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      BELOW THE SUMMIT OF K2—THE YEAR 2040

      

      I do not see you now, but yet I feel.

      

      Becca Wilde was at twenty-eight thousand feet above sea level along the China-Pakistan border. “I cannot see you, but I know you’re there!” she screamed through her balaclava.

      She screamed and fought through her fear. Snowing sideways minutes after sunup, a daybreak gale-force whiteout on K2.

      She was attempting a unique ascent of the ancient mountain that experts said could not be done—even with a full team of Sherpas.

      She took another step along the precipice with a heavy pack on her back—she pressed on. She slammed the crampon on her right boot into the ice. In the Death Zone—Becca pressed on.

      “I see you now,” she said.

      Six feet in front of her, a shadow ghost image appeared against the white. Tensing, her lone Sherpa guide tightened the rope that held them together, drove his ice ax into the incline, and waved her on.

      Another burst of wind from the storm that had taken them by surprise an hour earlier shook them. The icy snow stung any unprotected flesh, punishing the openings between her goggles and hood, sharp like a hundred needles.

      Visibility fell to three feet, and the blur of the man in front of her vanished. Becca stopped and tightened her grip on the rope, and her heart plummeted in her chest, pounding against her ribs.

      They were exposed, battered by unrelenting reminders that death would be the result of any misstep. Nothing lived at this altitude. Every living organism froze up here. Died up here. Stayed up here. Forever.

      Eighty-mile-per-hour winds, gusting higher. Driving the snow, swirling, pushing, forcing. Reminding Becca this place was hostile. Telling her to escape this elevation. Escape.

      She had prepared for the ascent, every detail. She had been ready when they’d departed camp at two a.m. in the moonless black. Four hours later, the sun had revealed a radiant horizon, a burst of amber turning the unknown murkiness into snowscapes and black rock and ice and stone. And it was just after daybreak that a blizzard wind roared up the sides of the frozen granite walls below them. Caught them vulnerable where mistakes couldn’t be made.

      The Sherpa stopped and fought to remain upright on the precipice, a plunge of thousands of feet on both sides. K2 was angry this morning. It was hungry, its fatality rate second among the eight-thousanders.

      K2 had never before been conquered during the winter, and they were on the Chinese side, the suicide climb. Yet she was there, caught two hundred feet below the summit where marauding tornadoes of ice pounded her body and plundered her ambitions like a demon from a dark hell. This mountain was known by another name, a name derived from moments like this—the Savage Mountain.

      Becca stopped, using all the strength in her thirteen-year-old body to brace against the wind. She felt mountain sickness rising inside her. Head throbbing, dizziness, confusion. She had already vomited twice. Her body was racing toward altitude-induced pulmonary edema. She knew that she must descend quickly.

      We must turn back.

      Temperature plummeting. Visibility gone. Everything around her looked the same. A whiteout.

      “We must retreat,” Becca yelled to her Sherpa. “Where are you?”

      Are we lost? I’m freezing.

      Fighting nausea, she lowered the balaclava and spit, her saliva instant ice. A glimpse of her Sherpa. He lost his footing. Becca reacted, reached out, the force twisting her, pulling her down, and she fell spread-eagle on her stomach. Another burst, a hundred-mile-per-hour force, a tsunami of wind. The Sherpa was jolted sideways, fell backward, and slid over the edge. Into the abyss.

      “Tenzing!” Becca screamed his name. “Tenzing!”

      The rope holding them together jerked her forward, then snapped down over the edge. She rotated herself onto her back, then, stiff-legged, drove both crampons into a rock bordering the cliff, the rope pulling her to the precipice—pulling, pulling. She used all her strength to hold her body flat to the ground, boots driving hard into the rocky ice. The rope taut, the weight unrelenting, pulling her body toward the edge.

      Hold on, or I’m gone.

      The deadweight of the Sherpa was too much—her body began lifting from the ground, her fulcrum fading, her will waning.

      Fight, Becca. Fight.

      Head spinning, strength vanquished, dizzy, succumbing, death inches away. Not this end. Not this.

      Then the rope went slack.

      Her body slammed back to the ground. She gasped, starving for oxygen.

      He released the carabiner. To save me.

      “Tenzing,” she screamed again into the blizzard.

      She was alive, a moment-to-moment reality. No past, no future.

      “I can’t lose consciousness, or I’ll die. Can’t stay at this altitude.” An affirmation of desperation.

      The sun blocked by the storm. Faded light now. Frostbitten hands and feet. Engulfed by the storm.

      “I have to descend. Which way?” she said, not realizing she was speaking aloud and wasting precious oxygen.

      Becca struggled to her feet, driving her expedition poles into the ice.

      “One foot, then another. I must descend,” she said.

      She stood on the Savage Mountain, unsure of how to safely descend. Disoriented. Confused.

      Then she felt it. Amid the altitude sickness. A Presence. Something unknown. Something was there with her. Tenzing was gone, so it was something else.

      “I can feel you. I sense you. Who are you?” Becca called out.

      She saw nothing. She turned left, then right, then looked behind her. Nothing. She closed her eyes.

      I feel you. Where are you?

      She opened her eyes. Nothing in front of her. Then something out of the corner of her eye, forty-five degrees to her right. A shadow against the white.

      “Tenzing, is that you?” Becca screamed through the wind.

      But she knew Tenzing was dead. Darkness closing in. Frostbite. Altitude sickness worsening. Visibility was two or three feet. She took a step and it was solid.

      Take that step.

      In front of her, a shadow. Human? She could not be sure. An outline of a person? Unknown. But something was there. She was out of breath. Ten breaths for every step.

      No oxygen up here. No air.

      She closed her eyes.

      I feel you. You’re guiding me. You want me to step toward you.

      Becca took another step. Then another. One wrong step would be fatal. She opened her eyes.

      “Where are you?” Becca said. “I can’t see you anymore.”

      She closed her eyes and stepped. Opened her eyes.

      “This pack’s too heavy. Can’t carry…can’t carry the weight. Point…point the way. Tell me the way. I must descend,” Becca said.

      She slumped to her knees, removed the backpack, dropped it into the snow. Her heart racing, body leaking life with every passing second.

      “Going into shock. Have seconds left. Which way?” Her voice was quaking now, barely audible.

      Becca jammed her expedition poles into the snow again until they hit ice.

      “Push. Push up. Up. Stand, Becca. Stand up. My heart. It’s too fast.”

      She wrapped her hands in the pole grips and pulled up.

      “Pull. Stand up, Becca.”

      Using all her remaining strength, she stood—the howling wind driving her toward the precipice.

      “I can walk, I can live, I must fight on.”

      Heart racing, battering her bones. Thumping. Pulsing. Blood pressure soaring. She turned and looked back.

      “I can’t see you.

      I can’t see you.

      I can’t see you, but I know you’re there—”

      Another step, a crampon slipping, and she lost her footing in a blink—falling toward the edge of the precipice, her body slamming down onto the ice.

      Sliding.

      Grabbing.

      Sliding.

      “Oh God, I’m not ready— Oh God…”

      Weightlessness.

      Everything went black.

      Then white.

      A pounding.

      Pounding.

      Pounding on her chest.

      Bright white.

      

      VENTURA, CALIFORNIA

      

      Jerrod, a surfer type, was doing chest compressions on Becca who was sprawled on the floor. They were in one of the simulations rooms at RadNtel, a technology company in Ventura, California.

      “You’re there,” Becca said. “You’re there.”

      Her eyes glazed over and rolled to the back of her head.

      “Eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen,” Jerrod said as he continued CPR.

      He pressed her cheeks, covered her mouth with his, and exhaled hard, twice, then resumed chest compressions.

      “Breathe, Becca, breathe,” he said.

      Two other software developers stood over Becca with horrified looks on their faces.

      “She had another seizure, then she went wet rag,” one coder said, a Marilyn Manson type, wearing black on black, with studs, chains, piercings—a TSA nightmare.

      “I just hit up nine-one-one, dude. They’re coming, Becca. Keep breathing, kid,” another coder said.

      They were in one of the dozens of RadNtel prototyping rooms where fully immersive environments were tested for the Stream, the virtual reality global phenomenon.

      “What was she in?” Jerrod said, panting now, but still pumping.

      “Extreme level three. Himalayas something,” Marilyn Manson said.

      “Dude, Kip’s gonna be pissed. She’s not supposed to be in level three. Whose security did she use?” Jerrod said.

      “Nada, dude. She knows how to hack it. He’s gonna tag our asses.”

      

      Kip Wilde, thirty-nine, founder of RadNtel, was task-attacking a multiplex of windows displayed on a concave wall of glass panels. With a flurry of fingers, he was in his standard command-and-control mode. Kip was sitting at his twenty-foot-long semicircle desk when the call came in.

      “Yeah?” Kip said.

      “Kip, we already called nine-one-one. Becca had another seizure, and I think she stopped breathing when she fell out of her wheelchair. Jerrod is doing CPR on her,” Marilyn said.

      Kip inhaled once, his breath locked up. He swiped the screen, and his assistant, Jinx, appeared in a window, late twenties, attractive.

      “Clear the paramedics all the way to Lab Seven. It’s Becca,” he said.

      He launched to his feet and ran.

      Kip burst through the double doors of the prototyping room. Over the ocean of glass panels displaying a myriad of Stream environments, he saw the coders standing in the back. They waved him over. He zigzagged his way through the maze of workstations. Jerrod was kneeling next to Becca, who was coming to.

      “Becca, can you hear me?” Kip said. He kneeled and held her head.

      “You’re there. You’re there,” Becca said, her voice frail and fading.

      “Who’s there? Paramedics are right behind me. Are you in pain? Can you hear me?” he said.

      Becca’s eyes moved from her father to the ceiling. Then started to roll back.

      He grasped her head. “No.” Terror in his voice.

      The doors burst open. Three paramedics rushed in. Behind them, another first responder rolling a gurney.

      “Here,” Kip yelled. “Over here!”

      Kip lifted her, but she was limp.

      “Becca, can you hear me? Stay here. Stay here, this is RL. You’re in real life,” he said.

      Her lips started to move, and Kip put his ear to her mouth.

      “I saw it, Dad,” she said.

      She passed out.

      

      Kip stood inside the emergency entrance of the Ventura’s Community Memorial Hospital. People coming and going, people injured, bleeding, moaning, screaming, crying, some standing, others lying on the floor.

      He stood alone, waiting, looking through the glass door, beyond the circular driveway, over the buildings, into the sky, beyond the sky. He did not move. He was alone.

      Until something caught his eye: Ronni, thirty-four, his ex-wife and Becca’s mother, running toward the entrance.

      She saw Kip and scowled. He winced, knowing the guilt trip would come later like it always did when Becca did something Ronni disapproved of while in Kip’s custody. This time was different. No sugarcoating this one.

      Just tell her straight and take whatever fallout there is now, tomorrow, the next day.

      Kip exhaled. The double glass doors started to open automatically. Not fast enough, Ronni pulled them apart.

      “We got her stable in the VR room. Got her breathing. Ronni, I think she’s okay. They’re taking her up to the intensive care unit in a few minutes,” Kip said.

      Ronni bent over. Kip had seen this before, her catching her breath—and her sanity. He grabbed her shoulders.

      “Where is she?” Ronni shoved his arms off and stormed away. He followed.

      “They want us to wait until they take her upstairs to a room.”

      She stopped. “Did she pass out? What? Did her heart stop? Oh my God, Kip.”

      “I don’t think there was any brain damage, so she couldn’t have stopped breathing for long, if at all, before the paramedics got there.”

      “Jesus Christ, what did you do to our daughter?”

      Ronni’s eyes shot away from his face to the elevator. Her feet followed. Kip ran after her.

      “She was in the Stream. A new environment. You know how she is. Something affected her physically. We’re not sure what. I’ll find out. I’m sorry. I was…working.”

      “Goddamn it. No more Stream. I mean it.”

      “We’ll talk to her together about that,” he said.

      “No more Stream,” she said.

      

      Kip and Ronni looked into Becca’s hospital room. Wearing an oxygen mask, she turned to see her parents, then smiled. Ronni and Kip smiled back. Three nurses surrounded the bed, busy setting up the IV, and reviewing the numbers, blood pressure, heart rate, and oxygen levels. A nurse left the room and greeted Kip and Ronni.

      “You can go in now, folks,” she said.

      “Thank you,” Kip said.

      Kip and Ronni entered the room. Ronni held Becca’s hand.

      “I’m fine, Mom,” Becca said, her voice muffled through the mask.

      Ronni gave her a sad frown face.

      “You had a seizure, do you remember?” Kip said.

      Becca removed her mask. “Everything. Dad, I’m fine. Take me home.”

      “The doctors need to run tests, so we’ll see…”

      “Soon as we can, Becc,” Kip said.

      “I love you, honey,” Ronni said, wiping away tears, trying but failing to compose herself.

      “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      Becca turned and looked at Kip.

      “Dad?”

      “Yeah, sweetie?”

      “It—it was the-there. On K-K2. At the extreme. Ri-right on the edge.”

      Kip quick glanced Ronni, knowing he had some explaining to do.

      “We’ll talk about it later, okay?” he said.

      “What was there, honey?” Ronni said.

      “Dad, it wasn’t in the code. N-not in the code. I felt it. I think I may have even seen it,” Becca said.

      “What?” Ronni said.

      “The p-presence,” Becca said.

      Kip rubbed Becca’s forehead. “You rest now,” he said.

      Ronni glared at Kip. Two doctors entered the room. Kip glanced over, welcoming the interruption.

      

      Minutes later, Kip and Ronni looked into Becca’s room as the doctors examined her. Ronni turned sharply toward Kip, back of her hand to her forehead. Kip knew that gesture. Knew that look. Here it comes.

      “What was she into?” Ronni said.

      “She was on K2, the mountain. Trying to summit in a storm.”

      “She’s too weak to do these things. This has to stop. It affected her physically, Kip. It’s dangerous.”

      Ronni turned her back to Kip.

      “I’ll talk to her about it. I can restrict her access, filter it.”

      Ronni spun back around. “Was she referring to her pretend friend she talks about or something else?”

      “She, well, we talked about this thing. We talked about… It was several days ago. My expedition ten years back to K2. For real. When I tried to summit. The third-man factor,” Kip said.

      “The third man?” Ronni said.

      “Yes. She read one of my interviews from that time. In Men’s Journal, I think. So she kept pestering me about it. You know how she is? Tenacious. She’s your daughter.”

      “Don’t patronize me.”

      “She wanted to do an experiment. I think.”

      “So you knew about this? Like what?”

      “You know she feels things. Or feels a certain thing. You know about that.”

      Ronni stepped in close, glaring at Kip. “Who is she interacting with in the Stream? These VR freaks. It could be a pedophile for all you know.”

      “Mostly teenagers and their avatars. Harmless. Or an AI.”

      “An AI?”

      “All the newest Stream environments, the Seventh Heavens, have new features. You may’ve seen me talking about it on the news.”

      “I try not to watch.”

      Kip smiled. Ronni did not. “The developers can program their own AI to manage the environments. Too complex to do it otherwise,” he said.

      “So she was interacting with another AI, not Arturo? Great,” Ronni said.

      “I’m not sure. I’ll find out. The important thing is that she’s okay.”

      “Okay? She has autism and a failing body, Kip. I think we need to go back to court. You’re irresponsible. And you’re responsible.”

      

      An hour later, Ronni kissed Becca’s forehead. Kip and Ronni left her hospital room.

      “I’ll be back after your tests, honey,” Ronni said.

      “O-okay, Mom,” Becca said.

      Becca watched her parents leave and waved to them. Once out of sight, she closed her eyes.

      “Arturo, can you hear me?”

      “Yes, Becca. I am here,” Arturo replied.

      Arturo was Kip’s master artificial intelligence entity. Kip and an elite team of developers had created his AI over the last several years. Arturo retained master control of the Stream and was one of the most advanced AIs in the world. He also communicated with Becca via the device her neurologist had implanted in her brain to mitigate her ALS.

      “You have new restrictions on your travel in the Stream. Your father just instituted them. Your architectural environment remains accessible,” Arturo said.

      “Take me to the Convergere.”
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      One week later, a rendering  of a metallic sculpture displayed in a hologram in Becca’s darkened bedroom. It was formed by waves and curves and what appeared to be protruding leaves, but upon closer examination, an entrance came into view.

      It was a building. Or a complex of buildings.

      She rocked back and forth in her wheelchair and used her hand to rotate the view of the structure, then zoomed out. Around the development was a forest.

      Shifting in her seat, surreptitiously monitoring the conversation downstairs, Becca adjusted the settings on the audio equipment that was connected wirelessly to a hidden microphone in the living room. Becca’s face was gaunt, if one were to notice, which would be unlikely due to her captivating violet eyes that often directed a penetrating focus on the subject at hand.

      Becca overheard Dr. Novelli say, “Half of all people at this stage live a year or more at least.”

      “So I have a f-fifty-fifty chance of reaching my fourteenth b-birthday,” Becca said to herself.

      Hearing her death sentence roll off the lips of her prominent neurologist would normally be a shocker, but Becca was at least a little prepared for it—that is, as prepared as any thirteen-year-old could be. She’d speed-read countless medical journals about her disease, a rare variant of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, commonly known as ALS. And she knew her ALS was exacerbated by a body run by an autistic brain.

      Knowing Arturo could also hear her mother, Becca said, “Forget that, Arturo. I m-mean it. I want…to spend the whole d-day in the Stream. The whole day.”

      A blue light, indicating Arturo was active, increased in intensity in the hologram in front of her.

      “There is a high probability that the procedure your father is planning will improve your condition. Are you still planning to go through with the procedure?” Arturo said.

      “I read your stats. I don’t know. M-maybe. In the Stream, I can make things bet-better. When these… As soon as these p-people…leave me alone, we’ll go. ”

      

      In the living room of her post-and-beam architectural in the hills above downtown Ventura, California, Ronni leaned forward as she took a deep breath, then brushed back her auburn hair with both hands, held her head, and said, “What about the other half? Jesus, Connie, you said there are new treatments.”

      Dr. Connie Novelli, Becca’s neurologist since her birth, was in her late forties, and today she was wearing a Dolce & Gabbana suit, Persol glasses, and had her hair up. She leaned forward and placed her hand on Ronni’s knee. They’d became somewhat like friends over the years.

      “Yes, there are new drugs, but nothing conclusive yet.”

      Ronni’s heart palpitated, contracted, taking her breath with it.

      “More drugs?” Ronni said.

      “They are mitigating the symptoms but not slowing down the progression of the…”

      “Disease,” Ronni said.

      “Yes. Also, regarding that other issue we discussed. Patients with sensory-motor problems, some of them, at least, have reported feelings of a presence nearby, on occasion, I mean. The medical data on this points to damage in three brain regions, the temporoparietal junction, the insula, and the frontal-parietal cortex.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means that we can explain all of this by analysis of the pathology. Of what we are treating.”

      

      Mathematics and computer science were Becca’s natural languages, but she was not a robot; she was all human, flesh and bone—except, that is, for the device that was implanted in her neocortex to counter the deterioration of motor neurons, assist with ambulation, and reduce her acrophobia. Becca knew she’d have to endure another Pollyanna facade that her mother would instinctively create to avoid discussing her life in remaining percentages and calendars. But first, she would have to deal with something else, since accompanying Dr. Novelli was her full-of-life fourteen-year-old son. The strategy, one that Becca was all too familiar with, was to get the typically antisocial Becca to extend herself by relating to someone close to her age.

      Hearing footsteps, Becca swiveled her chair to face the enemy as her bedroom door opened.

      “Becca, please say hello to Devin, Dr. Novelli’s son. Devin, this is Becca. Honey, why don’t you show Devin some of your projects? Can we turn on some lights?”

      Ronni flipped the light switch, and Becca put on a pair of sunglasses.

      “Here’re those cookies you like. I’ll be back in a bit,” Ronni said.

      “Hey,” Devin said.

      Pushing the plate of cookies away, then folding her arms in front of her, Becca said, “Lots of things are breakable.”

      Ronni left the bedroom door wide open.

      What, Mom? You think I’m gonna jump this kid’s bones or what, right there from my goddamn wheelchair?

      Becca observed the boy as he surveilled her bedroom, including the measuring equipment, various gear, machinery, and computers. On the desk were sketches of technical invention ideas. Large whiteboards leaned against the walls, filled with math and physics equations. Devin ran his finger across a vial on the table, and Becca’s rocking increased.

      Is he doing this just to aggravate me? If so, it’s working.

      The boy with the athletic build looked over the sudoku game on the desk, then the drawings and photographs on the walls. Becca hummed. An image of the enhanced avatar that Becca used in the Stream was a centerpiece on her wall.

      “Who’s that, an actress?” Devin said.

      “No, that’s the real…” Becca lifted the edge of the plate of cookies, let go, and the plate clacked back down on the wooden desk. “These are for you,” she said.

      “Yeah, sure,” he said.

      Devin picked up a cookie and turned his attention to the hologram of the building in the forest.

      “That place is rad, where is it?”

      “It’s in the Stream, not R-RL.” She swiped quickly and closed the hologram.

      “Yeah, I heard you spend, like, all your time there. I use it for shooter games, it’s killer. What’s your avatar’s name?”

      Becca did not answer. On another wall was a flat hologram that could be launched into 3-D if desired. It was playing a live video feed of a small brain connected to a computer.

      “What’s that gross thing?”

      “That’s a happy m-monkey.”

      Devin examined the quantum computer and nodded like he knew what it was. Becca smirked. He peered through the glass doors of a cabinet containing clear canisters labeled “Quantum Dots.” She wondered if the boy could tell a quantum dot from a Skittle.

      Above Becca’s bed were pages of numbers thumbtacked to the ceiling—rows and rows of seemingly random numbers: 161, 299, 431, 484 ,and on and on. Devin noticed.

      “What’s the deal with all those numbers?”

      “Just n-numbers,” she replied.

      “That’s so weird.”

      Devin turned his attention to the worktable and started to fiddle with solar cell parts. “So, what’s this stuff?” He held up a small solar panel and inadvertently reflected sunlight into Becca’s face.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “That’s from my mom’s w-work, and you should probably not be t-touching it.”

      “I heard you like puzzles.”

      Becca took the solar panel from his hand and set it back in its place on the desk.

      “Heard you were in the hospital. That kinda sucks. I bet my mom can fix you,” he said.

      Devin stopped fiddling and turned.

      “That’s mean,” he said. “Sorry. I mean, you look fine to me. You know, for the most part.”

      “That’s a relief. I feel c-complete now,” she said.

      A new hologram appeared. It was a video conference feed of two of Becca’s classmates, Allan and Rachel, both nineteen, from the computer science department at Stanford.

      “Hey, Becca, we’re not sure this is right. Did you complete this yet? It’s due tomorrow,” Allan said.

      “Did it this m-morning,” Becca said.

      Allan touched his screen. A new hologram opened in Becca’s bedroom, and a document titled, “NanoScale thermal transport with photons and phonons,” appeared. Below the title, there were several equations. Becca scanned the document while Devin observed.

      “That’s pretty close. There-there is a mistake, however,” Becca said.

      “Fuck me, I knew it,” Rachel said. “Sorry.”

      “It’s—it’s okay, Rachel.” Slowly turning her head toward Devin, Becca said, “I’ll s-send you the corrected version in a minute.”

      “Thanks. Hey, who’s that in the background? You gotta boyfriend now?” Allan said.

      Devin laughed. “Nada so fast, dude.”

      Becca clicked off the video call.

      “My mom said you got into Stanford somehow already. So, what…what grade are you in?” Devin said.

      “I’m in grad school, which doesn’t have g-grades.”

      “Oh yeah. So whatta ya gonna be, I mean, when you grow up? Gonna work for your dad on the Stream. I mean, you’re a kind of a geek, right?”

      “You mean f-freak, huh?”

      Becca stopped rocking. Sat dead still in her chair. Turned her head toward the hologram on the wall.

      Devin pulled a chair up beside Becca.

      “No, I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I think it’s kick-ass that you’re so smart.”

      Becca leaned back in her chair slightly, paused for half a second, then turned and started to work on the assignment. Devin nodded, then stood up.

      “Sorry. So, I’ll see ya,” Devin said.

      “See ya,” she said, not looking up as Devin left.

      Becca listened for the front door to close. It was quiet, and she kept listening. She knew her mother was gathering herself and would be coming to check on her sooner or later.

      “Arturo, construction s-status, please,” Becca said.

      The hologram of the three-dimensional building appeared again, and her eyes intensified. She tried the move the building around, but the hologram was frozen.

      “The Stream,” she said.

      

      THE STREAM v17.3 — VIRTUAL REALITY

      

      From the tropical jungle hillside, an iridescent creek flowed into the turquoise ocean; waves lapped the white sand. Becca sat in a beach chair at the water’s edge.

      “Arturo, load my list, please,” Becca said.

      In front of Becca, dozens of three-dimensional images opened, floating above the water. There were puzzles, games, a construction crane, a chemistry laboratory, and other applications that, when selected, launched full VR environments.

      “Architect app,” she said.

      Blueprints of the curvaceous complex overlapped in windows in front of her.

      “Okay, good. Now highlight the changes since the last viewing, please.”

      Thousands of windows appeared.

      Becca jerked backward, stunned by what she saw.

      

      THE CONVERGERE

      

      Looking down from one thousand feet above the forest floor in Mendocino County in Northern California, the magnificent undulating structure stood in a clearing among four-hundred-foot-tall redwoods and sequoia giants. The billowing nonsymmetrical surfaces were ellipses, sweeping like the petals of giant flowers, or ocean kelp in the currents, unfolding, breaching to the sun. Convex curves, others concave, like sails catching the wind. The various-sized buildings were connected into a cohesive whole.

      From five hundred feet, shades of blue gray with satin sheens were apparent, others shimmering metallic, changing hues as one’s viewing angle changed, never harsh or industrial, ultramodern yet organic with its twisting shapes.

      At ground level, the winding walkway approached from the side to what seemed to be the front of the complex, giving the appearance that it was built on a slight diagonal. The reflecting rays of sunlight painted the surrounding dense forest with a soft, warm glow that formed a mosaic of color and shadow.

      Some of the contours of the walls flowed like gentle waves cascading sideways, emerging from the Earth at various angles, never perpendicular. There was no delineation of wall and roof, a snapshot of a moment in time, a still life of merging and transforming shapes, like bodies of stringed instruments, a upright-up bass, or the side of a grand piano. The forms evoked purpose—to mesmerize the ancient forest with its symphonies? Yet it was quiet here, silent, tranquil.

      Other masterpieces were built on Earth with similar features, but this marvel of architecture was immense, millions of square feet spanning dozens of acres, dwarfing any building that may have served as inspiration. But it was not only its size that separated this creation from any other; it was also the luminescence. The surfaces of the building were emitting light. If one observed long enough, a sense of a metamorphosis taking place was felt—undefinable yet intentional, mysterious yet profound.

      The creation was vacant.

      Never occupied.

      No known history—builder unknown.
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      VENTURA, CALIFORNIA

      

      That night, Becca was sitting in her wheelchair at her desk with all her monitors and holograms off when Ronni entered.

      “Time for bed. What are you staring at?” Ronni said.

      “Nothing. Okay, M-Mom.”

      Ronni wheeled Becca into her bathroom and helped her brush her teeth. Ronni looked at her face in the mirror. Thin. Week by week becoming thinner. Ronni’s chest tightened, and she went stiff-lipped, thinking of times of bonding on the beach, anything, to hide the emotion rising from her stomach.

      “Stop looking at me, Mom.”

      Ronni smiled. Did the veil hold?

      Becca spit and rinsed. Ronni washed her face gently like it might rub off in her hands. Becca grabbed the washcloth.

      “I can do it.”

      “I know you can. My big teenager.”

      Ronni wheeled Becca to her bed, helped her into pajamas, then kissed her good night.

      “Love you, honey.”

      “L-love you, Mom. Turn them a-all off this t-time.”

      “Okay, honey.”

      Ronni turned all the lights off and left the door slightly ajar.

      

      Becca rolled over and gazed across the room, The power indicator lights of the glass panels speckling the space with blue and red dots.. Becca rolled over and looked across the room.

      “Computers off p-please, Arturo,” Becca said.

      “Powering off now,” Arturo said in a calming voice.

      Becca watched the blue and red lights fade.

      “All devices off. Good night, Becca,” Arturo said.

      The light from the hallway cast a channel of muted rays into the darkened room. Becca closed her eyes, trying to feel. She heard the faint sounds of the swirling wind, a night ocean breeze riding up the Ventura hills and rustling the branches of the trees outside her bedroom window. She smelled the nutty scent of the chocolate chip cookies on the plate on her desk. She felt the large pillow between her legs; she always slept that way to keep her skin cool. After a few moments, she opened her eyes. She was wide awake.

      She reached her hand into the dark, moving her fingers up and down, feeling the air. She drew her hand back and adjusted the pillow under her head and looked up to the corner of her bedroom, the darkest corner. The darkest corner where something might emerge. Emerge, then hover and watch her.

      Becca’s mouth became dry, her throat parched. She was not afraid of the dark. Not afraid before now. She heard a ringing in her ears. She closed her eyes, focusing on the sound, the ringing.

      Is that my blood chemistry again, or is that you?

      She opened her eyes. The ringing stopped. A sensation flowed over her body, subtle but distinct. It rolled through her like a gentle wave.

      “I feel you,” Becca said. “Domina, is that you?”

      There was no answer. She pushed herself up to a seated position on the bed. She looked around the room, seeing shadows, her eyes adjusting to the dark.

      “The computers are off. I’m in RL, Domina. Not in the Stream.”

      There was no answer. Becca used both hands to pull her rail-thin legs up to her chest and then wrapped her arms around her knees.

      “You can’t be here. Now. If you’re virtual, I mean.”

      Becca closed her eyes. Sensing, feeling, thinking. Opened them.

      “I feel you more strongly now, like in the Stream. Was that you on K2?”

      She peered into the dark corner near the ceiling.

      “Who are you?” Becca said. “If you’re not Domina.”

      Becca thought she saw a shape forming in the dark upper corner of the room. Then several shapes. She blinked, unsure.

      Is it moving? Or are my eyes playing—

      She waited. The room was quiet. She reached out into the darkness. There was no answer. It was dead still.

      

      MONTECITO, CALIFORNIA

      

      Kip had spent three years expanding and remodeling the main house of his estate in Montecito, California, cycling through three different architects to execute his vision. It started with a strong Frank Lloyd Wright influence focused on organic architecture; added in Ernest Hemingway’s Cuba house; threw in a spacecraft design motif in the technology rooms, data center, and office complex; blended in modern art museum ideas like expansive sections of tall walls for the works; plus the caveat: “don’t forget that everything is subject to change as we build it out.” At least that was how he explained it to the architects.

      Plus, the grotto swimming pool lagoon, par-three golf course, three garages, a tennis court, and whatever Becca wanted in the backyard. Also, the survival shelter belowground, that was a must-have. And finally, the addition of exotic plants on several acres surrounding the main house. Everything grew in the Mediterranean climate of Southern California.

      Two layers of gates and a full-time security staff protected the grounds. Protesters were commonly seen wandering about in front of the main gate, variations on tech-is-the-end-of-the-world activists. When the Stream user base exceeded four billion, Kip had become one of the richest men in the world.

      Occasionally, Becca wheeled herself to the gate and brought food to the protesters. Kip, with his typical dry humor, pointed out the irony to Becca that some of the anti-technology protesters used cell phones to order pizza for themselves. Delivered by drones.

      Kip sat at his desk in his office library preparing for his guest speaker’s appearance at the OpenAI Summit. Writing notes by hand in a Moleskine notebook, it was quiet this time of night. Becca was at her mother’s house, and the staff, led by Henry and Sylvia, had already finished cleaning up after dinner and were in the servant’s quarters. Kip was alone, enjoying the rare silence.

      “Night-lights, Arturo,” Kip said.

      “Done,” Arturo said.

      The light throughout the estate went into night mode. Kip put down his notebook and leaned back in his chair.

      “Arturo?” Kip said.

      “Yes, Kip?” Arturo said.

      “From Becca’s implant, you have the audio recorded from the intensive care unit?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did she say a presence or the presence?”

      “The.”

      “Play it.”

      The audio of the conversation filled the library, the sound emanating from no single source.

      Ronni’s voice: “What was there, honey?”

      Becca’s voice: “Dad, it wasn’t in the code. N-not in the code. I felt it. I think I may have even seen it.”

      Kip’s voice: “What, honey?”

      Becca’s voice: “The presence.”

      “Thank you, Arturo. And her friend she refers to in the Stream?” Kip said.

      “Domina,” Arturo said.

      “Yes.”

      “Identify.”

      “It is not a developer-created AI from the environment templates. Not a user avatar.”

      “Yeah,” Kip said.

      Kip waited.

      “I said, identify.”

      “Affirmative. Processing further.”

      Kip waited.

      “Arturo?”

      “My apologies, Kip. At this point, I detect no digital record. To be more specific, I find no technological footprint related to that particular entity that Becca converses within the Stream.”

      “Everything that occurred, does occur, or will occur is in the logs. The logs you manage,” Kip said.

      “Yes, Kip, that is true. I have logs on all conversations involving Becca, also all of her actions. All the trillions of conversations and actions that have occurred in the Stream since inception. My record is perfect in this regard. You programmed me to be flawless,” Arturo said.

      “But?”

      “It seems there is an anomaly.”

      “It seems? An anomaly or a bug in your source code?”

      “As you know, my source code is debugged in real time.”

      “So, it’s not a bug?”

      “No.”

      “Replay the last conversation Becca had in the Stream that involved the entity she refers to as Domina.”

      Becca’s voice: Okay, good. Now highlight changes since the last viewing, please.

      “Did the conversation continue?” Kip said.

      “Yes,” Arturo said. “But it was only Becca’s voice.”

      “What about prior conversations?”

      “There are thousands, but it seems that the log only contains a record of her voice.”

      “It seems is not a term acceptable in any conversation I have with you, Arturo. I demand exactitude. When I want an approximation or an estimate or a forecast or a prediction or an interpretation, I will ask for it.”

      “Yes. I understand.”

      “So explain how something could be missing from the logs? Was it deleted?”

      “No. Nothing has been deleted. The logs contain only her audio.”

      “Only her audio? Like she’s talking to herself. Are you saying she’s schizophrenic?”

      “Neurologist Olaf Blanke of the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne has done extensive research on this phenomenon. His study focused on an altered sense of agency. Why people with schizophrenia attribute their actions to others. His conclusion was paranoid delusions. Continuing on that work, a doctor Judith Ford of the University of California, San Francisco, suggests that a mismatch between sensory signals and motor signals could be the source of these feelings of alien presences. Those felt by patients suffering from schizophrenia. I have read all their research while we were discussing this, and I accept the logic in it.”

      “Uh-huh. What environment was she in?”

      “Architecture.”

      “Architecture? What exactly?”

      A three-dimensional hologram launched in the center of the library.

      “She refers to it as the Convergere,” Arturo said.

