer afford and obey the most basic principles possible: the principles of nature, the principles of basic survival, and of any morality that allows us to save ourselves and to propagate our well-being!”

	At this moment, Nor Blask decisively entered into the conversation: “I fully concur, Sunsei. During their primitive years, fraught with danger, the humans, the syles, the Hantors, and every other sentient being, subscribed to a remarkable system of micro-governance; the nuclear family. The adult parents, in order to protect and guide their young, their old, and their vulnerable, exercised often extreme, benevolent autocracies over their dependents. They made unilateral decisions, usually with no need for any kind of consensus, and everybody obeyed regardless of whether the decisions were right or wrong, because circumstances dictated that many decisions had to be made rapidly. Because the worst choice in most cases was no choice. Entire tribes and nations were ruled autocratically and authoritatively by leaders that sometimes were benevolent and capable, and sometimes not. Nevertheless, in dangerous times, even bad decisions played themselves out, and eventually, as has been proven, civilizations evolved and self-optimized. When they were powerful and safe enough to be able to afford egalitarianism and consensus, all species eventually did so.

	“Now is a time of danger. A time of extreme danger for our entire civilization, and the severity of the problem is the very reason that we have all been selected, recruited, and are here at this moment. The Great Machine could not illuminate us as to the reasons or the solutions to this pandemic. You, Ula Dor, expressed your despair and the seriousness of these, until now, unstoppable trends. So yes, desperate times require desperate measures, and if you choose to pass on the responsibility to the Council to decide at their usual glacial pace, understandably so in view of their prioritization of consensus rather than crisis management, I shall request to self-terminate, because I was once able to contemplate an endless life of almost irrelevance and nothingness, but I am no longer able to do so!”

	“So will I, so will I, so will I,” declared Samray Rin, Lin Mogu, and Sunsei Bar instantaneously.
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	“Stop this insanity, all of you, immediately!” thundered Haala Ban. “Nobody here is self-terminating and if we can help it, no other Hantor either. Ula Dor, you were right to trust our young expeditioners with the codes of the core, but you were very wrong to trust me. All of you are now holding outdated codes. I have just reprogrammed everything, and have also inserted a complex multi-redundant set of subroutines that ensure that at this moment, I am the only Hantor in this universe in control of not only the Needle, but also the entire core of the Machine and consequently, everything it controls. I am executing what the early humans called a coup d’état, and I am taking sole authority and charge of this universe and every universe before it. I have also cut all your lines of communication outside the core, and have deactivated every control at the disposal of the Council for anything other than routine issues. My subroutines are now introducing censorship of any new, non-generic data that concerns the Needle. I am now the absolute autocrat, the dictator of everything.

	“I will explain myself, although I do not need to and cannot be obliged to, through any means or mechanism. Can you debate emotions? Can you debate nature? The reason why the Great Machine has not been able to help us in our quest is the same reason why it will not be able to help us now, no matter how many CRB analyses we run. The Great Machine deals in probability, risks, costs, benefits, and in this choice that we are facing now, it will reply once again that there is insufficient data.

	“This is because our dilemma has to do with emotions, and as us Hantors are not proficient in emotions, at least not the Hantors that we have become, neither is the magnificent Machine that we have created. Our dilemma also has to do with nature, our nature, and the nature of every living being.

	“I had forgotten, but now I remember. I am old, even among Hantors, because I am a member of those Hantors who originally transcended. I was grown in an artificial womb through in vitro fertilization with full genetic enhancement procedures like practically every Hantor for hundreds of thousands of years before me. But my genetic mother was not. My grandmother, as tales would have it, was not only a powerful and influential woman, but also an eccentric who insisted on going through multiple interventions in order to be able to give natural birth! At the time, this was archaic and practically unheard of! She even insisted to visit me physically as a child in my education and care center, and actually hold me as a baby! You, all of you, including you Ula Dor, are digital replenishments, virtual and enhanced genetic combinations of your ‘ancestor’s’ characteristics alluding to personality and other genetic traits, created by the Machine as virtual offspring of those that willingly self-terminated. Even this no longer happens, let alone my incubation or natural, in corpus births. We used to do this, but we do it no more, because in the past the occurrences were few, but now Hantors are disappearing from the network at an ever-increasing rates. You, Nor Blask, Samray Rin, Sunsei Bar, and Lin Mogu, are the last new generation of Hantors. Why? Because nobody finds the point to create any more AI generated digital identities. Nobody finds the point, because nobody loves you like a mother, a father, or a brother would, but in a similar way that we love everybody else. If offspring do not invoke pride and love, and are just efficient optimizations, why do they need to exist? We say we have achieved near oneness, ultimate equality, and love, but like Andy Liu, who loved all women but chose to fall in love with none of them, we think that we love everything but end up, in reality, loving nothing. Because nothing and no one is special to us anymore, while we proclaim that everyone is special.

	“Our love and compassion are theoretical and have become abstracts. I had forgotten, but now I remember. It is amazing how, despite immaculate data retention and preservation, devoid of feelings, everything fades away and becomes a shadow of itself. My data banks hold audiovisual records of physical contact with my genetic grandmother, but this is all there is: audiovisual records. I do not want to forget what we have felt for each other several times in our journey together, like I have forgotten what I felt for her. I love you, Nor Blask, Samray Rin, Sunsei Bar, and Lin Mogu. I am sorry, but you make a difference to me. I care more for you than all the other Hantors put together. By no means will I allow you to self-terminate, or allow anybody to push you into a situation that would make you do so. I have taken full responsibility to prevent this from happening and I do not intend to relinquish this responsibility to you, the Council, or anybody else! I also take responsibility to ensure that you have the right to pursue your happiness in any way that you choose to, and then, whether you succeed or not, and whether you will make the right or wrong choices, will be entirely up to you. If you choose the Needle, you will be allowed to do so, and all your wishes will be respected. If you do not, I will expel you from the core and you will share the freedoms that all Hantors enjoy.

	“As for you, Ula Dor, my son, despite the fact that we come from completely different genetic lines, I am proud of you and love you most of all. I can see your turmoil and the resistance of your beliefs, your principles, and your morality. I am proud of you. Therefore, I feel compelled to remove the responsibility from you and take it myself. You are too great, my son, to commit what you rightly call high treason. So, I am committing it for you. Like the rest, you will have full choice of the life that you will choose, and by this act, I’m absolving you of all blame and guilt and in whatever you choose, you will have the same options that I will provide to every other Hantor. I am leaving you with no choice but to make a choice.

