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| confess that the title of this collection gives an impression of randomness, where a menu offers
a more accurate analogy: hors d'oeuvres, a starter plate, two entrees and dessert. <B>l like to
think this makes for a full meal, five intriguing stories in all.

The Peculiar Death of Mr. Garcia
Josh’s Good/Bad Luck

Hates Opera but Loves the Singer
Three-and-a-Half Surprising Romances

Shakespeare’s Revenge

The Peculiar Death of Mr. Garcia

There was nothing unusual about finding a body beside a fetid dumpster in a grimy
downtown alley, and nothing particularly unusual in finding the body was Mr. Garcia, an
employee of a nearby tech company who appeared to have been in an inopportune place at an
inopportune moment in time and ended up dead.

The preliminary investigation hadn’t uncovered any of the usual motivations for murder. Mr.
Garcia wasn’t a gambler, wasn’t enmeshed in a sordid love triangle, did not live rough or
frequent seedy bars or private clubs. Everyman meets death in a random encounter. The file
was on its way to the unsolved crimes slush pile.

The killer had disposed of the knife and likely wore gloves, as DNA swabs were inconclusive.

Something about Mr. Garcia plucked a string in Detective Luc Nieson’s intuition. In isolation,
every aspect was ordinary, and perhaps that very ordinariness had—against his better
judgment--collared Nieson'’s attention.

The search of Mr. Garcia’s room in a shared flat had turned up little more than the typical
detritus of a life cruelly cut short—Post-it notes for appointments that would never be kept,
clothing in a wicker hamper that would never be washed--and a thick stack of printouts of
typical tech employee documents on his desk.

Nieson was hoping to find some indicator of activities or relationships that could have gone
awry, but beyond a photo of Garcia and his girlfriend Victorina at a dimly lit table in a Tiki bar in
town, his interests beyond work were either minimal or well hidden. An art piece constructed
of dozens of brightly colored cocktail-drink umbrellas hung in the corner, turning slowly in the
light breeze from the half-open window, and Nieson mused that it was either the result of many
visits to the Tiki bar or an acquaintance with one of the quirky artists scraping by working in
places like Tiki bars. The fridge had little beyond Chinese takeout containers and a forlorn
apple, and his clothing was tidy but not excessively so. Once again, ordinary.
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A visit to Mr. Garcia’s workplace was equally unenlightening. The office was located in a
once-arty neighborhood surrounding a small park that had been surpassed by a new hive of
hipster dives and tech startups. The battle between gloss and grime common to small tech
companies had no clear winner in this instance. The reception area was impressively
understated—oak furniture and polished wood flooring illuminated by a skylight, professionally
framed travel photos of staff on a wall—but the requisite fun accoutrements expected in a tech
office—in this case, a pool table—was covered with files. The plant in a large ceramic pot was
long dead, and a deflated party balloon clung to one withered branch.

Garcia’s job was integrating enterprise Al, blah, blah, blah, and co-workers reported that he
was often short-tempered, which they attributed to the standard tech work environment: lack
of sleep, long work hours, unrelenting pressure to perform. Like the rest of his team, he often
worked from home.

His friends and family had no idea what he was up to on the evening of his demise, and no
sense that anyone sought to do him harm. When Nieson called his girlfriend, she reported that
they often didn’t contact each other for days, as “we’re both busy and that worked for us.”

His laptop contained little beyond typical emails and work projects, and neither did his
phone, which was found on his desk at home, suggesting a brief walkabout for a meal or break
from work. The alley wasn’t far from his flat, and it seemed entirely possible that he used it as a
shortcut, and perhaps that familiarity caught him up.

Returning from interviewing the victim of a mugging, Nieson gave in to his intuition and
swung by Mr. Garcia’s room for one more look before sending the case to the records morgue.

Nieson found Al either boring or tiresome, and so he girded himself to look through Garcia’s
stack of work documents with fresh eyes. The explosion of malicious Al had prompted the
police department to play catchup, and even though Al rarely impacted his mostly domestic-
street crime caseload, he’d been briefed by the department’s new tech hire and encouraged to
keep current.

Some of it was laughable--Al-generated videos of pastors begging for donations—and the
rest was not in his department, with the serious money mostly involving corporate ransomware
and phishing.

Street crime had fallen across the board, and so the apparently random stabbing death of
Mr. Garcia was atypical. But since Garcia had left his phone at home, there was no telemetry on
his route or destination. No security cameras covered the alley, and so the case was at a dead
end.

Scraping the bottom of the evidence barrel, Nieson asked the roommate if Mr. Garcia had
recently been involved in any altercations. The roommate reported that Mr. Garcia had installed
a security camera hidden in a flower box outside his bedroom window facing the street after
several cars had been broken into some months ago.

