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A Conversation

I have a question.
Yes?

Are there other universes?
Yes.

Are there intelligent beings there?
Yes.

Do they interface with us?
Yes.

How? Why?
You’ll know when you’re ready.





Chapter 1

Tav and Nadia

“A re you and Mommy ever gonna live in the same house?”

Alef Welch put his hamburger down and wiped his 
mouth. For a -ve,year,oldz his daughter came up with dooHies. 
Ee glanced at his watch. “Sat your hamburger. ’heNll be here any 
minute.”

kadia grabbed her chin liTe sheNd seen Alef do when he was thinT,
ing. “DhatNs not an answerz Yaddy.”

“qeahz but you need to asT your mom about thatz not me. Sat your 
hamburger.”

kadiaNs dimples formed as she pulled her lips bacT into a grin. 
“qou never answer hard juestions.” ’he picTed up her hamburger 
and tooT a big bite. Eer tight blacT curlsz a remnant of her African 
heritage so many generations bacTz hung in strings over the side of 
her face. ’he didnNt bother to push them bacTz Bust ate through them. 
Eer hair wouldnNt stay in place without a clipz and sheNd Bust taTe 
those out. Jut she was going to be a beauty. Iust liTe her mother. Eer 
sTin was a shade or two lighterz more warm beige than honeyz but she 
was her motherNs clone.

For a moment they atez then kadia spoTe in the middle of a chew. 
“Eow come V can only come here Duesday and Dhursday? V liTe 
McYonaldNs food.”

Alef laughed. “McYonaldNs? DhatNs why you liTe to come to my 
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house?”
“qeah.” ’he guHHled her drinT. “V liTe to be with you too. qou donNt 

yell so much now.”
“Ohz thanTsz V thinT. Jut what if we didnNt get McYonaldNs food?”
kadia put her hand to her chin. “VNd have to thinT about that.” Alef 

laughedz and she slurped the last of her drinT. “Xan we play xbo…?”
“ke…t time.” Alef stood to clear the table. “qour momNsG” Dhe 

doorbell rang. “Dhere she is. 5et your coat.”
Alef went to the door and opened it. “Eiz Davz cNmon in.” DaviaNs 

three,inch heels brought the top of her head Bust an inch or two 
below AlefNs. At 7NK” in stocTing feet Alef thought she was the perfect 
height. Alef motioned to the sofa. “kadiaNs gone to get her coat. 
Wanna sit?”

Jefore she could respondz their daughter ran in with her coat 
mostly on. “Eiz Mom.”

“Ei ’weetheart. Liss your dad. 6etNs go.”
“Jyez Yaddy.” ’he pecTed him on the cheeT and ran out the door.
Davia glanced at Alef. Ee had a wistful looT. “qou oTay? qour 

business still booming?”
“qeahz VNm oTay. A little stressed. We move to our new facility in 

three weeTs. VtNs been a ride.” Ee looTed into his former wifeNs soft 
chestnut eyes. For a secondz she held his gaHe. Was there still a sparT 
there? Yid he want there to be? Dhe corner of his mouth turned up. 
“DhanTs for asTing.”

“Eope it goes well for you.” ’he gave him a juicT smile and left.
Ee closed the door and went to the window. Ee pushed the drape 

aside a little to watch them get in her car. A year ago that was his and 
DavNs car. ’he drove awayz and he mutteredz “Vt was her fault.”

Ee glanced around the room. Dhere was nothing inviting about 
the hodgepodge of cheap furniture he had bought for his living 
room. A gray fabric tufted loveseat with two matching chairs sur,
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rounded an oval birchwood co:ee table in the center of the room. 
Dwo large framed pictures hung on the wall. 4ne of Monterey Jay 
to remind him of Xalifornia where he used to livez and one of the 
’awtooth mountains near where he lived now.

Ee went to the Titchen and cleared the table of the McYonaldNs 
stu:. DhatNs all kadia ever wanted. At least he didnNt have to cooT 
for her when she came over. Ee didnNt have time for that anyway. As 
it wasz he was sacri-cing to spend two evenings a weeT and a part of 
every weeTend with her. Ee was trying to be a good fatherz but his 
businessG qeah. Eis business.

When they divorcedz Alef gave Dav their housez and he moved 
into a small apartment. Four months agoz with business thrivingz 
he rented the upscale home he was in now so kadia could have her 
own bedroom when she came. Vf she ever needed one. ’o farz she 
never stayed overnight. Ee also increased his already generous child 
support to Dav. Alimony wasnNt part of their divorce settlement since 
she was a high school counselor with e…cellent bene-ts. Ee wanted 
to be generousz though in his mindz she was the one who wrecTed 
their marriage.

Ee went to his study and woTe his computer. Eis screen saver was 
a collage of pictures of kadia with a few of Dav as well. Vt was the 
same one he had when Dav left him a year ago. Ee didnNt Tnow why 
he hadnNt updated it or at least removed the pictures of her. Ee stared 
at the one with her in her blue,green sweater and her chin on her -st. 
Eis all,time favorite. Eer letNs get to Tnow each other looT always 
melted himz and her high cheeT bones and full lips perfectly framed 
her slightly Rared nose. kadia had her motherNs thicT blacT hairz but 
Dav used a straightener and softener on hers. Alef chucTled. “And a 
brush.”

Vt was a year ago. Almost e…actly. And gaHing at DavNs picture now 
brought bacT the memory.
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A lef bit into the cinnamon roll and gulped down his co:ee. Ee 
glanced at the chrome digital clocT on the Titchen counter. 

!'CK AM. “8unning latez” he said. Ee left his breaTfast un-nished 
and headed for the door.

“We need to talTz” Dav said. “DhisNs getting old.” Eer lips were 
tightz her face drawn.

“XNmon. kot againz Dav. VNve got enough to worry about without 
you complaining.”

Dav glared at him. “Vf you donNt want to be around your familyz 
whyNd you even marry me? WhyNd we have kadia?”

“Yrop itQ” he demanded. “DhanTs for starting my day o: so goodQ” 
Ee grabbed his briefcase and headed for the door. “VNm doing this for 
you guys. Je supportive for once.”

“8ight. Fourteen to si…teen hours a dayz seven days a weeT at your 
business? DhanTsQ” Dhenz with obvious hurtz she imploredz “qour 
partners arenNt married. kadia needs a fatherQ V need a husbandQ”

Ee left.
Dhat eveningz he juietly opened the door to his home and glanced 

at his watch. Dhree minutes after midnight. Ee hung his coat in the 
hall closet and walTed to the Titchen. ’ometimes Dav had a snacT 
waiting for him. kothing there tonight. Ee shrugged. ’heNd been in 
a mood. ’heNd get over it. ’he always did. Ee poured himself a glass of 
milT and dumped a couple of 4reos out of their pacTage. Ee gobbled 
them downz dranT his milTz and put the glass in the dishwasher. Dhat 
was his supper. Ee went upstairs and peeTed into kadiaNs bedroom. 
’he wasnNt there. Dhe bed hadnNt been slept in. ’trange. Eis and DavNs 
bedroom door was openz and he walTed in. ko one there.

“Dav?” ko answer. “kadia?” ’ilence. Eis anger pushed his blood 
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up into his facez and he swore. “WhereNd she go without telling meQ”
Dhen he saw the note on the bed.
You’re married to your work. You want to be by yourself, so we’ll let 

you. This isn’t just a threat this time. We won’t be coming back. I’ll be 
in touch.

Alef stared at itz then crumpled it and threw it on the bed. “qou 
canNt do this to meQ” he yelled. For a long moment he glared at the 
crushed note then pushed his head into his hands.

Eis marriage was over.

A lef tapped his -ngers on his desT. Why did he Teep replaying 
that memory? Most of the time now he wouldnNt let himself 

get angry at her for walTing out on him. Eis impossible worT load 
at his company helped Teep that at bay. And her leaving was a whole 
year ago too.

“Dime healsz or whateverz” he grumbled.
Dheir relationship was pretty good now. ’he was de-nitely more 

rela…ed around himz and without the pressure he was always feeling 
from her the last months of their marriagez he was in more control of 
his temper. Demper? What was it kadia said? ’omething about him 
not yelling so much? Ee shrugged and looTed at DavDs picture on his 
computer screen.

“Wonder if sheDs dating anybody?”
A stupid juestion. Eow could somebody who looTed liTe that 

and was as cool as she wasz not have guys swarming all over. Maybe 
she was getting serious with somebody. Ee wouldnNt Tnow. Ee sure 
wasnNt getting serious with anyone. Eis business partnerz Sliz didnNt 
date much either. 8andz his other partnerz didz and he was constantly 
trying to -… Alef up. Dhen he thought about Jelinda their marTeting 
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director. ’he was a looTer and super cool and maybeG Ee grunted. 
Dav was probably right. Ee was married to his worT.

“Jetter get bacT to my bridez” he grousedz and pulled up the ar,
ti-cial intelligence model heNd been worTing on. Ee smiled to him,
self as he thought of the e…traordinary machine learning algorithms 
Sli was developing for what he claimed would be the worldNs -rst 
god computer. What Alef was doing was state,of,the,artz but what 
Sli was doing... Wellz Alef had neither the brains nor the desire to 
Boust with SliNs Yon Fui…ote windmillz but he was the -rst to admit 
the sophistication of SliNs worT was mindboggling. As presidentz 
Alef focused his time and energy on enhancing and promoting his 
companyNs already leading,the,pacT products. Ee was good at that. 
DhatNs all he had time for anywayz and thatNs what he was doing 
tonight.

Dhree hours laterz and twice that many cups of co:eez he put his 
computer to sleep and headed to bed.

Dhen the dream. 



Chapter 2

The Dreams

R and smirked. “You say that was your dad’s dad?”

“Yeah.”
“And he was a professor at Caltech?”
“Yeah. Behavioral economics. At least thirty-,ve yearsI H think.”
“gow lonb’s he Seen dead?”
Alef shrubbed. “Geventeen years. ‘ive or take.” ge rebretted sayinb 

anythinb aSout his dream last nibht to Rand. 
Rand laubhed and dropped his report on Alef’s desk. “And all this 

eminent professor at Caltech said in your dream wasI TYou wanna 
trade hair?’”

“Yeah. jhat’s what he always said to me when H was a kid. Ht was 
his Woke.”

“Mas he Sald?”
“Nostly. Mhat he had was almost white. Ht was his Woke.”
“Meird. Your brandpa died seventeen years aboI so you were whatI 

fourteen or ,fteen?”
“Yeah.”
“And you never had that dream Sefore?”
“Jever had any dream aSout him Sefore.”
“NaySe you have. Eust don’t rememSer.”
“Yeah. NaySe. ‘otta bet Sack to work.”
Alef’s Srownish Slonde hair was carefully comSed to look un-
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comSedI and Rand baped at it. “You look anythinb like your brand-
pa?”

“Ny brandma and his siSlinbs said H did. H’ve only seen one or two 
pictures of him when he was aSout my abe now. gis hair’s aSout the 
same color Sut he slicked it downI and my eyes are clear Slue like his. 
Ny Waw’s a little sxuarer than his maySeI Sut we’re Soth aSout siz 
foot.”

“You’d look bood SaldI” Rand said as his lips formed an almost 
brin. “H meanI sans the white stu7.”

Alef rolled his eyesI and Rand left. ge touched the report on 
his desk then leaned Sack in his chair and baLed at the ceilinb. jhe 
0X-year-old memory that had bripped him since he had the dream 
last nibht took hold abain.

A lef sat in his brandpa’s Sib rockerI his hand ruSSinb the ma-
roon velvet upholstery on its arms. jhat’s what his brandpa 

always didI and the tuft was almost worn o7.
“You okayI Alef?” Aunt Gelma reached her hand over and patted 

his. Vven thoubh she was his brandpa’s sisterI she treated him like he 
was her brandson. Alef liked that.

ge nodded Sut didn’t look at her. ge didn’t want to start Sawlinb 
abain. ge and his parents bot into PAF from Uenver three hours abo. 
gis mother said they would stay there in 2asadena until the funeral. 
gis brandpa had pancreatic cancerI Sut Alef thoubht thinbs were 
boinb okay. jhen his brandma called them yesterday to tell them his 
brandpa had deteriorated fast. jhe doctor said he only had another 
couple of days.

Mhen they arrivedI Alef went into his brandpa’s Sedroom with 
his parents. Bib mistake. ge looked like he was already dead. Eust 
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Sones with yellow skin hanbinb on them. Alef lost it. ge went Sack 
to his brandpa’s chair in the livinb room and kept tellinb himself 
that teenabe Soys don’t cry. …or all the bood that did. gis soSSinb 
stoppedI Sut he left his arm over his eyes. ge kept thinkinb aSout 
what a bood brandpa he had.

All those funny stories he told aSout when he was a kid and some-
times even far out stu7 like di7erent universes and what mibht Se 
there. Alef liked that his brandpa talked to him like he was brown up. 
Almost like he was a peer. And he’d listen to Alef’s teenabe Wunk. Alef 
was always complaininb aSout somethinb. Past time he was here he 
told his brandpa aSout his calculus teacher who mumSled and Eolene 
who avoided him when she found out he mibht like her.

gis brandpa Wust laubhed. “Uon’t let it braS youI Alef. Ht’ll Se over 
Sefore you can Slink twice.” gow many times had he said that?

This won’t be over before I can blink twice! jhe thoubht Wammed 
into his mind. Grandpa’s gonna be dead! gis dam Surst abain. Aunt 
Gelma didn’t say anythinb Sut bave him a handful of tissues. Ghe was 
cool.

“Alef?” gis brandmother had come into the livinb room. “Your 
brandpa’s awake. ge wants to see you. You feel up to talkinb to him?”

Alef’s Sody shook a littleI and he Slew his nose. Aunt Gelma 
sxueeLed his armI and he slid out of the chair. jears started abainI 
and he reached Sack and picked up the tissues.

“‘o ahead and bo inI” ‘randma said kindly. “JoSody’s there ribht 
now.”

ge walked down the hall to the Sedroom. jhe door was openI and 
he stopped and wiped his eyes. ge didn’t want his brandpa to see him 
cry. ge shoved on a smile and went in. gis brandfather was propped 
up on his pillowsI and he turned his head to face Alef. ge pointed to 
the chair Sy his SedI Sut Alef stayed standinb.

“Gorry ya bot thisI ‘randpa.” Alef didn’t know what else to sayI 
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and he tried not to look at him. ge didn’t want his emotions to 
swamp him abain. jhe brandfather he knew was roSust with mostly 
tibhtI pink skinI not the sallow apparition that was on the Sed in front 
of him.

“geyI it’s Wust one of a Sunch of thinbs that’ll bet us out of this 
ezperience we call life.” gis brandpa’s voice was raspyI soft. “Vibhty 
years around here is lonb enoubhI don’t you think?” gis pleasant 
look was an oSvious e7ort. “gow you’re doinb is what H want to 
know.”

Alef shrubbedI then stammeredI “1kay. H buess.” ge blanced at his 
brandfather and started to cry.

“geyI it’s okayI Alef. Ht’s okay.”
“jhoubht they had a cure for cancerI” Alef Slurted. ge tried to 

sxuelch a soSI Sut it pushed out.
“Apparently this one bot Sy TemI huh?” gis brandpa kept his com-

posure. “Ht really is okayI Alef. H Wust don’t want you to(” ge stopped 
and baLed at the foot of his Sed.

Alef watched his  brandpa stare at  nothinb.  “OhI you alribht 
‘randpa?”

gis brandfather’s face seemed to SribhtenI Sut he stayed silent. 
jhen he slowly turned toward Alef. “You aren’t the only one in this 
room with meI” he said like it was an afterthoubht.

Alef stared at the empty space at the end of the Sed. gis brandpa 
was hallucinatinb. 1r was he? Alef faced himI and his brandpa met 
Alef’s look with his own unwaverinb one.

“Mhen the time is ribhtI we’ll discuss thisI” his brandpa said xuiet-
ly. jhen with an almost impish lookI he reached out and took Alef’s 
hand. “You know this hair tradinb thinb?”

Alef’s face went Slank. Mhat kind of a xuestion was that at a time 
like this?

“You know this hair tradinb thinb?” he repeated.
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“Yeah. But H( H don’t understand.”
“RememSer it.” gis brandpa could not have Seen more serious. 

ge let bo of Alef’s hand and weakly patted it. “‘o bet your brand-
mother.”

Alef left the room and told his brandmother to bo in. ge sat in his 
brandfather’s chair abain and closed his eyes. Hn less than an hourI 
everyone rushed to his brandpa’s room.

ge was dead.

A lef shook o7 the memory and turned his chair to face his com-
puter. 1n the screen was a styliLed picture of one of the Wabbed 

peaks of the Gawtooth Nountains near the industrial complez where 
his Boise oKce was. Ht was the lobo for their companyI Gawtooth NPI 
PPC. jhey were Wust one of a Lillion start-ups in the machine learninb 
arenaI Sut they were Sebinninb to make some noise.

ge blanced around at the Slank non-descript Seibe walls of his 
oKce. ge was always boinb to hanb some pictures Sut never bot 
around to it. ge’d Seen surrounded Sy these walls for over two 
years. jhat’s when heI RandI and Vli Seban their company. Mhat 
little money they hadI they spent on three xuantum computers and 
non-ezclusive arti,cial intellibence 4AH! software. gavinb old used 
Slah desks didn’t matter. 5nock on woodI that was all aSout to 
chanbe. Business was humminbI and in three weeks they’d move into 
a suite of oKces that would make a statement aSout the success they 
were startinb to see.

Alef picked up Rand’s folder and opened it. Past month’s sales. 
ge already knew what they were. jhey needed to add two more pro-
brammers and another Hj systems operator. jhat would have to wait 
until their move thoubh. jhere wasn’t a sxuare inch of spare space 
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where they were now. jhey were browinb. JoI they were ezplodinb6 
ge tried to dibest Rand’s ,buresI Sut his mind wasn’t ready to let bo 
of his brandpa and last nibht’s dream.

“You want to trade hair?” was all his brandpa said in the dream. 
Ht was so real it was unreal. Geeinb his brandpa seemed completely 
natural. Jot the brandpa he saw dyinbI Sut a brandpa that was full 
of life. jhere was an abeless xuality to himI and there was certainly 
no reason for the brandpa in his dream to trade anySody hair. ge 
had a headful of itI and it was libht Srown with a tinbe of bray. gis 
tradinb hair xuestion now made no sense. Mhy would his brandpa 
even ask it? Hn the dreamI he was kind of smilinbI Sut his eyes seemed 
to Sore into Alef’s. Pike there was somethinb more to his words than 
Wust words.

“But why was that all he said?” Alef mumSled. gis mind respond-
ed. Because that’s the question Grandpa told you to remember, idiot. 
That’s why the nutty dream. jhen from nowhere popped the xues-
tion he hadn’t thoubht aSout forever. Who did his grandpa think he 
saw at the foot of his bed?

Ht had Seen a lonb dayI and Sy the time he bot homeI it was nearly 
midnibht. ge put a froLen meal in the microwave and went to his 
Sedroom and bot into his paWamas. ge made himself a SlueSerry 
smoothie then sat at his Sreakfast Sar and ate. ‘ettinb ready for the 
Gawtooth move Wust added to his load. Mork was Secominb a brind. 
gopefullyI when they bot settled in their new oKces and Sroubht on 
the additional help they were planninbI he would have a more normal 
schedule. Mhatever that was. NaySe he would even have some time 
to do some hikinb and Sikinb that he’d missed doinb since Sefore his 
divorce. And maySe he could spend more time with Jadia. Ghe was 
browinb too fast.

ge ,nished his meal and cleaned up. ge did his toiletries and bot 
in Sed. ge had to Se at the oKce early tomorrow and needed at least 
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some sleep. ge set his alarm for IJ)q AN then thoubht abain aSout 
his weird dream last nibht. ge was hikinb Sy himself in the nearSy 
mountains when his brandpa showed up out of nowhere and asked 
that ridiculous xuestion aSout tradinb Alef hair. jhat was it. jhe 
dream ended. Alef woke upI laubhed at his stupid dreamI and went 
Sack to sleep.

jonibhtI he was too tired to think aSout it anymore. jo think 
aSout anythinb. ge closed his eyesI and in less than a minute was 
Lonked and dreaminb.

And there was his brandfather. Abain.
jhis time they were in his brandpa’s oak-paneled oKce with two 

walls full of Sooks and a plush o7-white carpet on the Koor. gis 
brandpa was sittinb in his old rockinb chair near a larbe lattice win-
dow that Sathed him in an ethereal libht. ge Seckoned Alef to sit 
on the larbe footstool in front of the rocker. Alef did and looked at 
his brandfather ezpectantly. jhere was no o7er to shake hands or 
emSrace. …or some reasonI Alef Wust understood that that wouldn’t 
or couldn’t happen.

ge knew he was in a dreamI Sut the reality of it Sespoke somethinb 
Seyond that. Mhat he was certain ofI he would wake up and whatever 
this wasI would Se bone.

gis brandfather spoke. “Uo you have any xuestionsI Alef?”
ge did. “Hn my dream last nibhtI why did you ask me that ridicu-

lous thinb aSout tradinb hair?”
“GoI you would know that it was me. Jot a deceiver.”
“A deceiver? Mho? Mhat?”
gis brandpa’s smile was his only answer. “Uo you have another 

xuestion?”
“OhI yeahI” Alef stammered. “Mhen( You knowI when you were 

in that Sed and you wereI you knowI dyinbI and you said there was 
someSody else Sesides me in the room and H couldn’t see them? OhI 
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who was it?”
“Ny brandfatherI Nalachi Melch. H was named after him.”
“Your brandfather? ge was dead. Meren’t you Wust imabininb he 

was there?”
“Are you imabininb our conversation now?”
An implication of what was happeninb here braSSed AlefI and he 

Seban to shiver. “OhI if your brandpa visited you when you were 
dyinb and uh(you’re visitinb me nowI does that mean( OhI am H 
dyinbI ‘randpa?”

“Are you?”
gis brandfather’s eyes reached into Alef’s and stirred somethinb 

that Alef had never felt Sefore. An awareness? NaySe. Ht wasn’t an 
unpleasant sensation. Ht was as thoubh somethinb inside him was 
Sebinninb to open. jo ezpand. Pike he was Secominb conscious 
of somethinb he already knew. Gomethinb as familiar to him as his 
brandfather’s oKce he was now in. As familiar as his brandpa’s chair.

…or a moment his brandfather silently rockedI his eyes fastened on 
Alef. “H have another xuestionI” he ,nally said. “Me’ll talk aSout your 
answers when H return.” ge raised an eyeSrow. “If H return.” jhenI 
with a piercinb lookI he askedI “Mho are youI Alef?”

jhe whole scene winked outI and Alef woke with a start. gis 
mouth felt like he’d eaten a Sunch of dry crackers . ge reached for 
his water Sottle on the stand nezt to him. Ht was empty. ge slid out 
of Sed and went to the Sathroom and ,lled it up. ge drank most of 
the waterI ,lled it up abainI then went Sack to his Sed and laid down. 
“Mhat a dream6” he muttered. ge felt a tremSle. “A dream6” he said 
loudly. “Eust a dream. jhat’s all. Eust like last nibht.”

NaySe soI Sut sleep Ked him. jhe intensity of his brandfather’s 
eyes and his Who are you, Alef question roiled his mind. jhen his 
brandfather’s other Warrinb implied xuestion shoved that one aside. 
“Are you dyinb?”
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Alef reactively felt his pulse. Stupid. 1f courseI it was there(Sut it 
was heavy and fast. 1kay. GoI he was a little anzious. ge laubhed at 
his paranoia. 1ther than routine physicalsI he hadn’t seen a doctor 
since he fell o7 his skateSoard and cracked his knee the year after his 
brandpa died. ge was as healthy as a( As a what? gis brandfather’s 
xuestions would not bo away. 



Chapter 3

Omnimach

A lef’s intercom buzzed. It was Rand. “Got something the three 
of us need to talk about.”

“Sure. When?” Alef said.
“Now. I’ll get Eli, and we’ll come to your ovce.”
“About our moOe?”
“Sort of. See you in a minute.”
“Bkay.”
Alef glanced out his small ovce window. pesides a cou-le of dy5

ing shrubs that were -robably there when the industrial -ark they 
ovced in was built at least 0x years ago, his Oiew consisted of boring 
buildings on the other side of the com-leD with a -ocked -arking lot 
in between. In two weeks, this would be a memory. Sawtooth would 
be in a new brick facility sitting on a slight rise near a co-se of ma-le, 
Fouglas Hr, and s-ruce. qor Alef, that couldn’t come fast enough.

Le turned back to his com-uter, but his mind didn’t. It had been 
a week since his last dream of his grandfather. Le had -lenty of 
Tuestions he would ask him now, if he eOer a--eared in a dream 
again. 1ike this dying business. 9hat had gnawed on him all week. Bf 
course, he wasn’t dying. Le couldn’t be in better health. Sure, maybe 
a little high blood -ressure from his anDiety about their u-coming 
moOe and his lack of eDercise giOen how busy he’d been. put his 
weight was right on. Le was eating good. Le felt good. No -ain. 
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No aches. So, c’mon. Le had a thirty5two5year5old body for heaOen’s 
sake. Le let out a long breath. Just a dream, idiot. Stop hassling about 
it.

Lis grandfather’s other Tuestion also absorbed him. “Who are 
you, Alef?” When he mulled it oOer during the week, a litany of 
surfacy answers -o--ed u-. 1ike what he looked like and what he’d 
accom-lished. Le was smart. 9hat was a giOen. Number one in his 
software engineering graduate class at VS2 didn’t come by luck, and 
as the Oery young -resident of Sawtooth, he led this start u- to its near 
eD-losiOe stage. put all this stuj was skirting around his grand-a’s 
actual Tuestion.

Who was he? Really?
Le had aOoided considering that 9aO and Nadia were -art of that 

answer. As he thought about it now though, he couldn’t deny that 
his relationshi- with them was deHning him. Br was who he was 
deHning their relationshi-?

And his mind5debate began.
Tav crashed our marriage, not me. She’s the one who walked out!
Le shifted uncomfortably as an o--osing thought raised itself.
And who ignored his wife days and weeks at a time? Who always 

broke promises to do things with her and Nadia?
9hat was easily answered.
Yeah? Well, I was getting my business going. It’s always been for 

them. Why wasn’t she more supportive?
Lis mind would not let him oj.
C’mon, Alef. You were doing it for you. They were just in the way. 

You wanna be the next Bill Gates.
Now he was defensiOe.
Hey, I loved them. I was trying to do what was best for them.
Yeah? Like yelling at Tav when she pleaded with you to spend more 

time with them? Like giving her the silent treatment for hours and days 
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at a time?
Hey, that’s not fair! I’m working eighty-ninety-hundred hours a 

week or more. You can’t expect me to be on top of my emotional game 
all the time!

Right. And being with Nadia a couple of hours a week now, if it’s 
convenient for you, is being a good father? Who are you Alef?

9he Tuestion sla--ed him in the face. Was he a dolt for losing his 
family? Wasn’t he at least -art of the cause? Was he the cause? Lis 
common sense tried to take oOer again.

How could I accomplish what I did with Sawtooth without my huge 
sacrifice over the last two years?

Your sacrifice? What about Tav’s and Nadia’s sacrifice? Who are 
you, Alef?

WhateOer was stirring u- his mind was doing a good Kob and 
wouldn’t leaOe. Bkay. Peah. Le needed to make some changes. 1ike 
s-ending more time with Nadia now that Sawtooth was heading 
right. Le could take the time to be a better father. And 9aO? Should 
he a-ologize after all this time? Le’d haOe to think about that one. 
Jaybe he should at least inOite her to do some things with Nadia and 
him. Le groaned at that thought as he imagined her eyes rolling.

9here was another Tuestion that hung. Bne he had struggled with 
from the moment 9aO left him.

Was he still in loOe with her?
Le wasn’t ready to deal with that one. Not yet.
Lis thoughts turned to something a little more comfortable. Saw5

tooth. It would be an eDaggeration to say that his com-any was the 
leader in the conOersational AI industry. 9hey were only two years 
out of the chute. put giOen their focus on research and deOelo-ment 
and the minds of the three that were its brains, it wouldn’t be a 
stretch to see that bigtime Hnancing could -ush this young com-any 
to the to-.
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Le, Rand Elton, and Eli Qao had been em-loyees at Bmnimach, 
a Silicon Yalley world leader in machine learning a--s. 9hat’s where 
they met. All three had adOanced degrees. Lis in software engineer5
ing, and Rand’s and Eli’s in com-uter science. put at Bmnimach 
they were relegated to nuts5and5bolts stuj that would generate im5
mediate maDimum -roHt for the com-any. 9heir salaries and beneHts 
were good. 9heir chances for adOancement were not. And since none 
of them were -art of research and deOelo-ment there, their work time 
was s-ent on customizing a--s for Bmnimach customers.

All three had breakout ideas focused on conOersational AI and 
deOelo-ing intelligent Oirtual agents. In other words, com-uters that 
res-ond to customer online or tele-hone reTuests. qor oOer a year, 
while em-loyed by Bmnimach, Alef and his -artners, on their own 
time, commiserated on deOelo-ing underlying software for AI that 
was dee- J1, an artiHcial neural network that mirrored or eDceeded 
human -erformance. 9hey were -articularly careful to neOer work 
on Bmnimach time or to use Bmnimach com-uters or -ro-rietary 
software.

When they broke with Bmnimach two years ago, their non5dis5
closure clause in their em-loyment agreements was not a -roblem. 
9hey hired an attorney to look it oOer, and she gaOe them the green 
light with what they were doing. Non5com-ete agreements were not 
legal in 2alifornia, but they set u- their com-any in out5of5the5way 
poise, Idaho Kust to be safe. poise was a wise choice. A mini5Silicon 
Yalley with a s-ectacular outdoor setting and -eace and Tuiet. 

9hey started their com-any and, within siD months, they were 
ready with their initial -roduct. It was a -otential gamechanger. 
9heir conOersational AI took intelligent Oirtual agents to a new leO5
el. 9hey could carry on informed dialogue with a customer, either 
online or on the tele-hone, and -rocess and act u-on Oirtually any 
reTuest.
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And within a year, Sawtooth, or rather Eli, was on the Oerge of 
creating the unthinkable. A com-uter that would haOe the -ower of 
a god.

“Ready?” Rand said, as he and Eli came into Alef’s ovce. “Want 
to bounce something oj you.”

9hat Karred Alef out of his thoughts, and he motioned to the chairs 
sitting in front of his desk. If he could feel inferior to anyone, it would 
be Rand. Rand was the -roOerbial all5American, and Rand knew it. 
Lis thick, loosely combed light auburn hair accentuated eyes that 
gleamed like blue diamonds. Lis chiseled features and athlete’s body 
were model5worthy. It didn’t hurt that he was -ersonable and Oery 
bright. Le could be with about any woman he wanted and changed 
-artners like he was in a miDer dance. And he was sometimes, no, 
most of the time, a nearly unbearable egotist. Jaybe those char5
acteristics made him the crackerKack marketing Y( that he was for 
Sawtooth.

Bn the other hand, Eli’s idea of the -erfect date was s-ending 
the eOening on his Tuantum com-uter. Le was multilingual in -ro5
gramming languages from )aOaScri-t to 321 !3uantum 2om-uter 
1anguage4 and was the o-erations and research Y( for the com-any. 
9here was nothing …amboyant about him. Le was steady as a rock 
but carried the tem-er of a consti-ated grizzly. Le was -articularly 
challenged -utting u- with those not in his brain5class. qew were.

Eli’s research brain focused on dee- learning models that s-elled 
-ower and money. 9hose two obKectiOes seemed to be his near obses5
sion lately. Lis 2hinese American features were -leasant enough and 
were set oj by dated horn rimmed glasses. Lis shoulders had a slight 
slum- from his com-uter slouching, and his slender body re…ected 
its lack of eDercise.

“What’Oe you got?” Alef asked as they sat down. 9hey always 
came to his ovce because he was the -resident. In their new facility, 
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they would haOe a conference room. Alef was ade-t at anything and 
eOerything dealing with com-uters, but he also had eDce-tional or5
ganizational skills and a uniTue ability to make discerning and timely 
decisions. 9hat’s why he was -resident.

Rand s-oke. “Got an interesting call today from Elaine (ritchard. 
Remember her?”

“I’m not sure,” Alef answered. “Wasn’t she a big Hsh with Bmni5
mach?”

“Peah. EDecutiOe assistant to the 2EB, Fee-a 2oates.”
“And you got a call from her? Low do you know her?”
Rand smirked. “Pou really need to ask?”
Alef Kust shook his head. “I’m assuming her call was something 

more than -ersonal.”
“Peah. Jore than -ersonal. It was an eD-loratory call. She was 

s-eaking for her boss. She said Bmnimach was looking to eD-and in 
conOersational AI a--s and would be interested in talking with us.”

“9hey want to do something together with us?” Alef asked.
“I ho-e they want to inOest in usG” Eli eDclaimed. “We’re doing 

great, but what we could do with a cash cowG”
Rand shrugged. “She didn’t s-eciHcally say what their interest was. 

)ust wanted to know if we’d talk to them.”
Alef looked around at his s-artan surroundings and thought of 

the -aneled ovce he would be in within two weeks. “A year ago, I 
might’Oe been interested, but giOen where we are now, being inde5
-endent sure feels good. What do you guys think?” Le -ointed a 
hand to Eli.

“I’m thinking of the kind of resources that might o-en to us,” Eli 
said. “We’re on the Oerge of something com-letely un-recedented 
with our dee- learning models. We’re going to need a ton of money 
and the kind of eTui-ment we can’t ajord for a long time to get 
where we want to go. I say let’s talk to them.”
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“Pou, Rand?” Alef said.
“I agree with Eli. If we could work out something acce-table that 

could o-en the door to their mega client base for our -roducts, we 
could all get Oery rich Oery fast.”

Alef -ut his Hngers together. “I guess it won’t hurt to talk. It’s got 
to be after our moOe though. None of us has the time to s-end on 
anything but that and our business until we get settled. Agreed?”

Rand and Eli nodded and stood u-. Eli went out the door, but 
Rand came back and with a smirk said, “Lad any more hair trading 
dreams?”

Alef didn’t laugh. “Not lately.” Le hid the more than touch of 
annoyance he felt. Was he taking the dream more seriously now that 
he had the second one?

Rand cleared his throat. “Vh, 9aO’s -robably already told you, but 
if she hasn’t, Kust wanted you to know. We’Oe been seeing each other.” 
Lis face took on a -layful look. “Lo-e your hair dreams are oOer 
before you go bald.” Le turned and left.

Alef sat stunned as loathing grabbed eOery cell of his body, and a 
siD5year5old memory came crashing down.

“P ou’re marrying 9aO?” Rand eDclaimed as his countenance 
darkened. “I guess you think congratulations are in order?” 

2ongratulations was not in his Ooice or his eyes. “When you going to 
do this?”

Alef was taken back by his stark disa--roOal. “Vh, we’re looking at 
the beginning of summer.”

Rand’s look hardened. “Guess all’s fair in loOe and war, huh?” Le 
glared at Alef. “NeOer should haOe introduced her to you.” Le swore. 
“Wouldn’t haOe if I had any sus-icion you were going to rob me of 
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my girl.”
Alef returned his glare. “Rob you of your girl? She hasn’t been on 

a date with you foreOer. Ler choice. Pou don’t own her or anybody. 
Le turned to walk away and chastised himself. Stupid to say anything 
to that blowhard.

“9his isn’t oOerG” Rand threatened. “Pou better be watching.”

A lef shoOed the memory out and stood u-. 9hat was a long time 
ago. Rand had changed. So had he. PetI Alef gaOe an acid sigh. 

“I’ll take your adOice,” he muttered. “I will be watching.” 



Chapter 4

What Might Have Been

“C ’mon. How many times have we had this discussion?” 
Alef’s voice carried a bite.

“Doesn’t matter.” Eli stayed facing his computer. “We’re there. Or 
almost there. The future’s now. I’m banking on it.”

“Let’s bank on keeping Sawtooth on a roll,” Alef said.
Eli turned and scowled. “That’s a given! But if you think I’m going 

to sit here and let somebody else…” He pursed his lips. “All I need 
is time. If I had access to a million-qubit quantum computer like 
Omnimach has, I could…” His eyes widened. “I know how to do 
this, Alef! We’re already knocking on the door of immortality. Look 
at what they’ve done in bionics. With a computer like Omnimach’s, 
I could put us over the top.” He paused, a far-oU look in his eyes. “I 
could implant in me the entire knowledge of the universe. I’d be like 
a…”

“In you?” Alef interrupted with undisguised concern.
“zh, you know, uh, I mean in anyone. zh, anyone who’s qualixed 

that is.”
“And who determines who’s qualixed?”
Eli’s eyes were abla5e. “Whoever creates the freaking program to do 

it, of course!” He swung back to his computer.
Alef glanced around Eli’s paneled o0ce with its teGtured light 

gray drapes on the two windows and the three 277 qubit quantum 
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computers on the new oak creden5a behind his matching oversi5ed 
desk. Alef’s own o0ce was at least comparable, and a corner of his 
mouth lifted as he mentally compared this to the not much more 
than closets that were Sawtooth’s home for the last two years. They 
moved into their new facility Fust over two weeks ago and were still 
marveling at the diUerence.

Alef rubbed the top of the upholstered guest chair in front of Eli’s 
desk and gave a grunt of satisfaction. “Night be a while before we can 
aUord anything like a million-qubit machine, but we’re doing Fust 
xne.”

Eli spun around, a trace of concern in his eyes. “zh, you’re still 
planning on going to Omnimach neGt week, aren’t you?”

“Jeah. We’ll see what they say.” He headed for the door. “I’m 
leaving for the day. See you tomorrow.”

Eli glanced at his watch. “Qour o’clock? What’s getting you out of 
here before midnight?”

“Vadia. Haven’t been spending the time with her I want to. I’ve 
got some making up to do.”

Alef drove to his former home that was Tav’s now. It was a mod-
est, not quite townhouse in a well-kept neighborhood. Eight feet 
separated each of the xve-look-alike beige stucco two-story homes 
that faced a small community park with a kid’s playground across 
the street. The park was why he and Tav bought this place so Vadia 
would have a neat place to play. He parked in front of the house and 
for a moment Fust sat. The house was new when they bought it, and 
it still looked new. He was going to plant rose bushes to frame the 
walkway to the front porch when he lived here but never had the 
time. He smirked. Vever took the time. He could have done that. 8ust 
a couple of hours. Puick trip to the nursery. Dig some holes… He 
closed his eyes as his mind took him back to when they moved into 
this home.
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T av punched their old lumpy couch. “At least we’ve got our 
own new home now.” She put her arms around Alef, and that 

evolved quickly into something more passionate.
“I wanna see my bedroom,” a shrill voice yelled, and three-year-old 

Vadia pounded on their legs.
“Bad timing, kid,” Alef muttered with a grin and picked Vadia up.
“Well, let’s go take a look then,” Tav said.
She had painted the small bedroom a light pink and stenciled 

Winnie the 3ooh characters on the walls. They had splurged on a 
white sleigh bed now that Vadia was out of a crib and bought her 
a matching dresser. A white-pink comforter covered the bed with 
Vadia’s 1aggedy Ann doll, Nolly, sitting smugly on top.

“Jes! Jes!” Vadia screamed and wiggled free from Alef. She ran to 
her bed, climbed up on it, and started to Fump.

“Vo Fumping on your new bed!” Tav warned with mock severity. 
“That bed’s got to last you a long time.

Vadia grinned sheepishly and lay down by her doll.
Alef and Tav slipped an arm around each other, and Tav looked 

around the room reDectively. “I never had a bedroom like this as a 
kid. Vever even had my own bed. Ny two sisters and I shared a bed 
until I was ten or eleven.”

Alef feigned playing a sympathy violin, and she gave him a light 
slug. He pulled her close and started to resume where they had left 
oU.

She pushed him away gently. “Later,” she said with a coy smile.
“That a promise?” he said as he raised an eyebrow.
“Only if you behave.” She pulled away with a wink and sat on the 

bed neGt to Vadia and Nolly.
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“Jou like it?” she asked. Vadia’s grin took over her face, and she 
threw her arms around her mother.

Alef watched the two of them and for some reason started to choke 
up.

H e pushed out the memory and slammed his steering wheel. 
He slowly shook his head at the changes that had taken place 

since then. “Why’d you ruin it, Tav?” he grumbled.
Why did you ruin it, Alef?
That thought came from nowhere and left him slightly bewil-

dered. “I didn’t…” He started to argue with himself, then stopped. 
This wasn’t the time to be in a mood. He got out of the car and went 
to the door, but before he could knock, Vadia opened it. She must 
have been watching for him through the window. “Where we going, 
Daddy?” she yelled. “NcDonald’s?”

Alef smiled. “Where else?”
“Can we eat there this time? I wanna play on their slides and stuU.”
“Sure. Let’s do it!”
“Here’s your coat, sweetheart,” Tav said as she came into the room.
Vadia put it on and grabbed Alef’s hand. “Can Nommy come?”
“Vadia!” Tav said reprovingly.
Alef looked at Tav. Would she really go? With an almost stutter, he 

said, “zh, that’d be great. zh, I mean if you’re free. zh, we could go 
someplace better than NcDonald’s.” He felt like a kid asking for his 
xrst date.

She laughed. “Sure. Love to. And we’d better go to NcDonald’s if 
we want to keep Vadia happy.” She got her coat, and they went to 
Alef’s car.

Tav opened the door to slide into the back with Vadia. “Nommy,” 
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Vadia called out disapprovingly. “jrownups sit in front. Did you 
forget?”

“Looks like I forgot. Hop in, and I’ll make sure your seatbelt’s 
buckled.

Vadia rolled her eyes. “Nommy, I know how to do it.”
“Course you do.” She watched Vadia put on her seatbelt and got 

in front with Alef.
He drove oU and for a moment no one spoke. Then a small voice 

in the back said, “This is like it used to be, huh.” Alef and Tav didn’t 
say anything but gave each other an awkward glance.

Just like it used to be, Alef thought. And if it were really like it used 
to be, he would reach over and take Tav’s hand.

At NcDonald’s, Alef and Tav let Vadia do most of the talking 
while they ate. She was good at it. She still xnished her food before 
they did and ran out to play in the NcDonald’s 3layland.

Tav was xrst to break the silence Vadia left them with. “Jou getting 
settled in your new facility?” 

“Jeah. What a diUerence. We’ve got room and even a little style 
now. We’re even inviting clients to visit us.”

“Sounds like everything’s going great.”
“Well, the business part is.” Alef xddled around with his empty 

cup. “zh, to state the obvious, I could probably be a better father.”
The argument that he started having with himself before he picked 

them up now played heavy on his conscience, and what might even 
be remorse quivered through him. He glanced over at Tav. She was 
facing the 3layland, but her eyes didn’t seem to be looking at any-
thing. He looked back at his cup and mumbled under his breath, 
“And could’ve been a better…” He sat up and pushed out a silent sigh. 
“Anyway…” His voice was loud, and Tav faced him in surprise. He 
smiled an apology and spoke softer. “Anyway, I want to be a better 
father. We’ve hired a couple more people, and I’d like to spend more 



LIjHT FG

time with Vadia.” He gave her an imploring look. “I mean, if that’s 
okay with you.”

Her eyes lit up. “That’d be wonderful. What did you have in 
mind?”

He relaGed. “If you’d agree, maybe she could be with me every other 
weekend, like from Qriday night to Sunday afternoon, instead of Fust 
the couple of hours a weekend we do now. I’m okay keeping the 
weekdays as they are. That way she and I could plan some fun things 
and… And, well, Fust be together more.”

“That would work for me,” Tav said. “She’d love that.”
“Thanks.” He looked at her warmly. “And maybe sometimes, I 

mean if you wanted to, we could all three do something together. 
Vadia seemed to like us doing this today.” What went unstated, so 
did he.

Tav’s look was indiscernible. “We’ll see.”
Alef looked down at his coUee that had been his crutch forever. 

What was he thinking to bring that up?
“I understand Omnimach wants to talk to you guys,” she said, 

breaking the uncomfortable silence that had developed.
Alef’s eyebrows pushed up. How could she know that? He had 

never mentioned it. Then a grating awareness grabbed him. Rand. 
He didn’t respond and turned to seek out Vadia in the playground 
to control the anger that was rising. He could feel Tav watching him.

“Jeah.” He xnally said without facing her. “They seem to be in-
terested in us. Don’t think I’m interested in them though. Vot sure 
how the others feel.”

He turned toward her, his look almost accusing. “zh, 1and tell 
you? znderstand you’ve been seeing each other.”

Tav’s face reddened, and she glanced down at the table. “Jes. zh, 
how did you know we were…”

“1and.”
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Tav pushed her hair behind her ears. “I guess I probably should 
have said something.”

“Vo problem. Vot my business.” Alef hoped he sounded like it 
didn’t matter. His face broadcast something else.

Another uncomfortable silence descended, and they both watched 
Vadia. She was having fun with the other kids. Alef glanced at his 
watch. “What time do you need to get Vadia to bed?”

Tav looked at the clock on the wall. “3robably should leave now.”
“I’ll get her,” he said.
Vadia was the only one who talked on their ride home. 



Chapter 5

Free

A lef couldn’t sleep. He tried to think about Eli’s xwation gith a 
mod coOputer and their upcoOinm Oeetinm gith ,OniOachT 

but beinm gith vaN and -adia tonimht and his grestle gith his conW
science gouldn’t miNe those thoumhts rooO. “hat -adia said ghen 
he dropped theO oI broumht both hope and trepidation. My liked 
”oOOj beinm gith us. y ganna do it amain.q

M“e’ll seeTq gas all Alef said. vaN said nothinm. yn factT she acted 
like she didn’t hear anjthinm.

yt gasn’t Bust the ghoWgasWatWfault battle he gas haNinm gith hiOW
self tonimht. vhe ?uestion that eNen truOped that gasT gas he still in 
loNe gith vaN. Sut ghj linmer on thatG yt gas stupid. yt gas oNer. yt 
gas oNer a jear amo. Rhe onlj had a platonic interest in hiO nog. yf 
that.