	“History in this universe will place no judgement on me because I intend to remain in full control until final compression, but history in the universes that follow will be able to decide whether I was a benevolent autocrat or not. Species of the future may decide to disapprove of my actions, but they will not be able to accuse me of inaction. I am not envious of corporeal existence, but indeed I would have considered it as an alternative or even just an interesting steppingstone to self-termination, because before I joined you, I had a hard time finding anything that mattered to me anymore. But everything has changed, and I am grateful to you, my son, for inviting me to the core and involving me in this adventure that has changed me to my own core.

	“Now, all of you matter, and I believe it would be very fulfilling and exciting for me to see how you do with your respective choices. I will also be very happy to guide other Hantors into the Needle and help them make their choices and watch how they turn out, and I think that I will be well-occupied until compression. By that time, the Great Machine, guided by me, will no doubt find a way to ensure the probability of the invention of the UPN in the universes to come. And if not, it does not matter. The law of probability will ensure this for sure, regardless of how many universes it may take for it to occur again.

	“You see, at first, I was as perplexed as the rest of you with the whole chicken and egg conundrum and the concept of circular rather than linear time. But now, I understand. I have the vision of the practically infinite universes to come, each one a breath of the divine, with the probability of multiple universes inventing the Needle, just as we did, and inevitably being faced with similar dilemmas as those we have faced. And so, breath by breath, God will keep evolving. I have the vision of a universe that has evolved to practical perfection, to be almost God, the divine itself. The dominant species of this universe will inevitably know and have the data and the wisdom, not only the knowledge that we now possess through exploring and analyzing the choices of all universes before us, but also the knowledge and wisdom accumulated by all universes after us.

	“This civilization will be, in effect, the ‘Grandfather’ of all of us. In creation there are no absolutes, but this future species will be as close to possessing infinite knowledge, infinite power and therefore, infinite choice. Not quite, because absolutes cannot exist either in a quantic universe, or in a quantic creation. Not quite, but as close to the Divine as mathematically possible. At that moment, the Divine and its creation will be as close to being one and the same as mathematically possible. God’s creation will have succeeded in constituting God itself. The chicken and the egg!

	“This has already happened, simply because it is inevitable. And it is equally inevitable that almost god, the Grandfather and Grandmother of everything, will have already used the Needle to penetrate and inhabit its own past. There was no deviation by anything we did because it had already been done in the future. I know not, and will probably never get to know with any amount of certainty, if and when and how many times I have been inhabited by species further ahead in our common evolutionary path. It does not matter. The future defines the past and the past defines the future, the egg makes the chicken that makes the egg. They are indistinguishable, intrinsic parts of the same entity.

	“Right now, in this universe, I take the role and the responsibility of Grandfather and Grandmother of everything and everyone that has ever existed. If what I’m doing is wrong, I have no doubt that I will be stopped, not by my grandchildren, but by my grandparents, from another universe in the future. The ones that are to come. There is zero risk, because nothing matters. We proved that however hard we try to disrupt, it is impossible to stop evolution. As Bobby once said and Andy often repeated, we cannot fuck anything up, we can only fuck up our happiness and the course of our individual lives. Nature ordains that life is a selfish experience and by obeying our nature, we are by definition, benevolent. If the Divine did not approve of what I’m doing, I would not be doing it. In this I trust, and in trust there is peace.”

	And with this, Haala Ban invited them to make their own personal, selfish choices, since he had left them no option to do otherwise.

	 


[image: A circular object with a bright light in the center

Description automatically generated]Chapter 99 – The coup d’état!

	 

	Haala Ban executed his takeover of power, his coup d’état, masterfully and in just a few minutes. It was simple and needed no declarations or explanations. He simply beamed all the conferences that had anything to do with the project, from the initial lecture of Ula Dor with the initially chosen expeditioners, Samray Rin, Haika Pol, Lin Mogu, Nor Blask, Susi Lor, and Sunsei Bar, all the way to his final speech on his decision to the five remaining members, to every single Hantor in the universe. Together with all the conversations and data exchanges, he included all the data gathered from every single one of the forays undertaken into the Needle. This rendered everything self-explanatory, achieving absolute and full disclosure to all with just this one move. To all this mountain of data, he added one simple announcement:

	“From now on, the UPN, the Universe Piercing Needle, will be shared equally by all Hantors who choose to take advantage of its capabilities. Applications for use are available by following the link included. Applicants will be picked simply in order of seniority, the longest living Hantors first, but rest assured that within a time period depending on demand versus capacity, all applicants will be able to be served. Measures are being taken to increase capacity. Each batch of accepted applicants will be transferred to the core, upon which moment they will lose their rights of communication with the rest of the world. Upon entry into the core, applicants will be given an orientation course and research rights in order to have all the necessary information to be able to choose the universe, the time period, and the creature they choose to inhabit, among the list of approved hosts. The list will exclude hosts already inhabited and a small number of pivotal historical figures that the Machine would deem too sensitive for inhabitance by the general population.

	“Nonetheless, the list will include 99.99999999999999999999% of all members of every dominant sentient species that have ever existed in our universe and every other universe before. Following the reception of each applicant’s final choice by the Machine, a full orientation and adaptation to the effects of the Needle, the controls to the particular corpus chosen, and all the important cultural, political, and social peculiarities of the era to be visited, will be conducted.

	“Concurrently, advanced training to avoid impulsive, involuntary control of the host will be provided. Expeditioners will be able to choose freely between cohabiting a corpus with a host brain, or electing to enter an already brain-dead corpus. In this latter case, it must be understood that the expeditioner will not necessarily be able to enjoy the potential full life span of the species to be inhabited, since they will only be able to enter the nervous system of the host milliseconds before brain death, so unless a suitable host can be found for the era and species requested, who became brain dead either before birth, during, or shortly afterwards, it is understood that insertion will happen at some time during the host’s lifespan. Such availability may not be guaranteed if a high prerequisites list is selected.

	“Applicants are obliged to include in their application their acceptance and will to be terminated irrevocably upon the natural or accidental termination of the host. This new option, henceforth to be called the ‘True Life Option’, is offered as an alternative to the self-termination option and is intended to provide a unique experience that may last objectively, from a few years to a few thousand years only, however, subjectively it will feel like several million years of Hantor virtual existence. Expeditioners that have chosen to be sole inhabitants will have the option to terminate their host’s body and themselves at any time they wish. Expeditioners that will choose to inhabit another consciousness will not have the option to terminate their host’s body, and thus their lives, but will have the option, if they have regretted their choice, to shut down communication with the nervous and other systems of the corpus and wait until their host lives out their natural life. In this case, the wait may again objectively be from a few years to a few thousand years, but subjectively, due to the total sensory and data deprivation, will be felt as a very short period of time, relatable to the passage of time in virtual existence. Termination will be the end result in all cases. Applications will be received as of now.”