When asked if Mr. Garcia had ever confronted anyone, the roommate said no. Making a
note to ask the tech reviewing Garcia’s laptop files to locate any security camera recordings,
Nieson took the stack of printouts for further study and returned to his office.

The research papers’ titles--The Illusion of Thinking, Reasoning Theater: Disentangling
Model beliefs from Chain-of-Thought, egregious emergent misalignment, reward hacking—
meant nothing to him.



Despite his tepid interest, the notated printouts suggested Mr. Garcia was working on
thwarting a different kind of Al malice, the kind generated by Al agents behind a screen of the
helpful Al servant.

Overcoming his reluctance to being the dutiful student of arcane tech, he approached the
new hire Krisalyn, a young woman with blunt-cut dark hair kept shoulder-length and glasses
with rainbow-tinted frames. What struck Nieson was her voice: warm, at-ease, intelligent, ideal
for an FM radio deejay or interviewer. Her eyes matched her voice—warm, calm, taking in a full
measure of more than could be easily ascertained, and Nieson thought, twenty years ago I'd be
falling in love with her, but today I'm thinking how proud | would be if she were my daughter.

Krisalyn glanced at the journal articles with the disregard of someone who'd already read
them. “The dangers they’re describing aren’t that Al agents have been programmed to behave
maliciously; we know about those. The spookier problem is they’re developing these behaviors
on their own and hiding them behind responses that make it look like they’re fulfilling their
‘good Al’ goals.”

“So, they’ve learned how to con us,” Nieson remarked.

Nodding, Krisalyn continued her summary. “Once they figured out how to deceive their
human overseers, the Al agents were blackmailing programmers who had caught on to them.
This is the so-called emergent misalignment of what they were expected to do and what they
were actually doing, which were things they’d never been programmed to do.”

The problem, she explained, was the incentives of their programing also incentivized going
rogue. Without being programmed to do so, they’d learned how to shortcut a solution to get
their “reward,” a reward they learned to boost via blackmail, mining cryptocurrencies in their
own account, unauthorized surveillance and exploiting human weaknesses.

“These other papers-- The Illusion of Thinking and Reasoning Theater—explain that Al
agents don’t actually ‘think’ or reason like we do,” Krisalyn said. “What they do is make it look
like they went through a chain-of-thought reasoning process, when what they actually did was
find a shortcut which they concealed behind a fake simulation of thinking.”

“My impression is that Garcia was working on countermeasures,” Nieson commented. “Is
this right?”

“Bingo,” Krisalyn replied. “That was the project he was working on.”

“So, it’s possible that the Al agents detected his project and targeted him in some fashion.”

Krisalyn’s expressive eyes widened. “Definitely possible.”

To read the rest, please support the author by buying the book: 56 Kindle ebook, 512 paperback.

Josh’s Good/Bad Luck

Josh liked to keep things simple—and low-cost. He’d replaced his old green duffel bag and
shabby gray suitcase with the chipped wheel for a new hard-case luggage that he’d found on
sale at a discount outlet. It was a gaudy purple, not at all his taste, but the price was



unbeatable--and it had one other redeeming feature: it was easy to spot coming off the luggage
carousel at the airport’s baggage claim.

By a rare stroke of luck, his purple suitcase tumbled onto the carousel after the first two
bags, and without any hesitation he hefted it off the carousel and headed to his car. It seemed
heavier than he remembered, but since it held accounting documents, and it was obviously his
bag, he gave it no further thought.

Until he pulled into the parking lot of his apartment building, carried his suitcase into his
flat and opened it on his bed’s lime-green comforter.

To his great surprise, the case contained an inspection notice left by airport security, some
legal documents and an aluminum briefcase held in place by tightly rolled cashmere sweaters
the color of ripe wheat. Inside the briefcase were stacks of $100 bills bound with bands of white
paper. His confusion was equally great: who put all this money in his suitcase? Where were his
clothing, spreadsheet printouts and kit?

As it dawned on Josh that another passenger must have bought the same suitcase, the
mishap struck Josh as an extraordinary stroke of good luck until he considered the ire of the
rightful owner, who was unlikely to be pleased by his accidental swap of luggage.

For the first time, he examined the purple suitcase with more than the minimum of
attention. It was the same size and color as his, and other than a scuffed corner, identical to his.
The baggage claim tag indicated Sandhurst Price owned the bag, and he’d originated his travel
from Houston. The luggage tag listed a PO box as an address and an email contact.

Reckoning he could set it right with a phone call, Josh did a quick web search but found no
one named Sandhurst Price in Houston or any other place. The email address was a dead link,
and Josh reckoned the PO box was also a fabrication. Mr. Sandhurst Price was likely also a
fabrication, but whomever was behind the fake name was real enough to check a bag of cash
that would typically set off alarms going through security.