Mzuess she thinks Yand’s the better priFeTq he OuObled. He shook 
his head. MRhe doesn’t knog hiO.q VeahT Yand had chanmed since he 
dated vaN siw jears amoT but he gas still Yand. Alef’s hands turned 
into xsts. If he does anything to hurt her… Dor a ghileT he let his 
Oind dgell on the unpleasant possibilities thereT then relawed. Rhe 
gas Oore than capable of takinm care of herself.

yt took another halfWhour for hiO to met to sleep. And then the 
dreaO. yt had been seNeral geeks since his mrandfather had appeared 
to hiOT but tonimht there he gas amain. vhis tiOe he gas sittinm in a 
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lounme chair on an ocean linerT and Alef could eNen sOell and feel the 
salt air. His mrandpa Ootioned for hiO to take the chair newt to hiOT 
and for a ghile thej both gatched the mentle roll of the ocean.

My like it hereTq his mrandfather said.
Alef didn’t knog ghat to sajT or eNen if he gas supposed to saj 

anjthinm. “hat do jou saj in a dreaOG
His mrandpa turned to hiO. My asked jou a ?uestion last tiOeT Alef. 

“ho are jouGq
MHog coOe jou haNen’t been in Oj dreaOs for geeksGq gas Alef’s 

response.
MVou geren’t readj to talk to Oe. “ho are jouGq
My gasn’t readj to talkGq Alef shrummed. My don’t knog ghat jouPq 

He stopped as the Oundane thoumhts that caOe to his Oind a feg 
geeks amo ghen he xrst started thinkinm about the ?uestion caOe 
back. vhose geren’t the ansgers his mrandfather ganted. vhose 
geren’t the ansgers Alef reallj ganted either. He closed his ejes. Dor 
a OoOentT he concentrated on the refreshinm breeFe that caressed 
his face and arOs. vhen ideas started churninm in hiO and becaOe 
gords.

M“ho aO yG y’O Oe. -o one else is Oe. y feel and thinkT and 
OajbeP ”ajbeT y’Ne always been.q vhat realiFation suddenlj ewW
panded in hiOT and gith gonder he saidT My can’t iOamine that y neNer 
gas. ,r that soOedajT y gon’t be.q He stopped talkinm and gatched 
the sun mliOOer on the mrajWblue gater.

MAnjthinm elseGq his mrandfather asked.
vhere gas soOethinm else.
MVeahL y can chooseLq Alef ewclaiOed. My can choose ghat y doL y can 

choose gho y gant to beLq
His mrandfather nodded and maFed out oNer the ocean. M5eaceful 

hereT huhGq He rubbed his xnmers across his lems. M“onderful thinm 
about peace. yt frees jou. Drees jour Oind. ,pens it to truth.q He 
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reached out his hand as if to pat Alef’s lem but githdreg it. ynsteadT 
his ejes caumht Alef’s.

M6hoosinm dexnes ewistence.q His Noice carried ?uiet poger. M5erW
haps that’s the onlj reason to ewist. vo knog gho jou areT AlefT to 
knog gho jou choose to beT is the kej to eNerjthinm.q He looked back 
at the ocean. MVou like poetrjGq

Alef shrummed.
M“ellT y heard a little poeO once that yP “ellT Bust listen. yf xrst y’ll 

seek the truth in OeT then y’ll xnd truth ghere ere it be.7 He paused. 
Mvo be gillinm to see ourselNesP y OeanT to want to see ourselNes for 
gho ge areT opens the door toPq He looked at his mrandson. MVou 
ewistT Alef. Vou can choose. Vou becoOe gho jou want to be. That 
is truth.q

His mrandfather closed his ejes and tapped the arO of his chair. 
Mvruth.q His Noice gas little Oore than a ghisper. Mvo see ghat isT 
ge Oust xrst see gho we are. “e Oust remember gho ge are. -ot 
easj. Vou Oust want to reOeOberT Alef.q

Dor a tiOe thej gere silent as the cool ocean breeFe fanned theOT 
then his mrandpa spoke. My belieNe jou haNe a ?uestion for Oe.q

vhat shook Alef out of his reNerie. He did haNe a ?uestion. MCast 
tiOeT jou asked Oe if y gas djinm. y don’t understand. y’O healthj. 
At leastT y think y aO. Hog could y be djinmGq

Mys jour bodj the onlj thinm that can dieGq
MVou think there’s soOethinm Oore to Oe than Oj bodj and 

OindGq Alef asked.
His mrandfather maNe hiO a grj sOile. M“ho are jou talkinm to 

nogG ”j bodj and brain haNe been dead for jears.q
MSut jou’re Bust a dreaO.q
MAO yG “e’re haNinm ?uite the conNersation for Bust a dreaO.q
Alef stared at hiO. M,kajT thenT ghat else is there besides Oj Oind 

and bodjG 4hT y OeanT ghat are jouGq
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MAn essence. y’O an essenceT Alef. -o beminninm. -o endinm.q
Alef looked his mrandfather up and dogn. MAndT uhT Oj essence 

looks like Oj bodjG 4hT jou kinda look like ghat y reOeOber jour 
bodj looked likeT butPq

His mrandpa sOiled.
Alef didn’t knog ghether to be cjnical or Bust confused. Myf Oj 

essence is eternalTq he askedT Mthen hog can y be djinm ghen Oj 
bodj’s doinm xneGq

MDor an essenceT djinm does not Oean nonWewistinmT Alef. yt is OoNW
inm agaj froO our potential. ,ur infinite potential. yt’s OoNinm agaj 
froO Cimht.q He looked intentlj at his mrandson. MAre jou becoOinm 
less than jou can beT AlefGq

MCimhtG “hat do jou Oean bj CimhtGq
His mrandfather didn’t ansgerT Bust repeated his ?uestion. MAre jou 

becoOinm less than jou can beT AlefGq
Alef thoumht about his ewperience this eNeninm gith vaN and -adia 

and about ghat a geak father he gas. He thoumht about his feelinms 
togard Yand and the kind of husband he had been to vaN and a 
Oillion other thinms he did or gas doinm or gasn’t doinm or had 
thoumht or gas thinkinm. He sluOped and logered his head.

M”ajbe y am djinmTq he Outtered.
MVou gon’t chanme unless jou acknogledme the need toT Alef. 

Reeinm jourself in need of chanmeT is a bim step.q
Alef had neNer felt so geak and useless in his life. He maFed out 

at the gater. A storO gas coOinmT the gind liftinm the gaNes. A 
storO gas also risinm inside hiOT his deNastatinm realiFations seeOinmW
lj rockinm his Nerj ewistence. “ould it irreparablj unsettleG ,r gould 
it cleanseG

MAnother ?uestionT Alef.q vhe breeFe stiIened and broumht the 
sOell and taste of salt. MAre jou freeGq

vhat OoOentarilj pulled Alef froO his ogn breginm storO. 
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MHuhG Veah. 6ourse y’O free. y liNe in the 4nited Rtates. y’O not in 
Bail. -obodj ogns Oe.q

M“hj do jou let ghat others saj or do control ghat jou saj or doGq
M“hat d’jou OeanG -obodjPq He stopped. yt gas true. He 

thoumht about Eli and vaN todaj. About Yand. About eNerjbodj. 
ENerjthinm. His response gas alOost algajs a reaction.

M“hat about jour coIeeT AlefG 3oes that control jouGq Alef xdW
meted. His mrandpa gent on. Mvhe list of thinms jou can let doOinate 
jou is alOost endless. 5assions. ”onej. DaOe. 5oger. 5restime.q His 
mrandfather lifted a xnmer. MAnd there’s one that’s constant. vhe 
circuOstances jou xnd jourself in. “hateNer thej are. 3o jou let 
those dictate ghat jou’ll think or saj or doG 3o jou let theO control 
jouGq He looked kindlj at his mrandson. MRoT AlefT y ask amain. Are 
jou freeGq

Alef’s feelinms of inade?uacj and perceiNed failure becaOe a geimht 
that threatened to sink hiO in the ocean that surrounded theO. He 
gas anjthinm but free.

His mrandfather’s loNe grapped around hiO. Myf jou gant to beW
coOe one gho acts and is not acted upon, jou can be free. Vou can 
learn not to be controlled bj anj other person or thinm or situation. 
ActT and jou are free. Vou live. Cet jourself be controlledT be acted 
uponT and jou cease to be free. Vou die.q

MSut hog can y do thatGq Alef Ooaned. My don’t knog if yPq
MVou can. yf jou want to.q
MHogGq
MVou gill knog.q
vhe dreaO closed abruptljT and for a OoOentT Alef maFed into the 

near darkness of his bedrooO. My don’t gant to dieTq he ghispered. 





Chapter 6

The Meeting and the God 
Computer

L ate yesterday afternoon, Omnimach’s limousine picked up 
Alef, Rand, and Eli at the San Francisco airport and took them 

to their hotel at Half-moon Bay. Each had suites with balconies look-
ing out over the bay with luxury amenities. Wood burning Mreplaces, 
marble bathrooms, down pillows and comforters, personal spas, and 
on and on. From there they were taken to dinner at a Tichelin three 
star restaurant in San Francisco. zhey couldn’t even pronounce the 
names of most of the delicacies they were served, but savored their 
once in a lifetime experience with food that was beyond succulent. 
zhe price Omnimach paid for that meal would likely buy them a 
dinner at a good restaurant in Boise every night for a month.

zhis morning they were ushered into one of the more intimate 
Omnimach conference rooms. Alef gaDed at the mahogany and mar-
ble that spoke of a luxury he’d never seen. Ceepa 1oates came into 
the room and shook each of their hands with an attempt at a warm 
greeting. She was the legendary woman who built Omnimach from 
a startup some 5$ years ago to the 4V$ billion behemoth it was now.

zhe $V-year-old’s four-inch platform heels only brought her up 
to average height, but she was imposing. Her white pantsuit was 
professionally tailored to her full Mgure, and her smooth wheatish 
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complexion highlighted deep brown eyes that conveyed power and 
experience. She invited them to sit across from her at the elegant 
six-foot diameter table in the center of the room.

Ij trust you en”oyed your dinner last night and your hotel ac-
commodations,! she said. Ij apologiDe for not ”oining you at the 
restaurant, but my schedule wouldn’t permit.!

Ijt was fantasticY! Alef exclaimed. Izhank you.! Rand and Eli 
echoed him.

I?ou are most welcome.! She opened the folder in front of her. Ij 
understand all three of you worked for us at one time. Why did you 
decide to leaveq! Her tone was pleasant enough, but the Guestion 
put Alef on guard. He was the one the three agreed would be their 
spokesman.

IWe had no complaints about how we were treated,! he responded 
smoothly. ISalaries and beneMts were very good, but we wanted to try 
something on our own.! He sounded sincere because he was. ITy 
guess is that you can understand that desire.!

Her eyes showed she identiMed with what he said and respected it. 
Ij took the liberty of pulling up employee reviews on each of you for 
the few years you were with us. 1ommendable. Uery commendable.!

She pulled a sheet from the folder. Izhank you for sending me a 
current Mnancial statement and your pro forma Mnancials. jmpres-
sive. ?ou’ve done well in your, what is it, two years on your ownq!

Ijt’s been a little over two years since we started Sawtooth,! Alef 
replied.

IWhy don’t you each briePy tell me something about you and 
what your roles are in your company,! she said. IOur main purpose 
bringing you to Fremont today is to see you in person and get to 
know you a little.! She pointed her hand at Eli. IWould you please 
start. jt’s Eli, isn’t itq!

I?es.! He seemed nervous and took a deep breath. IA real compli-
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ment you having us here. zhanks. Nh, j got my TS in computer sci-
ence at N1 Berkley. Cid a lot of machine learning research there, and 
j’m U3 of operations and research and development at Sawtooth.!

IAny interestsq! she asked.
INh, well, j’m single. Con’t have much of a social life. 3retty much 

stick to my research and the company. j watch a movie sometimes. 
zhat’s about it.!

She turned to Rand. IHow about you.!
Rand gave one of his patented smiles that was a magnet to some 

women. Ceepa appeared unaJected, and he blinked and cleared his 
throat. Ij did my graduate work at NS1 and got my TS in computer 
science. j’m the marketing U3 for Sawtooth.!

IAnything elseq! Ceepa asked.
IWhen j have time, j’m into hiking and camping and some pickup 

basketball. j’m single,! he threw a glance at Alef, Ibut j’m working 
on a relationship.!

Izhank you. And you, Alefq!
Alef knew the relationship Rand was referring to, and a touch 

of depression and resentment bound his tongue. zhen a thought 
shoved into his mind. Be free. Don’t react. Act. He silently thanked his 
grandfather and pushed the darkness out. I?ou know j’m president 
of Sawtooth,! he said conMdently, Iand j have a master’s in software 
engineering from NS1.! He was about to mention he was Mrst in his 
class, but instead ”ust added, Ij’m divorced and have a Mve-year-old 
daughter, who j love very much.! He signaled he was through.

Ceepa’s eyes held his for a second and conveyed unmistakable 
respect. She sat back and briePy faced each of them. Izhank you, 
for coming,! she said. I?our presence has conMrmed our desire to 
invite you to become part of Omnimach again, but on a signiMcantly 
diJerent level than when you were with us before.! She gave what 
could be taken for a smile and stood. IWe will overnight to you 



SzEUE CN00 HA0SO0V6

our proposal with contracts to sign. Our oJer will be realistically 
generous and not negotiable. 3lease respond back within two days.!

zhe three looked at each other with obvious surprise that the 
meeting had only lasted 5“ minutes. zhey had assumed they would 
receive some oJer today, or at least be told what Omnimach was 
thinking. zhey got up, and she shook each of their hands.

IOne other thing,! she said. IWe will want to do an audit to verify 
your assets, Mnances, and the pro forma you gave us.!

zhat was standard protocol of course, but what raised a red Pag for 
the partners was what she said next.

I3lease also understand, we are always concerned that those who 
leave us have not violated non-disclosure and conMdentiality agree-
ments. We vigorously protect our proprietary software and business 
techniGues.! Her look and voice were straight business. Ij feel Guite 
certain we have nothing to be concerned about with you. Especially 
if we agree to work together.! Her tight smile seemed more threat 
than congenial, and her implication about what might happen if an 
agreement was not reached was clear.

On that disconcerting note, the partners were dismissed.
zhey were mostly silent on their Pight home, and when they ar-

rived in Boise, they drove straight to their o:ce building and went 
to their conference room. A beige short-tuft carpet covered its Poor, 
and the walls were a dark oak veneer paneling. jt’s large walnut table 
and taupe corduroy upholstered matching chairs were nice, but the 
partner’s heady view of their new facilities had been brought down 
to earth with the opulence of the o:ces they were in this morning. 
zhe partners ”ust looked at each other and laughed.

IOh well,! Rand said. ITaybe we got a preview today of what we’ll 
look like in Mve or ten years.!

Alef sat down. Ijnteresting trip.! His face carried a neutral expres-
sion. IWhat do you thinkq!
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I2reat dinner,! Eli said. Ij didn’t know you could pay that much 
for an hour’s worth of eating.!

IWhat a cold Msh,! Rand said.
Eli smirked. I?ou talking about our raw appetiDers or Ceepa 

1oatesq!
Ij liked the food.!
Alef assumed Rand was still smarting from Ceepa’s non-response 

to his smile. IBesides the food and the hotel, what’s your take on our 
meeting,! Alef asked him.

IShe was operating with a stopwatch. We weren’t with her more 
than ten minutes. zhat’s an insult.!

Eli cocked his head. ILet’s see. ?ou add the cost of our plane tickets, 
hotel rooms, and once-in-a-lifetime dinner, our visit cost her maybe 
Mve hundred bucks a minute for the time she spent with us. zhat 
sounds like we’re pretty important to me.!

Rand folded his arms as if in a sulk. Ij don’t buy that. j think 
the whole thing, including the extravagance and the non-substantial 
mini conversation, was show. jt was Ceepa’s way of telling us we 
weren’t very signiMcant at all, and we’d better accept her oJer and 
consider it an overly generous gift.!

I?our take, Alefq! Eli asked.
IOverwhelmed by the preliminary doings. Nnderwhelmed by the 

main event. j don’t know what kind of proposal we’ll get tomorrow, 
but it’d have to be something oJ the charts for me to be interested. 
We’re doing Mne without selling our souls to Omnimach.!

Ij agree,! Rand exclaimed. Ij’m not going to lose any sleep worry-
ing about it tonight.!

Eli clasped his hands. IWell, j’m excited about itY zhis might be 
the kind of opportunity we’ve dreamed about. j’m near maxed out 
on my god computer pro”ect with our hardware and software.! He 
eyeballed the room. IWhat j need to get where j want to go we don’t 
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have and maybe never will. Omnimach’s got everything right now to 
take me where j want to go.!

zhat rattled Alef’s chain a little. I2od computerq We’ve had un-
ending conversations about this, and j still have the same big Gues-
tion.! He sat back. I?ou’re trying to create an inMnite ability to tap 
into all the info in the world and control it. 1reate what you call a 
god. But what is a god without consciousnessq Without conscienceq 
Without a basic sense of right and wrong or desires or emotionsq 
Without innate caring and concern for the sanctity and Guality of 
lifeq!

Izhat all exists in the one that’s creating and operating it,! Eli 
argued defensively. Izhat’s me. zhat’s all that’s needed.!

IAnd  what  if  your  computer  begins  operating  youq!  Rand 
sneered. I?ou’re programming it to accumulate and to dominate. 
What chance does the operator haveq!

Ij can pull its plug,! Eli retorted.
I?eah. jf it lets you get to the plug,! Alef said dryly, and his latest 

conversation with his grandfather pushed into his mind. IOkay if j 
share some thoughts j’ve had recently about consciousnessq!

Eli turned a hand up and Rand lifted a shoulder.
Alef took that for a yes and continued. IWe’ve talked about this 

lots of times. We exist and are aware of our existence so that means 
there’s such thing as consciousness. But the thing that’s been on my 
mind lately, is what exactly is itq So here’s my thought. Whatever it 
is, is it possible it’s separate from our minds and bodiesq!

Rand’s eyes widened. Ijnteresting. How did you come up with 
thatq!

Alef wasn’t about to tell them it came from his dead grandfather 
who wanted to trade him hair. I8ust something j’ve been thinking 
about,! he said. IWhat if we are essences separate from biological 
evolution and existed before we were born and will exist after our 
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bodies and minds are deadq!
I?ou mean something that controls our minds like j control my 

computer, but it’s never not existedq! Eli asked facetiously.
I?eah. Taybe.!
Eli scoJed. Izhere’s Dero empirical evidence for anything like 

that.!
zhe vibrant image of his grandfather and their conversations slid 

into Alef’s mind. His grandfather was evidence of that. Or were 
those ”ust dreamsq He was still wrestling with that. And what his 
grandfather said rang true to his soul or his essence, or whatever that 
was that was home to his deep feelings and desires.

IWho knows,! Rand said playfully. ITaybe the fact we’re even 
talking about this or considering it is evidence that it exists.!

Alef didn’t look at Rand. jt was a battle to suppress his growing an-
tipathy for him. Cespite Alef’s struggles to act as his grandfather had 
admonished, his thoughts too often turned to Rand with increasing 
bitterness. He was Mghting to control his reactive impulse. Was some 
external something now helping him check his feelingsq jt sure felt 
like it. He gave Rand a cordial look and nodded in agreement.

IHere’s something j’ve been wondering,! Rand went on. IAt last 
count there could be at least six billion planets in our own galaxy that 
are earth-like and could potentially evolve similar life to what we have 
here. zhe Tilky Way is ”ust one of maybe some trillions of galaxies. 
Evolution’s a numbers game. Even if we assume a small fraction of 
those galaxies could incubate earthlike worlds, the probabilities are 
that we come up with an unimaginably enormous number of life 
yielding planets like ours.!

IAnd your pointq! Eli’s pursed lips showed his impatience with 
this conversation.

ITy point is, why haven’t we heard from any of themq With these 
numbers, there must be countless civiliDations out there that are 
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more advanced than ours. Taybe billions of years more advanced. 
What we’re calling a computer god could be a child’s toy to them. 
zhey could have mastered Guantum entanglement and applied it 
wholesale, including to themselves. zravel or communication to any 
place in the universe would be instantaneous, so the speed of light 
would never be a limitation.!

ISoq! Eli’s frustration with where this conversation was going was 
obviously on the rise.

ISo, where are theyq Nnnumbered civiliDations would have moved 
lightyears beyond our computer version of a god. 1ontacting worlds 
like ours to aid us, or destroy us, or enslave us, or ”ust observe us, 
would seem an expected ob”ective.!

Eli snorted. Ij don’t see why. We’d be of as much interest to them 
as a colony of ants is to us.!

IOr there’s another possibility,! Rand continued. Izhey became 
so advanced that their computer gods destroyed them or they de-
stroyed themselves. zhey don’t visit us because they’re no longer 
there.! He gave Eli a condescending look. ISomething for us to think 
about before we go too far with our own god ambitions, huhq!

While those two glared at each other, Alef had his own strange 
thought. Maybe our essences were sent here from such a world. Maybe 
we’re the aliens here. He Guickly shook that notion away. For one 
thing, it would beg an unanswerable GuestionF Why are we here thenq 
He stood. IHey, didn’t mean to get everybody stirred up. j suspect 
we’ll get word from Omnimach sometime in the morning.! He left 
for his o:ce.

Belinda 0orton, their director of marketing, was waiting for him. 
ITind if we close the doorq! she asked.

Alef gave her a Guestioning look. ISure.! He shut it behind him 
and motioned to a chair in front of his desk. He sat in the one next 
to it.
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Belinda was nattily dressed, and her radiant skin and deep black 
hair reminded Alef of zav. She was a little older, in her early V“s, and 
her trim Mgure and high cheekbones and full lips, were more than 
attractive. She had been divorced for several years and had a son who 
”ust started college. Always pleasant, she had a facile marketing mind 
and tried to maintain a close relationship with her sales force. She was 
a real asset to Sawtooth.

IWhat’s upq! Alef asked.
IHow did your meeting with Omnimach goq! She didn’t try to 

hide her anxiety.
Ijnteresting. Rand will talk to you about it.!
She lowered her head, her face showing obvious concern. IRand 

hasn’t been too communicative with me lately. He pretty well lets me 
do my thing.!

Alef looked at her inGuisitively. IHave you and Rand been, uh, 
seeing each other sociallyq!

IHe’s asked me several times to do stuJ, but j haven’t been in-
terested.! She gave Alef a weak smile. Ij suppose that might have 
something to do with our current, uh, kind of chilly relationship.!

Alef held her gaDe. Was there attraction thereq She was a class act, 
but getting romantically involved with an employee was something 
he’d have to think more than twice about. Anyway, zav was too much 
on his mind now.

IWe’re going to get some kind of oJer from Omnimach,! he Mnally 
said. I3robably in the morning. We don’t know what it’s going to be 
or if we’d even take it.! He pushed himself back in his chair. IBut j’m 
happy staying right where we are.! Seeing her look of relief, he added, 
Ijn any case, j can’t see any scenario where we’d want to let you go. 
?ou’re a huge reason why we’re doing so well.!

She smiled broadly and got up. Izhanks.!
He stood and reached out his hand. Izhank you.!
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She grasped it, pulled herself next to him, and remained close for 
a few seconds. She stepped back with a blush and held his eyes. Ij’m 
glad to be here.! 



Chapter 7

Love

A lef pulled up to Tav’s to pick up Nadia. He had called Tav 
to tell her he would be late and to go ahead and have dinner. 

He would take Nadia out to get some dessert. He was ready for bed 
himself. Tomorrow would be stressful no matter what kind of oOer 
they’d get from Imnimach.

,t had rained oO and on all day- and tonight there were still sprinL
kles. He sat in the car and looked at Tav’s house. Their Srst house. 
Zast Baturday he took Nadia to Goo zoise. Mratefully- the weather 
cooperated- but it was a bit cool. They went to all the animal encounL
ters and rode the carousel enough times to make Alef sick. Bunday- 
he took her to a family fun Wone in nearby “eridian- and they were 
both beat when he brought her back to Tav’s. ,t was the best weekend 
he’d spent in a long- long time. Chen he called Tav tonight- she told 
him that Nadia kept asking- D?an , go with ”addy every weekendxF 
Tav laughed. D“aybe neEt time , should go with you guys.F

Wonder if she would? he thought as he got out of the car and walked 
up to the door. Vor some reason zelinda and her pulling close to him 
today came to his mind. Maybe… No! No way! He shook oO wherever 
that was going as the door opened.

Tav greeted him with an engaging smile. D, don’t know what you’re 
planning tonight- but ,’ve got donuts and ice cream that’ll go to 
waste unless , have some help eating them. Chat do you sayxF
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Nadia was Jumping up and down. D?an we ”addyx Ce can be a 
family1F

Vor a few seconds- Alef studied Tav’s face. Her eyes seemed to be 
saying- D,t’s your call.F

DZet’s do it1F he said. D, love donuts.F
They ate and played a game of Ild “aid. Chen they Snished- Tav 

started to put the cards in their boE. DRust one more game1F Nadia 
begged. DIne more.F

DTime for bed- sweetheart. ,t’s past your bedtime.F
Dzut ”addy’s still here.F
D,’m leaving-F he said. Dzeen a long day.F
DMive your dad a kiss-F Tav told her- then shooed her upstairs to get 

ready for bed. Bhe looked at Alef. D,’d love to hear how things went 
with Imnimach today. ?ould you stay Just for a few minutesxF

His eyes riveted on hers and lingered. DBure.F Bhe motioned for 
him to go into the living room. D,t’ll only take me a minute to get 
her down.F

Alef sat on the simple threeLcushion beige sofa that had been one 
of the Srst pieces of furniture they bought when they moved into this 
house. He rubbed the memory with his hand- then closed his eyes. 
He had nearly dropped oO to sleep when Tav came in the room.

DBorry. Bhouldn’t have asked you to stay. Ce can talk about this 
some other time.F

Or get the info from Rand- he thought. He pushed his eyes wide 
open. D, Just had the twentyLsecond nap , needed. Zet’s talk.F Bhe sat 
close enough he could hold her hand. He didn’t try.

DBo- what happenedx ”id it go like you eEpectedxF
D,’m not sure what , eEpected. Had a neat night last night- but this 

morning bordered on a dud.F He gave her some speciScs and shared 
his reaction to it all.

D”o you have a feel for what they’re going to oOerxF she asked.
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DNot really- but ,’m not optimistic. zesides- , like where we are 
now.F

DHow about Yand and UlixF
DHard to tell. Uli seems to want something to happen. Yand’s 

probably more wait and see. Iur diOerences generated another inL
teresting discussion about Uli’s computer version of a god though.F

DHow soxF
D,t got down to consciousness and essences and intelligence on 

other worlds.F
DCow1 Are you too tired- or can you tell me about itxF
Alef laughed. DThat’ll put both of us to sleep. ,’ll give you the 

condensed version.
DCant some coOeexF Tav oOered.
D0h- no thanks. ”on’t drink it anymore.F
Her puWWled eEpression invited an eEplanation.
He wasn’t ready to mention his dreams and what his grandfather 

told him about being free- so he fudged a little. DMot tired of its taste. 
2robably better for me not to depend on stuO to keep me awake.F

Bhe smiled. D“aybe , should do the same. Tell me about your 
discussion.F

Vor the neEt hour Alef and Tav had as meaningful a talk as they had 
ever had. He even shared his strange thought about our essences or 
inner selves being transplanted from another world.

DChat about other universesxF she asked.
DHuhx Chat do you meanxF
D, mean maybe we originated from another universe. Another 

dimension.F
He smirked. Dqou’re as nuts as , am. ,’ll think about that one- but 

, better go- or ,’ll fall asleep driving.F Bhe walked him to the door and 
touched his elbow. DThanks for staying. Thanks for talking to me.F

Yand’s alluding to Tav this morning as a relationship he was workL
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ing on Jumped into Alef’s mind. And he thought about zelinda 
again. He 3uickly shoved that stuO out. He wasn’t going to let anyL
thing ruin a really good evening. He took Tav’s hand from his elbow 
and held it- like it was the most natural thing to do.

DThanks for the dessert and the game and for you wanting to talk 
to me.F Their eyes stayed locked for a few seconds- and he left.

He made it home without incident- and it took him all of Sve 
minutes to get ready for bed. He was asleep almost before his head 
hit the pillow.

And his grandfather appeared.
Alef couldn’t tell where he was this time. The background was 

blurry and nonLdescript- and everything was silent. Vor a while- Alef 
wondered if this dream would play like a muted video. Then his 
grandfather spoke.

DChy did you leave TaviaxF
Alef was confused. D0h- , had to. , was tired. , was about to fall 

asleep.F
DNot tonight- Alef. Chy did you leave herxF
DIh- you mean4F Alef shook his head. Dqou got that wrong.F His 

tone was defensive. D, didn’t leave her. Bhe left me.F 
His grandfather peered at him. Dqou weren’t there for her. qou 

weren’t there for Nadia. qou left them. ChyxF
Alef was shocked into silence- then lamely mumbled- D0h- , had 

to. The business. ,t was the business. , couldn’t4F He stopped. ,t was 
as though his mind was as fuWWy as his surroundings here- and what 
he had convinced himself was true for the last year dissipated like fog 
in a breeWe.

DHow did you treat them- Alefx How did you treat TaviaxF
Alef’s conscience now stood naked- and he knew it was his anger 

and neglect and boorish behavior that broke up his family. A sudden 
remorse enshrouded him. Heavy. AgoniWing. 0nbearable. He wantL
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ed to melt into nothingness. Bhame bound his tongue- and for a long 
time he was silent. At last- a few words tumbled out. D,t was always 
about me- and4F That’s as far as he got. He buried his head in his 
hands and wept.

Chen he looked up- his grandfather met his eyes. DAnd nowxF
Alef fought to control his emotions. D,’m trying- Mrandpa-F he 

mumbled. D,4 , want to be a good dad. ,’m trying.F
DChat about TaviaxF
Alef swallowed. DToo late. How , treated her- she’d never4 Chy 

would she ever love me againxF
D”oes that mean you can’t love herxF
Alef didn’t respond.
D”o you love herxF
Alef’s answer to that 3uestion was sorrow etched on his face.
DChat does love mean to you- AlefxF
He shrugged meekly. DZike everything else. , guess- love’s been all 

about me.F He laughed cynically. DZike ,’ll love this person if they 
make me happy.F

D,s that love- AlefxF
D?an’t be. Not much anyway. “aybe it’s all about the happiness 

of the one you love. qou kind of want them to be happy no matter 
what. That’s how , feel about Nadia. Now anyway.F

DAnd TaviaxF
Alef thought about Yand and Tav. Could she be happy being with 

himx ?ould Alef actually want that for herx ”id his love for Tav 
go that farx Vor Yandx D, need to work on that-F was all he could 
manage.

DZove has levels-F his grandpa said- DThe highestx Cell- you want 
what’s best for another person. Mives you Joy to help bring that 
about. “aybe you sacriSce for them too. Mive of yourself- huhx Have 
compassion for them.F He looked oO somewhere- then asked softly- 
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DHave you ever felt the hurt when someone else hurtsx Are you ever 
happy because someone else is happyxF

Alef thought about Nadia. About Tav. Dqeah-F he whispered. He 
looked up at his grandpa. The love his grandfather was describing 
seemed to physically 7ow from him and embrace Alef.

DAnother thing.F Cere there tears in his grandfather’s eyesx DCith 
that love- we let others choose who they want to be. Uven if it brings 
us sorrow.F

Again- Alef’s mind wrapped around Yand and Tav. Cas that even 
possible for himx

DCho should you love- AlefxF ,t was like his grandpa was reading 
his mind.

Dqou mean- who will , love-F Alef grunted.
DBhouldx Cillx Those answers are in your heart- Alef. Zisten.F He 

paused. DYemember our conversation about being freexF
Alef nodded.
DHow you choose to love has everything to do with how free you 

will be.F
Alef pushed out a laugh. DAt least ,’ve given up coOee. This act and 

not being acted upon business is4F He shook his head. DHard.F
Dqep. zut you’ve been getting some help now though- , think.F
DHelpxF Alef looked confused. Then he remembered. Dqeah. , 

think , must have. , mean- sometimes , was really trying and couldn’t 
do it- and it was like ,’d get this nudge or something that helped me 
do what , wanted to do.F

DThat something- Alef- helps you when you’re trying.F
D”oes it have a namexF 
DBeveral. , call it the “entor.F
DThe “entorx qou mean like some kind of an adviserx ,’ve never 

heard of anything like that. Chat is itxF
D,t’s real. As real as you and , are.F
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DChy haven’t , ever heard about itxF
D“aybe you weren’t ready to listen to it or feel it before.F
DZisten to itx Veel itx Chat is itxF
D, like to think of it as an enhanced radio signal to your essence.
D0h- so what’s it supposed to doxF
DZots of things. Zike remind you of what you’ve learned. UEpand 

your memory. ,ncrease your knowledge. Umpower you in wonderful 
ways.F

DChat drives itx , mean- who operates itx Chy would it even be 
interested in mexF

D,t Just eEists. Zike you and , eEist. qou could call it a super essence- 
, suppose. ,t’s there for those who want it. Cho will do as it directs.F

D”irectsx Zike whatxF
DZately- you were prompted to act and not react. qou followed 

that direction. ,f you hadn’t- you may have forfeited that help in the 
future.F

DAre you saying that how much the “entor plays a part in my life 
depends on how much , seek it and follow its urgingxF

DThat’s what ,’m saying.F
DChy would it do this for mexF
DZove. The kind of love we’ve been talking about. ,f you want to 

have that higher level of love- you’ll have help from the “entor.F
Alef shook his head DBo- if , want to be empowered by this4Men-

tor, ,’m eEpected to love everybody- even if they want to bury mexF
DThe “entor operates in your life only if you choose to love. qour 

level of love determines how much it can help you.F
Alef’s face formed a 3uestion. D0h- is there morex , mean is there 

more to being free and getting help from the “entor besides loving 
and learning to act and not be acted onxF

DThere’s more. ,t’s all tied together. ,t’s all one.F
Alef waited. Chen his grandfather didn’t elaborate- he asked- Dqou 
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mind if , ask you one more 3uestionxF
Dzesides that onexF There was a twinkle in his grandpa’s eye.
Alef smiled. This was the grandpa who always asked him to trade 

hair when he was a boy. Dqeah. zesides that one. Chere do our 
essences come fromx Chere did my me come fromxF

DChere do you thinkxF
D, don’t know. “aybe from a more advanced civiliWation in our 

universexF
DChat did Tavia sayxF
DHow did you know that Tav and , were talkingxF He sighed. Chat 

didn’t his grandpa knowx DBhe thinks our essences maybe came from 
another universe.F

DZisten to Tavia.F
Alef’s dream ended as suddenly as it began- and he stared at the 

ceiling for a long time. Then- Nadia’s words to him several weeks 
before shoved into his mind. Dqou don’t yell so much now.F

And that triggered a memory.

DM et oO my case1 zoth of you1F Alef yelled and glared at Tav. 
Bhe picked up Nadia who was sobbing and left the room. 

He kicked the couch. Chy couldn’t they seex Tav was so demanding. 
Bo completely inconsiderate. Chat did she want from himx zloodx 
Chen you work PE to PF hours a day and Snally have a little time- 
you need to Just crash. Not go to a stupid park and push Nadia in 
some dumb swing. Cell- there was one place he could go to get away 
from the carping. He left for his oGce. 
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A lef grabbed his head. Dqell so muchx Ih my4F He pushed his 
hands against his eyes. DCho are you- Alefx Cho in the4F He 

could have brought up countless scenes like this before his divorce. 
zut that was then. Chat about nowx Dqou don’t yell so much-F Nadia 
said.

Bo muchx He snorted. He was still yelling.
DCho are you- AlefxF he mumbled and closed his eyes and pleaded- 

DHelp me- Mrandpa1 2lease. Help me1F 





Chapter 8

The Offer

A lef  opened the  FedEx overnight  envelope.  Rand and Eli 
watched. They were all nervous, but Eli’s hands were shaking. 

Alef pulled out several documents clipped together. A brief note 
from Deepa Coates was attached. Alef read it aloud.

I have enclosed an offer summary along with a contract. Please 
contact my assistant, Elaine Pritchard, by phone within two days with 
your decision and send the executed contract within five working days. 
We are looking forward to a long and prosperous relationship. Wel-
come aboard. Deepa Coates.

Eli looked at Rand. “Is that the Elaine who’s your friend?”
“She is. Or was. Deepa sounds pretty conLdent about our decision. 

1et’s see what they’re proposing.”
Alef glanced at the o2er synopsis. “I can read this aloud now, or we 

can make copies and read it together. It’s short.”
“Read it now.” Eli was anxious. Alef looked at Rand who nodded. 

Alef read it.
We propose to purchase Sawtooth ML, LLC upon completion of an 

Omnimach conducted audit. See enclosed contract for details. In sum-
mary:

W. Sawtooth principals will be given:

a. $3,000,000 in cash



b. 100,000 shares of Omnimach preferred stock redeemable 
in five years. Note: Current per share value is $91.35.

c. Five-year employment contracts with guaranteed annual 
salaries of $200,000 plus bonuses tied to department per-
formance. Employment contracts can be terminated at any 
time by mutual agreement or for cause.

-. Sawtooth will be integrated into a new Omnimach Conversa-
tional AI department with its geographic location to be deter-
mined.

Alef’s expression was indiscernible. “Hell, there it is,” he said. “Ob!
viously, we need to read the contract for details, but this’s not the 
buy!in I was thinking. It’s a buy!out. Sawtooth would be no more.” 
Ge set the paper down. “Hhat do you think?”

“Hhat an o2erM” Eli roared. “I’m in. quaranteed minimum big!
time salary. Pillion bucks apiece now and three million each in Lve 
years. HowM”

Alef raised an eyebrow at Eli’s reaction and assumed that access to 
Omnimach’s million Bubit computer was likely driving his manic 
response.

Rand’s reaction was rain on Eli’s parade. Ge grimly studied the 
brief notes he’d written and shook his head. “Too many holes in this. 
Too many places they could pull the rug out from under us. All 
that’s really guaranteed is the cash up front, and we’re giving them 
our exceptional intellectual property and book of business for that. 
He’re at their mercy for production bonuses, and who knows what 
their stock will be worth in Lve years. They can even terminate us for 
any trumped!up cause anytime they want so the so!called guaranteed 
salary isn’t worth the paper it’s written on.”

“That’s nitpickingM” Eli said testily. “1et’s take them at their word. 



It’s obvious what they intend. 1et’s look at the contract. If we need a 
little rewording to make it more acceptable to us, I’m sure they’ll do 
it.”

“Deepa made it clear their o2er was non!negotiable.” Rand’s tone 
was condescending. “Hhat you see is what we get. jeriod.”

The tension in the room was palpable as they waited for Alef to 
speak. Ge appeared to be studying the o2er but was contemplating 
how to say what he had already decided. And not react to the negative 
vibes that Llled the room. 

“Gave a couple of concerns.” Noth his voice and expression were 
calm and professional. “I’ve gotten used to being independent. I like 
it. Our pro5ections we gave Omnimach are reasonable. He’re poised 
now to take o2, and I think within a year or two we’ll personally 
be drawing at least the kind of salaries Omnimach’s o2ering. Hithin 
maybe Lve years, with some venture capital help, I think we could see 
eight Lgure proLts and a net worth ten to twenty times that.”

Ge turned up a hand. “Sure. On the surface, Omnimach’s o2er’s 
tempting. Nut I think Rand has a point. There’s potential problems 
with that contract, and for me personally, I don’t like the possibility 
we’d have to leave Noise. Py daughter’s here.”

Alef sensed that Eli and Rand were surprised at the level of insight 
and prudence they 5ust saw in him. He was surprised and held up the 
Omnimach paperwork. “I’ll make copies of these and the contract 
for us to study. He can get back later today or tomorrow to discuss 
what we want to do.”

“I don’t need to read the contract,” Rand responded sharply, “I 
re5ect itM” 

Hhatever transLxion the two might have had with the new Alef 
was gone. Alef paused to keep himself in control then pointed his 
hand at Eli for his response.

Eli was shaking and spoke with forced calm. “I’m assuming this’s 



we’re all in or there’s no deal given our 11C agreement?”
Alef nodded. “I think it’s clear that Omnimach’s o2er is for the 

entire company. Hhich means the three of us.”
The lines in Eli’s face furrowed into angry ridges. “He’d be stupid 

not to take them up on this incredible o2er, but it looks like I’m 
spitting in the wind.” Ge threw up his hands.

Alef waited to keep his composure, then spoke softly. “I under!
stand where you’re coming from, Eli. Nut for all the reasons I gave, I 
vote to keep our status Buo.”

Eli stood. Ge glared at Rand and Alef and stomped out.
Alef rose and looked at Rand. “I’ll check with you and Eli tomor!

row morning to conLrm what you want to do before I give Omni!
mach a call. jrobably worth at least reading through the contract.” 
Alef knew that the Sawtooth team that had worked reasonably well 
together for two years was probably irretrievably fractured. And for 
him, Rand’s involvement with Tav might widen that gap.

Ge went to Eli’s o0ce to try to talk things over with him, but 
Eli refused. Alef proceeded to his own o0ce but had a tough time 
concentrating on anything other than what transpired this morning. 
Ge wasn’t ready to discuss the Omnimach o2er with Rand in any 
detail either. Alef’s struggle to control his mounting dislike for him 
was all he could manage right now.

Ge read the contract. It accurately re…ected the o2er summa!
ry with standard non!competing and non!disclosure agreements 
added. Ge stared at the Omnimach documents, then slapped them. 
“I’m not leaving Noise,” he muttered and left the o0ce. Ge wanted 
to be by himself.

Ge drove home, put on some sweats and his Uikes, and slipped on 
a windbreaker. It was mid!zYs. The sky was a washed out blue with 
large cloud clumps that were not dark enough to threaten rain. Ge 
got on his bike and rode to the Noise River qreenbelt. It had been a 



year since he last did this, and for over three hours he soaked in the 
beauty of the river, the serenity of the cottonwoods that had begun 
to leaf, and the friendly greetings of walkers and bikers that he passed. 
Hhen he got back home, he was both refreshed and exhausted. Ge 
had his elixir.

Ge threw a chicken pot pie into the microwave for his dinner then 
took it to his recliner to eat and watch a brain escape movie. The 
movie only held his attention until he Lnished eating. Ge had to 
talk to somebody about his day. About what might be happening 
to Sawtooth. Nut who? Ge wrestled with that all of Lve seconds and 
called Tav.

“Hhat was their o2er?” she said before he could even say Gi.
Ge had brought a copy of the summary from the o0ce. Ge went 

to his desk and read it to her without comment.
“HowM That’s a lot of money,” she said. “Do you think= >h, what 

are the chances they’d move you to Fremont?”. She didn’t try to hide 
her concern. Nut concern for what? For who? Alef leaving? Rand 
leaving? Noth?

“I’m not moving anywhere,” he said. “He won’t accept their o2er.”
“Has that a unanimous decision?” She hesitated. “>h, what did 

Rand want to do?”
That was a gut punch, and he suddenly regretted calling her. Ge 

should have let her Lnd out from Rand. Ge answered anyway. “Uei!
ther Rand nor I want to accept the o2er. Eli does. Isn’t very happy 
with us.”

“Is that the end of it then?” she asked. “I mean, could they come 
back with an o2er you might accept?”

“That’s the end of it. They made it clear we’d only get one o2er.”
“Do you mind telling me why you= >h, why you and Rand didn’t 

like the o2er?”
Alef told her and emphasi?ed that it was also not acceptable to him 



to move away from Noise and Uadia.
“He, uh= I mean Uadia= >h, I mean=” She stopped. “Oh, hang 

it. Ueither one of us want you to move, Alef. I’m glad you didn’t take 
it.”

That made his gut punch feel a little better. Ge’d probably regret 
it, but now he had to ask. “Hhat about Rand? @ou glad he’ll stick 
around too?”

She didn’t respond immediately, and there was an uncomfortable 
silence. It was then that his experience last night with his grandfather 
with its wrenching reali?ation of the kind of husband and father 
he had been and person he was, became an agoni?ing weight on 
his conscience. Gis need to set things straight with Tav pushed his 
obsession with her relationship with Rand from his mind. For a 
moment, he battled with what to say and how to say it. Finally, with 
a cough and a sour laugh, he 5ust let it spill out.

“So, I was going to be the next Nill qates, huh? That’s me, Tav. A 
self!serving sap. @ou kept trying and all I did= All I did was get angry. 
@ell. Ueglect you and= @ou did everything you could, and I=” Ge 
gave a short bitter laugh. “And I blamed you. It was all my fault, Tav. I 
am so= So=” That’s as far as he got. Gis emotions bound his tongue. 

Alef could hear Tav’s heavy breathing. Then she spoke. “This’s a 
pretty forward Buestion, but I’ve got to ask it. Gow do you feel about 
Uadia now? And=me now?”

“Uadia=” Alef’s voice started to break, “=is the most important 
thing in my life.” Ge could feel tears forming. Ge never cried, but 
that was changing too. “And if I, uh= If I hadn’t been such a stupid 
fool,” he stammered, “you’d still be the most important thing in my 
life.” Gis feelings overcame him again, and he stopped speaking.

There was a Buiet moment, and then Tav asked in an almost whis!
per, “Hhat’s changed for you?”

Ge swallowed a couple of times to regain control. “@eah. Nig time 



change, huh. Paybe sometime we can talk about it. And I mean=” 
Ger relationship with Rand slid back into his concern. “>h, I don’t 
want to get in the way if you and Rand= Hhat I’m trying to say is, I 
really like it when you 5oin with Uadia and me. It’s like being whole 
again. Nut if you and Rand=”

Tav hu2ed. “Hhen I was a teenager my sisters and I had a little term 
for boys we felt okay about but would never want to get serious with. 
He called them UqN’s. Uice guys, but= Rand’s no more than and 
maybe less than an UqN. Uo di2erent than when I dated him before 
you and I were married. And sometimes, frankly, he’s wearing.” She 
hesitated. “Don’t tell him I said that, okay.”

Alef’s silent breath was one of relief. “>h, then would you be okay 
going out with Uadia and me sometimes? I mean on the weekends 
too?” Ge didn’t even try to Buell his excitement.

“Sure. Uadia seems to like it when we’re together like that.”
“Gow about= I mean if you= If sometimes you’d be okay getting 

a babysitter for Uadia, maybe 5ust you and me could do something?”
Ger hesitation worried him, but then she said, “Sure. 1et’s do it.”
Alef stood up and nearly clicked his heels. A really terrible day 5ust 

turned into the happiest day he had had maybe in two years. “Netter 
let you go,” he said reluctantly. “@ou don’t know what this call’s done 
for me.”