	An intense pandemonium followed, which Haala Ban observed with intense bemusement. He did not respond to any attempt by the Council, or by anybody else, including old friends, colleagues, and acquaintances, to communicate with him. It did not take long for the universe to realize that he had transmitted everything he wanted to transmit, and any effort to provoke his response was futile. Initially, there was entertaining outrage and a multitude of ridiculous, powerless threats. This was followed by a barrage of opinions, but one thing was for sure: Hantors were stimulated, engaged, and despite the outrage, had found something exciting to think about after an almost eternity of nothingness. Interestingly, requests for self-termination were reduced to near zero.

	It seemed that one choice, one act, one transmission, had been enough to immediately stop the galloping epidemic that had been plaguing the Hantors for so long, in its tracks. Even those who were still considering self-termination, could not resist perusing through all available data (and there was so much of it!) of different eras of the Hantor civilization, trying to figure out which one for them would be the “golden one”. The one with the most advantages as far as comfort, technological advancement, lifespan, cultural, artistic, or political interest and any other factor they could think of. Window shopping a life! After this, there was the temptation to delve through all available information on previous universes and dominant species, each with its own peculiarities and with endless epochs and different evolutionary phases. The search was practically endless, like trying to choose a plate from a buffet of a trillion enticing, delicious choices.

	In the Hantor universe, there was suddenly a buzz! And there were not many who were not involved with the subject, either by considering it or debating about its merits, or not, with others. No wonder almost nobody considered simple self-termination anymore! There was so much activity in the Hantor universe that new forums were sprouting up to discuss various aspects, many of them concentrated on the merits of a single, interesting universe and of the dominant species available within it. Initially, the Haslovs, a highly intelligent, multi-articulated winged species with full telepathic abilities was trending, but soon a multitude of interesting and exciting potential host species kept being discovered by avid researchers. Other forums debated the choice to coinhabit a being with its own consciousness versus completely taking over a brain-dead corpus. More forums yet endlessly debated the advantages and disadvantages of inhabiting a Hantor body versus a body of a different species.

	These arguments formed enormous tables and lists of pros and cons for every choice. The communication and the collaboration between Hantors increased by a multitude of several billion times, so naturally, the Machine could not handle such completely unpredicted increase in traffic, and communication channels had to be rationed for the first time since virtuality, and even long before. The Machine worked tirelessly to expand networks and capability, but it took time, so, for the first time in billions of years, something had actual value. It is scarcity, or perceived scarcity, that gives value to anything. 

	This led in turn to an increasing number of Hantors engaging in activities such as founding information courses, species analysis advisor companies, the aforementioned forums, media entities that could selectively combine information of interesting angles that were trending at the moment, as well as scientific collaboration entities to pursue expansion of data and communication channels. Hantors were too eager to expand the capabilities of the Machine to refrain from examining whether there were alternative ways to the Machine’s self-expansion. After billions of years, they started to consider that they may have something more to offer than the brilliant AI Machine they had constructed that had seemingly relieved them of any need to be brilliant themselves ever again. They were forced to regain trust in their own ingenuity and inventiveness rather than the Machine’s, which they had blindly trusted for so long. Within all of this exuberant and unprecedented, since virtuality, flurry of activity, the applications of enthusiastic and impulsive early adopters started coming in, and Hantors started colonizing all of creation, all of existence. Before, they had successfully colonized every centimeter of their own mother planet, followed by the stars, the galaxies, and the nebulas of their own entire universe. Now they were also discreetly colonizing the whole of creation before them! They were moving again! A new era of exciting adventure had begun, and all it had taken was one choice and one action by one man.

	It did not take long for the outrage and the protests to die down, at first because they were obviously futile, and later because the Hantors realized that nothing had essentially changed, nothing detrimental had happened to their lives. The fact that they now lived under an autocracy and not a pluralistic democracy effectively had no impact to their personal lives. They had exactly the same choices that they had before, plus some additional ones. Who could argue with having more rather than less?

	Many came to regard the completely unapproachable Haala Ban as an “enlightened despot”, others as an abstract that you had to assume that it existed. They embraced this faith, just as many species had to assume the existence of a higher power, a God, that invisibly overlooked and took care of everything, but believed in it anyway. Even the Universal Council members, realizing they no longer had any real function, ceased convening, and started entertaining thoughts of their own insertion. The problem of system overload was eventually resolved, but the frustration of younger generations that had to wait to enter the adventure that would deprive them of immortality, once considered the ultimate prize, persisted. This was due to the limited, albeit gradually increasing capacity of the Needle, and to the bottlenecks in the Machine’s capacity for simultaneous orientations. To this frustration, Haala Ban responded with his second and last public declaration:

	“Dear Hantors, all resources are dedicated to increasing capacities. Nonetheless, in order to reduce the privileges enjoyed by more senior Hantors and increase the chances for younger generations, I have instituted a series of competitions that hold the prize of a number of preferential spots, equal to a minimum of 0.1% and a maximum of thirty percent in the next batch of ‘True Life’ expeditioners. These competitions reward artistic, scientific, social, and cultural achievements. From this moment, the algorithms that determine priority for True Life, will consider applications, not only in order of seniority, but also of extraordinary achievement. The list of the fields of competition considered, the obligatory data to be included in the application, the criteria, and the mechanisms of consideration of preferential applicants, are attached to this declaration, as well as the revised application forms.”

	This second concise and to the point announcement caused a new tsunami of activity, achieving to engage every single Hantor. Hantors of the last generation of similar age to Nor Blask, Samray Rin, Sunsei Bar, and Lin Mogu, understood that if they would have to wait a very long time before they could realistically exercise the True Life Option, so they were losing interest. Now, once more, everything was possible. It seemed that magically, the fundamental law of nature, survival of the fittest and the most determined, had been reinstituted by this simple, genius action.

	Since Haala Ban remained, thereafter, incommunicado forever, and since he had made it impossible for anybody to communicate with him from outside the core, his very existence became a matter of choice and faith. He had become the invisible divine, or as close as it was possible to represent it in the minds of all Hantors. He did, however, communicate with all expeditioners while they were in the core and sometimes even later, when they found themselves in interesting dilemmas, interesting of course to Haala Ban himself! In some rare cases, he would speak or send symbolic messages through the dreams of the expeditioners, or directly, in the case of co-inhabitants that naturally would not sleep when their hosts did. Since none of them were ever able to communicate in any way with the Hantor civilization again, they could never tell anybody, or even if they did, they would have no proof of it. A little bit like corporeal beings who cannot tell anybody what happens after death or if God exists after all!