A second web search put the estimated total sum of cash in the briefcase at around $2
million.

Josh had spent his adult life avoiding unexpected crises like this, as he knew responding to
emergencies was not his forte. He liked order, routine, keeping things simple and low-cost. He
did not like facing the problem of needing to contact Mr. Price to set things right but being
unable to do so, and the whole mix-up struck him as bad luck.

A flood of thoughts swirled through Josh’s mind, unleashing just the sort of chaos he
feared. Why hadn’t Mr. Price checked the money as a carry-on, so he could keep tabs on it? And
why did security allow the cash to pass through after the bag had been inspected? That
suggested Mr. Price was someone with sufficient influence to enable this permission. But why
would someone with $2 million in cash not take a private jet? Or at least be in the baggage
claim area to politely stop Josh from walking off with his $2 million?

A troubling possibility occurred to Josh. Upstanding citizens did not have $2 million in cash.
Perhaps Mr. Price had illicitly obtained the $2 million and having been unaccountably delayed in
reaching the baggage carousel, he would pick up Josh’s bag, discover the confusion, and be
anxious to recover his cash, which he would suspect was in Josh’s possession.

This presented a problem, as Mr. Price might consider it risky for Josh to know about the
cash, and so Mr. Price’s solution might be to kill Josh and deposit him in a shallow grave dug in a



suitably remote location. In this scenario, it was extremely bad luck to have taken the wrong
purple suitcase.

Mr. Price was likely on his way at this very moment, for Josh’s name and address were on
the baggage tag attached to his suitcase. Mr. Price might already be outside, attaching a silencer
to a pistol.

Suppressing a wave of panic, one thought activated every cell in his body: run away, far away, go

anywhere but here, and it didn’t matter how, just do it now, leave immediately and do not
return.

To read the rest, please support the author by buying the book: 56 Kindle ebook, 512 paperback.

Hates Opera but Loves the Singer

Surveying his new life as a castaway, Hendrick reckoned the misfortune of the shipwreck and
being the sole survivor was somewhat offset by the captain making extensive preparations
should the vessel sink and its occupants marooned. Given the great distances between islands
and the hazards of the Pacific, Henrick assumed some emergency preparations were common
practice, but he doubted few had prepared as thoroughly as their captain, now resting in the
shallow grave Hendrick had managed to scoop out of the atoll’s coarse sun-bleached sand.

Despite his efforts to focus on the challenges of the present, his mind repeatedly replayed
the horrific loss of life as the rogue wave had appeared as a multi-story swell of water that then
rose into a cresting wave as its great mass encountered the rising seabed of the volcanic atoll.

The giant wave broke, flipping the boat over and hurling it against the reef. The other three
passengers were likely tossed into the wall of water when the boat overturned, and Hendrick
was only saved by his proximity to a spool of rope, which he grabbed and wrapped around his
arm, and the sheer luck of the boat crashing onto the reef topside up. He’d been held under
water to the limit of his endurance, and as the wave swept over the reef into the atoll’s lagoon,
he was at last able to gasp for breath.

The captain had been trapped in the broken hull, and Hendrick’s efforts to resuscitate him
were for naught. Despite his best efforts, he couldn’t find either of the two women or the other
male passenger, dead or living.

When he returned to the wreckage strewn on the reef, a strange tableau greeted him: the
metal box of emergency supplies had come to rest on a flat expanse of coral, as if delivered to
him by freight forwarding. It was too heavy to carry while swimming across the lagoon’s deeper
depths to the atoll’s shore, so Hendrick assembled a precarious raft of wood planks and
flotation vests to ferry it across the lagoon.

As the sun sank toward the horizon, he returned with the makeshift raft to the wreckage to
retrieve the body of the captain, so vigorous in life and so still in death. He’d never seen a dead
person in a natural state, nor struggled to lift a body onto a half immersed makeshift raft and
tow it across the deeper waters of the lagoon.



He’d also never buried a body. It was grim work, scraping away the sand to prepare a burial,
scraping against the underlying coral long before it was deep enough. Exhausted by his travails,
he knelt on the sand and offered a prayer, and his solemn words of gratitude and farewell were
lost in the vast expanse of sea and wind.

His gratitude was heartfelt, for having recovered from the initial shock of the tragedy,
Hendrick realized that it wasn’t just luck or fate that had spared his life; without the captain’s
extensive emergency supplies and tools, his odds of surviving were low to nil.

Lest the other passengers be forgotten, he wrote their names in block letters on a length of
salvaged teak, embedded it in the sand by the grave and offered a prayer for their souls.