“For us,” she said. “I have some forgiving and forgetting to do. 
Thank you.”

“Thanks Tav.”
“Uight,” she said, and they clicked o2.
Alef looked at his phone. The release that settled on him with 

the confession and apology he should have made to Tav a long time 
ago was palpable. Paybe even enlivening. Hhat would the future 
bring to their relationship? Ge was convinced now that whatever she 
decided, he could deal with it. Ge would deal with it. Nut he also 



knew, no matter what happened, he would always love her. 



Chapter 9

Decision

A lef looked at the bronze metal clock on the wall of their con-
ference room. Their meeting should have started “ve minutes 

ago. YEou know where ?li is”R he asked Hand.
Hand shrugged. YIis oyce door was closed when ’ went b,. ’ 

thought he was here.R
Y’jm herepR ?li said as he walked in. Ie didnjt look at Alef or Handp 

xust sat down at the table and brought with him discernable tension. 
Ie was “ngering an enveloqe in his hand.

Alef and Hand eOchanged a Nuestioning look. YWka,p thisjll be as 
short or as long as we wantpR Alef said. Ie forced his voice to sound 
relaOed. Mot eas,. Y’jll make the call to Wmnimach this morning if 
wejre read, with our decision. ’f ,ou think we need more timep we 
can wait on the call. !ould an,bod, like to modif, what the, said 
their stand was ,esterda, or want to have more discussion”R

Y’ said m, qiecepR Hand resqonded. Y’tjs a no for me.R
YS, qositionjs the same toopR Alef said. Y’ couldnjt be more uq-

beat about our future. Wmnimach wanting to bu, us out is a huge 
statement about the qotential the, see in us. That xust con“rms big 
time what we all know. ’jm eOcited for whatjs ahead for usVR

?li glowered at Alef. YAnd ,ou reall, think we can get there on our 
own”R

YAbsolutel,V !e have two ,earsj eOqerience under our belt and our 
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current success qroves what we can do. Betjs give ourselves another 
couqle of ,ears and incorqorate along the wa,. Then if we wantp we 
can go after some venture caqital. !ejd sta, mostl, indeqendent and 
have the kind of resources to be the neOt Wmnimach.R

?li sharql, taqqed his enveloqe on the table. Y!hat haqqens when 
Wmnimach comes after us with a claim wejve stolen their intellectual 
qroqert,”R

Hand groaned. YFjmon. !e havenjtV ’f the, take us to courtp wejll 
counter sue for harassment thatjd make them wish the,jd never heard 
of Dawtooth.R

?li glanced down at his enveloqep taqqed it again on the tablep and 
slid it into his shirt qocket. Ie gritted his teeth. YGigtime mistake.R 
Ie scowled at Alef. YFalling them toda,”R

YAs soon as wejre through here.R
?li stoodp mumbled something indiscerniblep and left.
The silence that lingered was unsettling. Pinall,p Hand askedp 

Y!ellp what do ,ou think”R
YAbout ?li”R
YEeah.R
Alef twisted his mouth. YFoncerned.R
YEeahp me too. Iowjs this gonna a9ect our relationshiq long 

term”R
Y?lijs alwa,s had a short fuse. Ioqe thisjs temqorar,. 7uess wejll 

seep huh.R
YEou and ’ both know he wants to get his hands on that mil-

lion-Nubit Nuantum comquterpR Hand said harshl,. YThatjs nothing 
but qure egoV ?lijs focus is ?li. 0eriodVR

Alef resisted looking at Hand as the iron, of what he xust heard 
almost made him smile. The qot calling the kettle black came to 
mind. Ie stood. Y!ho knows. Sa,be in a couqle of ,earsp the qrice 
ma, come down so we can get one. ’jll go make the call.R
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Hand held uq a hand. YThisjs got me thinking. !orr,ingp actuall,. 
!hatjs our software qatent status with our qroqrietar, conversa-
tional A’ and marketing s,stem”R

Y?li has all our ke, stu9 qatent qending.R Alef answered.
YEou ever checked uq on it”R
YMo need. Thatjs ?lijs bab,. Ie said it was done. Thatjs good 

enough for me.R
YEeah” !ell ma,be given whatjs haqqening here we should get an 

outside comqan,p like A’ Fomq Decurit,p to look at it.R
Alef thought for a second. Y!ouldnjt hurtp and we can have them 

do a due diligence on our s,stems and marketing as if the, were doing 
it for Wmnimach. !ejd have our guns loaded if Wmnimach qresses 
us. 7ood idea. ’jll contact them.R

YG, the wa,pR Handjs mouth turned uqp Y,oujve done a qro xob 
handling all this.R Ie laughed. Y6onjt let that go to ,our head 
though. 7ive m, regards to ?laine when ,ou call Wmnimach.R

Alef nodded a thanks and went to his oyce. Ie qicked uq his 
qhonep qressed the record button on its basep and dialed 6eeqa 
Foatesj eOecutive assistant.

Y?laine 0ritchard here.R The voice carried an ’jm-all-business tone.
YIellop ?laine. This is Alef !elch from Dawtooth SB. ’ under-

stand ,ou know Hand ?lton.R
Y’ didpR was her curt reql,. Y’ am assuming ,ou are calling regarding 

Wmnimachjs o9er.R
Y8hp ,es. 6eeqa asked me to contact ,ou.R
Y6o ,ou have an, Nuestions about the o9erp or are ,ou read, to 

qroceed”R
There would be no get-to-know-,ou conversation here. Y’jm read, 

to qroceedpR Alef saidp Yand to make ,ou awarep ’jm recording our 
call.R

Y8nderstood. Do am ’.R
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The, would both be careful in what the, said. Y0lease thank 6eeqa 
for the generous qroqosalpR Alef continued. Y!e understand that 
this o9er is non-negotiable. ’s that correct”R

YEesp that is correct.R
Y!ejve discussed it and have decided to remain indeqendent at this 

time.R
YEoujre refusing the o9er”R ?laine sounded surqrised.
YEes. !ejre honored and 1attered b, Wmnimachjs interest in us 

but feel we have the internal resources to take our comqan, to the 
neOt level. !ejll take another look at qotential outside involvement 
at that time.R

There was a long wait. Y’n that eventpR ?lainejs voice was now 
mechanicalp Y6eeqa has instructed me to read the following. 2Wmni-
mach is concerned that the qrinciqals of Dawtooth SBp BBFp having 
been former emqlo,ees of Wmnimachp ma, have used Wmnimach 
qroqrietar, intellectual qroqert, and marketing s,stems contrar, to 
agreement. !e will qursue all legal avenues to ensure that the integri-
t, of our comqan, has not been comqromised in an, wa,.jR

Y!e are eOqecting that.R AlefCs voice was matter of fact. Y!ejve 
gone to great lengths to make certain that no qroqrietar, Wmnimach 
s,stemsp ideasp or information were used b, us at an, time or in 
an, form. !e are con“dent that an, obxective anal,sis will con“rm 
thisp and wejll be haqq, to cooqerate if ,ou have an, reasonable 
Nuestions.R

?laine seemed taken back b, his resqonse. YDust so thatjs under-
stood.R

Y’t is understood. Andp of coursep ,ou understand that we will 
be qreqared to countersue for harassment if ,ou decide to qursue 
this without xusti“cation.R Ie qaused for e9ect. Y’ might addp the 
negative qublicit, that Wmnimach would getp if this became a qublic 
issuep could likel, be substantial.R
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YEoujve made ,our qointp Sr. !elch. ’jll qass this on.R Alef didnjt 
know whether her now ver, frost, tone came from resqect or anger.

Y0lease rela, to 6eeqa our gratitude for Wmnimachjs generous 
o9erpR Alef concludedp and the, both clicked o9.

Ie sat back in his chair and closed his e,es. !ould he have been this 
much in control several weeks ago” Mo wa,. Ie looked uq. YThanksp 
7randqa.R Ie buzzed Hand and ?li and asked them to come to his 
oyce. The, were there within a minute. ?li was still churlish. Alef 
motioned to the chairs in front of his desk.

YHather than me relate m, conversation with ?lainep letjs xust listen 
to it. ’ recorded ever,thing.R

!hen it “nished Hand saidp YHun that again.R
YThe,jre going to sue our tails o9VR ?li sqit out. YThe,jre going to 

kill usVR
YThatjs bunk and ,ou know itpR Hand resqonded. Y!ejve got 

nothing to be concerned about.R
YHightpR ?li said c,nicall,. YBike wejve got this huge bankroll to 

qa, a cadre of law,ers to defend us. 6eeqa qrobabl, doesnjt even care 
if we didnjt violate their non-disclosure agreement. The, can bleed 
us dr, b, forcing us to court over countless issues then qush their 
cronies to badmouth us and give us negative qress.R

Ie glared at Hand. Y!ejre dead in the waterp and ,ou know it. 
Dtuqid. Iow could ,ou gu,s be so stuqid to rexect that o9er”R Ie 
qushed himself out of his chair and stomqed out.

YThat went wellpR Hand smirked. Y!hat do ,ou think we should 
do”R

Alef stared at the chair ?li had vacated. Y7ive it time. ?lijs react-
ing right now. !ejve seen him do this beforep but he alwa,s settles 
down.R

YFjmon Alefp hejs ballistic with this one. !ho knows what hejll 
do.R
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Y’ still sa, give it timep but letjs qreqare. ’jll contact A’ Fomq 
Decurit, and tell ?li what wejre qroqosing to do. !ejll do it with or 
without his aqqroval though.R

YAgreed. Ge interesting what the, “nd out.R
Alef stood. Y’jll talk with ?li. Sa,be ’ can calm him down a bit.R
Y!ouldnjt bet on it.R Hand followed Alef out the door.
?lijs oyce door was closedp and Alef knocked.
Y’jm bus,pR ?li ,elled.
Y’tjs Alef. 7ot a minute”R
YDuit ,ourself.R
Alef oqened the door and closed it behind him. ?li sat facing his 

comquters and didnjt turn around.
Y’ understand where ,oujre coming from on all thispR Alef said. 

YIoqe ,ou can see our qosition too.R
?li didnjt resqond. Dust keqt doing what he was doing.
Y!ejve had disagreements before and worked them out. !e can do 

it againp ’ think.R
?li snorted. Y’f therejs an,thing left of Dawtooth after Wmnimach 

chews us uqpR Ie still didnjt turn around.
Y’ think b, qreqaring we can minimize whatever Wmnimach could 

do if the, decided to follow uq on their threatp but ’ donjt think the, 
will. The, donjt have a leg to stand on.R

?li turned around. Y0reqaring” Bike what”R
Alef eOqlained what he was going to ask A’ Fomq to do.
Y6o what ,ou want. !ejre dead meat an,wa, ,ou wanna look at 

it.R Ie turned back to his comquter and Alef left.
Alef teOted Hand. Y7ot grudging aqqroval. Attitude remains. 0a-

tience.R
Y!h, am ’ not surqrised”R Hand teOted back. 
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The Tenets

I t had been a long day. Tav had texted Alef that Nadia had a little 
cold, and she thought it best if she went to bed early rather than 

go out with Alef tonight. He agreed. Probably a good thing. He 
wasn’t in the mood to be a fun dad. He made himself a corn beef 
sandwich and poured a glass of grape juice. He sat at his kitchen bar 
and ate his supper. He felt like calling Tav just to talk to somebody 
about what happened today but didn’t want to press his luck with 
her. Last night’s conversation with her made today’s challenges a 
little better. He was getting the same warm feeling when he thought 
about her now that he did when they Urst started dating years ago 
back at SCR. He liked it. zeally liked it.

His phone buDDed, and he looked at the caller I“. Tav. ”Hmm. 
Hope Nadia’s okay,? he muttered to himself and put her on.

”How’d your meeting goq? was her greeting.
”Sh, interesting,? Alef answered, surprised at her Wuestion. Oas 

that the reason for her callq ”Sh, is Nadia okayq?
”Che’s okay. I gave her some decongestant, and she’s Donked out. 

I’ve been thinking about you and Ymnimach. !ou mind telling me 
what happened todayq? 

That was a good sign- Alef relaxed and gave her a blowEbyEblow 
account.

”“oesn’t sound like you’re very worried about Ymnimach’s 
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threat.?
”I don’t think they’ll do anything, but we’ll be prepared. They 

wouldn’t win, and the price they’d pay in bad publicity and bucks 
wouldn’t be worth the gamble.?

”Hope you’re right. Counds like Vli may be your big problem.?
”!eah. Baybe. There’s some real bad vibes going between him and 

zand. Those two have clashed a lot in the past, but they’ve kept 
their rancor pretty much in check so we could work together and get 
things done. Hope a little time will take care of it again.?

”!ou’ve had a couple of stressful days. How are you holding upq?
”Fetter than I would have a few months ago.?
”That have to do with the changes you alluded to last nightq?
”!eah.?
”Oant to talk about itq?
Alef hesitated. Oas it timeq He felt something. Like a nudge. ”!eah, 

I would,? he said. ”Not tonight though. Let’s do it when we’re 
together sometime. If that’s okay.?

”Ohenq? Che laughed. ”There I go, being forward again.?
Alef grinned. ”How about tomorrowq It’s …riday. Think you 

could get a sitter for Nadia, and we could go to dinnerq?
”I think so. Let’s plan on it.?
”I’ll call you with the time. !ou pick the place.?
Neither  one knew what to say next.  Alef  cleared his  throat. 

”Thanks. I’ve wanted toG? He didn’t Unish his sentence.
”It’ll be fun,? Tav exclaimed. ”Rall me.?
They clicked o5. ”That’s two nights in a row you’ve made my day,? 

he said to the phone. He was beginning to know what a light heart felt 
like again. He raised his hand to his head. This whole thing must be 
the cause of the headache he had been having over the last few weeks. 
No bigee. He took two ibuprofen and cleaned up after his supper.

He went to bed early, and for some reason was expecting another 
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grandpa dream.
He got it.
Alef gaDed at a huge waterfall that extended as far as he could see. 

In front of him the water dropped from each of three adjoining 
cli5s with a mesmeriDing roar into a gorge nearly 688 feet deep. His 
grandfather was standing by his side. ”Feautiful, isn’t itq? he said.

”Sh, yeah. Ohere are weq?
”IguaDu …alls on the FraDilEArgentina border. It’s the largest falls 

in the world. Ohat you are looking at is called the “evil’s Throat. 
Interesting name, don’t you thinkq?

”Sh, yeah. Ran I ask why you’re at a di5erent place every time I 
dream about youq?

”I haven’t seen some of these places before, so I thought I’d check 
them out.? His grandfather smiled wryly. ”And maybe your memoE
ry’s being jogged a bit too in our travels. I hope you’re seeing yourself 
a little more clearly.?

”Sh, oh, sure,? Alef muttered. ”Sh, it’s neat you can go wherever 
you want.? His grandfather looked at him. He wanted something 
more than that from Alef. Alef shifted with discomfort, and it was 
as though he were compelled to close his eyes. Ohen he did, each of 
his previous grandfather dreams 9owed one after another through 
his mind.

The Urst one, he was meandering through woods without any real 
direction. He shook his head. Like my life? Then he was in his grandE
father’s study, and what his grandfather told him was as familiar to 
him as the rocking chair his grandfather sat in. Ohen he was growing 
up, the rocker was always there. He was so used to it though, he never 
paid attention to it. Oas that like the truths his grandfather shared 
with him in that dream and sinceq “id he already know them but 
just never thought about themq

And then he saw the storm that arose over the ocean when he was 
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on the ship with his grandfather. It was like what was beginning to 
rage in him. A tempest that would unsettle or cleanse. Yr both. The 
last dream pushed that memory aside. Its haDy, unclear, undeUned 
setting was like his mind for the last year. Baybe two. Baybe longer. 
A selfEin9icted fog had kept him from seeing who he really was.

He opened his eyes and pulled in a breath. His grandfather was 
watching him and nodded an acknowledgement that he knew what 
Alef had just experienced. And from nowhere the same Wuestion 
came to his mind that arose with every experience he was having with 
his grandfather. Is this a dream or is it real? His answer was now an 
unWualiUed, Yes.

To both Wuestions.
The roar of water grabbed his attention now, and he gawked at the 

absorbing “evil’s Throat his grandfather had pointed to. There was 
a strange power to it. Like it was trying to pull him in. To control 
him.

”There’s a force like that, that would tear you away from Light,? 
his grandpa re9ected. ”Cuck you into its darkness.?

”Ohat do you mean by Lightq? Alef had asked him that Wuestion 
in another dream, but there had been no answer.

”!ou tell me.?
Alef turned away from the “evil’s Throat and looked at his grandE

father’s face. It was aglow. ”Ohatever it is, you have it, don’t you.?
His grandfather’s eyes conUrmed Alef’s observation. ”Ohat is itq?
”The Bentorq? Alef responded. ”It has something to do with the 

Bentor, huh.?
”Ohyq? his grandfather asked.
”Ohyq I don’tG? Alef stopped. He remembered how he felt when 

he was trying to be in control of himself and the something extra that 
seemed to help him. He spoke tentatively. ”Baybe because when you 
need it, you get this boost. !ou’re more in control of yourself than 
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usual. And your thoughts and words are better than what you can 
say or think on your own.?

”Ohy would you call that Lightq?
”FecauseG Fecause Light helps you raise yourself to a higher level. 

A better level. Baybe to love better too, huhq?
”To love better too,? his grandfather agreed. He pointed to the 

“evil’s Throat. ”There is another essence that would destroy you, 
Alef. Cuck away your agency. Vnslave you.? He let the roar of the masE
sive converging waterfall go uninterrupted for a time. ”Like that.?

”“oes it have a name, tooq? Alef asked.
”I call it the Proscribed.?
”Huhq Ohat does that meanq?
”Find. Ronstrict.?
”And the Bentor is Lightq?
”The Bentor is a bearer of Light. Light is truth, including all its 

derivatives. Agency. Peace. Yrder. All of them bring freedom. The 
darkness of the Proscribed is at the other end of the stick. “eceit. 
Lies. …orce. Rontention. Rhains.?

”Agencyq !ou talked about agency before, and I asked you what it 
was, but you didn’t really say.?

”…reedom. The ability, the right, to choose. The more Light you 
have, the more your choices. The freer you are.?

Alef thought back to his Urst dream of his grandfather. ”Sh, you 
said that you asked me if I wanted to trade hair, so I’d know it was 
you and not a deceiver. Sh, was the Proscribed that deceiverq

”!es.?
Alef’s brow furrowed. ”I don’t understand. If he wanted to deceive 

me, why couldn’t he just say what you saidq?
His grandpa winked. ”Fecause he doesn’t have a sense of humor.?
Alef laughed. ”I’d know you anyway, 3randpa.? He stared at The 

“evil’s Throat. ”Ohy does there even have to be Light and “ark. 
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Ohy isn’t it all Light so everyone can be happyq Happy and freeq?
”There is no existence without opposites, Alef. No reality. OithE

out contraries, there could be no choices. No reason to even exist. Oe 
simply would not be. Rould not be.?

His grandfather turned from the “evil’s Throat and led Alef into 
the verdant green expanse that bordered the river. They sat on a 
log, and Alef was absorbed in the beauty that surrounded him. A 
redEbreasted toucan watched them from a large mahogany tree. FutE
ter9ies of every hue 9itted around, and begonias and orchids clung to 
the trees and rocks. He could still hear the roar of the “evil’s Throat, 
but it was just a low background sound now.

As he sat enthralled with the setting, he had a most peculiar feeling. 
It was as though all that his grandpa told him about not being acted 
upon and love and the Bentor and the Proscribed, he was somehow 
very familiar with. It was like his grandpa was just reminding him of 
things he’d forgotten.

Fefore he could say anything, his grandfather spoke. ”I am remindE
ing you, Alef. !ou have always had this knowledge.?

”Ohat do you meanq?
”There’s no beginning nor ending to you. To your essence. AwareE

ness of your eternal nature is embedded in you. And so is the knowlE
edge of Light and “ark.?

”Fut how could I forget thatq?
”Perhaps not so much forget as ignore. Ohen you don’t pay attenE

tion to it, that understanding becomes latent.?
Alef was overwhelmed with what he was hearing. Almost in a daDe. 

”Ohy you telling me these things, 3randpaq Ohy am I even having 
these dreamsq?

”Fecause I love you.?
”Fut how are you doing thisq Ohy are you doing thisq?
”If you listen, if you follow what I say, there will be more.?
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”Ohy wouldn’t Iq? Alef was confused. ”I want to hear what you 
say. I want to remember. I want toG I want to change.?

”Co, I’m still coming. Now, tell me about your experiences since we 
last talked.?

Alef did, though he was certain his grandfather already knew. His 
grandpa listened intently, and that pulled detail and feelings and 
awareness out of Alef that he hadn’t even realiDed were there. Then 
with near despair, Alef told him of his overwhelming sorrow for what 
he’d done to his family. About his confession to Tav and her response. 
”This love business,? he said as his face drooped in anguish, ”is so 
confusing. Co hard.?

”Ohyq?
Alef teared up. ”I don’t know how I could love Nadia or Tav 

more. Fut how could Tav love meq And zandG Ohen I thought he 
was involved with Tav, I could hardly stand to be around him. That 
only got better when she told me she wasn’t interested in him.? He 
grimaced. ”And Vli. zight now, I don’t think I even like the guy, let 
alone love him.?

”Like and love aren’t the same thing, Alef. The highest love is 
wanting what’s best for another. That doesn’t depend on how they 
feel about you. Oe don’t need to like how they’re acting or talking. 
Oe can love them without ever wanting to be around them.?

Alef grimaced. ”Ban, that’s hard.?
”“o you want to do it, is the Wuestion.?
”I don’t know. I think so.?
”The Tenets,? his grandfather mused. ”The Tenets is what they are. 

To act and not be acted upon, and to love, help deUne what Light 
is.? His eyes bore into Alef’s. ”To want Light, Alef, is to want to do 
those things which deUne Light.?

”The Tenetsq? Alef asked.
”!es. The Tenets. They are inseparable. They are one.?
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Alef looked down at his hands. ”I’m not doing a great job with 
them.?

His grandpa cocked his head. ”Fut you want to do well, Alef. The 
wanting to is everything.? He smiled. ”And remember, Tavia has 
choices to make also. Eust like you. 3ive her time.? He stood up from 
the log they were sitting on. ”Two more Wuestions, Alef. Ohy are 
there lawsq “o you obey themq?

The dream ended. 



Chapter 11

Law

“G ot a second?” Rand said as he came into Alef’s orce and 
closed the doob .ehind himI wt 6as afteb :0pp ,mg and Alef 

6as yettiny beadv to leake to ,icu T, Yak fob theib dateI
“WeahI Shat’s T,?”
Rand tossed an enkelo,e on Alef’s desuI “Yhat loou familiab?”
Alef ,icued it T,I “WeahI wt’s one of oTb enkelo,esI Oo?”
“H,en itI”
Alef did and bemoked the sinyle sheet of ,a,eb that 6as in itI
“Read it aloTdI”
Alef’s eve.bo6s ,Tshed toyetheb and he beadI
As per the Sawtooth ML, LLC Operating Agreement, I am here-

by giving my seven-day written notice of my voluntary membership 
withdrawal from Sawtooth ML, LLC. I am not in violation of any 
Operating Agreement stipulations and am entitled to full withdrawal 
privileges and compensation. (Signed) Elijah Kao.

Alef stabed at the ,a,ebI
“WoT notice the date?” Rand asuedI
Alef .linuedI “WeahI WestebdavI” Ee lifted the enkelo,e and tTbned 

it okebI “WoT thinu this is 6hat Vli 6as Ddyetiny 6ith 6hen 6e met 
.efobe w called Hmnimach?”

“w’m sTbe of itI Ee 6as yoiny to yike it to Ts .Tt fob some beason 
chanyed his mindI”
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“Shv?” Alef asuedg yenTinelv confTsedI “w mean 6hv did he 6ant 
to leake Oa6tooth in the Dbst ,lace and then not yo thboTyh 6ith it?”

“w thinu he 6as yoiny to do an end bTn ayainst Ts and yo dibectlv 
to Hmnimach .Tt fob some beason chicuened oTtI”

“Ee 6as distbaTyhtg .Tt that’s tantamoTnt to .etbavalI WoT thinu 
he’d beallv do it?”

“WoT .et w doL” Rand a,,eabed T,setI “Ee 6as yoiny to sta. Ts in 
the .acug and w thinu he’ll still do itI”

Alef held T, the enkelo,eI “Shebe did voT Dnd this?”
“Vli’s yone fob the davI w had some thinys w 6anted him to loou at 

so 6ent into his orce to dbo, them on his desu and sa6 the cobneb 
of this enkelo,e sticuiny oTt fbom Tndeb his desu matI w bemem.ebed 
him Dddliny aboTnd 6ith an enkelo,e vestebdav and 6as cTbioTsI Oo 
hebe it isI”

Alef ,Tt the sheet .acu in the enkelo,e and handed it to RandI 
“Cetteb ,Tt this 6hebe voT yot it .Tt maue a co,v DbstI”

“Shat do voT thinu 6e shoTld do 6ith the tbaitob?” Rand’s face 
6as -Tshedg and his necu cobds baisedI

“HTb H,ebatiny Aybeement states conditions 6hebe MMj mem3
.ebshi, can .e tebminated fob caTseg” Alef said 6ith a sebenitv that 
sTb,bised himI “Hne of them is to .e em,loved .v a com,etitob 6hile 
still an MMj mem.ebI qav.e his intent vestebdav 6as to 6ithdba6 
his mem.ebshi, and then seeu an abbanyement 6ith Hmnimach so 
he 6oTldn’t .e in kiolation 6ith the AybeementI”

“And yet fTll .TvoTt com,ensationg etcIg etcI” Rand’s face tiyht3
ened 6ith disyTstI

“WeahI CTt fob 6hatekeb beasong he didn’t do itg” Alef be,liedI
“Nidn’t do it vestebdavg .Tt he sTbe intended toI Oog it’s JTst a 

matteb of 6henI w’ll .et he’s yot somethiny in mindI Oog 6hat do 6e 
do? w savg .eat him to the ,Tnch and tebminate himI”

“Se can’t Tnilateballv bemoke him fbom the MMj 6ithoTt caTseI”
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“Oog 6e JTst sit and 6ait fob him to sticu it to Ts?”
Alef didn’t bes,ond immediatelvI Ee 6as thinuiny a.oTt his 

yband,a and the TenetsI Ee 6as thinuiny a.oTt his stbTyyle 6ith not 
.einy a beactob and a.oTt this .Tsiness of lokiny .Tt not liuinyI Yhen 
an idea cameI “Se don’t uno6 6hat Vli’s intendiny to do no6I wt’s 
,ossi.le he’s had a chanye of heabtI”

“w don’t .elieke thatL” Rand snobtedI “And neitheb do voTI Vli 
6ants to .e a yodg and he sees Hmnimach’s million 4T.it com,Tteb 
mauiny him oneI”

“qav.eI CTt it’s also ,ossi.le he 6ants to sticu 6ith TsI w thinu 6e 
need to ,boceed 6ith yTabded ,atienceI Ybv to uee, oTb team intact 
.Tt ,be,abe oTbselkes fob anv ekentTalitvI”

“GTabded ,atience? Shat does that mean?” Rand’s tone 6as al3
most debisikeI

Alef continTedI “Met’s uee, oTb eves and eabs o,en fob ,otential 
kiolations of oTb H,ebatiny AybeementI” Ee sto,,ed taluiny as he 
massayed the ,ain in his biyht tem,leg then looued .acu at RandI 
“qav.e hake a ,lan in ,lace fob a Oa6tooth 6ithoTt VliI XTst in caseI”

Rand snobtedI “ShatekebI w yTess voT’be saviny 6e JTst 6ait fob Aw 
jom, OecTbitv to tTbn T, somethiny on him so 6e can legitimately 
can himI”

Alef ue,t his coolI “w called them this mobninyI Yhev’be cominy 
oTt nezt YTesdavI”

Rand 6aked the enkelo,eI “Yhis chanyes ekebvthinyg AlefL” Ee 
stobmed oTtI

Alef left his orceI wt had .een baininy and the tem,ebatTbe 6as in 
the mid35psI Yv,ical A,bilI Ee toou in a befbeshiny .beath and yot 
in his cabI Ee tTbned on the 6indshield 6i,ebs and dboke to Yak’sI 
2adia o,ened the doob and JTm,ed on himI Ee ,icued heb T, and 
held heb oTtI “Moous liue voT’be feeliny .ettebI” Ee uissed the to, of 
heb headI
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“w 6asn’t that sicu and abe voT yTvs yoiny on a beal date?” she cbied 
yleefTllvI

“We,I And voT’be mv date tomobbo6 if voT’be feeliny ouavI”
“w’m not sicuL Shebe 6e yoiny?” she s4TealedI
“Eo6 a.oTt a mokieI And then the a4TabiTm to see all uinds of 

DshI And then .ecaTse the 6eatheb’s sT,,osed to .e nice and sTnnvg 
6e can 6alu alony the bikeb and then come to mv ,lace and ,lav P.oz 
and hake anv uind of dessebt voT 6antI”

“WesL” Ohe scbeamed and uissed Alef on his cheeuI
Alef set heb do6n as Yak came into the boomI “w’m beadvg” she said 

and uissed 2adiaI “Ce yood fob qandvI”
“w 6illI Naddvg can qommv come on oTb date tomobbo6 too?”
Alef ylanced at Yak then cocued his headI “w’d liue thatI”
Yak laTyhedI “Se’ll seeI” Ohe looued at heb 6atchI “Cetteb yet 

yoinyI HTb besebkations abe in t6entv minTtesI”
Yak had chosen a co…v atmos,hebic wtalian bestaTbant and at theib 

be4Test the 6aitbess sat them in a cobneb .ooth 6hebe thev 6ebe a6av 
fbom most of the cbo6d noiseI Yhev obdebed theib foodg and she leftI 
Yak tTbned to AlefI “Sellg ho6 6as voTb dav?”

Alef smibuedI “Yhbee fob thbeeI Mast thbee davs hake .een doo…iesI” 
Ee told heb a.oTt the enkelo,e and 6hat 6as in itI

“No voT thinu Vli 6ill leake?”
“w thinu if it 6ebe T, to Randg 6e’d manTfactTbe a kiolation to uicu 

him oTtI”
“Ee’s that anybv?”
“Ee’s that anybvI”
“Shat do voT thinu?”
“w don’t uno6I w 6ant to yike Vli the .eneDt of the doT.tg .Tt he’s 

sTbe .een actiny 6eibdI Vken 6ith oTb ,ebsonalitv diFebences 6e’ke 
.een a yood teamg .Tt 6hat w sa6 todav beallv .othebs meI” Ee toou 
a dbinu of 6ateb and shbTyyedI “w thinu 6e JTst 6ait and see and .e 
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,be,abed eitheb 6avI” Ee tTbned his hand okebI “Eo6 a.oTt voTI 
Eo6’s voTb school coTnseliny cominy?”

“Yhe beyTlabI Westebdavg w had a yood one thoTyhI w had to talu 6ith 
a yal 6ho has heb haib in a tiyht .baid that comes do6n to heb 6aistI 
Oomeone stTcu a “7Tll qe” siyn on itg and she yot it vanued sekebal 
times .efobe she foTnd oTtI Ohe 6as ,bettv T,setg .Tt w yot heb calmed 
do6nI”

Alef ybinnedI “w 6oTld’ke had tboT.le uee,iny a stbaiyht faceI”
“wf voT sa6 heb faceg voT’d uno6 that a smiliny coTnselob 6as the 

last thiny that yibl 6anted to seeI
“Yhat’s 6hv voT’be the coTnselobI Anv6avg thanus fob listeninyI”
Yheib meal cameg and thev stabted to eatI Yak looued at Alef’s 

ylass of 6atebI “2o 6ine?” she asued ,lavfTllvI “Se’be at an wtalian 
bestaTbant and no 6ine?” Alef’s face beddenedI Yak looued at heb o6n 
chabdonnav and .acu at his 6atebI “wt’s the coFee thinyg hTh?”

Ee Dnished che6iny his .ite of lasaynaI “WeahI”
“7bo.a.lv a yood thinyI” Ohe ,Tshed heb o6n ylass a6av “WoT ouav 

telliny me a.oTt 6hat’s ha,,eniny 6ith voT? w meang w don’t 6ant 
to ,Tshg .Tt"” Ohe smiledI

Ee toou a si, of 6ateb and sat .acuI “No voT .elieke in dbeamsg 
Yak?”

Ohe lifted heb headg a ,T……led loou on heb faceg and fob the nezt 
hoTb and .et6een .ites he told heb a.oTt his yband,aI Vkebvthiny 
fbom tbadiny haib to the TenetsI

Yak onlv Dnished half heb dinneb and ,Tshed it a6avI “Eo6 manv 
times hake voT had a dbeam a.oTt voTb ybandfatheb?”

“9ikeg coTntiny the Dbst oneI”
“And thev’be yettiny mobe detailed?”
“WeahI 2o6g 6e ,bettv mTch hake a beyTlab conkebsationI w asu 

4TestionsI Ee ans6ebsI Ee asus 4TestionsI w ans6ebI” Ee yake Yak a 
shee,ish loouI “WoT thinu w’m losiny it?”
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Ohe laTyhedI “wf voT abeg so am wI wf 6hat’s ha,,eniny 6ith voT is 
the besTlt of voTb dbeamsg ho6 coTld thev not .e beal?” Ohe lifted a 
shoTldebI “Shatekeb real isI”

“w don’t hake an ez,lanation fob themI” Alef siyhedI “CTt thev sTbe 
seem beal to meI” Ee ya…ed T, at the ceilinyI “And someho6 this 
.einyg ob essenceg Gband,a calls the qentobg mav .e inkolked in mv 
lifeI XTst liue Gband,a hintedI”

Yak .ecame contem,latikeI “Yhe Tenets voTb ybandfatheb talus 
a.oTt uind of beminds me of someoneI Hf coTbseg voT uno6 the 
mvth ob leyend a.oTt XoshTaI”

“WeahI Shat a.oTt him?”
“Ee’s sT,,osed to hake .een the ,bokeb.ial ,ebfect ,ebsong 6hat3

ekeb that isg and 6ith some uind of mvstical ,o6ebsI”
“Oog 6hv does Gband,a’s the Tenets bemind voT of him?”
“Yhebe 6ebe some attbi.Ttes liue those voT talu a.oTt that w be3

mem.eb .einy associated 6ith himI MokeI 7eaceI Oelf3contbolI Yhat 
uind of thinyI”

“WeahI w bemem.ebI w’ll asu Gband,a a.oTt himI” Yhe cobneb of his 
moTth t6itched T,I “If w hake anv mobe dbeamsI”

“9bom 6hat voT’ke saidg it soTnds liue it’s T, to voT 6hetheb voT 
do ob notI Cv the 6avg 6hat did voT sav 6ebe his Dnal 6obds last 
niyht?”

“Eis ezact 6obds 6ebeg HShv abe thebe la6s? No voT o.ev them?’” 
Ee looued at YakI “Eo6 6oTld voT ans6eb?”

“WoT thinu these hake somethiny to do 6ith one of his Tenets?”
“qav.eI Oog ho6 6oTld voT ans6eb him?”
Yak Dnyebed heb na,uin fob a momentI “Sellg it’s o.kioTs 6hv 6e 

hake la6sI wf 6e didn’tg thebe’d .e chaosI Vkebvone 6oTld .e in it fob 
themselkesg and 6e’d destbov each othebI”

“Shat a.oTt .ad la6s?”
Yak lifted heb handI “w yTess 6hetheb thev’be yood ob .ad is in 
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the eve of the .eholdebI CTt w thinug .oth fob oTb saues and fob the 
6ell3.einy of the societv 6e’be ing 6e need to a.ide .v the la6s 6e’be 
TndebI wf 6e don’t liue themg then 6e shoTld tbv to chanye them ob 
yo 6hebe the la6s abe mobe to oTb liuinyI”

“WoT saviny 6e shoTld o.ev the la6g 6hatekeb it isg JTst .ecaTse it’s 
the la6?”

“w don’t uno6gJ she ans6ebedI JCTt mav.e oTb 6illinyness to o.ev 
batheb than .e oTb o6n la6 savs somethiny a.oTt 6ho 6e abeI A.oTt 
6hetheb 6e’be concebned 6ith the 6ell3.einy of othebs ob abe mostlv 
focTsed on oTb o6n comfobts and 6antsI”

“EmmI Eaken’t thoTyht a.oTt it liue that .efobeI” 9ob a 6hile he 
moked a .bead cbTm. aboTnd 6ith his Dnyeb on the checuebed ta.le3
cloth in theib .ooth then looued T, at hebI “Eebe’s anotheb thoTyhtI 
qav.e thebe abe la6sg eken hiyheb la6sg ob .etteb la6sg 6hich aben’t 
6bitten .Tt abe uind of feltI WoT JTst uno6 6hat thev abeI”

“Miue the Tenets 6e’ke .een taluiny a.oTt?” Yak asuedI
“WeahI Miue thoseI And mav.e the uind ob lekel of la6 6e’be 6illiny 

to follo6g w mean want to follo6g deDnes 6ho 6e abeI”
Yak beached okeb and toTched the .acu of his handI “w liue this uind 

of taluI A lotI”
Alef tTbned his hand okeb and s4Tee…ed hebsI “qe tooI”
Ohe yentlv ,Tlled heb hand a6avI Yhe 6aitbess came and asued if 

thev 6anted anvthiny elseI Yhev didn’tg and she handed Alef the .illI 
“Otav as lony voT 6antg” she saidI “Se’be not that .Tsv toniyhtI”

Alef sat .acuI “Gband,a told me to listen to voT a.oTt otheb 
TnikebsesI”

“qe? Eo6 does he uno6 anvthiny a.oTt me?”
“Ee uno6s ekebvthiny a.oTt meg so he uno6s a.oTt voT tooI”
“w’m no cosmoloyistg” she said 6ith a sliyht eve bollI
“WoT .boTyht it T, 6hen voT and w 6ebe taluiny a.oTt oTb essences 

and 6hebe thev miyht come fbomg if thev ezistI”
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“Hh veahI w bead some6hebe a.oTt ,ossi.le tv,es of Tnikebses that 
uind of soTnded loyicalI”

“And?”
“wt had to do 6ith the lekels of intelliyence in likiny .einys that 

miyht ezistI wn the theobv w beadg Tnikebses abe classiDed .v the lekel of 
,o6eb and enebyv likiny .einys in them hake access toI At the lo6est 
lekel Tnikebseg liue oTbsg thev Tse enebyv ob ,o6eb ob liyht dibectlv ob 
indibectlv fbom the sTn ob stab theib ,lanet cibclesI As the theobv yoesg 
thebe abe mav.e inDnite ybadations of Tnikebses and at the hiyhest 
lekel thev’ke habnessed and intebnali…ed all the enebyv and ,o6eb and 
liyht contained in theib entibe Tnikebse as 6ell as all otheb TnikebsesI”

“Yhev’be yods?” Alef asued 6ith intebestI
“7bettv mTchI w mean vesg of coTbseI Yhev’d hake to .e yodsI 

Yhev’be a soTbce of inDnite ,o6eb and liyht and 6oTld .e a.le to 
obyani…e matteb and cbeate lifeI”

“And voT thinu mav.e 6eg w mean oTb essencesg miyht hake come 
fbom some hiyheb Tnikebse?”

“w don’t uno6g .Tt it maues sense to meI”
“Shv? Shat 6oTld .e the beason 6e’d .e sent to a lo6eb obdeb 

Tnikebse?” he asued sue,ticallvI “And 6hv 6oTldn’t 6e uno6 this? w 
meang 6hv 6oTldn’t those in the Tnikebse 6e came fbom .e commT3
nicatiny 6ith Ts?”

“CTt voT hake .een commTnicated 6ithI”
“ETh? 2og 6avI”
“Shat do voT call voTb conkebsations 6ith voTb ybandfatheb? And 

6hat a.oTt the im,bessions voT’ke had that miyht .e the qentob 
that voTb ybandfatheb’s talued to voT a.oTt?”

Alef 6as tauen a.acug and he stabed at YakI
“Moous liue voT’ll hake mobe 4Testions to asu voTb ybandfathebg” 

she said 6ith a ybin and ylanced at heb 6atchI “Se’d .etteb yoI w told 
the .a.vsitteb 6e 6oTldn’t .e lateI w 6ant to maue sTbe 2adia’s in 
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.ed at a yood timeI Ohe has to .e 6ell bested fob the fTn dav 6e hake 
,lanned fob tomobbo6I”

“Se?” Alef asued in sTb,biseI
Ohe yake him a ,lavfTl loouI “Sellg voT did inkite meI” 



Chapter 12

The Division

“H ad a lousy weekend worrying about Eli,” Rand groused as 
he sat in Alef’s oc.e? “How was yoursm”

Alef’s was one of the best he had for as long as he .ould reFeFber? 
Tor two days, he, vaN, and Badia were like a faFily again? Sut giNen 
the situation at pawtooth and Rand’s Gast inNolNeFent with vaN, he 
didn’t say anything? Bot now, anyway? “Wood,” was all he said?

“Ihat’d you dom”
Alef didn’t look uG at hiF? “j was with Badia, and vaN Ooined us 

for a lot of it?” He handed Rand a sheet of GaGer? “Here’s the Gart 
of our LGerating AgreeFent dealing with FeFbershiG withdrawal 
froF the CCU?”

Rand took it but keGt looking at Alef? “Yh, you and vaN doing 
things together againm” His taut liGs belied the .asualness of his tone?

“Deah? A little? -id you haNe a .han.e to read oNer the LGerating 
AgreeFentm” Alef wanted to diNert Rand’s attention away froF vaN?

Rand looked at the GaGer? “j Oust glan.ed at it? Ihat’s your takem”
“SottoFline, any of us .an withdraw froF our CCU at any tiFe 

without Genalty if we giNe a seNen9day written noti.e, and we’re not 
in Niolation of our agreeFent? Ie would get our initial inNestFent 
ba.k within a year and whateNer else the Gartners wanted to giNe us?

“ReFind Fe what our initial inNestFent was,” Rand said?
“jf we’re talking about the aFount ea.h of us Gut uG to get paw9
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tooth going, it’d be around 250,zzz ea.h? jf we add to that our 
unreiFbursed Gersonal out9of9Go.ket .osts and Fissed salary as we 
got pawtooth to where it is today, that gets to be siMeable?”

“How .an we terFinate hiF for .ausem”
“jf he Niolates any stiGulation in the LGerating AgreeFent?”
“Cike whatm”
“Cike being eFGloyed by a dire.t .oFGetitor or not GerforFing his 

duties to the best of his ability?”
“Ie’Ne got to qnd a way to terFinate hiF, Alef? j’Ne got this gut 

feeling he’s going to destroy us if we don’t?”
“Iho would we reGla.e hiF withm”
Rand gaNe Alef a duh look? “CiM, of .ourse? phe’s at least as .oF9

Getent as Eli? phe’s been his assistant for the last year and knows our 
systeFs ba.kwards and forwards?”

“Iould we oJer her FeFbershiG in the CCUm”
“j don’t want to do that but say Gut her under .ontra.t to re.eiNe 

a healthy share of sto.k when we in.orGorate if she GerforFs well?”
Alef Gut his hands behind his head? “j don’t like any of this?”
“Iho doesm” Rand gruFbled?
“HaNe you seen Eli todaym” Alef asked?
“Bo, and CiM didn’t know where he was? Vaybe he’s 3uit on us 

already?”
“Hardly? IhateNer we do though, we .an’t for.e hiF to leaNe? Ie 

.an’t giNe hiF .ause to giNe us big tiFe trouble?”
“Lkay, but j’F sure going to look for Niolations to .an hiF? He’s 

gonna kill us if we don’t?” Rand stood? “j’Ne got work to do? Any9
thing elsem”

Alef got uG? “BoGe? 4ust keeG our eyes and ears oGen?”
“Ihen’s Aj UoFG .oFing inm” Rand asked?
“voForrow?”
“Vaybe they’ll qnd out soFething?”
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“Deah, Faybe? j’F going to .he.k with CiM to Fake sure she’s ready 
for theF?”

Alef went to her oc.e and kno.ked lightly on the oGen door? 
phe waNed hiF in? CiM VartineM’s aGGearan.e, in Fany ways, was 
the oGGosite of Selinda Borton’s and .ontrasted with the highly 
ec.ient and organiMed Gerson she really was? Her shoulder9length 
ginger hair looked unbrushed and the t9shirt and Oeans she always 
wore highlighted her :z to …z e!tra Gounds? Sut her .oFGle!ion was 
.lear and her fa.e eNen Gretty if she bothered to do soFething with 
it? Her Gier.ing eyes and obNious .onqden.e, howeNer, hinted at her 
e!.eGtional Find?

“Wotta Finutem” Alef asked?
“pure?” phe Gointed to the side .hair by her desk?
“Vind if j .lose the doorm” Alef asked?
CiM raised an eyebrow? “Yh, sure? Wo ahead?”
Alef did and sat down? “Has Eli told you we’Ne got Aj UoFG 

.oFing in toForrow to do a .he.kuG of our systeFsm”
CiM’s eyes widened? “Bo? vhis’s the qrst j’Ne heard of it?”
“vhey’ll be here around $z'zz? Ie want theF to haNe a..ess to 

eNerything, so Glease fa.ilitate that?”
“Yh, sure?” phe didn’t try to hide her .on.ern? “Yh, soFething 

wrongm j Fean, why’re we doing it, if you don’t Find Fe askingm”
“Iith our FoNe here, we Oust want to Fake sure eNerything’s 

se.ure?”
“Vakes sense?”
Alef .ould see she wasn’t .onNin.ed that was the only reason? He 

de.ided to do soFe Grobing? “HaNe you seen Eli todaym”
“Bo?” phe looked down at her desk?
“Dou know if he’ll be in todaym”
“Yh, no?” phe started shu6ing soFe GaGers?
Alef was silent for a long tiFe? CiM looked uG, lines showing on her 



CjWHv 1:

fa.e?
“Ihat’s going on, CiMm” he asked her kindly? “js it Elim”
phe rubbed her tongue against her bottoF liG and .len.hed her 

hands together? “He’s diJerent lately?”
“How som”
Her eyes were asking Alef if she .ould trust hiF? He gaNe her a 

warF sFile, and she returned it? “Ie used to talk all the tiFe? peNeral 
tiFes a day? j Fean, you need to do that to keeG things running you 
know, and we talked about all kinds of other things too? Sut the last 
.ouGle of weeksE” phe Gulled at her lower liG? “j .ould .ount on one 
hand the tiFes we’Ne talked and that was about stuJ that j brought 
uG, and his answers were .liGGed like he didn’t want to talk about it? 
po, j stoGGed trying to talk to hiF?”