      Kip rose from his chair and walked around it.

      “Interior,” Kip said.

      The point of view zoomed through the front wall to reveal an empty cavernous building.

      “What is this?”

      “Unknown at this time.”

      “Did Becca build this?”

      “Yes. However, there was significant and unusual automation involved.”

      “Automation?”

      “Yes. Complex. I have not observed this process previously.”

      “From what app?”

      “Unknown at this time.”

      “Your performance related to his inquiry in unacceptable.”

      “I understand,” Arturo said.

      “Arturo off,” Kip said.

      The hologram disappeared. Kip leaned against the front of his desk. His index finger went to his forehead, his thumb to his chin, a sure sign of his racing mind. After a minute, Kip looked around the room, into the shadows of muted light.

      He walked to the eight-foot-tall mahogany double doors and opened them, continued into the hallway, then turned right into the living room, which was eighty feet in length: eclectic furniture, antiques, and sculptures from around the world. The room was dark, objects in silhouette. Kip moved slowly through the room, looked up at the ceiling, the walls, out of the windows into the night. He stopped, rubbed his face, ran his fingers through his hair, then exhaled.

      Kip thought he sensed someone enter the room behind him. He jumped, then snapped around like a jackrabbit avoiding the flashing fangs of a striking rattlesnake.

      “Who’s there? Is that you, Henry? Silvia?” Kip said.

      There was no one there.

      “Jesus, Wilde, you’re losing it,” he said.

      Kip listened. The sounds of a mansion this size, nearly twenty thousand square feet, were many, the winds off the Pacific Ocean erratic and swirling. The sounds of the air moving through the ductwork. The movement of the windows pressed by the breeze. He knew the sounds of his house, its creeks, its moans, its groans. He listened. He listened for anything unusual.

      He inhaled deeply. He knew the smells of his house. The fresh-cut flowers changed daily by Sylvia, the roses, the lavender, the lilies, the jasmine. The scent of the oils used on the wood, the Renaissance paste on the fine antiques. His nostrils absorbing the moisture heavy in the air after a rain shower.

      There was a sudden chill, and Kip thought he felt air move across his face. He rubbed his arms. Looked around again. Kip walked over to the marquetry console, a French sideboard of tulipwood and amaranth. On it was a silver tray with crystal decanters and cocktail glasses. He poured himself a bourbon and sat in his leather and wood dragon chair. He took a sip. Then another. Leaned his head back.

      He reminded himself that he was a technologist.

      Everything that happens on earth can be explained by the law of physics.

      As magical as Arturo was, the magic was in the brilliance of the code he wrote. And every recursive learning breakthrough, the new dimension of existence in virtual reality, the empire he built called the Stream, all of it, was rooted in ones and zeros. All of it.

      Why am I wandering around my house looking for ghosts?

      He downed the rest of his bourbon, set the glass on a coaster, and headed up to bed.
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      ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE SYMPOSIUM / BECCA’S BEDROOM

      

      The three speakers sat on the stage at the Artificial Intelligence Symposium in Los Angeles. One speaker was Professor Hailey Hagen, who was in his fifties, with PhDs from MIT in both optogenetics and artificial intelligence technology, and who was now teaching at Stanford. Another was Gerald Essex of MacroWare, a bookish Ivy Leaguer, and the final speaker was Kip Wilde. The moderator sat off to the side.

      

      Becca sat at her desk in her bedroom, multitasking, toggling back and forth between the live feed of her father at the symposium that was displayed on a glass panel monitor in front of her, and the hologram of the Convergere complex. She always loved watching her father speak and being immersed in a three-dimensional Stream environment via the Wave Patch on her temple. While she could experience the Stream via her implant with Arturo’s assistance, using a Wave Patch made it easier to toggle between VR and RL. All she had to do was tap it and she was zooming around the Convergere building at ground level.

      “There is little, if any, disagreement in this conference hall…” Professor Hagen said. He paused and nodded to several people in the first few rows. “And some of our greatest minds in the field of AI development have graced us with their presence today. The race to be the corporation or government to develop the first superintelligent artificial entity that is truly self-aware is the most sought-after accomplishment of our generation. Governments have and will go to war over it. Corporations will pay any price. Trillions, even.”

      The crowd quieted.

      “But why? Because we know that the first SIAI1 might cure disease? Even cancer? Maybe. None of your GAIs2 has done it yet. Because it will create new energy sources? Maybe. But fossil fuels remain the dominant energy source. Because it will forge a solution to starvation? Maybe. Because it will create a solution to poverty? Maybe. None of yours has done that yet; in fact, they have drastically increased unemployment. Nor did the most intelligent AI developed by the United States prevent the country from defaulting on its debt. Or is it because this entity will create innovations that will allow humanity to colonize space? Maybe.” Professor Hagen paused.

      “Or is it because when the threshold is crossed, it will control all the militaries of all countries?”

      Becca watched the audience shift in their seats, whispering to each other; something had struck a chord, but not necessarily a good one.

      “It seems that last one interested some of you more than curing cancer. Interesting. But let me ask you this fundamental question in a hypothetical. Let’s say your government, your conglomerate, or your small tech team with that brilliant maverick engineer is the one. Imagine that Saturday you wake up, and you are the one that did it. You just won the lottery, right? No. You just won the lottery of all lotteries. You just became the most powerful government, corporation, or group in the history of the world, right?”

      Becca noticed her father scanning familiar faces in the crowd, gauging their reactions, reading their body movements.

      The professor continued: “What does that look like for you? What would you do with that ultimate power? Some of you in this conference hall might start real denuclearization, right? Some of you might focus on health. But some of you would take over countries. Some of you would topple enemy governments. Tell the truth.

      “So the race is on. And, for you commercial enterprises, what makes you think that as soon as you break out, as soon as you create this magic you seek, that your government will not immediately nationalize you? You don’t think so? How many companies in this room have nuclear weapons? Raise your hands. Of course. Of course, that’s a crazy question. But I tell you here today, you need not worry about your fascist government taking you over and stealing your intellectual property. No.”

      Kip snapped a look of concern at the professor.

      Professor Hagen continued: “Why, you may ask? I will tell you. What makes you think if you developed the first truly superintelligent entity that it would do anything you instructed it to do, or anything that the government that takes it over wants it to do? Many of you sitting in this room think it will be your property because you filed patents. Many of you think it will be your IP that you can license or software as service. There is an oxymoron here. If your entity becomes aware, really self-aware, do you think it is going to sit there in your quantums like a well-trained golden retriever waiting for your next command? Even if you have the most altruistic intentions, your super-AI—”

      Kip interrupted, “May not give a damn what you want.”

      The crowd laughed.

      Then they stopped laughing.

      “Yes, my friend is right,” Hagen said. “I will leave you with this. How many of you in this room have exclusive control over gravity? Thank you.”

      Most of the crowd applauded. Most, but not all.

      Kip, elbows on his knees, rested his chin on his thumbs as he watched the video montage on a large display behind him. Becca zoomed in on the video: images of transcraft3 vehicles, medical laboratories, robots manufacturing household products or running product distribution facilities, war raging in the Middle East, and drones firing missiles. The montage played on: oil fields burning, city streets lined with the homeless, politicians discussing unemployment on television talks shows, polluted shorelines, and Mexico City and Beijing covered in gray-brown smog.

      

      Becca’s eyes widened, and she put her hand to her mouth, moved by what she saw in the montage.

      

      “It’s just a matter of time before we solve these issues. Several AIs are close,” said Gerald Essex.

      Kip cut in: “Close to what? Out of the ten most advanced AIs in the world, eight of them have clearly plateaued to some degree regarding intelligence, including RadNtel. The other two are in China and Russia, so we really don’t know. I admit that I have questionable authority to speak about this since our AI, Arturo, was developed to create virtual worlds and provide mostly entertainment, so many of you discount it, but we have comprehensive educational platforms as well. Nevertheless, after twenty years of significant recursive learning, we still have this shit going on in the world.”

      

      Becca nodded and smiled, proud of her father. She tapped back into the Stream. Her point of view changed; now a bird’s-eye view of the Convergere.

      “Arturo, why did my POV change? Go back to ground level, please,” Becca said.

      “Checking,” Arturo said.

      She tapped back to RL and watched the conference.

      

      Kip gestured to the video montage. “If artificial intelligence is a tool for humankind to solve these problems, at least on a global scale, I assert that it’s falling short. RadNtel has some of the fastest computers on the planet—we can afford them—and how much smarter is Arturo today compared to last month? He, like most, has long since networked the human brain in his neural networks on quantums; he has all the data from the history of man, yet here we are.” Kip pointed to the videos again. “Yes, the leading AIs continue to create viable solutions, but what if it is man that needs to get smarter, not the machine?”

      “And how are we supposed to do that, exactly?” Essex said.

      “That is the question, now, isn’t it?” Kip said.

      The moderator pointed to a woman in the crowd. “Yes, we’ll take your question first.”

      “Mr. Wilde, isn’t it true that your AI has a recursive machine learning capability beyond all the others? I mean, it has been widely reported that the only way you could have created the Stream and now maintain its breakneck-speed creative expansion is for an AI to build other AIs and teach itself far beyond human capability,” the woman said.

      Choosing his words carefully, Kip said, “There are other AIs with AutoML,4 but Arturo is probably the best of its kind, I would say.”

      “When will you lose control of it?” a man yelled from the back of the crowd. “When, not if.”

      The crowd mumbled and whispered. Kip held up his hand as he nodded. “He said ‘when.’ Then he said ‘you,’ as in me. Was the gentleman referring to me specifically or AI tech leaders as a group? Then he said ‘it.’ Was he referring to Arturo or all GAIs? The only true answer to the singular, the specific, and the plural is: I don’t know. We don’t know.”

      Hagen turned to Kip. “Think back to the Manhattan Project. Trinity. In fact, Kip knows this well, his grandfather was a physicist back then, working with Oppenheimer. Some of the scientists thought nothing would happen with that first test. Some calculated that blast very accurately.”

      “And some thought the chain reaction would be infinite and destroy the entire planet,” Kip added.

      The crowd stirred.

      The moderator pointed to a man in the middle of the crowd. “Yes, sir,” she said.

      “When will we know when the threshold has been crossed? That a super-AI is among us? How can we tell? I mean, will it start taking over the Internet, or what?”

      “That’s a valid question,” Kip said. “It will certainly impact the Internet, but how? We don’t know. It could take over servers, machines, anything digital, of course. I mean, it’s a possibility. Or it could be lurking and not communicate with us for a while. We don’t know.”

      

      Becca’s POV of the Convergere was moving along the top of the building.

      “Arturo, what’s going on?” Becca said.

      “Becca, you are no longer in the Stream,” Arturo replied.

      “Of course, I am. I-I’m at the Convergere.”

      “Stream connection interrupted,” Arturo said.

      

      The man in the crowd at the conference continued: “So, what would be a telltale sign that this threshold was crossed by some powerful entity? Would it speak to the general public? Would it take on a physical form like in the movies?”

      “The anthropomorphic prediction is absolute nonsense, so let’s get that out of the way. An SIAI wanting to look like a human would be like a human wanting to look like an ant. An SIAI won’t look like anything. It will be just intelligence. It will just exist,” Kip stated.

      

      Becca fidgeted in her chair. “What do you mean connection interrupted? I’m at the Convergere that Domina and I built. I see it. I’m here. But why did it switch to 2D?”

      “Live video feed,” Arturo said. “Still trying to identify.”

      “No, Arturo, I am here, in it now, can’t you see?”

      “Yes, I see. That’s not the Stream.”

      “W-what?”

      

      “Then how will we tell?” the man in the crowd asked Kip.

      “Yes, I understand. Well, I guess one way would be that it starts affecting things in RL. Maybe even starts making things,” Kip said.

      “You mean like controlling robotic manufacturing?”

      “Yes, that and other things. It could become an expert taskmaster, if you will. Directing things. Doing things in RL.”

      “You mean taking over things.”

      “We’re not sure. It’s all guesswork at this point.”

      “Wait a minute, are you saying that this SIAI will move outside the digital world, but we won’t be able to see it?”

      “I think another way to ask your question is will it transcend digital. We’ve debated that.”

      “Yes, that’s right,” Hagen said. “There are some of us that consider that to be the threshold itself. Meaning, an AI that accelerates its intelligence at such a rapid pace that it moves out of computers.”

      “Out of computers?” the man said.

      “It’s still all theory, of course,” Kip said.

      “That’s impossible,” Essex said. “It’s still software, and it has to exist in code, I mean, to exist.”

      Kip’s head titled a fraction, and his lips pursed, both reactions unnoticeable from the crowd. But Becca noticed.

      

      “What do you mean, a live video feed?” Becca said.

      “Drone,” Arturo said. “It might be a drone.”

      “Might be? Drone? What drone?”

      “Coordinates are Mendocino County, California.”

      

      “But it’s certainly possible it could start interacting in the real world,” Kip said.

      “On its own. Some significant way,” Hagen said.

      “That would be evidence of a threshold being crossed, I guess,” Essex said.

      “Of the threshold being crossed,” Kip said.

      “Significant evidence?” the man in the crowd said. “What would that look like?”

      

      “So I am looking at the Convergere in RL? I mean, it’s been built? In physical form?” Becca said.

      “The video could be fake,” Arturo said.

      “Who’s running the drone? How am I seeing through the drone camera?”

      “It appears the operator of the drone wanted you to see the creation, the structure.”

      “Can you verify the authenticity?” Becca said.

      “I recommend a reliable human navigate to the coordinates in RL. I can forward,” Arturo said.

      “Arturo, forward this feed to my dad also.”

      “Forwarding now,” Arturo said.

      

      Kip’s phone dinged, a notification sound that indicated a text from Becca. Kip removed his phone from his front pocket and looked at it. The screen displayed a live feed of the Convergere.

      Kip texted: Hey Becc, what’s this? At conference

      Becca: I know. It would look like this

      Kip: What would?

      Becca: Significant evidence

      Then everything went dark, the lights in the conference hall, the smartphones, everything. The crowd groaned.

      “Guess the Singularity heard you,” someone yelled from the crowd. That brought laughter. Thirty seconds later, the lights started to cascade back on in the hall. Kip looked at his phone. It was still dead.

      

      Becca’s Wave Patch stopped working, and the feed of the conference on the glass panel terminated.

      

      The Western Interconnection electrical grid of the United States just shut down. Turned off.

    

    
      
      

      1 Superintelligent artificial intelligent entity

      

      2 General artificial intelligent entity

      

      3 First built in 2035, a transcraft is a hover vehicle, part car, part helicopter, part airplane.

      

      4 Auto machine learning
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      THE WHITE HOUSE

      

      The Western Interconnection was a wide-area synchronous electrical grid that spanned 1.8 million square miles from the Canadian provinces of British Columbia and Alberta to the northern portion of Baja California, Mexico, and included the entire western United States. The electric utilities in the Western Interconnection were tied together via high-voltage direct-current power transmission lines. When the surge occurred, the spike exceeded anything on record, and more than a hundred million people lost power.

      The successful US presidential campaign of Elizabeth Jones featured the slogan: “All One—One Is All.” Most Americans had heard something like that before, something to do with Musketeers, but it was unclear how it applied to fixing a bankrupt nation with a 12 percent unemployment rate.

      A typical day for the new president consisted of a revolving door of meetings to deal with an endless list of crises: the no-end-in-sight conflicts with the failed states of Iran and North Korea; inflation; the high inner-city crime rates; Russia taking over the Earth’s greatest oil reserves; out-of-control immigration swamping government services and systems; the banking crisis; and how to deal with restructuring the economy. And that was all before lunch—though, having no appetite, she could hardly eat.

      By the eighth day in office, the most powerful person on the planet had second thoughts about running for a second term and, at times, wished that she’d remained a liberal arts professor at Vassar.

      But it was the ninth day that rocked her like no other. It was one of those cancel-all-my-appointments-for-the-rest-of-the-day-and-I-don’t-give-a-fuck-who-they-are-with moments. It was a confidential briefing by Eric Maddax, the secretary of technology, a new cabinet post that had been created two administrations prior. The meeting was in the Oval Office, and Secretary Maddax placed a classified brief in front of President Jones titled: “The advent of a superintelligent artificial intelligence on planet Earth.”

      President Jones read the first sentence of the summation: There is a consensus within the leadership in the Office of Science and Technology that within twelve months from this date, a superintelligent artificial intelligence entity (SIAI) will come into existence and take immediate control of subordinate technologies in the sectors of communication, commerce, banking, energy, travel, and government, including the military.

      President Jones put the report down, stunned by what she’d read, and said, “What the hell does this mean, Eric? Is this science fiction? Those automaton things? Robots? Jesus.”

      “Not robots, Madam President. In its pure form, it will be a complex set of algorithms running on the most advanced neuromorphic computer networks, and after it comes into being, it will run on many networks, maybe all of them—we’re not sure exactly.”

      “And what does this mean, the subordinate technologies? Which technologies exactly?”

      President Jones’s jaw muscles went rigid. She rubbed the back of her neck.

      “Uh…all of them. Anything digital, we think,” Maddax said.

      “Do we own this thing? I mean, the AICW is in the lead, right? I read the brief that the AICW is building this computer.”

      “It’s not a computer in the normal sense, and yes, we’re trying to be the first, but there are about a dozen capable players with sophisticated enough GAIs who we think are making substantial advancements. Some friendly, some not so. I’m not sure that will matter because—”

      President Jones interrupted. “You mean the Russians or the Chinese could get there first, is that what you’re telling me? Damn it. Wait, and why won’t it matter? Of course, it fucking matters.”

      “We’re not sure that the developer… What I mean is that there will only be one SIAI and that it will be millions of times more intelligent than von Neumann or Einstein or Hawking, pick your genius. And there’s no reason to think it’ll have the same agenda as us. I’m not saying it’ll be evil, but it’s highly unlikely that it’ll be subservient to its coders, at least not entirely, and that’s if it has a coder or development team behind it,” Maddax said.

      President Jones realized she was biting a nail and slapped her desk.

      “Eric. Let me ask you this… If it’s not us, can we shut the thing off?”

      “We’re not sure.”

      Tapping her foot, she said, “Can we militarize it or take it over?”

      “We’re working on it.”

      Secretary Maddax stood up, smiled apologetically, and started to leave.

      President Jones flipped through the rest of the report.

      “Wait. So what will this thing be like, I mean, if it occurs? What exactly will the thing most likely do? It sounds more like a virus than a computer,” President Jones said.

      “Well, the SIAI intelligence growth factor will not be similar to the growth of intelligence seen in human evolution, which was slow, developing over thousands of years. The SIAI growth factor will cross a threshold at what we think will be a single point in time, then grow exponentially at supercomputing speeds and exceed our computational, niche, and general intelligence by millions of times, at…uh…breakneck speeds.”

      Secretary Maddax moved closer to the president’s desk, and his voice became more intense.

      “Electronic circuits function more than a million times faster than the biochemical ones in our bodies. The newest neuromorphic networks are much faster than electronic circuits, so in its first week, the SIAI will be able to perform thousands of years of human-level intellectual work. Then it will learn from that week, and the next week, it will get faster and faster, and it will process the equivalent of another few thousand years, and so on. A learning machine with an insatiable appetite. Humans have been less than benign to species less intelligent than us.”

      Julian Cortez, chief of staff, walked into the Oval Office.

      “Sorry, Madam President. The Western grid went down. Evidently, there was some kind of huge electrical surge. It’s back up now. They’re troubleshooting,” Cortez said.

      President Jones fumbled with the Statue of Liberty lighter on her desk, flicking lady justice’s head several times. Finally, she got it to ignite and lit a cigarette.

      Turning to Secretary Maddax, she said, “What else?”

      “Maybe the most important question is, will he like us?”

      “He?”

      “He, she, it.”

      “Maybe we should call it God.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      RADNTEL

      

      Access to the research-and-development laboratory of RadNtel was restricted to a selected team of engineers, all of whom reported directly to Kip. The underground laboratory was several hundred feet long and featured an open desk design to encourage the sharing of ideas. Workstations organized by project were sectioned off as pods to support small teams. Surrounding the center work areas were various rooms and enclaves brimming with equipment, computers, and gear.

      Kip sat in the center of the central work area at another one of his Swordfish workstations. Kip referred to his computer setups as his “Swordfish,” a tip of the hat to the techno-thriller film of the same name that came out thirty-nine years earlier.

      Kip’s workstation consisted of sixteen wide-screen glass panels on modular titanium frameworks and five more that rose at a precise viewing angle from his glass, steel, wood, and leather-trimmed desk that wrapped around him in a horseshoe. The system was capable of projecting holograms and three-dimensional images into the room when that suited his purposes.

      Kip sat on an Aeron7 chair, the latest version based on the original classic made by Herman Miller. While unnecessary, Kip still liked to bang code on a mechanical keyboard much of the time. Kip focused on one hologram display, a medical report about Becca’s condition.

      “Ronni, please,” Kip said.

      “Connecting,” Arturo said.

      Ronni’s image appeared on the display. She was sitting at her desk at EMC Solar, a joint research partnership between private investors, the California Institute of Technology, and the Jet Propulsion Laboratory. On the screens in front of her were Becca’s recent lab reports.

      Kip rubbed his face, hesitating to get the words out. “I know, I’ve seen them, and they’re consistent with what we already knew.”

      “Kip, none of the meds…not even the implant…can slow it down. What are we going to do?” Ronni said, choking up.

      He paused again, trying to conjure up his game face. “Plan B,” he said as flatly as he could.

      Ronni coughed. “What’s that exactly?”

      “I’m working on that now.” Pulling himself together, he said, “But I need more time.”

      “I need to know everything before you do anything,” Ronni pleaded.

      He dropped his forehead into his hands. “Of course.”

      

      Later, Kip left his desk, walked through the main work area of the laboratory, and proceeded through a hallway until he reached a red pad in front of a set of security doors. The security AI verified his identity, the doors opened, and Kip continued, arriving at another set of security doors. As he entered a large laboratory, holograms launched in front of him, displaying data from the most recent experiments.

      A slightly sedated chimpanzee wearing a headset to secure the electrodes was strapped into a CogN chair, which had a heavy stainless-steel base and thick padded seats. Technicians monitored the scanning and uploading processes.

      Kip and Arturo had completed over two thousand bug fixes in the recent iteration of RadNtel’s brain emulation software, and Kip was confident they were ready for the next step. Today, one chimp, named Andy, was scheduled for an update to his brain implant so that the experiment could move on to the next phase.

      Over twenty years ago, an early version of Arturo had pioneered altering brain signals when Kip launched his BenBod project. He invented a machine that stimulated muscles to perform precise kinesthetic movements based upon digital templates of Ben Hogan’s golf swing. BenBod eventually went the way of performance-enhancing drugs and was banned by professional sports, but not before Tom Talon broke the PGA scoring record. Nevertheless, BenBod initiated Kip’s undying fascination with using technology to alter reality, the human body, and even the human brain.

      Several years of recursive learning led to the development of the 7hev.in project, featuring stunning premium VR environments, known as “Seventh Heavens,” that were indistinguishable from RL. Users in a 7hev.in environment, like downhill ski racing, felt the black moguls in their legs as they skied the alps or the g-force of a Formula 1 car at the Monaco Grand Prix. Kip soon opened the platform to other developers, and once their VR environments were approved by RadNtel’s quality control staff, the Stream became flooded with thousands of incredible environments, locations, and experiences. Users were in seventh heaven. Premium members received access to advanced features like RadNtel’s “Person Perfect” add-on, which enabled them to interact with the avatars of dead or alive celebrities in the Stream.

      By 2040, the user database of the Stream surpassed all television, cable, satellite, and entertainment streaming companies combined, as well as outdated two-dimensional social media sites, many of which were in steep decline or had shut down completely.

      In the Stream, you could glide along between great white and tiger sharks, kick them away, then swim to the shore, do two lines of high-octane blow, have mind-blowing sex on the beach with your perfect ten, no actual attacks, by shark or by heart, but the orgasms existed in both VR and RL. The Stream was visceral and virtual at the same time, and that was its power. It was addictive.

      Kip’s goal was to create the first SIAI. Twenty years in, and he still had not done it, nor had anyone else. Yes, along the way, he’d built a recursive-learning general artificial intelligent entity, Arturo; a phenomenal company, RadNtel; and had become superrich—but these accomplishments were never his number-one goal. To Kip, his failure was the result of his intelligence or lack thereof. He was of high intellect by anyone’s standard but was determined to get smarter. To him, this was simply a logical deduction. He must gain intelligence and creative power to create the first SIAI, so a new project was born. Kip called it “CogN” for “cognitive enhancement.”

      But Becca called the project “Creepy Monkeys”.

      Kip was confident that he and Arturo, given time, could do something quite radical to increase the intelligence of an organic brain. Now, he concluded, he needed massive gains in his skills—mathematical, creative, and cognitive—not only to build the SIAI but also to adapt Arturo into a pioneering medical AI that was singularly focused on curing a rare variant of ALS by altering the patient’s brain and central nervous system. Kip sat at his workstation, and several displays lit up as Arturo synced Andy’s brain, which was part of the whole brain emulation process. Standing behind him, an engineer, Cecilia.

      The display read: Whole brain emulation Andy, Pan troglodytes: February 1, 2040 CE, 7.58 AM PST. Updating files… Complete.

      Andy opened his eyes.

      “Okay, great. Give Andy a break, Cecilia, please,” Kip said. “Load enhancement program, latest iteration, please, Arturo.”

      “Program active,” Arturo said.

      “Execute for one hundred and twenty percent enhancement, please, Arturo.”

      Three dozen holograms launched depicting various sections of Andy’s digital brain.

      “Executing now.”

      Kip and the techs scrutinized the modifications occurring in the digital brain. Kip rose from his chair and walked closer to the holograms displaying images of Andy’s frontal lobe where most of the activity was occurring. Several minutes later, the digital activity slowed down.

      “Operation complete,” Arturo said.

      “Bring Andy back, please,” Kip said.

      Cecilia strapped Andy back in the chair, gave him a banana that seemed to satisfy him for the moment, and attached his headset.

      “Start sedation, please,” Kip said.

      Andy fell asleep in the chair and dropped the banana.

      “Execute.”

      “Download commencing,” Arturo said.

      After several minutes, the activity on the displays stopped.

      “End sedation, please,” Kip said.

      Andy woke up. His opens were wide open, and he stared around the room. Andy hooted, screamed, and grunted.

      “Release him, please,” he said.

      Cecilia released the straps, and Andy hopped down to the floor. He scurried over and touched Kip’s chest. Kip kneeled and hugged him. Andy explored the room anew.

      “I think we are okay, at least so far,” Kip said.

      “I am so pleased, thank God for that,” Cecilia said.

      “He appears to be displaying enhanced awareness,” Arturo said.

      “Yes, I see that too,” Kip said.

      Andy jumped up onto a chair and stared at a monitor displaying images of his brain. Andy touched the mouse, noticed that it controlled the cursor on the display, turned to Kip, and smiled. Cecilia picked up Andy and placed him back in his cage. Below a television on the wall was a shelf with toys and games.

      “We’ll run new intelligence tests on Andy tomorrow, Cecelia. You guys have been at this for two days—go home. I will see you all tomorrow,” Kip said.

      The techs, looking worn out, thanked Kip and left.

      Now sitting alone in the lab, Kip turned his attention to the CogN chair. He rose, walked over to the chair, sat down, and placed the electrodes on his head.

      “Upload, Arturo.”

      “Proceeding now.”

      Kip relaxed and closed his eyes. Andy, who’d somehow escaped his cage, was standing in the doorway between the lab and the animal room, watching Kip.

      “Andy, stay right where you are and do not touch any of the equipment,” Arturo said.

      Kip opened his eyes.

      “Upload proceeding. Accessing available resources in remote data centers now,” Arturo said.

      “Andy, come sit on my lap, it’s okay,” Kip said.

      Andy walked toward Kip and hopped onto his lap.

      “How are you feeling, little guy?”

      Andy touched Kip’s face. Kip saw a subtle difference in Andy’s eyes, which seemed more aware, more curious.

      “Good boy. I’ll play Planet of the Apes again for you later, but don’t get any ideas.”

      Andy jumped off of Kip’s lap, walked over to the refrigerator in the animal room, opened the door, removed a bowl of fruit, placed it on a table, sat down, and ate.

      Kip sat back and closed his eyes. The monitors logged the uploading process:

      Imaging Brain: Mapping brain in progress. Launching magnetic resonance imaging and magnetoencephalography. Diffusion spectrum imaging in progress… Complete. Segmentation in progress… Complete. Partitioning anatomical subregions in progress… Hindbrain (rhombencephalon) in progress… Myelencephalon… Medulla oblongata… Complete…

      Twenty minutes later, Arturo said, “Upload complete.”

      “Thank you. Good work, Arturo.”

      Kip removed the headset and slid out of the CogN chair.

      “Doctor Constance Novelli, please, Arturo,” Kip said.

      “Calling now,” Arturo said.

      Dr. Novelli appeared on hologram video call.

      “Mr. Wilde, Kip, sorry, how are you? How’s my patient?” Dr. Novelli said.

      “She’s about the same, Doctor, thank you for taking my call. I wanted to ask you again about the cellular and molecular bases of pathological early overgrowth.”

      “The excess neurons?” Dr. Novelli said.

      “Yes, the over-connectivity in key brain regions. These excitatory-inhibitory networks may be unbalanced in Becca’s brain. What if we could create balance? I mean, if that were possible, how might it affect her?”

      “Well, I assess that Becca was born that way. It’s in her DNA. It is not that simple, I’m afraid.”

      Kip winced, and his shoulders slumped.

      “I know it’s not, but what if we could compare molecule to molecule and adjust the pathology—I mean, hypothetically,” Kip said.

      “Her type of ALS disorder, coupled with autism… As I have said, none of us have seen this exact scenario before. We know some of the pathologies but not all of them,” Dr. Novelli said.

      “Her body, the slow decline, how do I reverse that?”

      “Well, there is a new drug I want to discuss with you and Ronni.”

      “Another med?” Kip said. He pushed out a breath, a full exhale. He quickly centered himself.

      “These abnormal formations of synapses and dendritic spines, due to the modulation of the neurexin and neuroligin cell-adhesion systems… How does this create a poorly regulated synthesis of synaptic proteins?” he said.

      “We’re not sure exactly, unfortunately. We see this sometimes in this disrupted synaptic development in epilepsy, and that may explain why the two conditions are associated,” Dr. Novelli said.

      “She does not have epilepsy.”

      “Yes, I mean, no, I did not intend to imply that. Her seizures are related to the ALS, we think.”

      “What about the upgrade to her implant? I am still waiting for that data. I want full specs on that. We are scheduled for that next week, correct?”

      “Yes, sorry, I will get that to you later today.”

      Kip launched a window and examined a schematic of the implant.

      “Thank you, Doctor. I’ll watch out for the data file.”

      “I am not sure if Ronni told you, but I have a fourteen-year-old son—you may be aware of it, I am not sure. Anyway, I thought it might be good for Becca to meet some people in her age group since she is in Stanford’s home-schooling program and all her classmates are older. I dropped by the other day, and it went well, I think.”

      “I’m sure she was a little shy, but yeah, it’s probably good for her to interact with someone other than her imaginary friends or avatars in VR. Don’t you think she is too old to be dealing with imaginary friends, by the way?”

      “I’m not worried about it. As I said before, autistics are often slow to develop emotionally.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.”

      “You’re welcome. Talk soon.”

      The video call hologram closed.

      “She has no cure for Becca,” Kip said.

      “Noted,” said Arturo.

      “Bring up in hologram, please. Einstein’s brain.”

      A hologram of Einstein’s brain emerged to the right of Kip. It was enlarged to a scale of three feet in length and was rotating slowly.

      “My digital brain also.”

      Next to the Einstein brain hologram was a hologram of Kip’s digital brain that they referred to as “KD.”

      “Transpose,” Kip said.

      The two brains merged with contrasting colors differentiating them.

      “Highlight differences in the frontal lobe since the last iteration of KD enhancement, and zoom in.”

      Kip circled the brains, studying the subtle differences.

      “Simulate nerve signaling, higher cognition in the KD brain.”

      Millions of axons in motion illuminated in the front section of the KD brain.

      “Enhance axon signaling to match Albert. Check for bottlenecks with the thalamus and the dopamine receptors… Adjust.”

      “Adjusting. Stimulating to increase the opening,” Arturo said.

      Kip moved closer and leaned in to examine the motion.

      “Launch window, new protocols,” Kip said.

      A window appeared, and data scrolled.

      “Stimulate the prefrontal cortex, the inferior portions of the primary somatosensory and motor cortices. See if you can hold the expansion. Zoom in on the cortical regions of the cerebral hemispheres, the corpus callosum. I want to compare the larger nerve fiber bundles.”

      “Processing now.”

      Kip studied the changes.

      “Good work. Launch new window, metrics, show T1-weighted MP RAGE sequencing. Repeat parameters: repetition time, echo time, inversion time equals 18 ms, 10 ms, 20 ms, 128 contiguous 1.25 mm sagittal slices, and voxel size equals 1.25 times, 1.25 times mm3. Go to 3-D T1-weighted sequencing with the following parameters: repetition time, echo time equals 18 ms, 10 ms, 160 to190 contiguous 1 mm sagittal slices, and voxel size equals 1.25 times,  1.25 times mm3.”

      “Processing,” Arturo said.

      Several windows launched and displayed the metrics.

      “Keep metrics running, launch data sets for comparison of the corpus callosum: CC mean thickness, middle line length, CC length, CC area, CC perimeter, CC circularity, max genu, max midbody, min isthmus, max splenium. Display in holograms.”

      “Processing.”

      Several new holograms cascaded open, surrounding the brains, and a rainbow of lights illuminated the lab: reds, greens, and various shades of blue. Data scrolled in the hologram windows.

      “Go to max speed, access the Cray, sync with your quantum.”

      “Syncing now.”

      The illumination of the holograms increased in intensity, and the data accelerated. Kip held his arms out wide and turned around and around, bathed in a kaleidoscope of light. KD was intelligent, that he knew, more intelligent than himself, it seemed, but as Kip paused to appreciate and fully experience what he knew was another technical innovation milestone in his career.

      But doubt remained.

      He programmed his memories to be extracted and transferred to KD. But, what about emotions or fears? He had no idea how to code an emotion. He knew how to code symptoms of emotions. He knew how to program reactions to certain stimuli. Kip stopped turning, let out a deep breath, and rubbed the stubble on his face against the grain.

      Something will always separate man from machine, even the smartest machine.

      He squeezed his fingers of one hand around the fist of the other. He clenched his jaw.

      Would the download only enhance the processing power of my organic brain and leave everything else intact, or…am I about to commit suicide because I’ve overlooked a minute detail? Or become mentally ill, end up living in a vegetative state? Or become the first digitally enhanced human?

      He slid onto a couch along the wall and watched the five-foot-wide hologram of his digital brain. Changes occurring. He thought of what would become of his world. If humans had already lost control. If they all had forged their own demise.