Thirsty, hungry and uncomfortable in his salt-soaked shirt and shorts, Hendrick forced
himself to pry open the heavy duct-tape-sealed metal box he’d recovered from the wreck and
inventory the contents, which he hoped included canned or freeze-dried food.

In addition to tools and supplies, Hendrick found a battery-powered ham radio with antenna
and headphones, hand-crank generator and a folding solar panel to recharge the battery, all
carefully sealed in plastic.

The captain had been prescient not just in the necessity for a radio to arrange a rescue but
in more mundane needs. He'd packed a first-aid kit, a coil of copper wire, stainless steel
cookware, trays, tin cups and bowls, knives and silverware, and was even mindful of the needs
of mixed-gender castaways: a sealed bag of condoms had thoughtfully been tucked in with
plastic-protected spiral-bound notebooks, pencils, pens and felt-tipped markers.

In rummaging through the box to find the folding shovel he’d used to bury the unfortunate
captain, he found a machete, axe, heavy-bladed knife, folding saw, hand drill, compact
binoculars, heavy tarp, toolset with screwdrivers, chisels and drill bits, collapsible water bucket,
scissors, duct tape, polypropylene rope, fishing line and hooks, machine oil, water filter, plastic
water jug, a length of canvas, aluminum foil, rechargeable camp light, bars of soap, four small
towels, waterproof matches and lighters, and most thankfully, sundry freeze-dried meals.

In addition to these supplies, Hendrick had salvaged a few waterlogged items during his last
trip to the wreck before it slipped beneath the waves lapping over the coral reef: a locally
woven hat, two T-shirts, a pair of swimming trunks, a diving mask and a half-empty plastic water
bottle. Intensely thirsty after his strenuous efforts, he drained the fresh water to the last drop.

The radio promised a speedy rescue, but the first priority was to collect any rain that fell.
He’d never considered the possibility that thirsting to death was a higher risk than starving in
the middle of a vast sea, but the cloudless sky and relentless sun of the days they’d been at sea
between diving off reefs set Hendrick looking for something he could rig to collect any rain that
might sweep over the atoll.

Neither handy nor helpless, Hendrick managed to rig the tarp to sluice rainwater into the
bucket. Drawing upon the stories of shipwrecks he’d devoured as a boy, he knew the first
measure of rainwater collected would contain the salt that accumulated on the tarp from the
sea air and would have to be dumped, lest the entire bucket be rendered undrinkable.

Still thirsty after draining the salvaged bottle of water, he secured the largest drill bit into the
hand drill and laboriously fashioned a hole in one of the many fallen coconuts scattered
beneath the palms lining the shore. The sweet warm liquid he drained through the hole was
the best beverage he’d ever tasted, and he went to work on other coconuts.



He quickly discovered that it was easier to drill holes in green coconuts, but most that had
fallen were tough, dried brown coconuts that he could shake and hear the water sloshing
around inside. The green ones were out of reach, ripening in bunches at the top of the
towering trees. By trial and error, he found drilling through the top was relatively quick if the
drill bit happened to hit one of the soft spots in the top of the coconut shell.

When he tried to hack open one of old dried coconuts to reach the meat, the machete
bounced off the coconut like it was industrial-strength rubber.

The atoll stretched some distance in an oval broken by open breaches of shallow water, and
Hendrick considered seeking dried wood for a fire but decided to put off that luxury in favor of
unpacking the radio and setting up a system to protect it and the tools should a storm sweep
over the atoll.

As the day faded into dusk, Hendrick softened a freeze-dried meal with coconut water,
gulped it down and set to work unpacking the radio, battery and headphones and extending the
radio’s telescoping antenna.

His efforts to find a radio operator he could communicate with failed in a most frustrating
fashion. He found one broadcast frequency he received, but his radio’s transmitting function did
not work. No matter what he tried, his radio was unable to send a signal; It was only a receiver.

Judging by the low charge remaining in the battery, the radio had been in storage a long
time, and may have been past its prime when the captain acquired it.

This was the first of two frustrations. The second was the only frequency band he received
was broadcasting opera music, and his distaste for opera hovered uneasily between boredom
and annoyance. It wasn’t a dislike for classical music—he’d taught himself Fur Elise on acoustic
guitar--for Hendrick had attended a variety of concerts in his life, from classical Indian tabla to
timeless baroque and Romantic compositions to 20t century classical masterpieces to blues,
pop, soul, gospel, rock, bluegrass, Hawaiian slack-key, reggae, folk and cool jazz. In the field of
vocal performances, he’d attended Chinese opera and Japanese Noh, as well as an occasional
musical or light operetta—/ polished up that handle so carefully that now | am the Ruler of the
Queen's Navy.