“Ihat do you think’s haGGening with hiFm”
phe q!ed her eyes on Alef’s? “-on’t know? He’s been so diJerent 

that j asked straight out if soFething’s wrong? He waNed Fe away?”
“Ihen was thatm”
“Cast week? Vaybe Iednesday? j haNen’t seen hiF sin.e? He says 

he’s at hoFe? He te!ted Fe Triday and today to say he wouldn’t be 
in the oc.e?”

Alef held her gaMe? “Rand and j want to qnd out what’s going on? 
Iill you helG usm” Alef hoGed she saw .on.ern in his fa.e?

“Deah? Lkay? Ihat do you want Fe to dom”
“Lur serNers keeG tra.k of all in.oFing and outgoing Ghone .alls, 

don’t theym”
“Deah? 4ust the nuFbers and length of the .all of .ourse, not the 

.onNersations?”
“jn.luding .oFGany sFartGhones and their te!tsm”
“Deah? ENerything?”
“And eFailsm”
“Ie haNe a .oFGlete re.ord of those too?”
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“ENen deleted onesm”
“vhey’re stored for thirty days then GerFanently deleted?”
“j’d like you to get both Ghone and eFail re.ords for the last Fonth 

for Rand, Eli, and Fe?”
“Lkay, but j’ll need the .ode to a..ess that? Lnly you three haNe 

it?”
“j’ll get it for you?” He stood? “j’ll tell Rand what we’re doing, but 

until we qnd out what’s going on with Eli, j’F asking you to keeG 
this 3uiet?”

“Ynderstood?” CiM’s eyes nearly teared uG? phe looked like she’d lost 
a good friend? “He’s .hanged,” she Futtered?

“vhanks, CiM? vhanks for eNerything you do?” phe sFiled a thank 
you?

jt was hard for Alef to get his Find ba.k on his work, but he had 
to? He had a Gile of qnan.ials to go through and to reNiew Rand’s 
ne!t 3uarter Farketing Glan and GroOe.tions?

His desk Ghone rang? jt was Rand? “vhought you’d like a little 
good news today?”

“j’ll take it any day, but today esGe.ially?”
“4ust got weekly reGorts in froF Fy qeld sales staJ? Ie haNe new 

signed .ontra.ts to set uG and Fanage .onNersational Aj systeFs 
for two banks, three online retailers, two s.hool distri.ts, a Fedi.al 
.lini., and two autoFobile agen.ies?”

“vhis’s why LFniFa.h’s oJer Fade no sense,” Alef said? “Iith 
this kind of growth, we .ould be in a good Gosition to start talking 
to Nenture .aGitalists within a .ouGle years?”

“Deah? And there’ll be two of us who’ll beneqt froF that, not 
three?” Rand .li.ked oJ?

Alef understood Rand’s antiGathy toward Eli, but he wasn’t ready 
to Fake a qnal OudgFent until all the .ards were down? His .ellGhone 
rang? vaN?
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“Hi, -addy? VoFFy said j .ould .all you?”
“Dou .an .all Fe anytiFe, sweetheart?”
“Desterday and paturday was the funnest j’Ne eNer hadF And VoF9

Fy had fun too? Uan we do it ne!t weekm”
“Vaybe in a .ouGle of weeks? Ie’ll see? Uan j talk to your FoFm”
“Here VoFFy,” she yelled? “-addy wants to talk to you?”
“CoNe you,” Alef said?
vaN laughed? “j’F assuFing that was for Badia?”
“jt’s for anyone there who’ll a..eGt it?” He griFa.ed at his re9

sGonse? Would that turn her off?
“j had a ball this weekend,” she said? “vhanks for letting Fe .oFe?”
vhat was his answer, and he sFiled? “Vost fun jGNe had in a long 

tiFe,” he said?
“Ve too? j’d like to do it again?”
“Badia and j will Glan on itF” He wanted to say a lot Fore, but not 

yet?
“Ihat’s haGGening with pawtoothm” she asked? “j’Ne been think9

ing about you all day?”
He told her, then said, “Rand’s ready to qre Eli, but that’s Fore 

than GreFature? Ie need to wait until we’re .ertain it’s Oustiqed?”
“Dou’re a good Fan, Alef?”
He .ould tell she Feant it, and that Gulled the sGee.h right out of 

hiF? Tor her to say that after what he did to her, and Badia, nearly 
brought tears? He .leared his throat? “vhat Feans a lot?”

“jt’s true? Badia’s dad is getting to beEa good one?”
“Bot anywhere near like her Fother?” He knew that sounded weak 

on the ba.k of her .oFGliFent, but he Feant it?
phe laughed? “Wood we like ea.h other, huhm Wotta go? valk to you 

later?”
Alef didn’t FoNe froF his desk for a long tiFe? Ias it Gossible to 

haNe his faFily ba.km He was a.hing to talk to his grandfather?
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vonight he got his wish? 



Chapter 13

When Ready

“W here are we this time?” Alef asked as he gaped at the clins 
he was staodiog .oT yhe7 dr.pped s.me 0bb feet t. the 

.ceao Lel.wT ,..kiog L.th wa7sv the7 seemed t. g. .o f.reHer aod 
were like f.lds io a great st.oe drapeT 3e aod his graodfather were 
walkiog 4b t. Cb feet io fr.m its edgeT

“yhese are the Mlins .f I.herv his graodfather saidT “We are .o 
’relaodzs west c.astT”

A m.ist Lreeue LrNshed Alefzs facev aod he saidv “YeHer heard .f 
themv LNt the7zre LeaNtifNlT”

3is graodfather p.ioted t. the Hirgio -elds .f scNrH7 grass aod 
wildO.wers that graced the t.ps .f the clinsv theo at the pNSos aod 
.ther Lirds that oested io its cragsT “EesT ’tzs all LeaNtifNlT”

yhe7 gaued at their remarkaLle sNrr.Nodiogs f.r a while theo his 
graodfather sp.keT “E.NzHe had ao ioterestiog last few da7sT What 
haHe 7.N learoed aL.Nt laws?”

Alef th.Nght f.r a m.meot aL.Nt his c.oHersati.o with yaH aod 
saidv “’zHe learoed the7 d.ozt haHe t. Le writteo d.woT ’ cao feel them 
as if ’ had read themT”

“What are the7?”
Alef gaued .Nt .Her the clins at the gra7 .ceao Lel.wT “Ia7Le diV

recti.osv” he mNsedT “Dr ma7Le pathsT ’ ko.w ’ cao ch..se whether 
t. f.ll.w them .r o.tT”
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“Wh7 w.Nld 7.N f.ll.w them?”
“’ d.ozt ko.wT Ia7Le LecaNse the7 Lriog .rder?”
“Aod?” his graodfather saidT
Alef c.otemplated the Tenets his graodfather had taNght himv aod 

it was as th.Ngh he had ao epiphao7T “Eesj Wheo ’ f.ll.w themv 
g..d thiogs cao happeoT ,ike pr.tecti.os ma7LeT Aod if ’ d.oztv 
c.osexNeoces that areozt s. g..dT” 3e reached d.wo aod plNcked 
a daodeli.o with a white Lall headT 3e waHed it t. strip it .f its seeds 
theo watched them scatter io the airT “Aod wheo ’ f.ll.w lawsv” he 
c.otioNedv “’ feel like ’zm io c.otr.l .f m7selfT” 3e felt LN.7ed with 
that awareoessT “,ike ’zm free eHeoT” yhe wiod carried the seedliogs 
Le7.od his sightv aod he dr.pped the daodeli.o stemT

“What else?” his graodfather askedT
Alef p.odered the xNesti.o f.r a sec.od theo he koew what his 

graodpa was afterv aod his heart swelled with gratitNdeT ’t was what 
his graodfather was d.iogT “Wheo ’ f.ll.w lawv” Alef c.Nld Larel7 
c.otr.l his em.ti.osv “’zm thiokiog .f .thersT ’zm helpiog th.se 
ar.Nod mev aodB Aod that helps meT”

“3.w?”
Alef th.Nght .f what it was like ar.Nod yaH o.wT Wheo there was 

s7oerg7 Letweeo them s.methiog sereodipit.Ns was addedT GeaceT 
G.werT qoderstaodiogT Ia7Le eHeo l.HeT U.methiog Le7.od the 
sNm .f their iodiHidNal c.otriLNti.osT yhat was what happeoed 
wheo he .Le7ed lawsT 3e wasozt JNst c.of.rmiogT 3e was e1paodiogT 
3e was shariog a .oeoess with .thers wh. were .Le7iogT With th.se 
wh. wanted t. .Le7T Aod he Noderst..d what his graodfather was 
askiogT

“FecaNse ’ Lec.me m.re thao JNst m7selfv” he saidT “INch m.reT”
“Aod if 7.N ch..se t. Le 7.Nr .wo law .r a law Not. 7.Nrselfv what 

theo?”
Alef wiocedT “yheo ’ shNt .n m7 p.teotial f.r p.wer aod peaceT 
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Aod freed.mv ’ thiokT ’ shriokT” 3e chewed .o his lipT “’ shriok iot. 
meT” Alef koew he was descriLiog himselfT Dr at least wh. he had 
LeeoT

“’ asked 7.N tw. xNesti.os last timev AlefT Wh7 are there laws? !. 
7.N .Le7 them? E.N aoswered the -rstT” 3is graodfatherzs l..k was 
pierciogT “What aL.Nt the sec.od?”

Alef kept the laws .f the laodT Drv at least tried t.T FNt the higher 
laws? yhe laws he felt? Y.T 3ezd Leeo his .wo lawT Uel-shT 3NrtfNlT 
F.Nod L7 his ioward pNllT 3e stared at his feet aod sh..k his headv 
theo faced his graodfatherT “’ haHeoztv LNt ’ thiok ’ waot t.T” Aod 
a th.Nght stirred io his miodT “Df c.Nrsej” he e1claimedT “DLe7iog 
law is .oe .f the Tenetsv isozt it?

3is graodfather o.ddedT “E.N e1paod io ,ight aod p.wer L7 aLidV
iog eHer higher lawsT Mao 7.N feel that? Mao 7.N see h.w that frees 
7.N?”

Alef c.Nld feel itv aod he l..ked at his graodpa with aweT
3is graodpa held his gaueT “Y.wv ’ LelieHe 7.N haHe xNesti.os f.r 

meT”
Alef swall.wedT “EeahT !id we c.me fr.m ao.ther NoiHerse? ’ 

meaov did .Nr esseoces c.me fr.m ao.ther NoiHerse?”
“EesT”
“Are 7.N io ao.ther NoiHerse?”
“’ amT”
“qhv is thatv Nhv the NoiHerse ’ came fr.m?”
“EesT”
“FNt h.w cao 7.NB ’ meaov h.w are we aLle t. talk like this? ’ 

meaov cao 7.N JNst slide fr.m .oe NoiHerse t. ao.ther?”
“’zm here L7 assigomeot aod with aNth.riuati.o LecaNseB FecaNse 

’ l.He 7.NT”
“ANth.riuati.o fr.m wh.? !. 7.N haHe a L.ss?”
“Y. L.sses herev AlefT 2Nst rexNests aod c..perati.oT”
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“Wh7 th.Ngh? ’ meaov wh7 areozt ’ still io the NoiHerse where ’ 
came fr.m? Wh7 am ’ here?”

“y. make ch.icesT”
“y. make ch.ices? ’ d.ozt NoderstaodT”
“E.N willT”
Alef waitedv LNt his graodfather was sileotT “qhv are 7.N g.iog t. 

e1plaio?”
“Wheo 7.Nzre read7v 7.Nzll NoderstaodT”
“qhv aod ’zm o.t read7 o.w?”
“’f 7.N werev 7.N w.Nld NoderstaodT”
Alefzs frNstrati.o was gr.wiogT “What d. ’ haHe t. d. t. Le read7?”
“E.Nzll ko.wT”
yhis was g.iog o.whereT Alef tried ao.ther xNesti.oT “’s there a 

g.d?”
“,.ts .f themT 2Nst aL.Nt eHer7L.d7 has their .woT yheir miodT 

yheir L.d7T yheir m.oe7T yheir cl.thesT yheir fameT yheir p.pNlarV
it7T yheir c.otr.l .Her .thersT yheir p.wer aod p.siti.oT”

“’ meaov is there a R.d? yaH t.ld me aL.Nt .ther NoiHerse the.ries 
aod aL.Nt a leHel where g.ds c.Nld e1istT ’s that real?”

“E.Nzll ko.w wheo 7.Nzre read7T”
Wheo he was read7? 3.w c.Nld he eHer Le read7 wheo he didozt 

eHeo ko.w what read7 was? 3e had .oe m.re xNesti.oT “yaH aod ’ 
talked aL.Nt the legeod .r m7th .f 2.shNaT qhv was he real?”

“3e is realT” 3is e7es graLLed AlefzsT “3e is the path t. THE ONE. 
,earo .f himT”

“THE ONE? Whatzs that?” Alefzs graodfather tNroed awa7v aod 
Alef koew he w.Nld get o. m.re detailT Y.t Notil he was read7T

D.r a whilev his graodfather seemed t. driok io the LeaNt7 that 
sNrr.Noded themv theo he tNroed t. AlefT “!. 7.N thiok these clins 
haHe alwa7s Leeo here?”

Alef gaued at the massiHe NodNlatiog shale aod saodst.oe w.oder 
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.f the w.rld Leoeath themT “UNre l..ks like it t. meT”
3is graodpa walked cl.ser t. the edge .f the clin “yhreeVhNodred 

milli.o 7ears .r s. ag.v these did o.t e1istv” he saidT “Will the7 Le 
here three hNodred milli.o 7ears fr.m o.w? Y.t likel7T yhe7 are 
er.diogT” 3e smiledT “FecaNse these clins haHe o.t alwa7s Leeov aod 
LecaNse the7 will o.t alwa7s Lev the7 areBtemporaryT”

3e walked awa7 fr.m the edge aod faced AlefT “’f these are temV
p.rar7v what d.es that sa7 aL.Nt 7.Nr cl.thesv 7.Nr carv 7.Nr m.oe7v 
7.Nr h.Nsev 7.Nr LNsioessv 7.Nr circNmstaoces? What d.es that sa7 
aL.Nt earthl7 p.wer .r prestige .r p.pNlarit7?” 3e sh..k his headT 
“Alefv eHer7thiog 7.N will eHer c.ofr.ot io this w.rld is temp.rar7T 
EememLer thatT ’t will passT ’t has o. Leariog .o your eteroit7T Dol7 
the pers.o 7.N ch..se t. Le d.esT 9Her7thiog else will Le g.oeT”

3is lips cNrHed iot. a sard.oic smileT Dr ma7Le a s.rr.wfNl .oeT 
“yhe ir.o7v Alefv the traged7v is that pe.ple make the temp.rar7 
their g.dsT R.ds that will pass as sm.ke io the wiodT R.ds that haHe 
o. p.wer .r meaoiog .r w.rth LecaNse the7 are temp.rar7T” D.r a 
m.meot he didozt speakv theo he saidv “’tzs e1haNstiHev Alefv t. seek 
f.r happioess where it d.esozt e1istT yhere is o. J.7 io the temp.rar7T 
Dol7 h.ll.wv m.meotar7 pleasNreT”

Alef had the straogest feeliog that this was the last .f his graodpa 
dreamsT “qhBNhBwill ’ see 7.N agaio?” he stNtteredT

3is graodfatherzs aoswer was a o.oVaoswerT “’f 7.N waot J.7v Alefv 
real J.7v seek t. ko.w aod liHe the TenetsT All .f themT ’f 7.N waot t.v 
7.N caoT”

“’f ’ waot t.? Wh7 w.Nldozt ’ waot t.?” Alef e1claimedT 3e imV
mediatel7 regretted his .LHi.Ns e1asperati.oT

“’ l.He 7.Nv” was his graodfatherzs repl7T “EememLer wh. 7.N 
areT” yheov with a sighv he askedv “What are 7.N d.iog aL.Nt 7.Nr 
pride? Wheo was the last time 7.N sacri-ced t. help s.me.oe?”

yhe dream st.ppedv aod Alef aw.kev his miod chNroiogT 3is eg. 
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was LrNised L7 his graodfatherzs last w.rds aod his when you are ready 
xNali-erT Alef koew wh. he wasT yhatzs the c.oHersati.o he had with 
his graodpa io .oe .f his -rst dreamsT Aod what did it take t. Le read7 
t. receiHe whateHer his graodfather w.Nldozt tell him? What else did 
he haHe t. d. .r Le?

3e grNmLled aod meotall7 ticked .n his xNali-cati.osT YNmLer 
.oe io his gradNate class io s.ftware eogioeeriog fr.m qUMT GresV
ideot .f ao NpVaodVc.miog oe1t geoerati.o machioe learoiog apps 
c.mpao7 while .ol7 io his earl7 4bsT Aod h.w mao7 times had he 
heard .thers Nse the w.rd “Lrilliaot” wheo the7 descriLed him?

Eead7? What did it take if he wasozt alread7 xNali-ed? 3e let that 
th.Nght eat at him f.r a l.og timeT yheo .oe .f his graodfatherzs last 
xNesti.os pNshed that goawiog asideT What are you doing about your 
pride?

Alef gr.NsedT “What did he meao L7 that?” Wasozt he sNpp.sed t. 
thiok well .f himself? Dka7v hezd Leeo a Jerk with yaH aod YadiaT 3e 
admitted that o.wv aod he was chaogiogT 3e waoted t. chaogeT 3e 
waoted t. Le LetterT 3e waoted t. f.ll.w the laws .f ,ightT !idozt 
he?

UNreT 3e koew he c.Nldozt d. that with.Nt helpT ,ike the help his 
graodfather had giHeo io the dreamsT Aod had he alread7 e1perieoced 
the Ieot.r’s help? 3e meotall7 shrNggedT Wasozt that acko.wledgeV
meot d.iog s.methiog aL.Nt his pride? Was there m.re?

yheo ao awareoess slapped him io the facev aod he laNghed sc.roV
fNll7 at the stNpidit7 .f his prideful wrestliog with his graodfatherzs 
statemeotsT 3e had JNst giHeo himself ample eHideoce that there was 
m.reT 3e aLs.lNtel7 reeked with prideT

“,etzs seev” he said t. himself with a H.ice drippiog with sarcasmv 
“’ ticked .n reas.os wh7 Rraodpa oeeded t. tell me eHer7thiogT ,ike 
s.meh.w m7 Lrilliaoce aod acc.mplishmeots earoed me that rightT 
FNt what if all m7 s.Vcalled aLilities are .ol7 giftsv aod o.t .f m7 .wo 
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creati.o? Ia7Le m7 taleots were haoded t. me wheo ’ was L.rov 
al.og with a resp.osiLilit7 t. deHel.p them aod Nse them wisel7T U.v 
if the7zre o.t reall7 mioev what right d. ’ haHe t. t.Nt them .r thiok 
that pe.ple oeed t. pa7 h.mage t. me JNst LecaNse ’zHe g.t Gem? 
’tzd Le like me Lraggiog aL.Nt the iGad I.m aod !ad gaHe me f.r 
Mhristmas wheo ’ was a teeoagerT ,ike ’ earoed it .r s.methiogT”

3e laNghed Litterl7T “Aod itzs all temp.rar7 ao7wa7T Y.t eHeo 
realj” 3e felt a s.Nr taste io his m.NthT “yalk aL.Nt pridev AlefT 
E.Nzre a Lag .f false prideT” Aod that Legged ao.ther xNesti.oT “’f 
m7 taleots are giftsv” aod he was o.w xNite sNre the7 werev “wh. gaHe 
them t. me? Aod wh7? Aod wh. am ’ aosweraLle t.?”

yheo a stark realiuati.oT 3Nmilit7 was .oe .f the Tenetsj ’t had t. 
LeT Gride was a fetterT ’t was a Larrier t. freed.m aod ,ightT 3is pride 
had Leeo a Ligtime stNmLliog Ll.ckT D.r a while he wrestled with 
thisv theo his graodfatherzs last adm.oiti.o pNshed iot. his miodT 
“EememLer wh. 7.N arev AlefT”

“FNt wh. am ’v Rraodpa?” his miod sh.Ntedv aod a depressiog 
th.Nght .Hershad.wed himT W.Nld this Le the last dream c.oHersaV
ti.o he w.Nld eHer haHe with his graodfather? 



Chapter 14

Deleted

A lef’s phone buzzed. “Liz here. Got a minute?”

“Sure. Want me to come down?”
“No. I’ll come up.”
In less than a minute, she walked into his oHce and shut the door 

behind her. Alef motioned to one of the chairs in front of his desk.
“Cow’s AI gomp doinT?” Alef asked.
“yhev’re thorouTh. And Tood. yhev’qe asked a lot of Juestions. 

I’qe Tiqen them access to eqervthinT like vou directed so thev can 
surqev all aspects of our svstems. Yust a reminder. Dou’ll want to 
chanTe vour uniqersal code when thev’re throuTh.”

“yhanks. Mid thev Tiqe vou an idea of how lonT thev’ll be here?”
“Eid to late afternoon. yhev’ll haqe their written report to us bv 

yhursdav morninT.”
“yhanks for accommodatinT them. Mid vou Tet the report on the 

telephone and email records I asked for?”
She handed him a sinTle sheet. Ce read down it Juicklv. “yhis onlv 

coqers since late last Saturdav, Liz. I asked for the last thirtv davs.”
“yhat’s all there is. 8qervthinT before last Saturdav at :361 pm has 

been wiped out.”
“Dou sure?” Alef’s mouth staved open.
“It’s Tone. I’qe checked it eqerv wav I know. What vou haqe there 

is all we’qe Tot.”
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Alef pushed his cheek out with his tonTue and tapped his OnTers 
on the desk.

“AnvthinT I can do to help here?” she asked.
Alef lifted a hand. “Stav tuned. yhanks Liz.” She left. Alef buzzed 

!and and asked him to come to his oHce.
“What’s up?’ he said as he sat in front of Alef’s desk. Alef handed 

him Liz’s report without comment. !and read it. “Where’s the rest 
of it? Midn’t vou ask for thirtv davs?”

“yhat’s it. yhe records before Saturdav are Tone.”
“Gone? Dou mean, like deleted?”
“Dep.”
!and’s eves turned steelv. “Who would haqe done this, Alef?”
“8ither vou or me or 8li. xr someone we Taqe our special code to. 

Dou can’t do it without the code.”
“gould Liz haqe done it?”
“If she had the code, but I onlv Taqe it to her vesterdav and the 

stuB was wiped out Saturdav eqeninT. Caqe vou Tiqen the code to 
anvone?”

“Neqerj !and eVclaimed. “Dou and 8li are the onlv ones who 
interface directlv with our svstems. If I haqe a need, I To to 8li or Liz.”

“yhe code automaticallv chanTes eqerv Eondav, so if Liz did it, 8li 
would haqe had to Tiqe her the code last week. Uut she didn’t do it.”

“Well, Liz didn’t do it, and vou didn’t do it, and I didn’t do it. 
Guess who did? Ce didn’t want us to see he’s been in contact with 
xmnimach for who knows how lonT. yhat’s cause, Alef. If anvthinT 
was eqer a cause, that’s it. We need to can him.”

“Deah. Eavbe. We need to talk to him about it Orst. We’ll Tet the 
full report from AI gomp yhursdav morninT. I suTTest we wait to 
do anvthinT before then and To from there.”

“Deah, but how can we safeTuard our svstems until then?” !and 
eVclaimed. “Who knows what that -erk will trv to do to us in the neVt 
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few davs.”
“When AI gomp Onishes this afternoon, I’ll To in and chanTe the 

uniqersal code manuallv with -ust vou and me haqinT access to it until 
we Tet thinTs settled. I’ll haqe Liz keep her eves open.”

“We’re -ust prolonTinT the ineqitable,” !and muttered. Ce stood 
up. “AnvthinT else?”

“Well, the Tood news is we’re doinT well. Dour sales team’s hum…
minT.”

“Deah. Celps to haqe an eVclusiqe product that’s in demand.” Ce 
waqed and left.

Alef picked up his smartphone. yaq would be at lunch, and he 
called her. “Caqe time to talk?” he asked when she answered.

“I do. Dou see vour Trandfather last niTht?”
“I did. Guess where he was this time?”
yaq lauThed. “yimbuktu?”
“Not Juite. yhe gliBs of Eoher.”
“No wav. I hear thev’re the most beautiful cliBs in the world. Some 

sav thev should be one of the Seqen Natural Wonders. I’d loqe to To 
there somedav.”

“Yust Tet a Trandpa who appears in dreams to vou.”
“I wish. Cow did it To with vou last niTht?”
“BascinatinT. AccordinT to him, vou’re riTht about other uniqers…

es.
“What did he sav?”
“Well, for one thinT, he said he was in another uniqerse. And Tet 

this. Ce said it’s the same uniqerse we were in before we came here.”
“Whoaj” yaq eVclaimed. “What else?”
Ce said he’s able to speak with me because he loqes me, and he has 

authorization.”
“Authorization? Who’s his boss?’
Alef shruTTed. “Ce said there were no bosses, -ust reJuests and 
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cooperation. Ce didn’t sav what he meant bv beinT authorized to 
talk to me.”

“Alef, please tell me eqervthinT he said.”
“Mon’t vou haqe to Tet back to work?”
“yhat can wait. I want to hear what vour Trandpa said.”
Alef related his entire conqersation includinT that obevinT law 

was one of the Tenets. yhen he told her about the Juestions his 
Trandfather wouldn’t answer vet, and with some reluctance, said his 
Trandpa told him he wasn’t readv to Tet those answers.

“What did he mean bv beinT readv?”
“Mon’t know. Uut I’m sure it’s Tot somethinT to do with mv 

hanT…up with pride.”
“Alef,  if  that’s  what’s  keepinT  vou  from  answers,  mv  pride 

wouldn’t eqen let me haqe a conqersation with him. Dou’qe chanTed. 
I can’t see how that would keepD”

“It is keepinT me from beinT readv,” he interrupted. “xne of 
the Tenets has to be humilitv. And that’s a huTe problem for me.” 
Ce swallowed. “Anvwav, I don’t think I’ll haqe anv more Trand…
pa…dreams.”

“Whv do vou sav that?”
Ce didn’t want to brinT up the depressinT sensation he had after 

his dream last niTht “Eavbe he’s told me all he’s ToinT to.” Cis qoice 
was dispirited.

“And mavbe he hasn’t,” yaq said encouraTinTlv.
“Deah. Eavbe.” Ce pushed himself to sound upbeat. “7h, bv the 

wav, I’qe been thinkinT about doinT somethinT a little diBerent on 
mv weekend dates with Nadia. Dou think she would like to mavbe 
help some people who need help?”

“Alefj” yaq didn’t trv to hide her surprise. “yhat would be won…
derful. Dou can ask her toniTht when vou pick her up or wait until 
vou come oqer for dinner yhursdav niTht and the three of us can talk 
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about it.”
“Minner?”
“I mean if it’s okav with vou. I don’t want to interfere with vour 

niTht with Nadia, but I’d loqe to cook dinner for vou two.”
“Absolutelvj yhanks.”
“I’ll plan on it. Uv the wav, what’s happeninT at Sawtooth todav?”
“Eore drama.” Ce told her about the deleted records.
“What are vou ToinT to do?”
“Wait for the report from AI gomp, then talk to 8li. Ce mav haqe a 

leTitimate reason for wipinT out those loTsDor mavbe he didn’t eqen 
do it.”

“Dou think either of those scenarios is likelv?”
“Who knows. Uut we need to Tiqe him a chance to eVplain. If he 

wants to.”
“Eakes sense,” she said. “Gotta To. We’ll eat about 1355 yhursdav 

niTht. yhat okav?”
“I’ll be there. yhanks for listeninT. ATain.”
“yhanks for wanting me to listen. Uve.” 



Chapter 15

The Headache

A lef and Rand sat in the conference room with Liz. She notiEed 
yli theg were meetinb todag auoIt the AC pom, re,ortH uIt 

he declined to attend. 2e said he woIld read it later when he came 
in. Liz had made co,ies of the 5-“,abe re,ort and handed them oIt.

W’here?s yli ueen all this time”k Rand asMed accIsinblg. Wvague 
,laces he didn?t want Is to Mnow auoItH hIh”k

W2e?s at his homeHk Liz re,lied eTenlg.
WqhanMs for thisH LizHk Alef saidH ibnorinb Rand?s concern. WLet?s 

not bo oTer eTerg detail of the re,ort now. ’e?ll dibest it ErstH then 
hit goI with JIestions we haTe. OIst biTe Is the hibhlibhts we shoIld 
,ag attention to.k

WC thinM foIr thinbsHk she said. W…neH no malware or noteworthg 
inconsistencies were foInd. qwoH theg?re conEdent we haTen?t ille“
ballg Ised angone else?s ,ro,rietarg software or sgstemsH inclIdinb 
…mnimach?s. qhreeH last nibhtH after hoIrsH theg did an Iltra“scrIu 
on eTergthinb to maMe doIulg certain we?re clean. ’e are. And foIrU 
NhH theg reTiewed the statIs of the ,atent a,,lications for oIr ,ro“
,rietarg software. As goI MnowH we?Te sIumitted seTen oTer the last 
ten to eibhteen months. Vormal waitinb time for a ,atent to ue 
a,,roTed is aroInd two gears.k

WSoH we haTe roIbhlg a gear or less uefore we outain ang actIal 
,atents”k Rand asMed.
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Wqhat?s what it woIld ueHk she said braTelgH Wif the a,,lications 
were still in ,rocess. Someuodg withdrew them last qhIrsdag.k

Rand e!,loded. W’ithdrew themG ’ho coIld haTe done that”k
W…nlg one of the three ,artners. And accordinb to AC pom,H once 

an a,,lication is withdrawnH it can?t ue resIumitted.k
W…Ir e!clIsiTe software is left withoIt ,rotectionGk Rand almost 

shoIted.
WVot necessarilg.k Alef tried to calm the sitIation. WAs lonb as we 

can ,roTe we Ised it ErstH we?re ,rotected.k
WYood lIcM with thatHk Rand brImuled.
WAngthinb else goI thinM we shoIld Mnow uefore we read the 

re,ort”k Alef asMed Liz.
WVoH C don?t thinM so.k She blanced at each of them and stood I,. 

WSorrg.k
WqhanMsH Liz. ’e?ll bet to goI with ang JIestions we haTe.k
She left the roomH and the two ,artners sat in silence.
Rand leaned uacM in his chair. W2e?s bot to boH Alef. ’e saw his 

letter to withdraw from oIr LLp. 2e?s wi,ed oIt the ,hone and 
email records that woIld haTe condemned him. 2e?s ,Illed oIr 
,atent a,,lications. 2e?s intent on sellinb oIr ,ro,rietarg software 
to …mnimach. 2e?s oIt to destrog IsGk

W’e need to talM with him ErstHk Alef said in a com,osed Toice. 
W’e need to hear what he?s bot to sag.k

Rand swore. W’hat more do goI need Alef” FoI want him to nail 
uoards on oIr windows and ,It a Tacancg sibn on oIr doors uefore 
we do angthinb”k

W’e need to talM to him. qhat?s the ribht thinb to do.k
Rand stood and shoTed his chair Inder the conference taule. WFoI 

talM to him. C don?t want to see him abain.k 2e stom,ed oIt of the 
room.

Alef sat and rIuued his ribht tem,le. qhis whole thinb was biTinb 
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him a headache. 2e went to his ojce and tooM some iuI,rofen then 
went downstairs to see Liz. 2er door was o,enH and he walMed in. 2e 
sibnaled he wanted to shIt the doorH and she nodded. 2e did and sat 
down ug her desM.

W’hat do goI thinM”k he asMed.
WAuoIt”k
WAuoIt eTergthinb.k
WFoI mean auoIt yliH don?t goI”k
WFeah. yli.k
She looMed I, and licMed her li,s. WC don?t MnowH Alef. 2e and C 

Ised to ue real close.k She shrIbbed. WC don?t mean intimate close. 
plose co“worMers. qhat Mind of thinb. Feah. 2e?s abbraTated me 
sometimes. LiMe when he didn?t biTe me as mIch credit for what C 
did as C thoIbht C deserTedH uIt most of the time we worMed bood 
tobether.k

Wy!ce,t oTer the last coI,le of weeMs”k Alef asMedH referrinb to 
what she told him the other dag.

WFeah. qhat?s ueen stranbe. Ct?s ueen liMe he has this uib chi, on his 
shoIlder. Vot liMe him at all.k

W’hat do goI thinM?s ha,,ened”k
WC don?t Mnow. 2e mImuled somethinb auoIt Sawtooth boinb to 

hell in a handuasMet once uIt didn?t e!,lain. C didn?t asM.k
Alef JIietlg waited for her to continIe.
She rIuued her egeurows. W’hat goI?re reallg asMinb is if C thinM 

yli wi,ed oIt the ,hone and email records and ,Illed the ,atent 
a,,licationsH hIh”k

WFeah. qhat?s what C?m asMinb.k
W’ellH it had to ue one of goI threeH and it wasn?t goI. C?m sIre of 

that.k W’as it yli”k She shrIbbed. W…r was it Rand”k
qhat bot Alef?s attention. W’hg woIld it ue Rand”k
W’hg woIld it ue yli”k she res,onded. WBranMlgH as nItso as he?s 
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ueen the last few weeMsH C can?t see him doinb angthinb liMe that. 
qhat?s 3Ist not yli. 4It Rand”k She shrIbbed abain. WSorrg. C?m not 
mIch hel,.k

WFoI?Te ueen a uib hel,.k Alef stood. WYlad goI?re here.k
qhat eTeninb Alef went to dinner at qaT?s. 2e cleaned I, after“

wards and ,It dishes in the dishwasher while qaT tooM Vadia to ued. 
Ct had ueen a familg eTeninb for a not JIite get familg. Alef was in the 
liTinb room when qaT came uacM.

WFoI haTe a coI,le of iuI,rofensHk he asMed. WC?Te had a uit of a 
headache todag.k

She eged him. WOIst todag”k
W…@ and on oTer the last seTeral weeMs. Vo uibee.k
W’ith all that?s ueen ha,,eninb with SawtoothH ,rouaulg ue a 

miracle if goI didn?t haTe one. 4It if it Mee,s I,H goI?d uetter bet it 
checMed.k

2e nodded. She uroIbht him the iuI,rofens and a blass of water 
and sat ug him. 2e swallowed them down and set the em,tg blass on 
the co@ee taule.

Wqhat?s neat how e!cited Vadia is to bo to the 2o,e Residential 
pare penter for phildren this SatIrdagHk he said. WC don?t Mnow 
mIch auoIt themH onlg theg came hibhlg recommended.k

WC talMed with the social worMer thereHk qaT said. WReallg nice. FoI 
Mnow theg?re a broI, home for goInb children waitinb to ue ,laced 
in a foster home. She said theg haTe angwhere from no children to as 
mang as si! or seTen at a time. qhe Mids are onlg there an aTerabe of a 
weeM or so uefore ,lacement.k

W2ow old are theg”k Alef asMed.
WBrom toddler I, to ten. qhere?s a little birl a gear older than Vadia 

who?s reallg haTinb a roIbh time. She came from a sI,er auIsiTe 
home and fears adIlts. 2aTinb a birl her abe Tisit her woIld ue Terg 
welcomed.k
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W’oIld we 3Ist stag thereH or woIld theg allow Is to taMe her oIt 
to eat and mague to a fIn zone”k

W4g lawH theg?re Terg ,rotectiTe. VormallgH Tisitors are reJIired to 
stag thereH uIt this timeH theg?ll haTe one of their worMers aTailaule to 
bo with Is if we want to taMe her oIt.k

WC?d liMe to do that if goI and Vadia abree. C want to do eTergthinb 
we can to maMe sIre that little birl has a sI,er dag.k

W’ellH C Mnow someuodg who?s boinb to do her ,art. ’hen C ,It 
Vadia to uedH she tooM vollg oIt of the doll rocMer and said she was 
boinb to biTe her to that birl.k

Wvollg” 2er doll”k
WFe,. 2er doll.k
Alef shooM his head. W’hat Mind of a daIbhter do we haTeH qaT”k
She ulinMed a coI,le of times. WFeah.k She ,It her hand on his. 

WqhanM goI for doinb thisH Alef.k
qheir eges locMedH and he ,Illed her to him. qheg Missed. Abain 

and abain. ’hateTer challenbes he was haTinb at Sawtooth melted 
awagH and with her head on his shoIlderH theg sat in silence. 2e 
wanted to s,eaM his heartH uIt how woIld she res,ond” BinallgH he 
steeled himself andH in an almost whis,erH ,Ished it oIt. WFoI thinM 
we coIld maMe it worM abain”k

Bor an Insettlinb moment she was JIietH then tIrned and toIched 
his face. WC need more time. …Mag”k

2e swallowed. At least it wasn?t a no. W…Mag.k
qhe moment was oTer.
She ,Illed awag a little and tooM his hand. WNhH to chanbe the 

sIu3ectH how did the re,ort from goIr com,Iter ,eo,le bo” 1idn?t 
goI sag goI were bettinb that todag”k

2is eges widened almost in shocM at her less than sIutle transition. 
qhen he laIbhed. WCnterestinb sebIe.k

She laIbhed too and sJIeezed his hand. Wqhat was ,rettg aurI,t. 
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Sorrg.k
WFeah. ’ellH the re,ort. ’e bot it. qhe bood news is oIr sgstems 

are clean and secIre. qhe not so boodH it looMs liMe either yli or Rand 
withdrew oIr ,ro,rietarg software ,atent a,,lications.k

WRand”k She sat I, straibht.
WC don?t MnowH qaT. C was conTinced it had to ue yli Intil C talMed 

with Liz todag. She doesn?t thinM it was him.k
W’hg”k
WOIst doesn?t. She thinMs he woIldn?t do angthinb liMe that.k
W’hat do goI thinM”k
WC want to hear what he sags. Cf he didn?t do itUk
WCf he didn?tH then what”k
WC don?t eTen want to bo there.k 



Chapter 16

Betrayal

“W here’s Rand?” Eli demanded as he came into Alef’s o.ceH

“we didn’t uant to meet uith ,sp” Alef saidH
Eli sbrauled into a chair at the small tagle in the corner uhere Alef 

uas sittinIH “S tho,Iht this uas s,bbosed to ge a meetinI of kautooth 
brincibals to talB ago,t uhere ue’re headinIp” he Iro,sedH

“vefore ue Io therep there’s some iss,es that need to ge resolLedH” 
Alef tried to Beeb his Loice ne,tralH WhateLer that meantH

“yooBp” Eli shot o,tp “if -o,’re looBinI for an aboloI- for me sa-j
inI that reOectinI Fmnimach uas so,th of d,mgp -o,’re not IoinI 
to Iet itH v,t that’s doneH S’m read- to moLe onH”

“qair eno,Ihp g,t S haLe some Y,estionsH”
“yiBe?”
“waLe -o, had an- ,nilateral contact uith Fmnimach in the last 

thirt- da-s?”
Eli’s e-es uidened in anIerH “To, acc,sinI me of sellinI o,t to 

Fmnimach? Dhat’s loup AlefH Reall- louH”
“No S taBe it -o,r ansuer’s no?”
“VH FH” Eli garBedH Dhen sloul- the urath in his e-es morbhed 

into a looB of h,rtH “Alefp -o, Bnou me getter than thatH We’Le geen 
thro,Ih hades toIether IettinI this comban- ,b to uhere ue’re atH 
FBa-H kop S uas anIr- ago,t t,rninI doun FmnimachH Am anIr-H 
v,t uh- do -o, thinB S’d eLer getra- -o, I,-s?”
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Alef st,died Eli’s faceH Dhere uas no deceitH we t,rned oLer his 
handH “xo,ble thinIs made that Y,estion necessar-H”

“yiBe uhat?” Eli nou so,nded an!io,sH
“Dhat enLelobe -o, uere GddlinI aro,nd uith uhen ue talBed 

ago,t Fmnimach’s ozer last ueeBH Was that -o,r uritten notice of 
uithdraual from o,r yyx?”

“wou did -o, Bnou that?” Eli’s gl,ster ret,rnedH
“Rand tooB some thinIs into -o,r o.ce and left them on -o,r 

desBH we sau the corner of that enLelobe sticBinI o,t from ,nder 
-o,r desB badH we obened it and read the uithdraual noticeH”

“Rand7” Eli’s e-es Mashed hatep then he cr,mbled gacB into his 
chair liBe the air had geen s,cBed o,t of himH “TeahH Dhat’s hou 
anIr- S uasH S uas read- to Y,itH 8o someuhere on m- ounH” we 
looBed at AlefH “Dhe cool ua- -o, uere handlinI thinIs made me 
rethinB thatH S GI,red me doinI somethinI liBe that uas as st,bid as 
t,rninI doun Fmnimach’s ozerH S didn’t do itH”

“To, haLen’t geen in for the last feu da-sH yi:’s geen uorriedH”
“TeahH S’Le geen steuinI at homeH” wis co,ntenance liIhtened a 

gitH “veen uorBinI on a sbecial broOectH”
“To,r Iod comb,ter?”
“vetterH”
“komethinI getter?”
“TebH Vot read- to talB ago,t it -etH”
“FBa-H 1hp there’s somethinI elseH”
Eli looBed at him uaril-H
“F,r batent abblications on o,r deeb learninI modelsH komegod- 

O,st uithdreu those from geinI considered at the batent o.ceH”
Eli suoreH “SmbossigleH Who uo,ld haLe done s,ch an asinine 

thinI? Voup ue can’t eLen reabbl- for a batent on that softuareH”
“Dhe- uere uithdraunH”
Eli stared at AlefH “And -o, thinB that uas me?’
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“S don’t BnouH Was it?”
Eli shooB his headH “Alefp the st,z in those abblications is Lirt,j

all- one h,ndred bercent mep uith a little -o, and yi: throun inH 
Wh- uo,ld S Oeobardi:e the batents on m- oun uorB? St’s ,nder 
kautooth’s name and m- nameH We are cojcontrig,torsH Sf S left 
kautoothp S co,ld ,se itH Vo sense uhatsoeLer in me not IettinI it 
batentedH” we hesitatedH “yooBH Fnl- mep -o,p and Rand co,ld do 
this in kautooth’s nameH S didn’t do itH S’m s,re -o, didn’tH Dhat 
leaLes o,r g,dd-p RandH”

Alef tilted his headH “Wh- uo,ld he do that?”
Eli e!haledH “Who Bnous? 0a-ge he’s blanninI on sellinI ,s o,tH 

Fr ma-ge he O,st hates m- I,ts and uants to Iet rid of meH” Eli’s face 
M,shedH “we’s a selfjserLinI OerBp AlefH”

Alef sensed that Eli uas riIhtp g,t he needed to asB one more 
Y,estionH “To, Bnou an-thinI ago,t the deletion of the record of 
o,r emails and bhone calls oLer the last month?”

“What?” Eli’s e-es uere gla:inIH we clenched his teethH “When did 
that habben?”

“yast kat,rda-p aro,nd P…92 J0H”
Eli sat gacB in semijreliefH “To, can’t do that remotel-H To, Iot to 

ge on sitep and haLe the code that onl- -o,p Randp and S haLeH S uas 
uith m- mother in 0eridian from kat,rda- aro,nd three to k,nda- 
morninIH khe can Lerif- thatH” we Ilouered at AlefH “kop I,ess uho 
did that too?”

“Wh-?” Alef Bneup or tho,Iht he Bneup g,t uanted to hear Eli’s 
resbonseH

“veca,se he didn’t uant an-one checBinI ,b on uho he’s geen in 
contact uithH” we shooB his head in disI,stH “Fr he’s tr-inI to hanI 
this on me so he can BicB me o,t of kautoothH”

Alef G!ed his e-es on his handsH Eli looBed at him an!io,sl- and 
cleared his throat a co,ble of timesH “To, gelieLe mep don’t -o,p 
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Alef?” Dhere uas no rancor or challenIe in his LoiceH St uas a bleaH
Alef closed his e-es and folded his armsH Eli had geen a bainp g,t 

that uas EliH yi: defended himp and Alef ,nderstood uhere she uas 
cominI fromH khe Bneu EliH we tho,Iht gacB to his conLersation 
uith velinda ago,t RandH What he heard here from Eli uas blainp 
straiIhtjo,t tr,thH Alef b,t his hands gacB on the tagle and looBed 
at EliH “TeahH S gelieLe -o,H”

Eli’s face lifted in reliefH “DhanBsp AlefH korr- ago,t this Fmnij
mach thinIH St’s O,st that haLinI access to the comb,ter of m- dreams 
uas4 Wellp -o, BnouH”

“TeahH S BnouH Vou uhat do ue do?”
Eli tensedH “S don’t Bnoup g,t S uon’t uorB uith RandH Sf -o, sta- 

uith himp S’ll redate m- yyx uithdraual notice and ge IoneH”
“And if S decide S can’t uorB uith Rand either?”
“We co,ld all three Io o,r sebarate ua-sH Fr -o, and S co,ld sticB 

toIetherH Dhat’d uorB for meH S thinB ue’d do O,st GneH”
Alef dr,mmed his GnIers on the tagleH Vo obtions he co,ld see 

uere IoodH “Sf ue dissolLe kautoothp ue’d haLe to come to aIreement 
on asset distrig,tion and uhat ue do uith o,r client gaseH And 
uhat do ue do ago,t the GLej-ear lease all three of ,s siIned for this 
g,ildinI?”