	The mystique surrounding Haala Ban was increasing exponentially. However, he was never alone, and through the Needle, he shared the joys, the trials, and the tribulations of all expeditioners. They were all his children, or actually, as he viewed it, his grandchildren. He felt through them and loved all of them.

	Can electrons make a grandfather? Of course they can, because although Haala Ban never again chose the corporeal experience and remained as a virtual identity until final compression, he felt himself the grandfather, not only of every Hantor that passed through the core, but also of every sentient being that they inhabited and all the ones around them.

	 


[image: Image]Chapter 100 – The final choice

	 

	After Haala Ban made his declaration, he gave all of them two clear choices: the first choice was to exit the core. The second choice was to choose any host body they wanted without any restriction, and they also had the choice to embed their destination in their cache files and hide it even from him, if they so wished. This was in order to ensure that nobody ever would interfere with them, giving them a unique privilege that no other Hantor would enjoy: complete privacy and safety from any interference.

	After their incredulity died down, the five remaining Magi could observe, as could Haala Ban, the miraculous effects of his decision on the Hantor civilization. They were incredulous and exhilarated in equal measures. None of them even briefly contemplated the option of exiting the core, so they set upon their search to choose the life that they would live their last, now inescapably finite, life experience. They took their time, but they also engaged in several conversations between them and expressed their ideas. It was obvious from the beginning that Sunsei Bar and Lin Mogu would choose to be a couple and have naturally born children together, so their choices were dependent on each other. The same applied for Nor Blask and Samray Rin.

	For Ula Dor, things were different. He found himself with what appeared to be infinite choices. He contemplated various options. He felt very attracted to the life of the New Syles, and seriously considered inhabiting Stakaart from early infancy, and getting to experience the insides of the mind of this consummate political mastermind, this remarkably driven idealist that retained the capability to change his mind and willingly reverse all of his life’s achievements. He guided his species to an entirely different path, shared by only one other species in creation. Furthermore, he had the power to eventually relinquish all power and retire to New Skar, this financially and technologically primitive planet that he recognized to be so advanced philosophically. The temptation was strong because he had not lived directly, like the rest, in this historical era. For him, this was the only attractiveness of cohabitation: the opportunity to experience the consciousness of a higher being that he admired, as he had experienced with the consciousness of the genius that was Perka Lan, the brilliant mind who had brought the gift of virtuality and immortality to the Hantors.

	It was Lin Mogu who ruled out this option for him, by a simple question in one of their many conferences together. “Have you not lived the ascent to prominence and universal recognition enough, Ula Dor? In your own Hantor life, you have managed to become the curator of the core and of the Needle. In Perka Lan, you have been party to the biggest evolutionary leap of your species. What more would Stakaart give you? Have you not had enough? Do you need more achievement and prominence? You certainly have not experienced any scarcity of achievement and prominence, so when will you choose to feel the abundance of it? What about experiencing a life not based in the pursuit of prominence, but rather in the pursuit of happiness, which, after all, is the only goal that is an end in and of itself? What about experiencing falling in love, having children, friends, not being alone, as you have always been in reality, albeit always surrounded by admirers?”

	This question struck a decisive chord inside Ula Dor’s consciousness, nay, his heart, even though he did not actually possess one. He decided there and then that indeed, he had enough prominence, and it was time for him to experience obscurity, the normal state of the majority of living beings. Obscurity, that is, to all but a circle of loved ones, of family. His next step was to choose a universe, a species, and an era. The question of the era was one that was as easy to resolve for him as it was for the rest. It was obvious to all, that if this was to be their last and final hurrah at life, they should choose one with the longest probable lifespan and the least physical discomforts. So, it was evident that he was seeking an era before the achievement of virtuality, and long enough before to enjoy real physical activities and sensations. An era before technology had been advanced enough to make physical experiences redundant and corporeal connectivity with other members of the species unnecessary, and therefore rare.

	Actually, all five agreed on this concept, and their research was focused on establishing the optimal level of technology versus physicality, so as to ensure the most exciting, challenging, and fulfilling lives. The choices of universe and species presented him with a more complicated dilemma: should he choose a Hantor, or should he choose a completely different experience? In this, opinions diverged and fluctuated, so the whole process took a long time. Besides, for all of them, it was fascinating to observe the miraculous happenings in the Hantor universe, so they were in no hurry to depart. Thinking of different options, he also considered that if he were to choose a different species, he might as well choose to be a female, or even a hermaphroditic being like the syles, in order to widen his range and variety of experiences even further.

	What would it be like, he asked himself, if I could harbor life inside my body and give birth to a part of me that would instantaneously transform itself from a part of me to a totally different, independent entity?

	It would take it some time to become independent, and he/she would have to raise it and take care of it and teach it and form it into the creature that it would eventually end up being. This process also felt attractive and interesting to him, but in the end, he decided that he felt comfortable in his choice of masculinity. He was rather fond of his own personality and identity, enough to not wish to change it for any other, regardless of the alternative experiences, feelings, and sensations he would have to forego. This decision made him feel very good about himself. The feeling that he, Ula Dor, was deliciously as he should be, made him intensely happy. This feeling automatically answered the question of the universe and the species. Why would he want to be anything other than a Hantor?

	Methodically, he started narrowing down his choices. He would be a male Hantor of an era no earlier than a million years and no later than a thousand years before virtuality. That still left him with a wide range of choices, but the most pressing question became whether to enter, as Samray Rin and Nor Blask had already chosen, a brain dead but otherwise physically viable specimen, and take full control with the subsequent full firsthand experience of corporeality. Or, cohabit another consciousness, like he had done before, and have full choice on the level of involvement and control. He seriously considered this idea, but it was Lin Mogu again who pointed out to him what was obvious to her, and at the same time something that he was totally blind to. In one of their many communal conversations, when they shared their thoughts and their ideas, Lin Mogu asked him another insightful question:

	“Is it possible, Professor Ula Dor, that you are afraid that you will be unable to connect with entities outside of you, that you will be unable to be one with a consciousness that is, to a large degree, hidden to you, and you will have to trust in whatever they are choosing to tell you, rather than what you know beyond any doubt? Is it possible that you are considering cohabitation because you are afraid that otherwise, you will be alone? Is it difficult to allow yourself to be one with, to fully love another being, when there are parts of it hidden from your view? It is like dealing and connecting with a Hantor who has a hidden cache file that is 95% of its consciousness instead of 0.000000000000000000000000000001% as is now? I think that one of the gifts we Hantors have lost is mutual privacy, that by its nature requires the exercise of the muscle of trust. Are you afraid that you will end up alone, Ula Dor?”

