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~~~~
This is a tale about a Mafia Don that hears about a professor’s experiment in brain downloading that got him fired from his university professorship. He wanted eternal life and this looked like his ticket to immortality. The professor worried that his life wouldn’t be worth a nickel after his work was completed. He had no idea what was in store for him.
A community of brain downloaded people were running into financial trouble due to the high cost of running their virtual existence. A multimillionaire used car salesman with severe health issues was invited to join their cerebral group in the hopes of improving their operational capital. From the start this appeared to be a very bad idea.
~~~~
“Mr. Gambia will see you now sir.”
She was a pert brunet with her hair all in ringlets and a very warm way about her. I guess I was expecting an ice maiden who could kill with a single side glance.
Mr. Gambia was sitting behind a huge oak desk which made him look short and squat. Not an imposing figure for the leader of the world’s largest syndicate. Then he looked up at me. “What’re ya sellen me professor?” He looked up with small closely spaced eyes like a rodent of some sort. I found them unsettling. I couldn’t talk at first but finally stammered out, “I, I’m not a professor, at least not anymore.”
“They kick you out?”
“Not exactly, well sort of.”
This wasn’t going well at all. I was ready to impress him with my credentials; summa cum laude from CMU at the age of 13, Ph.D. from MIT in Computer Science and Electrical Engineering at age 16, published landmark paper in neural emulation technology at age 17. Landed an associate professorship at Stanford and received a 1.8 million dollar grant at age 18. On it went until last year when things started to go downhill. My tenure was removed on my thirtieth birthday for helping a colleague die. The DA dropped the charges but not until he put me through nine months of hell. Medical practitioners were given this authority around the turn of the century in most states and they jealously guard this right.
“My guess is you know as much about my background as I’m likely to tell you in the next hour so I will get to the point.” I had regained my composure and realized someone in this position was not going to see someone they haven’t already checked out.
“Yeah, I know the women you screwed and the husbands you cheated. What I don’t know is what you can do for me. This eternal life stuff! I know you’re not selling religion.”
His Italo-New Jersey accent diminished and he seemed more like a hard-headed businessman. I had heard he had a law degree from Harvard but doubted it at the beginning. Now I wasn’t so sure.
“No, I’m not selling religion, quite the opposite. I believe I can give you something like eternal life and I’m prepared to show you how.”
2 - The Dead Professor
“Mr. Gambia, I hope you will pardon the condition of my house. I moved all of my lab equipment here and as you can see it doesn’t fit very well. I did finally get it all running after considerable house rewiring. ”
“Don’t apologize professor, I’ve seen hell, some of my own making. Just show me what you’re gonna show me.” It was clear he was going to call me professor whether I felt entitled or not.
“OK, let me boot-up Jim.”
“Jim, even professors name their computers, how do you like that Mago.” Mago must be some sort of nickname he gave his bodyguard. His eyes slightly narrowed at the name as though he were wincing from the pain from a tight shoe on a corn. It was clear he didn’t like it much and equally clear there wasn’t much he was going to do about it. Mago had large black round eyes that had their own gravity. It made you dizzy to look at them. His long jet black hair was slicked straight back and his face was very angular and rough sawn. Some women would find him handsome. I found him very disconcerting.
“Mr. Gambia, I’m not booting up a computer, I’m booting up a person -- Jim Gaston-Parker. He’s the professor I helped die a year ago. It has taken this long to get everything to work. I really liked Jim so when he got Lou Gehrig’s Disease I offered him an alternative to death by slow paralysis. I pumped a cooled glycogel into his bloodstream which stopped his heart, replaced his blood. This was done in a strong magnetic field which restricts the degrees of freedom of the molecules. When the field is removed the patient, Jim in this case, cools a couple more degrees which causes everything to turn into a firm gel. The patient is cooled even further and can remain refrigerated in this condition for years without further cellular deterioration. Of course the patient can never be revived either.”
“Then why bother with this nonsense?”
“Well, what I meant was the patient could not be revived in the medical sense. What I did was remove Jim’s brain and slice it with an ultra microtome.”
“What the microtome thing?”
“Well in lay terms it’s a meat slicer, only a very fine one. How do you like your prosciutto?”
“You serving lunch?”
“No, just wanted to know how you like it sliced.”
“Paper thin, any Italian will tell you that.”