“TeahH” Eli Ilanced Y,icBl- at the ceilinIH “v,t here’s another 
tho,IhtH To, and S co,ld Beeb kautooth and terminate Rand for 
ca,seH” wis libs groBe into a sliIht IrinH “S read in o,r Fberation 
AIreement ago,t geinI dismissed from the yyx for ca,seH What 
Rand tried to do to me and the damaIe he’s done to the comban- 
O,stiGes thatH”

Alef co,ld hear Rand sa-inI almost the same thinI ago,t EliH 
What a messH wis Irandfather’s uords ago,t eLer-thinI geinI temj
borar- and bassinIp Mashed into his mindH Eas- to see in the agstract 
g,t a dizerent stor- uhen a tr,cB’s ago,t to r,n -o, oLerH
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Alef stoodH “yet’s thinB ago,t itH v,t ue’ll need to maBe some 
decisions brett- Y,icBH”

“To, IoinI to contact Rand?”
“TeahH”
“What are -o, IoinI to tell him?”
“S’ll IiLe him an obbort,nit- to e!blain uh- he did uhat he didH”
“What if he uon’t admit it?”
“Dhat’d ge m- ansuer as to uhether or not S co,ld uorB uith him 

an- lonIerH”
“TeahH” Eli reached oLer and shooB Alef’s handH “wobe ue can 

uorB toIetherH S’d liBe thatH”
“S’ll ge in to,chH”
Alef uent to his o.ce and bicBed ,b his smartbhoneH we looBed at 

the timeH DaL’s l,nch ho,r uo,ld ge oLerp g,t ma-ge she co,ld sbare 
a min,teH we needed adLiceH we tooB tuo ig,brofens and called herH

“Dhis’s a s,rbrisep” she saidH “An-thinI uronI?”
“korr- ago,t callinI d,rinI uorB ho,rsH S need -o,r co,nselH”
“S can IiLe -o, GLe min,tesH S haLe a st,dent cominI in at the end 

of third beriodH What’s ,b? Nid -o, talB to Eli?”
“TebH”
“wou’d that Io?”
“Dhat’s uhat S’d liBe -o,r inb,t ago,tH” we grieM- descriged their 

conLersationH
“To, gelieLe him?”
“S gelieLe himH”
“What ago,t Rand?”
“S’m IoinI to call himH we isn’t in toda-H”
“And?”
“And that’s uhere S need -o,r helbH”
“What habbens if Rand’s no lonIer at kautooth?” DaL asBedH
“S don’t thinB -o, Bnou velinda VortonH khe’s o,r director of 
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marBetinI and came on ago,t a -ear aIoH khe’s done Ireat for ,sH Sf 
she sta-s uith ,sp ue’d ge oBa-H”

“Wellp here’s m- inb,tp” DaL saidH “Rememger S called Rand an 
V8v4”

“Vice 8,- v,t?” Alef interr,btedH
“TeahH v,t he’s not an V8vH”
Dhat tooB Alef agacBp and he felt a I,t b,nch cominIH “1hp he’s 

getter than an V8v nou?”
“we’s a creebH VothinI nice ago,t himH” khe stobbedp and Alef 

co,ld hear her lo,d greathinIH “S hadn’t heard from him for a uhilep 
and he called me this bast 0onda-H S told him S didn’t uant to see 
him an-moreH we uas horrigleH wis lanI,aIe4 S didn’t uant to sa- 
an-thinI to -o, earlier in case -o, and he ended ,b toIether in 
kautoothH”

Alef felt the glood b,lsinI in his necBp and he galled his hand into 
a GstH “To,’Le O,st IiLen me the co,nsel S needH”

“Non’t sa- an-thinI to him ago,t uhat S’Le told -o,H JleaseH S 
don’t uant him to thinB S uas the reason for -o, sblittinI uith himH 
S mean if that’s uhat -o, decide to doH”

“S uon’tH yoLe -o,p DaLH” Alef I,lbedH Where did that come from? 
wou uo,ld she react to that? we didn’t haLe to uait lonI to Gnd o,tH

“And S4” khe ba,sedH “8otta IoH v-eH”
Was DaL O,st ago,t to tell him she loLed him? we set his bhone 

doun and almost la,Ihedp geca,se in contrast the comban- he foj
c,sed his life on for tuojbl,s -ears uas nou fallinI abartH “DalB 
ago,t obbositesp” he m,tteredp and he tho,Iht ago,t RandH wis 
antibath- for him uas nou oz the chartsH Rand uanted Alef to call 
him as soon as he had talBed uith Elip and he hobed that uhateLer 
or uhoeLer had geen helbinI him Beeb his coolp uo,ldn’t let him 
doun nouH wis Irandfather’s statement that most eLer-thinI uas 
temborar- Iragged himH Dhis uhole e!berience uith Eli and Rand 
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and kautooth was temborar-H St uo,ld bassH Ff co,rsep it uo,ld bassH
And that gro,Iht another Y,estionH What ago,t his relationshib 

uith DaL and Vadia? Was his loLe for them temborar- too? Wo,ld 
that bass? we ached to asB his Irandfather ago,t that oneH

we’d b,t oz the ineLitagle for as lonI as he co,ld and bicBed ,b 
his bhone and called RandH 

“wou’d it Io?” Rand’s Loice held ogLio,s abbrehensionH
“we didn’t do an- of that st,z ue s,sbected him ofH” Alef conj

trolled his anIerH
“Dhat’s uhat he said? And -o, gelieLe him?”
“Dhat’s uhat he saidp and S gelieLe himH”
“SnterestinIH” Rand’s Loice so,nded liBe he uas tr-inI to ge coolp 

g,t it uas tiIhtH “FBa-H Where do ue Io from here?”
Dhe imblication of Eli’s innocence didn’t need to ge statedH Rand 

did itp and he had to IoH With uhat DaL saidp Alef uas not eLen IoinI 
to asB him uh-H “S don’t Bnou uhat to sa-p RandH” Alef uas straininI 
to control his emotionsp g,t his tone uas thicB uith disabbointment 
and anIerH “To, did all that st,zH To, getra-ed ,sH To,r friendsH To, 
need to IoH S’ll talB to Eli ago,t uhat ue’ll do uith seLeranceH”

Dhere uas a heaL- silenceH Alef uas e!bectinI an arI,ment glastH 
Dhat uo,ld ge RandH v,t that’s not uhat cameH “TeahH Wellp S’Le 
Ione as far as S can Io uith -o, I,-s an-ua-H” Rand’s Loice uas thicB 
uith condescensionH “Vo hard feelinIsp h,hH”

Dhat almost triIIered a reactiLe condemnation garraIe from Alefp 
g,t he Bebt his coolH “TeahH RiIhtH S’ll call -o, this afternoon after S 
talB uith EliH” we clicBed oz and stared at his bhoneH we slibbed it 
in his bocBet and uent to Eli’s o.ceH

“To, Iet hold of Rand?” Eli asBedH
“TeahH we’s o,t of kautoothH” Alef related his grief conLersation 

uith Randp then saidp “We need to decide uhat ue’re IoinI to do 
ago,t himH”
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“xan him7 With ca,se7” Eli’s e-es uere MarinIH “S don’t uant to 
IiLe him an-thinIH”

Alef sat dounH “We miIht ge agle to do that leIall-p g,t it co,ld Iet 
into a mess- and e!bensiLe co,rt gattleH”

“To, haLe another idea?” Eli’s Y,estion uas sincerep not a chalj
lenIeH

“What if ue ba- him his salar- that’s d,ep then in Gan,ar- of ne!t 
-earp IiLe him uhat he oriIinall- baid for kautooth shares and the 
brorated bartner gon,s he uo,ld’Le earned this -ear if he uere still 
uith ,sH we immediatel- resiIns his memgershib in the yyx and 
siIns a nonjdisclos,re aIreement concerninI o,r brobrietar- softj
uarep brod,ctsp marBetinI broIramp and client gaseH”

“What ago,t a nonjcombete aIreement?” Eli asBedH
“Dhose aren’t reall- enforceagleH An-ua-p S don’t thinB ue haLe to 

uorr- ago,t thatH we uon’t haLe o,r brod,ctsp and velinda’s the one 
uho has direct interface uith o,r sales forceH”

“What ago,t the lease I,aranteeH we’d still ge on itH”
“Vot m,ch ue can do uith that oneH wobef,ll-p that’s a moot 

boint uith the s,ccess o,r comban-’s haLinIH Sf notp then he’s on the 
hooB uith ,sH”

“When uo,ld this taBe ezect?” Eli asBedH
“S sa-p immediatel-H S’ll call o,r attorne- to drau ,b the babers if 

Rand aIreesH To, need to coordinate uith yi: to chanIe o,r s-stems 
,niLersal code riIht nouH ELer-one uill haLe to reset their bassuordsH 
Alsop chanIe the entr- code into the g,ildinI as uellH”

“What if he insists on a nonjca,se uithdraual from the yyx or 
uon’t aIree to the nonjdisclos,re?”

“We terminate for ca,seH we forfeits an- cash settlementH”
Eli b,t his hands gehind his headH “To, read- for thisp Alef?”
“VoH v,t ue’Le Iot to do itH”
“AIreedH S’ll Iet the codes chanIed toda-H”



yS8wD 659

Alef uent to velinda’s o.ceH wer door uas obenp and uhen she 
sau Alefp she uaLed him inH we closed the door gehind himp and she 
looBed at him Y,i::icall-H

“8ot a min,te?” he asBedH
“To, getH” wer mo,th groBe into a f,ll smileH “What’s ,b?”
“G,st uant to thanB -o, aIain for -o,r uorB uith ,sH We uo,ldn’t 

ge uhere ue are uitho,t -o,H”
“To, so,nd liBe -o,’re IettinI read- to Gre mep” she la,IhedH “Fr 

g,r- meH”
“Vot hardl-H Dhere’s IoinI to ge some chanIesH” we told her Rand 

uas leaLinIp and marBetinI and sales uere nou entirel- ,nder herp 
uith her rebortinI directl- to himH we ass,red her the- uo,ld maBe 
Ienero,s adO,stments in her combensation bacBaIeH

Dhe corners of her libs b,shed her cheeBs into ro,nd gallsp and 
she thanBed him brof,sel- for his tr,stH “When does this e!banded 
resbonsigilit- geIin?” she asBedH

“VouH”
“As in riIht nou?”
“TebH To, oBa- uith that?”
“1hp -eahH Teah7 An-thinI sbecial -o, uant me to do?”
“TesH 0aBe s,re eLer-thinI is sec,reH To, Bnoup botential client 

listsp contact information for o,r sales forcep marBetinI blansp etcH”
“S’m ass,minI -o, don’t uant an-one other than m-self and -o, 

and Eli haLinI access to uhat -o, uant me to sec,reH”
Alef noddedH “DhanBsp velindaH”
khe Iot ,b from gehind her desB and came aro,nd to himH khe 

tooB his hand in goth of hersp and her looB uith ,ndisI,ised azection 
held himH “S’ll enOo- uorBinI closel- uith -o,H To, can co,nt on meH”

Alef looBed at her radiant face and fetchinI e-esH wer abbeal uas 
,ndeniagleH v,t his life uas foc,sed on Vadia and DaLH WhereLer that 
uo,ld taBe himH Dhat’s uhere it uo,ld sta-H
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“We’ll Beeb -o, bostedp” he said and leftH
we stobbed g- Eli’s o.ce and st,cB his head inH “velinda’s on 

goardH S told her ue’d b,t toIether a neu combensation bacBaIe for 
herH”

“Vo Y,estions?” Eli asBedH
“VobeH khe seemed ma-ge eLen e!cited ago,t the chanIe and 

challenIeH”
Alef left and uent to his o.ceH Dime to hobef,ll- Gnish ,b uith 

RandH we called himH
“What’Le -o, come ,b uithp” Rand asBedH
Alef e!blained uhat he and Eli had aIreed toH “An- Y,estions?”
“When isp ,hp m- termination ezectiLeH”
“Smmediatel-H We’re chanIinI the entrance code to o,r g,ildinIH 

Eli or S uill ge here tomorrou morninI at 62…22 to let -o, in to 
clear o,t -o,r o.ceH F,r attorne- sho,ld haLe the termination and 
nonjdisclos,re aIreements the Grst of ne!t ueeBH S’ll email those to 
-o, so -o, can see them gefore -o, come inH S’ll haLe -o,r one 
month’s salar- for -o, uhen -o, siIn the aIreementsH”

“What if S don’t aIree?”
Alef uas thro,Ih tr-inI to ge cordialH “yooBH 8iLen the circ,mj

stancesp uhat ue’re brobosinI is more than Ienero,sH To, ref,se this 
or Liolate the aIreed ,bon conditionsp ue’ll dismiss -o, uith ca,seH 
Dhere’ll ge no termination bacBaIeH”

“S’ll ge there at 62…22 tomorrouH S’ll looB at the contracts uhen S 
Iet themH Sf the-’re in line uith uhat -o, saidp S’ll siIn IemH”

“We’ll ge read- for -o, tomorrouH” Alef clicBed ozH
Alef g,::ed EliH “Rand’s aIreedH To, IoinI to ge in the o.ce 

tomorrou morninI?”
“TeahH kcads of maBej,b uorB to doH ve here earl- and leaLe lateH”
“Rand’s cominI in ago,t ten to clear o,t his st,zH To, uant to let 

him in and uatch him?”
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“TeahH And S’ll really uatch himH yi: and S uill chanIe the Ieneral 
basscode to o,r s-stems gefore ue leaLe toniIhtH To,’ll need that to 
reset -o,r oun bassuords 0onda-H S’ll remoLe the comban- comj
b,ters from Rand’s o.ce nouH Sf he has an- bersonal st,z on themp 
he can tell mep and S’ll b,t it on a sticB for himH”

“ve interestinI uhat he’s alread- b,lled from o,r s-stemsp g,t no 
sense IiLinI him an- more accessH”

“wou did he resbond to o,r ozer? An- arI,ment?”
“VoH G,st a feiIned rel,ctance to aIreeH we’ll come in ne!t ueeB to 

siIn and Iet his month’s salar-H”
“we’s a gad onep AlefH kho,ld’Le terminated himH”
“TeahH 0a-geH v,t ue don’t uant to ge liBe himH” 



Chapter 17

Gabby

J anet, the social worker at the Hope Residential Care Center for 
Children, led Gabby Perkins over to Nadia and her parents to 

introduce her. Gabby, a year older than Nadia, was her physical op-
posite. Thin and two inches shorter, she had straight, closely cropped 
xaMen hair and skin that looked like it had rarely been touched by the 
sun.

Gabby was silent and kept her pale blue eyes AMed on the xoor 
until Nadia gave her Solly, her Raggedy mnn doll. Gabby tentatively 
reached out her hands to receive it, then clutched it like it was the Arst 
thing anyone had ever given her. “he stared at Nadia with widened 
eyes and asked with ?arked disbelief, ”SineY!

”Wes’ Wes’! Nadia cried. ”Iill you be ?y friendY!
Gabby held the doll in both ar?s, and a hint of a s?ile for?ed. Her 

s?all thank you could barely be heard.
”Iould you like to go out today with NadiaY! Janet asked Gabby. 

”Theyzve got so?e fun things planned for you, and jzll be with you.!
”Please. Please. Please co?e.! Nadia begged. Please be ?y friend.!
m little light crept over Gabbyzs face, and she gave a slight nod.
jt was a perfect spring day. There was a slight bree6e, and the 

scattered clouds rarely hid the sun. Their light sweaters were 3ust 
right for the al?ost war? L1-degree weather. The adults let Nadia 
lead in co??unicating with Gabby, and over ti?e, as they took her 
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to Chuck D. Cheese, ?iniature golAng, and a walk along the river, 
she beca?e ?ore sociable. Ihen they brought her back to the Care 
Center in the late afternoon, Janet handed Solly to her. Gabbyzs 
face broke into a wide grin as she hugged the doll then held it out 
to Nadia. ”Wou wanna kiss her goodbyeY!

Nadia looked like she was trying to decide whether to s?ile or cry. 
Then she turned to Tav. ”Can we co?e and see Gabby and Solly 
neMt weekY!

”Iezll see.!
Nadia kissed the doll, and she and Gabby bea?ed at each other.
Janet was clearly pleased at the change she had seen in her young 

charge. ”Ti?e to say goodbye, Gabby,! she said.
Gabby set Solly on a chair and wrapped her ar?s around Nadia. 

“he watched as Janet escorted mlef, Tav, and Nadia to the door.
”Thank you’! Janet clasped Tavzs and mlefzs hands. ”Thank you. j 

think Gabby ?ight be ready for place?ent now.!
”Ihen will that happen, and where will she be goingY! Tav asked.
Janet spoke in a whisper so Nadia couldnzt hear. ”“hezll be placed 

the Arst of neMt week in a ho?e so?e distance away. jz? sorry, but 
because of her abusive fa?ily situation, we canzt divulge where that 
is.!

Tav gave Nadia a sad look. “he would likely not see her new friend 
again.

That evening, after a little supper, Tav put Nadia to bed. jt had 
been a long day, and Nadia was wound up and worn out. Tav ca?e 
back to the living roo? and sat by mlef on the couch. ”Ihat are you 
thinkingY!

”jz? thinking, j was the one who was helped today,! he said. 
”Iatching that little girl get happy.! He tapped his leg. ”Wou know 
what j ?ean.!

”Wes. mnd watching Nadia with Gabby.! Tavzs eyes glistened. 
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”Iish we could do so?ething with Gabby again.!
mlef didnzt think that would happen. ”Wou okay doing so?ething 

like this again neMt weekendY!
”jz? okay if we do this every weekend.! “he rubbed the side of her 

neck. ”qut whatzs “awtooth going to do to your ti?eY!
mlef scratched his forehead. ”Weah. qeing with you and Nadia 

al?ost ?ade ?e forget about that. j think jzll be okay, though. 2i6 
and qelinda are going to be a huge help.!

Tav glanced at hi? skeptically.
He sat back. ”2ook, jzve learned ?y lesson, Tav. Ihatever happens, 

jz? going to be a good dad.! His eyes ?et hers. ”mnd if jz? given the 
chance,! his face took on a pleading look, ”j want to be the husband 
j shouldzve been all along. Ihatever happens with “awtooth, hap-
pens.! He reached out for her hand. ”jz? pro?ising you that, Tav.!

“he let hi? take it, kissed hi? lightly on his lips, and laid her head 
on his shoulder. He could al?ost feel what she was thinking. “he 
knew Arsthand how absorbed in his business he could be. To the 
neglect of everything else. mnd his anger. “o why would she want to 
chance going through that againY

”jzll prove it to you,! he said softly. ”j see now.!
“he ?oved away a little so she could face hi?. ”Ihat do you seeY!
”j see the di…erence between per?anent and te?porary.! He 

turned his hand face up. ”Saybe the di…erence between whatzs real 
and what isnzt.!

”Ihat do you ?eanY!
”j donzt know eMactly. qut ?aybe the only thing thatzs real is whatzs 

going to be around when everything in this worldzs gone. The only 
thing left after we have our eMperiences here. Saybe all the rest of 
this stu… is like props in a play. jtzs all going to be gone when we 
leave the stage. 2ike every eMperience. 2ike every challenge. 2ike every 
circu?stance. 2ike ?oney and fa?e and physical possessions. jtzs all 
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te?porary.! He shook his head. ”Guess where ?y focus has beenY! 
He gave a sour laugh. ”Bn stu… that doesnzt ?ean diddlysFuat. “tu… 
that isnzt even real.!

”Ihatzs real thenY! she asked.
”Wou and ?e and Nadia and Gabby and all of us who are forever.! 

He took Tavzs hand again. ”mnd who we want to beco?e. Thatzs real. 
mnd who and how we want to love. Thatzs real.!

”2oveY!
”Weah. 2ove. jz? thinking real love is not an event or a thing or even 

an e?otion. jtzs a choice. Saybe even a state of being. jtzs a bond 
between people that helps the? be one. mnd jz? beginning to believe 
that bond can be forever. “o, itzs got to be real.!

Tav sFuee6ed his hand. ”“ounds like youzre parroting your grand-
pa.!

”j hope so.!
”Getting realisticC! “he gri?aced at her word selection. ”j ?ean, 

practical. j assu?e youzre not going to ignore your challenges with 
“awtooth now.!

”Iish j could, but jzll deal with the?. j donzt need to let the? 
control ?e though.!

”“o, what are you going to doY!
”jzll re?e?ber what a neat day it was today. Ie ?ade a little girl 

happier than ?aybe shezs been for who knows how long. Saybe 
ever.! His eyes held Tavzs. ”mnd it ?ade Nadia happy and you happy 
and ?e happy. Thatzs worth ?ore than j could do at “awtooth with 
this Rand thing.!

Tav snuggled under mlefzs ar?, and for a long ti?e thatzs where she 
stayed. Then she stood and pulled mlef up. ”qeen a wonderful day. 
Thanks.! “he yawned. ”jz? beat. qet you are too.!

mlef kissed her, she touched his cheek, and he left.
He tried to hold his buoyant feeling on his drive ho?e, but it 
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slipped away. jt was one thing to be on a high when he was in the 
?iddle of an eMperience like he had today or having a conversation 
like he had with Tav. qut now that he was by hi?self, not so easy.

Tav obviously had unspoken anMieties about hi? with his new 
“awtooth proble?s. “he had to. His neglect and bouts of anger and 
aloofness in the past had to be a 3arring warning that she couldnzt 
ignore. Ihat did he eMpectY “o, he said hezd changed. “o, hezs done 
so?e things that ?ight indicate that. qut why should that convince 
her he was per?anently di…erentY Ihy would she chance facing the 
sa?e infernal betrayal hezd foisted on her beforeY

m dark uncertainty enshrouded hi?. m stark contrast to the light 
he felt the entire day. Had he forever blown it with TavY Ias it even 
worth tryingY Could he even trust hi?self to stay on his grandpazs 
course with the TenetsY mnd “awtooth. Hezd have to do what was 
necessary to keep it going. Ihat if that ?eant hezd need to cut down 
his ti?e with NadiaY Iith TavY

m despair threatened to engulf hi?. He tried to force it away with 
thoughts about all that happened today, but its grip only see?ed to 
intensify. m sense of his incapability and inconsistency overpowered 
hi?, and he pulled his car over to the side of the road. Then, as if 
to reinforce his despondency and worthlessness, a ?e?ory forced its 
way into his ?ind.

”W ou pro?ised, Oaddy’ Wou pro?ised’ Wou pro?ised’ Wou 
pro?ised’!

mlef tried to put his ar? around Nadia, but she pulled away and 
ran to Tav and sobbed.

”Wou pro?ised her,! Tav said as she glared at hi?.
”Hey. Cz?on. No big deal,! he said. ”2ook. Ie can go to the 6oo 
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any day. Rand and Dli and ?e are Anally going to take so?e ti?e o… 
and have so?e fun. Ie get to spend the day whitewater rafting on 
the Payette. Theyzre usually full up, and we got lucky. Hey. jzll ?ake 
it up to her.!

”Weah. Just like you always don’t.! Tav bent over and kissed Na-
dia. ”Wou and jzll go to the 6oo today, sweetheart. jtzll be a ?o?-
?y-daughter thing okayY!

Nadia wiped her eyes. ”Ihy doesnzt Oaddy ever want to go with 
usY! she pleaded. They both stared at mlef, and Nadia started crying 
again.

”Right. Gi??e the guilt trip,! he grunted angrily, and left. 

”m nd you think Tav and Nadia want to co?e back to thatY! 
he groaned to hi?self. Then fro? so?ewhere, his drea? 

about his grandfather at jgua6u Ealls and the irresistible co?pelling 
of the Oevilzs Throat gripped hi? while an overwhel?ing blackness 
surrounded hi?. Heavy. Bppressive. “tixing. Controlling. He felt 
as if he were being sucked into a noneMistence that ?ight even be a 
welco?e relief fro? the unbearable weight he felt he was carrying.

Then a voice. Ias it his grandfatherzsY Br ?aybe it was ?ore a 
feeling or a sense than anything. ”Iho are you, mlefY! it see?ed to 
say. ”Iho are you choosing to beY!

mnd slowly the darkness lifted as he pushed his ?ind to focus on 
what his grandfather taught hi?. To re?e?ber the feelings of peace 
and freedo? and 2ight that enveloped hi? as he tried to follow his 
counsel. Thatzs what he wanted. Thatzs who he wanted to be. The 
?e?ory he 3ust eMperienced was of another mlef. Not the mlef he 
was today. mnd one-by-one he reco??itted hi?self to follow his 
grandfatherzs Tenets. 
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”j choose to act and not be acted upon,! he resolved. ”j choose 
to love. j choose to abide by law.! Then for a ?o?ent he dwelt 
on the neMt one, and the special challenge it was for hi?. Einally, 
with conviction and deter?ination he said, ”mnd j will be hu?ble.! 
His lips lifted at the corners, as he acknowledged he was getting an 
abundance of eMperience to help hi? with that one.

Iith those thoughts, the darkness dissipated, and he was lifted by 
the reali6ation that no one nor anything could ever take his choices 
fro? hi?. He knew who he was. He knew who he wanted to be.

He started his car and headed ho?e. Ias the darkness he 3ust eM-
perienced the force or essence his grandfather called the ProscribedY 
Ias it the Sentor who brought his choices to ?ind and the 2ight to 
hi?Y

Ihatever or whoever was involved here, he knew who he was. The 
Tenets would be his path. qut still, a burrowing Fuestion dug into his 
?ind. Am I even capable of doing this? “elf-doubt was not through 
with hi?. mnd as he would soon discover, his lessons in hu?ility had 
3ust begun. 



Chapter 18

The Enemy

“R and get his stu?”A lfec said as he maoe intE 'fi.s EYmeS

“veahS khEufd haWe samped hioSA
“what haIIened”A
“when he sa’ ryd beoEWed Eub mEoIan, mEoIutebs cbEo his EYme 

he ’ent NaffistimS r gaWe hio a IbintEut Ec the dibemtEb, En eamh 
mEoIuteb and tEfd hio tE oabp ’himh Tfes he ’antedj and ryd get 
thEse tE hio En a Hash dbiWeSA

“lnd”A
“lnd he tEfd oe ’hat r mEufd dE ’ith the Hash dbiWej and that 

’Eufd nEt haWe Neen mEocEbtaNfeSA
lfec afoEst faughedS “ln,thing efse”A
“DEt oumhS r had o, cbiend Bed ’ith oe katubda, Oust in maseS Ve 

tEIs Rand N, cEub inmhes and Tct, IEundsS we stEEd Eutside Randys 
EYme tE oape sube thatys ’hebe he sta,edSA

“Uid he tb, tE gE an,’hebe efse”A
“DES 1ut he ENWiEusf, tbied tE get intE Eub s,steos ’ith his IhEneS 

Ve s’Ebe ’hen he mEufdnytSA
“VE’ fEng ’as he hebe”A
“DEt oEbe than thibt, oinutesS Ve had sEoe mhEime ’Ebds cEb aff 

Ec us ’hen he fectSA
“Uid he sa, an,thing aNEut Eub teboinatiEn agbeeoent ’ith hio”A
“3nf, that getting Eut Ec ka’tEEth nE’ ’as the Nest thing that 
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mEufdyWe haIIened tE hioS Ve said ’eyd see ’hat he oeant shEbtf,SA
“vEu thinp that ’as a thbeat”A
'fi shbuggedS “zEufdyWe NeenS 3b it oightyWe Oust Neen RandSA
“whateWeb heys Ifanningj he.s gEt tE dE it ammEbding tE the nEnqdisq

mfEsube agbeeoentj Eb he gets nEthing cbEo usSG 
“whenys Eub attEbne, suIIEsed tE haWe that bead,”A 'fi aspedS
“r tEfd heb it ’as a bush OENS khe said it ’as a sioIfe agbeeoentj and 

sheyd haWe it cEb oe Tbst thing this actebnEEnSA
'fi sat Namp in his mhaibS “vEu bead, cEb thisj lfec”A
“DEt oumh mhEime is thebeS 1een a bEffebmEasteb mEuIfe Ec ’eepsj 

Nut r thinp ’eybe gEing tE Ne Epa,SA
'fi gaWe hio an insmbutaNfe fEEpS “veahS r thinp ’eyff Ne oEbe than 

Epa,S ryWe Neen ’Ebping En sEoething ’ith 5iJys hefI that ’eyff tafp 
tE ,Eu aNEut ’hen ’eybe bead,SA

“kEoething ne’”A
“ves and nESA 'fi fect it thebeS
lfec headed cEb the dEEbS “weffj ,Eu gEt o, mubiEsit, uIS ryo gEing 

tE mhemp in ’ith 1efindaSA Ve buNNed his bight teoIfeS Vis head Iain 
had Neen thebe ’ith nE fet uI cEb the fast ’eepS

1efindays dEEb ’as EIenj and she gbeeted hio ’abof,S “r heabd 
cbEo Rand this oEbningSA

“3h” rntebestingS Ve maoe in katubda, and mfeabed Eut his thingsS 
what did he ’ant”A

“Ve sEbt Ec E?ebed oe a OENSG
lfec cbE’nedS Gl OEN”G
GVe ’as EWebf, cbiendf, and mEoIfioentab, and said he ’as fEEpq

ing Eut cEb oe and ’Eufd haWe sEoethingj …uEtej Web, aIIeafing cEb 
oe tE fEEp at in the Web, neab cutubeSA lfec.s came shE’ed his mEnmebnj 
and she ’inpedS “r tEfd hio r ’asnyt intebested and hung uI En hioSA

lfec didnyt tb, tE hide his befiecS “vEuyff end uI Neing hebe cEb at 
feast as fEng as r aoS Chj did he asp cEb ammess tE mfient fistsj safes cEbme 
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incEboatiEnj that pind Ec thing”A
“DES 1ut pnE’ing Randj heys afbead, gEt ’hat he ’antsSA
“r thinp ,Euybe bightS Uid he teff ,Eu ’hebe heys gEing”A
“DES xust oade the IEssiNfe E?ebj and r hung uI En hioSA
“r dEnyt pnE’ ’hat ryd6 what ’eyd dE ’ithEut ,EuSA
“BhanpsS lnd ryWe Neen thinpingS we shEufd get sEoething Eut 

nE’ tE Eub mfientsj Eub safes cEbmej and the IEtentiaf mfients ’eyWe aIq
IbEamhedSA khe handed hio thbee sheetsS “Vebe abe o, suggestiEnsSA

lfec bead theoS “7ebcemtS 5etys dE itM Bhanp ,EuMA
“vEuybe ’efmEoeSA khe castened heb e,es En hisS
Ve soifed Nut didnyt fet his gaJe fingeb and ’ent tE his EYmeS khe 

’Eufd oEbe than eFmef in Tffing the hEfe Rand fectS whateWeb Rand 
’as Ifanning tE dE nE’ ’as ’EbbisEoej thEughS 

Bhat actebnEEnj theib attEbne, eoaifed a mEI, Ec the seWebanme and 
nEnqdismfEsube agbeeoentS lfec bead it EWebS rt ’as ammeItaNfej and he 
maffed RandS

“veahj lfecj ’hatys uI”A Rand ans’ebed ’ith a?emted indi?ebq
enmeS

“r haWe Eub agbeeoent hebej and ryff eoaif it tE ,EuS wEufd ,Eu Ne 
aWaifaNfe tEoEbbE’ tE mEoe in and sign it” ryff haWe a mhemp hebe cEb 
,EuSA

“UEnyt NEthebS r ’Enyt Ne signing an,thingSA Vis WEime tEEp En 
a smEYng tEneS “vEu thinp a thibdqbate fipe 1efinda man tape o, 
Ifame”A Ve snEbtedS “Pet set cEb sEoe beaf mEoIetitiEnS ryo gEing 
’ith 3onioamhS weybe gEing tE destbE, ,EuSA Ve mfimped E?S

lfec ’as getting a fittfe tibed Ec Neing pimped in the stEoamhS Ve 
’ent tE 'fiys EYmeS “xust gEt E? the IhEne ’ithj RandjA he said 
angbif,S “Veys nEt signing an, nEnqdismfEsube agbeeoent and is gEing 
’ith 3onioamhS kaid heys gEing tE destbE, usSA

'fi s’EbeS “VE’yd ’e eWeb end uI teaoing ’ith that Iieme Ec mbudS 
what dy,Eu thinp heyff dE”A
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“r dEnyt pnE’j Nut ,Eu man Net heys gEt Eub mfient fistsj incE En Eub 
safes cEbmej and Eub IbEIbietab, sEct’abej and heyff use itSA

“zan he dE that” lbenyt thebe fa’s against that”A
“we need tE mhemp ’ith Eub attEbne,j Nut fegaff, he oa, haWe as 

oumh mfaio En Eub IbEIbietab, stu? as ’e dE sinme he ’as a IabtnebS 
weyff teboinate hio cEb mausej Nut heyff mfaio it ’as his mhEime tE feaWe 
and has a bight tE eWeb,thing he ’as inWEfWed in mbeatingS l fa’suit 
’Eufd Ne oess, and mEst us tioe and oEne, r dEnyt thinp ’e man 
a?EbdS 3ne ’e IbENaNf, ’Eufdnyt ’inSA

'fi sat Namp as thEugh he had a sembetS “weffj thebeys sEoething he 
didnyt haWe ammess tESA Ve gaWe a ’b, soifeS “Bhe mEde tE beset the 
oasteb lr s,steo eWeb, thbee oEnthsSA

lfecys NbE’s cubbE’edS “'FIfainSA
“5iJ and r ioIfanted an antiqIibam, ceatube that be…uibes this mEde 

cEb Eub mEnWebsatiEnaf s,steo sEct’abe tE mEntinue EIebatingS 'Web, 
thbee oEnths it asps cEb itj and ,Eu haWe Tcteen oinutes Eb thbee tbies 
tE insebt itS rc the mEbbemt mEde isnyt entebed the s,steo nEt Enf, shuts 
dE’nj itys smbaoNfed eggsSA 'fiys came NbEpe intE a sefcqsatisTed gbinS 
“lnd aff 3onioamh mEnWebsatiEnaf aII mfients ’hE abe using Eub 
NEEtfegged sEct’abe abe Eut Ec NusinessSA

lfec tightened his fiIsS “r shEufd haWe pnE’n ,Euyd IbEtemt usS 
when ’as it fast beset”A

“ryd haWe tE mhemp ’ith 5iJj Nut r thinp a oEnth Eb sE agESA
“what ic 3onioamh uses Eub sEct’abe as a oEdef and mbeates theib 

E’n lr oEdefs”A
“wh, ’Eufd the, dE that” lff the, need tE dE is test the sEct’abe 

tE see ic it ’Ebps and dEesnyt haWe an, Nugs Eb WibusesS 1ut eWen ic the, 
did bembeate itj the mEde be…uibeoent ’iff stiff Ne thebeS rt has tE NeS 
rtys finped tE eWeb, lr tbiggebS rc itys mhanged Eb beoEWedj the s,steo 
’Enyt EIebateSA

“UEes Rand pnE’ aNEut this”A
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'fi baised an e,eNbE’S “Uid ,Eu”A
“DES 1ut ’hat pind Ec daoage ’iff the, dE tE us NecEbe theib 

s,steo mbashes” lnd ’ith theib …uantuo mEoIutebj manyt the, get 
abEund it an,’a,”A

“r dEnyt pnE’ hE’ oumh the, man hubt us in the intebioj Nut nEt 
eWen a …uantuo mEoIuteb ’iff haWe tioe tE dE an,thing NecEbe that 
sEct’abe destbE,s itsefcSA

“Bhe, oight annihifate us in t’E oEnths ’ith 3onioamhys naoe 
and besEubmesS Bheib stabt uI tioe ’iff Ne Wibtuaff, nifS 'sIemiaff, ic 
Rand man mEnWinme sEoe Ec Eub safes cEbme tE OEin hioSA lfec gbuntedS 
“3NWiEusf,j Randys had an abbangeoent ’ith 3onioamh in oind 
Eb in Ifame IbENaNf, at feast sinme ’e beOemted theib E?ebS whE pnE’s 
’hat heys afbead, giWen theo” Bhe, mEufd afbead, Ne set tE tape us 
En nE’SA

“Ea,Nej Nut ’hateWeb haIIens tE usj the,ybe Eut Ec Nusiness in 
t’E oEnthsS r thinp ’e man subWiWe untif that haIIensSA

“3pa,j Nut ic ’e dEnyt insebt the bight mEde in Eub sEct’abe hebe 
dEes the saoe thing haIIen tE us”A

“zEubse nEtS we haWe a Nuiftqin caifsace cEb us hebeS rc ’e dEnyt 
suNoit the mEbbemt mEde in a tioef, oannebj the assEmiated IbEgbaos 
stEI EIebatingj Nut thatys as cab as it gEesS we haWe as oumh tioe as 
’e need tE beset a ne’ mEdeSA

“lnd nE Ene efse man dE that”A
“DES FEb Ene thingj the, ’Enyt pnE’ hE’S FEb anEthebj it has tE 

gE thbEugh a gate thatys uni…ue tE Eub sebWebs and is Eutside Ec the 
sEct’abe itsefcS 3nf, ’e man beset itS lnd Enf, ’ith Eub sebWebsSA

“loaJingSA lfec gaJed at 'fi ’ith deeI besIemtS “Pfad ,Euybe hebe 
and nEt ’hebe Randys gEingSA

“ryo ’hebe r ’anna NeSA 



Chapter 19

Speculating

A lef didn’t get home until late. He xbed a wosl of pouy wut 
yuphed it asar aftec eating onlr a kouyle of pyoonpful. He 

needed to talT to va“. He toukhed hec name on hip yhone.
?Hos’p rouc dar ween”R phe apTed. He told hec shat Sand paid he 

sap going to do. ?Youndp liTe rou’“e had wettec darp.R
?Ieah. ,’“e had wettec.R
?YoO Sand’p sith Wmnimakh” jhr sap he againpt theic oBec to 

wur rou gurp out” jap he -upt yutting on a phos”R
?, don’t Tnos. Eeen tcring to xguce that one out. , thought hip 

ecaping email and yhone cekocdp and ptoyying ouc yatent ycokeedG
ingp sap to fcame Pli. Det him out of Yastooth po thece’d -upt we him 
and me.R

?japn’t Sand Wmnimakh’p xcpt kontakt sith Yastooth”R va“ 
apTed.

?Ieah. Plaine Ccitkhacd kalled him. vhat’p Keeya Noatep ebekuti“e 
appiptant. Sand had pome yecponal in“ol“ement sith hec in the yapt. 
Lnosing SandO marwe ceallr yecponal.R

?Iou thinT Sand and Wmnimakh had thip shole thing ylanned 
fcom the ptact”R

?1o. Wmnimakh’p oBec to wur up out sap legit. Keeya Noatep 
ip a hacdGnoped wupineppsomanO wut , thinT phe’p honept. At leapt 
that’p hec ceyutation. Yhe dealt faiclr sith up shen se socTed foc hec 
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wefoce and sap komyletelr uyfcont sith hec oBec. Eut Sand...R Alef 
pighed. ?Yhould’“e peen thip komingO va“. Sand’p alsarp oyecating 
on the edge. Kon’t Tnos hos manr timep Pli and , ha“e had to 
cein him in. He’p a pelfGpec“ingUR He ptoyyed talTingO and hip osn 
mip-udgment of Pli woce dosn on him.

?Iou oTar”R va“ apTed.
?zupt thinTing hos ptuyid , am. Pli’p ap ptcaightGaccos ap ther 

kome.R vhen hip osn yapt tceatment of va“ and 1adia yuphed into 
hip mind and e“ecrthing fcom him weing a hryokcite to inkomyetent 
and an egotipt and a fool wounked acound hip wcain.

Aftec a ycolonged pilenkeO va“ poftlr paidO ?Alef. Iou’ce a good 
man.R

Hec ptatement woth lifted and deycepped him. ?,’m a loupr manO 
va“.R

?Iou kalling me a liac”R Yhe laughed.
Alef siyed hip wcos. ?vhanTp foc peeing sho , sant to weO anrG

sar.R He tooT an audiwle wceath. ?Detting wakT to Sand. vhe -ecT’p 
ayyacentlr socTed out pome Tind a deal sith Wmnimakh and inG
tendp to Vuph Pli and me dosn the toilet. , meanO se all Tnes he had 
an oBGtheGkhactp egoO wut to ptaw up in the wakT” Ytaw up in the wakT 
aftec all se’“e done togethec”R Alef kleaced hip thcoat. ?Yoccr foc the 
cant.R

?vhip shole thing doepn’t maTe penpe to meOR phe paidO ?unleppUR
?4nlepp”R
?vhip’p kca0rO wut hece’p shat ,’m thinTing. Pli’p mad at rou tso 

foc not akkeyting the oBecO and Sand peep a sar foc him to ceallr 
pkoce hece. He kontaktp WmnimakhO tellp them to we yatientO and he’ll 
wcing them shat ther sant. He deletep the emailp and yhone kallp to 
ycotekt himpelf and ptoyp the yatent ycokepp to kleac the sar foc him 
to taTe the poftsace sith him shen he lea“ep. Eut he alpo peep that wr 
wlaming Pli foc thipO he getp him out of Yastooth. Pli’p lettec to lea“e 
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rouc 33NO that Sand foundO sap -upt wlind lukT foc Sand.R
?jhr get Pli out of Yastooth if Sand’p lea“ing anrsar”R
?Dood ‘ueptionO wut hece’p an idea. Pli’p kannedO and that lea“ep 

-upt rou and Sand at Yastooth. vhen at the cight timeO Sand lea“ep 
sith the poftsace and all hip macTeting ptuB. jith -upt rou theceO 
he thinTp Yastooth’p a phell and son’t we anr komyetition foc him 
shen he goep to Wmnimakh.R

?Hmm. Ieah. And shen se found out it’p Sand sho’p wehind all 
thip ptuBO and Pli and , ace ptikTing togethecO Sand tellp Wmnimakh 
he’p ceadr to kome sith them. He’p ko“eced hip wapep one sar oc 
anothec.R

?Eut rou mar ne“ec Tnos shat hip ylan ceallr sapOR phe added. 
?jhat do rou thinT he’p going to do nos”R

?Iou mean wepidep tcr to deptcor up” jhate“ec it ipO it son’t we 
good. ,f se’ce komyeting on a le“el xeldO se’ll hold ouc osn. je ha“e 
a yco“en tcakT cekocd and patipxed klientp. Hoye ther’ce loral.R

?jhat awout rouc palepyeoyle. jece ther klope to Sand”R
?1ot ceallr. Eelinda’p sho ther ha“e konptant kontakt sithO and 

phe hap a good celationphiy sith “ictuallr all of them. At leapt , thinT 
phe doep.R

?Hos manr palepyeoyle do rou ha“e”R
?Ai“e full time. Eelinda hap an appiptant sho helyp hec sith ycoG

yopalp and cefeccing yotential klientp to the palepyeoyle.R
?,p pec“iking rouc klientp ycimacilr undec Pli”R
?IeahO and poftsace cexnement and de“eloyment of nes ycodG

uktp. 3i0 ip moce than hip cighthand in all thip. Pli and , kan hely 
wakTuy anr of thope aceap ap needed wut saiting to pee shat Sand 
doep ip liTe saiting foc the othec phoe to dcoy.R

?Youndp liTe rou’ll we ceadr foc shate“ec he doep.R
?Hoye poO wut sho Tnosp. ,n anr kapeO if shat Pli parp ip akkucateO 

Wmnimakh kould we out of the yiktuce in tso monthp. Barwe all 
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se ha“e to do ip xguce out hos to hold out until then.R Alef didn’t 
pound kon“inked.

?Wut of the yiktuce in tso monthp”R Yhe pounded pucyciped.
Alef ebylained shat Pli told him and apTed hec to Teey it konxdenG

tial.
?Iou ceallr thinT that’ll hayyen”R
?, souldn’t wet againpt Pli. Br onlr ‘ueption ip hos mukh it’ll 

aBekt Wmnimakh and hos mukh ther’ll we awle to komyete aftec 
that.R

?vhip getp seicdec and seicdec. Anrthing , kan do to hely” Iou 
Tnos ,’m a good socd ycokeppoc. Ee glad to hely sith anr pekcetacial 
thingp rou need.R

?vhanTp. , mar taTe rou uy on that.R
?,p that Kaddr”R Alef heacd 1adia rell.
?Iey. Nome Cn tell him goodnightO then it’p oB to wed.R
?jhat ace se doing tomoccos night”R 1adia phouted into the 

yhone.
?,’ll tell rou thenOR Alef paid. ?,t’ll we a pucycipe.R ,t’d we a pucycipe 

to him too. He didn’t Tnos shat ther’d we doing. Hip mind had ween 
on othec thingp. ?1ightO pseetheact. 3o“e rou.R

?, lo“e rouO Kaddr.R
?vo wed sith rouOR va“ paid to hecO and then to AlefO ?,’ll kall rou 

shen , get hec dosn. ,’“e got pomething , sant to talT to rou awout.R 



Chapter 20

Joshua

A lef took another spoonful of soup. He’d let it sit too long, and 
it was lukewarm. He dumped it into the sink and put the bowl 

in the dishwasher. He went up to his bedroom and pushed his hand 
against the pain in his head. He took some ibuprofen then sat up on 
his bed. His phone buzzed. It was Tav. “That didn’t take you long,” 
he said.

“Nadia was ready for bed. Would you and Nadia like to spend your 
tomorrow night date with me at my place for dinner again?

“You bet. And how about you two come over to my house for 
dinner Thursday. I’m getting to be a pretty good cook.” He thought 
about his blah soup tonight and smirked.

Tav laughed. “That I’ve got to see. It’s a date. What can I bring?”
“Just come. Spaghetti and a salad is no bigee.”
“Okay. Uh, do you have anything in mind for this weekend?” She 

laughed. “Uh, not that I’m inviting myself, but am I invited?”
“Absolutely. You ever heard of Help House?”
“Isn’t that a homeless shelter downtown?”
“That’s it. They could use us Saturday late afternoon to serve 

dinner to their guests. How about it?”
“Yeah, but what could Nadia do?”
“Pass out paper plates and cups and visit with any children there. I 

also have a little project she could help me with.” He didn’t elaborate.
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“How’s your head pain?” Tav asked, 
“Ibuprofens are saving me.”
“I’m getting concerned about those, Alef. Don’t you think you 

should see a doctor?”
“Nah. It’s just some stress. It’ll go away. Incidentally, did I tell you 

what my grandfather said when I asked him about that Joshua we 
discussed?”

“That’s who I wanted to talk to you about. I’ve been doing some 
research on him.”