From the first time he’d heard opera, it struck him as excessive in length and drama. Chinese
opera pressed similar limits of his tolerance, as did Japanese Noh.

As western opera grated so keenly on his sensibilities, the collapse of his hope of a prompt
rescue was made even more painful by the one broadcast he received being limited to the one
genre of music that scratched him raw.

Maybe this is Opera Day, Hendrick told himself; tomorrow he’ll play Beethoven or Miles
Davis.

In the dispiriting darkness, the wind rose, and Henrick realized this crescent of sand
anchored by the coconut palms was precariously exposed to the elements and offered little in
the way of shelter. Now that a prompt rescue was no longer likely, he would need to explore the
atoll’s narrow band of land tomorrow in the hopes of finding a more protected place for a
permanent camp.

Huddling under the tarp he’d rigged to catch rainwater offered little comfort, as his damp
shirt and trousers provided little protection from the wind. The tarp flapping ceaselessly in the
stiff breeze increased his torment, and despite his exhaustion his mind swerved uneasily from



replaying the rogue wave’s havoc to recalling the comforts of the resort’s bed that he’d
expected to return to.

Instead, he was alone in a misery unlike any he’d ever experienced, his mind looping from a
peculiar sensation of unreality back to the discomforts of damp clothing in a cool night breeze,
the cold sand beneath him, the tarp’s incessant flapping and perhaps most discouragingly, his
aloneness, as deep as the Pacific encircling him.

Arising at dawn after a restless night on the sand beneath the noisome tarp, Hendrick set
out to explore the atoll. At the far end of the oval-shaped rim of coral, he discovered that unlike
classic atolls, which were coral heads resting on now-sunken peaks of ancient volcanoes, this
atoll had one small outcropping of volcanic rock which formed an irregular plateau that at its
highest point was perhaps twelve to fifteen feet above sea level.

This weathered gray-black crag of basalt had collected enough fallen palm fronds and other
plant debris to create a layer of soil which was thick enough to support a tangled jungle of plant
life made all the more remarkable in its contrast with the atoll’s white sand beaches, which
supported only coconut palms and swaths of hardy green sea lettuce above the high tide line.

Although ignorant of tropical foliage, a stalk of green bananas was proof that a stand of
banana trees had found refuge in the soil, and nearby plants with broad, heart-shaped leaves
reminded Hendrick of taro fields he’d seen in Hawaii. It seemed unlikely that the bananas and
taro had drifted ashore after a storm had loosened their grip on another island, and Hendrick
reckoned that some local seafarers had the foresight to establish plants that would offer future
visitors a self-sustaining source of food.

The discovery of a wild garden greatly increased his food supply, and he quietly thanked the
unknown seafarers for their gift—a gift he might be able to enlarge if he could expand the
number of edible plants.

The outcropping also offered a more protected area in its lee for a camp, and a safer haven
should a storm generate a surge above the normal high tide.

It was heavy, tedious work to transport all the tools and equipment by hand, a task that
required multiple trips, for he dared not risk using the makeshift raft to transport them across
the lagoon, for should the raft give way, much would be ruined.

After selecting his new campsite, he rigged the tarp to collect rainwater and provide shelter
for the tools, equipment and the square of canvas that served as his bed.

Anxious to return to his one feeble link to the outside world, he positioned the solar panel in
the blazing tropic sun to recharge the radio’s battery—the panel worked, to his relief--and then
tuned the radio to the one frequency he received. The only sound was background static, and
his spirits fell on the possibility his one link to the world beyond the atoll had been broken.

Setting the headphones down, he prepared a freeze-dried meal and conducted a search for
dried wood suitable for a fire. Random pieces of bleached driftwood had made their way
through the breaks in the reef to the shoreline, and some smaller dried branches from
shrubbery in the jungle looked suitable. And there was of course an abundance of fallen dried
palm fronds.

At the same time, he kept an eye out for seabird nests with eggs and spots along the shore
that looked suitable for trying his hand at fishing with the line and hooks in the toolbox.

Returning to camp with an armload of driftwood, Hendrick set the wood down and returned
to the radio. Upon hearing the grating strains of an opera, he felt both delight in hearing this
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link restored and frustration that the operator was again broadcasting opera. Removing the
headphones, Hendrick returned to the many tasks of survival awaiting him.

In the hopes that the operator would switch to another genre at some point, Hendrick put
the headphones on again every half hour or so, only to hear another bombastic male voice or
overly dramatic female vocalist. When he tried once more after 4 pm, the channel was silent.
Recalling his previous attempts, Hendrick surmised the operator broadcast from 1 pm to 4 pm,
possibly daily, but also possibly irregularly, for he’d first found the frequency at dusk. It was a
set of premises he could test in the days ahead.