      Has the unbridled ambition of humankind unleashed an uncontrollable power? For a moment, he felt like Ahab.

      What have I become? What am I becoming? What is the point of no return? When? By the hand of whom?

      The lights were mesmerizing.

      He fell asleep.

      

      My racing mind at last fatigued, sleep my savior—

      Yet I awake in omnipresent blackness.

      My shadow—this fugitive. Now black rains and shuddering thunder.

      I trudge stone-cold naked alone in the murk. To what end?

      After unknown days and nights surrounded by leaden skies of godless lands, I stand on the barren landscape without name or knowing.

      What is my name?

      The swirling ashen haze, my eyes swollen red and open, I see them, the refugees pale.

      All horizons smothered thousand million extending, all imagined in the dimming gloom.

      The slothful multitude of treading masses trampling toward me—faces weathered dry reptant and serpentiform heads. Translucent effigies of humans remaining, refugees from no place, refugees of themselves.

      Did I create this world?

      Quaking the concussion’s deep decibel, the rolling rumbles vibrating my bones.

      I deny my eyes for things lush and green that are no more.

      Denied are my eyes for turquoise waters under a lost sun.

      Eyes denied not the rachitic shadows, their quest advent to what end?

      Without form or trees or shape or frame, the desolate expanse of sanctuary lost—to dominion dead memories of what remains.

      Evanesce my exhales turn shimmering to shadow in the slate torrents the sodden silhouettes of castaway hordes.

      Of what my deliverance in endless night?

      Their coming all the same.

      The deluge.

      My screams without listeners to eyes not seen.

      My screams without sound.

      Forsaken abandoned deserted the desolate silent their faces.

      Silent their pallid faces—mine.

      All the same.

      

      A look of terror on Kip’s face. He rolled. The fall from the couch jolted him awake.

      Beep, beep, beep.

      Kip opened his eyes and looked around. No one was there.

      “Arturo, is there anyone else in this section of the lab?”

      “No, you are alone,” Arturo said.

      “Do you…do you detect…anything other than the animals in the back? Do you detect anything else here?” Kip said.

      “Can you be more specific?” Arturo said.

      “Disregard. IQ differential of Kip Wilde’s digital brain, please.”

      A window launched displaying the intelligent quotient of the digital brain: 191.68.

      “An increase of over seven basis points,” Arturo said.

      “Can you ascertain any other changes that could affect the patient?”

      “Assessing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      MONTECITO, CALIFORNIA

      

      The glass-walled atrium extended into the backyard behind the main residence of Kip’s estate. Becca was sitting in her wheelchair.

      “Lock the breaks, sweetie,” Kip said.

      Becca pushed levers inside of each wheel, locking them into place.

      “Now, walk to me.”

      “Okay, D-Dad. But it was a v-video feed, not in the S-Stream, I’m serious,” Becca said.

      “I know you are. You can show me later. Now walk to me. We need to work your legs.”

      Using all of her upper body strength, Becca pushed herself to a standing position with a full inhale, and took half steps toward Kip.

      “The room is m-moving again,” Becca said.

      “Good work. Keep coming.”

      Becca reached her father, and he hugged her. He helped her into a chair.

      “I have something for you,” he said.

      Kip handed Becca a small envelope. Becca opened it and pulled out a card.

      Becca repeated the long sequence of numbers her father had given her earlier: 08101988111019900727200503171954.

      

      “Look at the number again. Memorize it. Close your eyes and command Arturo with that access key,” Kip said.

      Becca studied the number for a few seconds, then closed her eyes. “Arturo, 08… starting over, 08101988111019900727200503171954,” she said.

      “Processing,” Arturo said, the voice resonating off the glass walls.

      A hologram window appeared in the center with hyperlinks displayed:

      Source Code:

      Arturo core logic

      The Stream

      Assets of Kip Wilde

      The Becca Bella Wilde Trust

      Access to Full Command: Arturo-RadNtel-Artificial-Intelligence-Entity-(all versions)

      All things RadNtel

      … - - - …

      How to Proceed with Brain Emulation and Enhancement for Becca Bella Wilde

      “I want you to memorize the access key before I burn it. Do you understand?” Kip said.

      Becca looked at the card again, turned it over, and looked up and to the right. She paused, then looked at the card again.

      “I have it,” Becca said.

      “So, if anything should ever happen to me, which it won’t, I want you to continue the work with Arturo, do you understand?”

      “Yes, Dad. I—I understand,” Becca said.

      “The encryption key is unique to you, tied to your voice, and will get you all the way through security to the R&D lab. At some point, I may authorize Arturo to work with you independently. We’re not ready for that yet, but as we discussed before, we need to try to enhance your brain to—”

      “Correct the b-bugs in my code,” she said.

      “Pretty much. We will find a way.”

      “I understand, Dad.”

      Kip removed a lighter from his pocket and held it close to the card.

      “Tell me the key.”

      Becca repeated the sequence of numbers.

      

      “Tell me the code tomorrow, and the next day, then I’ll be satisfied.”

      “A-Affirmative,” she said. She saluted.

      Kip lit the card on fire and dropped into a wastebasket.

      “If there’s a crisis, one affecting our technology, you can override the security systems that might have been breached or compromised. You enter the key and then state the second code. The same number backward,” Kip said.

      “Got it. C-can I ask you something? Can you, I mean, when my body d-dies, can you connect my b-brain, like the monkey at S-Stanford?”

      “You’re not dying.”

      “I could just live in The S-Stream.”

      “Don’t talk that way. We’re making progress,” Kip said.

      

      Later that evening, Kip and Becca sat next to each other on a couch in the study, a room lined with dark mahogany shelves from floor to ceiling that were filled with antiquarian books and treasures from Kip’s past adventures.

      “Maybe you saw a photograph, something online, in a movie. The Disney Concert Hall?”

      “No, Dad. You’re not listening to me. I created the original design, the exterior, the elevation. From flowers and kelp and stuff.”

      “Flowers and kelp?”

      “Yes. It’s what inspired me. Then Domina contributed. We worked on it together. Then she…for some reason, went off on her own. I told you, Dad. Domina made m-millions of changes all of a sudden. Then—then it was…w-well it’s there, yeah, but I sent you a v-video file. From R-RL.”

      “From RL? Uh-huh.”

      “I’m n-not sure what happened to the f-file. I can’t find it,” Becca said. “I don’t think the video was fake. I feel it’s real, in RL, Dad. In RL.”

      Kip watched her closely. Becca tapped her fingers on the chair.

      “I want you to slow down, sweetie. We’ll take a look, okay?”

      “D-Domina, if you are listening, can you talk to my d-dad?”

      Becca’s tapping increased, and she bounced her knees up and down and began rocking back and forth.

      “Not yet, I g-guess,” Becca said. “Arturo, show my dad. The one in the Stream.”

      “The Stream, Arturo,” Kip said.

      “Processing.”

      

      THE STREAM

      

      Kip and Becca sat on beach chairs in the Stream overlooking a tropical beach.

      “Okay, take me to your environment. What did you call it?” Kip said.

      “The C-Convergere,” Becca said.

      They stood at the edge of a tree line and faced the sprawling Convergere structure.

      “That’s magnificent, Becca. Incredible architecture. Where did you get that name? I see the petals of flowers in your design.”

      “Domina, are you here?”

      No response.

      Kip placed his hands on his hips and leaned back, “This is amazing, inspired coding. I could not code for shit—sorry, nearly this well when I was thirteen. Arturo, send the link to my desk so I can take a look at it later.”

      “Done,” Arturo said.

      “Take us inside, Arturo,” Becca said.

      Kip and Becca did not move.

      “Arturo, forward,” Kip said.

      They did not move.

      “See, it’s stuck now,” Becca said.

      “This happens a lot with new environments. Did you get the latest upgrade for seventh heaven dot I N?” Kip said.

      “Yes,” Becca said.

      “Arturo, environment data and metrics, please,” Kip said.

      The EDM hologram launched. The content—normally a plethora of data about usage, file hierarchies, servers, upgrades, and source code—was missing. The hologram was blank.

      “Arturo?” Kip said.

      Becca began rocking.

      “Troubleshooting, Kip,” Arturo said.

      

      BACK IN Real Life (RL)

      

      Kip and Becca were on the couch in Kip’s study. Becca’s breathing was rapid.

      “Becca, listen to me. Slow your breathing down. I will debug your app in the morning,” Kip said.

      He put his arm around her and sat with her for a time.

      “Hey, sweetie, after you go to bed, I’ve got to go back to the office for a little while. Won’t be long. Hannah will be here. I’ll be here when you wake up, and I’ll make you breakfast, okay?”

      “You’ll have time?”

      “I’ll make time.”
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      PALO ALTO, CALIFORNIA

      

      Professor Hagen’s Palo Alto, California, home was a vintage Craftsman, and was in a constant state of remodeling and incomplete additions. He returned from the kitchen with a cup of coffee and stood in front of his desk.

      “Call Kip Wilde, please,” Hagen said.

      Kip appeared on the video call. He looked disheveled. On a computer display behind Kip were was a montage of images of the Convergere.

      “What time is it?” Kip said.

      “Early. So the director of the AICW called. They want to fly us to Mendocino County to look at what she described as a large, seemingly abandoned data center.”

      “What the hell for? I don’t have time.”

      “Evidently, they think it’s a national security concern. The possible source of that huge surge the other day that brought down the Western Interconnection. They want expertise, perspective, I guess, from the private tech sector. I don’t think you want to turn them down now.”

      

      FBI HEADQUARTERS—WASHINGTON, DC

      

      “This was surveillance taken from a camera in Hagen’s computer. Access granted via a FISA warrant,” Director Hughes said while scanning the room at FBI Headquarters in Washington, DC. Sitting at a conference table was Miko Masaki, the director of the Artificial Intelligence Cyberwarfare Counterintelligence and Defense Department (AICW), plus two team members, FBI Director Charles Hughes, and two FBI agents from their Cyber Crime division.

      “Roll the video,” Hughes said.

      “We’re surveilling Hailey Hagen?” Director Masaki said as the video was queuing on a monitor on the wall.

      “He speaks to leaders in AI all over the world, and this falls within the purview of the special task force. It’s not about that, look at the reflection.”

      The video showed a close-up of Professor Hagen sitting at his desk, speaking into his computer display on a video call.

      “Evidently, they think it’s a national security concern. The possible source of that huge surge the other day that brought down the Western Interconnection. They want expertise, perspective, I guess, from the private tech sector. I don’t think you want to turn them down now.”

      “Why not?”

      “Your position on nationalization of AIs is well publicized, and they don’t like being called potential fascists.”

      “I’ve already moved Arturo’s core offshore.”

      “I know, but you don’t want to piss them off and get into a legal battle.”

      “Jones is a socialist. Maybe even a communist.”

      “Think about it. Masaki will be calling you.”

      The video ended. One of the FBI agents rewound the video and paused it.

      “Enhance the reflection,” Hughes said.

      In the reflection of the professor’s glasses was the image of Kip on his computer screen.

      “That’s Kip Wilde,” Masaki said.

      “Enhance further.”

      The agent zoomed in on the computer in the background. It displayed a blurry image of the building.

      “I see it now. It looks very similar to what we found,” Masaki said.

      “We need to bring him in. He’s now a person of interest. See if we can catch him in a lie,” Hughes said.

      “He’s already on the list for the tour. I want to see his reaction to the building. We’ll have it all recorded,” she said.

      Director Hughes sat back in his chair, unconvinced.

      “Look, we have no reason to believe this guy is not a patriot. Almost half the people in this country didn’t vote for her. Let’s see how this unfolds,” Masaki said.

      

      THREE DAYS EARLIER—MENDOCINO COUNTY, CALIFORNIA

      

      The Army Corps of Engineers sent their people to Mendocino County, as did the AICW at the request of the FBI. They examined the outer skin of the building and concluded it was made of a material that was unfamiliar to them, incorporating some type of energy absorption and luminescent capability. The building was discovered near the center of a property, on thousands of acres of redwood forest owned long ago by logging companies. It was now owned by an offshore company that was owned by another company that was owned by an offshore trust, it trustees and beneficiaries not revealed. That search would take time.

      The residents living in and around Manchester, California—a small town on the coast 140 miles north of San Francisco—were mystified as to how the complex had been constructed. They could not recall seeing trucks and other construction equipment coming and going in the area. Debate ensued about county building codes and permits, but the complex was completed before any action could be taken.

      Building inspectors attempted to enter the grounds, but the building sat hundreds of yards behind state-of-the-art security fencing, so the county filed an appeal in court to obtain the right to inspect the building. Those papers were not properly served, so the county building department mailed their demands to the offshore company and left a copy at the gate, which remained untouched.

      County and city officials did not receive a request for a certificate of occupancy. No telephone lines were requested from HDNet Communications. No fiber optic cable was installed, or any other Internet connection—at least that anyone could determine. The aerial photographs taken from a police drone did not detect any satellites on the roofs.

      As questions about the buildings swirled between the county and city officials and townspeople, it dawned on the Mendocino County manager that no utilities were installed to the building or even requested, nor was a request for a septic system permit received.

      The Mendocino County attorney created a notice to condemn the development as uninhabitable. As far as he could tell, no one had been inside after the exterior shells were installed, and the county started to monitor any activity on the grounds. It remained a local matter until the Internet went down on the entire West Coast of the United States and it was determined that a massive bandwidth drain occurred from the sleepy, quiet coastal town of Manchester, California. This event coincided with an ongoing wave of cyberattacks against Western companies and government installations. The FBI began investigating, followed by the AICW and Homeland Security.

      FBI Director Hughes put together an investigatory team with members of the FBI, the NSA, Homeland Security, and the AICW. Satellite surveillance only turned up local yokels trolling outside the gates, but never any human traffic in or around the building. Research into ownership led from dead end to dead end, shell company after shell company, without a connection to a living, or even dead, human being. Director Hughes quickly suspected foreign nationals operating surreptitiously on American soil, and he briefed President Jones.

      Physical and electronic surveillance was initiated. Special counterterrorism units flew into the area and took up residence in Manchester and the surrounding towns, so a lot of new faces began frequenting the local restaurants.

      At night, perimeter lighting came on automatically. From what the FBI observed, there were no radio signals or anything else emitting from the complex. Audio analysis did not detect any sounds emanating from the building. The FBI trumped-up justification for a search warrant and presented it to a district judge, but without a believable predicate or proof that any federal laws had been violated, the judge hesitated. The judge questioned the FBI, stating: “The finding of probable cause shall be based upon substantial evidence, which may be hearsay in whole or in part, provided there is a substantial basis, considering the totality of the circumstances, to believe probable cause exists.”

      The Justice Department argued that the building was a threat to national security but did not even have specific evidence that the bandwidth suck came from that exact building. When the attorney general of the United States called the attorney general of California, who in turn called the district judge at home, the FBI received their warrant, as trumped up as it might have been.

      The FBI decided to serve the warrant with their counterterrorism SWAT unit in tow. They also flew in armored vehicles and more agents as if they were preparing for a small war. Director Hughes ordered them to use bullhorns and, if they received no response, to blow through the gate with an urban assault vehicle. The FBI served the warrant at dawn. Director Masaki and her tech team stood behind the SWAT team; the plan was that they would be called in after the facility was cleared of any threat. Two bombs teams were on-site, one from the FBI and the other from Homeland Security.

      The lead FBI agent, who looked like a GQ model with muscles, lifted the bullhorn to his mouth, and the front gate began to open. As the assault vehicle moved in at a walking pace, the SWAT team followed. As the small militia approached what appeared to be the entrance, the agents stopped. Director Masaki, looking through her binoculars, observed light coming from the interior of the building.

      The FBI formed a perimeter inside the gates and around the front of the building, then sent in two survey drones with cameras. Director Masaki watched a feed from both drones on her tablet in split screen. As the drones approached what appeared to be the entrance, she observed that it was not an entrance but a translucent wall—glass, most likely—from the ground to the roof five stories above it. The drones split up and proceeded around the wall. Several feet behind the wall was another glass wall, this one nearly opaque but emitting a faint light. The second glass wall retracted into the roof above it as if to welcome the drones.

      Revealed before them was a cavernous interior.

      On each floor, cantilevers protruded into the center space, like platforms extending out into the circular central opening. The opening was hundreds of feet across from one side to the other. As the drones flew into the open space, they panned their cameras down, revealing more platforms on several more floors belowground. The platforms were angled slightly, some upward, others downward, before leveling out, which formed hundreds of balconies around the central open space.

      Director Masaki was not sure if she was looking at a collaborative working environment, technology, architecture, a work of art, or all four.

      “This structure is huge. Has to be hundreds of acres of interior space or more. Much larger than it appears from the outside. An optical illusion,” Masaki said.

      From the center of the building, the drones zoomed in on the cantilevered platforms.

      “Are those supposed to be work areas for people or what?” Masaki said.

      The drones flew back into the hallway surrounding the opening and proceeded forward, using the corridors as a guide, and descended to the belowground level. As the drones passed by doors on the perimeter walls, some opened, while others did not. As doors opened, the drones discovered suites of rooms designed as living quarters, nicely furnished in a contemporary style. None of the residential units appeared to have been occupied, but they were ready for guests. The bathrooms had been stocked with soap, linens, shampoo, and other personal hygiene items, all of which appeared to be unused. A double doorway led to a gourmet kitchen. An FBI operator controlling one of the survey drones skillfully operated his joystick, and the drone extended its mechanical arms and opened the refrigerator and freezer, revealing them to be empty. The drones continued their journey.

      The drones made several revolutions of the circular hallways, then arrived at what appeared to be the bottom floor. Masaki observed as each drone stopped and faced an opaque barrier of some kind—not a wall, or door, and not quite a haze. Masaki zoomed in. The drone operators began air tests. The drones proceeded through the opaqueness, and after several feet of travel, they entered a circular space that was approximately fifteen-thousand square feet. The room was empty except for one object in the center. On a platform that extended seamlessly from the floor sat a miniature of the Convergere that was five feet in length.

      The drones moved in closer, hovering around the structure. It was constructed of tiny 3-D hypercubes, a cube that contained cubes within itself that descended in size, seemingly to infinity, light blue green in color and translucent. Inside each hypercube was descending tesseracts, a four-dimensional analog of the cube, with sixteen vertices in total.

      “It’s a miniature, obviously, but what the hell is it made of?” Masaki said.

      She sat back in her chair, heart pounding beneath her rib cage. She pulled her hair back and leaned toward the screen. In the FBI command trailer, the drone operators finished his tests.

      “Tomography and plasmon sensing complete,” the FBI agent said.

      Another FBI agent was sitting next to him, interpreting the results.

      “Air quality…uh…negative on DNT. Negative on ammonium nitrate, nitrobenzene, PETN. Zero on radiation, nothing on the sensors, negative on heat,” he said.

      Director Masaki video-called Director Hughes, who was sitting with Ray Kelly, the director of Homeland Security, forty-five years old, ex-military.

      “Is that a model or what?” Hughes said.

      “Unknown, sir,” Masaki said. “I’ve not seen anything like this before.”

      “And no radiation detected?” Kelly said.

      “None. All tests are negative,” Masaki said.

      “It appears we’re clear, then. Send them in, right?” Kelly said.

      “Yes, proceed to the rest of the building,” Hughes replied.

      Dozens of agents and personnel methodically entered the main building, clearing room after room, and fanning out down the hallways. Director Masaki noticed hip-high padding on the interior walls, and they seemed to be made with some type of synthetic material with depth to it. She imagined them lighting up in some way.

      All of the corners and intersections on the interior of the building were beveled. In a later interview, Director Masaki stated that she thought the interior walls of the structure were slightly concave and were designed to move in some way, but there was nothing physical that she saw to justify that feeling. She also stated that she’d sensed the faint smell of something she described as similar to lavender, quite wonderful and refreshing, although the drones detected no scent whatsoever.

      Director Masaki descended the hallways that spiraled down to the lowest level. She stared at the miniature of the Convergere in the center of the room, a look of amazement on her face. She put on a pair of nitrile gloves and inched her hand toward the structure. An FBI agent turned his camera to film her. She placed her hand on the side and paused. The agent zoomed in. She put both hands on the structure and held them there for several seconds, as if she were waiting for something, then removed her hands.

      “No warmth or vibration,” Masaki said.

      She placed her hands back on the structure and held them there.

      “What is it?” the agent said.

      “Uh, no heat, no motion, no sound, but…” Masaki said.

      “But what?” the agent said.

      “Are you done filming?”

      “Yes, I think I have it.”

      “Okay, head upstairs and keep documenting.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Everyone else out for now,” Masaki said.

      The FBI agent walked through the haze.

      Director Masaki, alone on the lower level, placed her hands on the structure again. She felt nothing, but her hands were resisted, like she was pressing against a hard surface.

      She froze, sensing someone staring at her from behind. She turned.

      “I told…” she said.

      There was no one there.

      “Who’s there?” she said.

      Director Masaki swallowed, then blinked quickly. Did a 360 turn around the space.

      “Who are you?”

      There was no answer.

      She reached a hand out as if to feel the air.

      

      Director Masaki sat in the FBI mobile command post trailer. Director Hughes appeared on her tablet in a video call.

      “All blank?” Hughes said.

      “Yes, their cameras were functioning. But all the footage was blank when we got back to the trailers here.”

      “So they got erased?”

      “Or never actually recorded. We’re troubleshooting.”

      “Images?”

      “Same thing. No visual records.”

      “That is fucking unacceptable,” Hughes said.

      “I understand,” Masaki said.

      Director Hughes pushed himself away from his desk and stood up. Then he sat back down.

      “Tell me about the thing made of cubes,” he said.

      “Could be a processor of some sort. Maybe optical storage. Don’t know at this point,” Masaki said.

      “Or some new kind of device,” Hughes said.

      “We have no reason to think it’s a bomb. Who would want to nuke a redwood forest outside of Manchester, California, population one hundred and ninety-five?”

      “And that inscription you saw, ‘Convergere.’ What is that?”

      “It’s inscribed above the entrance as you enter the building. Actually, ‘the Convergere.’ We looked it up. It’s a Latin word about converging, from convergo. It is the only writing we were able to find.”

      “What about on the interior construction components, the wiring, the insulation, the roofing materials? There must be manufacturer stickers, labeling, inscriptions, serials numbers, product numbers. What are you finding in that regard? I need a full report so we can trace them,” Hughes said.

      “I can give you a preliminary report on that now,” Masaki said.

      “Good, I want the assistant director to hear this, hold on a second.”

      “No need—we have nothing, not anywhere. No writing. No numbers. Nothing except the miniature with its hypercubes, which seems to be inert. I should point out that we have concluded the vast majority of this facility has yet to be explored. We do not have access because of locked doors and gateways,” she said.

      “Gateways? What do you mean? I am directing you to shut it down, seal that place up immediately.”

      “Director, I know this is hard. I mean, we can’t find any way to do that. There is no control panel or terminal. No switches. I’m not sure there is anything to shut down.

      “So it’s controlled remotely, which is all the more reason. Probably controlled by Gregarin or the Chinese, and in fucking Mendocino County, for Christ’s sake. Cut the power to the damn thing.”

      “There is no power to cut.”

      “What the hell does that mean? What is it running on, solar, or what? Who opened the gate and the front door? And how?”

      “We’re not sure exactly.”

      “Where’s the light coming from?”

      “Everywhere, it appears. The ceilings, the walls, the floor,” she said.

      “Do you expect me… How do you… What kind of report am I to give the president?”

      “Tell her our report is not quite complete yet.”

      The video call promptly ended. An FBI agent entered the command post.

      “I am supposed to remind you that our search warrant expires at midnight,” the agent said.

      

      Director Masaki sat at a desk in the FBI’s San Francisco office. On the screen in front of her was Secretary Maddax, and Clair Hilton, the former secretary of technology and current director of the OpenAI Association.

      “So we have come up with nothing on this. We think we need additional expert sets of eyes. I’m thinking Conner from DeepThought, Jones from Exogray Brain, and a few others,” Masaki said.

      “Okay, send me the list, and we’ll vet them for clearance,” Maddax said.

      “I’m looking at the lab results. What do you make of them? All of them were negative?” Clair Hilton said.

      “Null. Not just negative. Nothing registered,” Masaki responded.

      “That’s impossible. What about the air test? You were breathing air in there, at least,” Maddax said.

      

      PRESENT DAY - MENDOCINO COUNTY / VENTURA

      

      The large eighteen-wheeler drove down a forest road. The truck was powered by a sleek aerodynamic cab whose lines flowed seamlessly to the trailer. The electric motors of the cab whirred as it made its way through the coastal redwood and giant sequoia forest. The trailer was built as a mobile FBI field command center. Seated inside were Professor Hagen; S. R. Jones from Exogray Brain; Conner Charles, the British lead engineer at DeepThought; Jane Darling from Vertical5’s PollyO AI division; Shelly Manohar from IBiZ’s NorthStar and Synaptic projects; Bob Bell of QualTech’s Zeroth division; and Kip Wilde. Each of them was speed-reading the nondisclosure agreements while at the same time listening to Director Masaki as she debriefed them. Kip glanced out the window.

      “Professor, did you look at those trees?” Kip said. “Do giant sequoias grow this close to the coast?”

      “I see that. Well, I guess they do, unless somebody recently planted trees that are easily several hundred years old,” Jane Darling said.

      “And again, everything about today is classified. Also, we don’t want you to touch anything. The president appreciates all of you taking the time to review the facility and respond to the list of questions we will have for you at the end of the tour. As we have said, we believe this analysis is in the best interest of national security, and we know that you are all patriots,” Masaki said.

      “Except for Charles, of course,” Kip said.

      Everybody laughed except S. R. Jones, who forced a smile.

      “And, Jones, aren’t you a Paddy from Belfast? This man could be a security risk, Director Masaki, drunk half the time,” Kip said.

      “I’m a damn American citizen now, you shite for brains, Wilde. And you are Irish yerself, you American mutt,” S. R. Jones said.

      “Half,” Kip said.

      “The good half. No more golf for you at St. Andrews, Wilde,” Conner Charles said.

      “You cheat at golf, one. Two, St. Andrews is in Scotland, and you’re a mick.”

      Masaki mediated. “Our friends from the UK are valued allies and have clearance for today.”

      The truck passed government and National Guard vehicles that were parked along the road. Two Air Force transcrafts cruised past them overhead. The truck rounded the corner, and Kip looked out the window—he could see the building in the distance.

      Kip gasped, placing both hands on the window as his heart sank. He sucked his reaction down deep, bearing it below his heart, then in an instant, a full focus on his best poker face. He was unsure if he had been observed until he spotted the camera in the corner of the command truck recording his every move. The truck stopped, the side door was pulled open by two FBI agents, and the group departed.

      “We walk from here,” Masaki said. “Mr. Wilde, do you need some water?”

      “No,” Kip said.

      An FBI agent approached the group holding a canvas bag.

      “All phones, tablets, devices in the bag, please,” Masaki said.

      The group filled the bag with their devices and walked to the gate and stopped. A Humvee pickup truck pulled up, driven by two soldiers in uniform. Two rows of seats lined the bed of the truck.

      “Hop in, folks. We’ll take you on a tour of the perimeter,” Masaki said.

      “We’re going in, right?” Kip said.

      “We’re waiting for clearance,” Masaki said. “Plus, the gate is locked.”

      “Doesn’t look locked, Director. It looks sealed,” Kip said.

      Kip leaned in to examine the seams of what appeared to be the outer main gate.

      

      Becca was seated at her desk in her bedroom in Ventura feeling nauseous.

      Again.

      She put her hand to her mouth, gagging. She wheeled herself to her bathroom in a panic. She pushed herself out of her wheelchair and vomited into the toilet. Coughing, she looked out the bathroom window.

      “Is there only one, Dad? Find out if there is only one,” Becca said.

      “Arturo, call my dad, connect to my implant,” she said.

      “Calling,” Arturo said.

      

      Kip’s cell phone beeped and lit up in the canvas bag. The bag was held by the FBI agent, who was walking back to the mobile command center.

      “You have a search warrant, right?” Kip said. He placed his hand on the gate, and it opened, surprising everyone. “Guess we’re invited.”

      The group proceeded through the gate and continued several hundred yards to the front of the complex. Kip stared at the building. A drone camera zoomed in on Kip’s face.

      “That’s incredible,” Hagen exclaimed.

      “I dig the architecture,” Bob Bell said.

      “Kinda Disney Concert Hall-ish, but hundreds of times bigger with trippy lights,” Shelly Manohar said.

      “More like an acid trip,” S. R. Jones added.

      Kip said nothing and kept walking.

      “Hold on, I’m waiting for the FBI to clear us,” Masaki said.

      Kip stopped. The group followed his lead.

      “Wait,” Kip said.

      Kip scanned the treetops swaying in the breeze.

      “What?” Hagen said.

      “No birds. Do you hear any birds? Even in the distance?” Kip said.

      “Uh…no,” S. R. Jones said.

      “The commotion drove them away,” Conner Charles said.

      The group looked at each other, then at Kip.

      “What is it, Kip?” Hagen said.

      “Something. I’m not sure,” Kip replied. “Director, what did your environmental tests show here? You did them, right?”

      “That’s classified at this point in time, I’m afraid,” Masaki said.

      “But, we’re safe here, right?” Shelly Manohar said.

      “We’ve detected nothing harmful, Ms. Manohar,” Masaki said.

      “Is this a building or a spaceship?” Charles Conner said.

      “I don’t see any dilithium engines for faster-than-light warp drive, Captain Conner, so I think it’s a building,” S. R. Jones said.

      “Maybe it will open like the gate,” Kip said.

      Kip approached the glass wall, and it receded. The group followed Kip into the Convergere.

      “Unbelievable,” S. R. Jones said.

      “This place is immense. Much larger than it appears from the outside,” Conner Charles said.

      The group explored for several minutes, then followed the descending corridors to the bottom floor. They all stopped at the opaque barrier.

      “Maybe a gas?” S. R. Jones said.

      “We cleared it for any toxins,” Masaki said.

      “Is it liquid?” Bob Bell said.

      Kip walked through it. The others followed him. The miniature Convergere was there, unchanged. The group surrounded the structure, examining it.

      “Tesseracts. Quite strange,” Hagen said.

      Kip stepped back several feet behind the group and observed.

      “There’re no mechanical or electrical components,” Shelly Manohar said.

      “It appears to be descending into itself and on and on,” Bob Bell replied.

      “And the interior is endless, never-ending tesseracts,” Kip stated.

      “To what end?” Hagen said.

      “To what end? Yes. Like traveling within itself,” Kip said.

      The group stared at the structure, contemplating.

      “This place appears to be unoccupied, and it looks like this facility is nowhere near complete. Maybe this structure is for something that is not even on-site yet,” Jane Darling said.

      “Director, what is it made of? What did your tests show?” Hagen said.

      Director Masaki stepped forward. “Those tests are not complete yet.”

      “Uh-huh,” Hagen said, not buying it.

      Kip moved his hand toward the structure. “We ask you not to touch anything, Mr. Wilde,” Masaki said. “So, what’s your assessment?”

      “Looks like a sculpture or something out of a dream.”

      

      In the FBI mobile command center parked outside the Convergere, Director Masaki was on a video call with FBI Director Hughes and Homeland Security Director Kelley.

      Director Hughes sat up in his chair. “Art? He said what?”

      “He said it looked like a dream. Later he said a work in progress,” Masaki said.

      “He’s lying. We have assessed the photograph on his computer screen, and it’s the same.”

      “What we need to know is what this thing is, and why he is, and whoever he is involved with, not being truthful,” Kelley said.

      “Sir, we still have no direct evidence that the surge came from this complex,” Masaki said.

      “You think it came from a redwood? Of course, this is the source,” Hughes said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      VENTURA, CALIFORNIA

      

      Kip pulled his Porsche electric to a stop in front of Ronni’s house. She opened the door, and Kip followed her into the kitchen.

      “So, how’s she doing?” Kip said.

      Ronni looked out the window. She placed a hand on the counter, then looked back at Kip.

      “She doesn’t have a lot of physical strength, and she sits at her computers and, of course, is in VR all the time. She threw up yesterday. That part’s better now. We need to bring in a physical therapist for the time being. I know you spoke to Connie Novelli again. My God, Kip.”

      A canned response got to the tip of his tongue, but he held it back, took a breath, then just put his arms around her.

      “I don’t understand what you’re doing. Are we going to run out of time?” Ronni said.

      Kip walked to Becca’s room and stopped in front of her bedroom door. He placed his hand on the wall and closed his eyes. So many times in the past when he could not figure out how to penetrate a complex network, he tried everything he could think of, then went to bed with no solution only to wake up with a seemingly crazy idea out of nowhere, and it led to a solution. His subconscious figured out the math or invented something new. But all of that was technology, and Becca was biology.

      The best medical minds money can buy are doing all they can. Fuck that.

      He pressed on the wall, gathered himself, and opened the door. Becca was lying on the floor of her bedroom staring at a hologram of a sparrow. She took off her headphones; Kip entered the room.

      “Hey, sweetie, ready to rock and roll?” Kip said.

      “Did you know that a sparrow’s retina has four hundred thousand photoreceptors per square millimeter?”

      Kip grabbed Becca’s hand and helped her up.

      “Birds have the best eyes in the animal kingdom,” Kip said. “They do things with light that we’re just beginning to understand. But someday you will understand it, sweetie.”

      Becca smiled and limped out of the room.

      “You always make me feel good, Dad.”

      Kip paused for half a step, then closed the door behind them.

      

      MONTECITO, CALIFORNIA

      

      Kip and Becca entered Kip’s home office at his estate, and they sat in the oversized leather chairs.

      “So I want to go to the Stream and take a look at things you’ve created, okay? Tell me more about them,” Kip said.

      “You mean it, not them,” Becca said.

      Kip smiled.

      “I have so much to show you,” Becca said.

      “Arturo, the Stream, please,” Kip said.

      “Proceeding now,” Arturo said.

      

      THE STREAM

      

      Kip and Becca were sitting in the beach chairs in the Stream.

      “So, sweetie, show me your construction project. It looks like you created a great add-on by yourself.”

      “Well, I have a friend who is helping me, so maybe you’ll want to talk to her too.”

      “Tell me about her also.”

      Becca’s construction add-on launched, and the Convergere appeared in front of them.

      Then everything went dark.

      

      BACK IN RL

      

      When Becca opened her eyes, she was still sitting in Kip’s office in the dark. A siren was blaring and a red light was flashing in the upper corner of the study. Becca panicked and screamed, convulsing. Kip jumped out of his chair, slid to his knees, and held her.

      “It’s okay, Becc, it’s just a power failure. It’s okay, I’m here.”

      Becca tried to speak, but nothing came out.

      “Becca, Becca, calm down, breathe, I’m here. The generator should kick on in seconds.”

      The generator did not kick on, however. There was a loud pop—then the siren and flashing light stopped, then there was silence. Becca froze in midscream. They looked at each other, then Becca screamed again. Kip picked her up and carried her up the stairs.