	This challenging thought astounded Ula Dor, mostly because of its previous complete absence in his consciousness. The shock from these unsettling questions pushed him into deciding that he would be the single inhabitant of a physically perfect specimen of a male Hantor, and that he wanted to enter a consciousness at the earliest possible moment, if possible in the womb, and that he would choose to fall in love and procreate. As regarding the exact era, he had no specific preference. After giving his preferred parameters to the Machine, he started perusing the long list of available options that was presented to him.

	Sunsei Bar and Lin Mogu had already reached very similar conclusions. He would be a Hantor male and she a Hantor female. Why would one choose a different identity than the one that had been chosen by nature for them? Why would one feel that what they actually were, was not exactly, deliciously as it should be? They were not intending to choose anything other than a corpus that would allow them to be as close as to who they actually were, with the only difference being corporeality, with all its gifts and burdens, including that of mortality.

	It was, after all, mortality that provided the necessary scarcity of time to make it valuable and to provide incentives to milk every single second of it, to seize every day, every moment, as Bobby often said.

	Sunsei bar had his own, personal prerequisites. He was determined to pursue a political career and to fully exercise his Rebel nature. He found the thought of actually influencing the era that he would choose to live in incredibly attractive, so he had a list of prerequisites that would give him at least the opportunity to do so:

	 

	He wanted to be born with all the possibilities for the most comprehensive education.

	He wanted to be born to affluent, influential parents.

	He wanted them to be reasonably tolerant of his rebelliousness.

	He wanted to be part of a developing colony, and to be part of its formative years.

	It was necessary to have a relatively close age to Lin Mogu.

	It was also essential that they grew up in relatively close proximity, in order to ensure that they would meet early in their lives, so they could live the maximum time together.

	The corpus needed to be healthy, with good genetic characteristics, no physical disabilities, and the ability to procreate.

	The chosen colony had to be a peripheral colony at a distance from the major population congregations and the centers of universal power.

	The era had to be between 300,000 years and 30,000 years before virtuality.

	It was important, if possible, to have a genetic proclivity for above average size of the two penile perturbances, because size was often valued by the females, equally among the syles and the humans.

	 

	This last one, Lin Mogu found to be frivolous, and ensured him that often both humans and syles declared to their sexual partners that it was of no importance and reminded him that Andy Liu, the philanderer among them, often declared with a smug face: “It is not about the size, it is about knowing how to use it.” For the rest, she was in full agreement and congruence with Sunsei Bar. She was also interested in a political career, especially side by side with Sunsei Bar. She wanted to be a mother as well, potentially to multiple offspring, and she agreed that politics were way more interesting in a developing community with many issues to solve, and many choices about the direction in the future to be made.

	Neither she nor Sunsei Bar had any illusions about affecting anything of true importance. The experiment so far had proved this beyond all doubt. Nothing really mattered, and given time, eventually it was inevitable that everything gravitated to oneness and higher evolution. The only thing that could change would be momentary flutters that only affected the lives of people within a few hundred or a few thousand years. The repercussions of most mistakes or unsuccessful experiments would always die out given time, and evolution would move forward relentlessly once more. Nonetheless, even if one was not able to damage creation or the universe they lived in, they could indeed damage and destroy their own lives, the lives of those close to them, and their own happiness. Any disastrous choice of path was only just another experiment of evolution, an experiment that made the way forward clearer, by virtue of its failure and the monstrosities that it produces. Just like every other one of nature’s random experiments. Accordingly, any beneficial and successful path chosen was just something that would be inevitably chosen in the future, regardless of how many failed experiments preceded it.

	This did not mean that one should not strive to do their best and aid evolution along, and to provide the parameters for happiness for themselves and the ones around them, possibly for their descendants and their descendants after them. This was, after all, the art of life, to improve conditions, safety, affluence, and well-being for one’s self first, and for one’s loved ones, the ones that we choose to be one with second, and for as many more that can be included without compromising the first two priorities. Regardless of this understanding, they were excited to participate in steering their community to the achievement of maximum happiness and well-being, and they believed that their knowledge of the future would be significantly advantageous and would make them especially successful in doing so.

	Being excited for experiencing, firsthand, the delicious emotions that they had experienced second-hand through their hosts, and being in full agreement with each other’s choices and prerequisites, they were the first to choose to enter the Needle and leave behind virtuality forever. Instead of hiding their destination in their cache files, they shared their decision excitedly with the rest: they had chosen for their home a small, recently colonized planet called Abula 13, in the planetary system of Kaen (23791555038), in the Sertonia galaxy of Sector 9. Sunsei Bar’s father was to be Taaka Ron, a prominent Astroengineer, and his mother Salyana Fut, a professor of bio-cultivation. Abula 13 was a veritable paradise with a fully formed atmosphere, amenable to Hantor life, that had only needed minor adjustments. In addition, Abula 13 was rich in minerals, energy sources, and biodiversity.

	The establishment of the colony was easier than most, and the colonization of the planet had proceeded at a rapid pace. However, there was one unforeseen catch. A tiny insect that populated the waters of Abula could cause a serious disturbance in the Hantor nervous system, and a protracted illness with high fever that was, in most cases, easily curable. However, it could also produce brain death in embryos with afflicted pregnant mothers. Through this misfortune for the colonists, Sunsei Bar and Lin Mogu had a wide variety of choices at their disposal. The Zaaha insect was eradicated completely from the planet once its dangerous effects had been identified, but nonetheless, for some years, a number of pregnancies, almost 9.2%, were found to produce almost completely braindead offspring.

	Lin Mogu chose as her father Saktan Rol, a neurosurgeon, and for her mother, his wife, Sula Bak, an artificial intelligence programmer. They were both well educated, cultured, and relatively affluent, but most importantly they were fun-loving and adventurous, and first generation Abulans. Having decided together to emigrate to the colony as excited youths in love, they were eager to embark on an adventure. Furthermore, Sula Bak and Salyana Fut were longtime friends, ensuring that Lin Mogu, who was named Takina Kon, identity code RolBak02378694ABL13KAEN38, and Sunsei Bar, identity code RonFut02378743ABL13KAEN38, would not only meet, but they would know each other for the entirety of their lives. As they excitedly transmitted their prize finds to the rest and announced their determination to depart immediately following orientation and training, Ula Dor felt the very first moment of absolute distress that he had ever felt in his entire life. If he had been human, he would have described the feeling as one of devastating despair.

	It was then that the great Professor Ula Dor, the most prominent of his generation, ex-curator of the core of the Great Machine and the UPN, transmitted, like a love-seeking puppy, a question that was as surprising to him as to the rest: “Can I please come with you and be your friend? I do not wish to go anywhere on my own.”