“Well this ultra microtome will take your paper thin prosciutto slice and slice it into more than 100 more slices, spread them out on glass slides and do this in seconds without stretching each slice by more than a thousandth of an inch. Jim’s brain made a little over two million slides though not all at once. We had a production line going, slice onto glass, spray on various UV dyes to elucidate a variety of structures like the types of synaptic junctions, then through a ultra wide field magnifying UV scanner to a specialized parallel processor to recognize all the pertinent structures and their geometric relationships. Special fudicial markers were inserted into the gelled brain before slicing to set up local coordinate systems for accurate layer to layer mapping. This data is then compared with the preceding layers with another parallel pipeline processor which builds a map of the neural pathways and synaptic junctions layer by layer. Oh! wait, we are almost there. Hi Jim!”
“Hello Ron, I can recognize your voice now. How are we doing?”
“Well your voice production is working extremely well but a good part of your memory is still badly damaged. We should be able to repair some of this as you build new pathways. The visual interface isn’t ready yet but should be up in a couple of weeks.”
“I just started checking out some of the libraries you connected me to. I’m surprised at the speed at which I can process this. It’s odd but I still feel as though I’m in my old body with its infirmities. Sort of like a dream state. Oh, I’m getting that weird feeling again, ahh! ahh! ahh! ahh! ahh!”
“I had to shut him down. There is some unstable brain dynamics due to extensive brain damage before we captured all of the data. The refrigeration unit was unplugged for several hours by a janitor who used the same wall socket for a floor waxer. At least that’s what we think happened.”
“Will you be able to fix Jim?”
“I think so, but it won’t be easy since we still know very little about an individual’s brain. We know a lot of general stuff but it isn’t very helpful in a specific situation like this.”
“Are you proposing to slice me up that way when you’ve convinced me you don’t know what you’re doing?”
3 - The Recording Studio
“Brains are a bit like recordings except they are made with dendrites and synaptic junctions. All we are doing is mapping this same connectivity pattern into a specialized processor emulating neural, dendritic and synaptic functions. This specialized processor doesn’t really give a damn how the neurons are connected. You don’t have to be a symphony conductor to record a symphony orchestra and play it back. Likewise, you don’t really have to understand all the details of the functioning of a neural net to copy it and play it back in a different technology. I think I know what went wrong with Jim but have no money to continue.”
“I take it, you want my money?”
“Not a lot of it by your standards, twenty five million should pull us through the next couple of years.”
“That amount of money is not a problem if this is real. How do I know you don’t have a man behind the curtain, that all this electronics isn’t bullshit window dressing!”
“In your organization you must have someone you can draw on with the appropriate background to tell if there’s a hidden transceiver in this mess. You know, those guys who find hidden bugs.”
“Would you put your life on the line that we won’t find anything?”
I was prepared for this. Mr. Gambia probably was responsible for dispatching more than a few people. Of course this was all done through several tiers of the organization so Mr. Gambia was never indicted. If you were in his way, your life was not worth a dust bunny. “I’m not too thrilled putting my life on the line for anyone under any circumstances but I have nothing to hide, so ... sure.”
“Mago, call Benny and get him over here! Now!”
4 - The sweep
Benny arrives with a beeper sized device with a small telescoping antenna and a glowing LCD screen. I booted up Jim.
“Hey boss, there’s RF all over the place here. It going to be difficult to tell what’s what.”
I didn’t realize the extent of all of the RF that would be generated by the neural emulator itself. Benny was going to have a hard time.
Benny lamented, “This thing contains more oscillators than I have time on this Earth to track down. We will need a different approach!”
Then he whispered something to Mr. Gambia that I didn’t make out. Mr. Gambia responded “Screw the cost, just do it!”
The next day a crew of workmen arrived with rolls of copper screen and mu-metal and a large line isolation transformer. “Were going to put Jim in a box, professor!”, Benny announced. It was now obvious what they were doing. Jim was going to be inside a Faraday cage and magnetically impermeable box so that no RF or magnet field will be able to penetrate and communication with anything outside would be impossible.
I moved to help and Benny put his arm in the way. “We won’t break your machine, professor. I got a good crew and they know what they’re doing. Why don’t you take some days off? This job is going to take four days.”
Well I wasn’t going to let Jim out of my sight and watched every step of the process. Mr. Gambia wasn’t going to let me out of his sight either and left Mago to make sure I didn’t make any changes to the ongoing work. I thought I would get acquainted as long as we were going to be joined at the hip. “Mago is a nickname isn’t it? What is your real name?”