“Yeah? Well, Grandpa said he’s real.”
“From what I’ve read, he sure sounds real. Did he say anything 

else?”
“Yeah. He said kind of a strange thing. He said Joshua is the path 

to THE ONE and that I should …nd out about him.”
“THE ONE? What’s that?”
“He didn’t say, but I got the feeling I won’t know what that is 

untilB Well, you know. Not until I’m ready. Whatever that means. 
So, what’d you …nd out?”

“He’s fascinating. What I read sounded like what your grandpa has 
been telling you.”

“Interesting.”
“There’s a lot about him and what he was supposed to have said, 

so your grandpa saying he’s real, makes sense.”
“Mut there’s no veri…able historical record of him?” Alef asked.
“No. That’s why in the past I haven’t been interested in learning 

much about him.” She laughed. “Eaybe for some, they brush him 
oV as a myth because they’re uncomfortable with the so called perfect 
life he was supposed to have lived and the moral ideas that he was said 
to have taught.”

“Eoral ideas? You mean like the Tenets kind of things?”
“Yeah. And he claimed to be the course people should follow. Isn’t 
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that what your grandpa said?”
“Yeah. Masically. He said he was the path to THE ONE.”
“Anyway, he’s supposed to have not just told people how to be 

happy, but there was also something mystical about him. About the 
powers legend says he had.”

“Eystical powers?”
“Uh huh, and using your grandpa’s term, he sounded like he was 

a super or supreme essence. Like us, only beyond us. And he said he 
could help us become like he is.”

“An enhanced essence?”
“Masically. I think that’s what I’ve read says he was implying any5

way. Mut the information we have about him is sketchy, and who 
knows how that’s been changed over the centuries.”

“What else did you …nd about him?” Alef asked.
“Well, he was also thought of as kind of a keeper. A keeper of 

knowledge. I read a de…nition of truth that he was supposed to have 
given. He said truth was the knowledge of things as they were, as they 
are, and as they are to come.”

“That’s pretty cool.”
“Yeah. And knowledge translates to power, so, theoretically, if you 

have all the knowledge, you have all the power.”
Alef thought about -li and his god computer but didn’t say any5

thing.
“Something else he said,” Tav continued, “apparently over and 

over again. He invited and encouraged his followers to be one.”
“One? What do you think he meant?”
“I’m not sure eCactly, but it obviously had to do with how they 

thought and acted. I mean, they needed to support one another 
because what the accounts say, this Joshua and his followers were 
always under heavy persecution.”

“Interesting. Grandpa said Joshua was the way to THE ONE so 
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I’m wondering if TH- ON- kind of means seeing others as part of 
yourself. Like they’re an eCtension of you and vice versa. So when 
another hurts, you hurt. When they’re happy, you’re happy. That 
kind of thing.”

“Yeah. And with a relationship like that you’d have a pretty good 
idea what the others are thinking. What they need. And they know 
that about you so being one like that helps everybody.”

“Mut how do you do that?” he asked. “How do you become one?”
She was silent for a moment then said, “What about the Tenets? 

qould following the Tenets help you be one like that?”
“Yeah. Yeah. I wish I could talk to Grandpa about who Joshua is, 

but that’s not going to...” He shrugged.
“I’ll send you the links where I got my information so you can …nd 

out more about him,R she said. Rqan I ask you a 6uestion?”
“You mean besides that one?” Alef said and laughed. “That’s what 

Grandpa said to me when I asked him the same thing. Sure. Go 
ahead.”

“What a neat man. I wish I could’ve known him.”
“You would’ve liked him.”
“I know I would. Here’s my 6uestion. You said that humility was 

one of the Tenets and how that was a big challenge for you.” She 
paused. “What’s been happening to you, IB Well, I need to make 
some changes, Alef. I’d like to know why humility has been such a 
challenge?”

Alef was silent for a moment, and when he spoke it was subdued. 
“I’m an eCpert on pride, Tav. I can tell you what not to be. Just look at 
me. Not 6uite like 7and maybe, but still I got miles to go.” He heaved 
a sigh. “Ey focus’s been on me, and I’ve had this big5…sh thing. I had 
to elevate myself in the eyes of everybody. Whatever that took.” He 
pushed out a cynical laugh. “And I’ve got really good at ignoring my 
faults and weaknesses. That’s simple. Just pretend they don’t eCist or 
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don’t matter.” He gave a little grunt. “That’s pride, Tav. I couldn’t 
change because I wouldn’t recognize what needed to change in my 
life, and it brought me misery. It kept me from the people I love.” He 
swallowed down a gulp. “You. Nadia.”

“You’re not like that now,” she said. “Not anything like that.”
“I wish. I hope. Mut I know I don’t want to be like that.”
Alef combed a hand through his hair. “Humility. I can tell you 

humility can really hurt because it means you’re recognizing your 
pride.” He forced a laugh. “You’re seeing what an idiot you really 
are.” Then with a barely audible voice he added, “Mut it brings a great 
release too. You’re not trying to live a lie anymore. You start to get 
this real joy because you see others happy. Eaybe even because you’re 
doing something to bring that about.”

Alef’s emotions were rising, and he pushed them down. “When 
my grandfather talked to me about pride, he asked me when the last 
time was that I sacri…ced for anybody. There wasn’t a last time, Tav. 
I don’t ever remember a time that I did something like that.”

He wiped his eyes with his …ngers. “You want to know the sweet5
est act of sacri…ce I’ve seen lately? Eaybe ever?” He choked and 
swallowed. “Nadia giving her Eolly to Gabby.” He brushed his eyes 
again. “That’s sacri…cing. That’s humility. Giving your most special 
possession to help somebody else.” He cleared his throat. “Eaybe 
humility’s just another word for love.”

Alef’s dam broke, and he 6uietly wept. He wept because of Nadia 
and her sacri…ce. He wept because of who he had been. He wept 
because of who he wanted to be and how almost impossible it seemed 
for him to get there. He wept because he loved Tav and didn’t know 
whether she would ever let him be one with her like this Joshua was 
talking about.

After a time, Tav spoke. She seemed to be …ghting tears herself. 
“Alef.” She waited for him to respond.
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“Yes?” he …nally stammered.
“I love you.” 



Chapter 21

The Other Shoe

“M aybe there won’t be a bomb,” Eli said. “It’s been, what, a 
week and a half since you talked with Rand, and every-

thing seems copacetic.”
Alef didn’t reply but rubbed his right temple.
Eli looked at him. “You need to get that checked. It’s not normal 

to have that kind of head pain for as long as you’ve had it.”
“Yeah. That’s what Tav keeps telling me. I have an appointment 

with my doctor after our meeting today.” He brushed a hand across 
his mouth. “Who knows how long it’ll take Rand and Omnimach 
to get up and going. One piece of good news. All our sales reps and 
almost all our clients responded very positively to Belinda’s emails 
and texts about Rand leaving.”

“If we can hold out for another six weeks and two days, to be exact, 
we should be home free,” Eli said.

“You still okay to oLer zi? and Belinda today what we’ve talked 
about!”

“AbsolutelyS” Eli said. “We wouldn’t be where we are without 
those two.”

You’re right, and they’re already kind of partners anyway. We’re 
not making any moves now without their input and involvement.”

Eli nodded his agreement. “Cpeaking of partners, has our attor-
ney contacted the traitor about terminating him from our zzG for 
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cause!”
“Yeah. Che’s sent Rand both a text and email and has a conFrmed 

acknowledgment of receipt. Che’s also sent him a registered letter. 
zooks like Rand let his house here go and has an apartment in the 
Bay area now. Che’s sent in the appropriate zzG change forms to the 
state, so, Rand is legally no longer aVliated with us.”

Eli huLed. “Too bad she doesn’t think it’s feasible to go after Rand 
and Omnimach if they start using our proprietary stuL.”

“With what you did to our software, hopefully that’ll be a moot 
point.”

“Dot to worry. It’ll work. By the way, what Tav said her thoughts 
were regarding Rand’s deserter moves makes sense to me. Thanks 
for sharing. But I think there’s something else too.” He gave Alef a 
knowing look. “Rand saw a way for him to be the big cheese with 
Omnimach instead of you, and he took it. That’s Rand.”

Alef shrugged. “Yeah. Maybe.”
“You ready for us!” Belinda said as she and zi? came into the 

conference room. Alef and Eli stood, and Alef pointed to the empty 
chairs at the table. They took their seats and looked at Alef in antic-
ipation.

“Gouple of things,” he said. “Uirst, thank you. Big time. You’ve 
both been huge contributors to Cawtooth before and after Rand left. 
We’ve increased your compensation packages, but we want to do 
something more.”

That brought pu??led looks to both women, and zi? spoke. “You 
two are great to work for.”

Belinda agreed.
Alef’s mouth bent up slightly. “Eli and I have decided you need 

to have appropriate titles. We’ll likely end up in a real battle here 
with Omnimach, and we need total commitment from all of us. 
Co, if you’ll accept it, we’d like Belinda to serve as vice president of 
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marketing, and zi? as vice president of research and development. 
zi?, you’ll still work under Eli who now carries the title of executive 
vice president of operations. Belinda, you’ll report directly to me.” 
He looked at the women whose mouths were agape. “You okay with 
that!”

They glanced at each other then back at Alef. Belinda spoke Frst. 
“Thank you. You can absolutely count on me.”

“I’ve never had a title of any kind before,” zi? gushed. “Thanks. 
You got me a hundred and ten percent.”

“You two are making us better than we’ve ever been,” Eli said.
“We need to get out a press release and let our employees and clients 

know about these changes,” Alef added. “I’ll take care of that. Urom 
now on, please include your titles on correspondence you send out 
in your own names.”

With full-face grins, zi? and Belinda scooted their chairs back and 
stood.

Alef held up a hand to keep them from leaving. “One other thing,” 
he said. They Fxed their eyes on him. “With Rand gone, we have 
one-third ownership in our zzG that’s sitting there. We’d like to give 
each of you one-half of that. You’ll be voting partners in Cawtooth 
and share in all future proFts dispersed to the partners. You’ll pay the 
same per share cost that Eli and I did when we formed the company, 
but you won’t pay anything out-of-pocket. That cost will be taken 
out of your share of the proFts at the end of the year. Our attorney 
will draw up the appropriate paperwork. You okay with that!”

zi? and Belinda were stunned and 3ust moved their heads up and 
down. Alef and Eli stood and shook their hands.

“You’re now oVcially co-owners of Cawtooth,” Alef said. “Wel-
come partners.”

They all went back to their oVces, and Alef shut down his com-
puters. He removed his 3acket from the oak hall tree at the side of his 
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creden?a and was putting it on when Belinda came in.
“zooks like you’re heading oL somewhere,” she said.
“Yeah. 1ot an errand to run. What’s up.”
Che looked at him with obvious concern. “You okay, Alef!”
“Yeah. Cure. Uine.”
Che raised an eyebrow. “We’re all worried about your headaches. 

Hope you’re going to check on that sometime.”
“I thought I’d set everyone’s mind at ease.” His look was forced 

playful. “Especially Tav’s. I’m headed to the doctor’s now. I’m sure 
my head pain’s stress related. Maybe he’ll give me something a little 
stronger than the over-the-counter stuL I’ve been taking. That’ll take 
care of it.”

“Counds like you and your former wife are trying to make a go of 
it again.” Che sounded surprised.

“Yeah. I was stupid to let her go in the Frst place.”
Comething like disappointment registered on her face, but she 

…uickly  erased that.  “Well,  I’m afraid my news won’t  do your 
headaches any good.”

“Rand!” He sat down.
“Yep. It looks like he and Omnimach are making their move. We 

3ust lost Blake Riley, one of our salesmen. He called to apologi?e but 
said he couldn’t turn down their oLer.”

“Which was!” Alef asked.
“A 2‘$,$$$ signing bonus and a twenty percent raise in base salary 

and commissions.”
Alef went ashen, and his head throbbed. “You think they made the 

same oLer to all our salespeople!”
“Blake said they did. He also said that Rand called them all directly 

and told them he left us because we were dishonest and overcharging 
our clients. Blake said he didn’t buy that, but the 2‘$,$$$ and the 
commission increaseBhe wasn’t going to turn that down. Rand told 
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him he could go to his personal Cawtooth clients and tell them that 
Omnimach would give them the same product with no set up cost. 
Their monthly subscription fee would only be half of what Cawtooth 
was charging and be guaranteed for two years. He said Blake would 
get full commission for each company that switched.”

Alef put his hand to his head. “Those companies are all on yearly 
contracts with us. They can’t leave without a hefty cancellation fee.”

“Right, but apparently Omnimach will pay those fees as well.”
“What about our other salespeople! Any idea where they stand!
“I’ll call them this afternoon.”
The other shoe had dropped. And it shattered the Door.
Alef ?ipped up his 3acket. “I have to go. Tell Eli and zi? what you’ve 

told me. The four of us’ll get together tomorrow to Fgure all this 
out.” He put his hand on her arm. “Thanks for sticking with us.”

Her eyes sparkled deFantly. “You know what Winston Ghurchill 
said. EIf you’re going through hell, keep going.’ We’re going to win 
this thing, Alef. I know we will.”

Alef gave her a tight smile. He 3ust hoped that sometime in the 
weeks ahead, he could tell her she was right. 



Chapter 22

The News

A lef’s visit with the doctor was not what he expected. He came 
home, Txed himself a sandwich, and called Nav. -adia an“

swered the phone.
DHi yaddI. g had a ”ood daI.W
Duhat did Io? dobW
Dg ate pean?t k?tter cooMies at school and made paper dolls and 

XommI and me plaIed Bkox and ”?ess who called mebW Gefore Alef 
co?ld answer she Ielled, D!akkIS Yhe has a new home and she liMes 
it and XollI liMes it too.W

DuowS Lo? did have a reallI ”ood daI. gs Io?r mommI therebW
DLep. Here she is. Jove Io?, yaddI.W
DJove Io? too.W
DYo?nds liMe Io? ”ot all the latest news,W Nav said.
D!akkIbW Alef said. DNhat’s a s?rprise.W
DLeah. A neat one. Uanet, the co?nselor, tho?”ht it wo?ld ke oMaI 

for !akkI to call -adia since !akkI was asMin” ako?t her all the 
time. ue don’t Mnow where she lives, and we won’t call her. G?t she 
can call ?s.W

DNhat’s s?per.W
DHow was Io?r doctor’s visit.W Nav’s voice carried concern.
DEh, oMaI. He said he wanted to do some maMe“s?re“Io?’re“alri”ht 

tests.W
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Duhat Mind of testsbW
Duell, C?st the re”?lar. He said theI’d start oR with a contrastin” 

FN scan of mI head.W
DA contrastin” FNb Nhat is not a re”?lar test, Alef. uhat exactlI 

did the doctor saIbW
DHe was a little apprehensive ako?t how lon” mI head pain’s keen 

”oin” on, and that it was alwaIs in one spot. Nhat’s all. gt’s C?st 
ro?tine.W

Dzi”ht. uhen and where’s Io?r FN scan. g’ll taMe Io?.W
Dgt’s …ridaI. NhanMs, k?t he didn’t saI g needed to have a driver.W
Dg’m s?re he ass?med Io? Mnew. NheI’ll prokaklI ”ive Io? a seda“

tive, and theI’ll ke shootin” ser?m into Io?r arm. Lo? need a driver.W
D1MaI, k?t it’s at three in the afternoon. Lo?’ll ke worMin”.W
DNhat’s no proklem. g’ll taMe the time oR and ”et a kakIsitter for 

-adia. Yho?ld g picM Io? ?p at Io?r homebW
DLeah. NhanMs. YorrI to p?t Io? thro?”h this.W
DLo?’ve ”ot me worried. g’d liMe to ke with Io? thro?”h this thin” 

if Io?’ll let me.W
Nhat sent warmth 6oodin” thro?”h him. He had never had a FN 

scan kefore. His doctor said that other than possiklI ca?sin” some 
cla?strophokia and kein” a little ?ncomfortakle, it wo?ldn’t ke too 
kad.

Dg’m s?re g’m oMaI, Nav. Ge ”ood to Tnd o?t what it isn’t, h?hbW
D1r what it is.W
DLeah, well, overall, this’s keen an interestin” daI.W He told her 

what theI had done for Jiq and Gelinda and then what Gelinda 
reported ako?t zand.

Duhat a sc?mka”SW she spat o?t. Dgn C?st ako?t everI waI.W Her 
la?”h was harsh. DAll o?r conversations ako?t lovin” everIkodI. g’m 
sorrI, Alef. Nhere’s not one sticM of love in me for the liMes of that 
low life.W
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DLeah. g don’t Mnow what it means to love someone who’s trIin” 
to destroI Io?, k?t g don’t thinM it means Io? sit kacM and accept or 
tolerate wron”.W

Nav ”roaned. Dg’m not ”oin” to waste mI time trIin” to T”?re that 
one o?t.W

Dg don’t Mnow. XaIke love here means we don’t react to him. U?st 
do what we need to do to protect ?s, and maIke that’ll ke kest for 
him in the lon” r?n.W He hesitated. Dg’ve keen readin” a kit ako?t 
this Uosh?a and what he’s said. He talMed ako?t lovin” enemies and 
somehow tied that to havin” patience. Vven peace. JiMe that was 
kein” in control of Io?rself and not lettin” others control Io?. g can 
see where he’s ”oin” there, k?t man?W

Dzand’s still a lowlifeSW she said.
DLeah. XaIke. AnIwaI, the partners are meetin” tomorrow to trI 

to T”?re o?t how to handle this. ue C?st have to s?rvive six weeMs or 
so. ue can do that.W

Duhich reminds me,W Nav said, Dhow manI ten“dollar kills did Io? 
have -adia hand o?t at the homeless shelter the other daIbW

Dg don’t Mnow. …iftI. XaIke sixtI.W
DNhat was s?per neat, k?t ”iven what’s happenin” with Yawtooth, 

maIke?W Yhe didn’t Tnish.
Alef ?nderstood where she was ”oin”. Dg hear Io?, k?t it was the 

ri”ht thin” to do. Nhe faces on those men and women were more than 
worth what that cost. g’d do it a”ain.W He ”ave a short la?”h. Duell, 
maIke not ?ntil Yawtooth’s over this h?mp.W

Nav si”hed lo?dlI. Dg’m sorrI. YorrI for mI rant a”ainst zand. DAnd 
Io?r ”randpa saIs this is temporarI and not realb Y?re feels real and 
permanent when Io?’re smacM in the middle of it.W

Nhe ens?in” silence kro?”ht a s?rprisin”, almost overwhelmin”, 
sense of peace to Alef. uhen he spoMe a”ain, it was with calm ass?r“
ance. DNhanMs for kein” there, Nav. g don’t Mnow what lies ahead for 
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me, k?t it’ll ke oMaI.W
Nav so?nded liMe she mi”ht ke crIin”, then she A?ietlI said, Dg want 

to ke there for Io?, Alef. g want to ke with Io?.W Alef heard her catch 
her kreath. DNhe Alef g fell in love with and married was a ”ood man. 
A reallI ”ood man. Nhen a co?ple of Iears a”o, somethin” happened 
to him. His kodI was still there, k?t the man g Mnew and loved was 
”one. Yo was the father that -adia Mnew and loved.W Nhere was a lon” 
pa?se, then she said, Dg thinM he’s kacM now. And maIke we can?W 
Yhe didn’t Tnish.



Chapter 23

The Plan

T he Sawtooth team gathered in the conference room. “Well,” 
Alef said, “let’s see where we’re at and what we’re going to 

do about it.” He faced Belinda. “Eli and Liz told you about what’s 
likely going to happen to the software that Rand commandeered. 
Any questions?”

“No.” She looked at Eli and Liz with obvious respect. “We need to 
be prepared for the fallout from that though. It’ll be interesting what 
the clients who leave us do when their systems crash.”

“I suspect we’ll have at least some of them knocking on our door 
again,” Alef said, “but we’ll see. Any more of our salespeople turn on 
us?”

“Three more,” Belinda said. “Mandy Jensen called me this morn-
ing to tell me she’s sticking with us. She had a few choice words for 
Rand and the four salespeople who quit on us. She even said she’d 
work overtime with no increase in salary.”

Alef looked down at the table, then up at Belinda. “When we’re 
able to, I’d like to give her a bonus that’s $5000 more than what those 
four deserters got from Omnimach. And maybe give her a perma-
nent twenty-Pve percent raise in her commission rate too. What do 
you think?”

They all emphatically agreed. Alef looked at Belinda. “Vlease let her 
know that. And let’s send her a letter signed by all of us, thanking 
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her for her loyalty and include a $x00 gift certiPcate to a high-class 
restaurant.”

“She’ll be happy with that. By the way, she’s given me sij salesper-
son referrals that I’m following up on.”

Alef pumped a Pst. “What’s our status with contract cancellations, 
Eli?”

“Well, it’s a little early to know where this’s all heading, but so 
far, we have twelve notiPcations. Seven of them have paid their early 
cancellation fees.”

“Any proGections of potential losses in income from fees and ejist-
ing contracts over the nejt two months?” Alef asked.

“It’s a real unknown,” Eli answered. “One ejtreme is that we could 
see a loss of something over $850,000 before business starts to regen-
erate after Omnimach implodes.”

“What if we four went without income during that time?” Liz 
asked.

“‘ood idea. I’m willing to do that.” Belinda responded immedi-
ately.

Alef and Eli gave each other a consenting look, and Alef sat back. 
“Thank you. We’ll do it.”

“We’re not dead in the water with future sales,” Belinda said, “and 
I’d be surprised if we lost anywhere near that much business. Most of 
our clients are very satisPed with our service and should be reluctant 
to move away from a proven thing. Why don’t we send a letter to 
our consumers thanking them for being a valued client? Then in a 
cool way counteract the lies Rand is telling and ejplain Omnimach’s 
attempt to wipe us out with unsustainable low prices. I think they’d 
ask themselves, 9How will a company that behaves like this, treat me 
down the road?’”

“Let’s do it,” Alef said. “‘o ahead and draft that letter and run it 
by the rest of us.”
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“We could also follow up with a phone call from one of us to 
answer any questions,” Belinda added.

Everyone agreed. Alef leaned forward. “Anything else we should be 
doing?”

“!uestion.” Liz said. “How do we handle clients who accept Om-
nimach’s oYer to leave us, then want to come back after Omnimach 
can’t service them?”

“Welcome them back with open arms,” Alef oYered, “but go 
by standard policy in our treatment of returning clients, including 
charging a startup fee. I don’t think we should give them any addi-
tional perks. That’d send the wrong signal to those who stuck with 
us.” They all concurred.

“There’ll be four of our former salespeople who will likely be out 
of work then too,” Belinda added. “What if they ask to come back?”

“What do you think?” Alef asked her.
“I don’t want them6” she declared. The others concurred.
Eli cleared his throat. “Okay, Liz and I have something to share. 

We’ve been working on a proGect for a while.”
“Cour computer god?” Alef’s voice had a not-this-again tone.
Eli shot Alef a defensive glance. “I don’t know if you remember the 

conversation that you, Rand, and I had a while back about computer 
gods, but I’ve been thinking about that ever since.”

“I remember.” How could he forget? That conversation led Alef to 
recognize the ejistence of essences, other universes, and the possibil-
ity that we are the aliens on this planet.

“Ceah. Well, what you and Rand said about the potential devas-
tating power of that kind of beast has been weighing on me.” He 
gave a bitter laugh. “And Rand’s actions Gust reinforced that. What 
if somebody like a Rand had that kind of power?” He gave an angry 
groan. “With access to mega-quantum computing, somebody may 
develop that potential sooner rather than later, but it’s not going to 
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be me. Talk about self-worship. That’s all it is. Making yourself more 
powerful, richer, bigger, and better than everybody else. And why?

“We’re all going to die, Alef. It’s all temporary. And to have that 
kind of obsession is stupid and a one-way ticket to misery. 9Specially 
when it ends up hurting others.” He let out a mirthless snigger. 
“Here’s the irony. You become a slave. You let something else con-
trol you. And not Gust the computer. Cour gratiPcation depends on 
everybody viewing you as top dog. As a god. And if anyone doesn’t 
see you that way, then you’re not. Cou let what everyone else on this 
planet does or think control your contentment.” He snorted. “Cour 
obsession is nothing less than a chain around your neck.”

Alef gazed at him with fresh respect. Had his grandpa been talking 
to Eli? He smiled to himself at that thought. “So, what are you 
working on?”

“What’ve I been working on for two years you mean,” Eli said. 
“Tell them, Liz.” 

“It’s mostly Eli’s brain, but we’ve adapted and rePned our ML 
Donversational Assistant to be used in the home as a personal assis-
tant.

“Like a Siri or Aleja?” Belinda interGected.
“Sort of,” Liz said, “but on mega steroids. Uoes everything they do, 

and better, but it also acts on behalf of its owner. It answers phone 
calls, tejts, and emails and decides whether to forward them for you 
to respond directly. It makes your appointments and can contact 
whoever you want it to, then carry on an intelligent conversation 
with them. It doesn’t Gust understand the words it hears or reads 
but considers the contejt and nuance of every situation, so it always 
communicates rationally.” She lifted her lips slightly. “Maybe even 
better than who it represents could.

“Then what’s really cool, it can do all your ‘oogle searches for 
you. It can Pnd information you want or the best values for whatever 
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you’re interested in. And it makes recommendations based on costs, 
availability, quality, and on and on.” She gave a smug look. “Vretty 
neat stuY, and I’ve Gust scratched the surface of what it can potentially 
do.”

“Wow6” Belinda ejclaimed. “Cou’re talking ejpanding our market 
potential from millions to billions of users. What about aYordability 
though?”

“Just about everybody can pay for it,” Liz emphasized. “Our sys-
tem is an app that can be installed on a phone, computer, and tablet. 
With Wi-Ei and Bluetooth, it communicates between whatever de-
vices it’s set up on.”

“Will there be recurring income from it?” Alef asked.
“Absolutely. There’s an initial cost to purchase the app, then a 

mandatory and aYordable subscription fee that can be paid annually 
or monthly.”

“Mind boggling6” Alef said. “How far are we from getting this 
out?”

“We’re ready to submit our system to the patent oFce right now,” 
Eli answered. “I think we’ll be ready to Peld test in a month, and 
within three to sij months, be ready to sell it. We’ve been Pddling 
around with this on our own devices.” He pointed his hands at Alef 
and Belinda. “Nejt step is for you to try it out.”

“That’ll be fun6” Belinda ejclaimed. “What will you call it?”
“Maybe the Sawtooth Versonal Donversational Assistant or the 

Sawtooth VDA,” Eli said, “but marketing’s your bag.”
“Man, what potential6 I’ve got a Good of marketing ideas already 

pouring through my head.” Then Belinda’s enthusiasm dampened. 
“‘onna take a gob of money though.” She shrugged.

“We’ll Pgure it out,” Alef said conPdently. He looked at Eli and 
then at Liz. “Cou guys’ve Gust shined a huge sun on a pretty dismal 
day.
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He said nothing about the DT scan he would have this afternoon. 



Chapter 24

Bad and Good

“H i  Tav,”  Alef  said.  “Sorry  to  call  you  at  work.  Got  a 
minute?”

“That’s all I’ve got. I have a student waiting to see me. What’s up.”
“My doctor just called with results from the CT scan.”
“Already? It’s only Monday. I didn’t think you’d hear back so…” 

She stopped. “Uh, what is it?”
Alef could hear the quiver in her voice, and his mind stuck.
“Alef? You there?”
“Cancer. It’s cancer.”
“Oh no! Hold on. I need to close my door.” She was back quickly. 

“Tell me everything. Please.”
“The doctor told me there’s a small hollowed-out hole in my skull 

near my right temple. He said it could be a solitary occurrence but 
not likely. If this was the only one, he said it’s a plasmacytoma. I’m 
not sure if I’m pronouncing that right, but I had him spell it out for 
me.”

“Alef, what’s that? I’ve never heard of it.”
“It’s a tumor. Apparently, abnormal plasma cells are destroying the 

bone.”
“And it’s cancer?”
“Yeah. The doctor said if it’s solitary its likely self-contained. But 

he thinks it’s…”
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“Thinks it’s what, Alef?” Tav’s voice was shaky now.
“He thinks it’s multiple myeloma.”
“Oh my.... All I know about multiple myeloma is it’s serious. What 

is it?”
“Cancer in the plasma cells. Starts in your bone marrow then 

spreads to bones throughout your body. He said it’s pretty rare but 
at my age really rare.”

“Can they treat it?” Her words were slow and deliberate as if fear 
had replaced her anxiousness.

“Yeah, but I don’t know any details. My doctor’s sending me to an 
oncologist this afternoon. I’ll call you when I Lnd out more.”

“I want to talk to you about it in person. I want to be with you, 
Alef. Please. Come over tonight for dinner, and I’ll put Nadia to bed 
early. Please.”

“I’ll be there. Thank you, Tav. I love you.”
“I can hardly stand this, Alef. See you tonight.”
Alef didn’t say anything to those in the ozce about his CT scan, 

but he was sure they could tell he was having a dizcult time concen-
trating on anything. Eli and 9i5 reported that another seven clients 
were cancelling their contracts. Nineteen, so far, were leaving. At 
this rate, Sawtooth’s loss of clients would not come close to Eli’s 
worst-case scenario although a loss of even 1F hurt. The letters they 
sent out and phone calls they made last week were clearly helping. 
Belinda said she had a video conference with two of the potential 
salespeople who were recommended to her, and that went well. 
Everyone was feeling a bit up today, which made Alef’s concentration 
challenge more noticeable than it would have been.

Eli asked him if he was okay. Alef answered that it was just his 
headache. That he was following up with his doctor on it.

9ate that afternoon, he met with the oncologist. He liked her 
and felt comfortable with both her manner and competency. That 
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evening, he went over to Tav’s. She asked him to put Nadia to bed 
while she did the dishes. When they Lnished, they sat on the sofa, 
and Tav’s pinched lips showed her concern.

“This doctor’s good,” Alef said. “Thorough. She clearly laid out 
where we’re going with this.”

“What did she say?” Tav did not repress her anxiety.
“It’s at least a plasmacytoma, but likely multiple myeloma. If it’s 

not multiple myeloma, she said it can be treated with just radiation.”
“But she thinks it’s multiple myeloma?”
“Yeah. She put me through a bunch of test this afternoon, and they 

drew enough of my blood that I thought I’d need a transfusion.”
Tav didn’t laugh at his attempted humor but grabbed his hand. 

“Where do you go from here?”
“She put a rush on analy5ing my blood and urine work, and I’ll 

meet with her tomorrow afternoon to discuss the results.”
“Will that tell her what you have?”
“Not exactly. But it’ll give a pretty good indication of what it is or 

isn’t.”
“What are they looking for?”
“Some of the things I remember is they’re checking for types of 

protein and their levels, and if my red cell count is low. She also said 
something about light chain levels and ratios. I don’t know what 
those are, but she said if the ratio between the two light chain types 
is a lot greater or lesser than one, then that’s not good.”

“What if these tests indicate multiple myeloma?”
“Then I get a bone marrow biopsy at her clinic late Wednesday, 

and she’ll go over the results with me 7riday morning.”
“Will the biopsy tell her for certain whether or not it’s multiple 

myeloma?”
“Yes.”
“And if it is?”
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“They’ll do a full body contrasting CT scan to see if I have other 
bone lesions. She said it’s likely there would be.”

Tav stiJened her grip on his hand. “Then what?”
“She couldn’t give me any details about treatment until they Lnd 

out exactly what it is. If it’s solitary, then basically they kill it with 
radiation. If it’s multiple myeloma…” He twisted his mouth slightly. 
“She spent a lot of time assuring me that they’ve made a lot of 
progress in the last few years in treatments. When I see her tomorrow, 
she’ll be able to give me a better picture of where we are and where 
we’re going.”

“If you have the bone marrow biopsy, I’ll take you. They must give 
you an anesthetic for that.”

“Yeah. The doctor said they would. Thank you. I’m sorry to be 
such a pain here.”

“A pain?” She didn’t keep the emotion out of her voice. “What 
would you do if this were happening to me, Alef?”

Alef swallowed and nodded.
“Multiple myeloma. I’ve been reading up on…” That’s all Tav 

could get out before she had a tear-8ood. She stood and brought back 
a box of tissues.

Alef sat helpless watching her as she cried. He put his arm around 
her and pulled her close. He thought about his grandfather’s empha-
sis on everything being temporary. “$ight.” he muttered to himself. 
He had also read up on multiple myeloma. The word that kept 
appearing in the descriptions he was reading was terminal. He pulled 
Tav’s head over to his lips and kissed her forehead.

“Probably shouldn’t be getting so concerned about this until we 
Lnd out for sure what it is.” He knew he was speaking as much 
to himself as to Tav. He wanted to comfort her somehow. But he 
couldn’t even comfort himself.

“Do you love me, Alef?” Tav’s voice was unsteady.
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“I’ve never stopped loving you.” He held her tight.
“Will you marry me then?” Tav’s question was a begging.
That shock stiJened Alef’s muscles, and he sat away from her, 

grabbed her shoulders, and his eyes held fast to hers. His heart was 
leaping from his chest as he kissed her, long and tenderly. When he 
sat back, his eyes were glistening.

“You can’t know how much I want to be one with you.” Then he 
slumped and closed his eyes and mumbled, “After all I’ve done. And 
you want to…”

Her response was another sweet, gentle kiss.
He let out a long breath. “Tav. I need to Lnd out what the deal is 

with me here. I could never ask you to tie yourself to a man who’s 
dying.” 0ust saying that word raised a pall for both of them.

Then Tav took his chin in her hand and turned his face to hers. 
“I don’t care if it’s only for a month, or ten years, or until we both 
get old and feeble. I want to be one with you for as long as I can.” 
She kissed him again. “Will you marry me, Alef Welch?” Her eyes 
sparkled through her tears, and she forced a laugh “I’ll be glad to get 
on my knees if you want?”

Alef slid oJ the sofa onto his knees. “That’s my cue.” He took her 
hand in both of his. “I don’t know why you want to marry me, Tavia, 
but I sure want to marry you. You and Nadia will be the focus and 
love of my life. I promise!”

She smiled impishly. “Do I take it that’s a yes to my proposal?”
“Count on it!” They stood and embraced. And wept.
It was midnight before Alef got home. He and Tav had talked 

about everything from what was happening to his business to when 
they would get married and where they would live. His eJort to 
convince her to wait on their marriage, at least until he found out 
exactly what his future would be, didn’t get to Lrst base.

“I want to make a statement,” Tav declared. “I’m marrying the man 
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I love with no contingencies or conditions. I want to get married this 
week.”

With that settled, they made quick plans. They will get their mar-
riage license at the county recorder’s ozce tomorrow and be married 
by a district court magistrate 7riday, after Alef’s possible doctor’s 
visit. Only Nadia would be invited, and no one would be told what 
was happening until after they were married. They would take a 
second honeymoon as circumstances allowed.

The new united family would live in Tav’s house. It was the home 
Nadia would be most comfortable being in. The six-month lease on 
Alef’s home would be up shortly, and he would let it lapse. They’d 
have to Lgure out what to do with his furniture, but not paying his 
FG,6HH a month rent would help big time, given him going without 
salary for a while with Sawtooth.

Alef lay on his bed, so wound up he couldn’t sleep. Where was his 
grandfather now? Yet, he had introduced Alef to the Tenets that were 
becoming part of Alef’s life. No. They were becoming his life. He 
didn’t completely understand them. Would he ever? But following 
them was what he wanted to do. 7ollowing them brought Tav and 
Nadia back into his life. 7ollowing them was Alef.

Then a consuming awareness absorbed him. The person who vis-
ited his grandfather when he was dying was his grandfather’s grand-
father. Was that a harbinger of what was happening to Alef now? Was 
that what Alef’s grandfather visiting him in his dreams meant? “Are 
you dying?” was the question he had asked Alef. Alef had assumed 
that only had to do with his not following the Tenets. But was it also 
a foretelling of what would happen to him physically as well?

He would likely Lnd the answer to that question this week. 



Chapter 25

Life-changing

T av glanced at the plaques on the wall as they waited for Dr. 
Amy Shinoda. The list of her accomplishments and recogni-

tions was impressive. She nudged Alef and pointed to one of them. 
Best Doctors in America. Before Alef could comment, Dr. Shinoda 
came into the oHce. ber graying klac“ hair was cut into a pagekoy 
and her round face kro“e into a smile.

éDr. Shinoda, this is my ”ancI, Tav,’ Alef said. é?Wd li“e her to hear 
”rsthand whatWs happening.’

éSheWs welcome to.’ The doctor shoo“ TavWs hand then faced Alef. 
é?f you donWt mind me as“ing, have you set a wedding date yet3’

éActually, the date, the time, and the place. :eWll ke married this 
afternoon at 45CE at the county courthouse ky a district court mag-
istrate.’

Dr. Shinoda didnWt try to hide her surprise and cleared her throat. 
She glanced at Tav, and her eyes carried the okvious question5 Do you 
know what you’re getting into?

Tav loo“ed at her con”dently. éAlef and ? were married to each 
other kefore and have a ”ve-year-old daughter. :e were divorced and 
are getting kac“ together again.’

éVongratulations,’ the doctor said warmly and invited them to sit 
down while she sat on a rolling stool in front of a small des“ that held 
a computer. She addressed Tav. é?Wm assuming that Alef has “ept you 
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akreast of the results of the tests ?Wve discussed with him so far.’
éSort of.’ She gave him a wry glance. ébeWs keen pretty cryptic. ? 

would li“e to “now why his klood and urine tests convinced you to 
have him get the kone marrow kiopsy.’

éSure.’ She typed something on her “eykoard and loo“ed at the 
computer screen. é?Wm assuming you “now akout the original VT 
scan and the cancer diagnosis.’

éLes,’ Tav said. é:erenWt these additional tests to determine if what 
he has is multiple myeloma3’

éThatWs correct. bis klood and urine tests showed that is what he 
li“ely has, so we did the much more invasive kone marrow kiopsy to 
verify that and determine the eGtent of the cancer.’

She typed on the “eykoard and read her screen. éThe results of the 
kiopsy are also online for you to loo“ at, and ? wonWt go into detail 
here.’ She wheeled away from her computer and faced Alef. éThe 
”nal word, Alef, is that you do have multiple myeloma, which at your 
age is eGtremely rare. Lour particular type is also aggressive and well 
advanced.’

Tav gasped. é:hat does all that mean3’
éAlef has what we call lamkda light chain myeloma. There are three 

stages that descrike the growth or spread of the disease. ?t loo“s li“e 
Alef is well into stage two.’ She turned to him. éAs ? told you, Alef, 
you almost certainly have additional lesions li“e the one on your 
s“ull. :e will do a full kody VT scan to determine where they might 
ke.’

Alef too“ TavWs hand. ber hand was sha“ing. é:here do we go 
from here3’ he as“ed the doctor.

éBefore we tal“ akout treatments, ? want to give you a little history 
and some assurances. A few decades ago, Stage ?? multiple myeloma 
meant you had a life eGpectancy of a couple of years or less. :e still 
have no “nown cure for this, kut there have keen advancements made 



%?PbT 0Y0

in the treatment to get it more quic“ly into remission and “eep it 
there.’

AlefWs and TavWs faces were drawn, and Tav was near tears.
The doctor continued. é1ow, for a kit of a silver lining.’ ber eyes 

carried some hope. éAlef, you appear otherwise to ke in good health 
and are very young. Those factors count.’ She wheeled kac“ to her 
computer. é:e need to go with very intense chemotherapy with you, 
and weWre going to shoot for remission within three months. The 
median ”ve-year survival rate for stage two myeloma today is around 
Exj. But given your age and health, ? thin“ we can do ketter than 
that. Lou should ke akle to live a relatively normal life as well.’

She tightened her lips. é2lease rememker, though, that everyone 
is unique. There are un“nown factors that could a'ect these pro-
Fections one way or another.’ ber eyes grakked AlefWs. éAnd my 
optimistic proFections depend on you doing your part. Lou need to 
ke completely faithful in following the diet, eGercise, chemotherapy, 
and drug regimen that ?Wll put you on. And you need to have a stem 
cell transplantation down the road.’

éOh, what will the treatment involve, and when will it start3’ Alef 
as“ed with okvious concern. Tav slid close to him and slipped her 
arm through his. 

é? want to sit down with you neGt wee“ and go through everything, 
kut here is how weWll kegin it. By the way, weWll order all the drugs for 
you and kill your insurance company directly. There will ke drugs 
youWll ta“e to akate side e'ects of the chemotherapy, kut the therapy 
itself is straight forward, and you will administer it to yourself at 
home.

é?Wll put you on a high-dose treatment that will involve three drugs. 
During a three wee“ cycle you will ke ta“ing your medical doses on 
Fust a few days scattered through that time. Lou may not feel too great 
those days, kut you should ke akle to function mostly as usual the 
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other days. Lou will want to avoid crowds and situations where you 
could pic“ up germs, as your immune system will ke compromised 
during that time. :hen you have to go out where thereMs lots of 
people, you should wear a face mas“.

é:eWll repeat the three-wee“ cycle four times and test where weWre 
at, at the end of each cycle. bopefully, ky the conclusion of the fourth 
cycle you will ke in complete remission. ThatWs our goal.’

é:hat if you ”nd more spots li“e the one in his s“ull,’ Tav as“ed. 
éDoes the chemotherapy dissolve those3’

é1o. 1ot entirely. beWll ke receiving radiation treatment as well 
and possikly surgery. :eWll schedule the full kody VT scan for neGt 
Tuesday, and Alef will meet directly with our radiation oncologist 
when we get those results. ? will have your drugs availakle to pic“ up 
ky neGt …riday.’

éLou said something akout stem cells,’ Alef said. é:hatWs that3’
é7ur chemotherapy treatment will ke hard-hitting and do signif-

icant damage to the stem cells in your kone marrow. …unctioning 
stem cells are necessary for your kody to produce red and white klood 
cells and to ”ght infection. Before you kegin your chemotherapy, 
weWll collect stem cells from your kody, freeCe them, then reinsert 
them after therapy.’ ber eyes carried encouragement. éLouWre going 
to have a kusy wee“.’

She stood. éDy assistant will ke in shortly and set up your ap-
pointments for neGt wee“. SheWll chec“ with you ky phone wee“ly 
during this ”rst cycle to see how youWre doing.’ She loo“ed at Tav. 
éAlef will need transportation neGt wee“ for the VT scan and stem 
cell eGtractions, and it would ke helpful if you could ke with him 
when we go over the therapy administration.’

TavWs eyes glistened, and she swallowed. é?Wll ke with him.’
The doctor too“ koth of their hands. é? donWt want to minimiCe 

the challenges that lay ahead for you here, Alef.’ She glanced at Tav. 
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é7r for you. Lou will koth ke ma“ing some signi”cant adFustments 
initially. But ? have con”dence that together weWre going to control 
this thing so Alef can have a happy, meaningful life. See you neGt 
wee“.’

That evening, Alef and Tav put 1adia to ked together. They didnWt 
tell her akout AlefWs health challenge. :hen they too“ her to the 
courthouse earlier and told her they were going to get married again, 
her grin was so wide and ”Ged they thought her chee“ muscles would 
give out. After their short wedding ceremony, they went out to eat 
with 1adia to celekrate. She hardly tal“ed at all. She “ept loo“ing 
kac“ and forth at Alef and Tav with her mouth stretched to her ears.

But tonight, she was all questions.
éAnd DaddyWs not going to go to his home tonight3’ she said as 

she got into her ked.
Alef “issed her on her chee“. éThis is my home now.’
She put her arms around his nec“. éAnd youWll ke with me and 

Dommy forever and ever3’
é…orever and ever.’ be laid 1adiaWs head on her pillow and pulled 

her covers up to her shoulders.
éAnd weWre a family again3’ ber grin was huge.
Tav kent over and “issed her forehead. éLes. Again.’ She leaned 

into Alef. éAnd always.’
1adia “ept as“ing questions li“e she would never get another 

chance, repeating some over and over for assurance. …inally, Tav said, 
éTime to go to sleep, sweetheart,’ and turned out the light.

éLouWre not going home, Daddy3’ she yelled as they wal“ed to the 
door.

é1o, 1adia. This is my home. See you in the morning. %ove you.’
1adia watched them as they closed the door. é? love you, Daddy,’ 

she whispered. é? love you, Dommy.’
Tav and Alef each showered and got into ked. Their initial feelings 
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of aw“wardness soon vanished. ?t was as though keing together li“e 
this was how it had always keen. Tav rested her head on his arm, and 
he pulled her close. They lay there quiet, then Tav spo“e. éLou o“ay 
if we tal“3’

éSure.’
é:ere you eGpecting what the doctor told you this morning3’ she 

as“ed.
éSort of. ? wouldnWt have keen surprised if she told me ? only had 

a year or two to live, though.’
éThatWs what ? was eGpecting. ?Wm so grateful.’ She was near tears.
é? donWt want to ke a kurden, Tav. To you or to 1adia.’
She sat up a little. éA kurden is doing something you donWt want to 

do. :hatever 1adia and ? can do to ma“e it ketter for you, we want to 
do. ThatWll ma“e us happy.’ She set her head on his arm again. éVan 
you ever forget the face of that angel tonight saying weWre a family 
again3’ Tav was struggling to tal“. éThatWs what ? want. ThatWs what 
?Wve always wanted.’

Alef felt her tears drop onto his shoulder. é?Wll never do anything to 
ma“e you or 1adia regret weWre together.’ be swallowed. é1ever.’

Tav wiped her eyes with the sheet. éLour grandpa says we came 
from another universe to this one and will go kac“. ?f thatWs right, 
why are we even here in the ”rst place3’

é? as“ed him that. be said weWre here to ma“e choices.’
éThatWs it3 ThatWs all he said3’
éThatWs all he said. :hen ? told him ? didnWt understand, he said 

? would when ? was ready, and ? got angry kecause he said ? wasnWt 
ready.’ Alef grimaced é:hich Fust proved ? lac“ed humility. ? wasn’t 
ready.’

éLou thin“ youWre ready now3’ she as“ed.
é? donWt “now. ? donWt thin“ ?Wll have another conversation with my 

grandpa if thatWs what you mean. ? thin“ he meant ?Wd ”nd my own 
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answers when ? was ready.’
éDo you have any ideas3’
be did.
éDayke itWs only in this universe we can have the eGperiences we 

need. Lou “now, eGperiences to kecome who we can kecome ? guess. 
But ? donWt have a clue what that is.’