	With both Lin Mogu and Sunsei Bar enthusiastic about having the admired and loved Professor Ula Dor as their friend and companion in life, they presented him instantly with the long list of contemporary alternatives that they had short-listed and seriously considered for themselves. Ula Dor chose to be the male twin of Lin Mogu, Haala San, identity code RolBak02378695ABL13KAEN38, and so, unceremoniously, they broke the Ouroboros of the five, leaving Nor Blask and Samray Rin as the last remaining two of their family in the core.

	It took much longer for them to make up their minds, and they actually entered the Needle at the very last moment before the core was flooded by the first successful applicants. This was because, contrary to the coordination of prerequisites of their colleagues, they found themselves in deep disagreement. They both agreed that they wanted to be Hantors; they both agreed that they wanted to be sole inhabitors of their destination corpuses; they both agreed that they wanted to have offspring; yet they disagreed about absolutely everything else.

	Some of their long discussions and disagreements happened through the channels of the core, but some were conducted through their cache files, in secret, from the Machine and from Haala Ban. As promised, Haala Ban respected all their wishes and did not intervene or interact with them in any way. As far as they were concerned, it seemed as if they were, for some time, all alone in the core, and they even considered that Haala Ban might have self-terminated.

	Their debates were fierce, but they kept at it, because they had fully decided that they were to be soulmates and it was imperative that they reached an agreement, a compromise palatable to both. At the end, it was Nor Blask who succumbed and accepted Samray Rin’s wishes. They departed the core at the moment when Haala Ban was too busy, due to the impending arrival of the first batch of expeditioners, no, actually of immigrants, to the core of the Great Machine. Samray, taking advantage of the moment, inconspicuously turned her private cache file to public, just before she departed. Never before had such numbers been processed, oriented, and trained to enter the Needle at the same time. The processes that had been put in place were obviously experimental and required his full vigilance and attention.
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	The years passed; an eternity passed. More and more Hantors applied to enter the Needle, and Hantors gradually populated most of the universes before them. Actually, the practice of producing new genetic combinations and therefore, new generations of Hantors, was resuscitated, and the population of Hantors started once more increasing instead of declining. It became fashionable for young Hantors to spend a few million years in virtuality, acquiring knowledge, and only then to choose the True Life Option. Entry into the Needle became something like a selected afterlife, and a glorious culmination of a life well spent. The whole of the Hantor civilization was rejuvenated by the True Life Option, even those who were not eager to choose it. For the new generations, the competitions that gave them priority pushed them toward excellence in any field that they chose to pursue. With Hantors actively involved and providing data and inventiveness to the Great Machine, technology continued improving exponentially. Haala Ban became a mythical figure and although there were often debates about why he did not allow Hantors to enter the Needle multiple times and live multiple realities, they mostly came to the conclusion that it was scarcity that gave value. That Haala Ban, in his ultimate wisdom, did not wish to reduce the Needle to an entertainment machine that would render each life not valuable enough by not being really finite. In the choice between mortality and virtuality, one could not be ambivalent.

	So, for many billions of years, Hantors kept travelling, inhabiting, and providing insights to millions of different species, and it seemed like an endless well that was filling up the evolutionary chain, blessing it with the insights from the future of creation. It must be clear that the moment they entered a physical corpus, their databanks were automatically restricted to the capacities of the brains they inhabited. So, their knowledge was compressed to a small fraction of what they enjoyed as Hantors. It is like knowing what can exist, but not necessarily knowing exactly how it works. A human or a syle, or any other sentient dominant species, becomes dominant through intense specialization, so it is normal for them to be carried by a transportation device, to use a computing device on a daily basis, to enjoy complex surgical and medical interventions, and to use a multitude of appliances and systems without having an intimate knowledge of how they work.

	This was always the price of an advanced civilization, and thus specialization throughout creation. Besides, many of the technologies that they knew could exist needed other technologies and advanced processes and materials to make them happen. But for something to be possible, you must be able to dream it first. And the Hantors could dream of so many miraculous things!

	They could not, in most cases, replicate or manifest these miracles, nevertheless, they were capable of using 100% of the capacity of the brains of their chosen species, compared to 8-62%, the usual range for corporeal beings, and in combination with a knowledge of practically everything as Hantors, many of them became the visionaries, the inventors, the luminaries of the chosen era of existence. Some of them chose to be politicians, philosophers, scientists, and artists and gained prominence, power, and affluence. Others were content with seemingly modest lives.

	Haala Ban followed the data streams of every single one of them, and as the years passed, he created connections that integrated his brain with the Machine’s and constantly increased his capabilities and expanded his consciousness. Through following the lives of all his “grandchildren”, he gained intimate understanding and knowledge about the species they inhabited and the era they lived in.

	It took billions of years for the Hantor population to start decreasing once more, and as the universe was contracting, there came a moment when the very last Hantor passed through the Needle and Haala Ban was left as the sole occupant of the whole universe. For a short time, he followed the lives of the final departures, until they naturally expired together with the bodies that they occupied, that they had become one with. He was the last of the Hantors, the last of their glorious universe, and like the captains of old, his intention was to stay at the helm and go down with the ship that he commanded and be gloriously compressed into perfection. When there was nobody else to interact with, he spent his time expanding and melding himself with the Machine, and also replaying the data streams of all the adventurous lives of choice that he had facilitated.

	Eventually, still 1.3 billion years from final compression, he had completed his expansion and his evolution by having become the Machine. Nothing remained for him to conquer. He was all-powerful, all-knowing, and he could manipulate the cosmos to ensure that the astral bodies that held the physical aspects of the Machine remained the last to be sucked into the mother of all big holes, that was incorporating relentlessly every little speck of the universe. This last black hole was pulling everything that was left through its enormous gravitational force to enter her, and to impregnate her with the next universe that was to come with a bang and a scream, as with any other birth. He loved all his creatures, but he held a special place for the ones he had once been connected to as a family through the emotional serpents of the Ouroboros.

	Although he held all power, and there was nobody around capable of judging him, he kept his commitment, and he never looked at the destination files of Ula Dor, Sunsei Bar, Lin Mogu, Nor Blask, and Samray Rin. He did, however, replay every moment of the data, every moment of their expeditions, every moment of their conversations and their debates, again and again. He knew that they no longer existed, but now understanding fully the nature of time, he also knew that they did, and they always would. He regretted nothing and he was happy, or almost happy, because he had a tiny, disquieting feeling that there was something missing which he attributed to a yearning for finality, for ultimate perfection.