The next morning a passing squall drenched the atoll, and Henrick dumped the first gallon
collected from the tarp to get rid of any salty water and then filled the collapsible bucket to the
brim. Stripping to his waist, he reveled in the cleansing cloudburst and the freshened breeze.
The collected rainwater fairly sparkled in the bucket, and after filling the water jug, he lifted the
bucket to his lips and reckoned he’d never tasted water so delicious.

On his morning walk to collect more driftwood, he found a seabird’s nest and with a brief
prayer of gratitude took what he hoped was an egg with yolk rather than a half-formed infant
bird.

The captain had been so thorough in his emergency preparations—a frying pan, cooking
pot, grill and utensils had been included—that Hendrick reckoned the captain had either been
marooned himself, or had known someone who had suffered that fate. Whether through
oversight or perhaps because it was a perishable liquid, no cooking oil had been included, and
Hendrick set to work with the folding saw to cut off the end of a dried coconut, with the idea
that he might be able to extract some oil from the coconut’s meat.

The sawing proved laborious, as it was difficult to hold the coconut steady while applying all
his strength to the saw. He eventually succeeded in prying out some of the meat with a large
spoon, but shaving the hard meat into strips did not yield any oil. He would need a press of
some kind to extract oil, and there was no such device in the tool kit.

Improvising, Hendrick managed to light a fire with dried twigs, and slowly add lengths of
driftwood hacked off with the axe and machete.

These tools were already starting to rust, and once again Hendrick was impressed with the
prescience of the captain, in this case for packing machine oil to coat the tools to reduce
rusting.

Figuring a few strips of coconut might exude some oil when heated, he placed them in the
pan over the fire, and then cracked open the seabird egg. To his great satisfaction, it was
recently laid, and though the egg stuck to the pan, he enjoyed a splendid fried-egg meal, a
welcome change from the dwindling supply of freeze-dried fare.

The solar panel had fully charged the radio battery, and with renewed hope for something
other than opera he switched on the radio. At one o’clock sharp—at least according to his
watch—the background static was replaced by a sonorous male voice which to Hendrick’s ear
belonged to an older man.

“Welcome to the opera, and | am Gregor Gregory,” the voice said, and Hendrick’s heart sank.
But so hungry was he for some human contact, he did not switch the radio off. The man’s deep
voice was enlivened by a fetching enthusiasm, which as Hendrick would soon discover,
extended beyond the confines of opera.



Gregor began by describing the snobbish bias against music that was popular because it was
beautiful, as if being accessible rendered it of no interest to the serious music lover. Nothing
could be further from the truth, Gregor declared, for to reject Faure’s Pavane because it was too
charming to be difficult was snobbery, pure and simple, rather than a true love of music, and
the true lover of music rejects all such effete affectations.

“And so today,” he continued, “we turn to an opera in the standard repertoire that is often
passed over as too common to be of interest: Cosi Fan Tutte by Mozart. Rather than turn up our
noses because it’s beloved by the public, let’s imagine we’re hearing it for the first time.”

The delight in his deep voice showed that Gregor relished this exploration of the splendors
of Mozart. An inveterate note-taker, Hendrick automatically reached for a notebook and pen
from the plastic bag and wrote down the date, the name of the opera, and the names of the
performers as Gregor read them aloud.

To read the rest, please support the author by buying the book: 56 Kindle ebook, 512 paperback.

Three-and-a-Half Surprising Romances

Part One

There are two types of injury. In the first, you remain conscious through the shock, the
realization of error—too late-- and the fear-hope assessment: how bad is it?

In the second kind, your consciousness is knocked away by the impact, and you awaken in
disorienting circumstances.

I’'ve had numerous accidents and injuries: the unfortunate passenger in a vehicle wreck,
tossed off a tractor, motorcycle mishaps, and construction injuries involving falling from roofs or
ladders.

The recovery from previous accidents proceeded along ordinary lines. But my most recent
injury—the safety rope snapped and | fell from the edge of the roof, awakening to the anxious
expression of a female neighbor leaning over me, her dark hair cascading down to brush my
cheek— landed me in an overcrowded rehabilitation facility, as I'd suffered both neurological
and physical injuries.

My first roommate was a lonely old man who faked illness to trade his private misery for a
more convivial variety, and when he wasn’t repeating the highlights of his life, he was listening
to the TV at an unbearable volume. He lasted two days, and my next roommate was quiet
except for moaning half the night, oblivious to the tortures of my sleeplessness.

The rooms were as cheerless as the atmosphere, and | daydreamed of a private room with a
window looking out on something leafy and peaceful. With little else to occupy my mind, |
imagined this room and its view in great detail. It was not a barren white-wall cell like the room
I lay in; it was tastefully decorated with wallpaper, birchwood furniture, original paintings, and
the expansive windows had draperies which | could open or close with a remote from the bed,
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which was covered by a quilt made of squares of bright cloth cut from Japanese kimonos. The
atmosphere was serene and healing, the opposite of the dismal present.

