Character Flu by Robert Reed

The US Centersfor Disease Control and Prevention reported this year that the flu shot administered
around the US was effective againgt only 40% of thisyear'sflu viruses. Keep that in mind as you read
thislittle bit of speculation.

Look a me.
That'sright, you don't know me.

Now please, put down your drink and pay attention to me. I'm here as a courtesy, and there's something
very important that you have to understand.

Areyou ligening?

Theresanew disease, and without question, it'sthe worst ever. There's never been anything like it. Not
in the history of mankind, not even close. Nanobodies: Synthetically produced nanotic machinery. The
idiotsin theinteractive industry built the monsters. Of course they didn't appreciate what they had.
Couldn't imagine the dangers. When their bug went wild, they called that "an exceptionaly minor
nonevent." When the bug learned to sdf-replicate, they promised to rein it in with some e egant little fixes.
And today, after throwing fifty billion dollars at the problem, those responsible have admitted they're
besaten. Their mongters have evolved into a plague that's highly transmittable, unnoticed by any immune
system. Just one microscopic machine getsingested or dips through the skin, and within minutes, it's
riding the bloodstream to the brain. And once there, it generates hundreds of billions of examples of its
perfect, ingdious sf.

No, it doesn't bring death.

For along time, there aren't any symptoms. No fevers. No weakness. No diminishment of body or mind.
Infact, thefully infected person sports aboosted 1Q, plusthis giant imagination. But that's not surprising,
sincethe origina nanobody was designed to do exactly that. Thosetrillion invaderslink up with their
host's neurons, streamlining an assortment of brain functions, and suddenly tasks that used to be difficult
become astonishingly essy.

No, the disease doesn't kill.
It creates.

During the last six months, the population of the world has increased two hundredfold. And that's the
consarvative estimate.

No, you haven't heard anything about this plague. And there's a perfectly good explanation why you
havent.

Ligen.

What happened was that those tech-wizardsin the interactive market -- those crestive geniuses of
commerce -- thought it would be fun and swest, not to mention lucrative, to build gaming platforms that
their customers could carry wherever they went, embedded inside willing skulls. That'swhy the
nanobodies do what they do. They bring improvements to cognitive functions. Think of them asan
upgrade of old hardware. A little perk to every user. The brain gets quicker and smarter, so there's
plenty of room for whatever diverson the buyer desires. And creativity has to be boosted, if only so the
player can enjoy an experience that's promised to be unlike any other on the market today.



And the nanobody that went wild...?

It invents characters. Phony people that seem very red to the user. The entire package isn't much
different from certain computer gamesthat were popular during the last century. But then again, when
hasn't human higtory been full of fictiond worlds and imaginary friends?

Thisis how the dissase works:

An infected person thinks of somebody. He picks aface in the crowd, or she dreams somebody up from
nothing. Fantasy souls of their own invention. Then the machinery builds a character to match the face,
guided by the host's supercharged crestivity. These new entities are so carefully drawn that they acquire
many if not al of the aspects of red life. Independence. Sdlf-awareness. A life story, plus ahuge capacity
for love and hate.

Give thewild nanobodies afew busy weeks, and they'll infect any skull with atown'sworth of artfully
rendered citizens. These new people inhabit any dreamed-up landscape that suits them. Mountains are
popular, and beaches, and drinking establishments, too. In principle, the infected person can vist
whenever he wants, talk and touch whomever he wants. But he seesonly tiny diversof hisnew friends
rich, enormouslives.

Why isthat bad?
Okay, that'safair question.

Trouble comes sooner or later. Y ou see, those fictional souls have their own lucid daydreams. Maybe
they imagine asecret lover, or they want to have achild or three. Whatever the inspiration, they can
trigger the same machinery that created them in the first place. And what's been a manageabl e population
swells, and a disease that was only a nuisance suddenly overwhelmsthe infected, overtaxed mind.

Thiswouldn't happen with the original nanobodly. It couldn't. But the wild bug has dropped dl of the
carefully contrived safeguards.

No matter how much genius a person carries, he haslimits. Thefirst symptom isto lose the elevated | Q.
Then decision-making and recall dow down. If left unchecked, the infected person fallsinto adeep deep,
followed by acoma, while hisbrain works dower and dower as an entire nation of fictional souls struggle
to livethar important lives.

To date, the only trestment -- not acure, mind you, but only a short-term fix -- isto physicaly remove
these parasitic characters.

And it'snot an easy fix.

| won't mention the physica congtraints, which are enormous. But worse are the ethical problems. Purge
the mind of thousands of living souls, and what are you doing?

Y ou're committing mass murder, some say.
Says hundreds of billions of people, if you bother to ask them.
Theimagined souls, yes.

But if humanity doesn't fight this runaway plague, everybody will become ahost. Everybody will be
unconscious and helpless. The meat-and-bone population of the world will live out its daysin hospita
beds, their minds progressively declining, their minimal needs tended to by machinery and empathetic



software.
So you see, thisisthe worst disease ever.

No matter what the response, billions and eventually trillions of sentient entities are going to die. Will have
to bekilled. Yet for the time being, there is no other viable option.

Believe mewhen | say this: The best that we can doisto tregt every last casudty with the same respect
that humanswould want, if these tragic roles were reversed.

Now put down the drink again, please.

No, | don't think you have been paying attention. Not like you should have been!
Youreright. | havent introduced mysdf.

Think of measan angd.

Asaservant from On High.

Now do | have your attention?

In the clearest possible terms, thisangd istelling you that you have exactly one day to make peace with
everybody in your world, and with yourself.

Did you hear me?
One day.

Or do | need to explain dl thisto you again?