“Francis, Francis Franzetti.” I felt a smile well up inside me but I was determined not to show it. He looked as much like a Francis as I looked like Albert Einstein. Well, even less.
“What do you want to be called?”
“Frank is OK.”
“Frank, do you think Mr. Gambia is going to go for this.”
“Professor, I’m not paid to think. I don’t interact with Mr. Gambia’s clients. I don’t give advice and I don’t offer opinions. Mr. Gambia snaps his fingers and I act, that’s it. I’m paid very well to do exactly that and no more.” Well that was the end of that conversation. This was going to be a long four days.
Finally the cage was completed and I booted up Jim. Nothing! I felt a crawling sensation up my spine and a case of shivers start to grip me. This was not good. “Let me inspect all the connectors, maybe one of them came loose in all of the commotion.”
“I’ll go with you.” Benny joined me in the back of the machine and we inspected each connector one by one tightening each one up as we went along. There were a couple which were a little bit loose but not loose enough to cause a problem. I ran a connectivity diagnostic at the diagnostic console and it passed OK. I then ran a deeper diagnostic program and announced it would take a while to get the results. Benny suggested we go out for lunch.
“I’ll have lunch brought in, Mago you set us up!” Mr. Gambia had established a beachhead in my house and was not going to abandon it even for a few minutes.
I was halfway through a ham and cheese croissant when I heard a beep indicating the diagnostic had completed. I looked at the monitor “Neural operation diagnostic ***OK.”
I bravely announced “This diag says Jim is OK so lets try downloading and booting again.”
A few minutes later the console indicated Jim was ready. “Jim, talk to me!” Nothing!
My voice went up half an octave. I could see from the console there was a lot of neural activity and various encyclopedic libraries were being read.
“Ron, please don’t turn me off. I’m busy reading.” I breathed a very audible sigh of relief.
“Jim, we have some guests here who would like to talk to you.”
“I don’t want to talk, that’s when I get messed up!”
“Jim, you might have something here. The feedback problem may be in the pre-speech processing circuitry. Perhaps we can restrict your answers to very short replies and avoid the problem.”
“Sure! -- go ahead!”
“Mr. Gambia would like to talk to you and ask you a few questions. Mr. Gambia here’s the mike”
“Jim, do you feel?”
“Physically, no. Emotions, yes.”
“Are you glad to be alive?”
“Not sure.”
“Do you want the professor to turn you off?”
“No!”
“Why not?”
“I can think and explore.”
“But you’re not physically connected to the outside. You can’t see, walk, touch or smell. You can’t have sex. You can’t enjoy a good meal. You can’t even complain about a bad meal since you can’t even eat.”
“Ron, who is this guy? He’s really depressing ng ng ng ng ...”
“Mr. Gambia I have to turn him off again to get out of this feedback loop. I’ll reboot.”
“Don’t bother. I believe Jim’s in there in some way but he’s no better off than if he was in his debilitated body. All you’ve done is move him from one prison to another.”
“Now you see why I need the money. I want to build an android body that will be radio linked to the neural emulator. The android body won’t be capable of everything that a human body is capable of but it will be close. It will have a number of advantages as well.”
“Like what?”
“If the android body meets with an accident then you just get a new one. If the android body meets with a situation that would cause terrible pain in a human body only minor pain will be felt by the neural emulator. Pain serves as a warning so it shouldn’t be done away with altogether. And, as we develop better android bodies we can replace the prior ones.”
“I wouldn’t want to go around looking like a steel zombie.”
“No, you would look and act pretty much like a normal human.”
“Okay, you’re on. But you get only two million to start and I’ll be around to check on progress.”
5 - The evolution of Jim
At first I just gave Jim a TV camera for an eye, then I hooked Jim to a number of peripheral devices. Oh! did I mention it, Jim solved the feedback problem himself and can now talk a blue streak without a problem. An interesting detail is that Jim can now pay his own way by contract design work at night when the rest of us are sleeping. He is also lined up with trading accounts around the world and after a few bad trades is now doing better than top professionals. He is getting very good with stocks and is catching on fast with commodities.
It has been one month since we received Mr. Gambia’s money and he is coming by today to check on progress. That’s him now.
“Hello Mr. Gambia, guess what? We don’t need your money and I’m prepared to pay it back with interest. I can write you a check for 2.1 million right now.” I smiled a generous smile.
“You don’t seem to understand. We made a deal.”
“Well, how much do you want to get out of the deal?”
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