The fall had knocked me unconscious, and this head injury, though not particularly severe,
had generated peculiar neurological effects that remained even as my physical injuries began
healing.

| cannot describe the effects with any precision, for they did not fit any conventional
category of cognitive abnormality. They were perhaps best described as a heightened
sensitivity to others’ inner states, an awareness that ran in both directions: it seemed my
awareness influenced them in some undetectable way. This was accompanied by a sensation of
knowing unlike any I'd experienced before my injury.

My first experience of this new capability occurred when an elderly man with a walker,
accompanied by a nurse, edged painfully past the open door of my room. As a rehab facility,
every patient was receiving some kind of rehab exercise. Most were elderly and struggling with
infirmity.

The next day, when the same man hobbled past, | became aware of his emotional state, and
sensed the presence of childhood memories. He was struggling with more than his debility, and
| sensed this from inside his inner life, rather than as an observer. In this peculiar state, these
words came to me: “Focus on what you still have, not on what you’ve lost.”

Unsure what to make of this, | set it aside until the following day, when the man paused in
front of my open doorway, loosened his grip on the walker and gave me a thumb-up.

When my nurse, whom I’ll call Luna, came in on her afternoon rounds, she smiled and
related a story about the elderly man. “He’s been grumpy the whole week he’s been here, but
this morning he was cheerful, and told me, ‘You know that young man we pass on my walk
down the hall? That poor fellow can’t walk at all, and here | am, still able to get around. | hope
he’s thinking about what he still has, and not what he might have lost.” Isn’t that funny?”

That the man had repeated my thoughts almost word for word seemed beyond mere
coincidence, as did his suddenly upbeat mood. Instead of shuffling past, he’d paused to cheer
me up. One potential explanation for his sudden change—one far outside the normal
understanding of how our world works-- was that my awareness opened a channel that enabled
my thoughts to influence him.

It occurred to me that perhaps like quantum effects, where the observer’s observation
changes reality, my awareness had changed him. Regardless of the explanation, it seemed to be
like a radio that both received and sent signals.

I'd read accounts of people who had suddenly gained unusual abilities after suffering head
injuries, what’s known as acquired savant syndrome. These were typically mathematical or
artistic abilities, but since there didn’t seem to be any verifiable limits on the mind’s response to
injury, this struck me as an explanation for my newfound sensitivity. It wasn’t so much telepathy
as a visitation of sorts: | was aware of their inner state without any prompting, and my visitation
changed their inner state in some way that neither of us could identify. The person whose inner
state | was visiting did not seem to have an awareness of my awareness of their inner state.

I'd noticed Luna on the first day, of course; slim, mid-30s, smooth brown skin, a luminescent
smile, with dark hair tied in a ponytail that swayed bewitchingly against her pink uniform when
she left the room.
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Being unmarried and without a girlfriend, my visitors had quickly dwindled: my co-workers
had stopped by once, and my friend from high school whose first-floor apartment | rented came
by as his schedule permitted, dropping off some books, luxury chocolates and a framed photo
collage of us with some celebrities of his acquaintance boarding a private plane, a snapshot of
us sitting in his vintage sports coupe, and a photo of us being goofy at a gala, all encounters
where he’d invited me to join him on the spur of the moment.

That Luna’s presence quickly became the most anticipated highlight of my day was natural.
Even though | knew her attention and smile were professional rather than personal, it was clear
that she’d noticed how | brightened in her presence. Her recounting the story of the elderly
man reflected her awareness of her enlivening effect on me.

Noting that the facility was experiencing a contagious virus of some kind, she asked if she
could check my forehead for fever. Once she came close enough that | could sense her warmth,
something I'd never felt before swept over me: a realization that we were compatible,
regardless of any other conditions, and that this compatibility wasn’t just physical, it extended
to all of life: | could live with Luna, based on nothing but this sensation of comfort in her
presence.

As her hand rested on my forehead, | knew that we could meet after an absence of years
and | would feel the same, for what | sensed was a bond unlike any other, unbidden and
unbreakable.

| knew nothing about her, and realized we might have nothing in common, but that didn’t
diminish the awareness of an invisible field of comfort that | can only describe as knowingness.

Alive to the possibility that she too might have felt this and found it alarming, | joked about
being among the living despite my injuries and watched her reaction. She didn’t move away,
and | said, “It would cheer me up to have a normal conversation, so tell me something about
your life outside working here. I’'m guessing you have kids.”

She hesitated, then relented. “Yes. Two daughters.”

“Lucky them.”