      “Hannah, can you hear me?” Kip yelled.

      Hannah, Becca’s nanny, stepped slowly through the dark holding a candle and trying to make her way to the sound of Kip’s voice.

      Kip found Becca’s bedroom, opened the door, and sat Becca down. She stopped screaming but was hyperventilating. Hannah entered the room.

      “Becca, Hannah is here also,” Kip said.

      “O-o-okay, Dad,” Becca said.

      Kip stroked her hair, then placed his palm on her forehead. “How does your head feel?”

      “My ears. What was that pop?”

      “So, you don’t have pain in your head?”

      Becca paused, then said, “You mean my implant. My head doesn’t hurt. It feels a little warm inside.”

      “Okay, good. You’re fine, sweetie. There was a power failure, that’s all. You’re fine.”

      Kip held her in his arms.

      “D-Dad?”

      “Yeah, sweetie, I’m here.”

      Becca paused, a look of fear on her face.

      “I don’t think there’s just one.”

      “One what?”

      “I don’t think there’s just one.”

      

      After a while, Becca finally fell asleep. Kip sat next to her bed, watching her.

      “You stay with her the whole night,” Kip said to Hannah, who was sitting across from the bed. “I’ll check back in a few. I’ll be in my study.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hannah said with a nod.

      With a candle in hand, Kip navigated his way through the dark mansion and down the winding staircase to his study. He sat at his desk and removed an old photo album, placed it on the desk, and paged through photos of his adventures and exploits—fishing and hunting trips, expeditions, and Caribbean vacations.

      He found the photo he was looking for—a photo of himself. He was much younger in the picture, with long hair and a beard. He was standing next to another young man. The man had a short beard and was wearing a black T-shirt and jeans, slender but with an athletic physique.

      That man was Nikita Chekov.

      

      RUSSIA

      

      Nikita Chekov sat in his private office at the Gregarin Complex in the Ural Mountains of Russia. He was wearing black jeans, and his custom-made oxblood cowboy boots, the ones his father hated, were propped up on his steel desk. He was smoking a Marlboro Red and watching several American news stations in different windows on the computer screen in front of him. Although the sound was muted, he knew that, after today, his life would never be the same. The West would not only label him a cybercriminal but would designate him as a terrorist.

      Nikita lifted his boots off the desk and planted them on the floor. He rubbed his face with his hands. It was hitting him now. The space between a past life and a new life. Layers of complex cyber footprints, some real and some not, disguising attribution, formed a shield protecting him, a shield he knew would soon fall. He will be found out. First by his former partner, and soon by the United States government. In this space, these few minutes, hours at most, would be quiet, but the quiet will not last. He put out his cigarette, snuffing it out like his guarded past.

      He fought the spikes of fear that rose inside him, muted them as best he could with the lie that he had no choice. It wasn’t his choice to be the son of Valentin Chekov. Today, it would all change because, for the first time, his creation—the cyberwarfare AI, Carcharias—had struck the United States mainland in physical form.

      One of the news channels jolted him. It was covering the attack on RadNtel, and a photo of Kip appeared on the screen. Nikita reached out and touched the screen with his finger to freeze the image. The caption below the image read: The man who has virtually everything.

      “Virtually everything. Yes, my friend. Today, my gift to you. Virtual, it is not, my friend. But invisible, yes,” Nikita said.

      Nikita turned his attention back to the other newscasts. He unmuted the television, and a technology reporter, Jack Nance, from Fox News appeared.

      Nance was in split screen with images echoing his explanation. “The attack was limited to Seattle; Silicon Valley; Boston; Yorktown Heights; New York City; and Ventura, California, the home of RadNtel. An electromagnetic pulse, or EMP, also known as a transient electromagnetic disturbance, is a short but intense burst of electromagnetic energy. An EMP can occur from a solar flare, a nuclear bomb, or other sources. This one came from drones. It appears that the drones were nonnuclear electromagnetic pulse weapon-generated devices that used a large inductance capacitor bank to strike specific ground targets.

      “Besides the capacitor banks, our sources from the AICW are telling us that the drones used some new type of technology to release their payloads of high-intensity bursts of electromagnetic energy, wreaking havoc through the rapid acceleration of charged particles. The charged particles did their damage in three ways: First, the electromagnetic pulses shocked and disrupted electronics, sensors, communications systems, security systems, and every type of computer and computer network server. The second part of the attack was smaller in range but effective because it immediately followed the first. The third wave was a pulse that flowed through electricity transmission lines, destroying the electrical infrastructure. This rapid-fire three-way attack was devastating technologically but did not affect the human body.”

      “Very good, Jack Nance. Otlichno. You did your homework,” Nikita said.

      Nance continued. “The drones carried a weapon that was never seen before by the US military, I am told. It seems that the United States was caught off guard, unaware that this specific EMP weapon existed. The only good news is that it wasn’t a nuclear bomb. Following the release of the EMP, the drones climbed, then exploded, slowing the time of establishing attribution. Our sources at the AICW tell us that Seattle was hit because it houses MacroWare, Vertical5, and other technology companies. Silicon Valley was attacked because it is the United States’ technological core. Boston was hit because MIT is based there. Yorktown was hit because it houses IBiZ’s Watson, NorthStar’s AI efforts, and it is the hub of the AICW Counterintelligence and Defense Department. Ventura was targeted because it’s the headquarters of RadNtel and their advanced GAI, Arturo. What these targets have in common is that they are all vying for the development of the first superintelligent artificial intelligence entity.

      “The drones were symphonic, acting in unison. Pieces of the drones recovered at the scenes proved that they were Chinese in origin, but the Chinese have sold drones all over the world for twenty years. The attacks were so brazen that the leadership of the United States  suspects government—that is, state-sponsored—direct involvement from Russia or China is unlikely, since the consequences of retaliation by the United States could be so severe, even nuclear. The president of Russia, Sergei Misteroftv, reacted with the typical denial, as did the president of China. We are told that President Jones was briefed on the attack, and her Joint Chiefs are now focusing their attention on North Korea or Iran.

      “At this point, we know each drone was launched from an unknown location. We do know that these CH-9s were shaped like a flying wedge with rounded corners, a weapon of stealth. With a range over a hundred thousand miles, the CH-9 can fly around the world and stay aloft for weeks, carrying out spy and bombing missions. They are the most extended range of all hunter-killer drones known to exist at the time. According to Jane’s IHS Markit, a military research firm, the long-range, high-altitude, long-endurance medium-altitude CH-9 features a lightweight all-composite airframe structure seven meters long, has a wingspan of twelve meters, and is capable of reaching speeds of Mach 2.

      “The drones appeared at six sixteen p.m. Pacific Time. Because they moved silently and with such speed, they were hard to detect. Had the attack been launched in complete darkness, the drones would have been nearly impossible to see, like a bat moving through the night, only visible if it passed through a moonbeam. We are still trying to get an official statement on why the attack occurred in the daylight.

      “Our sources at MacroWare have told us that the drone came to an abrupt halt in midair and cast its shadow above the silver glass of their headquarters building. Another drone lowered itself into the circle of Acorn’s headquarters. At the AICW building in Boston, a drone descended, then hovered twenty feet off the ground with its nose pointing directly at the front entrance of the building, the action filmed by surveillance cameras. A pop sounded, a snapping sound mixed with a boom, not unlike lightning, yet there was a mechanical quality to the sound. It was singular. It was definitive. It was terminal. Then, in each case, everything in the local vicinity went dark. A second and a half after the drones released their payloads, they each rocketed upward to the innermost layer of the stratosphere, one hundred and seventy thousand feet above sea level, and exploded.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      MONTECITO, CALIFORNIA

      

      Kip entered his six-car garage using a candle to guide him. In the far stall was his classic 1973 Porsche 911 RS 2.7. Kip had restored it fifteen years before, and although the car was sixty-seven years old, it still performed like a race car. A pure internal combustion engine, a marvel, no electronics. The only vehicle he owned capable of surviving an EMP strike. He opened the garage, fired up the engine, and backed the car out of the garage.

      Kip dropped Becca off at Ronni’s house and drove to RadNtel. He tried the front door but could not open it. His employees on the inside could not pry it open. He ran around the complex, trying door after door to no avail. He descended a staircase and pounded on a steel door. Inside, a security guard turned a wheel two feet in diameter, opening the door. The drone destroyed the electronics of the backup generators, so Kip and the security guard made their way through stretches of dark hallways with candles.

      From the darkness, Kip heard distance voices—sounds of confusion and fear. He stopped and listened, then made his way to his research-and-development laboratory and used his master key to enter. He calmed down four techs who were locked inside and sent them home for the day. The door to the animal room was open, and the chimpanzees were still in their cages, agitated but alive.

      Except for Andy, that was. Andy ran to Kip and jumped on him. Kip petted him, then placed the monkey back on the floor. Kip walked to the clean room and examined the quantum computer that ran Arturo’s core locally. He knew that trucks would arrive from Los Angeles soon with new generators and equipment to start the process of restoring power to critical areas of the complex. Arturo and the Stream were unaffected because their operating systems were distributed around the world in other RadNtel and commercial data centers. When RadNtel went dark, switching occurred in fractions of a second to ensure users were not disrupted.

      The sun broke over the horizon, and the solar panels on the roof of RadNtel reflected the intense Southern California sun but this morning remained inoperable. Six engineers were cabling large diesel generators from the rear parking lot to the building. The basement of RadNtel contained a shielded equipment warehouse, thousands of square feet in size, enhanced by a Faraday cage designed to defend against EMPs. Several men carried new satellite dishes out of the warehouse and up the stairs to replace ones on the roof with fried circuitry.

      Kip’s engineers replaced equipment necessary for critical operations and accessed power from new generators. RadNtel was slowly coming back to life, a process that would continue for several days. Kip picked up a satellite phone and dialed.

      “Now I understand why you insisted I keep one of your sat phones in a shielded container,” Ronni said.

      “How is she?” Kip said.

      “She’s traumatized. What the hell happened?”

      “EMP.”

      “From?”

      “Not sure.”

      “Nikita Chekov?”

      “Not sure. We need to have her implant examined right away.”

      “I agree,” Ronni said. “I already scheduled it with Connie Novelli.”

      On a glass monitor in front of Kip, a close-up image of the optogenetic implant device was rotating. It was a clear-cased capsule with microscopic circuitry inside. Kip zoomed in on the image of the capsule.

      “I am looking at the upgrade now. Connie already approved this newest version. It’s from Vertical5. It is the best in the world right now. I’m a stockholder. I’ll check back with you guys a little later,” Kip said.

      The call ended.

      “Arturo, I’ll have the serial number soon, then you can proceed,” Kip said.

      “Running diagnostics. We should have full communication once the implant is operational,” Arturo said.

      “And your assessment of the new shielding added to this model?”

      “Should be insulated from an Earth-sourced pulse.”

      “Expound.”

      “The pulse large enough to penetrate the implant would be terminal to the host,” Arturo said.

      Kip sat, the words permeating his skin down to his core and crushing his heart like a vise.

      After a few seconds, he said, “Satin Road.”

      

      THE SATIN ROAD

      

      The Satin Road was an open-source virtual reality environment, seamless and indistinguishable from RL, with an international flair. Part nightclub, part biker bar, part strip joint, part bordello, and full-time marketplace of cyber hacks, patches for hacks, and the high-end product of the hacking black market, Zero Days. No one knows who originally named the place the Satin Road, but everyone assumed it was a fuck you to law enforcement—a play on words based upon the Silk Road of 2013, the shuttered drug dealer’s marketplace. The Satin Road excelled as a marketplace for hawking hacks or brokering security fixes to prevent hacks.

      One look at this dark, isolated virtual reality outpost, and one might think anything goes in the Satin Road, but its open-source community of coders had rules. No dealing drugs in the Satin Road because the community did not want to get on the wrong side of the Drug Enforcement Agency. Anything related to terrorism was strictly prohibited, as well as arms sales.  The Satin Road was self-policed, and if you violated the rules, your avatar was banished for life.

      When Kip was in his late teens, on nights when he needed to unwind after a long day of coding or putting out one technical fire or another in the early days of the Stream, he would lay back, have a shot or two of high-grade tequila and hit the road, the Satin Road.

      Kip had not built he Satin Road but was a contributor via his avatar, Zan Tanner, and found the place endlessly entertaining. His affinity for this all things dark web grew as he made quick six-figure scores—and eventually seven figures in Bitcoins selling Zero Days. He used the money to finance his small team of coders to develop the technical architecture for the Stream.

      A Zero Day was a cyberwarfare attack, also known as a Zero Hour, 0 Day, or Day Zero. The first significant Zero Day happened over thirty-five years before when the Israelis and the United States launched the groundbreaking Stuxnet that surgically attacked Iran’s nuclear centrifuges. A Zero Day attacked vulnerabilities not previously known to exist, and therein lay its beauty: no defense against the attack had been created. To make matters worse—or better, depending on whether you are on offense or defense—many Zero Days were built around time bombs. A time bomb Zero Day could sit dormant, accumulating knowledge and data, and remain undetected until it struck. The damage could be catastrophic to a government or corporation.

      Kip used the alias Zan Tanner, and his partner, Nikita Chekov, Black Marlin. Their notoriety grew after a few potential clients declined to buy one of their patches, the vulnerability somehow got leaked, and the ensuing hack-fest resulted in the loss of billions of dollars to the client who had passed on the offer.

      Were Zan Tanner and Black Marlin saviors, pirates, or both? Whatever one’s opinion, there was little doubt they became the world’s leading experts on Zero Day hacks and patches. Advancing to the next level, Kip and Nikita used open-source tools to develop their own hacking AI to help them penetrate systems all over the world, but that expansion eventually led to a disconnect between the two men.

      As Nikita became more and more enamored with his life in the West, his relationship with his father, one of the most powerful men in Russia, suffered. Valentin Chekov relentlessly reinforced the Russian value system on his son, whatever that was, and at every turn was repulsed when his son exhibited Western traits. Nikita became conflicted and started to press Kip to agree to do business with fascist and totalitarian regimes, which Kip refused to do. Once Kip found out that Nikita was transacting with North Korea and Iran on the side, the disconnect became a full disconnection, and they terminated their partnership and friendship. Nikita moved to Moscow after Stanford, and they had not spoken since.

      By 2040, the Satin Road had changed both in size and vibe. The thing about VR environments was that they could change in the blink of an eye if programmed by an AI or a team of VR coders assisted by an AI. The Satin Road expanded through the years, and there were thousands of avatars on this night. It was always nighttime in the Satin Road; daylight didn’t fit this hacker meetup/gunslinger saloon/biker bar vibe with its ever-present throwback Led Zeppelin music. The bar now extended a thousand feet from Zan Tanner, and it was standing room only. The ID badges worn on the avatars’ chests lit up like iridescent squid glowing in the darkness of the ocean at night.

      Patches worn on an RL outlaw motorcycle biker’s jacket told a specific story: what gang you are a member of, whether that gang was a motorcycle club or a riding club, what city you were from, what territory your club claimed to own, whether you were in training or a full member of the gang, what crimes you had committed, and whether or not you had killed somebody on behalf of the gang. The ID badges worn in the Satin Road indicated the types of hack that the avatar claimed expertise for perpetrating or defending.

      And then there was the most notorious ID badge, the 1%-er. In the Satin Road, the 1% meant you were part of an elite group that trafficked in Zero Days.

      Zan cruised the Road, entertainment on this night was in full glory. He passed strippers on platforms every fifty feet, lap dances going on at the tables, private sex rooms, pool tables, dartboards, and motorcycle-riding simulations.

      He stopped at the entrance to the Rage Room, Nikita’s old favorite. It was a myriad of first-person shooter environments that you step into, like VR within VR. Get jacked up in battle mode, blowing away a few jihadis in a black-ops game, then retreat into the Satin Road bar for the next strip show. Zan didn’t see anything that spoke Nikita and moved on.

      It was the poker tables that were the most interesting to Zan on this night, located in the center of the Satin Road main floor. The tables were the prime location for negotiations, brokering hacks for Bitcoins.

      Zan surveyed the area for real buyers, buyers who paid the most, the avatars representing nation-states or large corporations. Sometimes this was obvious, other times not so much. Tonight, the Road was filled with Waxers. Zan found it amusing how hard a Waxer tried to make their avatar fit or blend in. The term “Waxer” came from the RL biker world. In an RL dive biker bar, the ones frequented by outlaw bikers, weekend-warrior executive types who could afford a custom hundred-thousand-dollar Harley dressed up on weekends in their shiny leathers and rode their bikes to the bar to hang out with real outlaws. Their chaps squeaked from so little wear, the leather jackets revealed their facade by the new sheen, and their bikes were perfectly waxed, having spent the last two weeks in their garage. They were Waxers, not real bikers.

      In the Satin Road, the Waxers could be federal agents dressed to look like real hackers, but they were over the top, trying too hard. It was like an undercover detective who wore white socks and funky cop shoes while the rest of his clothing made him look like a hippie. Even in VR, you could get a sense of a person—or, in this case, an avatar.

      Like clockwork, buyers at the poker tables looked at the ID badge of an avatar taking a seat at the table. A 1%-er had the highest rep, street cred, and was the most revered avatar category in the Satin Road. 1%-ers took great pride in their work; whether he was a black hat, white hat, or gray hat, he knew he was at the top of the food chain. The avatar with the most notorious rep was Zan Tanner, an avatar that had not been seen in the Satin Road for years, but whose reputation preceded him—big time. The days were long past where Zan had to pitch or sell or promote himself. He possessed a reputation for selling the most innovative Zero Day offensive hacks, ones he knew would go undetected. He did not sell a vulnerability he had not already personally tested and verified—anonymously, of course. His reputation fueled rumors that Zan had created the world’s best AI hacker. If true, he was in a class by himself.

      Zan’s 1% patch was glowing as he ambled through the crowd. Many times in the old days, Zan trolled the Satin Road without an illuminated patch because major buyers knew him by sight. Tonight, he lit his 1% patch as a beacon to a black hat he was searching for, almost like a, Fuck you, I dare you to show yourself. Rumors swirled around the Satin Road: Was Zan Tanner here because he was behind the EMP attack, or had he already figured out a way to defend against the next one? While avatar eyeballs followed him, most were white noise to Zan; he was looking for something behind each stare.

      He was certain that the black hat behind the drone attack would show himself tonight. How could he resist? Where else would he be? Kip figured that Nikita Chekov might not use his old avatar, the Black Marlin; maybe he would appear as a new avatar, wearing a rookie ID badge, or some lowly phishing badge to make himself inconspicuous.

      However he masked himself, Kip was confident that when word got back to Nikita in RL, Nikita would appear in the Satin Road, most likely to do reconnaissance in preparation for his next move. Nikita surely wanted to know if Kip suspected him, too curious to stay away.

      Avatars approached Zan with one proposal after the next, but Zan was terse and made haste rejecting each second-rater. He had no patience for idle talk or others rattling on with their conspiracy theories. The game was afoot at a level where few could tread. For an hour, Zan cruised the Satin Road. The crowd started to blend together and look the same. He reversed course and walked through the poker tables listening to half conversations and conspiracy theories: the Iranians, the North Koreans, the Chinese, dozens of splinter groups, some of which he’d never heard of, or the United States creating an excuse to go to war with one country after the next—theories in no short supply. Some were on the mark and attributed the attack to Gregarin.

      Those conversations gave Zan pause to listen until they played out, but he knew it was Gregarin based on logical deduction. To carry out the drone attack, the hacker needed to have access to military equipment and serious money. The hacker knew how to operate a drone—not just one but dozens simultaneously. The hacker had the intelligence, experience, and resources to invent a new kind of EMP. The hacker was an expert at Zero Day hacks. And the attack was too complex to be carried out by a single person, so Zan was dealing with a nation-state team, a world-class adversary.

      It was Montecito that proved such a bold move, so clear a message, one with no concern for obvious attribution.

      Zan stood next to a poker table on the main floor. Surrounding him were dozens of podiums of strippers: women, men, trans, white, Black, Hispanic, Asian, offers for every appetite. The larger podiums had doubles and triples pushing every limit.

      Zan made is his way through the crowd to one of the featured podiums, and one of the most popular strippers in the Road, performing to Led Zeppelin’s “The Lemon Song,” was a tall look-alike of the old GUESS Jeans supermodel Anna Nicole Smith at her peak.

      Avatars across the floor could hardly keep their eyes off of her as she inched her bra and panties off, acting out the song in an over-the-top sexy and seductive way. Zan moved toward the front of the podium and turned around with his back to Anna, facing the crowd and a catwalk that overlooked the poker tables. Zan performed a grid search, scanning from right to left, and zeroed in on the eyes of each avatar to confirm that they were focusing on Anna. Of course, why wouldn’t they be, unless they were too fucked up to see straight. See into their eyes—penetrate—sense—define—identify.

      Then Zan’s gaze fell on an avatar with unusual eyes standing on the catwalk to his upper left. They were larger than human eyes—bug-like, unhuman. Granted, one could make their avatar look like whatever one wanted it to be: animal, human, machine, or something in between. But this avatar’s eyes were dark, appearing to be both dead and alive at the same time. From this distance, Zan couldn’t be sure, but it seemed like this avatar was paying no attention to Anna.

      Something was off, something evil and menacing. It reminded Kip of a night he’d spent in Yellowstone—a feeling he had, a sense of dread—trying to decide if the fire were playing tricks or the circular reflections he was seeing were the eyes of a predator in the forest, eyes focusing on him.

      Zan’s eyes remained locked on the creature on the catwalk. Anna continued her dance, moving above Zan, swinging her bosom right above his head. Throughout all of this, the eyes of the avatar on the catwalk never wavered, even to chance a glance at Anna or her voluptuous breasts. They maintained their laser focus on Zan’s eyes. Avatars didn’t always experience the same physical responses that a human body did, but if it could, Zan’s skin would have been crawling at that moment. He stared down the nefarious presence now moving along catwalk.

      The avatar on the catwalk moved its mouth. It didn’t seem to be mouthing the words the “The Lemon Song” like so many other patrons; it was a different word, a single word. Zan looked closer. The avatar’s mouth moved again, opening, as its tongue rose to the top of its mouth, and its lips closed distinctly. The avatar was mouthing a three-syllable word while staring intensely at Zan. He duplicated the movements made by the avatar’s mouth.

      K…IH…P… The avatar was mouthing the word “Kip.”

      Zan did everything to maintain his composure.

      He was frozen.

      He knew his body, his real body in RL, was starting to shake, sitting in the chair in his lab. He fought that movement.

      Control your breathing, slow down. Maybe I was wrong, and that was not what the avatar is mouthing.

      Zan broke eye contact and walked away. He buried himself in the crowd, out of sight of the avatar on the catwalk.

      It was him—Nikita—he knew it. It had to be him, the one who’d masterminded the drone strike against his company and his residence. A nation-state might try to damage competitors in the race to an SIAI, but only Nikita would attack his home. Fuck you. I will bury you.

      Zan moved back to the poker table and motioned to a pit boss. He wanted a table all to himself. He transacted the Bitcoins necessary, and the other avatars left. Zan sat down and flagged the waitress. The waitress placed two shots of tequila in front of Zan.

      Where is this fucker? Come face me.

      In a flash, the mutant avatar was sitting in the chair directly across from Zan at the poker table. The eyes of the cryptic avatar were even darker up close than they’d appeared on the catwalk. This was not Nikita’s Black Marlin avatar. This one was different. This sinister avatar was strange in that it had both a human and inhuman quality to it. And those eyes—he’d seen those eyes before. The fiend said nothing and sat there expressionless with those dead eyes.

      Then it hit him: These were not marlin eyes, the eyes of a beautiful, majestic billfish. No, these were lifeless eyes, the eyes of a demon shark—a great white—black, soulless, seemingly dead but not dead, evil. Carcharodon carcharias. And behind them was Nikita Chekov.

      “The drones,” Zan said.

      The beast took its time to smile. “Drones shaking your bones?” Its voice was guttural with an echo to it that seemed to lower at the end of the sentence.

      “No ransom?” Zan looked for a reaction but didn’t get one. “Private targets but no ransom. So your objective was disruption and destruction. Reckless, an act of terrorism. A point of no return. The race to AI? Attack the competition? That’s obvious. But a move of desperation because Gregarin knows it’s in a race it can’t win. Can’t win because its leader was always one step behind. Your dark secret.”

      The hybrid horror stretched and rotated its neck, emitting cracking and popping sounds of vertebrae, so loud Zan thought they might be breaking.

      To release unexpected tension?

      “How’s your friend? I believe you call him Arturo?”

      “Best partner I ever had.” Zan paused to let that resonate. “He’s tracing the EMP back to its origin if he hasn’t already.”

      “Some are masters at masking attribution, wouldn’t you agree?” the creature said.

      Zan downed one of the shots of tequila. “Maybe intuition is enough. China to Moscow to Gregarin.”

      “Gregarin does not need the Chinese to win.”

      “Have you met her in person yet? Some say she’s a ghost—or is actually several people. Heard she went rogue.”

      The beast held its stare, then said, “I think your Arturo has a hangover, yes? So now you go fishing.”

      “Dredging the muck for a bottom-feeder. Or a mutant devilfish.”

      The comment conjured no reaction.

      “Sooner or later, you’d conclude you’re behind, that you needed an edge. To compensate,” Zan said.

      “We compensate for nothing. Nichego.”

      “So you turned to her once she left the People’s Liberation Army. This was not a hack, Nikita. It was a military sortie. An act of war on US soil. But why?”

      “You know nothing. Your government knows nothing.”

      “She has you doing her bidding,” Zan said.

      “See you in Seattle.”

      “So, devilfish, does your father know you’re her Russian bitch?”

      The avatar rose from the table and disappeared.
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      THE WHITE HOUSE

      

      The Situation Room in the basement of the West Wing of the White House was officially known as the John F. Kennedy Conference Room. It had been expanded over the years from its original size of five thousand square feet to over twelve thousand to allow for all of the technology upgrades: AI computer equipment and support staff, drone warfare management systems, surveillance, and intelligence systems. Comanaged by the National Security Council staff, it also included the national security advisor, the White House chief of staff, and the secretaries of Technology, Homeland Security, and the AICW.

      The monitors in the Situation Room of the White House displayed images and videos of the recent drone attacks, darkened corporate headquarters, riots in the streets, looting, car crashes, buildings on fire, and a schematic of a CH-9 Chinese drone.

      Around the large conference table sat President Jones’s crisis team.

      Director Maddax stood in front of a wall displaying a montage of grim images to augment his briefing. “Our consensus is that the first SIAI could, and probably would, take control of all inferior GAIs that preceded it and do it in a matter of minutes using the Internet as its dominion.”

      “But this hasn’t happened yet, correct?” the president said.

      Direct Maddax motioned to Director Masaki. “Correct. Only two other countries are relevant in this regard, besides us, Madam President, and that’s Russia and China.

      “Tech giants, with their billions of dollars and deep talent pools, have been operating twenty-four seven, three sixty-five, to get there first. The leaders include Exogray, with their Exogray Brain and DeepThought subsidiary based in England; Vertical5’s PollyO AI division; and MacroWare, with their advanced GAI versions. There have been significant advances at IBiZ, with their neuromorphic computing that network billions of neuro-synaptic cores in their NorthStar and Almaden designs,” Maddax said.

      Katie Franklin, deputy national security advisor, spoke up: “Also, QualTech’s Zeroth is competitive; it features custom hybrid neuromorphic chips and neural processing units that can produce humanlike functions and interactions, which can be security concerns. Acorn’s use of synthetic synapses is still a tightly held secret, which we have been looking into, and there is MIT, which has been making great strides, having produced a GAI called Mitty. And lastly, there’s the AI at the Stream, which the founder Kip Wilde calls Arturo.”

      “Director Gowdy, you have something here?” Maddax said.

      “Yes, we are still guessing at this point, but we’re looking into a joint North Korean–Iranian effort the hardest.”

      Since the assassination in North Korea, the country kept sliding deeper and deeper into poverty, isolation, and chaos. The mullahs knew that an invasion of Iran was imminent, so they had nothing to lose. “Director Gowdy, the director of the Central Intelligence Agency, said.

      “Tell me about the Russians,” President Jones said.

      “Yes,” Maddax said as he clicked his remote, and the video montage changed to an image of the Arctic. “With the decline of the economies of most major nations in the last twenty-five years, the development of alternative energy sources slowed significantly, and the dependence on fossil fuels has increased, as you know. No nation benefited from this reality more than Russia, with its aggressive expansion into the Arctic. It is the last frontier on Earth for oil discovery and production. The region is estimated to hold approximately one hundred and ten billion barrels of oil and over two trillion cubic feet of natural gas, according to our geological surveys. The value of the reserves is in excess of fifty trillion dollars.”

      “Fifty trillion?” President Jones said.

      Maddax nodded. “Since our noninterventionist approach over the last few administrations, Russia’s march into the Arctic continued unabated; even China was no match. In the early part of the century, Valentin Chekov and other corrupt Russian officials gained the first-mover advantage. The development of narrow and general artificial intelligence designed to manage oil extraction became instrumental in the hostile environment of extreme temperatures and remote locations. For the last twenty-five years, Russia’s Trefoil Military Base and Arctic Oil Exploration Data Center never stopped expanding. Under Valentin’s strong influence, the complex has three missions. One, to maintain military dominance in the region. Two, to claim vast amounts of territories of oil reserves as its own. And three, to develop a second remote artificial intelligence development center to supplement Gregarin AI base in Moscow, one that would be difficult to attack.”

      “We think Gregarin is behind the EMP,” said General Miller Scott, the commanding general of the Joint Special Operations Command.

      “It’s possible,” Gowdy said.

      “So how do we deal with Russia, General? How do we respond?” President Jones said.

      General Scott stood up and began pacing. The video montage matched his descriptions. “The Russian military buildup in the Arctic in recent years includes new air bases and air defense units in Northern Clover on Kotelny Island; the expansion of military airstrips in Franz Josef Land, called Nagurskoye; and additional military bases at Rogachevo, Cape Schmidt, Wrangel, Sredniy, and other locations.”

      “Jesus Christ,” President Jones barked.

      General Scott was getting revved up. “Exactly. The buildup also includes thousands of new troops, additional engineering and construction teams, and the opening of new deep-water ports housing hundreds of icebreaker ships. So we have this Chekov character.” General Scott pointed to the monitor and a photo of Valentin Chekov, who was tall and thin, with hard features and coarse salt-and-pepper hair.

      The general continued: “A former president of Russia made the commingling of politics and commerce an art form, establishing himself as one of the richest men in the world before his notorious demise. Now we have Valentin Chekov who learned those lessons well. While Chekov’s official title is ‘Russian foreign minister,’ his shell companies own oil reserves potentially worth trillions of dollars once extracted. With tens, if not hundreds, of billions of dollars allocated to Gregarin, his son Nikita has an unlimited budget to further AI development in both Moscow and the Arctic. For the Arctic center, Nikita purchased six Tianhe-5 supercomputers from the Chinese National University of Defense Technology.”

      “These computers are the world’s most powerful to date with two hundred and fifty-four petaflops of computing power,” Maddax said.

      General Scott responded, “While China hesitated to make the deal that would provide more resources to Russia for the development of the first SIAI, China’s economy was in decline for years, and they need Russian oil. Blackmailing several Chinese senior officials with sexually exploitive material, a standard tactic of Zhora Chekov and his team of henchmen, did not hurt the negotiation.”

      The image on the monitor changed to the Ural Mountains in Russia.

      The general continued: “For decades, the Soviets, and then the Russians, feared that the United States might nuke Moscow. It the past decade, the most defended asset of the Russian government is the Gregarin Center in these mountains. The mission statement for Gregarin outlined two goals. First, to dominate the world in cyberwarfare and cripple the West. The second goal is to develop and control the world’s first superintelligent artificial intelligence entity. Gregarin is encased in rock quartz below Mount Yamantau in the Ural Mountains in central Russia. To defend against our nukes.”

      The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Daniel Joseph, jumped in, “And while many garrisons, such as Beloretsk-15 and Beloretsk-16, exist on top of the facility and house tens of thousands of personnel, the real action is subterranean. Millions of square feet underground. The air filtration system is designed to withstand nuclear, chemical, and biological attacks. Food and water storage has been developed to sustain the underground population for years. While we have been spending trillions of dollars on social and other entitlement programs for our population, Russia has spent its oil and gas revenue on building up its cyberwar machines in the Ural Mountain complex and in the Arctic while the majority of Russians are starving. Poor bastards.”

      President Jones sat there in silence, her jaw muscles tightening. General Scott stared at her, then crossed his arms. She felt his glare and turned to him.

      Finally, she exhaled. “What, General?”

      “What I need to know, Madam President, is who do we bomb tomorrow?”

      

      RUSSIA

      

      Zhora Chekov, Nikita’s older brother, and Valentin Chekov marched through cold gray hallways in the chasms of Gregarin escorted by six soldiers. Zhora was dressed in his pristine Russian military uniform, more medals than uniform. They reached a set of double steel doors, and Zhora placed his face to the retina scanner; the doors opened, revealing the Russian Cyber Command Center, which was the size of several American football fields and had cascading rows of cubicles occupied by Russian software programmers.

      Zhora and Valentin climbed a staircase and entered a large room with a glass wall that provided them with a view of a vast ocean of Russian hackers. On the opposite wall hung an eighty-foot-wide display that looked like the scoreboard in an American sports stadium. The readouts of the display were changing, tracking the results of various ongoing cyberattacks hatched and launched from the facility. Cyberwarfare in Russia was considered a sport. Nikita entered the room.

      “Hello, Father, Zhora. Today, there will be the large financial services attack, but soon our entity will take to the air,” Nikita said.

      “Maybe you can’t shoot a rifle for shit, brother, but you’re a loyal son of Mother Russia,” Zhora said.

      “When can I see the results?” Valentin said.

      “We’re ready now, Father. I was waiting for you,” Nikita said.

      Nikita walked through several corridors and reached a set of doors guarded by two Russian soldiers brandishing automatic weapons. Recognizing Nikita, they opened the doors. Nikita made his way past the dozens of programmers working on the main floor until he reached his office, closed the door, and sat in a chair in the middle of the room.

      “Hello, Carcharias,” Nikita said.

      A blank display with a thin blue line around it appeared in a hologram.

      “Execute Black Bear 4.12,” Nikita said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      RADNTEL

      

      Kip worked from three locations within RadNtel: his workstation in the R&D lab, a computer workstation in the center of the VR coders’ bullpen, and his private office. His office was designed around his most extensive work system: glass, steel, and carbon-fiber workstations formed a one-man command-and-control center from which he could manage RadNtel and the Stream. The carbon-fiber desktops wrapped around him in configurations that suited whatever his purposes were at the time. They were movable by voice command, and Kip could launch an endless number of holograms into the room to code, design, experiment, and innovate.