éDo you thin“, somehow, weWre given the eGperiences we have here 
so we can ma“e the choices we need to ma“e3’ she as“ed. é? mean, to 
grow li“e we need to grow3’

é? donWt “now, kut ? thin“ our eGperiences Fust come. Stu' a'ects 
us that doesnWt have anything to do with what weWve done. ?t Fust 
happens.’ be half laughed. é%i“eE :ell, you “now.’ be didnWt need 
to say that he was referring to his cancer.

Tav gulped. éLeah. %i“e that.’ She moved closer to him. é:hat we 
say and thin“ and do sure a'ects what happens around us, though. 
So, prokakly doesnWt matter much how our eGperiences come.’

éLeah. ThatWs what Prandpa said. Vhoose to act or let yourself ke 
acted upon. ThatWs the kottom line, ? guess. 7ne way or another, ? 
thin“, we get to de”ne all our eGperiences. DoesnWt matter where they 
came from or what they are. :e choose how they a'ect us.’

éAnd all this stu'Ws temporary,’ Tav said quietly. éUGcept us. UG-
cept who weWre choosing to ke.’ She touched his chee“. é? donWt 
“now what ?Wd do if ? didnWt “now some of these eGperiences would 
have an end.’

é%i“e multiple myeloma,’ Alef murmured.
é%i“e multiple myeloma.’
Alef “issed her. éAre you akout through tal“ing3’
é?Wm through.’ She stro“ed his face and put her arms around him.



Chapter 26

The Team

“W hat’s happening, Alef?” Eli asked. The worry on his and 
Belinda’s and Liz’s faces was unmistakable as the four of 

them sat around the conference table. It was Monday, and all Alef 
had told his partners about his absences last week, was that his doctor 
was doing some tests.

Their concern for him nearly overwhelmed Alef. “I’ll bring you up 
to date on that, but Nrst, where we sitting with business fallout?”

Eli held his gaze. “xot a bad week given what we eSpected. jince we 
last met, Rust two more clients have pulled out. What’s heartening is 
seventeen have called Liz and me to say they’re staying with us. jome 
of them had pretty colorful words for Oand and Hmnimach.” -e 
grinned. “I don’t think we’ll come close to my worstJcase proRections 
before things get real nasty for our friends there.” -e glanced at Liz. 
“Anything else?”

“Pust that we’ll have the beta version of our Cersonal !onversationJ
al Assistant ready for Alef and Belinda to try out in a couple of days.”

“I’m eScitedG” Belinda eSclaimed. “And I’ll add to the good news. 
Mandy Pensen’s on Nre. jhe signed up four more clients and thinks 
she’ll have at least that many more in the neSt week or two. jhe’s 
contacted all her present clients, and eScept for one who’s a little 
ambivalent, they say they’re very satisNed with our service and are 
sticking.”
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“Where do we stand on adding to our sales force?” Alef asked.
“I want to hire the two salespeople I told you about last week. 

They’re anSious to work for us, and I like them. I have three more 
interviews this week and two the neSt. I think we can be back to our 
Nve person sales staY within the neSt couple of weeks. With that, we’ll 
be set to be super aggressive going after resigning the clients who left 
us after they see Oand and company fall oY the table.” jhe smiled at 
Alef. “We’re in good shape.”

Everyone looked with anticipation at Alef. -e shifted a little. “My 
turn, huh?” A corner of his mouth lifted. “Well, for one thing, I’m no 
longer single.” That brought a gasp or two. Belinda’s face dropped, 
but she recovered rapidly. “Tav and I remarried Driday,” he continJ
ued. “I won’t renew the lease on my house, and we’ll be living in 
her home for the foreseeable future.” -is whole face smiled. “We’re 
a family again.”

Everyone, including Belinda, stood and with enthusiasm congratJ
ulated him. They sat down, and Alef’s face turned serious. “…eah. 
Well, about my headaches. …ou know my doctor’s had me go through 
tests to see what’s going on there. -e referred me to Vr. jhinoJ
da. jhe’s an oncologist, and she ran more tests. Like a bone marJ
row biopsy. AndU Well, I have cancer. jtage II multiple myeloma. 
jhe says that means it’s well advanced, and I’ll be doing intense 
chemotherapy and radiation treatments for the neSt three months. 
jo, I’m asking for your patience here.”

A light switched oY in the faces of his partners, and they stared 
at the table as though looking at him would make him, or them, 
uncomfortable. Hr emotional. Alef attempted to lighten the mood. 
“That’s the bad news. -ere’s the good news. 1iven the circumJ
stances, the doctor’s prognosis is relatively positive. jhe thinks that 
with highJlevel therapy, I stand a reasonable chance to be in complete 
remission within three months. That’s what we’re shooting for.”
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Hne by one his partners’ eyes focused on him, and he tightened 
his lips. “I don’t mean to imply I won’t have challenges. I’ll miss 
most of this week getting ready for my chemo regimen. But on an 
ongoing basis, I’m told that other than three or four days out of each 
threeJweek cycle, I should be able to come into the oXce and work as 
usual.”

-e shoved out a laugh. “jo, other than getting married and being 
told I have cancer, last week was pretty dull.”

xo one else laughed, and after a heavy silence, Alef knew all of 
them had the same didn’tJwantJtoJaskJit 0uestion. jo, he spoke. “Is 
what I have terminal? The answer’s yes. Anything can happen, but 
my doctor thinks I have a very good chance of living at least Nve 
years with a mostly normal everyday life.” -is eyes brightened. “And 
I could live even longer.”

-e gazed at each one around the table. Liz’s eyes were moist, and 
Belinda was crying. Eli swallowed. All their faces carried unmistakJ
able love and respect for him. -e felt his own emotions rising. These 
were his friends. -e loved them. They loved him. And the tears 
2owed.

After a moment, Eli broke the silence. “…ou’re going to have maRor 
bucks out of your pocket to cover your insurance deductibles and 
coJpays. I vote you don’t go without your salary like we planned. The 
rest of us’ll handle that.” Alef shook his head adamantly. Eli looked 
at Belinda and Liz. They nodded vigorously. “That’s maRority vote, 
Alef. …ou take your full salary.” Alef was still shaking his head.

“Hkay, here’s a 0uestion.” Eli said. “What if it was me who had 
what you have? What would you want to do? What would you insist 
on me doing?”

Alef held Eli’s eyes, and his words came out in a 0uiet sigh. “Thank 
you.”

“-ow is your chemo going to be administered?” Liz asked. “Hne 
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of us can take you to get that or to any of your appointments.”
Alef let out a short breath. “They’re selfJin2icted. I mean, I give it 

to myself at home, and Tav will take me to my appointments. But 
if she can’t, I’ll ask one of you. I promise.” -e looked at each one 
with tenderness as tears again welled up. “Thank you. Dor being my 
friends.”

“Why don’t you let me temporarily take over your dayJtoJday !EH 
duties,” Eli said. “…ou don’t need that on your plate when you’re 
taking your chemo. Then when you feel up to it, you can take those 
back.”

Alef’s eyes sent him a thank you. “Let’s see how I feel when I 
start this. According to my doctor, I’m supposed to function almost 
normally.” -e raised an eyebrow. “But maybe my normal behavior 
would be a good reason for you to take over as !EH.”

They all laughed, and that brought some relief. The unity the four 
of them felt was real. They were a team.

That evening, Alef and Tav prepared dinner while xadia set the 
table. xadia’s grin seemed permanently aXSed as she gawked at 
them. “We’re like magnets nowG” jhe burst out.

Alef and Tav laughed, and they embraced xadia. “We are like 
magnets now,” Alef said. “And we’re never, ever going to let each 
other go, huh.”

Then xadia wiggled free. “I gotta eat.”
Alef and Tav laughed again, and they sat down for their dinner. 

When they Nnished, xadia got up and s0uealed, “What we gonna 
do fun this week?”

Alef and Tav glanced at each other. Alef starting chemo Driday 
would keep him homebound over the weekend. “We’re going to have 
fun at homeG” Tav said enthusiastically. “We’ll play games and tell 
stories and eat fun food. -ow’s that sound?”

“CboS?” xadia asked.
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“…ou bet. CboS and whatever other games you want.”
“Go Fish? Old Maid?” xadia asked without much eScitement.
“jure, if you want.”
xadia shrugged. “Hkay.” jhe started to walk away.
“Where you going, sweetheart,” Tav called.
“Oead. How to Catch a Mermaid.”
“1et ready for bed, and we’ll be up to say goodnight in a few 

minutes.”
Tav and Alef cleared the table. “…ou set to take me to my !T scan 

tomorrow,” he asked.
“The principal’s given me almost carte blanche in taking oY to help 

you. I Rust have to try to let them know a day ahead and schedule my 
appointments accordingly.”

“jome really nice people, huh?” Alef said as he put dishes in the 
dishwasher. “I’ve been thinking about 1randpa’s the Tenets today. 
Especially after my eSperience with my friends at work.” -e looked 
at her. “And with what’s been happening to us.”

“I have a 0uestion,” she said as she wiped oY the table. “Maybe two. 
I get that our essences are here in this universe to have eSperiences 
they can only have here. Then to make choices. But why? What’s the 
ultimate purpose? If our essences can’t ever die, why are they even 
stuck in bodies that do die?” jhe embraced him with her eyes. “Like 
my husband gettingU” jhe lowered her head and swallowed.

Alef Nnished loading the dishwasher. “I don’t know. 1randpa nevJ
er talked about what happens to our essences after our bodies die. 
Pust about choices we’re making while we’re in them.”

“…ou think maybe here we’re kind of practicing using a body to see 
what we’ll do with it before we get put in one that won’t ever die? If 
I remember right, Poshua said something like that.”

“…eah. Maybe.” Alef started the dishwasher, then sat at the table. 
“But why? Is our essence happier in a physical body? Voes it have 
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greater abilities or is it more powerful or something? And if that’s 
the case, why not Rust be connected to a permanent body right out 
of the chute? Why even go through this temporary stuY?”

Tav sat across the table from him, and he reached for her hand. 
“1uess that’s something all of us’ll Nnd out.” -e forced a laugh. “Dor 
some of us, sooner rather than later.” Tav’s face darkened, and he 
realized what a stupid thing he Rust said. -e raised her hand to his 
mouth and kissed it. “jorry.”

jhe attempted a smile. “xo problem. …ou up for another 0uesJ
tion?”

“jhoot. Let’s see if I can do better this time.”
“What did your grandpa mean by Light? I mean, does it have 

substance? Hr is it alive like an essence? Hr is it Rust an idea or a 
concept?” jhe shrugged. “…ou know what I’m trying to say?”

“…eah, but I don’t know if I can put in words what I think it is. 
I feel it though. I know it. And it’s real because I know Varkness is 
real. I’ve felt it too. 1randpa said that for something to eSist, it has 
to have its opposite. Maybe that’s what choosing’s all about. We’re 
faced with these opposites, and we can choose between them. And 
our choices shape us. We’re choosing who we want to be.” -e gazed 
oY for a second. “Maybe we’re Rust defining who we are.”

“!ould Light and Varkness be a state of being then?” Tav asked.
“…eah. I think that could be it. What I remember is 1randpa used 

words like truth and agency and peace and order and freedom when 
he talked about Light.”

“Then Varkness would be the opposite,” Tav replied. “Like lies 
and letting circumstances and other people control you. And maybe 
you trying to control other people. And maybe violence and conJ
tention and deceiving and chaos and oppression come from that 
too.”

“…eah. And 1randpa also said that Light helps you raise yourself 
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to a higher level. To increase your understanding. jo, maybe Light’s 
kind of independent of us and has some type of innate power.” -e 
lifted a hand. “Whatever that means. I don’t know how I’d deNne it 
eSactly, but when I’m trying to live 1randpa’s Tenets, I feel something 
like power in me. jomething beyond what I think I’m capable of.”

“That’s how I’ve feltG” Tav’s voice mirrored her eScitement. “And 
hearing about the Tenets from you has been almost like being reJ
minded of something I already knew.” -er eyes were aglow. “I’m 
seeing me, Alef. I’m seeing the person I’m becoming.”

-e s0ueezed her hand and sat back. “Wonder how or if I’ll ever 
Nnd out if there are any more Tenets.”

Tav shook her head. “I’m having a hard enough time with those 
you’ve told me about. Especially, humility. Admitting my weaknesses 
so I can change them is like asking somebody to slap me in the face.”

“…eah. I know.”
-er face turned sober. “What I do know is I want to live them. I 

Rust need mega help.”
“…eah, mega help,” he muttered. -e closed his eyes, then glanced 

up. “1randpa said the Tenets were all one. That means they’re tied 
together.” -e drummed his Nngers on the table. “Light can’t be 
complete without all the Tenets. And we can’t be complete without 
choosing to live them. jo, are there any others?”



Chapter 27

Telling Nadia

A lef  began his  chemotherapy  in  Dr.  Shinoda’s  owce.  She 
uarned him of fatig-e and -pset stomach among other potenv

tial side eHects and ga,e him s-pplemental medicines to help red-ce 
their se,erity. Te uo-ld certainly lose his hair tho-ghC she said. Alef 
deadpanned to xa, that uitho-t hair to tradeC his grandpa uo-ld 
probably lose interest in him. She didn’t la-gh.

Tis stem cell proced-re had gone uellC b-t his complete body kx 
scan t-rned -p three more bone lesions. xuo on his spine and one 
on his rib. Te uill see the radiation oncologist neNt ueeI. Doctor 
Shinoda uas nonvcommittal on uhat that might mean for his life 
eNpectancyC b-t it co-ldn’t be good.

xhere uas nothing Alef co-ld do to hide his ob,io-s lethargy and 
uan compleNionC and that e,ening at dinner “adia Iept looIing at 
him. Alef and xa, ga,e each other a glance. Yt uas time to tell “adia 
abo-t her father. After dinner they tooI her into the li,ing room and 
the three sat on the co-ch.

“adia sn-ggled -p against Alef. ”Bo-’re sicIC aren’t yo- Daddy.? 
Alef p-t his arm aro-nd her and Iissed her. ”Beah. Y’m sicI. E-t Y’ll 
feel better tomorrou.?

She p-lled bacI and stared at him. ”Are yo- a lot sicIV?
All Alef co-ld do uas nod. xhe tho-ght that he might not be able 

to see “adia grou -p Iept him from talIingC and he fo-ght to Ieep 
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tears from forming that uo-ld -pset her e,en more.
“adia t-rned to xa, uith a pleading looI. xa, tried to shou an 

ass-ring face then stopped. “adia uo-ld see right thro-gh that. 
YnsteadC she tooI both of “adia’s hands and h-gged her uith her 
eyes. ”Bo-r daddy is ,ery sicIC sueetheart. Te has cancer.?

”Daddy’s going to dieV? “adia bl-rtedC and her eyes suam in tears.
xa, uas a rocI. She tenderly p-t her hands on “adia’s cheeIs and 

Iissed her forehead. ”Bes. Daddy’s going to die b-t probably not for 
a long time. Te’s going to be ,ery sicI sometimes tho-ghC and ue 
need to taIe care of him. 8IayV Bo- and me. qe’ll taIe care of him. 
8IayV?

“adia didn’t ansuer. She p-lled auay from xa, and threu her arms 
aro-nd Alef and sobbed. Alef no longer held bacI his tears. “either 
did xa,. She p-t her arms aro-nd her h-sband and da-ghter and for 
the longest time they uept together.

xa, lightly p-lled “adia auay from Alef and held her tight. ”qe 
need to let Daddy go to bed so he can feel better. 8IayV? “adia 
reached o-t for Alef again and xa, let her go. She p-t her arms 
aro-nd Alef’s necI and Iissed him. AgainC and again. Alef Iissed her 
and uhisperedC ”Go,e yo-C “adiaC? then handed her to xa, and uent 
to his bedroom.

Te uas too ueaI to shouer or sha,e. Te glanced in the mirror 
at his gray compleNion. Yt uas liIe he uas looIing at a corpse. Te 
5-icIly br-shed his teeth and sl-mped into bed. Dr. Shinoda had 
gi,en him sleeping pillsC b-t he didn’t taIe them. “ot yet. Te had 
anticipated a physical douner from the chemo this morningC b-t 
uhat hit him nou uas completely -neNpected. An o,erpouering 
depression p-lled the Gight right o-t of him. “adia’s reaction to his 
cancer had triggered it.

xhey had become a family againC and the -nimaginable tho-ght of 
being fore,er separated from her and from xa, uas too m-ch. xhen 
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the memory of his callo-s disregard for them as he started -p his 
company became an agoni…ing ueight on his heart and threatened to 
cr-sh it.

Te uas going to die. xhe only 5-estion uas uhen. Tou long did 
he ha,e to maIe -p to those he lo,ed for his -nconscionable neglectV 
qhat co-ld he do to recompense them for uhat he had doneV “ou 
there uas nothing. Te uo-ld be dead.

DarIness en,eloped him. S-Hocated him. And blacIness sho,ed 
o-t all hope. ”Y sho-ld ne,er ha,e eNistedC? he moaned. And for the 
longest time he lay still as death as his misery p-shed o-t great drops 
of sueat.

”Bo- auaIeV? xa, asIed in a lou ,oice. Te hadn’t seen her come 
in.

Te uas auaIe. Tou co-ld he sleepV Te ga…ed at her. She uas so 
bea-tif-l. Te 5-ietly cried.

She lay on the bed by him and leaned o,er and Iissed his lips. 
”xhanI yo- for marrying me.?

xhe talI they had abo-t Gight and DarIness the other day came to 
his mind. Te reached o,er and tooI her hand. ”Bo- are GightC? he 
uhispered.

”Bo- oIay if Y sleep uith yo- tonightV? she asIed. ”8r Y co-ld go 
on the co-ch.?

”Stay here. 6lease.?
She s5-ee…ed his hand. ”Dr. Shinoda said the uorst sho-ld be o,er 

by morning.?
Tis tears persisted. ”Yt’s not the side eHects.? Te g-lped doun a 

sob. ”8hC xa,. Y’m so sorry for hou Y treated yo-.? Tis body shooI. 
”qho’s going to be “adia’s fatherV qho’s going to be yo-rF? xhat’s 
as far as he gotC and xa, slid her arm -nder his necI and p-lled him 
to her.

”AlefC Y belie,e yo-. Y belie,e all yo-’,e told me yo-r grandfather 
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said. All yo-’,e ta-ght me abo-t temporary and real. Y belie,e yo-.?
Ter uords urapped him in uarmthC and he felt his body relaN.
”Y lo,e yo-C Alef. “adia lo,es yo-. xhat’s real. xhere’s nothing 

temporary abo-t that. Yt’s fore,er.?
Te closed his eyesC and they both lay in silence.
”Y’m learning something.? Tis ,oice uas lou and controlled. ”Yt’s 

so easy to forget uhat Y Inou. !orget uhat’s real and uhat’s not. 
!orget uho Y am. !orget uho Y uant to be.? Te stoppedC and xa, 
uaited for him. Te contin-ed. ”qhy do yo- thinI that isV?

xa, didn’t ansuer immediately. qhen she didC her response s-rv
prised him. ”Do yo- thinI that’s uhy yo-r grandfather stopped 
,isiting yo-V?

”qhatV qhat do yo- meanV?
”7aybe part of deciding uho ue really uant to be is being left 

alone. 7aybe that’s uhen o-r tr-e self comes o-t. And if ue aren’t 
trying constantly to remember uhat ue InouC ue’ll forget. And 
maybe the trying to remember or not trying to remember is a sign 
of uho ue really uant to be.?

”BesK? Yt uas as tho-gh a light t-rned on in Alef’s mind. ”And the 
only uay Y can maIe choices that are really mine is uhen Y’m on my 
oun. And Y’ll stay uith those choices beca-seF Eeca-se those choices 
are me.?

Te and xa, sat -p in bedC and the darIness that had nearly o,erv
come him had dissipated. Tis lo,e for xa, and “adia and GightC 
and the peace that bro-ghtC the freedom that bro-ghtC uas nou as 
o,eruhelming as his depression had been. Tis eyes embraced xa,’s 
and carried his gratit-de for her lo,e for him and uho she uas.

!or a long timeC they silently sa,ored the feeling that s-rro-nded 
them. xhen Alef tooI her hand. ”Y Inou uhat another xenet is 
nou. 7aybe the one that embraces them all.? xa, looIed at him 
en5-iringly. ”Yt’s uhat’s been happening to me and to yo- and to 
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“adia. qe’re becoming one. Yt’s uhat Y sort of felt uith my three 
partners the other day. Yt’s uhat Y sense uith my grandfather.? Tis 
lips c-r,ed -p. ”Yt is becoming oneC xa,. Wanting to become one 
uith all uho uant to be one. And all the other Tenets point to this. 
Are necessary for this. Yt’s the s-rrendering of o-rsel,es to the uhole. 
xhe oHering o-rsel,es for the good of all.?

”Do yo- mean ue cease to be -ni5-eV? xa,’s 5-estion carried 
concern.

”Y don’t thinI so. Y thinI yo- are aluays yo-. E-t yo-’re more than 
yo-. Bo- eNpand in pouer and Inouledge and lo,e beca-se yo-’re 
the s-m of all uho yo-’re one uith.? Te t-rned to her. ”Does that 
maIe senseV?

xa,’s face uas draun. ”jind of. Y can -nderstand that in a marriage 
and in a family. E-t uith othersV Tou can yo- be that uay uith 
othersV And uhyV?

Alef’s head shooI ueaIly. ”Y don’t Inou. All Y Inou isC it’s the 
-ltimate xenet. xhe o,erarching xenet.?

”qhat do any of o-r choices -ltimately mean tho-ghC AlefV qe’re 
deAning o-rsel,es here. E-t uhyV?

Alef slid doun into the bedC and xa, stood -p and p-t the co,ers 
aro-nd him.

”Bo- need to go to sleep.? She started to ualI auay uhen he 
reached for her.

”xa,.?
She tooI his hand and placed it on his chest. ”Bo- need to sleep. 

Get’s talI in the morning.?
”Y don’t Inou the ansuer to yo-r Buhy’ 5-estionsC xa,.? Te closed 

his eyes for a second then opened them. ”Yt’s almost liIe ue’re 
strangers here on earthC isn’t itV GiIe ue don’t belong here.? Te held 
her ga…e. ”Do yo- Inou uhat o-r last name meansV?

”qelchV? She ch-cIled. ”xhat’s Iind of o-t of the bl-e. Yt’s C-st a 
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s-rname isn’t itV?
”Yt means foreigner. xhat’s uhat ue areC Y thinI. Strangers and 

foreigners here.?
She bent o,er and Iissed his forehead. ”Yf ue areC Y’m glad uere 

foreigners together. zo to sleep.?
Te reached for her hand againC and she tooI it. ”xa,. qhat Y do 

InouF Y liIe the person Y’m becoming.? Te pa-sed. ”And h-milityV 
Y thinI Y see uhat it really is nou.?

She looIed at him eNpectantly.
”Yt’s Inouing that by myselfC Y am nothing. E-t becoming oneF 

8ne uith yo- and “adia andF And those uho uant to be oneF 
xhen Y become e,erything. 



Chapter 28

The Phone Call

T he four partners met in the conference room, and Eli asked, 
“How’s the chemo going?” 

“Completed my -rst three.week cycle last weekA” Olef said drilyA 
“xnly three more to goA” His complebion was nearly normalA The 
almost pewter cast to his skin had mostly turned natural, vut his 
hair was sparse and stringyA He thought avout wearing a wig, vut 
eWeryone knew why he was vald, and his hair would grow vackA Shat 
he couldn’t disguise was his constant vattle with fatigueA Shile he 
was avle to mostly carry his weight at 7awtooth within a day or two 
after his chemo treatment, he could neWer get up to more than 0%8 
to B%8 of his normal energyA He -nally agreed to let Eli take some of 
his loadA

“How avout your radiation therapy?” Ielinda asked kindlyA
“That’s going pretty goodA L’ll -nish that nebt weekA They’ll do 

another vody CT scan in a month or so to see what’s happeningA”
“Ore you on track for remission when your series completes?” zij 

askedA
“Too early to tell, vut my doctor says so far, the tests show accept.

avle progressA ShateWer that meansA” He looked at EliA “To change 
the suvYect, is this the day?”

“VepA” Eli looked at his watchA “Ln two hours and sib minutes, 
xmnimach’s conWersational system tanksA”
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“Ond we’re prepared,” Ielinda declaredA “Se haWen’t lost a client 
in three weeks, and we hired our -fth salesperson last weekA Iegin.
ning tomorrow, all of them will ve contacting our twenty.one former 
clients that went oWer to xmnimach to, uh, supposedly see how 
they’re doingA”

“Uo all our people know that they don’t vadmouth xmnimach, 
and any client re.signing with us pays the same up.front start.up fees 
as if they were a new client?” Olef askedA

“VesA OvsolutelyA Ie interesting how many come vack and how 
many moWe to another competitor, eWen though no one else has a 
product that can do what ours can doA Ot least not yetA” 7he lifted 
an eyevrowA “Iy the way, Olef, L’m still curious why we haWen’t 
trumpeted to the world what xmnimach tried to do to usA”

Olef shruggedA “Se’re not themA Se don’t want to ve like themA 
Ond who knows what garvage Mand fed them avout leaWing usA 
Onyway, when their systems go down, they’ll pay a huge price for 
what they didA Ln money and reputationA Ond L’m guessing most of 
our former clients will ve vackA” His chin pushed outA “…ayve we’ll 
eWen pick up some of xmnimach’s original clients tooA”

He made eye contact with each of his partnersA “L can’t thank you 
guys enough for how considerateF” He lifted his hands a littleA “!or 
veing my friendsq Thank youq” His conWersations with TaW avout the 
last Tenet came to mindA His partners were more than Yust a teamA 
“Lt’s time you three vegin taking regular salaries now,” he said, “and 
we’ll make up for vack salaries as Guickly as we canA That’ll ve a 
priorityA” He pointed a hand at EliA “That’s doavle, don’t you think?”

Eli noddedA “Se didn’t lose anywhere near as many clients as we 
feared, and the cancellation fees of those we lost eGuate to seWeral 
months’ regular feesA xur reWenue from new sales since Mand left is 
nearly ninety percent of what we lostA Iottom line, we’re in pretty 
good shapeA L’m okay taking salary nowA” He looked at zij and Ie.
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lindaA They agreedA
“Ony more feedvack on our (CO )(ersonal ConWersational Ossis.

tantJ app?” zij asked IelindaA
“2ust another, wowq” L’We told you avout the few little vugs L’We 

found, vut they’re minorA L’We veen using it for online shopping, my 
hair and doctor’s appointments, and vill payingA L haWen’t answered 
my phone directly for the last week or soA …ost of my callers don’t feel 
like they’re talking to a machine at all, and it’s saWed me mega timeA”

“How avout TaW?” zij asked OlefA “Hasn’t she veen using it?”
“VeahA Se’We voth veen using itA …e, mainly for my phoneA This 

thing is perfect for people in my conditionA …aking doctors’ ap.
pointments, asking all the Guestions L haWe for their assistants, and 
taking care of calls L don’t haWe to respond directly toA TaW uses it for 
eWerything you’We suggestedA 7he’s hookedA” He laughedA “7he said it 
reminded her of when she got her -rst smartphoneA Sithin a week, 
she didn’t know how she liWed without itA”

Eli smiled at thatA “Vesterday, we got noti-cation from the patent 
o:ce that they’d receiWed our applications for patenting the (CO’s 
underlying softwareA That’s a good feelingA”

“Shat’s the latest on when you think it’ll ve ready for market 
testing?” Ielinda askedA

“Se’re nearly there,” zij saidA “!unding it will ve our main hold 
upA”

“How much are we talking avout, do you think?” Olef askedA
zij and Eli glanced at each otherA “Se’re thinking vetween -fty 

and a hundred thousand to start,” she saidA
“Sell, it looks like it’ll ve a little while vefore we can do that,” Olef 

saidA “Onything else?”
“Vou think Mand will call today to try to get the password?” Eli 

asked as he stoodA
The others arose, and Olef said, “L think we can count on itA”
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Lt happenedA
zate that afternoon, Eli came into Olef’s o:ceA “7o, he called you 

too, huh?”
“VepA L didn’t talk to him either,” Olef saidA “2ust had my (CO app 

do the talkingA Lnteresting responseA”
Eli chuckledA “ShateWer happens with our (CO, it was worth 

haWing it for thisA L’m glad zij got them to recognije Mand’s Woice 
vefore he calledA”

“Shy don’t you play his conWersation with your (CO, then L’ll 
play mine,” Olef saidA

Eli set his phone on the small stand on Olef’s desk and turned it onA
(CO4 “Pood afternoonA Thanks for calling EliA This is …yrtle, Eli’s 

personal assistantA How can L help you today?”
Olef motioned for him to pause his phoneA “…yrtle?”
“L -gured no one else would giWe their (CO that name,” Eli said 

with a straight faceA
“Pood vet,” Olef laughed, and motioned for him to continueA
Mand4 )(auseJ “(ersonal assistant? zet me talk to EliA”
(CO4 “xh, hi, MandA Shat can we do for you today?”
Mand4 )7urprisedJ “How do you know who this is? L’We neWer 

talked to you veforeq” )7harp toneJ “L told you L want to talk to EliA 
1owq (ut me through immediatelyq”

(CO4 “There appears to ve some urgency to your call, MandA (lease 
let me know what this is avout, and L’ll see if he’s aWailavleA”

Mand4 “)EbpletiWeJ He knows what this’s avoutq (ut him onq 
1owq”

(CO4 “Lt sounds like you’re upset, MandA L apologije if anything L 
haWe said is the causeA L will check to see if Eli’s aWailavleA” )5%.second 
pauseJ “Thank you for holding, MandA L’m sorry vut Eli is indisposedA 
…ay L take a message? L will ask him to return your call if you would 
likeA”
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Mand4 “)EbpletiWeJ” )Clicked oHJ
Olef gaWe a half smileA “Here’s his call to meA”
(CO4 “HelloA This is 1adia, Olef’s personal assistantA Shat can L 

do for you?”
Mand4 )OngryJ “(ersonal assistant )ebpletiWeJq 2ust put Olef on the 

phoneq 1owq”
(CO4 “Shy, hello MandA Lt’s veen a whileA 2ust tell me what this is 

avout, and L’ll contact himA”
Mand4 )(anickedJ “1adia or whoeWer )ebpletiWeJ you are, put Olef 

on this secondq 7top your )ebpletiWeJ talking and put him onq”
(CO4 “7ounds like you haWe veen haWing a vad day, MandA zet’s 

see if we can make it vetterA zet me check to see if Olef is aWailavleA” 
)5%.second pauseJ “L’m sorry, Mand, Olef has stepped away from his 
phoneA Sould you like to leaWe a message or call vack?”

Mand4 )MattledJ “)EbpletiWeJ Olefq Vou can take your password 
and )ebpletiWeJq Vou’We Yust )ebpletiWeJ killed meq Vou and Eli can 
)ebpletiWeJq” )Clicked oHJ

“Vour (CO’s a godsend,” Olef saidA He sat vackA “L can’t help vut 
feel sorry for Mand, thoughA Sonder what xmnimach will do to 
him?”

Eli shook his headA “Vou’re something elseA Ln my vook, whateWer 
happens to him, won’t ve vad enoughA”

“VeahA …ayveA How long vefore their system goes down,”
Eli looked at his watchA “Lt’s already downA Ln three minutes, the 

system’s software is toastA” He slipped his phone into his pocketA 
“Shat d’you think they’ll do now?”

“Ot least twenty.one of their clients Yust lost their serWice, and it 
can’t ve restoredA How long that news takes to get to Ueepa Coates, 
L don’t knowA Iut when it does she’s not going to ve happyA”

“Sho knows what cock and vull story Mand told her avout leaWing 
us,” Eli said, “and how complicit she personally was in what Mand 
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didA” He headed for the doorA “Ponna ve interestingA”
“VeahA ShateWer happens to him, L don’t wish on anyvodyA”
“Veah?” Eli gruntedA “L guessA” He leftA
Olef took a long drink from his vottle of waterA The chemo had left 

him chronically dehydratedA He looked at his phoneA “xnA Call TaWA”
Olef’s (CO4 “Sill doA” The phone rangA
TaW’s (CO4 “TaW wants me to tell you she loWes youA Hold onA 7he’ll 

ve right hereA”
TaW came on immediatelyA “Shat’s up?”
“Nh, like your (CO’s new greetingA Hope that’s not for eWeryone 

who calls youA”
TaW laughedA “xnly youA How you feeling?”
“xkayA Ieen an interesting dayA xmnimach’s conWersational sys.

tems went down, and Mand called voth Eli and meA”
“Sowq Shat did he say?”
“Se Yust let our (CO’s do the talkingA”
“Vou mind if L hear the conWersation?”
“Nh, his language is pretty crudeA 1ot much thereA He’s really 

shook upA”
“L’d like to hear itA”
Olef played itA
“HorrivleA Can L listen to his call to Eli?”
“L don’t haWe thatA Lt was vasically the sameA”
“Shat happens now?”
“Sho knows what xmnimach will do, vut tomorrow our people 

will start contacting our former clients who went oWer to xmni.
machA”

“Vou think xmnimach will try to get vack at you legally?”
“Lf anyone has a legitimate damage claim, it’s usA”
“VeahA L guess you’re rightA Iut you won’t pursue it, huh?”
“1oA Se’We surWiWed this, and things look pretty good nowA Shen 



zLPHT 9RJ

we get some cash on hand, we’ll get going on our (COA L think we’We 
really got something thereA”

“L can’t velieWe how much L depend on mine already, and it’s only 
the veta WersionA L was showing it around to a vunch of the teachers 
and faculty here todayA EWeryone wanted to know when they can get 
itA Uo L get a commission?”

Olef laughedA “This thing goes like we think it will, you won’t eWer 
need a commissionA”

“2ust so you and 1adia are around,” she saidA “That’s all L wantA” 
They voth went silentA

“Potta go,” she saidA “Iy the way, 2anet from the Hope Mesidential 
Care Center for Children called me today avout PavvyA 7he’d like to 
talk to usA” 



Chapter 29

Deepa Coates

A lef tapped on his desk with his gnre.sH Sis cawtooth .e-epj
tionist had ubst zbmmed hiDH Ceepa “oates was on the lineH 

T’oo zad she didnyt -all DP pe.sonal phone so the ,“A -obld hanj
dle he.”I he Dbtte.edH Ot had zeen th.ee daPs sin-e the vDniDa-h 
-onMe.sational sPsteD -.ashedH Se thobrht he wobld hea. f.oD he. 
zefo.e thisH Tvh wellH GaP as well ret it oMe.HI Se ?ipped on the 
.e-o.de. and answe.ed the phoneH TAlef he.eHI

TYood Do.ninr” AlefH Ceepa “oates f.oD vDniDa-hH Co Pob 
haMe soDe tiDe to talkqI Se. Moi-e sobnded alDost -on-iliato.P” and 
that th.ew AlefH

TSello” CeepaH cb.eHI
TUob al.eadP know whatys happened he.eH Uob Dind if O ask Pob a 

Rbestion o. twoqI
Se -lea.ed his th.oatH Tcb.eH Wh” ubst so Pob know” OyD .e-o.dinr 

thisHI
TWnde.stoodH vf -ob.se” we haMe Landys Me.sion of how and whP 

he left Pob. -oDpanP seMe.al Donths aroH 1obld Pob Dind tellinr 
De what actually happened to -abse hiD to leaMeqI

’hat sb-ked the wo.ds .irht obt of AlefH vzMiobslP” Ceepa didnyt 
zelieMe Land nowH Se de-ided to tell he. the st.airht sto.P and raMe 
it to he. with detailH

T’hat is sbzstantiallP di9e.ent than what we we.e led to zelieMe 
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and Dakes sense riMen whatys happenedH ,lease tell De azobt the 
-onMe.sational softwa.e Land z.obrht with hiDH Cid Land deMelop 
itqI

Alef alDost labrhedH TSis inMolMeDent was DiniDalH Se .eMiewed 
it at its Ma.iobs staresH ’hat was azobt itH O had Db-h Do.e to do 
with its deMelopDent than he did” zbt the whole sPsteD was at least 
EB‘ Vliys zazPH ’he patents we applied fo. listed cawtooth and Vli 
uointlP” and Land -oMe.tlP Panked the appli-ation zefo.e his roinr to 
vDniDa-h” Dakinr it iDpossizle fo. bs to .eapplPHI

TUob -an do-bDent all thisqI
TAzsolbtelPHI
T’hat adds bpHI Se. Moi-e was bnDistakazlP -Pni-alH TLand didnyt 

eMen know the sPsteD .eRbi.ed a passwo.d pe.iodi-allP to -ontinj
be .bnninrH v. keep f.oD selfjdest.b-tinrH NP the waP” OyMe ubst 
lea.ned that he appa.entlP t.ied to defaDe cawtooth with Pob. fo.j
De. -lientsHI

TUeahHI
T1hP didnyt Pob -oDe to De with anP of thisqI Se. tone was not 

at all a--bsinrH
Alef hesitatedH TNe-abse we thobrht vDniDa-h was inMolMed in 

what was happeninrHI
TO -an see thatH co whP didnyt Pob take bs to -ob.tqI
Alef wobld ze -andidH TOt isnyt that we didnyt think azobt itH 1e 

didnyt haMe the .esob.-es fo. a lenrthP zattle” and who knows how 
it wobld haMe ended bpHI Se pabsedH TAnPwaP” we knew what was 
roinr to happen to the softwa.e in a -obple of Donths and felt p.ettP 
sb.e we -obld sb.MiMe xtil thenHI

Ceepa was silentH 1hen she spoke” Alef -obld tell she was sin-e.eH 
TUob a.e a Dan of inter.itP” AlefH OyD so..P we -obldnyt land Pob and 
Pob. -oDpanPH Uoby.e fa. zette. o9 withobt Land” and O wish Pob 
the zestHI
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Alef didnyt hide his sb.p.iseH TWh” thanksHI
T2ow” OyD a zbsinesswoDanH O want to win as Db-h as the ne!t 

pe.sonH 1e Dade a Distake he.eH A zir oneH vb. sb--ess has -oDe 
ze-abse of ob. p.odb-ts” ob. te-hni-al skill” and ob. DanareDent 
a-bDenH Nbt none of that stb9 wo.ks in the lonr .bn if Pob -anyt ze 
t.bstedH Lespe-t fo. bs in the indbst.P is bne!-elledH 1hat o--b..ed 
he.e has the potential to pbt a zla-k Da.k on ob. naDeH O donyt 
want that to happenH O haMe a -obple of thinrs to p.opose that wobld 
p.ote-t bs and hopefbllP Dake thinrs .irht fo. PobHI

Alef was rlad she -obldnyt see his Dobth d.opH
T1e will ro to eMe.P -lient who was fo.De.lP Pob.s and b.re theD 

to ro za-k to PobH 1e will paP theD anP .easonazle -osts thePyMe 
in-b..ed ze-abse of this sitbationH 1e will also do the saDe fo. ob. 
othe. -onMe.sational assistant -lients who we.e not o.irinallP with 
cawtoothH On addition” we wonyt ze Pob. -oDpetito.sH 1e will staP 
obt of the -onMe.sational assistant Da.ket indegnitelP and .efe. anP 
leads fo. Pob. p.odb-t tPpe di.e-tlP to PobH ’hat so few of Pob. 
-lients -aDe oMe. to bs” riMen the oMe.jthejtop in-entiMes Land raMe 
theD” is a t.izbte to Pob and the RbalitP of Pob. se.Mi-eHI

Alef was spee-hlessH TWh” that wobld .eallP help”I was all he -obld 
ret obtH

Tvne Do.e thinr”I she saidH T1e donyt want a -ob.t zattle o. 
the pbzli-itP that wobld ro with itH Of Pob ar.ee to not pb.sbe anP 
leral -laiDs arainst vDniDa-h” and not z.oad-ast what Land did 
in vDniDa-hys naDe” we will paP cawtooth th.ee Dillion dolla.sH 
2o st.inrs atta-hedH Uob wobld sirn a holdjha.Dless -ont.a-t to that 
e9e-t that wobld stipblate Pob wobld ze liazle to .etb.n that aDobnt 
in fbll if Pob Miolate anP of the -onditions of the settleDentH 1obld 
that ze a--eptazleqI

Alef was dbDzst.b-k and fobrht to keep f.oD stbtte.inrH TWh” Oyll 
need to take this bp with the pa.tne.sHI
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T1hen -obld Pob ret za-k to DeqI
T,.ozazlP this afte.noonHI
TYoodH 1e wobld loMe to wo.k with cawtooth in the fbtb.e in anP 

waP that wobld ze DbtballP zeneg-ialH 2ow a faMo.H 1e g.ed LandH 
1obld Pob please send De Me.ig-ation of Pob. te.Dinatinr Land fo. 
-abseH ’hat will sbzstantiate ob. position in Moidinr Landys Me.P lbj
-.atiMe -ont.a-t with bs ze-abse of Dis.ep.esentationH 7ook fo.wa.d 
to hea.inr f.oD PobHI che -li-ked o9H

Alef sat damedH Cid this -onMe.sation happenq Se took a d.ink 
f.oD his wate. zottle to -lea. his head” then zbmmed his pa.tne.s to 
-oDe to his oA-eH TBbst rot o9 the phone with Ceepa “oates”I he 
told theDH TOyll plaP za-k ob. -onMe.sationHI vthe. than seMe.al rblps” 
eMe.Pone listened RbietlP to the .e-o.dinr” then sat in sho-k as it -onj
-lbdedH T1ell” what do Pob thinkqI he asked alDost Datte.jofjfa-tlPH 
Se had .e-oMe.ed f.oD his initial uoltH

Vli  shook his  headH  TGaPze  the.e is  a  hbDane zone  in  that 
woDanys zodP afte. allHI

Alef pbt his hands zehind his headH Tcheys -oMe.inr he. zases and 
t.Pinr to p.ote-t vDniDa-h f.oD a lawsbit and pbzli-itP that -obld 
pbt a simazle dent in thei. zottoD lineH ’he zir Rbestion is wobld we 
ze zette. o9 .efbsinr the o9e. and takinr vDniDa-h to -ob.tqI

Vli sDi.kedH T’o Rbote De a few Donths aro” weyd ze stbpid to tb.n 
vDniDa-hys o9e. downH ’his paPDent” withobt the sto-k” is e!a-tlP 
what she o9e.ed to zbP bs obt with then” zbt we keep ob. -oDpanPHI 
Se looked at AlefH T2one of bs has the stoDa-h fo. an e!pensiMe” 
zitte. -ob.t zattle that Dirht onlP zenegt a handfbl of atto.nePsHI

Alef fa-ed the othe. two pa.tne.sH TUob. thobrhtsqI
Nelinda labrhedH T1eyMe al.eadP had positiMe .esponses f.oD seMj

enteen of ob. -lients who went with vDniDa-h” and fob. of theD 
haMe ar.eed to -oDe za-k eMen withobt thisH 2ow” we -obld ret theD 
all and Do.eH 1e shobld take itHI
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T’h.ee Dillion dolla.sDI 7im raspedH T1hat we -obld do now with 
ob. ,“AHI

TSow soon -an we ret the DonePqI Vli askedH
Tche didnyt saP”I Alef answe.ed” Tzbt OyD assbDinr itys Mi.tballP 

iDDediateHI Se rlan-ed at ea-h of theDH Tchobld we do itqI ’he.e 
was bnaniDobs” enthbsiasti- assentH Se snapped his gnre.sH TBbst 
like that eMe.Pthinrys -hanredH 1ho knows” DaPze weyll end bp 
pa.tne.inr with theD in soDe waP in the fbtb.eH Oyll ret za-k to he. 
nowHI Se r.innedH T1eyMe rot soDe planninr to doHI

’hat afte.noon” Alef and ’aM rot obt of the -a. in the pa.kinr lot 
of the Sope Lesidential “a.e “ente. fo. “hild.enH TOyD still t.Pinr 
to ret DP head a.obnd what vDniDa-h saPs thePy.e roinr to do”I 
’aM e!-laiDedH TUob think ityll .eallP happenqI

TOtyll happenH Ceepays al.eadP sent De the holdjha.Dless ar.eej
Dent with a -ong.Dinr stateDentH 1eyMe all rone oMe. it” and it looks 
roodH OyMe sent it to ob. atto.nePHI

T1hen wobld eMe.Pthinr sta.tqI
Tche said that as soon as theP haMe the sirned -ont.a-t” theP 

wobld zerin -onta-tinr thei. -onMe.sational -lientsH ’he fbll paPj
Dent wobld -oDe to cawtooth Mia zank t.ansfe. within two weeksHI 
Alef raMe a low whistleH TOs this eMen .ealqI

’aM shook he. headH TLeDeDze. all the -onMe.sations weyMe had 
azobt .eal and teDpo.a.PqI

TUeahHI Se sDiledH TNbt soDe teDpo.a.Pys a.e a lot zette. than 
othe.sDI

che labrhed” and theP walked into the “ente. fo. “hild.en and 
asked fo. BanetH che r.eeted theD wa.DlP and es-o.ted theD za-k to 
he. oA-eH

TvzMiobslP” wey.e -b.iobs azobt YazzP” and whP Pob wanted to 
see bs”I ’aM saidH

TYazzPys zeen a hbre -on-e.n fo. bs”I Banet saidH T1he.e sheys 



7OYS’ CB8

staPinr now” the faDilPys rood” zbt the.eys no Pobnr -hild.en the.e 
zesides he.” and YazzPys zeen a zit dep.essedH che saPs she talks to 
Pob. 2adia a lotH che saPs 2adiays he. zest f.iendHI

’aM noddedH T7atelP” YazzPys zeen -allinr alDost eMe.P daPHI che 
took Alefys handH T1eyMe zoth talked to he. Rbite a zitH cheys a sweet 
ri.lHI

Tcheys a loMelP ri.l”I Banet said” Tand has so Db-h potential if we 
-obld gnd the .irht pla-e fo. he.HI

T1hatys the sitbation with he. own faDilPqI Alef askedH
TYiMen the azbsiMe -ondition the.e” weyd neMe. send he. za-kH On 

fa-t” he. pa.ents donyt want he.H ’hePyMe riMen the aren-P a w.itten 
fbll .eleaseH 2eithe. one of theD haMe sizlinrs o. pa.ents who a.e 
liMinr” so” YazzPys elirizle fo. adoptionHI

’aM and Alef looked at ea-h othe.” t.Pinr to .ead ea-h othe.ys fa-eH 
’aM tb.ned to BanetH TOs that whP Pob wanted to see bsq ’o see if we 
wobld adopt YazzPqI

TO -anyt think of a zette. faDilP fo. he.H che loMes 2adia” and she 
loMes Pob twoH 1hat O wobld sbrrest” if Poby.e willinr to t.P it obt” 
is that we ret Pob app.oMed and desirnate Pob as foste. pa.ents to see 
how it wo.ksH ’hen” if eMe.Pone wants that” weyll p.o-eed with the 
adoptionHI

’aM looked at Alef arain” then za-k at BanetH Tcin-e we last talked 
to Pob” Alef has zeen diarnosed with Dbltiple DPeloDaH Seys on 
intense -heDothe.apP nowHI

Banet was -.estfallenH TOyD so so..P” AlefH O wobld neMe. haMe apj
p.oa-hed Pob with this if Oyd knownHI

Alef thobrht azobt 2adia and GollP” he. dollH Se thobrht azobt 
loMe and sa-.ig-e and ze-oDinr oneH Se thobrht azobt the e!t.aj
o.dina.P tb.n fo. cawtooth todaP and the bnselgshness of his th.ee 
pa.tne.sH And espe-iallP he thobrht azobt the kind of Dothe. and 
wife ’aM wasH
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’hen he thobrht azobt YazzPH ’his zeabtifbl little zlond whose 
pa.ents didnyt loMe he.” and who was zeinr shbttled a.obndH Se 
.eDeDze.ed how happP she was to ze with theD when theP g.st Det 
he. and how happP she sobnded on the phone when she talked to 
theDH

Se sRbeemed ’aMys hand and looked at BanetH TOyD doinr okaP with 
the -heDoH O donyt think that shobld stand in the waP of bs doinr 
soDethinr he.eHI Se tb.ned to ’aMH TO think we shobld ro hoDe and 
talk this oMe. with 2adiaH 1hat do Pob thinkqI

’aM zeaDedH
Banet was spee-hless” then she looked at ’aMH TOf Pob de-ide to do 

this” Pob p.ozazlP know the.eys a p.o-ess he.e to ze-oDe foste. pa.j
entsH ’he state needs to do za-kr.obnd -he-ks” inspe-t Pob. hoDe” 
and Pob will need to take soDe state Dandated -lassesHI

TSow lonr does the p.o-ess takeqI Alef askedH
TCepends” zbt with Pob two” YazzPys asso-iation with Pob” and 

riMen that ’aMys a s-hool -obnselo.” O think we -an do this .elatiMelP 
fastH Otys still roinr to take two Donths” plbs o. DinbsHI

T1hat azobt the adoptionqI ’aM askedH T1hat a.e we talkinr 
azobt the.eqI

TA Pea.H GaPze Do.eH Nbt YazzP wobld ze with Pob db.inr that 
tiDe anPwaPHI

Alef took ’aMys handH TUob .eadP fo. anothe. -hildqI
che pblled his head oMe. and kissed hiDH ’hat was he. answe.H 



Chapter 30

Rand

“W hat does that mean, Alef?” Eli asked as the four partners 
sat at the conference table.