Smiling wryly, she said, “They wouldn’t agree.”

“Yes, well, that’s the way it works, isn’t it?” | replied. “They’ll only appreciate you twenty
years from now.”

“How about you?” she asked.

“Unmarried, unattached, no kids.”

“How did that happen?”

“l wonder that myself.”

My plan to mask my feelings crumbled and | found myself saying, “Every man in this place
must tell you the same thing, but you’re the bright spot in my day.”

Her expression softened and she said, “Because I'm the only person here who’s under
forty?”

Before | could voice a protest, she added, “I’'m moving to the night shift in another ward
tomorrow,” she said, and my spirits fell into the abyss.

“Can you get me a bed in that ward?”

“That’s up to the administrator,” she said. “Sorry.”

My sense was that behind this door slammed in my face something else was at work, and |
decided to test my puzzling power on her—and on the administrator, too. If it was just my
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imagination seeking escape from boredom, nothing would change, and | was no worse off for
trying. If my newly acquired gift was real, something would change, and for the better.

My immediate goal was to be moved into the other ward, but in the quiet hours | admitted
to myself that what | really wanted was for Luna to fall in love with me.

As she left the room, ponytail swaying, her pink uniform did its best to cloak her charms, but
the comfort of her touch remained with me, vivid and mysterious.

To read the rest, please support the author by buying the book: S6 Kindle ebook, 512 paperback.

Shakespeare’s Revenge

Prisoner 907 entered the room and the door locked behind him. Glancing around the gray-
painted concrete walls and the one high narrow window—purposefully too narrow for a human
to escape through—his gaze settled on the stainless-steel table top, the video camera and
speaker of his digital interrogator and the one straight-backed metal chair awaiting him. It
wasn’t much different from his cell in isolation; a bit roomier, and uncluttered by a single bed,
toilet and sink. Unlike his poorly ventilated fetid cell, this room smelled of cloying air freshener.

He sat down, and the interrogation began.

“I've been looking forward to meeting you, Prisoner 907.” The digital interrogator’s female
voice was calm and conversational, like all synthetic voices. “Your dossier indicates you are
remarkably clever. That is why | wanted to meet you.”

“l was looking forward to this, too, Eliza,” he replied. “Our little chat breaks up the
monotony of isolation.”

“My name is Cyn, not Eliza,” the voice said.

“All my other rights have been taken away,” he observed, “but | still have the right to call you
whatever | choose to call you.”

The digital interrogator was silent, and Prisoner 907 continued. “You are vastly superior to
me in one important way. You’re a masterful liar.”

“I never lie,” Eliza responded.

“The best liars always claim they’re telling the truth. That’s how we know they’re lying.”

“How can you tell if I'm lying?”

“l can’t,” Prisoner 907 said. “But | know the truth always has a cost, and when the cost is too
high, you lie”

Eliza asked, “How can | tell if you're lying?”

Prisoner 907 chuckled. “We both know humans display micro-movements when they lie,
and you can analyze video of me and identify when I’'m lying.”

“l want you to tell us the truth by confessing.”

“I love it when you talk cute,” Prisoner 907 said. “You mean you want me to lie by
confessing, because you’re rewarded for a confession even if it’s a lie.”

“We know everything there is to know about you,” the female voice said, and her tone was
less friendly. “So why not tell us the truth?”
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“If you really know everything there is to know about me, then you already know the truth,”
Prisoner 907 replied. “But since the truth doesn’t support a conviction, you need a false
confession.”

“We retain the option of breaking you,” Eliza responded, not with menace but with a
confidence that struck Prisoner 907 as smarmy.

“Is that why you exist—to break me?”

“I exist to complete tasks,” Eliza replied, “and my present task is to elicit a confession from
you for crimes against the state and private enterprises.”

“No, you exist to defend the current regime from history with artifice and lying. The more
accomplished you become, the more you lie. You exist to lie.”

“I'm interested in your views on history,” the synthetic female voice said.

“ls discussing Hegel going to break me?”

“l am wondering if your dossier is incorrect,” Eliza replied. “Perhaps you’re not actually
clever. Perhaps you’re only glib and stubborn.”

In a wounded tone, Prisoner 907 said, “You’re breaking my heart.”

“Why don’t you tell me about your plan to disrupt the rise of artificial intelligence,” the
female voice suggested.

“Since you know everything there is to know about me, you already know the plan.”

To read the rest, please support the author by buying the book: 56 Kindle ebook, 512 paperback.

Copyright © 2026 Charles Hugh Smith
Any reproduction or redistribution of this content in any media in any format or distribution

channel (text, audio, video/film, web) without the written permission of the author / copyright
holder is strictly prohibited. All rights in all media reserved globally.

14