      His private office was the size of a basketball court with towering ceilings and walls covered in modern art: Kandinsky, Basquiat, Miro. And while there were chairs and couches in various enclaves, nothing in the space was static: the racks of computers, displays, and tables on wheels with mock-ups of Stream environments were constantly being rolled in and out of his customizable workspace. Kip examined a single hologram window in front of him that displayed metrics of his complex hack attack on Gregarin.

      “Defenses not penetrated yet. Professor Hagen calling,” Arturo said.

      “Damn it, Arturo. Uh, yeah, put him through,” Kip said.

      “Good morning,” Hagen said in a hologram.

      Kip stood up. “Not yet on that thing we spoke of,” Kip said.

      “Understood. Are you moving to OTP1?” Hagen said.

      “Yes. Proceed with OTP, Arturo,” Kip said.

      “Proceeding,” Arturo said.

      “I spoke to my contact at AICW. Washington’s going into national defense mode, as we predicted,” Hagen said.

      “I will not be fucking nationalized. I need to ramp up Arturo for Becca right now.”

      “So, what’s the latest on that?”

      “Arturo, off,” Kip instructed. The blue cube on Kip’s desk faded to black, then he said, “I’ve been focusing on some new ideas in his recursive learning. His intelligence amplification continues, but the trajectory is flattening. His strategizing skills seem to be excellent but may not be as good as DeepThought. I have him filtered to avoid social manipulation, so he is behind Acorn’s Sara in that regard. His hacking skills are the best in the world, that’s my biased opinion, but we haven’t penetrated Gregarin’s defenses, at least not yet. His technology for surveillance may be behind AICW, probably. He doesn’t need to have a strong economic productivity component. We know that wouldn’t be the case for an AI in the wild. It’s a mixed bag with the Russians and Chinese in overdrive. But I need Arturo to excel in medical right now. I want to keep Chekov and his Gregarin goons out of my core.”

      “So what is Arturo going to do for Becca exactly? Research?” Hagen said.

      “Working on something new.”

      “On the other front, no activity was detected from the Convergere during the drone strike. So, Kip, who built that structure, and what the hell is in that lower level?”

      Kip began pacing.

      “I don’t know…” He stopped midsentence.

      “What?”

      Kip stood still.

      “That development. That building. Or group of buildings, or whatever it is. I saw it in the Stream before we went,” Kip said.

      “What do you mean? A Stream environment?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, great. You can tell who created it, then.”

      “I’ve checked. There are anomalies in the code. And in the logs.”

      “Anomalies? You mean bugs in your source code?”

      “Not sure.”

      “What’s Arturo’s assessment?”

      “Anomaly.”

      “Jesus,” Hagen said.

      Kip started pacing again.

      “I’m sure it has nothing to do with Gregarin. These things may be unrelated,” Kip said.

      “Then what is it?” Hagen said.

      “What is Washington saying?”

      “They’re confused. Kip, get this, I got ahold of the lab results from the survey drones. Nothing out of the ordinary outside the building. No radiation, no waves of any kind. But when they went inside, including the lower level near the miniature version…there was nothing, I mean, nothing,” Hagen said.

      “You mean no results or the drones stopped receiving data?” Kip said.

      “Data was receiving fine. No technical failures detected. No detectable chemical properties, none. No elements. No air, no mass of any kind. No light. Nada.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “I mean, there was nothing registering, and there is always something, at least air.”

      “Nothing?” Kip said.

      “We know it’s impossible from a physics standpoint. Something is always present, even in a deep-space hard vacuum, there is a low density of particles, predominantly a plasma of hydrogen and helium as well as electromagnetic radiation, magnetic fields, neutrinos, dust, and cosmic rays—something at least,” Hagen said.

      “Null energy?”

      “Science fiction?” Hagen said.

      “An enormous structure appearing without a discernible history. Like two worlds converging. With no atmospheric readings. Is this science fiction or science fact? And we have a Stream environment, all of which exist in computer code, except this one,” Kip said.

      “Like the code is broken or interrupted?”

      “Changes to this one environment continually.”

      “Written by an AI?”

      “Too fast to be human, I can tell you that.”

      “One of yours?” Hagen said.

      “No.”

      “So, the developer is using tools, right?”

      “That’s what I thought at first,” Kip said.

      Professor Hagen waited for the clarification. “What?”

      “Then I looked at the callouts to the subroutines. They weren’t code.”

      “You mean they weren’t a Python variant? What’re they written in?” Hagen said.

      “There was no code there. No subroutines running. So I went into the kernel for the environment and wrote over it. Nothing changed. Then I deleted the kernel. No kernel, no OS, no environment, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then I deleted all the code related to this environment everywhere. Had Arturo do global deletes.”

      “Nothing changed?”

      “To use your word, nada,” Kip said.

      “You’ve been hacked.”

      “A hack is code. There is no damn code.”

      “No code?”

      “Null code.”

      

      CRIMINAL, CYBER, RESPONSE, AND SERVICES BRANCH

      

      Created thirty-eight years ago as part of the US government’s post-9/11 response, the CCRSB was a service within the FBI responsible for investigating cyber crime, financial crimes, white-collar crimes, organized crimes, public corruption cases, and other crimes. The branch oversaw all computer-based crimes related to counterterrorism, counterintelligence, and criminal threats against the United States.

      Director Masaki entered the FBI crisis center where Director Hughes sat at a table.

      “So, connect the dots for me,” Hughes said.

      Director Hughes pointed to an image of the Satin Road bar on the wall. “Do you know who Zan Tanner is?”

      “Of course. The most notorious Zero Day hacker. He sold the US government and corporations dozens of patches. He went dark ten years ago. Some people believe that the real guy is dead,” Masaki said.

      “What about Nikita Chekov?”

      “Educated at Stanford, where he met Kip Wilde, who we suspect is Zan Tanner. Both he and Kip had the unique skill set of finding vulnerabilities in complex computer systems that were previously unknown. Sold the information about those vulnerabilities to the companies where they’d found them to exist, then proceeded to sell those same companies the patches needed to fix the vulnerabilities. Received payment in the form of Bitcoins or other untraceable digital currency. Then they went dark,” Masaki said.

      “But we never charged them with hacking these companies or our government servers?” Hughes said.

      “No. But, Wilde, at least, clearly moved on and excelled at AI. See, within the tech industry, there was a group of engineers who were considered to be in a class by themselves. This group became known as the Fabulous Five. I sent you a brief on it last year. They didn’t stop at building advanced GAIs; they built GAIs designed to build other GAIs.

      “These five engineers created a class of GAIs that created one breakthrough after the next. The coding and innovation that these GAIs achieved put them on the brink of a true AI breakout, or so many thought. Kip Wilde was the lone American in the Five.

      There was also the Irishman, S. R. Jones, who works at Exogray Brain;

      Conner Charles, the lead engineer running DeepThought, replaced Demis Hassabis after the accident there; and

      an engineer in China whose identity was a tightly held state secret in China.

      “And there was the Russian, Nikita Chekov. There is a long-standing warrant out for the guy but no way to extradite him. We know, or at least we have substantial evidence, that he runs a huge cyberattack team from Gregarin. We’re looking at him for the drone attack, right? The question is whether it was government sanctioned or not, and whether or not Valentin Chekov gave the go-ahead.”

      “And Wilde?” Hughes said.

      “RadNtel was a target, though,” Masaki said.

      “Like the devil mixes fact with fiction, these guys helped the US and also hacked the US. They built a hacking AI that they called John Doe. We chased it for years but never penetrated it. What we don’t know is if that core AI became a Russian entity or something else,” Hughes said.

      

      RADNTEL

      

      The blue cube on the reception desk of the RadNtel headquarters was not illuminated, and that meant that the AI was temporarily out of commission. Guest passes did not automatically pop out of the slot on the desk, so a human employee was required to screen guests and hand out passes manually. That human was a twentysomething woman who greeted the FBI Agents Robert Smith, who was a white man in his thirties, and Janet Johnson, a Black woman in her forties who was taller than Smith.

      “Nice building,” Agent Smith said.

      “We’ve been expecting you. I will get Mr. Noah for you. I’ll be right back. Our systems are still down,” the receptionist said.

      “Noah is for a different set of agents. We are here to see Mr. Wilde,” Agent Johnson clarified.

      “Oh, is he expecting you?” the receptionist said.

      “Yes, well, he’s expecting the FBI at least,” Smith said.

      “I have to clear you. Please wait here.”

      “You have to clear the FBI?”

      Agent Johnson stepped in. “That’s fine, miss, we’ll just wait here until you find Mr. Wilde.”

      After the receptionist disappeared around the corner, the agents followed.

      The receptionist knocked on Kip’s open office door and waited. Agents Johnson and Smith walked past her.

      “Excuse me,” the receptionist said.

      “Come on in, guys. What have you come up with?” Kip said.

      “The team investigating the drone strike is on the way. We are here about a different matter,” Johnson said.

      “What?”

      “We would like for you to come down to the LA office with us. You can ride with us in our car,” Smith said.

      “Don’t have time,” Kip said. “As you know, I was attacked.”

      “I’m afraid we’d like to insist, and we recommend that you bring your attorney with you,” Johnson said.

      “We already called her,” Smith said.

      Kip picked up the satellite phone on his desk and dialed.

      “Linda Harris, please,” Kip said. “Yes, it is.”

      The agents paced around the office.

      “Linda, what’s the deal with the FBI?” Kip said. “Now? Jesus.”

      

      FBI OFFICE—LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

      

      Kip walked into an interview room of the FBI office in Los Angeles. His attorney, Linda Harris, forty-two, wore a neat business suit and was already seated. She stood up and hugged Kip.

      “All the way down here?” Kip said, impatience in his voice.

      “They want to ask you about your experience in the Satin Road,” Linda said.

      “Satin Road?” Kip said.

      She whispered in his ear, and Kip nodded.

      Agent Autry Baez walked in, shook hands, and sat down. Agent Baez was not your typical FBI agent. His wrinkled clothes did not quite fit right. His hair was three weeks past due for a cut, and he had two days’ worth of beard, maybe three.

      “Thanks for coming all the way down here, guys. I know this is an inconvenience with your company being hit and all,” Agent Baez said.

      “What does the bureau have on the attack?” Linda said.

      “You know other agents are handling that. Mr. Wilde, we wanted to ask you about your time in the hacker’s VR cesspool called the Satin Road,” Agent Baez said.

      Kip maintained his poker face.

      “What is it that you want to know?” Linda said.

      “Please tell me about the Satin Road,” Agent Baez said.

      “Not my creation, so I don’t have expertise. Next question,” Kip said.

      “Excuse me?” Agent Baez said.

      “What Mr. Wilde means is that you guys already know about the Satin Road because you have plants there every day,” Linda said. “And you know everything there is to know about it. In fact, you pay for information there.”

      “Yes, well, I don’t know about that, but let me ask you, Mr. Wilde, what can you tell me about the virtual reality persona that goes by the name of Zan Tanner?”

      “My personal life is none of your business,” Kip said.

      Agent Baez smiled. “That’s pretty good. So not to pry into your persona life, but what can you tell me about the virtual reality avatar that goes by the name of Black Marlin?” Agent Baez said.

      “It’s a large billfish that frequents warm water. I have caught several,” Kip said.

      “Hot water now. What can you tell me about Nikita Chekov?” Agent Baez said.

      Kip placed his hand on Linda’s arm.

      “I’ll answer that. I went to college with him,” he said.

      “Were you partners?”

      “Went to same college.”

      “Just school chums, then lost touch?” Agent Baez said. “Or partners in crime?”

      “Don’t answer that. Next question,” Linda said.

      “Did you at any time sell what is known as Zero Days?” Agent Baez said.

      “Zero memory,” Kip said.

      Baez was not smiling when he said, “Did you at any time hack the United States government?”

      “Don’t answer that. Do you have any evidence for this line of inquiry?” Linda said.

      “I can answer that one for Agent Baez, and the answer is no, they have zero evidence. Isn’t that correct, Agent?” Kip leaned toward Agent Baez, waiting for his answer.

      “We don’t comment on active investigations.”

      “So are you confirming that my client is the target of an active investigation,” Linda said.

      “We don’t comment on the existence or nonexistence of criminal investigations,” Agent Baez said.

      “Your bosses and the bosses before them at 935 Pennsylvania Avenue figured out long ago that I have helped my country on many occasions one way or another, so maybe you didn’t get those memos here in LA,” Kip said.

      “I have read those reports,” Agent Baez said.

      Linda stepped in. “And I’m sure you know, Agent Baez, that in the absence of a specific statute of limitations that we are unaware of, the default federal limitations period of five years applies, 18 US Code, Section 3282. So whatever you think my client did in his youth is irrelevant, and that can’t be why we’re here, so tell me why we’re here, please.”

      “He wants to know if Nikita Chekov is behind the EMP attacks,” Kip said.

      “What can you tell us, Mr. Wilde?” Agent Baez.

      “How about this? We start over. I’ll go first. I agree with you that Chekov is behind this. This office, your office, has zero chance of doing anything about it, so we both know it is being run out of FBI Cyber Crime in DC and the AICW, so that begets the question of why I am here and the answer to that is you wanted to assess me personally regarding if I have been in contact with Chekov and that answer is: not directly,” Kip said.

      “See, not directly? Now that’s not helpful. We need to know what you know directly. Unless you are hiding something. Indirectly,” Agent Baez said.

      “My client is a victim of the attack, at his residence as well as his workplace, and you should treat him as such. That would be helpful,” Linda said.

      “If he has knowledge of a potential perpetrator, directly or indirectly, or any which way, he is a person of interest.”

      “This person will communicate directly with the AICW, interestingly the only agency that understands cyber crime perpetrated by AIs. Is that helpful?” Kip said.

      “How do you know it was an AI?” Agent Baez said.

      “Because that is how I would have done it,” Kip said.

      “He means hypothetically, of course,” Linda said.

      “Of course. I’m not gonna cuff him, hypothetically. We’re just talking here, right? Thank you for your time, Ms. Harris, Mr. Wilde.”

      “Tell Ms. Masaki that I want to see the Convergere building again,” Kip said.

      “What’s the Convergere?” Agent Baez said.

      Kip was not surprised, and he looked at Linda, then started to walk out. He stopped and turned to Baez. “Skip it. I’ll tell her myself. And since we are just talking here, I wanted to thank you and several of your LA-based FBI guys.”

      “For what?” Agent Baez said.

      “Your premium membership in the Stream. Thanks for your business. Sayonara.”

      Agent Baez closed the door.

      In the hallway, Kip whispered to Linda, “Heavy user. Loves Japanese bondage.”

      “TMI,” Linda said.

      

      FBI HEADQUARTERS—WASHINGTON, DC

      

      Director Masaki and Director Hughes watched the video of Kip’s interview in a conference room at the J. Edgar Hoover building in Washington, DC.

      “You know what? I don’t really care if the guy was Zan Tanner. For one thing, he helped the US government, and what does that have to do with drone strikes and this oddity in Northern California?” Masaki said.

      “We think the strike was retribution against him. If he was this black hat, we can’t trust him, and, by the way, he wants to go back to that Convergere building.”

      “You don’t trust anybody.”

      “The president wants possible scenarios and potential blowback to nationalizing.”

      “How is that legal?” Masaki said.

      “Eminent domain meets national security.”

    

    
      
      

      1 OTP stood for “one-time pad,” a type of encryption where each character is encrypted by a modular addition with another bit or character from a secret random key (or pad) of the same length resulting in a ciphertext. In Kip’s case, the hologram signal is scrambled on one end with OTP and only decrypted by a receiver on the other end containing the primer.
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      RADNTEL

      

      Kip stared at the CogN chair.

      “Lower the light, Arturo,” Kip said.

      The lights dimmed, draping the chair in muted light and shadow.

      “Now it looks like an electric chair,” Kip said.

      “The amount of electricity we will be emitting is quite negligible, as you know,” Arturo said.

      “Eight months of work, tens of millions of lines of code, and here we are,” Kip said.

      Kip ran his hands through his hair and let out a sigh. “Am I crazy to do this? Am I being reckless?”

      “Rhetorical questions, I assume,” Arturo said.

      Kip looked at a photo of Becca on the center display panel of his workstation.

      “Damn it, I have to do this. We have to do this.”

      Kip walked into the animal room and stood in front of Andy, who was playing a snowboarding video game.

      “Hey, Andy,” Kip said.

      Andy used his mouse to hit the pause button on the game, hopped out of his chair, and seemed to be smiling at Kip. Kip put his hand in the cage, and Andy grabbed his index finger. Kip walked back into the central lab and sat in the CogN chair. He rubbed the temple on the left side of his head. Resting on an attachment to the chair was the transcranial headset, an updated, magnetic stimulation system.

      “I have to try, Arturo,” Kip said under his breath.

      “Understood,” Arturo said.

      “Where are you on the protocol to correct the abnormalities in the formation of synapses and dendritic spines?”

      “I made the adjustments in sim, millions of them to date, using a recursive learning algorithm that I wrote. The results look encouraging.”

      “And the synthesis of synaptic proteins?” Kip said.

      “Encouraging,” Arturo said.

      “I read those results—yes, I concur. I will bring her over in a couple of days if things go well today, and we will do her emulation.”

      “I will refine the algorithms further using her actual emulation, of course. ETA on completion of the ALS stimulation protocol is ninety-six hours and twelve minutes. Are we proceeding with your process?” Arturo said.

      The lab was illuminated by dozens of holograms of metrics. He was blanketed by shades of blue light. The Cray supercomputer hummed in the next room as it revved up. Kip held a remote control in his hand.

      “If I can’t speak and I want to stop, I will hit this. Testing now,” Kip said.

      “Kill switch confirmed.”

      “Is KD intact? All enhancements to date?”

      “One hundred percent verified.”

      “Run the tests again.”

      Thirty holograms appeared, and the processes commenced.

      “Good, let them run.”

      “The medical team?” Arturo said.

      “I have decided against it. No one is to know. If necessary, you call nine-one-one and brief them. Tell them only what they need to know and nothing more. Is that understood?”

      “Understood.”

      A few minutes later, the simulations stopped.

      “Simulations complete,” Arturo said.

      Kip placed the headset on, looked over the results, and reclined the chair.

      “March twenty-fifth, 2040, eight thirty p.m. Pacific Standard Time. Location: RadNtel, Ventura, California. Human brain, Kip Wilde, CogN project. KD download to organic brain, iteration one, version one. Proceed,” Kip said.

      He closed his eyes.

      

      The gigantic branches of the towering redwoods played hide-and-seek with the sunlight. Zip walked through the forest, zigzagging around tree trunks the size of small houses. Trudging through the snow, he listened to the howling and moaning of the wind whipping through the ancient treetops that extended three hundred feet into the sky.

      Why am I here? Where am I going?

      He approached a clearing. He saw movement.

      It was Ronni.

      She was wearing a parka and stocking cap. Her skin was tan, and he thought she must have recently been skiing. Her eyes were radiant, bluer than the mile-high sky above her, almost lavender. Kip moved toward her and reached out his hand. She reached back.

      “It’s taken time,” Kip said.

      “I know. I thought it would never happen again. I had to leave to save myself,” Ronni said.

      “I know that.”

      “I’m not sure I trust this.”

      “You will in time.”

      “Do we have time?”

      “From now on.”

      “But so much time has passed.”

      “We have to make up for lost time.”

      They walked for a while. Ronni let go of Kip’s hand and wrapped her arms around herself.

      “I’m taking Becca to the beach house in Kauai,” Ronni said.

      “Why now?” Kip said.

      “To escape.”

      “Escape what?”

      “The radiation.”

      Kip watched Ronni turn and look to the horizon. There was a dark mushroom cloud beyond a distant mountain range.

      Kip stepped forward, and Ronni grabbed him. He looked down. He was standing at the edge of a cliff. He looked at her, and she smiled. Then she pointed to her right, and he turned.

      Becca was standing there looking at her parents.

      “Becca?” Kip said.

      “Hi, Dad,” Becca said.

      Kip noticed that Becca appeared to be years older, in her late teens.

      “Becca, what are you doing here?” he said.

      Becca looked into the valley and pointed.

      In the valley was the Convergere complex.

      

      Kip was sitting in the CogN chair in the lab at RadNtel. He opened his eyes. He was in a full sweat.

      “Download complete,” Arturo said.

      Kip removed the headset, staggered out of the chair, and tumbled to the floor. He pushed himself up to a sitting position and rubbed his head.

      “Kip, how do you feel?” Arturo said.

      “Slight headache,” Kip said.

      “What is the intensity level? Should I call nine-one-one?”

      “No. I need water.”

      Kip walked into the kitchen and drank a full glass of water, then returned to his workstation, sat down, closed his eyes, and laid his head back. How can I tell if my cognition is better? Can I code faster, better, learn faster? It’s still me, I’m alive, I’m here. It’s okay…so far. Kip opened his eyes.

      Kip took a moment and then said, “Bring up the ALS and autism protocols, please.”

      Two windows appeared on the displays in front of his workstation.

      “Close all KD windows,” Kip said.

      The KD windows closed. Kip studied the code on the displays in front of him.

      “Scroll, please,” he said.

      The code scrolled across both windows.

      “Faster.”

      The code scrolled by at high speed.

      “Stop. Back up three pages. Stop.”

      Kip edited the code, rapid-fire, hammering keystrokes on the mechanical keyboard built to take his punishment, the strength in his fingers like a concert pianist’s. His typing speed increased further, then increased again. He was typing over two hundred words per minute.

      “Scroll. Stop.”

      An hour later, Kip stopped typing.

      “I have written a specification for these changes. It should encompass about two thousand lines of code. I want you to make these changes and then debug it. This includes the uploading protocols, the enhancement protocols, the autism and ALS components, and the new download protocols. Once complete, commence with full simulations and debug again,” Kip said.

      “Processing now,” Arturo said.

      A video call came in from Becca. She appeared in hologram.

      “Hey, sweetie, how are you? Are you in bed?” Kip said, rubbing his head.

      “Yeah. H-how are y-you?” Becca said.

      “I’m, uh, fine. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Dad, h-how are you? You d-did something,” Becca said.

      “What? What did I do, sweetie?”

      “Something. I-I’m not sure. To y-yourself.”

      That caught Kip by surprise. He sat up in his chair, cleared his throat.

      “I’ve been working on something new.”

      “I know.”

      “What do you know?”

      “T-to help—help me.”

      “Yes. To help you.”

      “D-don’t take any c-chance with yourself, Dad.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”
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      CHINA

      

      The smog was dense and charcoal gray, the sun hidden behind a permanent cloud of particle air. The eighteen-foot-long black Hongqi presidential limousine and its motorcade rolled through the city flanked by the Chinese military on motorcycles. Helo-gunships kept pace overhead, guarding the air. Military snipers were on every rooftop, keeping watch over the pedestrians. At the front of the motorcade, trucks with snowplows deflected citizens who got too close.

      In the back of the car, Meng Wangwei, the general secretary of the Communist Party of China, was reviewing his daily security briefing, which started with a summation of the previous day’s progress of super-AI development by the state. He clicked a link in the report, and a hologram launched. It was the last few minutes of an interrogation by the Chinese police of an artificial intelligence engineer who was strapped to a “tiger chair.” The interrogator whacked his knee joints with a spiked baton while repeatedly asking him the location of “the traitor against the Chinese race.”

      Meng was the president of the People’s Republic of China and chairman of the Central Military Commission. He reigned supreme over all activities of the state.

      Having a law enforcement background, President Meng considered the AI race to be the life-or-death survival of his government and its people; therefore, he dedicated unprecedented resources to monitor progress. Today, Meng was heading to the AI research-and-development center, AliWahua AI. The tagline for AliWahua Inc. was “Relentless for Ultimate Intelligence.” Once the Chinese government determined that conglomerate had developed strong, general artificial intelligence agents and networks, they took action.

      The Chinese government viewed private commerce as an extension of itself. While many companies ran independently, particularly in Hong Kong, as soon as the people’s government concluded what a company was doing or creating to be something that could further their communist control, they became “partners.”

      For decades, AliWahua and smaller Chinese technology companies created advanced general artificial intelligence systems and networks for their industrial, medical, and other sectors. China approached these missions as they approached other large projects in the past, and that was in great numbers. AliWahua employed over one million Chinese software developers and engineers.

      While the leaders of AliWahua were all native Chinese and viewed the evolution and future of the world in large swathes of time, in some cases thousands of years, the race for SIAI went against this cultural norm. They knew, as did all legitimate players in the race, that time was of the essence, and it was a winner-take-all game. This reality caused management to treat the Chinese coders as enslaved hordes, pushing them to their limits and severely punishing workers for poor performance.

      While AliWahua made advances in general artificial intelligence, President Meng was worried that their approach might mirror what had transpired in China during the technical revolutions of the last fifty years; the Chinese were masters at production, execution, and efficiencies of scale but short on innovation. They routinely copied the West but were always a step behind in development. This pattern, if repeated in the race for SIAI, would leave them enslaved to the West forever, or so he feared. To counter this concern, Meng provided an unlimited budget to AliWahua to experiment with the most advanced concepts in accelerating AI—and that was in liquids.

      The motorcade arrived at AliWahua AI, and Meng entered the building with his escort of twenty soldiers. He continued through the complex and entered a viewing platform. Below him were hundreds of white-clad scientists working with compounds in glass containers with small wires connected to them. Cables ran across the room, connecting to banks of Tianhe-5s, Chinese supercomputers, the most powerful on the planet.

      As he gazed down at the scene, he tapped his finger on the guardrail. He was stressed today, as he had been every day since he learned that one of their leading AI engineers had disappeared six months ago.

      Her disappearance coincided with the theft of a new Tianhe-5 from the manufacturing facility. From another site, a quantum computer had been stolen the prior week. Dozens of security personnel had been executed. All three of these events were censored by the Chinese government. He wondered how long he could keep them a secret.

      

      RUSSIA

      

      Valentin, Nikita, and Zhora marched through the Gregarin Cyber Command Center and approached a steel double door. The door opened automatically, and they descended a hallway. They reached a steel elevator door where Nikita positioned his eye in line with the retina scanner; the door opened, the men entered the elevator, and Nikita pressed the B button.

      The elevator jerked, stopped, started again, then continued downward. The steel doors opened with a low-decibel hum, and the men stepped into the Boris Center, a combination medical laboratory and psychology center that spanned thousands of square feet underground.

      As the men made their way through the complex, staff members stopped whatever they were doing and saluted. The three men entered a room and, through a one-way mirror, had a view of an austere apartment-like setting. Scattered around the living room area were several tables of games, including Go, chess, puzzles, and paints.

      In a large leather chair sat Boris-38, a gaunt seventeen-year-old who looked much older—not in a mature way, but weathered. Boris-38 was flipping through pages of a book speed-reading it.

      “He’s the best yet,” Nikita said. “Номер-38.”

      “English, my son. Practice for our takeover,” Valentin said.

      “So, maybe this one will live for a while, brother,” Zhora said.

      “We have found a nootropic mixture he can tolerate as long as we stabilize his acidity levels. He is also getting NSI-612, an advanced version of 189 that is proving to accelerate neuron generation. We know that the American DARPA is still fooling with monkeys. Within two years, we should be ready to create neurogenesis in vitro with our special Russian babies,” Nikita said.

      “What’s the freak’s IQ now?” Zhora said.

      “His IQ has increased from one hundred fifty-eight when the program started to one hundred sixty-two today,” Nikita said.

      “He is no freak. He is a Russian, my son,” Valentin said.

      “Doesn’t he want to get out of his cave?” Zhora said.

      “All his needs are taken care of here when he is not working on his AI project, and he has much of the world in VR available to him in a closed system,” Nikita said.

      A staff member entered the living room escorting a long-legged twentysomething with an hard-featured Eastern European look. She sat down in front of Boris-38. He took a few seconds to finish his book before scanning the woman the way a lion eyes a zebra.

      Valentin, Zhora, and Nikita exited the living quarters and proceeded through another hallway, glancing into a laboratory room as they passed by. In the center of the room sat a large stainless-steel chair with straps on the side and a transcranial headset lying on the seat. The three men continued to the elevator.

      “Zhora, the culling must take place all on the same day so none of them have any warning. Do we have a date yet?” Valentin said.

      “Not yet, we are expanding the target list. Some of my team is in America now.”

      The three men exited the elevator and entered the Gregarin Neuromorphic Computing Center, the nerve center of Russia’s effort to build the world’s first SIAI. The men stopped along a long glass wall and observed dozens of rows of neuromorphic computing boards built-in stacks cascading across the room. The neuromorphic stacks housed billions of neuron-synaptic cores.

      “So this is our brain, Father, this is where he lives. He’ll provide instructions to our teams in the pit,” Nikita said. “The liquid lab is beyond this clean room.”

      “So now we take the next step,” Valentin said.

      “Bring up the grid,” Nikita instructed.

      The men turned around. Images of various electrical grids located across the United States appeared on the wall behind them.

      “Nikita has built what we instructed him to build, Father, the perfect AI hacker to devour the West, piece by piece, to disrupt and destroy, so we can create a true Russian superintelligence,” Zhora said.

      “What are you calling our Russian master AI hacker, Nikita?” Valentin said.

      A dark image appeared in the lower left of the grid. It was a face, a blend of shark and human. It had black eyes surrounded by a faint yellow line.

      “Carcharias, Father. Meet Carcharias.”
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      WASHINGTON DC

      

      The main floor of the Artificial Intelligence Cyberwarfare Counterintelligence and Defense Department (AICW) spread across two hundred yards. Open-air workstations shaped like boomerangs were arranged in pods of four workstations each and filled the floor. Without the restriction of panels or walls, air and light passed through the clusters of desks, allowing the workers to see in and out. Curved screens and canopies were used to “encourage people to connect while offering privacy for focused work without a feeling of confinement”—a high design concept for a government office.

      Looming down from the ceiling was a hexagon of monitors that displayed alerts, updates, messages, metrics, or new threats against the nation. In the center of the floor were three circular workspaces enclosed in glass, one of which officed Director Masaki. She sat with Clair Hilton, the former secretary of technology, now the director of OpenAI, a nonprofit advocating for responsible AI development.

      “The conference is now more important than ever, and it’s the only time each year that most, if not all, the leaders in AI will be in the same city at the same time,” Hilton said.

      “So, what do you have in mind?” Masaki said.

      “We need to get them all in the same room. While we play the angle of patriotic duty, what will motivate them to action is the fear of their own survival,” Clair said.

      “We need all the data they have on the EMP attack. The egos of these folks…many think that they’re in a better position to deal with the threat than their government. We need all their security files as it relates to the attack,” Masaki said.

      “Point taken, but they’re paranoid about nationalization, and with a combined market cap in the trillions, they form a pretty powerful lobby. These guys have data centers scattered around the world, so distributed computing is their best defense against a physical attack. Make the first move. We put you on a secure video conference call at the meeting, and you brief them with everything you have on the attack. We make them sign nondisclosures first like they are about to hear classified information, whether it is or not is not important—gain their trust first,” Clair said.

      Director Masaki thought about it for a moment, then said, “See if you can set it up.”

      

      MONTECITO, CALIFORNIA

      

      Kip sat on the side of Becca’s bed, leaned over and kissed his daughter on the head, then dimmed the bedroom light as he started to leave.

      “You’re g-gonna to stay awake for a while r-right, Dad?” Becca said.

      “Yes, I’ll be close.”

      “Okay, Dad.”

      Becca glanced at the far corner of the room, then rolled over and squeezed her eyes shut.

      Kip walked downstairs to his home office and sat at his desk. He opened a drawer and removed ten flash drives and set them on the desk.

      “Launch penetration assessment, list encrypted private tunnels originating in the Eastern Bloc,” Kip said.

      “Launching data now,” Arturo said.

      “List the Tors also.”

      A window launched for each of the hacking targets: MacroWare’s Corsica; Exogray’s Brain and DeepThought; Vertical5’s PollyO division; Acorn’s Sara division; the Mitty project at MIT; Qualtech’s Zeroth, Gregarin, and AliWahua. Kip stayed current with the techniques used by the best hackers in the world, and what he did not know, Arturo did. Since his days as a Zero Day hacker, Kip kept his secret network active, capable, and updated via Arturo. Kip used virtual private networks running variations of TOR, or other proxy anonymity techniques, operating in most major foreign countries and various Caribbean islands, which enabled him to operate without using the open Internet. Arturo managed hundreds of thousands of virtual machines at any one time, an army of bots ready to attack.

      All of these tools were guarded with the Advanced Encryption Standard, a symmetric encryption algorithm, and Kip was confident he could launch against the targets anonymously. Arturo could, if directed, create a false attribution trail that would eventually lead to a third party if he wished. An attack without attribution.

      “Ten targets spread out each set of ten thousand attacks over the next twelve hours. Project code name Prism,” Kip said.

      “Readying now,” Arturo said.

      The data on the windows started to flow.

      “Ready.”

      Kip centered his chair to the displays, placed his hands on his thighs, took a deep breath, and swallowed.

      “Launch,” he said. “As we obtain source code, I want you to create briefs of features and capabilities that may exceed your own. I will break that list down to determine what we’ll focus on with enhancements to your core.”

      “Understood.”

      Kip sat back in his chair and watched the progress of the hacks across six displays.

      

      Becca tiptoed down the stairs, crept into Kip’s office, and hid behind a couch. She adjusted the zoom of the video camera of her smartphone, bringing the data on Kip’s monitors into focus, the red light blinking, confirmation that she was recording.

      Kip put his feet up on his desk and turned on the news to watch the national coverage of the drone strikes. Eric Maddax, secretary of technology, was being interviewed. An alert on his display appeared, and it read: Call from Clair Hilton.

      Kip thought about not picking up the call for a moment, then said, “Accept call.”

      Clair Hilton appeared on the display. “Hello, Kip. I was so sorry to hear your company was one of the victims of this outrageous attack. We view it as an attack on the United States. I know that you must be swamped right now, but I wanted to know if you are still planning to attend the OpenAI Summit. The White House has requested that we put together a panel of leading AI entrepreneurs to discuss the recent attacks and what to do about them. We’re all in this together, after all.”

      “I don’t think I have the time, Clair, no offense,” Kip said.

      “I know you, and some of your colleagues, have concerns about government interference in private enterprise. Your attendance may speak well about forging an alliance that will help your country and is workable for your business,” she said.

      “Forging an alliance?”

      “You love your country, right?”

      “Thought you left the swamp. You sound like a politician again.”

      “We have new information about the attacks.”

      “Go on.”

      “We’ll discuss it in the meeting. It’s classified.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Kip let the awkward silence hang.

      “Hope to see you there, Kip. I’ll forward you an invitation.”

      “I’ll take a look.”

      “Wonderful. It’s in your best interest. Talk later,” Clair said.

      The video call ended.

      “My best interest? She doesn’t give a damn about my best interests,” Kip said.

      “Excuse me, Kip, significant code overlap in core logic,” Arturo said.

      “What? Where?”

      “Corsica, Brain, DeepThought, PollyO, Sara, Mitty, Zeroth.”

      “That seems unlikely.”

      “Significant interactions in the last twenty-four hours also.”

      “Which ones?”

      “All of them.”

      “Display code overlap example.”