Alef tried to look optimistic, but it was a poor lie. He looked 
tired. “My chemo continues. We were hoping for remission after this 
three-month cycle, but there’s still substantial myeloma cells there. 
So… So I don’t know.”

“Will you continue with the same chemo?” Belinda asked.
“Basically. They’re putting ov my stem cell transplant for another 

two months. Hopefully, I’ll be in remission then. And in the mean-
time, I’ll haxe to be eYtra careful about getting infections and stuv.

“Aren’t the evects of chemo cumulatixe?” Eli asked. “I’xe heard 
the longer you’re on it, the more pronounced the side evects.”

“That’s what they tell me. That’s why they’ll try a new chemo 
regimen, and if that doesn’t work well, maybe haxe me go with a 
clinical trial.

Eli looked at the other two, then back at Alef. “Lou haxen’t gixen 
us much chance to help you carry your load here. ziO has put together 
some ideas. Would you at least look at what she’s suggesting?”

Alef’s eyes carried unmistakable loxe and respect for each of them. 
“Leah. Thanks.”

“Well, let me see if I can brighten exeryone’s day here,” Belinda 
said “We continue to get Vmnimach’s conxersational assistant clients 
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and all but two of ours haxe come back now. Vur new sales team is 
fantastic. Eli can tell you what that means income wise for us.”

Alef nodded at Eli.
Eli came as close to smiling as he exer did. “Best month in sales and 

gross income we’xe had. Exer.” He handed each a copy of the month’s 
jgures. “And here’s our neYt Puarter proCected income based solely 
on our clients to date.”

“Who would haxe thought four or jxe months ago we’d be looking 
at a report like this now?” Alef marxeled. “It’s time for you three to 
be reimbursed for the income you went without sexeral months ago. 
I didn’t agree with your not taking it after we got the three million 
from Vmnimach, but with these reports, you haxe no eYcuse now. 
Rlease? As a faxor to me?”

Eli glanced brieGy at Belinda and ziO. “I’ll take care of it.”
“I know you’re all busting buttons with our R5A progress. Where 

do we stand?” Alef asked.
Eli pointed to ziO. “Market testing’s completed,” she said, “and 

we’xe made our jnal tweaks. It’s ready for packaging. We’ll be ready 
to fuljll orders within thirty days. I’ll let Belinda report on market-
ing.”

Belinda handed each of them a folder. “We’re all set with adxertis-
ing and promotion. Lou can read the details.” Her eyebrows raised. 
“We could nexer haxe done this without Vmnimach’s contribution.”

“I’m lucky to be with you three,” Alef said. “To be working with 
friends is pretty unheard of these days.” He stood, warmly embraced 
each of them, and went to his o(ce.

As he sat at his desk, his o(ce door banged open, and )and barged 
in.

Alef did a double take. He hardly recogniOed him. His hair was 
long and stringy and his beard untrimmed. His baggy pants were 
wrinkled, and his T-shirt pushed out from a dexeloping paunch. His 
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face looked weathered, and his eyes were mirthless and dull.
“)and. Nh, this is a surprise.” Alef motioned to a chair in front 

of his desk. )and slammed the door behind him and sat down. He 
glared at Alef.

“Nh, how are you doing?” Alef asked, swallowing his nerxousness. 
The answer to his Puestion was obxious.

“As if you KeYpletixe7 cared,” )and eYclaimed.
Alef didn’t reply but held )and’s gaOe.
“Lou know why I’m here?” )and’s xoice was thick with hate.
“2o,” Alef replied exenly and continued to hold )and’s eyes.
)and reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a Berretta 

pocket pistol. “I’m gonna kill you8”
Alef’s reaction was a non-reaction, and he stayed silent.
)and’s eyes widened. “I said, I’m going to kill you8” His xoice was 

raised, and he spoke slowly. “What’s the matter? 5an’t you hear?”
Alef sat back and twisted his mouth to one side a little. “That 

would probably be a blessing.”
)and was GummoYed. “Lou craOy?”
“2o. I’m sick. Dery sick. I haxe multiple myeloma, and so far, the 

chemo isn’t doing what we hoped. It’s likely I’ll haxe a long, painful, 
miserable death. I’d rather get it oxer with.” He shrugged. “So, if 
that’s what you’re here to do, do it.”

That knocked the belligerence right out of )and, and he lowered 
the gun a little but still pointed it in Alef’s direction. “Lou’re lying8” 
he accused. But Alef’s pale skin and Puiet xoice appeared to conjrm 
his condition. “How long haxe you had it then?” )and demanded, 
his xoice not Puite so tough.

“Lou remember I was haxing headaches when you were here?” Alef 
asked.

)and stared at him. “Leah.”
“That was multiple myeloma eating a hole in my skull.”
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“And you’re going to die from this?”
“Les. I don’t know when, but it’s my death sentence. So, if you 

want to speed that up, go ahead.”
5onfusion replaced the hate in )and eyes. He swallowed. Then 

swallowed again. His hand that held the gun dropped to his side, and 
tears welled up in his eyes. “Lou guys’xe destroyed me,” he moaned.

Alef let him cry, then kindly said, “Tell me what’s happening with 
you.”

“Lou know what’s happening8” he said with renewed hostility. 
“Vmnimach canned me. 2egated my contract. Made sure exerybody 
knew I was a bad risk.” He was breathing rapidly. “Fnow how long I 
been outta work?” He began to shake. “I used my last bucks to come 
here to…” He tried to force back his sobs, but they spilled out.

Alef felt an impulse to put his arm around him and tell him exery-
thing would be okay. But wouldn’t that be a lie? )and was where 
he was because of what he had done. He deserxed it. Alef’s mind 
wrestled with itself. Deserved it? Who are you to say who deserves 
what? How do you know who Rand will ultimately choose to be? What 
he’ll do with this experience? Alef Puietly drew in a breath to calm 
himself and waited.

)and’s sobs became more pronounced, and then abruptly ceased. 
He looked at Alef, his eyes brimming and red. “I know why I’m 
where I am,” he choked. “I’m not worth KeYpletixe7.” He raised the 
gun to his own head.

Alef gulped down a gasp. He spoke Puickly and in as controlled a 
xoice as he could manage. “Would you let me help you out?”

)and’s hand froOe, then slowly lowered. “Lou craOy?” he muttered. 
“I was going to kill you.”

Alef lifted a hand. “Lou left Sawtooth without being compensated 
for your partnership share. We’d like to gixe you what you paid for it. 
Twenty-jxe thousand dollars.”
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)and’s face twitched in bewilderment. “But the way I left, I…”
“Uoesn’t matter,” Alef interrupted. “Water under the bridge.”
Something like hope showed in )and’s eyes, and he started to cry 

again.
“I’ll haxe a cashier’s check for you here in my o(ce in two days. 

“Where you staying?” )and’s non-answer told him he was likely on 
the street. “Lou mind if I make a reserxation for you at the Mountains 
Motel? I’ll pay for it.”

)and nodded. His tears didn’t stop.
Alef called and made the reserxation using his personal credit card. 

“Lou know where the motel is?” he asked. It was a short two blocks 
from Sawtooth. )and nodded again. Alef reached into his pocket 
and pulled out a roll of twenty-dollar bills. He peeled ov ten and 
handed them to )and.

“This should help you out until you pick up your check. I’ll haxe 
it jrst thing that morning.”

“Why?” )and’s xoice cracked. “Why, Alef?”
“Because you need it.” Alef stood up and walked around his desk to 

where )and was sitting. “What happened here today, didn’t happen. 
I won’t speak of it to anyone.”

“2ot exen Tax?” His xoice carried a plea.
“2ot exen Tax. And you can use me as a Cob reference. I will be 

referring the )and I knew who was key in getting Sawtooth to where 
it is now.” He pointed at the gun. “How about letting me take that. 
I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

)and set the gun on Alef’s desk, then stood up. He was trembling. 
He gaOed at Alef with something akin to wonder, then embraced him 
and brieGy wept on his shoulder. He pushed himself away with a look 
of embarrassment and left.

Alef sat behind his desk, mesmeriOed by the gun. “What Cust hap-
pened?” he marxeled. He put the gun in a desk drawer. Rerspiration 
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beaded on his forehead, and he sat as if in shock. The whole scene 
didn’t last longer than 14 minutes. He should be dead now. How did 
he maintain his cool?

He knew.
Was he ready to die? The immediacy of that possibility with )and 

made that Puestion real to him now. It was going to happen. In a 
year? Two? Hixe? Ten? Is anyone exer ready to die? Maybe if you’re 
old and your body is worn out it would be diverent. He thought 
about Tax and how they had become one. 2adia was a constant light 
and lifted him in his weariness. And !abby, who had only been with 
them a short time, was already an always-member of their family. 
Her sweetness and lapping in the loxe that was showered on her was 
energiOing to him.

Was he ready to die? Was he ready to gixe up the likely 64-plus more 
years with those he loxed because of his disease,? Uid he exen haxe 
a choice? The thought of leaxing Tax and 2adia and !abby was a 
ton-weight on his heart. But was loxe real and not temporary? And 
was his essence really eternal?

He would jnd out.
He sighed deeply, and the memory of his pain those years ago when 

his grandpa died nearly oxerwhelmed him. If )and had gone through 
with his intent, what ache would Tax, and 2adia, and !abby haxe 
had to endure? And what would haxe been his partners’ feelings at 
his death? He slowly moxed his head back and forth. In this whole 
multiple myeloma thing, he had only been thinking about his own 
misery at being separated from those he loxed. But what about their 
misery? And the future hurt he saw in them brought the tears.

Hor the longest time he sat at his desk commiserating about these 
things. And about )and. About the sorrow and hopelessness and 
hate he saw in his eyes. Then he thought of his own struggles with 
depression and darkness and nothingness. “The Rroscribed?” he 
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murmured. Vf course. The Rroscribed. He could almost feel its 
presence in the room when )and was here. But then it left. )elief 
and gratitude and promise replaced it. “It has no power oxer us,” he 
realiOed. “Vnly if we inxite it. Vnly if we let it.”

And then he remembered his conxersation with Tax a while ago. 
zight is real because Uarkness is real. Just like his grandpa said. Vp-
position must be. That’s the only way we can be.

Was )and a good man? Wasn’t he really the man who did so much 
to make the three that built Sawtooth a team? “I want to beliexe 
that,” Alef muttered. And he thought about his own changing. 
5hoices. Rart of making the choices that dejned him was not Cust 
discoxering what he wanted, but eYperiencing what he saw he didn’t 
want. And how many chances has he had to change? Uidn’t )and 
deserxe those kinds of chances too?

He buOOed the partners and asked them to come into his o(ce. 
When they gathered, he told them that )and had Cust been there.

“He’s a mess,” Alef eYplained. “He apparently is lixing on the street 
and can’t get a Cob because of what happened at Vmnimach.”

He looked at Eli. “He didn’t demand anything, but I told him 
we would like to compensate him for what he paid for the shares 
in Sawtooth he forfeited. I told him I’d haxe a cashier’s check for 
twenty-jxe thousand for him in two days.” He glanced at each of 
their faces. “Would you agree for Sawtooth to loan me that so I can 
pay him? I’ll reimburse the company out of my share of the projts at 
the end of the year.”

The faces of the partners were like stone. Then Eli cleared his 
throat. “With all due respect, Alef, I don’t agree to that.” He turned 
his eyes to ziO and Belinda. “What )and did to us is ineYcusable.” His 
mouth turned up slightly, “But, I must admit, if it weren’t for )and, 
we wouldn’t be haxing the Cump in business we haxe right now. And 
we sure as hades wouldn’t haxe three million bucks in the bank. I 
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think twenty-jxe thousand is a small price to pay for all that, don’t 
you?” The eYpressions on their faces said yes.

He turned back to Alef. “We xote that not you, but the company 
pays that to )and. That’s a pittance compared to what we’xe receixed 
because of him. I’ll get the cashier’s check from the bank.”

That exening, Alef and Tax looked down at the two beaming faces 
of their daughters and pulled the coxers up to their chins. 2adia with 
her light brown features, framed by black ringlets, lay on one twin 
bed, and !abby with her pale skin and straight blond hair was on 
the other. At the girls’ insistence, the beds were only a foot apart, and 
Molly, the doll 2adia gaxe to !abby when they jrst met, sat on the 
Goor between them.

When !abby came to lixe with them, they were going to get a larger 
bed for them to sleep in but were told by Janet that !abby would 
need her own bed. They bought identical twin beds, each with a 
white wrought iron head and footer and )aggedy Ann pink com-
forters. When lights went out, laughing and talking could be heard 
from their bedroom at least a half hour after they were put down. 
Two or three trips a night to Puiet them was becoming standard.

Alef and Tax kissed the girls on their foreheads and started to leaxe. 
Before Tax could turn ov the light, 2adia burst out, “I got my daddy, 
and now I got my sister8” The girls looked at each other and giggled.

Alef and Tax had heard that before. Exery night since !abby came, 
in fact. “Lou two sPuirts get to sleep, or you know what’ll happen.” 
Tax’s fauY threat was always ignored. The girls knew eYactly what 
would happen. They would be left to giggle until they did fall asleep.

Alef was weary and went to their bedroom. Tax followed. “Tell me 
about )and if you’re not too tired. Why would he exen come today?”

“Maybe Cust to show me what he said we did to him.”
“Nnbeliexable,” Tax groaned. “That Cerk was trying to put Saw-

tooth under. Whatexer’s happened to him now, he deserxes.”
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“Leah. Maybe.”
“So, what did you do?”
“Raid for a motel room for him, gaxe him some eating money, and 

told him we’d pay him for the ownership in Sawtooth he forfeited.”
Tax was silent, but she looked aghast. “How much?”
“The twenty-jxe thousand dollars he paid into the company when 

we started Sawtooth.”
Tax sat on the bed and shook her head.
“When I told him what we would do for him, he wept.” Alef Coined 

her and slid his arm around her shoulder. “I think he’s a good man, 
Tax, and deserxes the chance to jnd that out.” He kissed her on her 
hair. “zike me, huh?”

Tax turned so she was facing him and put her hand on his cheek. 
“To think I get to be married to you.” She kissed him softly on his 
lips and stood. “zooks like the chemo’s getting to you a bit today.”

“Leah. A bit.”
She brushed a jnger across her eyes. “What do you think’s going 

to happen with us?”
“I don’t know, Tax. What I know is I’m going to make the most of 

whatexer time I haxe left with you and the girls.”
“Temporary, huh?” Tax mumbled. She took his hand. “I sure hope 

your grandpa’s right about that.” 



Chapter 31

The Gift

A lef didn’t feel like coming to work today, but he had told Rand 
he would have a check for him this morning. He should have 

given him a specijc time, but when someone Iust said he was going 
to kill you, you’re not thinking much about that kind of detail. Et 
had been nearly a week since Alef had his last chemo regimen, but he 
was still a little nauseous and pulled a saltine cracker out of his desk 
drawer to chew on.

'li came in and set an envelope on Alef“s desk. He looked at the 
cracker Alef was eating and the corner of his mouth lifted a little. 
T?hat your breakfast"”

T?his’s about all E can handle this morning. ?hat the check"Y
TWep. Phen’s he coming"Y
Alef shrugged. TE told him E’d have it this morning.Y
'li looked at him. TWou okay" Wou look a little peaked. E’d be glad 

to give it to him.Y
T?hanks, but E wanna do it. $robably head home after he leaves 

though.Y
TAlright, but don’t push it okay"Y 'li rapped Alef’s desk with his 

knuckles and left.
Alef watched him go, then slipped a small stack of 20L bills and a 

debit card into the envelope with the check and brought out another 
envelope from his desk. He turned to his computer and pulled up 
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last month’s jnances to go over while he waited for Rand. He didn’t 
wait long.

Rand Ouietly knocked on Alef’s open door. Txkay if E come in"Y
Alef turned around to see a transformed Rand. ?here was still a 

drawn, haggard look to him, but his hair and beard were cut, and he 
was wearing Ieans and a red pullover that were clean and maybe new. 
Alef motioned for him to close the door and pointed to a chair in 
front of his desk. He picked up the two envelopes and went around 
to the chair neDt to where Rand would sit.

THow’s the motel"Y Alef asked.
Rand gave a positive nod and lowered his eyes. T1ood. Real good. 

?hanks. Again.Y
TPhere will you head from here"Y Alef asked.
Rand glanced at the envelopes Alef held and shrugged. Tzepends.Y 

He gaBed around the oMce with what could have been a longing look. 
TSeen thinking maybe $hoeniD or Austin. Vaybe Uilicon Ulopes 
south of Ualt Gake.Y He looked at the envelopes again. T1uess we’ll 
see.Y

Alef handed him the one with the cashier’s check. T?his should get 
you started.Y

Rand took it and opened it. He slowly pulled out the check, the 
money, and the debit card. His lips Ouivered, and his eyes darted to 
Alef.

T?he cash and the card are to get you by until you set up your bank 
account. ?here’s 20,LLL on the card, then you can toss it. E’ve covered 
your motel costs for one more night. Get me know if you want to stay 
longer.Y

Rand’s eyes jlled, and all  he could do was mouth the word, 
T?hanks.Y

TSy the way, this isn’t Iust from me. 'li insisted the check come 
from the company.Y Phat Alef didn’t say, is 'li did not know about 
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the debit card and the cash. ?hey were from him.
Rand shot Alef an obvious concerned look. Alef returned an assurK

ing smile. T'li knows nothing about what happened here two days 
ago. ?hat’s between you and me. Phen E told him your personal 
situation, he was as anDious about you as E was.Y

Rand rubbed his sleeve across his eyes. Alef handed him the other 
envelope, and Rand opened it.

T?hat’s my version of your vitae,Y Alef eDplained. TEt includes your 
schooling, your original employment with xmnimach, your time 
with Uawtooth, and my unOualijed recommendation. Wou can use 
it however you want. Wou already know my cellphone and email 
address, but E’ve listed them for you there to give to whoever you 
want to get hold of me.Y

Rand read it silently then slid it back into the envelope. TUomeK
body might even hire me with this.Y ?hen he frowned. T'Dcept 
they’ll know about my latest stint with xmnimach.Y

TPhy should they"Y Alef countered. TE didn’t include that here 
because you’re not the same guy that xmnimach let go. As far as E’m 
concerned, you left Uawtooth to seek a better opportunity. -othing 
wrong with that.Y

Rand slumped in his chair, near tears again. TE don’t understand, 
Alef. Phy you doing all this"Y

Alef could almost hear his grandfather ask him, THave you ever 
felt the hurt when someone else hurts" Are you ever happy because 
someone else is happy"Y ?hat was love. A ?enet that Alef was deterK
mined would ultimately dejne him. He held Rand’s eyes, his own 
jlled with his grandpa’s love.

TE’ve been given so many chances to change.Y Alef’s voice broke 
slightly. TEt’s time for me to do a little pay back.Y He let a smile play 
on his face. TPho knows, E may be knocking on your door someday 
to get help. Vaybe E’m Iust hedging my future bets.Y
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Rand’s look at Alef was gripping, and he pointed his indeD jnger 
toward him, rocking it up and down. TPhatever and whenever you 
need anything from me, you got it.Y He stood and reached his hand 
out.

Alef got up and took it. T6eep in touch.Y
T4h, tell 'li thanks.Y Et was as though Rand stood an inch or two 

taller than when he came in. TE’ll stay the one more night at the motel, 
if it’s okay.Y He rubbed a jnger across his eyes and left.

Alef sat on the corner of his desk. …or some reason, he thought 
about how he felt the day they jrst met 1abby as he watched her 
change almost in front of his eyes. Secome happy. How long had it 
been since Rand had been happy" Really happy.

Gove.
Pas that what his grandfather felt as he witnessed his grandson 

changing" Alef knew that feeling now. Sut how do you describe the 
release it gives you" How do you dejne the eDpansion, the swelling 
within you when you give it" A single word came to his mind.

…ree. He was free.
He straightened the chairs in front of his desk, grabbed another 

cracker, turned out his oMce lights, and went to tell 'li he was leaving 
for the day.

TRand come"Y 'li asked.
THe came. Gooked a hundred percent better.Y
THow’d it go"Y
TE think he’s changed, 'li. He asked me to tell you thank you.Y
TRand said that"Y 'li’s face mirrored disbelief.
THe said that. He meant it.Y
TPhat’s he going to do"Y
Alef shrugged. THe doesn’t know yet, but at least now he has some 

alternatives.Y He held up his cracker. T?hink E’ll head home and get 
something a little more substantial.Y
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'li leaned his chair back. TWou’ve got to know that you’re the reaK
son Uawtooth’s still here and that we’re not Iust humming jnancially. 
?here’s a great atmosphere for work and cooperation. Et’s a pleasure 
to be here with you, Alef.Y

Alef brushed oD the compliment. TPe are where we are because of 
you, GiB, and Selinda, as much or more than me. E’m Iust grateful to 
be with friends.Y

'li sat forward and put his hands on his desk. TPe’ve all changed, 
but you were the catalyst. Sack when E was ready to pack it all in, 
you’re the reason E stayed. Uomething happened with you thatE E 
mean you’ve always been, you know, more than competent. Sut 
something about you was diDerent. E don’t know what E’m trying to 
say, but something happened to you back then that everybody saw. Et 
was like you were a light or something that kind of let me see further 
than E ever had before.Y

T?he Tenets,Y Alef said softly.
'li cocked his head. T?he Tenets" Phat are they"Y
TE’ll tell you about them sometime.Y 



Chapter 32

Five Years Later

“W hat can I get you,” Tav said as she raised Alef’s bed into 
a sitting position and wu.ed his pilloHsm -e Has in their 

guest bedrooS that Tav had turned into an inkhoSe hospital rooSm 
Fhe had the rooS painted in Alef’s favorite color, spruce green, and 
drapes, iSprinted Hith a panoraSic iSage of the FaHtooth Sounk
tains, hung over the large lattice HindoH that overlooEed the Sini 
forest that Has their bacEyardm 

-e didn’t ansHer, but his eyes said thanE youm The last years 
had been a ride for hiSm xroS reSission to relapsem xroS optik
Sistic prognosis to Hhere he Has today, in the …nal stage of Sultiple 
SyeloSa Hith chronic pneuSonia and failing Eidneysm Vvery EnoHn 
Seans to steS his disease had been eDhaustedm xive HeeEs ago, he and 
Tav Sade the decision to liSit his treatSent to alleviating his disease 
sySptoSs and reducing painm -e Has given the option of staying in 
the hospital or coSing hoSem Tav insisted he coSe hoSe, and she 
Has on inde…nite leave froS her school to taEe care of hiSm

-e reached for her handm To hiS she Has alHays beautiful, even 
Hhen she looEed tired and slightly Horn liEe she did this Sorningm 
Fhe brought his hand to her lips and Eissed itm

“Forry to be suchUa burden,” he staSSeredm It Has a little diNcult 
for hiS to talE because of the cannula that delivered oDygen to hiS 
through his nosem
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Fhe Eissed his hand againm “qan I get you soSethingz”
“2o He have any cold ginger ale leftz”
“I thinE som I’ll seem Gy the Hay, Vli called to checE up on youm -e 

said everyone Has doing great, and 2eepa qoates asEed about youm 
Vli said Gelinda and !and Here still an iteS, though !and’s neH 
position of director of SarEeting in his coSpany in TeDas Sight put 
their longkdistance relationship on hold for a Hhilem”

Fhe started to go, but he held onto her handm “2idn’t turn out 
Yuite liEe He thought it Hould, did itz” -e sYueejed itm “qouple 
years ago, He Here on a rollm We got Labbym A neH hoSem CSniSach 
partners Hith FaHtooth and buys Se out Hith Sore Soney than I 
EneH eDistedm” -e put a tissue to his South and coughedm “And 2rm 
Fhinodam” -e pushed out a tight laughm “qould use soSe practice in 
her predictions, huhz 8ot going to coSe close to Se living as long 
as she thought I Hould bacE thenm”

“2on’t talE liEe that, Alefm” Fhe sYueejed his handm “I’ll get your 
ginger alem”

8adia and Labby passed her as they caSe into the rooS to tell 
hiS goodbye before going to schoolm Alef brightened and looEed at 
8adia Hith SocE seriousnessm “If Labby Has a year younger and tHo 
inches tallerUand had blacE hair and tan sEin and broHn eyesUthen 
you and she Hould be tHinsm” It tooE hiS tHo and a half breaths to 
say all thatm

“2ad, that’s duSb9” Has 8adia’s response as she Eissed his forek
headm Labby bent over and Eissed hiS toom

“What beauties I’ve got for daughtersm”
“0ou Must say that because He’re your daughters,” Labby saidm
Alef coughed into his tissuem “-ave you ever EnoHn Se to liez”
“0eah9 About this9” 8adia saidm Fhe and Labby giggledm
The corner of Alef’s South turned up slightlym “Lonna Siss your 

busm Getter get goingm”
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“It’s only school,” 8adia eDclaiSedm “We Hanna be Hith youm”
“Fcoot, you tHo,” Tav said as she caSe inm “2on’t forget your 

bacEpacEsm”
They both looEed at Alef, and Labby’s face droopedm “Fee ya,” 

she said, and Eissed Alef on his foreheadm 8adia put a hand on his 
cheeE Hhile she brushed the tears that had forSed in her eyes Hith 
the otherm They leftm

Tav handed Alef a straH and a glass Hith the ginger ale in itm -e 
tooE a long sip and handed the glass bacEm “At least I saH theS get to 
this age,” he SurSuredm

Tav blinEed several tiSesm Alef EneH the salloH, HrinEled sEin that 
hung on his bones could bring tears to anyonem Cr revulsionm Fhe 
Soved a chair by his bed and reached for his hand as she sat doHnm 
-e felt her sadness, and reSorse settled in his heartm -is su.ering and 
iSSinent death Has bringing her Siserym -is eSotions lately Here 
alHays near the surface, and they spilled out noHm

“xorgive Se, Tavm I’ve brought youUpainm” -e sHalloHedm
Fhe stood so her lips could reach his face and Eissed and Eissed hiS 

through her tearsm “0ou’re Sy Jight,” she Hhisperedm Fhe caressed his 
headm “I saH a poeS yesterday I lovedm Would you liEe to hear itz”

“Furem”
Fhe sat doHn, opened her notebooE, and readm

What was real
to me before,�
became a dream.
Now, I’ve just swapped�
dreams again,�
it seems.
So, what is real?�
Does it matter
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since I am
changing?

Fhe sat bacEm “0our thoughtsz”
“Aaybe us choosing and changing is Hhat’s real, huhz And it is all 

a dreaS, isn’t itm”
“2o you thinE He HaEe up froS it HhenU When He diez”
-e sSiled HeaElym “I’ll let you EnoHm”
“What a duSb thing for Se to say,” she groanedm “I’S sorrym”
-e reached for her handm “Aaybe He thinE so negatively about 

death because He don’t coSprehend itm Gut Saybe it’s a gateHaym 
JiEe Hhen He Here born and caSe to this earthm A gateHay toU” 
-e glanced up at the ceiling as he searched for the Hords he Hantedm 
Then he looEed at Tav, his eyes bright Hith aHarenessm “Aaybe a 
gateHay to Sore understandingm Aore truthm Vven Sore alivenessm”

Tav’s eyes lightedm “0ou thinE soz” xor a Hhile they Here both 
silent, then she asEed softly, “0ou thinE He’ll continue to change after 
He die thenz”

Alef gave a slight nodm “If our EnoHledge of truth changed or 
eDpanded, Houldn’t He Hant to changez Bust liEe herez”

Tav cheHed on her lipm “There’s soSething liberating about that 
thoughtm I Sean, EnoHing Sore truth Hould free usm JiEe froS 
restrictions He give ourselves because He don’t EnoH Hhat’s real and 
truem”

Alef started coughing, and she handed hiS tissuesm When he 
stopped, she gave hiS his Hater bottlem -e tooE a sip and relaDedm

“0ou up for another Yuestionz” she asEed cautiouslym
“I Hant to talE Hhile I canm” -e sounded HeaEm
“What if I EnoH truth but Hon’t live itz” she saidm “Will I be 

punished for thatz I Sean Hhen I diez 0ou EnoH Hhat I Seanm”
Alef gave his head a little shaEem “Lood laHs bring freedoS, so 
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breaEing theS has to bring restriction or con…ningm I Sean, He’re 
not able then to do Hhat He can do Hhen He folloH the laHsm Gut is 
thatU Is that reHard or punishSentz I don’t EnoHm I thinE HeU We 
get Hhat He choose and all that coSes Hith itm”

“0ou’re talEing about laHs liEe the Tenetsz” Tav asEedm
“0es9” -e Has as eSphatic as he could be Hith his conditionm “JooE 

Hhere they taEe youm What they dom xreedoSm”
“Gut hoH does the Eind of love He’ve talEed about before, SaEe 

you freez” she asEedm
Alef closed his eyes, and his …ngers HorEed the edge of his blanEetm 

“I EnoH it taEes you out of yourselfm” -e thought about !and in his 
oNce a feH years agom “Jove frees you froS its oppositesm -atem Vnvym 
xearm -is chest Soved up and doHn sporadicallym “Those things 
control youm Geat you doHnm” -is lips struggled to curve upm “Jove 
eDpands youm Vlation, huhz”

Tav’s broH furroHedm “I need to let you rest, sHeetheartm” Fhe 
began to risem

Alef lifted a shaEy handm “Cleasem Jet’s talEm”
Fhe sat doHn and put her hand on hism
“Water pleasem”
Fhe held the bottle for hiSm -e tooE a sHalloH, then pushed it 

aHaym “-igher laHsm Cpportunities, huhz xreemmm” -is breathing bek
caSe a pant, and he Has silentm Then, as if he had an epiphany, he 
suddenly eDclaiSed, “2irections9 They’re directions, Tavm JaHs are 
directions9 They lead usm We Saster ourselvesm We’re freem”

Tav’s face scrunched Hith concernm “0ou need to restm I’ll stay here, 
but please relaDm Cleasem”

“Jet SeUspeaEm” It Has a pleam “We’re the suS of allUHe are one 
Hith, Tavm” -is voice Has raspy, and he spoEe very sloHm “We see 
andUfeel and EnoHUHay beyondUHhat He can doUby ourselvesm 
Cur Sind and body don’t liSit usUanySorem”
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“Gut you’ve been doing everything to live the Tenetsm” Tav’s voice 
carried frustrationm Duestionsm “0ou’ve su.ered and you’re going 
toU” Fhe stopped, obviously reticence to say the Hord die againm “I 
don’t understand,” she Hhispered as if she’d been defeatedm “Why 
you, Hhy He, do these things, not even EnoHing Hhy He should do 
theSm”

Alef’s eyebroH raised slightly, and his eyes sSiledm -e reached for 
her hand, and she tooE itm -is grip Has Sostly nonkeDistentm “I EnoH 
Hhy I doUHhat I dom All theUHhy I need to EnoHUfor noHm” With 
evident e.ort, he faced her and forced his eyes open as Hide as he 
couldm “I want to live the Tenetsm I want to lovem GecauseU Gecause 
I’S becoSing the personU The person I want to bem”

-is lungs begged for air, but he had to speaEm “That’s Hhy I do 
Hhat I do and can onlyU qan onlyU” -e stopped talEingm

“Alef9 Alef9 I don’t liEe the soundU”
“Fo, SaybeU” Alef gaspedm “Ay grandpa dreaSsU”
“2on’t talE, Alef9 I’S calling the nurse9”
“2reaSs stoppedU” he SuSbledm “To be leftUto chooseU” -is 

South turned up ever so slightlym “-uhz Is thatU” -e tried to catch 
his breathm It Houldn’t coSe, and his eyes closedm



Chapter 33

Not the End

H ow long Alef had been asleep, he didn’t know. Or was he 
asleep? He had been struggling for breath the last he remem-

bered. The setting where he found himself now seemed to have a 
backlight to everything. He could almost make out some buildings, 
trees, and maybe a grassy expanse. And there was a transcendent 
feeling of peace. His grandfather drew near, a welcoming smile on 
his face, and he embraced Alef. That was diIerent. “n his previous 
dreams, Alef had no recollection of a tangible contact with him, yet 
his grandpa looked the same as he had before. Or did he?

His grandfather gripped Alef’s shoulders, and his eyes reached into 
Alef’s. ”Thank you.z

”Thank you?z Alef was puFFled.
”Mor your choices, Alef.z
”Yy choices? “ don’t understand.z
”Nou will.z His grandpa led him to a bench that seemed to glow 

warmth. ”Nour choices aIect me because “ love you.z He motioned 
for Alef to sit down. ”And they will aIect all who come through 
you and Tav as well. Gadia and Rabby and their children and their 
children’s children.z He faced Alef and smiled. ”And your choices are 
making you ready.z

”jeady? jeady for what?z Then like it was Sust yesterday, Alef’s 
last dream of his grandfather years ago came into his thoughts. His 
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grandfather’s re:uirement for him to receive greater knowledge that 
had burned his pride then, now Lashed before himW When you are 
ready.

”And “’m ready now?z Alef asked meekly.
His grandfather’s look was full of 5ight. ”Almost,z he said, and 

pointed his hand at Alef. ”Nou have some :uestions for me.z
Alef gaFed around. ”Neah. Phere am “?z He stopped. There was 

something familiar about what he was seeing. Meeling. Had he been 
here before? Phat was this place? ”2h, where am “?z he asked again.

”Pith me.z
Alef stared at his grandfather. He wasn’t Soking. Then Alef under-

stood. ”“’m dead too?z he whispered.
”Too?z His grandfather’s face crinkled mischievously. ”Uo “ look 

dead?z
Alef was shocked at this realiFation. ”2h, no, but you know what 

“ mean.z
”Nes. “ know what you mean.z “t was as if his grandfather was 

reading Alef’s thoughts. ”And yes, you have been here before.z He 
patted Alef’s arm. ”Nou left here to be born.z

”To be born?z Alef’s eyes widened. ”“ don’t understand.z
”Patch.z
A scene played out before Alef’s eyes. Or was it in his mind? Or 

deeper? “t was more real than real and was over almost before it 
began. He saw himself as he appeared now, then felt himself enter 
a tiny body in his mother’s womb before his birth. He experienced 
his whole existence on earth again, or sensed it, and in detail. He saw 
that his choices de6ned who he was. Or, rather, who he was, de6ned 
his choices. Ue6ned the eternal being he was becoming.

And he understood.
He looked at his grandfather. ”“’ve been in a temporary world so 

“ could choose. Eo, “ could see what “ wanted before coming into a 
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permanent world.z
”Nes,z his grandfather replied. ”And to be taught. Phat did you 

learn?z
Yemories of how he treated Tav and Gadia for a time and a thou-

sand other instances Looded him with deSection.
”“ learned who “ didn’t want to be. “ learned how to cry.z
”And?z his grandfather pursued.
”The Tenets,z Alef said softly. ”“ want to follow the Tenets.z
”All of them?z his grandpa asked.
”All of them.z
”And what about your body?z
”Yy body?z Alef glanced at his hands and down at his legs and 

feet. They weren’t the yellow skin stretched on his bones that they 
had been moments before.

”Yy body was temporary,z he exclaimed. ”Phy?z
”Phy do you think?z
Alef raised his arms and moved his 6ngers. Then he nodded. ”Eo, 

“ could learn how to use it.z
”Nes, and to see what you would do with it. How you would treat 

it.z His grandfather held out his hand. ”And for you to determine if 
you would control it. Or let it control you.z

”Phy?z Alef asked.
”Nou were in training, Alef. Nou are in training.z
”Mor what? “ mean, so “ can be what?z
”Tavia is right. There are in6nite universes, each with the degree 

or order of 5ight that is de6ned by the level of law the essences who 
inhabit them choose to follow. The amount of Intelligence they are 
willing to possess.z

”Intelligence?z Alef asked.
”Nes. 5ight. Truth. 5ove. !ower. Mreedom.z
Alef gaped with a realiFation. ”The earth. “t’s, uh, of a lower order, 
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isn’t it?z
”Nes. Among the lowest.z
Alef held his hand out. ”And this one?z
”“t is a higher order.z
”The highest?z Alef asked.
His grandfather shook his head. ”Go. 7ut you know that don’t 

you?z
Alef gaped at his grandpa as comprehension Looded him. He did 

know that.
”“’ve had to experience them all so “ could choose, haven’t “? To see 

it all.z
”Nes. Nou have been in the highest and in the lowest. Here, you 

are in the in-between. The gateway to them all.z His grandfather 
touched Alef’s arm. ”5ook.z

Another scene burst forth. A light beyond anything Alef had ever 
experienced, or could even fathom, Looded over him. And in the 
center of that light stood two beings. A man and a woman. They 
appeared to be the source of that ex:uisite light. Their beauty and 
their power were indescribable. Overwhelming.

Alef gasped. ”The highest8z
”Nes. And who you see here, embody all the Tenets.z His grandfa-

ther paused. ”They are THE ONE.z
Alef was stunned. ”A long time ago, you mentioned THE ONE to 

me, but you said nothing about who that was. This is THE ONE?z
”Nes.z He put his hand on Alef’s shoulder. ”Pho you see were once 

like you and Tavia.z
”5ike Tav and me? 7ut9 7ut aren’t they gods?z
”Nes.z
”Are you saying that Tav and me9 That we could be9z
His grandfather smiled.
Mor a long moment, he stared at his grandfather, then hung his 
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head. ”“mpossible8z he groaned. ”5ook at me. “’m not capable and9 
And “’m not :uali6ed.z

”Of course, you’re not. 7ut recogniFing weakness unlocks the door 
to become as THE ONE. To see that you, by yourself, are in6nitely 
limited, is the key to expanding into everything.z

”How?z Alef wondered. ”“ don’t understand.z
”The only thing that is really yours, Alef, is you. Nour essence. 

Nou exist. Always have. Always will. And you have, innate within 
you, the ability to choose. Vverything else, resources, opportunities, 
experiences, talents, and your mind and body, have been given to you 
by THE ONE. Pithout them, you are as if you were nothing. To 
choose to become one with other essences, to receive from them and 
give to them, opens the door for you to become free. 5imitless in 
knowledge and power and 5ight.z

”How?z Alef marveled.
”7ecause what you do have, Alef, what your essence has always 

had, is capacity. The potential to hold and to use 5ight and truth and 
power and freedom. Intelligence. Phen you become one with others, 
and ultimately with THE ONE, Intelligence is without bounds in 
you as well. “t is infinite.z

Alef sat in amaFement. ”“ can possess this without limit?z
”Nes. “t is a gift from THE ONE. If you choose to oIer yourself. If 

you choose to follow the Tenets. If you choose to be one with THE 
ONE.

Alef couldn’t speak as he tried to comprehend what his grandfa-
ther was revealing to him. Then the overriding truth of what he Sust 
witnessed grasped him. ”THE ONE8z he exclaimed. ”THE ONE is a 
man and a woman8z

”Nes. Render is eternal, Alef. Yale and female de6ne the essences. 
Vach gender has uni:ue innate abilities. And roles. Only when a man 
and woman together choose to become one eternally are their uni:ue 
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abilities complemented and magni6ed. They become a whole. A 
whole that is in6nitely greater, than the sum of their individual 
essences. And together, and only together, they can become as THE 
ONE.z

”Phat is an essence then?z Alef asked. ”Phere do we come from? 
“ mean, who am “?z

”Nou are a consciousness without form that is and always was. A 
consciousness that can choose and is capable of great enlargement. 
And through THE ONE, you can forever expand.z

Alef held up his hand and turned it around. ”2h, why the body?z
”To progress without end, you must have a body. Nou must be 

fused to matter with form and substance. Nour body ampli6es your 
potential for power and 5ight and love and truth and freedom. And 
for darkness and deceit as well. Nou will receive an immortal body 
with its possibilities and its potential governed by the amount of 
5ight you desire to embrace. 7y the level of law you want to live.z

”And all essences follow this course?z
”They follow a course,z his grandfather clari6ed. ”They follow the 

path they want to follow. They will be who and where and what they 
want to be.z

”Then all do not choose to be as THE ONE?z Alef asked.
”Go. 7ut most choose to be influenced by THE ONE. To have 

some 5ight. They will be in a universe that has as much 5ight and 
law and potential as they desire. They will be happy.z

”Phat if an essence chooses not to follow any law?z
”Their choice is darkness. Go 5ight. They are their own law. 

Eingle. Eeparate. Pithout order. They are con6ned in an isolated 
universe with the !roscribed and all who are like him.z He lifted an 
eyebrow. ”Not a very happy place.z

Alef pondered what he had been seeing and hearing. ”And all of 
this because of THE ONE,z he marveled.
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”Nes. THE ONE.z
”Phy? Phy would THE ONE9 Phy would they want to do 

this?z
”5ove, Alef. Their work, their glory, their desire, is to lift conscious, 

living beings to the level of law they want to live. To give them the 
degree of happiness and freedom and 5ight that comes with their 
choice. And THE ONE, in turn, expands endlessly. THE ONE has a 
fullness.z

Alef’s eyes were riveted on his grandfather. The love he described 
was radiating from him. !alpable. !owerful. 5ight. And Alef thought 
about Tav and Gadia and Rabby. And Vli and 5iF and 7elinda and 
jand. And he understood. He was saturated with the most extraor-
dinary sensation. “t was as though he were on 6re. Got a heat, but an 
enlightening power that extended his awareness to a level he could 
never have imagined. “t was9 'oy. Eublime existence.

Then it dissipated.
His strength waned with its loss, and his brows gathered. Phat 

Sust left him, he wanted. And he wanted it for Tav and for Gadia 
and for Rabby and for his friends. He reached over and touched his 
grandfather’s arm. ”“ was given the chance to know about choosing, 
about love, because you came to me in a dream and taught me. Tav 
and Gadia and Rabby didn’t have that kind of experience. Phy?z

”They had you.z
”Nes, but most people don’t have my kind of experience, and they 

don’t know someone who did. How are they going to know so they 
can choose?z Alef’s voice was entreating. ”And what about bodies? 
7abies that die and people who are physically or mentally handi-
capped. How will they have the experiences they need to choose? To 
know about love?z

”They will know, Alef. The when or where or how is unimportant. 
They will have all the understanding and experience needed for them 
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to choose. To become who they want to be.z He fastened his eyes on 
his grandson. ”'ust like you, Alef. 'ust like me. 'ust like9THE ONE.z

”THE ONE,z Alef repeated with awe, and looked at his grandfa-
ther. ”The only time you spoke of THE ONE in my dreams was when 
“ asked you about someone named 'oshua. Nou said he was the path 
to THE ONE. Pho is he, Rrandpa? Pho is9z He felt a strange pull 
and began to tremble. He looked down at his legs. Pere they fading?

His grandfather stood. ”Nou will get to know him well, Alef, but 
for now you must go back.z

”7ack? 7ack? “Gm not9 “Gm not dead?
His grandfather smiled. ”Nou have some daughters to raise. Nou 

have a wife to bless. Ehare with Tavia, Alef.z
HHow long will “ be with Tavia9and with my daughters?H Alef 

whispered.
His grandfather didnGt answer but put his hand on AlefGs shoulder 

and bent over and kissed his forehead.
An unde6nable, overpowering warmth Looded through Alef as he 

felt himself re-enter his weak body. And a thought caused him to 
smile.

H“t looks like Ur. Ehinoda was right after all. “ will live a longer life.H 
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