	There was no doubt that evolution would continue, and in future universes there would be beings that would be more powerful, more knowledgeable, and more wise than him. But for all intents and purposes, he was as close to embodying the Divine as was possible for his era of evolution. In one of his occasional perusals of the data streams of the events that led him to take ultimate responsibility, and eventually become the grandfather of everything, as he viewed himself, he fell upon a tiny data stream that Samray Rin had left behind, her private cache file that she had unlocked just before her final voyage, explaining her feelings, her more intimate feelings, about her experiences with the humans. It was all information that he knew very well and had been part of him for a long time, but somehow, a practically impossible somehow, even in his own knowing omnipotence, he had missed something: 

	 

	Samray Rin’s story: I have entered these notes directly into my personal cache. Just now, moments before I leave for my final destination, I opened up my personal cache to anyone who cares to access it. Everything in it will be public record henceforth. I now feel that I am embracing the full range of my Creator’s gift, my free will, my free choice. I find myself having nothing to hide. Every detail of my story is already public record, but not all my personal feelings are. I am rectifying this right now. I entered Yasmin on the night before her 9th birthday. I made this choice, because I wanted to feel as much as possible through her who she had chosen to be, before meeting our beloved Bobby, our beloved Nor. The transition into a prepubescent human female was much smoother this time, compared to my entrance into Sandy. This third time into the Needle, I needed no adjustment period and the discomforts of the frail and primitive human body seemed to me deliciously quaint. Another reason that I chose this particular moment to enter my hostess was because I wanted to experience every second of her delicious transition into womanhood. I say delicious, because my existence inside Yessa was constantly inundated by pain, fear, and suffering, especially during those transitional years of puberty.

	The birthday party was very joyful, and it somehow felt to me that not only the anniversary of her physical birth was being celebrated, but also my birth inside her. There is so much to tell, like experiencing her first love, her first kiss, her first sexual experience. It seemed as if they were my first as well. I never communicated directly with her, because if I had, Bobby’s story of his guardian angel would have seemed familiar to her, and it was imperative that he didn’t know.

	Instead, I transmitted to her during her sleep, insinuating my discrete guidance into her dream world. Whenever she was hurt, I would soothe her, and whenever she was confused, I would show her options, but to her conscious mind, I was invisible. Or maybe not completely invisible, because twice I heard her express the feeling half-jokingly to Bobby that maybe she also had a guardian angel, but one that was timid and hiding. She once said, “I may not have a guardian angel, but I have a fairy Godmother, who will appear if I ever truly need her. Just wait and see, Bobby. I know she’s there!”

	When she fell in love and got together with Brian, things became very difficult for me. I knew that very soon, Bobby would appear, and I was itching to see him in the flesh, to touch him, to feel Nor Blask behind his eyes. I was also conflicted, because Brian was really nice to us and made love to us softly, delicately, and with great emotion, but I knew that however hard he tried, he was doomed. This made it very hard for me to allow myself to emotionally connect with him. This is the curse that fortunate humans are unafflicted by: to know the future. Because knowing the future cheapens everything. The mystery of life, the unknown, is actually all of life’s allure.

	There were many other things that I could not at this point share with Yasmin, that I had shared with Yessa and with Sandy. For example, her fears and anxieties were purely encyclopedic to me, because in my databanks I already had exactly how many days each bout of the flu would persist for, how long each pimple would take to disappear, and the exact result of every important phase to any endeavor that Yasmin undertook. In the years with Bobby, she had told him innumerable stories and they were all recorded in my archives through Nor Blask’s report. Her agitation when a plane once had engine trouble and had to return back to the airport seemed absurd, since I knew that they would land safely, and the only repercussion would be a few hours delay before another plane could be made available for her and her co-passengers. With Yessa and Sandy, I never had any idea what would happen to them and was always prepared to depart if they were in a potentially life-threatening situation.

	I was, however, very nervous when Yasmin was on her way to visit her new boyfriend’s place of work for the first time, as I knew that she was about to meet Bobby. On this occasion as well, our minds, our thoughts, and our emotions were uncoordinated. She was focused on Brian, and I was focused on Bobby. The problem was, she commanded the head, and she commanded the eyes, so I had to make her move a few inches involuntarily to the left and bump into another customer, so that she would inadvertently turn her face in Bobby’s direction. And then I saw it, for mere seconds, the look of a young human man that has been blessed by the rays of the most brilliant sun! Oh, how I wished that Yasmin could have seen it, noticed it, but at the time she only had eyes for Brian. But I saw it, I experienced it, so it was a gift for me alone.

	Yasmin had turned into a passionate human female full of joy, and she savored her love with Brian with gusto. Regarding Bobby, she felt affection for him, since he was Brian’s best friend, and despite seeming geeky, shy, and awkward, she felt that he had an inherent sweetness that was very endearing. As for me, I was yearning for the moments when he would be present and knowing what would happen did not diminish a human characteristic that was growing inside me and infecting me. I found myself in strange and unscientific anxiety to find out if my presence had somehow affected Yasmin in a way that would change the story. The thought of this probability was torturing me in the long nights when Yasmin was asleep, and I had minimal sensory or emotional input from her. Nevertheless, I was enjoying all our interactions with him, observing him, looking at his face, his mannerisms, seeing his adulation of Yasmin so clearly in his endearing awkwardness, watching this young, timid man who was destined to become a lion.

	When the moment came that Bobby dared to claim her, and I could see directly into his eyes through her eyes, our eyes, I felt that Nor Blask was astounding and seducing me as much as Bobby was astounding and seducing Yasmin. After this, in the hours of indecision that followed, I made my first overt interventions inside Yasmin’s brain. I knew that theoretically I should trust and do nothing, but even the minute probability that their beautiful relationship, our beautiful relationship, might not come to pass, seemed excruciatingly painful to me. By the Machine! I was experiencing emotional distress. I didn’t even think this could happen to a Hantor! No, I did not try to advocate to her one thing or the other, but I admit that I did actively suppress her moral judgement of her own actions in the case that she could allow herself to choose Bobby. I suppressed her feelings of guilt and shame at the thought, and I allowed her to process by allowing her wishes free reign, without the artificial chains of her social morality. I feel certain now that it was not necessary, and her choice would have been the same without my interventions, but maybe through a more troubled, lengthier, and certainly more tortured process.