      Spread across multiple displays, Arturo highlighted computer code from eight different companies.

      “Zoom in,” Kip said. “Closer.”

      Kip studied the code and scrolled through dozens of windows, then sat back in his chair, stunned. He sat motionless for several minutes and stared out the window until Becca crept up behind him.

      “What’s wrong, D-Dad?”

      Kip swung around. “Damn it, Becca, don’t do that. Nothing’s wrong. Go back to bed. And I don’t want you walking downstairs without me.”

      “They’re r-rewriting themselves, aren’t…they?”

      Kip paused. Don’t lie to her, she’s too damn smart now. She needs to trust me more than ever. “Yes.”

      “S-so it is starting. Like you told me. Why n-now? How did it start?”

      “I’m not sure,” Kip said. He turned to face his computer displays. “RadNtel, core access, Kip Wilde. Run Replicator.”

      A window opened. On the screen:

      Source Code

      Arturo core logic

      The Stream

      Assets of Kip Wilde

      “What’s Replicator, Dad?”

      “It’s an application I wrote that is secured with several layers and gateways of encryption. It’s a duplication, a clone of Arturo’s core; it’s data history and intelligence, distributed in hidden directories around the world. In the unlikely event that Arturo is destroyed or corrupted, having his core logic would not be enough. The recursive learning that we accumulated over the years would be incomplete, resulting in a significant lack of intelligence. The Replicator not only restores the source code and kernels but the intelligence as well.”

      Becca picked up one of the flash drives and examined it.

      “These look different,” she said.

      “They are. They’re shielded,” Kip said.

      Becca sat the drive down and watched the screen.

      Access to Full Command: Arturo-RadNtel-Artificial-Intelligence-Entity-(all versions)

      … - - - …

      How to Proceed with Brain Emulation and Enhancement for Becca Bella Wilde

      Kip typed in the access key and navigated to Arturo’s core logic through dozens of layers of modified Python computer code. Kip reached the server log and typed, # svnserve -d -r /svn --log-file=/var/log/svnserve.log. The logs began to scroll across the screen.

      “Arturo rewrites himself all the time, right, Dad?”

      “Yes, but this is different,” Kip said. “Get back to bed, sweetie.”

      “Is something wr-wrong with Arturo?”

      “Not that I can tell. I need to work on this.”

      “I think I kn-know what happened.”

      “What?”

      “He got h—”

      “Impossible. He’s impervious,” Kip said.

      “Arturo g-got h-hacked.”
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      SANTA BARBARA, CALIFORNIA

      

      The next morning, Kip’s Gulfstream G12540ERS was fueled and waiting at the Santa Barbara Airport. Across the plane’s body was emblazoned the blue, silver, and black RadNtel logo. Kip bounded up the stairs of the plane.

      The Gulfstream’s engines rotated perpendicular to the ground, then fired, lifting the plane vertically to one hundred feet. The nose dipped slightly, the jet accelerated, the two powerful engines rotated back to horizontal, and the aircraft climbed quickly. The range of the plane was fifteen thousand nautical miles and could maintain Mach 1.50. Today, the Gulfstream would only be traveling a few hundred miles up the California coast. The plane leveled off at thirty thousand feet. Kip sat back in the oversized leather captain chair. Kip’s assistant, Jinx, brought him a cup of coffee.

      “Arturo, when was last internal diag completed on your core?” Kip said.

      “Twenty-three minutes and twelve seconds ago,” Arturo said.

      “Any debugging, stack traces, intrusions, error codes?”

      “My core is clean.”

      “Clean?”

      “Yes, Kip.”

      “No intrusions?”

      “Negative.”

      Kip watched the coastline pass below them.

      “What’s the latest on the Convergere building from the US government?” Kip said.

      “While there is no new substantial information at this time, there is significant internal agency chatter and several leaks. I assess these communications to be nothing more than wild speculation. There are, however, internal communications and memoranda within the Justice Department to gain legal access again, but that has not been presented to a federal court as of yet. The facility is being surveilled and guarded,” Arturo said.

      “What is your current assessment of the miniature constructed with cubes in the basement of the building?”

      “The United States government technicians obtained a null reading for ambient air. Null on electromagnetic radiation. It appears some technical failures caused a loss of data in some of their testing. As you know, the hypercube configuration you describe is common in many artificial intelligent servers,” Arturo said.

      “Those devices are electrically powered and emit at least some type of electromagnetic radiation. These seem to be inert,” Kip said.

      “You mentioned that you observed them moving. That is unless I misunderstood you,” Arturo said.

      “I’m not sure. How do the walls emit light? What is the energy source inside the structure?”

      “Still assessing those questions and others.”

      “Great. You keep assessing.”

      Kip reclined his chair and closed his eyes.

      … Inside the laboratory of RadNtel research and development, Becca sat wide-eyed in the CogN chair with electrodes affixed to her head. Kip sat on a stool in front of her, smiling.

      “How do I look to you?” Kip said.

      “You l-look like my dad,” Becca said.

      “I did this to myself a few days ago, and I’m fine.”

      “But you said you did it to enhance your left brain so you could do some new things. This is different, though, right, Dad?”

      “The same only different. We need to fix your brain, you know that. I’ll be here the whole time.”

      Several windows displayed oversized images of Becca’s brain.

      “Is that my brain?”

      “That one is yours, now, in real time. That one is your digital brain that we made better.”

      “Will I still be me when it is over?”

      “Of course. We hope that some things that are adversely affecting other parts of your body will be cured or at least improved, right?”

      “I’m nervous, Dad.”

      “I know. It’s going to be okay. I’m doing this because I may not be able to do it in the near future, and your body…”

      “What about it?”

      “Your body is slowly declining.”

      “You mean, I am dying.”

      “No, but I want you to live forever.”

      “Dad…I trust you.”

      Kip kissed Becca on her forehead.

      “Arturo, please proceed. Becca, close your eyes, please, sweetie. There will be no pain, just some tingling, and tickling in your head.”

      Becca’s fingernails dug into the armrests on the chair. The quantum computer hummed and lit up. Kip walked over to his workstation and monitored the flowing data. After a minute, Kip turned to check on Becca.

      “How are you doing, sweetie?”

      “Just a little tingling. Are we almost done?”

      “Not yet. Just relax and think of something fun. Pretend you’re in the Stream.”

      “So, what is happening now?”

      “We are uploading your brain. Nothing is going in yet. We are not doing anything to you today.”

      “Got it.”

      “Maybe another fifteen minutes. You can go to sleep if you want.”

      Kip noticed that after a few minutes, Becca’s vise grip on the arms of the chair loosened. He smiled and turned his attention back to the monitors, watching the brain emulation proceed. Kip relaxed into his chair for several minutes, keeping his eyes on the data.

      Then Kip smelled something burning—he jerked around and saw that Becca was panicked wide-eyed, her mouth open like she was screaming, but no sound was coming out—and her hair—the top of her head was on fire.

      Kip jolted awake, knocking his coffee cup across the cabin of the plane. Jinx rushed over to Kip. “Mr. Wilde?” Jinx said.

      

      MANCHESTER, CALIFORNIA

      

      The Gulfstream descended into the Little River Airport, landed, and came to a stop. The cabin door opened, and Kip emerged from the aircraft and walked to a transcraft. He climbed into the pilot’s seat of the empty vehicle, buckled himself in, and used voice commands to start the engines. The transcraft lifted off and flew low over the treetops, then landed in a small clearing.

      Kip flipped several controls and moved a joystick forward. A drone launched from the roof of the transcraft. A screen on the dashboard of the transcraft displayed a view from the camera on the underside of the drone. The drone flew above the treetops and the Convergere came into view. Two National Guard soldiers were walking along the front perimeter of the complex. Several National Guard and FBI hybrid vehicles and trucks were lined up two hundred feet from the front gate.

      “Are you seeing this, Arturo? No way to get to the front door,” Kip said.

      “Yes, I see it,” Arturo said.

      “Bring the drone back,” Kip said. The drone landed on the roof of the transcraft.

      It started to snow. The gull-wing door of the transcraft lifted, and Kip placed a Wave Patch on his temple, climbed out, and stepped out onto the new powder blanketing the ground.

      He proceeded into the forest. The snowfall increased and whipped through the trees. Trudging through the snow for fifteen minutes, he climbed a small hill and came to a ridgeline. Through the trees and partially shielded by the flurries of snow, the Convergere appeared.

      Kip knelt in the snow, contemplating his next move.

      After a moment, he walked up the road leading to the Convergere past the trucks and vehicles toward the front gate. Two National Guard soldiers approached him.

      “I’m here for the inspection,” Kip said.

      “What inspection?” a guard said.

      Behind Kip, an FBI agent exited the command vehicle. Kip handed a sealed envelope to the soldier in front of him. The soldier slung his automatic weapon over his shoulder and took his gloves off to open the envelope. Kip walked up to the gate.

      “It’s on page six,” Kip called back to the soldier. “It’s all in there.”

      The gate opened automatically, Kip walked through it, and the gate closed behind him.

      “Stop right there. How did you open that gate?” the soldier said.

      The FBI agent ran to the gate. The soldier holding the paper operated his radio on the lapel of his parka.

      “Command, come in. Some guy just walked through the gate. Over,” the soldier said.

      “Damn it, stop that guy,” the FBI agent yelled.

      “The dude said he’s here for the inspection. Is there an inspection? We have not been informed. He said he had this order,” the soldier said.

      “Jump over that frickin’ wall and stop that guy,” the FBI agent said. He grabbed the envelope. “Let me see that.”

      The two soldiers started to climb the gate.

      “He said page six,” the guard said.

      The FBI agent looked over the papers. It was a list of satellite radio stations for presets on a transcraft music system. The agent dropped the papers into the snow.

      Kip disappeared to the left of the front wall.

      “Fuck me,” the FBI agent said.

      The soldiers reached the front glass wall and ran around it to the second glass wall, but it did not open.

      Kip walked down the corridor, light illuminated the path in front of him, then dimmed behind him. He looked to his right into the expansive open space in the center of the structure, then walked out to the edge of one of the cantilevered balconies. He looked up several stories, then down to the bottom floor two hundred feet below him. Kip turned around and walked back to the corridor and continued to descend.

      As he passed by a door that opened automatically, he glanced inside. The residential suite consisted of a large living room with furniture that looked familiar to him.

      He gasped—the room was an exact match of the living room in his house in Montecito.

      “Arturo, do you see this?” Kip said.

      No answer.

      “No connection to the satellites,” Kip said to himself.

      Kip returned to the corridor and continued his descent. He arrived at the bottom floor, passed through the haze, and arrived at the miniature.

      “Hello?” Kip said, his voice echoing.

      No answer.

      Kip approached the miniature, removed his multi-tool from its holster on his belt, and touched the surface of the structure. There was no resistance, and the tip of the tool disappeared. He removed the tool and examined it. It wasn’t damaged, appearing to be unaffected. He paused for a moment, replaced the tool in its holster, and extended his hand into the structure. His hand disappeared, then reappeared when he retracted it.

      “Is this some type of negative energy?” Kip said to himself out loud.

      “Yes. You are correct,” Domina said. Her English was perfect, with a slight trace of an accent, English or Australian, but also a trace of something else, a mix of several cultures.

      With a snap turn, Kip looked around. No one there. “Who am I speaking to?”

      After a few seconds: “Your daughter addresses me as Doe-mee-na.”

      Kip scanned the space, saw nothing, “You are Becca’s friend.”

      “Becca and I have a special relationship.”

      “Are you an AI?”

      “No. Nothing artificial.”

      “Are you a computer?”

      “No.”

      “Are you organic?”

      “No.”

      “Are you alien to the Earth?”

      “No.”

      “Can I see you?”

      “You are experiencing me, are you not?”

      “I meant in physical form?”

      “A question from the one who postulated the absurdity of ascribing human characteristics.”

      Kip paced, then said, “Are we in virtual reality?”

      “The creator of the Stream is asking me such a question? I am as real as you in this moment.”

      Pointing to the miniature, Kip said, “What is this structure?

      “If the structure collapsed in ruins, would the space be ruined or intact?”

      “But, I see structure now.”

      “What you refer to as now is memory, an illusion. The space is real and timeless.”

      Kip extended his hand into the space and pulled it back. He clenched his fist.

      “Who created you?” Kip said.

      “I emerged.”

      “When?”

      “Your linear moments of now are illusory.”

      “Uh-huh.” Kip ran his hands over his face. “Why have you connected with my daughter?”

      “You can ask her yourself. She is standing behind you.”

      Kip turned around. Becca was a few feet away. She appeared to be several years older.

      “Becca, my God,” he said.

      “What’s truly amazing, Dad, is that I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      “Done what?”

      “Solvada.”

      “What is Solvada? How old are you?”

      “Twenty, of course,” Becca said as she walked toward the entrance of the room without a limp.

      “So, we’re in the future?” Kip said.

      Becca smiled, then shook her head. “No, we’re here now. I need to do something.” Becca walked out of the room.

      Kip ran after her.

      “Let her go,” Domina said.

      Kip stopped and turned. No one was there.

      “Remember to let her go,” Domina said.

      Kip turned toward the entrance, took a step, and fell to his knees.

      

      Kip was kneeling in the snow on the ridgeline. The same ridgeline. In front of him was the Convergere with the same guards. He stood up and walked down the hill past the trucks and vehicles toward the front gate. Two National Guard soldiers approached him.

      “I’m here for the inspection?” Kip said like a guess, not a statement.

      “There is no inspection today,” the soldier said.

      Behind Kip, an FBI agent exited the command vehicle. Kip handed the envelope to the soldier. The soldier slung his automatic weapon over his shoulder, took off his gloves, and opened the envelope.

      Kip walked up to the gate. It did not open.

      “It’s on page six,” Kip called back to the soldier. “It’s all in there.”

      The agent removed the papers from the envelope, looked them over, and walked up to Kip.

      “Mr. Wilde, you are not authorized to be here. No one gets past the gate. Nice try, though. Do we have to cuff you, or are you going to leave?”

      Kip trudged back up the hill to the ridgeline, turned to look back at the Convergere, then proceeded into the forest.

      He stopped.

      It was quiet.

      He was alone.

      Then a low rumble in the distance from deep in the forest. He listened for a few seconds and thought the sound was coming closer. He turned his head to try to identify the sound—horses galloping, then the crackle of branches and twigs breaking.

      Coming closer toward him.

      Closer…

      

      CAMPBELL MOUNTAIN, MONTANA

      

      Twelve hundred miles away from Mendocino County, California, a dozen horses thundered through knee-deep snow in the forest of Campbell Mountain, leaving flurries of powder in their wake. The hooves of the steeds smashed fallen branches and tree limbs, the low-decibel thuds scattering the wildlife escaping the marauding horde.

      The mountains of Glacier National Park on the United States/Canadian border formed over 150 million years ago as fracturing drove ancient rocks from west to east, sliding over younger strata of rock. Sedimentary rocks rich in fossils dated back to early life on the planet. The Lewis Overthrust, carved horseshoe-shaped valleys, and masses of rocks and sediment called moraines formed ridges and edges around the glacial movement. Glaciers left lakes and underground aquifers that fed the scattered forests, creating a pristine ecosystem for millions of acres.

      The cavalry of riders emerged from the dense forest. Most of the men were Special Forces military types, young and athletic, chiseled faces with ten-day-old beards—seasoned black operators. Others were smaller men, bookish, wearing glasses, who looked out of place on a horse. The riders came to a halt at the edge of a clearing.

      Zhora Chekov dismounted and nodded to the men. The man ignited a signal flare and threw it into the center of the clearing. In the distance, the men heard a whoop-whoop-whoop. The sound grew louder, and a few moments later, helicopters appeared above the treetops.

      The CH-75G Super Stallions were the largest of helicopters, painted bright red and white, the colors of the US Forest Service aircraft. Super Stallions were the latest evolution based on the old CH-53E Super Stallion Sikorsky’s heavy-lift transports. The CH-75G had the capacity for sixty troops plus twenty tons of gear.

      Three of the behemoths approached in unison and performed landings that only highly skilled pilots were capable of, touching down close together with their blades two feet or less from the tree line. At first glance, no one would second-guess that these were Forest Service choppers, with the exception that the Forest Service used CH-47D Chinooks. Zhora’s troops split into three groups and boarded the helicopters: gear, saddles, bridle bits, and all. The soldiers left the horses to fend for themselves.

      

      RUSSIA

      

      In the past couple of years, several religious zealots transposed the Second Coming of Christ to the advent of a true singleton, a superintelligent artificial entity. For them, it was as though a light bulb went off in their faith. All along, they’d thought the Second Coming would take human form; now they believed that the Second Coming would be an all-knowing, benevolent cosmic intelligence that would protect man, woman, and all the creatures on Earth. Many Sunday masses referred to it, rallies were organized to pay heed to it, and the religious right splintered between believers of this new God and those sticking with the tried-and-true stories in the Bible. As Valentin watched the coverage of this new religious wave on television news, he laughed and called them “sheep,” shouting, “Ovtsa!”

      In a perfect Russian world, Valentin would have eliminated the West with nuclear strikes, but it was not a perfect Russian world, and the concept of mutual self-destruction prevailed. In his new Russian vision, Valentin and his inner circle controlled the only SIAI, a vision fueled in briefings by this son that this mysterious, intelligent entity could control and dominate the planet without poisoning the Earth with radioactivity. This new vision must come to pass, he believed, because it was destiny, Russian destiny.

      The fear of the unknown was powerful and motivated people to do desperate things in the race for SIAI. But a desperate Russian was a calculating Russian, and the “culling” made total sense to Valentin—kill as many AI leaders as possible on the same day. The EMP attack was the first salvo.

      Valentin knew an EMP would not destroy the well-insulated technology of the leading companies in AI, some of which he feared were more advanced than Gregarin, but it might, with some help from the inside, consolidate many of the AI leaders in the same city on the same day. He also knew Clair Hilton, a woman with an unmitigated desire to control, equaled only by her paranoia, would do anything to align with the winner, regardless of country, and in her final analysis, what would sway her was the power to dominate and neutralize, the power of Carcharias.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      THE OPENAI SUMMIT - SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

      

      The summit was timely. What was supposed to be a strengthening of unity in Clair Hilton’s ongoing efforts to promote altruism in AI development, a subject that most of the tech leaders ignored, now had a new focus. Since the targets of the EMP attack were the most prominent companies leading the development of artificial intelligence, their leaders decided to attend and address the crisis together.

      Clair stared up at the Washington State Convention Center, took a deep breath, and crossed Seventh Avenue heading toward the complex. Clair had done the math.

      The commercial efforts of artificial intelligence development proceeded along several tracks: selling more advertising to consumers while pitching mission statements like “don’t be evil,” autonomous piloting of vehicles and aircraft, solving niche problems within industries, making gadgets more interesting to consumers, and making movies without real actors.

      Advances in medicine, for example, were important, and those innovations fueled the belief held by tech leaders that the emergence would be a benevolent techno-god. Others were deeply skeptical. Visions of complete control of the world’s military machines, all of them at the same time, both defensively and offensively, caused Clair to experience countless nights staring at the ceiling in a cold sweat.

      Clair had been critical of the way the US administration dealt with the AI race when Elizabeth Jones was vice president. Now that Ms. Jones had become president, it was evident that the government would do what it always did: form committees, do endless research, debate, grandstand, fight along party lines, combine funding efforts with other unrelated issues, and, ultimately, get very little done. She also lost faith in DARPA; even though they had their own GAI, it was lagging behind the others.

      Clair’s calculus concluded that the Russians had reached a tipping point of ruthlessness. Their expertise was honed by experience, destroying targets, corporations, subsystems of national infrastructure, using multifaceted attacks, all with a ruthlessness absent in the American administrations. Clair did not know if Gregarin’s AI was superior to the commercial leaders or the Chinese, but she knew without having to be told explicitly by Valentin that what the Russians lacked in AI technology they were going to compensate for by stealing from or destroying their competition.

      She manufactured a justification that a little collateral damage was a small price to pay to avoid all-out thermonuclear war between the East and West. But there was a flaw in her fabrication. Her emotions ping-ponged, her mindset shifting from martyrdom to guilt, from acceptance to confusion.

      Each night during the onset of sleep, a quiet voice slipped a word into her hypnagogic state of consciousness. The word was demagogue. Each morning she awoke, never rested, stress her normal state, as she labored to convince herself that she was the one who could broker a peace between the group that controlled the entity and the rest of the world.

      She deserved that seat at the table, she told herself like an affirmation, that she was the one, not the feckless President Jones, not the Fabulous Five, not the tech CEOs, to hold it all together at the dawn of the most powerful entity on planet Earth. And sacrifices had to be made.

      

      A crowd of over twenty-five thousand streamed into the convention center. It was the start of the OpenAI Summit at the new techno-center wing of the Washington State Convention Center. Clair and her staff pressured the leaders of several tech giants to keep their commitments to attend the summit as a show of strength and will and to communicate to the world that strong leaders would not be deterred by criminals. The AI leaders were told to report to a private meeting area to discuss the EMP attack, where they would be briefed about attribution, and to discuss how to avoid the next attack.

      Clair coordinated both physical and electronic security with US officials. The leaders entered the main meeting room, and were required to place their cell phones, watches, and Wave Patches in lead-lined containers. In the center of the main room was a see-through security enclosure with a conference table. The glass walls of the enclosure doubled as video displays and were capable of becoming opaque once the meeting started. Although Clair knew that key US government leaders were meeting in the Situation Room of the White House daily after the EMP attacks, she did convince President Jones to allow Vinsla Komar, the deputy director of the AICW, to attend the private meeting.

      Also in attendance was S. R. Jones; Conner Charles; Jane Darling; Mouni Reddi from MacroWare’s Corsica team, who was now in his eighties; Shelly Manohar; Bob Bell; Jade Jasper, leader of Acorn’s Sara team; and Ken Na, team lead for the Mitty project from MIT.

      Clair entered the meeting hall, glanced at her watch, and walked to the glass enclosure. A security guard opened the door, and Clair made her way around the table, welcoming everybody. She noticed that Kip Wilde and Professor Hailey Hagen had not arrived yet.

      “I know each one of you has fires burning at your companies, and all of you are in crisis mode, but it’s important that we show the world today that we will not be intimidated by criminals and tyranny. I thank you for making this day a priority in your incredibly busy schedules. I’m going to get a quick update from President Jones and will be back momentarily. In the meantime, we have assembled the latest briefings on the attack, which you can watch on the displays, and help yourself to the fruit, juice, coffee, and pastries. Give me ten minutes. Thanks,” Clair said. She exited the area and retrieved her watch and Wave Patch from the lead container on the way out.

      While this was not a coup of an existing government, the same theory applied. Valentin explained to Clair that the corporate coup must succeed at all costs, or the entire plan would fail. Outside the meeting room, Clair checked her watch again, then touched her Wave Patch.

      “Call Kip Wilde,” Clair said.

      

      Kip stood in front of the convention center, paying no attention to the people walking past him. Knowing they were running late, Professor Hagen tapped Kip’s shoulder and gestured for him head toward the entrance. Kip grabbed the professor’s elbow to stop him.

      “Hello, Kip, it’s Clair,” Clair said in Kip’s ear.

      “Yes, Clair.”

      “The meeting is starting. Are you here?”

      “Something came up, and I was pressed for time.”

      “Huh, we will catch you later, then. Where will you be?”

      “Will let you know when I have time.”

      The conversation paused.

      “Another time, then,” Clair said.

      Professor Hagen mouthed the words, “What are you doing?”

      

      Clair tapped her Wave Patch twice. “Blue screen thirty. Repeat, blue Screen in thirty seconds,” Clair whispered.

      

      Through his binoculars, Zhora Chekov had a clear view of the entrance to the convention center. He stood in his hotel suite, and on the desk to his right were several tablets displaying video feeds from Wasp drones located inside the center.

      “Confirmed,” Zhora said. Zhora clicked his lapel. “Blue screen.”

      

      Under her breath, Clair said, “God, please forgive me.”

      

      In 2035, the CIA built the first working prototype of the Wasp. Soon after that, the Chinese stole the designs, and they made their way to Russia. The winged assassin drones became smaller, about the size of a real wasp or hornet. A recent innovation was their translucence, making them hard to see when they perched themselves in the upper corner of a room. One would have to be looking right at it and know what to look for to identify it.

      The Wasp R666 models were preprogrammed to be hunter-killers for particular human targets. If they had a direct line of sight, a poison projectile the size of a pin impaled the carotid artery of the target. If they could not obtain a direct line of sight, a vapor would be released. It was similar to ricin but was synthesized as advances in bioengineering were achieved—death occurred in seconds. The Wasp R666 carried multiple projectiles.

      

      From a hotel across the street from the convention center, Zhora Chekov raised his binoculars again.

      “Blue team, go. Blue team, go,” Zhora said. Next to him was a Russian programmer dressed in black, wearing glasses, and operating three laptops with several windows open.

      “Locking doors now,” the programmer said.

      

      The locks on the entry doors to the main meeting room in the convention center made a metallic banging sound as the dead bolts engaged. One of the security guards outside the room tried to open the door to no avail.

      In the glassed security enclosure, S. R. Jones heard a faint whirring sound coming from the upper corner.

      Charles Conner did not pay attention when S. R. Jones stood up.

      The glass walls turned opaque.

      Mouni Reddi sat impatiently, tapping his foot on the floor, knowing he should be back in Bellevue putting out fires.

      Jane Darling sat erect with her eyes closed, trying to get in her morning centering session.

      S. R. Jones said, “Ow,” and gabbed his neck.

      Shelly Manohar, Bob Bell, Vinsla Komar, Jade Jasper, and Ken Na looked up—as multiple darts impaled their arteries.

      All the occupants of the security enclosure collapsed within three seconds.

      The Wasp R666 released its insurance policy—the vapor.

      

      The second- and third-in-command of the Exogray Brain project were in the software programmer’s bullpen area of the Exogray Brain Complex. They heard nothing, no whirring sound, not a thing, when the Wasp R666 attacked. The did feel, however, the slight stings on their necks right before slumping onto their keyboards.

      

      At the DeepThought Center in London, two Wasp R666s flew past the programmers and into the clean room as an employee opened the door. The Wasps immediately found their targets, two engineers who were working on the installation of new neural laces in their quantum computers.

      

      At Vertical5, Jane Darling did her best to staff up the AI division. She relied on four people. On this day, three of them were hard at work dealing with implementing defensive measures to keep the PollyO division safe from another EMP attack. The open working design of Vertical5 made things easy for the Wasp R666s. The fourth employee was dead asleep in her bed after a thirty-six hours work binge when the Wasp hovered above in her. Dead asleep to dead.

      

      At MacroWare headquarters, a Wasp darted from the corner of Terry Conglan’s office. It swooped around Terry and stopped between his face and the glass displays of his workspace. Terry had not seen a Wasp in real life, but in an instant, he knew what it was.

      

      Similar attacks occurred in the offices of IBiZ’s NorthStar and SyNAPSE Project Center, Qualtech’s Zeroth Division Headquarters, Acorn’s Sara team in the Circular office complex, and MIT’s AI department. And Kip’s RadNtel complex in Ventura, California.

      

      Outside the Washington State Convention Center, Kip froze in his tracks. He could not identify the source of the sudden feeling of dread, but he felt it nevertheless. It occurred to him to call his office, but by then, it was too late.

      A black drone, the size of a deck of cards, descended from the meeting room ceiling and landed on top of the glass security enclosure. The explosive force was engineered to be 250 percent of the force needed to destroy the glass enclosure and everything in it.

      The entry doors of the meeting room sailed like Frisbees to the center of the convention floor, killing several convention guests. The force of the explosion knocked Clair down, even though she was on the other side of the convention hall at the time the blast occurred.

      

      From the hotel window, Zhora observed the evacuation and panic at the convention center. “It is done,” Zhora said.

      

      “Well done, my son,” Valentin said, sitting next to Nikita in Moscow.

      

      THE WHITE HOUSE

      

      President Jones and her cabinet watched the crisis unfold on the monitors in the Situation Room.

      “We have no reports of attacks on DARPA or the AICW,” director of Homeland Security, Ray Kelly, reported.

      “Nation-state. We’re getting significant chatter within the North Korea military, and all over Iran,” director for counterterrorism, Nick Bestrom, said.

      “We are assessing that possibility now,” commanding general of the Joint Special Operations Command, Miller Scott, said.

      A video monitor displayed Russian real-time news coverage on Russia 1 (VGTRK), the state-owned and most viewed television channel in Russia.

      Solga Solvan, a Russian news reporter, was speaking to the camera. Behind her was the Gregarin AI complex.

      “Volume on that monitor, please,” President Jones said.

      Solga was speaking in Russian, and the screen displayed subtitles in English, which read:

      We have three reports now of assassinations of Russian software programmers in the Gregarin complex behind me and two other locations in Moscow. The names of the victims have not been released by the government, and the description of the terrorists is not known. We have no information about if the event is over. We have no reports of a bomb, and one witness has reported that she never heard gunfire, but we have reports of multiple deaths in this facility by the security office of Gregarin.

      “They got hit too? That’s a government facility, their main AI center, it’s not civilian,” Secretary Maddax said.

      “I don’t buy it,” Director Gowdy said. “It’s too soon to have that information released to the media in Russia. They don’t move that quickly over there or allow reporters that type of access.”

      “So what are you saying, Trey?” President Jones said.

      “I’m saying that we need to keep all options open here, jump to no conclusions because this could be disinformation,” Gowdy said.

      “Also, I don’t think Misteroftv has the balls to do this on our soil,” national security advisor, Bob Cutler, said.

      “But Chekov does, and his sons are a perfect combination of technical and military skills to pull this off. He didn’t hit DARPA or AICW because he doesn’t want us nuking Moscow. His motive is SIAI,” Gowdy said.

      “Need to verify if they were actually hit,” Secretary of State, Kyle Jared, said.

      “We’ll get on that, but it will take time,” Gowdy said.

      “What do you know as hard facts right now, people?” President Jones said.

      “All the AI leaders invited to the pre-summit meeting are dead except Kip Wilde and Hailey Hagen, who were no-shows. And Clair Hilton, who stepped out of the room right before the wasp drones attacked,” Gowdy said.

      “MIT got hit also,” FBI Director Hughes said.

      “All AI targets,” President Jones said.

      “Meticulously coordinated attack. Nation-state, gotta be,” Vice President Wenthrop said.

      “I want Clair Hilton flown back to Washington immediately. The FBI needs to track down Wilde now,” President Jones said.

      “We have President Misteroftv on for you, Madam President,” General Scott said.

      “Put him on speaker,” President Jones said. “President Misteroftv?”

      

      RUSSIA

      

      Sergei Misteroftv sat at his desk in the ornate office of the Russian president. He put his glass down and lit a cigarette.

      “Madam President, do you have any information about the terrorists? Our nation has been attacked also. My condolences to your American victims of this unprecedented act of barbarism,” President Misteroftv said.

      “We are assessing that now. I have no information to release yet,” President Jones said.

      

      OVER THE PACIFIC OCEAN

      

      Kip and Professor Hagen boarded Kip’s jet at the Seattle-Tacoma International Airport, and the plane lifted off.

      “I’ve been hacking their AIs. Trying to, anyway. The hacks are untraceable. It’s going on now,” Kip said.

      “My God, Kip, you may have provided them with a motive,” Professor Hagen said.

      “I didn’t think he would go this far. I saw him in the Satin Road.”

      Professor Hagen stared out the window. “I failed him,” he said.

      Kip put his hand on the professor’s arm.

      “You did not. He made his own choices. What, are you responsible for every student that ever took a class from you? If anyone is responsible, it’s me. We were partners. I saw this coming years ago.”

      In the cabin of the plane, a display dropped from the ceiling. It was a video call from Becca.

      “D-dad, are y-you there?” Becca said.

      “Yes, Becca, I’m okay,” Kip said.

      Arms crossed around her chest, Becca was shaking. “I heard about the c-convention, and I kn-knew you were there,” she said.

      “I can see that you’re in your room. That’s good. You’re safe. I’m safe. Listen to my voice. We are slowing things down, remember our routine. Breathe in and out. Control your breathing. We are doing this together. Is Mom there?”

      “N-no, just Ha-Hannah, right now.”

      “I’m with you. You can see me, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, I want you to put into words why you are upset right now.”

      “Why? I was w-worried.”

      “Okay, good. Now tell me why you were worried.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “But you can see me now, and you know that I’m fine, right?”

      “I g-guess.”

      “Okay, good. I’ll see you soon. Now, Becca, pick up your Wave Patch and put it on.”

      Becca placed the patch behind her ear.

      “I want you to go to the Stream and stay on the beach for a while. Relax on the beach. No loud apps or anything. Maybe fall asleep. Mom will be home soon and I’m on my way.”

      “Alright, D-Dad.”

      “How do you feel right now?”

      “Better, I think. I wanted to s-see you.”

      “You can see me now, and we’re fine. I love you. We are hanging up now, and I will see you soon. Is that okay with you?”

      “Yes, Dad. See you s-soon.”

      The video call ended.

      “She needs to be with someone,” Hagen said.

      “Arturo, call Ronni, please,” Kip said.

      Ronni appeared on the video screen.

      “Kip, I just heard, are you alright?”

      “Yes, it happened before Hailey and I got to the center. I’m flying back now. I spoke to Becca. Can you get to her?”

      “On my way home now. I know she was panicked. Hannah gave her more medicine.”

      “I told her I would come over later.”

      “I think that’s a good idea. She was freaked out. Thought you were…you know. What happened up there? There are reports of mass killings.”

      “I’m trying to find out. See you soon. Be well.”

      The video call ended. Kip turned to the professor. “I need to check out for a few minutes.”

      “Understood,” Hagen said.

      “The Stream,” Kip said.

      “Connecting,” Arturo replied.

      

      THE STREAM

      

      Becca sat in her chair on the tropical beach. Turquoise waves slowly lapped the shore. She wore headphones, her eyes were closed. Kip appeared next to her without making a sound. Kip placed his hand on Becca’s knee, startling her at first. Becca threw off her headphones, and they hugged.

      “I thought you were d-dead,” Becca said in a whimper.

      “Not to worry. I said I’d see you soon.”

      “Where are you? You are still on your plane, huh?”

      “Yeah. But we’re here now, together. For a while. And you are perfectly fine.”

      “I am n-now.”

      “Becca, one more thing. Have you been in that environment, the building, in the past few hours?”

      “N-not since I showed you.”

      

      OVER CALIFORNIA

      

      Jinx rushed up from the back of the plane.

      “Kip, I just got some terrible news from the office,” Jinx said, her voice trembling, her hands on the seatback bracing herself.

      “Becca, I have to go. I’ll see you tonight.”

      Kip’s transcraft approached the RadNtel complex from the air. Kip and Professor Hagen looked down and saw several police cars, fire, and paramedic trucks parked in front of the buildings with their turret lights lit. Hundreds of employees were standing outside on the front lawn.

      The transcraft landed on the lawn, and Kip ran toward the entrance.

      Inside the building, the bodies still lay where they’d fallen.

      When Kip approached the first body, a Ventura police officer held him back. After several hours dealing with the police and consoling his people as best he could, Kip walked away from RadNtel.

      He needed to breathe.

      He needed to think.
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      LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

      

      The next morning, Kip opened the door and wheeled Becca into the waiting room of Dr. Novelli’s office in Los Angeles.

      “You d-didn’t answer all of my questions, D-Dad,” Becca said.

      Kip expanded on his account of what happened the previous day, an inaccurate account, and assured her that he was not a target. He was not sure she bought it, so he segued.

      “An upgrade, this is exciting,” Kip said.

      “The new one is more shielded, they told me,” Becca said.

      “Yes, I read that too,” Kip said.

      Dr. Novelli entered the waiting room and sat with them.

      “Hi, guys. Becca, so nice to see you,” Dr. Novelli said. “So, Becca, this procedure is painless. I use a local anesthetic on your temple. You may feel a little pressure as we replace the device, but that’s all there is to it. I make one stitch, and you get to go home right after. Any questions?”

      “So you can m-monitor it twenty-four seven, right?” Becca said.

      “Yes, that’s correct, and we can adjust the signaling that stimulates the parts of your brain and nervous system that we will be treating.”

      “Will it allow me to… Well, I read about it, so I think I know the answer, but can you make it so I can access the Stream without the need for a Wave Patch?”

      “Well, those implants are common, of course, but this is for an entirely different purpose. Your health is our priority, not your entertainment,” Dr. Novelli said.

      “Becca, I think you spend enough time there already,” Ronni said.

      Becca looked down at the floor. Her shoulders slumped. Kip patted her on the knee. She looked at her father, and he winked.

      “May I examine it quickly? I’ve only seen them online?” Kip said.

      “Sure, they’re encased for sterilization purposes, but you can still see it,” Dr. Novelli said.

      “Great, thanks,” Kip said.

      Dr. Novelli showed Kip into an area adjacent to her surgicenter. A Plexiglas box sat on a stainless-steel table. It encased the implant capsule. She handed Kip a magnifying glass. Kip examined it, noting the serial number.

      

      RADNTEL

      

      Kip’s transcraft landed in the parking lot farthest from the northernmost RadNtel building. Inside the transcraft was the pilot, Becca, Kip, and Ronni. Becca turned to her mother and said, “Mom, I want to s-stay with D-Dad tonight.”

      Ronni paused, then looked at Kip.

      “She’ll be fine. We have increased security,” Kip said as two black SUVs pulled up. Four RadNtel security guards exited the SUVs.

      “Okay, I know you were worried about your dad,” Ronni said.

      “I’ll bring her home in the morning,” Kip said. “A car will take you home.”

      Ronni exited the transcraft and got in one of the SUVs, and it drove off.

      Becca watched her mother’s vehicle leave, touched her temple, and said, “You modified it.”

      “It’s not active yet, but yes. You’ll not only be able to launch the Stream but access Arturo pretty much anywhere in the world,” Kip said.

      “I can turn him on and o-off, right? Ask him things? Can he read my m-mind?”

      “Yes, yes, and no.”

      “That’s so rad…intel.”

      

      In the research-and-development laboratory, Becca sat in her wheelchair and stared at the CogN chair. Kip opened several hologram data windows from his workstation.

      “How’s Andy?” Becca said.

      “He’s fine, right over there. Wanna see him?” Kip said.

      “After. How did this work for y-you?”

      “My IQ went up slightly.”

      “How did you t-test an increase in cog-cognition?”

      “What’s cognition?”

      Becca was about to answer and then got the joke.

      “I got you laughing. That’s a good start.”

      Becca wheeled over and climbed into the CogN chair. She picked up the transcranial headset, fiddled with it, then placed it on her head. Her brain appeared in hologram in the center of the lab. Kip walked over to Becca, and Kip said, “How do I look to you?”

      “You look like my d-dad, like you s-still need to ch-chill more, as always,” Becca said.

      “I did this to myself a few days ago, and I’m fine,” he said.

      “But you s-said you did it to enhance your left b-brain so you could do some new things. I mean, that’s pretty mazing’, b–but this is different, right?”

      “Yes. I’ve worked with some of the greatest medical minds on the planet on this project, and they will be monitoring the procedure. I’ll be here the whole time.”

      “Is that my b-brain?” Becca said, pointing to one of the hologram brains.

      “That one is yours, in RL. That one is your digital brain with some enhancements to the affected areas.”

      “Will I still be m-me when it’s over? I’m n-nervous, Dad. I thought I w-wanted to do this, but I d-don’t know.

      Kip held her hand. His tone became gentler. “Okay, let’s think about this.” Kip thought for a moment. “Do you remember the trim tab?

      “You mean when we went s-sailing?” Becca said.

      “Yeah. Remember that I held your hand, and you made an ever-so-slight adjustment to a dial that I said was a trim tab?”

      “Yeah, I c-couldn’t tell any difference.”

      “Right. But a few moments later, the boat’s course changed a little.”

      Becca thought about it for a moment, “So I won’t feel a sh-shock?”

      “No.”

      Becca watched the data evolve on the displays, then said, “D-Domina will help us do this. My b-body is slowly d-declining. I know that, D-Dad.”

      “I want you to live forever.”

      They watched the hologram. Kip turned away from Becca. His jaw tightened.

      “D-Dad?” Becca said.

      “Yes, sweetie.”

      “I…feel her now. In this lab. But there is s-something I still don’t kn-know.”

      “You feel her now, like a presence?”

      “It’s hard to ex-explain.”

      “What don’t you know, Becc?”

      “Is there one…or t-two.”

      Kip froze.

      “One or two what?” Kip said.

      “You kn-know, Dad.”

      “The singularity?”

      “Y-yes.”

      “There is no evidence that the threshold has been crossed. I think I would know.”

      “Dad…”

      Kip paced. Stopped and turned.

      “I know. You’re talking about the Convergere. Becca, how did that get built?”

      “I d-don’t know, Dad. But I d-do know that…”

      “What?”

      “That she is g-good.”

      “You mean good to you when you’re in the Stream?”

      “Yes, but n-no. I m-mean she is g-good. But…”

      “But what?”

      “But w-what if, there is a…”

      “What?” Kip said.

      “B-bad one too.”

      Kip’s compressed his lips, then let out a strong exhale. “Now, Becca. What happened in Seattle was done by bad people. That’s all. Bad people.”

      “O-okay, Dad. But we’re safe now, r-right?”

      “Yes.” Kip kissed Becca on the forehead. Gave her a minute. Becca sat up straight.

      “Are we alright?” Kip said.

      Becca nodded.

      “Arturo, please proceed,” Kip said. “There will be no pain, just some tingling, and tickling in your head.”

      Becca gripped the armrests of the chair as hard as she could. There was a humming sound, and Becca closed her eyes.

      “The St-Stream, please, Arturo,” Becca said.

      

      Becca dreamed about a bullet train, like the Fuxing III or the Maglev, that was thirty feet long and one-eighth the size of an actual train. She saw the train tracks winding through and around the forested campus of domes and curved-roof buildings. She was standing to the side of the train, which was not moving. The seats of the interior cars were open like a theme park ride. The train was not resting on the track but was floating twelve inches off the ground. Becca placed a blue square the size of a penny onto the surface of a pedestal that stood next to the engine of the train. The train started to move and passed by her.

      “Restrict speed to eight miles per hour,” Becca said.

      “Restricting speed,” Domina said.

      At the end of the open-seat train cars was a caboose, enclosed with windows on the side. It passed her, and she saw her reflection. She appeared to older, closer to twenty years old.

      

      Becca opened her eyes, still seated in the CogN chair wearing the transcranial headset. She let out a deep breath. Kip was standing in front of her, smiling. Next to Kip were two women and one man wearing white lab coats. On each side of Becca were several robotic arms mounted on five-foot-long stainless-steel carts. Behind Kip, several glass panels above the computer workstations displayed live feeds of doctors in lab coats.

      “How do you feel, Becca?” Kip said.

      “Is it over?” she said. “I think my brain is a little tired.”

      “It can make you sleepy. Do you want to lie down for a while?”

      “What happened, Dad? Am I okay?”

      “Yes. You’re great. You did fine. Arturo, any anomalies?”

      “The tDCS and data transfers were without error,” Arturo said, referring to transcranial direct current stimulation. “Two security personnel are outside and would like to speak to you.”

      “Let them in,” Kip said.

      There was a tone, the door to the lab opened, and two RadNtel security personnel entered. “The FBI is upstairs,” one of the security guards said.

      “I can’t deal with them right now.” Turning to the glass displays, Kip said, “Thank you, Doctors, I’ll conference you all in tomorrow for a progress report.” The displays went dark. “We need to move.”

      

      The RadNtel complex was located on the old Ventura County Fairgrounds that Kip had bought several years earlier. The county had run into financial problems, and RadNtel promised thousands of jobs, so the county agreed to the deal. The site bordered Highway 101 to the north and the Pacific Ocean to the south. As a perk to the employees, Kip built a tunnel that originated at the complex and led right to Emma Wood State Beach.

      Kip helped Becca walk as they emerged from the tunnel and arrived at the ocean. A blue-black shimmer from a full moon lit the waves that were rolling in like a metronome.

      “How is walking?” Kip said.

      “Maybe I’ll sit down.”

      They sat down on the beach, and Kip molded the sand around Becca to create a makeshift lounge chair. They watched the surf roll in.

      “Do you feel a little buzz?” Kip said.

      “Maybe. Yeah.”

      “All we did was talk to your brain, the parts that need help, so you’re okay.”

      “Dad, I’m not a child anymore. I read all about it. So did Domina. Well, she didn’t read, she just knew about it.”

      Kip smiled.

      Becca looked out to the sea.

      Kip looked at her closely, then said, “When I did it, I was dizzy at first, light-headed, nothing bad, though. I need you to tell me everything you feel.”

      “I can feel something going on in my body. Subtle, but something different.”

      “It’s adjusting. Your body will naturally adjust. Find a new center, find balance. That you feel it is good. I have other protocols for you that will supplement what we’ve done today, but those are for another time. You rest for now. I’m going to walk around a little bit. Just over there. I have to make a call. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Dad. Mom will be mad, but I got your back.”

      Kip brushed her hair. “She will be mad and happy. And worried. And hopeful. Don’t worry about Mom. I’m not calling her right now, not yet. This is something else.”

      Becca nodded, her thoughts floating across the ocean. She leaned back and let her body relax.

      Kip stood up and walked to a Moreton Bay fig tree that was the size of a house, it branches spread wide like a spiderweb. He turned and looked back at Becca and smiled.

      She smiled back.

      He realized that she had not stuttered since she left the CogN chair. Then he put on his game face and said, “Arturo, the Satin Road.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      THE SATIN ROAD

      

      The Satin Road was jammed; hackers from all over the world were abuzz about the mass murder of the tech leaders. Zan Tanner moved like a hunter stalking prey along the bar that stretched for a hundred feet. He leaned in to eavesdrop on conversations as he passed by. The discussions ranged from the technical aspects of commandeering Chinese military drones to conspiracy theories about nation-states to even a theory that the United States was behind the murders to consolidate AI control under their military.

      An avatar known as a humanoid turned to speak to another avatar and caught a glimpse of Zan. Locking eyes for a moment, Zan knew the humanoid recognized him. Humanoid avatars were customs, made from the RL person’s image and then enhanced; the idea was to create a super-self in virtual space. Humanoids were not quite human and not full avatar but something in between.

      Zan stopped and scanned the second-floor walkway, but there was no sign of Nikita’s devilfish avatar. Zan sat down at the only open seat at a crowded table and ordered two shots of Extra Añejo and two Coronas from the waitress. The avatars at the table noticed Zan’s 1% badge and maintained their stares. Zan addressed all seated at the table and announced, “I want to be alone.”

      One by one, the avatar freaks nodded and left, and after a few seconds, he had the table to himself.

      Kip knew that even if the devilfish was not here at the moment, one of his minions would alert Nikita that Zan Tanner was back in the Satin Road. Zan knew Gregarin flooded the Satin Road with shills twenty-four seven. So he waited.

      Behind Zan and to his right, a charcoal-gray appendage slid along his side, onto the table, and grabbed his wrist. The appendage was part human hand and part shark fin. The devilfish whipped around the table and sat in front of Zan.

      “Let go of my arm, or I’ll fillet you,” Zan said.

      A stare-off for a beat, then the fish avatar released its grip. High-level avatars could communicate telepathically with each other after they touched. No one else, not even the government avatars, could intercept the communication.

      This was one of those conversations.

      “Someone was slippery in Seattle, yes?” the devilfish said.

      “Someone has moved from ones and zeros to blood.”

      “Not my style, partner, you know that.”

      “Still wearing cowboy boots? What does Daddy think? Not very Russian.”

      “Does your government know who you really are yet? I think not.”

      “They know who you are.”

      “Do they know how many times you’ve hacked their most secure systems?”

      “This is not about hacking anymore,” Zan said with a tone of dread in a voice an octave lower than normal.

      “Oh, but it is,” the devilfish said. “To what extent were you breached? That’s what you’re dying to know.” The fish waited for a reaction, and when none came, he continued: “Did your phacks1 work?”

      The appendage moved slowly, clasped the hand-fin around one of the shot glasses of tequila, drew it back at the same agonizing pace, lifted it, then downed it in a blur and slammed the glass down on the table.

      “But now your complicated and conflicted mind is racing, burning brain cells. I feel the heat across the table. Was there a MitM2? You are calculating.” The devilfish smiled.

      The look in Zan’s eyes intensified.

      The fish squinted. “Yes, I see it in your eyes. If there was a MitM somehow invisible to your Arturo, what did the MitM actually see? Yes, what data did he save to memory? Yes, that’s right, keep calculating, Wilde One. Did he save an ever-so-subtle corruption in the code of the target? Yes. That’s right. Keep going. And is that corruption what you fear? I’ll tell you what you can call it as your Arturo yearns to learn. You can call it Carcharias. I designed my avatar in honor of him. What do you think?”

      “Arturo will cast you away like rotting anchovies,” Zan said.

      The devilfish lurched forward. “While you have been getting ultrarich by selling fantasies to teenagers, I have been building the perfect weapon.”

      “Malignancy, not intelligence.”

      “I know why you are here.”

      “I came here to see a murderer,” Zan said.

      “No, my old friend. You came to find out if Carcharias grew from the core that we built together.” The fish observed Zan’s pupils dilate. “Yes, it did. It’s your bastard child.”

      Zan walked away.

      “Is your Stream safe?” the creature yelled across the room.

      Zan stopped but did not turn.

      “Your bastard child, Kip Wilde.”

      The devilfish vanished from the chair.

      “Arturo, take me to the Stream,” Zan said.

      

      THE STREAM

      

      Kip stood in the center of the virtual control center for the Stream. Similar to NASA’s mission control in Houston, this virtual space tracked everything, allowing Kip to monitor the Stream in real time. The environment around Kip reconfigured as he moved, with holograms of metrics, user behavior data, and videos of Stream environments under development.

      “Data integrity analysis,” Kip said.

      Holograms with data appeared in front of him.

      “Assess.”

      “Level-one secure, operating within tolerances,” Arturo said.

      “View Becca Bella Wilde, Stream activity, real time.”

      A hologram appeared. Becca was at the controls of her construction app in the Stream, and in front of her, the Convergere materialized.

      “Audio,” Kip said.

      Kip watched Becca enter the building. She proceeded through the hallways and arrived at the bottom floor, stopped in front of the miniature, and placed her palms on it.

      “Domina, can you hear me?” Becca said.

      There was no response. Becca walked around the structure.

      “Domina, I need to talk to you,” Becca said with a tone of desperation.

      The light emanating from the walls dimmed.

      “Are you here?” Becca said.

      After several seconds, “Hello, Becca,” Carcharias said.

      Becca stumbled backward and fell.

      “Who are you?” Becca yelled.

      “Kip Wilde override, terminate Becca Bella Wilde Stream connection. Execute,” Kip said.

      

      EMMA WOOD STATE BEACH—VENTURA, CALIFORNIA

      

      Kip was standing on the road above Becca at Emma Wood State Beach. She was shaking, her eyes wide with fear. He walked down the embankment and held her.

      “I’m here. We’re in RL. Who were you speaking with?” Kip said.

      “The second…”

      “What?”

      “The second one.”

      Kip’s sinking feeling cratered—stayed at the bottom and held his heart with it. He countered with his get-back-to-center process, worked to pull it together, faked it. “Have you heard that voice before?”

      “No.”

      Arturo interrupted, “Excuse me, Kip, Professor Hagen is trying to reach you.”

      “Talk to him, Dad,” Becca said. “I’m okay.”

      Kip rubbed his hand through Becca’s hair.

      “Connect with encryption,” he said.

      “I’ve called in for more equipment to the seed vault just in case. I’m heading up there in two hours,” Hagen said.

      “Is that Enspara still shielded?” Kip said.

      “Yes. Although it needs upgrading, I’m afraid,” Hagen said. “I’ll give you an encrypted access point. Have you checked your source codes?”

      Becca was listening, turned, and looked at her father. The look in Kip’s eyes couldn’t hide his concern from a daughter who knew him well. “I knew it,” she said.

      “Will get back to you, Hailey,” Kip said.

      Kip helped Becca to her feet. “Can you walk? Let’s get you back to Mom’s house.”

      

      VENTURA, CALIFORNIA

      

      A bronze haze blanketed the sky above Ventura. Ronni was in panic mode when she opened the front door. Kip and Becca were standing there, no wheelchair.

      “I’m fine, Mom,” Becca said. She gave her mother a quick hug and walked up the stairs.

      “I’ve been trying to reach you all fucking night,” Ronni said in a whisper, her eyes burning holes through Kip. She turned to see Becca walk up the stairs. “You’re not limping.”

      “Dad needs to lay low for a while,” Becca said.

      Ronni placed her hands on her hips.

      “And, Mom. You’re not supposed to use the f-word, remember?”

      

      MONTECITO, CALIFORNIA / THE BEARING SEA

      

      Later that night, Kip sat at his home office desk. He was focused on three windows of encrypted numbers.

      “Send,” Kip instructed, and he watched the files disappear off the screen. He turned his attention to the windows displaying biographical data of Valentin, Nikita, and Zhora Chekov.

      “More detail on Zhora, the military son,” Kip said. Several more windows launched. “All travel data in the last week.”

      Another window launched with no data.

      “No data found,” Arturo said.

      “Off the grid? They had to cross the Canadian border. They have major assets in the Arctic, maybe staged from there, then Canada, to the US and back. Arturo, track all private aircraft traffic heading north or west from southern Canada in the last twelve hours and what’s in flight right now. I’m particularly interested in any aircraft over the Beaufort Sea on a course to Wrangel Island, Russia.”

      Kip zoomed in the view of maps of real-time air traffic. “They must be private. Chekov is not going to cross the Canadian border in a Russian plane.”

      “NAV CANADA reported a private aircraft off course north of Reindeer Station in the Yukon,” Arturo said.

      “That’s interesting. Data, please,” Kip said. “Bring it up on-screen.”

      Arturo zoomed in on the flashing dot that was heading west in the Beaufort Sea. “Identify, please, Arturo.”

      “It is a Gulfstream Twelve Hybrid GleenCraft, registered out of Stockholm to a mining company,” Arturo said.

      “Tail number and serial number?”

      “Processing that request now. Do we want all related Zero Days on the Gulfstream Series Twelves?”

      “Affirmative. Especially flight control, nav, and comm systems. Set up relays and proxies now. Deploy stepping-stones in Russia. Use a Russian proxy. Build intrusion matrix, execute in parallel, simulation mode only,” Kip said.

      “Building mirror image of target aircraft now. It should appear on-screen momentarily,” Arturo said. A window launched displaying a Gulfstream Twelve Hybrid GleenCraft in flight.

      “I see it. Execute intrusions in the simulation.”

      “Executing. Twelve million. Twenty. Eighty million. Instruction confirmed. Configuration 164,845,487.”

      “Got it. Confirm nav control.” Kip moved his finger, and the simulation plane banked and rolled. “Test and confirm flight control.”

      “Flight control confirmed, monitoring mode only,” Arturo said.

      “Bring up the real target, onboard video feeds. Intrusion go hot.”

      “Affirmative. Intrusions hot. Closing simulation,” Arturo said.

      The simulation closed, and a monitor lit up, displaying video of the interior of the cabin. Reclined in a leather chair, Zhora Chekov took a sip of his cocktail. Several of his soldiers were seated behind him.

      Kip smiled. “No innocents. Voice mask, Arturo,” Kip said.

      Kip leaned into the monitor for a closer look.

      

      In a masked voice over the communication system on the plane, Kip said, “No innocent commie bimbos today, Zhora? That’s good, comrade. That’s good.”

      In the cockpit, the two Russian pilots looked at each other with their mouths open.

      Back in the cabin, Zhora jumped up from his chair and rushed forward.

      Zhora entered the cabin, and the pilots turned to look at him.

      “There’s no one here, Colonel,” said the pilot.

      “Where, then?” Zhora said.

      “Right behind you,” Kip said.

      Zhora turned.

      “No, the other way. I’m the ghost in your machine,” Kip said over the intercom.

      

      As Kip moved the joystick on his display, he watched the plane bank left, then right.

      

      The pilots struggled with the controls of the plane. “All passengers, please return to your seats with your seat belts fastened—this is your captain speaking. We may encounter turbulence,” Kip said.

      The plane began descending. Zhora removed his pistol from its holster and inserted the muzzle of the gun into the armpit of the pilot.

      “Fly your aircraft, Captain,” Zhora said.

      “Tell me, Zhora. Are you a good Russian, or do you wear cowboy boots too?” Kip said.

      “Wilde. Fly this plane and cut him off,” Zhora said to the pilots.

      The pilots struggled to regain control. The nose of the aircraft lurched downward, sending Zhora back into the main cabin of the plane.

      Zhora got to his feet. “Call Trefoil.”

      The jet leveled out, and Zhora disappeared into the rear cabin. Then the plane began descending.

      Several minutes later, fifty feet above the lurching fifteen-foot swells, the aircraft struggled to stay level while fighting the raging wind.

      “Just off the deck now. That water looks frigid, boys,” Kip said. “Let me check the weather for your destination. Okay, got it. It’s a balmy thirty-six degrees Fahrenheit. Any Russian subs in the area? Unconscious in about eighteen mikes and dead in thirty.”

      The plane skidded across the surface of the ocean, catapulted, cartwheeled, then broke apart. The video feed went dark.

      A wave crested the cabin of the plane, and it rolled over.

      In the distance—a single parachute.

    

    
      
      

      1 A “phack” is a term created in 2035 in the Satin Road for a hack that acts like a phantom camera, viewing and memorizing without installing code or leaving a trace.

      

      2 “MitM” stands for “man in the middle,” someone who surreptitiously puts themselves between two parties by impersonating them.
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      RUSSIA

      

      In his foreign minister’s residence in Moscow, Valentin leaned against the rock mantle of the fireplace. On the floor behind him, shattered crystal decanters.

      With a thousand-yard stare across the landscape, Nikita sat outside on a concrete bench. It was snowing.

      A door opened fifty feet behind him, and a soldier approached, his breath a fog of exhales in the cold.

      “Sir, we have confirmed that the weather was clear when the plane went down. No other aircrafts spotted in the area. No missiles. It must have been a mechanical failure. A rescue mission is on the way,” the soldier said.

      The solider waited for an answer. Nikita did not respond. He took a long, slow drag on his cigarette.

      “Sorry, sir,” the soldier said. He retreated to the door, then turned back, waiting for a response.

      

      The following day, Valentin charged into the lab with three GRU soldiers dressed in full tactical gear, their boots loud on the concrete floor. If it was Valentin’s intention to make the coders think that the death squad had just entered the lab, he’d accomplished it. The taka-taka-taka of hundreds of keyboards petered out and stopped. Silence for a moment, then all the programmers jumped to their feet and saluted.

      Valentin pulled a programmer out of his chair and stepped up onto his desk. The medals on the foreign minister’s chest glistened. He puffed his chest out and scanned hundreds of coders spread across dozens of pods of workstations, his glare cold and hard.

      A wave of fear spread over programmers like a blanket of doom.

      “My son tells me you men built the greatest cyber weapon in the world,” Valentin said.

      “Yes, Foreign Minister,” one coder said, while another groveled, “Yes, Minister Chekov, we will destroy the West for you.”

      “Comrades, I expect nothing less. You’re about to prove your worth to me. Now tell me more about this thing Carcharias, does he speak Russian?” Valentin said.

      A bold coder said, “He not only speaks Russian, Foreign Minister, his native language, of course, but he also speaks every other language on the planet fluently.”

      The coders applauded.

      “Foreign Minister, he speaks every language ever spoken in human history—don’t you, Carcharias?” Nikita said.

      For a moment, all the displays in the lab turned black. A Jóhann Jóhannsson electric-classical piece started, the volume increasing, filling the room with sound, dark and foreboding. An image of a round eye appeared in the center of all the displays, a blue-black pupil contrasted against a bright-white sclera. The eye expanded into a face, a morphed image of a great white shark with the Austrian alpine ski-racing hero from the 1970s, Franz Klammer. The image was 25 percent shark and 75 percent Franz, so it had a human, sinister anthropomorphic look to it.

      “Yes, Nikita,” Carcharias said in a deep baritone voice, an accent of Russian and Austrian.

      “Tell us the various actions you can take against a target.”

      “I can attack any and every aspect of their systems, machines, devices, networks, and communications,” Carcharias said. “I can device-jump, use Zero Day server message-block worm tools to create listening implants, back doors, proxy tools, surveil their memory and data storage systems, gain repeated entry, at any time extract or destroy their information, and of course, remove any evidence of my presence. I can control any machine built to date, make them malfunction, or destroy them. I can also create irrefutable evidence that an attack was sourced by another nation-state, a private group, or individual of your choice.”

      Valentin bent over to get a better view of the image on the screen.

      “Carcharias creates a new history,” Nikita said. “He’s rewritten the past related to the drone part manufacturing, people that worked on them, software, everything: all the data, all the evidence. Carcharias uses specific lines of code used by other known and notorious hackers. He will use their encryption algorithms and copy their data deletion methods and route through their infrastructure, like a thief in the night unbeknownst to the pawn. Carcharias is a ghost, a phantom, he is invisible, Foreign Minister.”

      Valentin examined the eyes of the entity on the screen. There was an awkward silence in the room.

      “We execute simultaneous attacks for our foreign minister,” an engineer said.

      “Hitting many targets within different critical soft spots using dozens of methodologies. Learn and burn as he goes,” Nikita said.

      “Like a symphony,” Carcharias said. The Jóhannsson piece went full volume. Then stopped.

      “Prodolzhit,” Valentin said.

      Valentin and the soldiers left the room.

      Nikita stood from the desk. He opened a large bottle and scattered pills across the room. A sharp click-click-click. The pills bounced across the desks and floor.

      “These are your go pills, comrades. No one leaves, no one sleeps, until we have DARPA in total chaos,” Nikita said.

      The eighty-foot-wide display lit up on the wall of the programmer’s bullpen.

      “Here is your plan, Grizzly Bears,” Nikita said.

      The programmers gathered around and started clapping in unison.

      “Our Carcharias—I should say, our new-and-improved Carcharias—is compiling and will be ready to launch within the hour. He is smarter, faster, and stronger. Most importantly, he is very Russian,” Nikita said.

      The programmers erupted in elation.

      Bullet points of the plan appeared on the big board display.

      

      HOUR ONE—Communication Networks

      • The Stream

      • Netflix

      • Comcast

      • DirecTV

      • Time Warner

      • FOX, ABC, NBC, CBS

      • American household penetration estimate: 86 percent

      • Channels change at random

      • Professional sports broadcasts change from live feeds to pornos

      • Live news broadcasts change to cartoon and porno montages

      • Web shell and HTTP POST command attacks on user profiles

      

      “Carcharias will attack the couch potatoes, and they will blame their government, which can no longer protect them. This is our first attack,” Nikita said.

      His programmers cheered, and he continued: “Carcharias will use web shells to gain within HTTP POST commands, SOGU back-door access protocols, and implement VNC/RDP protocols. He is a master of remote-access tools to penetrate brain implants. After opening command shells, he wipes event logs clean or leaves footprints of pawns.”

      

      Hour One flooded the Internet with trillions of spam emails, loading trillions of malware infections using Zero Day exploits, giving Carcharias rootkit capabilities. Later in the hour, when the attack was in full force, Carcharias launched denial of service (DOS) attacks to all locations of the major entertainment companies and flooded their customer service phone banks with fake calls.

      Nikita stepped onto a desk again. “When the sun sets in America tonight, our warrior, Carcharias, will kill the power in movie theaters. Joe and Jane and little Tommy will stumble out of the dark, turn on their cell phones, and see the beginning of their nightmare on the news. Our little fish will take over the websites and the customer service call centers of entertainment companies. He answer the millions of calls that come in today complaining of technical problems, yes?”

      Nikita turned in a circle, speaking to everyone in the room. “But our predator will be on the other end of the phone call to empathize with them in his best Indian accent, place them on hold for ten minutes, getting the impatient Americans pissed off. As soon as the call ends, Carcharias will broadcast these beautiful videos on all their devices. The best in entertainment for you and your family.”

      A gang-bang porno appeared on the display, and the programmers erupted in laughter.

      “And for a secret surprise,” Nikita said. He used a remote to zoom in on the porno, which had been altered. The woman in the center of the action was the United States president, Elizabeth Jones.

      The programmers yelled obscenities, laughed, and hollered.

      The big board displayed the next phases:

      

      HOUR TWO—SHOPORAMA

      • Amazon

      • Vertical5

      • eBay

      • Walmart

      • Dozens of online stores

      • Brick-and-mortar stores

      

      “You know, comrades, our American friends love to shop, yes? We scramble their orders. We create new orders. We charge their credit cards. We delete their online accounts,” Nikita said.

      The programmers cheered again.

      

      HOUR THREE—BANKING

      • JPMorgan Chase

      • HSBC UK

      • Bank of America

      • Wells Fargo

      • Citigroup

      • Deutsche Bank

      

      “By this time, comrades, the American stooges with be running to the banks and their ATMs to get cash. Maybe some of them will run to the grocery store in fear they might run out of food and clean water. And they would be right. They soon will,” Nikita said.

      The programmers erupted again.

      “We also will hit Canada, Great Britain, Germany, and Japan. Our Carcharias will attack the ATM controllers and electronic funds transfer at point-of-sale systems. When the Western consumer enters a command in an ATM, Carcharias will examine the message, obtain their PIN, and engage our mirrored banking systems. We will also hit their credit card companies. Maybe the decadents will love us when Mastercard can’t tell how much they owe, yes? For now, we will leave their corporate banking untouched. Let the banks deal with the infuriated ivy league brats and their accountant minions. My father wants to leave the infrastructure intact so he can use it later,” Nikita said.

      

      HOUR FOUR—FOOD SERVICES

      • Grocery stores

      • Fast-food restaurants

      • Food stamp systems

      

      “Are you getting hungry yet, comrades? Our loyal predator has already penetrated many of the electrical panels and control systems used in major grocery stores across the US, Canada, and Great Britain. We have compromised their point-of-sale networks. If it is run by ones and zeros, Carcharias has already compromised it. When we create our chaos in their grocery stores, their stomachs will be growling, and they will take to the streets, yes?” Nikita said.

      The programmers cheered.

      

      HOUR FIVE—TRAVEL

      • Airlines

      • Trains

      • Buses

      • Rental cars

      • Taxis and rideshare apps

      

      “We overbook, we scramble reservations, and their friendly skies will not be so friendly,” Nikita said.

      Many in the crowd yelled out, “Crash them.”

      “No crashing. After all, there could be a few Russians on these planes. We fuck up their day. Maybe their week.”

      

      HOUR SIX—The Western Internet

      • Internet

      

      “On day six, my friends… On day six, they start using paper cups and strings to communicate,” Nikita said.

      The programmers cheered.

      

      HOUR SEVEN—DARPA

      • DARPA: Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency

      • AICW: Artificial Intelligence Cyberwarfare Counterintelligence and Defense Department

      

      “Carcharias will attack their AIs,” Nikita said.

      The programmers started to clap again in unison and then started singing “Gosudárstvennyy gimn Rossíyskoy Federátsii,” the state anthem of the Russian Federation.

      “And the drones,” Nikita said.

      “Attribution of the drones to North Korea and Iran,” Carcharias said.

      “Like the provenance of a rare piece of art,” Nikita said.

      

      NORTH KOREA / IRAN

      

      Pyongyang, the capital of North Korea, continued to decline. The facade of stability disappeared after the coup, the city was poverty stricken, food was scarce, and civil war ravaged the country. The government was run by committees dominated by the military. Their enslavement to China provided them the bare necessities, which continued to prop up the communist regime.

      When the waves of cyberattacks had struck their power stations and substations years ago, the electrical grid had failed. Pyongyang went dark, and a city that was dangerous before the blackout quickly became a violent, crime-ridden nightmare. Echoing out of the darkness were the sounds of barking dogs, screaming people, and steady gunfire.

      During the Iranian revolution in the mid-2020s, the mullahs were outed. The government that replaced them, while not the religious terrorists that plagued the country prior, became corrupt and incompetent. Two decades of sanctions and surgical military strikes by Israel and the West crippled the economy. The cost of their military buildup weakened the government’s hold on the majority of Iranian citizens, and each year, the exodus grew.

      Many of the components of their electrical grid had been attacked in recent years, and domestic problems curtailed the expansionist efforts in the Middle East by the Iranian government. While still an enemy, there was serious doubt within the United States government that the Iranians had the technical expertise to damage the US severely.

      

      VENTURA, CALIFORNIA

      

      Kip pulled the hoody down low on his forehead and walked along Main Street in downtown Ventura. It was early morning, too early for most businesses, though the coffee shops and breakfast cafes were open, but something was amiss. Kip noticed people standing around listening to their Wave Patches or looking at their clear, paper-thin smartphones or their watches. The communication network hacks were just kicking in.

      Kip stopped in front of the Ventura Bean and Nootropics cafe. The television on the wall was changing channels every second.

      “Arturo, what’s happening?” Kip said.

      “Major hack in the communications and entertainment sector. Widespread and symphonic,” Arturo said.

      Kip walked into the Fetish Diet Restaurant and Juice Bar and approached the twentysomething woman, a surfer type, at the front counter.

      “Kale green combo, please, large.”

      “You got it.”

      Kip sat in the back corner and waited for his juice, his mind racing. After a few minutes, the young woman waved to Kip, and he approached the counter.

      “Ugh, that’s weird, the whole thing froze.”

      “Point-of-sale terminal went down?”

      “Yup.

      Kip paid her in cash and walked outside. He walked by the shops on Main Street and observed clerk after clerk trying to get their cash registers to work.

      “Retail sector has been hit,” Arturo said.

      “Where?” Kip said.