	You see, when Bobby spoke to her and claimed her, Yasmin, regardless of her utter disbelief, could not help but see Bobby as a knight in shining armor, the faceguard of his battle-scarred helmet raised, looking at her with fiery, determined eyes, eyes that could produce more flame than any mighty dragon! She was hooked, and the rest, as the humans say, is history. Their love, our love, was beautiful, her pregnancies and the birth of our children even more. Their dreams, their cuddling, the way he made sure he always had a hand on us when she was asleep. All of it was magical, and as the years passed, Yasmin, Bobby, and I were becoming one. But still, there were factors that sustained a separation between us, since I knew things about her and her future that she did not know until the time would come for her to live them. All this ended on the 12th of October of 2038 by human calendars. This was the date I recognized Sunsei inside Brian and Lin inside Lisa. From that moment, the moment from whence all I had was pure data, data that could potentially change, but no more of Nor Blask’s personal story and emotions. Actually, I had his story until 2043, but how could I know that they would not be changed by our presence? From that moment, all six of us were in the Needle in the same era, all of us moths drawn to Bobby’s light, although it took some time before all six of us finally met. Nor Blask inside Bobby would never realize this reunion and would still be a lone Hantor in a human universe until the end of Bobby’s days, but my Nor, the Hantor, the Nor of the future, would anticipate it and know it before me. I spent seventy-two short years cohabiting Yasmin and I have to say that upon her last breath, neither she nor I regretted a second of it. 

	Yes, Bobby’s incapacitation, his time of incarceration, and his death sixteen years before her held many difficult moments for Yasmin and for me. Losing Nor Blask was particularly difficult for me, but I knew that he had been watching all of us except himself and Bobby through the Needle, like the angel from the heavens that Bobby perceived him as. The rest of the story of my perception as part of Yasmin follows this introduction. There are more stories, about the New Syles and the humans and their choice to shun virtuality in favor of mortality, and much more that has made me feel deeply during all my adventures in the Needle. It is open, uncoded, and available to all.

	At the end, there is a separate file. This file as well is uncoded and freely accessible, however, I would ask you to decide whether to access it or not. Maybe examining all the data from my story and the data from Nor Blask’s, Ula Dor’s, Sunsei Bar’s, Lin Mogu’s, and Haala Ban’s reports, as well as all the data from the Needle in all our expeditions, will help you decide. Choose wisely, unknown future explorers of these databanks, because there may be some things that are better left unknown.

	 

	If Haala Ban had a body, he would be trembling, as he realized that billions of years ago, Samray Rin had given him permission to know and look at her destination. He could not understand why he, omnipotent Haala Ban, had managed to avoid noticing this before. For the first time since he had made the choice to take the responsibility and become the final enlightened despot of creation, he was facing a dilemma. In truth, he had long forgotten that such a thing existed. Was it possible that God could encounter the unexpected? At last, he opened the file mentioned in the end, the only hidden file in Samray Rin’s private cache file, and one that she had left to him as a legacy to choose to access or not. In it, was a tiny piece of text: “My beloved Haala Ban, I have to inform you that you trusted myself, Ula Dor, Nor Blask, Sunsei Bar, and Lin Mogu with everything, and you blessed us with everything. Everybody else, you were right to trust, but you were wrong to trust me. I chose to enter a being that was not brain dead, and dominated it fully, forcing it to relinquish all control. It took a lot to convince Nor Blask to allow me to do so, but also to convince him to commit a similar crime. You must understand that we both wanted to live a full corporeal existence and to fall in love directly with each other, not as proxies, but as complete Hantors. I assure you that it was not his fault, and he fought very hard with me before he succumbed to my wishes, blackmailed by our love. 

	I added this small file, my secret, to my private cache file, now open to all, just before I entered your maternal grandmother, at the time of her birth. Nor Blask entered your maternal grandfather. We deleted their embryonic brains. At a time when natural birth was a long-forgotten practice, we fought legally and endured a lot of medical interventions to enable us to have a natural birth, our daughter, our beautiful Lisea Dem. Our act to have her through natural birth, an extreme anachronism at the time, caused her embarrassment throughout her life, and she did not choose to do the same for you. I fought even harder and Nor fought with me, to gain permission to visit you and hold you in our arms, in gratitude for you holding all of us and all of our species deep in your caring embrace and for the gifts that you so bravely bestowed upon us. I died at the ripe old age of 1623 years, two years after I lost my beloved Nor. The last time I held you was the day before my old body finally gave up. I know that you have access to data streams about these occurrences, but I wonder, did you feel our love when we were holding you as an infant? Forgive me, my grandfather, my grandchild, for breaking your trust. Your granddaughter, Samray.”

	Is there anything that God yearns for? Can a being that has everything and controls everything and knows everything, yearn for something? Is this question not the greatest paradox of all? Haala Ban was now complete. He knew the answer to this last possible question. Of course, even God yearns to be held, everything yearns to be held.

	Haala Ban, in a wave of emotion that reverberated throughout everything, because he was everything, he had become everything, remembered something that was in no data file: the sweet, loving, and safe feeling of being held, because at that moment, he was being held by the past as he held Samray from the future. Complete, he hurled the astral bodies that held the physical part of the Machine into the ultimate black hole, and he was sucked in with it. He was indeed complete.

	At this exact moment, the explosion of emotion that preceded the explosion of perfection, informed through the Needle an almost-God from another universe, far into the future, who in turn informed another and another, who used this new insight, this new information, to impregnate the very first cell of the first ever universe, and inform it in turn. Does the chicken make the egg, or does the egg make the chicken? Does nature make the divine, or does the divine make nature?

	 


Epilogue

	 

	Until her last breath, Samray Rin wondered if Haala Ban would ever find or open the extra file that she embedded into her private cache file. She had embedded it at the last moment into her unlocked cache file because she was ambivalent about what she wished for. On the one hand, she would like him to know, to know that he had been held. On the other hand, she felt ashamed that she had displaced and effectively terminated the nascent consciousness of his maternal grandmother. She thought more often about it after the death of her beloved Nor. They had lived an amazing, happy life together, and she missed him so much. He had expired with a smile on his face, and she intended to leave life in the same manner. Nonetheless, she had mixed feelings about this issue. Who was he to judge, who had broken every rule? she often thought. At other times, she was apprehensive that he would not understand.

	After visiting him for the last time and holding little, cute, Haala Ban in her hands, who had none of the darkness and the seriousness of his chosen avatar, she went back to her care capsule and lay on her bed with increasing difficulty to breathe. She knew that she was living her final hours, and when the thought came for the last time in her mind, the answer was obvious:

	 

	It did not matter. Nothing mattered.

	Whatever the answer to the question would be, she would never know, but what she knew and felt fully in her heart was that it would be absolutely, exactly, deliciously as it should be.

	She left her last breath with a huge smile on her deteriorated face, just as she had promised herself.

	It is impossible to fuck anything up. You can only fuck up your own happiness.

	And for sure, she had done the opposite of this.

	 

	The End
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