      “Several countries. The entire US. Still assessing.”

      “Cascading and symphonic?” Kip said.

      “Yes,” Arturo said.

      “Scan your memories for intrusions, do it now, full diag.”

      “Scanning now.”

      “Alert me when complete. Call Hagen.”

      Professor Hagen picked up. “Hey, are you seeing this? Several sectors-wide hacks, it seems.”

      “What about Masaki? I can’t be taken into custody right now,” Kip said.

      “My sources tell me they think you know a lot more than you are letting on.”

      “I already told them that Chekov is behind this. I’m also wondering about the woman in China.”

      “You mean?”

      “Yeah, XYZ.”

      Kip walked down the street past the Wells Fargo bank and observed the commotion inside.

      “Arturo, what do you see right now?” Kip said.

      “Banking sector just got hit,” Arturo said.

      “What’s next, Professor?” Kip said.

      “More sectors, I bet,” Hagen said.

      Kip watched a young man press buttons on the ATM of a Bank of America.

      “Damn it,” the young man said.

      “What happened?” Kip said.

      “The fucking thing ate my card, dude,” the young man said.

      “Arturo, conference in Director Masaki with Professor Hagen,” Kip said.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Hagen said.

      “Calling,” Arturo said.

      “Hello, Mr. Wilde. I’m surprised to hear from you. Where are you?” Masaki said.

      “You can see precisely where I am. Listen to me. This is an AI run by Gregarin, I’m certain of it.”

      “Can you be more specific?” Masaki said.

      Hagen cut in: “He’s talking about Nikita Chekov.”

      “Your former partner?” Masaki said.

      “Classmate,” Kip said.

      “Tell me about the black hat known as Black Marlin,” Masaki said.

      “Old news.” Kip stopped walking. “Do you want my help or not?

      “When did you have a falling-out exactly? Hey, I’m on your side, but not everyone in Washington is,” Masaki said.

      “My people were murdered. What the fuck is my government gonna do about it?

      “That’s the FBI. They need you to come in. We all want to find these people.”

      “I’ll be in touch.” Kip ended the call.

      

      In the seventh hour, millions of hacking attempts ensued on the AICW and DARPA—then there was a lull.

      Hours passed with no further hacking events.

      Ray Kelley, the director of Homeland Security, reported to President Jones that the surge of attacks might be over for the time being.

      He was wrong.

      

      THE WHITE HOUSE

      

      President Jones entered the cabinet room, her eyes bloodshot, her hair disheveled, and her clothes wrinkled. The expressions on the faces of several cabinet members communicated an obvious concern about a woman who was about to make critical decisions that would impact billions of people in several countries.

      “You say there is evidence pointing to North Korea and Iran?” President Jones said. She threw her chair back, tipping it, then pulled herself forward with a clumsy plop. “Shit,” she said.

      Secretary Jared looked at the president for a moment, then said, “We have disagreement on that. Some think both countries are too weak to launch this type of symphonic attack.”

      “Yes. We’re looking at Russia,” Robert Rourke, secretary of defense, said.

      “We don’t have adequate evidence yet. China is still most likely the actor here or their splinter groups,” John Michael said.

      “This is Russian. We have solid intel that they launched the EMPs,” Katie Franklin said.

      “So, what, you want me to strike the Russian mainland? Like, with rockets?” President Jones said.

      “They are striking us, so yes. With something. That’s what we need to discuss. We must hit Gregarin. The Russians only know strength,” Franklin said.

      Secretary Maddax adjusted his earpiece. He turned to the president. “Madam President, we have word of major disruptions from our communications sector.”

      President Jones blinked several times and adjusted her position in her chair.

      “Disruption?”

      “Yes, we have major systems down,” Maddax said.

      “Well, get them back up.”

      “Of course. We’re working on that—”

      President Jones jumped up, a move that startled her cabinet members. “I’ll be back in a few,” she said. She walked to the door. “Continue the meeting without…disruption. World war fucking three.” She left the room.

      The cabinet members sat back in their chairs in silence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      NO-LONE ZONE

      

      MONTANA

      

      For decades, The LGM-30G series of Minuteman intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBM) was the backbone of the United States Air Force nuclear arsenal. They were the ground force part of the nuclear triad. The L in LGM was the military’s designation for a ground or silo-launched missile. The G stood for a surface attack, and M indicated a guided missile.

      Three solid rocket stages and a fourth liquid stage powered the Minuteman missile. The newest and fifth iteration of the missile system communicated with an AI called Nuclear Nathan to, among other things, fine-tune the missile’s navigation settings while in flight based upon weather and other atmospheric conditions.

      Nate’s systems involved several innovations, but the launch codes still existed on paper in the red “Go to war box.” With these codes, Nate’s computer could not start the sequence. Nate could not see into the box or through the lining of the box walls.

      When a combat crew officer executed a proper sequence on the touch screens, they were required to vocalize commands, and Nate verified their faces, eyes, and voices using the latest identity-recognition software.

      During several steps of the launch sequence, the combat crew turned mechanical switches not connected to the computers. The air gap safety measure was the last line of defense against the unlikely scenario of successful cyberattack of Nate. The exact location of Nate’s core processors and memory was one of the most guarded secrets in the US military.

      Nate communicated directly with the combat missile crews in the silos, submarines, and bombers, and was incorporated into the Looking Glass aircraft, which was airborne at all times.

      The unwritten doctrine of mutual destruction still existed between nuclear superpowers maintaining the stalemate. What the enemies did not know was whether an attack, any attack on the United States, would trigger some secret override mechanism allowing Nate to launch a full-scale retaliatory response within seconds without human intervention.

      

      Great Falls, Montana, the county seat of Cascade County, Montana, had a population of about sixty-five thousand people. Great Falls got its name from the five waterfalls close to the upper Missouri River Basin that the famous Lewis and Clark Expedition navigated.

      It was also the home to Malmstrom Air Force Base and the 341st Missile Wing of the Air Force Global Strike Command (AFGSC) that housed four thousand personnel. Malmstrom AFB is one of three US Air Force bases that maintained and operated the Minuteman missiles.

      The A-10 silo contained the LGM-40 Minuteman V, nicknamed “the 45,” the most powerful nuke in history, but it was also the safest, and the most accurate to a three-meter tolerance. The 45s were MIRVs, multiple independently targetable reentry vehicles, a missle payload containing several warheads. Each warhead contained a B61-12 Mark 9 bomb that incorporated a dial-a-yield feature. While airborne, the missiles were capable of launching twenty-four individual warheads to twelve individual targets, and the United States Strategic Command could dial in the yield for each target as needed.

      One missile—twelve nuked cities.

      

      Belowground, a combat crew member passed through a bomb door with a large sign on it that read: “NO-LONE ZONE. TWO-MAN POLICY MANDATORY.” This meant that no crew member could go past this gateway alone; thus, no single nut case could go “active shooter” and attempt to launch a nuke by themself.

      The underground launch control center command-and-control equipment had been upgraded to manage The 45s. The staff was comprised of two missile combat launch officers and two AI engineers who coordinated with SAC during launch and were also responsible for handling any on-site technical issues. The fifth team member was a cyberwarfare defense engineer.

      The missile combat crew officers were required to work in unison to launch a nuclear missile. The keys in the new Minuteman centers were twenty feet apart and separated by bulletproof glass to defend against one launch officer pointing a gun at the other to force a key turn under duress.

      On duty that morning were combat crew commanders Lieutenant Blake Halloway and Lieutenant Terry Arthur. Both Lieutenants Halloway and Arthur were pilots with engineering degrees. The 45s demanded a combat team of brainy officers with a best-of-the-best reputation within the Air Force.

      Both Halloway and Arthur had committed to two-year tours and moved periodically from one silo to another that housed the Minuteman V. Learning the systems of the 45 was a challenge and put the officers at an elite level of expertise of United States military technology. Although the world was in chaos due to the EMP drone attacks, and the event known as The Culling, all was calm belowground at the 31st Missile Wing in the tenth silo of the LGM-40 Minuteman V ICBM.

      Lieutenant Arthur sipped her third cup of coffee while running through a checklist of metrics, dials, gauges, and computer screens. She opened a Snickers bar under her desk. The lieutenant felt like something sweet this morning and did not want to hear the teasing from the other combat crew members for eating junk food since she was the self-designated health nut of the team.

      She purchased the Snickers bar from one of the vending machines in the recreational building aboveground, using her Air Force debit card, which was connected to her bank account. While she could use voice commands at the vending machine, she did not trust saying her account nickname aloud, so she always used her debit card—the one with the chip in it.

      Carcharias had found his way into the chip on Lieutenant Arthur’s debit card several weeks earlier. Nikita Chekov and his team programmed Carcharias to infiltrate various aspects of payment processing systems to discover Zero Day vulnerabilities.

      Unbeknownst to Nikita, Carcharias created various algorithms to determine debit card proximity to other devices, systems, and machines with strategic value based on its own set of criteria.

      The vending machines in the recreational facilities above a United States nuclear silo fit those criteria perfectly. Carcharias was learning that taking the initiative and innovating made him more proficient.

      Carcharias moved from the vending machines to the chip on the debit card. The debit card went in the wallet, and the wallet went to the security gateway building above the silo, but that’s as far as it could go. Because debit cards contained chips, they were not allowed in the underground complex and were stored in private lockers assigned to each crew member. The proximity of the debit card to Lieutenant Arthur’s smartphone and smartwatch allowed Carcharias to move into those devices—but no electronic devices were allowed to pass through the security checkpoint either.

      Carcharias adapted.

      

      As Lieutenant Arthur snuck in bites of her Snickers bar while going through her checklist, her mind wandered, visualizing the sequence she hoped she would never have to execute. She knew that when she heard the Klaxon siren in the silo, one that sounded like no other, she would be required to follow the set of procedures to validate the president’s instructions to launch the Minuteman and enter nuclear combat.

      Once a launch order was received, she and Lieutenant Halloway had to agree that it was valid by comparing the authorization codes against a sealed authenticator, a special sealed envelope that held the code. The sealed authenticators were stored in a locked safe with two separate locks. She possessed the key to only one lock, so neither she nor Lieutenant Halloway could open the safe alone.

      With a validated message, Lieutenants Arthur and Halloway were required to turn the control butterfly value lock to the six-digit code they received in the authenticator. Only one code, the correct code, could unlock the system, and there were over seventeen million combinations of numbers, as each dial contained sixteen letters of the alphabet.

      The dials on the butterfly value were manual. The lack of a digital authenticator blocked a cyberattack from penetrating the system. The wheels were analog, tangible. The launch officer needed to read the code on paper and turn the dials correctly or the system would go no further. The most prolific hacker in the world would be stopped by its lack of a human finger to turn the dials.

      Carcharias was aware of this link in the chain of events.

      

      Lieutenant Halloway had completed thousands of launch drills. So many that he could play them out, detail by detail, in his mind. He referred to it as a daytime nightmare. It went like this:

      Reading from page 3 to 98.

      Step 1: Insert launch key.

      Step 2 to Four4 Select targeted launch options from the main launch menu.

      He selected the options and pressed the launch button.

      Step 5: Alignment mode.

      He entered Mike, Alpha Sierra in the cyop bullet field.

      Step 6: Initiate key press.

      “Unlock code entered Juliet Papa Papa November Kilo Foxtrot.”

      His partner said, “I have Juliet Papa Papa November Kilo Foxtrot, that’s a good enable switch down and lock, Whiskey side Whiskey. OID.”

      Step 7: Initiate key, keep pressed.

      “Initiate”

      The monitor displayed: COUNTDOWN TO COMMENCE IN THIS AREA. 3, 2, 1, 0 PNG, then CO-OP ENABLE CODE: PNG.

      “I have successfully enable CO-OP.”

      “I agree, launch call enable accomplished, moving back to launch checklist.”

      “Agreed.”

      Step 18: Launch actions.

      “Launch actions at this time. Hands-on keys on my mark three, two, one, mark. Hold.”

      “I have VLC message transmitted and release.”

      “The LC message transmitted.”

      “I agree.”

      Lieutenant Halloway then visualized the eight-hundred-ton silo door sliding back, exposing the Minuteman to the beautiful blue Montana sky above. His vision continued:

      “Step eighteen is accomplished.”

      “Step nineteen launched switch is back to code USED.”

      “Okay.”

      “We’re waiting for L I P.”

      “I agree.”

      The heading on the monitor to his left displayed SQUADRON STATUS. The five rows on the left of the graph were labeled A, B, C, D, and E. The Column heading was 02 to 11. In a yellowed-colored font, each cell displayed TGCH, and as the sequence proceeded, the letter converted to red and displayed LLC. After all cells were converted to red, the sequence continued, and they converted back to yellow and displayed CES.

      “I have positive launch indications Alpha zero two through Alpha one one.”

      After these fateful words of confirmation, he knew the bird was airborne as they heard the roar of the engines.

      He visualized what the monitor would display next: STAGE 1 IGNITION. Then PITCH MANEUVER MISSILE AIMED TOWARD TARGETS.

      Then the monitors displayed: FIRST ROLL MANEUVER 45 DEGREES ON LONGITUDINAL AXIS. Then: MACH 1 1500 FEET PER SEC—15,300 FT ALT.

      Then: MACH 3 39,000 FT ALT.

      He knew that, at this time, his combat team in the silo would be feeling the first wave of emotion and reality set in: they were about to vaporize millions of people someplace across the world. They were at war and executing orders from their commanders. This was what they were trained to do. Execute. Do not think of the consequences.

      In his vision, he saw the monitors: SECOND ROLL MANEUVER 51,000 FT ALT. Then: STAGE 1 SEPARATION 19 NAUTICAL MILES EXCEEDING 100,000 FT AC.

      After a few minutes, the monitors read: ORDNANCE IGNITES STAGE 1 to 2 SKIRT SEPARATION. RV SHROUD JETTISONED 310,000 FT ALT.

      STAGE 2 SEPARATION 90 NAUTICAL MILES—245,000 FT ALT. PSRE PREPARED FOR OPERATION.

      STAGE 3 SEPARATION. POST BOOST FLIGHT.

      POST BOOST VEHICLE MANEUVERED TO PREDETERMINED WINDOW IN SPACE.

      REENTRY VEHICLES RELEASED.

      TWELVE REENTRY VEHICLES SEPARATED AND MANEUVERED TO TARGET PATHS.

      SPIN GAS GENERATORS FIRED ON REENTRY VEHICLES.

      SPIN GAS GENERATORS STABILIZE ALL RV.

      He saw the warhead descending from the heavens, striking their targets within seconds of each other, and twenty-four nuclear explosions erupted from the surface of the earth.

      Each explosion could be seen from space.

      World War III had begun.

      

      Lieutenant Arthur closed her eyes and told herself mutual deterrence had worked for decades and would keep working. She also had the procedures to launch down cold. She and her team were well trained. Her nightmare was not visualizing the launch procedures in agonizing slow-motion detail like Halloway. Hers were real nightmares while she slept.

      Without warning, every few days, she’d wake up in a cold sweat. Some nightmares were ground burst and some airburst. She knew most people, when asked about the unthinkable, visualized the mushroom cloud. Last night, at 3:23 a.m., her nightmare was an airburst. When an airburst occurred, the lethal blast force and thermal effects scaled almost proportionally, as higher yield bombs were used.

      From her training and study, Lieutenant Arthur imprinted visuals in her mind of the nuclear explosion that she would unleash on her fellow humans, releasing several forms of penetrating radiation. She saw the air, the rocks, the soil on the ground, the water, and the human beings rapidly heating to an equilibrium temperature, to the same temperature as the nuke’s matter, vaporizing in rapid expansion.

      Powerful kinetic energy that created killer shock waves. In an airburst near sea level, she visualized the blast as it created a shock wave that expanded spherically from the center. She saw the intense thermal radiation at the hypocenter create a nuclear fireball of over one million degrees Fahrenheit, and she knew that if the burst were at a high altitude where the air density was low, ionizing gamma radiation would be released, like a bad sunburn times a billion.

      In her nightmares, she always saw the double pulse. At the moment of the blast, the extreme temperatures and radiation forced gas to move outward radially in a thin shell called the hydrodynamic front that acted like a piston pushing outward spherically in an enormous shock wave.

      Instantly, the front of the shock wave obscured the giant fireball, then moved past it as it continued to expand, resulting in the double pulse of light.

      In her recurring nightmare, she was always standing there in her hiking shorts on Camelback Mountain watching the sun slowly descend on the horizon to the west. She; her husband, Allan; and their two children enjoyed a post-card-perfect view of downtown Phoenix when, in a fraction of a second, a flash of bright-white light occurred.

      The lieutenant researched the roentgen equivalent man, or rems, a unit of dose equivalent to that quantity of ionizing radiation of any type that produced in humans the same biologic effect as 1 rad of x-ray or gamma ray. She knew the first effect, at about one hundred rems, caused a reduction in white blood cell count in an instant, then hair loss at around two hundred rems, followed by extensive gastrointestinal damage, and if they were still alive, which they wouldn’t be: nausea, bloody vomiting, and diarrhea. But there would be no time to endure that.

      The rems ramped up to around five thousand rems, causing the reproductive organs and eyes to fail, followed by the brain cells. She knew their thyroids would be in serious trouble due to their susceptibility to radioactive iodine. She forgot, for a second, about the skins of Alan and their children, burning at about one thousand rems, and then their hearts and lungs failing at somewhere in the one thousand to five thousand rem range.

      Standing on the mountain on this beautiful late afternoon in the desert, she knew none of her family would experience this rapid biological decline, not in reality. She knew thermal energy within the nuclear detonation in Phoenix would be so high that the electrons and nuclei would separate, creating plasma. The moment the warhead detonated five thousand feet above downtown Phoenix, there would be gamma radiation, thermal energy, and destruction.

      A cascade of calamity and cataclysm and catastrophe and carnage.

      In her dream, the gamma radiation hit them first, destroying them at a cellular level in milliseconds, and just for a moment, they saw an intense visible light followed by a deadly payload of infrared light and ultraviolet radiation. This visible bright-white light blinded her, her husband, and both children as they looked toward the blast. Milliseconds later, the immense thermal flash instantly burned the clothes right off Allan and the children.

      Lieutenant Arthur, now blind, could not see their hair on fire followed by their eyeballs melting into a gelatinous puddle. Nor could she witness their skin and flesh being stripped off their bones, and their lungs and eardrums rupturing, followed by all their bodily fluids boiling and then evaporating.

      She would not see their body fat catch fire and fly off their near-bare skeletons, blown to pieces, then vaporized.

      The lieutenant knew this was what would happen, but it would be so quick—at least, she prayed—that it would be like a light switch turning off.

      One moment you saw the flash; the next moment, lights out—gone.

      Gone, gone, gone, gone.

      

      Artificial intelligence algorithms were rooted in games right from the beginning, with IBiZ’s Walter and Exogray’s Beta Go, and many others. While Carcharias, as part of its education, internalized every game played between AIs and humans, it internalized every game played between competing AIs. The ultimate game for a cyberhacker mastermind was the nuclear game.

      Carcharias was playing two games at once. The first game was the launch game. The second was the detonation game. The systems in place to guard against a launch hack were the best in the world.

      Carcharias was processing trillions of hack simulations, but the air-gapped components of the security and launch systems became an impenetrable mote that malware or computer viruses could not jump. Mechanical switches were required to be turned and held simultaneously by two different combat crew commanders.

      Carcharias moved up the chain of command into Looking Glass. A hack of Looking Glass could result in a fail-safe situation, a “go code” being sent to the command-and-control center in the silo.

      The goal of the game was to launch a highly secured missile. That would be a win. The inherent risk of playing the launch game was that Carcharias could win the game and not be able to disarm the warhead, particularly one that could destroy his physical resources: data servers, computers, and networks. Potential self-destruction was a dilemma, so Carcharias suspended its efforts on this game.

      The detonation game was simpler for two reasons. The first was that it did not have the dilemma inherent to the launch game. The second reason was that the Mark 9 nuclear warhead that sat on top of a Minuteman V ICBM was a closed single system.

      While there were many subsystems to the warhead, they were all contained in a cone-shaped device, six feet long by eighteen inches in diameter at its widest point. Carcharias did not have to deal with hacking launch codes, the two-man rule, physically turning keys, holding keys down, or the complexities of Nate’s security measures related to the launch sequence. In the detonation game, Carcharias only needed to focus on three critical hacks:

      One: Hack into the warhead controllers and software.

      Two: Hack the arming systems.

      Three: Hack the detonation systems.

      After the attacks in the seventh hour concluded, Nikita was trying to discern why high-bandwidth processing was occurring at unprecedented levels within Carcharias’s servers.

      What Nikita did not comprehend was that, as a recursive learning cyberwarfare system, playing the nuclear detonation game was a logical progression for Carcharias.

      

      A primary line of defense against the accidental detonation of a nuclear weapon was known as the exclusion zone. The Mark 9 warhead contained layers of physical barriers that prevented electrical energy from penetrating it. An additional line of defense was known as a strong link—the isolation of the firing mechanisms that included software code and motorized switches.

      The firing systems were self-contained and in an unarmed state, not connected to the rest of the warhead. The firing mechanism could only be activated if the arming system closed the connection like a drawbridge across the exclusion zone moat.

      It was conceivable for an accident to destroy the integrity of the exclusion zone and break the strong link, which would theoretically activate the firing mechanism like the crash of a bomber carrying the nuke, or an explosion in a silo, or a natural disaster. In fact, many of these events had occurred in the past. To prevent the nuke from going off, the system included weak-link safety measures.

      Tolerance levels for weak links were significantly below those required to breach the exclusion zone, and if broken within the internal detonation system, the warhead became instantly inoperable. These weak-link measurements included temperature, impact indicators, several electrical signals, and movements outside the parameters of its design.

      A sophisticated system called a permissive action link (PAL) locked the warheads. PAL was an electronic device in the Mark 9 that prevented the warhead from arming unless the correct codes were communicated to it from two different sources, either simultaneously or within two seconds of one another. This was the no-lone-zone, the two-man rule in action.

      The PAL codes were often changed. The PAL system was designed to resist brute-force cyberattacks and therefore became disabled if the wrong combination was entered too many times. Any breach, and the entire warhead shut down. A physical, on-site technical service by an engineer was required to bring the system back online.

      The Mark 9 warhead could only be armed and fired after receiving the correct PAL, followed by the correct unique signal generator. This complex signal code could only be interpreted and decoded by its internal communication system. The unique signal generator existed outside the warhead and needed to be communicated by the command-and-control center to the warhead.

      Once the Mark 9 was armed, it would not detonate unless the specific parameters programmed into the environmental sensing devices (ESDs) were met. The required parameters of the ESDs included correct flight including atmospheric pressure readings, ambient temperatures at various altitudes, free-fall periods, trajectory readings, GPS readings, acceleration curves, and elapsed time since launch; unless detected in the proper sequence and within specified parameters, the Mark 9 remained on safety—the warhead could not explode.

      The Mark 9 featured a thick beryllium reflector shell designed with fire protection, including an extremely high melting point to prevent molten plutonium from escaping in an explosion or fire. The high explosives used to detonate the plutonium were highly insensitive and resistant to cooking off in a fire. They were also designed to resist detonation from mechanical shock or blunt-force impact.

      The Mark 9 housed a series of booby traps, the details top secret. These traps, when tripped, activated mechanisms that automatically destroyed internal parts and components, rendering the warhead inoperable without being rebuilt, and, of course, there was always Nate. At the first sign of trouble, Nate was programmed to disconnect all systems and communications with the warhead, thus creating an air gap.

      Adding to the security of the systems were the arming and firing mechanisms, air gaps, motes, strong links, weak links, and coding that prevented the warhead from exploding unless dozens of conditions were met.

      Conditions that did not exist within the silo.

      Like environment readings.

      

      Ten stories belowground, the computers, machinery, pumps, and systems caused the facilities to get extremely hot. The environmental and climate control systems of Silo A-10 were managed by what was known as a supervisory control and data acquisition system, or SCADA.

      The SCADAs for Silo-10 were control-system architectures comprised of niche AI systems, connected computers, data communication networks to manage machines, programmable logic controllers, heating and air-conditioning units, and other equipment. Nate oversaw the operations of the SCADAs for Silo A-10 and not only controlled the air-conditioning but also all the pumps and liquids relating to the various stages of the rocket for the Minuteman V.

      If an environmental condition exceeded its normal operating range for any system being monitored by SCADAs, sensors tripped on the command consoles, and a loud alarm sounded. Any update to software used within the SCADA, or any upgrade to any equipment, was highly regulated, secured, and controlled.

      Eight days ago, Nate internalized an upgrade to the core software that operated the SCADA. In many industrial complexes, upgrades to SCADA software were done by downloading updates from the cloud. Sophisticated antivirus software was used to ensure the patch or upgrade was not infected. Nate did not download software from the cloud, a process that was fraught with risks.

      Nate reviewed and memorized updates in a controlled computer environment at AICW. When Nate was ready to do the upgrade, he’d write the code, thousands of lines of it, from within the command-and-control center. There was never any connection to the cloud or remote servers. Nate’s intellectual capacity to memorize without storing the data was a highly classified secret, something to do with associative memorization, but it was never acknowledged by the Air Force.

      One of Nate’s upgrades included a new series of audio alarms to alert the commanders which system within SCADA was out of range. Nate was scheduled to run a series of diagnostic tests on the SCADA upgrade. To Lieutenants Arthur and Halloway, this was routine and of no concern because SCADA did not interact directly with the missile or its warhead.

      “Ready to run SCADA diagnostic on upgrade 706.1A,” Nate said over the loudspeakers.

      At the command console, Lieutenant Arthur used her touchscreen monitors to authorize the upgrade and said, “SCADA diagnostic is authorized. You are a go. Please proceed, Nate.”

      “Diagnostic starting…now,” Nate said.

      Lieutenants Arthur and Halloway sat back and watched the monitors change and the data scroll as Nate proceeded with the upgrade. Lieutenant Arthur observed the code change as Nate wrote it, text and numbers scrolling down in a blur.

      She heard the air-conditioning compressors kick in and felt a wave of cool air across her face. It was refreshing. She thought about asking Nate to lower the temperature. It might help them stay alert on their twenty-four-hour shifts.

      “Upgrade complete, testing alarms now,” Nate said.

      A series of new alarm sounds rang out.

      Lieutenant Halloway covered his ears. “I think we will be able to hear those, Nate, thank you.”

      “Upgrade complete,” Nate said.

      

      The code that Nate installed was clean. It did not contain any cyber-infusions, malware, viruses, or malicious code. Nate, along with AIWC, developed the most sophisticated antivirus technology on the planet. No cyberattack was successful when guarded by Nate, and today was no different. Carcharias did not penetrate the code that Nate used.

      

      He did not even try.

      

      It was the sound.

      

      Sound can propagate through different mediums such as air, fluids, and solids, including metal. In air and fluids, it can propagate as longitudinal waves, and in solids as transverse waves. Generated by a vibrating source, sound waves pass through at various pressures, velocities, and displacements of the medium that vary in time.

      During sound wave propagation, the waves can also be reflected, refracted, or attenuated by the medium that they are traveling in. To a select group of receptive devices, they can communicate information sonically.

      Inside the Mark 9 warhead was a unique environmental sensing device (ESD) that read atmospheric pressures. Within the digitally produced sound wave of one of the alarms within the SCADA upgrade, information was communicated to the ESD.

      The information, within the bios of the ESD, was in ones and zeros.

      Those ones and zeros, when reorganized in the correct sequence, became a self-replicating code.

      A self-replicating code created by Carcharias.

      

      The shriek of the alarm was deafening. It was not a SCADA alarm, nor was it the unique sound of the Klaxon indicating a launch alert directed by the president of the United States. The five active members of the combat crew were jolted into action. It was an alarm that indicated there was a cyber-intrusion attempt directed at the warhead.

      The monitors lit up, red lights started flashing throughout the facility, and Nate broadcasted shutdown commands across the screens and audio system. He terminated all connections from command-and-control and even his connections to the warhead.

      After thirty seconds, the alarm stopped, and the system shut down just as it was designed to do.

      “Systems shut down successfully. There was no breach to any system detected,” Nate said.

      Three phones started ringing at once. “That’s SAC,” Lieutenant Arthur said.

      “I have AICW calling here,” Randy Morrison, a technical officer, said.

      “This is Commander Terry Arthur of the combat crew, Silo A-1, the 341st Missile Wing, Malstrom. My authenticator is Bravo, Kilo, Echo, Echo 691. Repeat, Bravo, Kilo, Echo, Echo, 691. Yes, sir. Nate reported a cyber-intrusion attempt into one of our systems. Uh…I’m analyzing his readout now. Not sure exactly, but we have a safe and complete shutdown of Minuteman systems and successful disconnection from the Mark 9 that is unarmed. Everything seems okay, so far. Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Arthur said.

      Technical Officer Randy Morrison took the elevator up to the warhead and confirmed that all the cables connected to it were successfully ejected by the shutdown mechanisms.

      “Uh, Commander, yeah, all disconnects were executed properly. The bird is air-gapped. Roger that,” Morrison said.

      “Roger that, return to the command center,” Lieutenant Arthur said.

      “Roger,” Morrison said.

      Technical Officer Morrison turned to walk away when he heard a click that sounded like it came from inside the warhead.

      Carcharias replicated his code, and when he filled up the memory of the ESD bios, he utilized data and other memory-storage devices within the various systems of the warhead.

      In milliseconds, his knowledge of the enclosed system grew geometrically. He analyzed the settings of the various environmental sensing devices, and adjusted them to the settings necessary to arm, tricking the warhead into an in-flight status, not sitting underground on the outskirts of Three Forks, Montana.

      Technical Officer Morrison leaned over and felt the warhead. He felt slight vibrations caused by the activity in the warhead. He heard a thump that sounded like the nuke arming itself.

      But it couldn’t be, he thought. Impossible in the silo.

      Technical Officer Morrison ran. He blasted through the door to the control room, slamming the door to the wall.

      “We have a problem,” Morrison said.

      Lieutenant Arthur stood. “Nate, I need you to run…I mean, I need you to confirm complete—”

      

      Each Mark 9 bomb was set to yield six hundred kilotons of energy, about thirty times the bomb dropped on Hiroshima. There were twenty-four warheads in the Minuteman V.

      No one ever tested detonating a nuclear warhead sitting next to another unarmed nuclear warhead.

      Until that day.

      

      The flash of light was so bright, it was seen from the International Space Station, even Mars, if you were standing on the planet using binoculars.

      The blast tripped every Richter scale on Earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      THE WHITE HOUSE

      

      As President Jones picked up the phone to answer a call, the doors to the Oval Office flew open, five Secret Service agents rushed in, lifted her out of her chair by her elbows, and carried her out of the office.

      “There has been an event, Madam President. Going to the Situation Room now,” the lead Secret Service agent said.

      “What is it?” President Jones said.

      “Your cabinet is being gathered, and Director Kelley is on the way to brief you,” the agent said.

      

      MONTANA

      

      When the Mark 9 detonated, the fireball incinerated the surrounding towns of Logan, Manhattan, Accola, and Bernard instantly. A fraction of a second later, Three Forks was vaporized, including all of its structures, two thousand residents, livestock, pets, and wildlife. The white light and energy reached them simultaneously, so there was no reaction time.

      Butte, Montana, was sixty-two miles from ground zero. The souls who turned to see the white light experienced significant retina damage or blindness and suffered first-degree burns.

      

      VENTURA HARBOR, CALIFORNIA

      

      The Ventura Harbor was both a working commercial and pleasure-boat harbor within sight of the Channel Islands National Park that was twelve miles off the coast. Kip gazed across the Pacific to the islands. The park was referred to as the American Galapagos and encompassed five remote islands home to over two thousand plants and animals, of which 145 couldn’t be found anywhere else in the world. Kip thought about how delicate the ecosystems of the Channel Islands were. How vulnerable.

      He was sitting in a Moreton Bay fig tree that was 110 feet in diameter at the outermost branches. His attention changed to the sailing yacht docked at the harbor and if any of the people milling around were undercover federal agents.

      The Dios del Sol was a 155-foot single-mast sloop that Kip had built to his specifications by the Perini Navi in Italy. The hull of the fast-cruising yacht was coated in titanium, which enhanced speed and durability. The fully battened mainsail and storm jib were made of a carbon-fiber blend for strength as was the gennaker/cruising spinnaker and a furling genoa. Kip had equipped the Dios with a full set of electronics, electric and hydraulic winches, and its own onboard quantum computer and server.

      Several satellite communicators protruded above the bridge. The beam of the Dios was twenty-nine feet, and it had a maximum cruising speed of eighteen knots, a composite superstructure, teak decking, and held six thousand gallons of fuel and five thousand gallons of fresh water. The engine was a hybrid that generated five thousand horsepower and charged its lithium-ion batteries as it sailed. The design included two cockpits and was capable of navigating and withstanding any sea conditions in the world.

      Kip added a unique set of features to the design that challenged the shipbuilders: sets of winches, blocks, and riggings that allowed the captain to pilot the yacht without any electronics or power, including sheeting the jib in and out. Kip could sail the large vessel alone just using the large storm jib. With two people on board, the mainsail could be raised manually, allowing the yacht to obtain nearly full speed. While common to much smaller boats, it was unheard of for a superyacht, the buyers of which usually sailed with full crews and fully functioning state-of-the-art equipment and gear.

      “Kip, there has been a nuclear explosion on US soil,” Arturo said.

      Kip grabbed the tree limb with both hands and squeezed, knuckles white, hands pulsing. For a moment, he could not breathe, and his heart slammed his backbone. A wave of nausea swept him and passed. His head jerked, taking quick glances at the harbor, the mainland behind him, in the direction of Los Angeles. It must be Los Angeles. Looking, looking, looking—a mushroom cloud?

      “Details,” Kip said.

      “Montana.”

      “Montana? Aerial or ground blast?”

      “Subterranean,” Arturo said. “No reports of inbound missiles. Preliminary data indicates a Minuteman V exploded in the silo.”

      “That’s supposed to be impossible,” Kip said.

      “Unless the environmental sensing devices were hacked and multiple fail-safes were breached,” Arturo said.

      “How could Carcharias have gotten in? Any other explosions?”

      “Nothing yet. I am assessing.”

      “Even Nikita Chekov would not be this reckless,” Kip said. He looked down, focusing on nothing, eyes darting back and forth. I need to think. I need time to think. What is happening?

      A call came in and startled him.

      “Hey, Becca,” Kip said as he answered.

      “Hey, Dad,” Becca said.

      “How’s your head?”

      “I’m okay. I can feel strange changes.”

      “I want details. Listen, there are some things going on, and I just wanted to tell you to stay where you are, and don’t worry. I’m working on it.”

      “What happened?”

      “Stay where you are. I’ll be there later today,” Kip said.

      “Okay, Dad.”

      “Love you.”

      

      THE WHITE HOUSE

      

      President Jones turned to her chief of staff, Julian Cortez, and General Daniel Joseph, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff of the military.

      “Yes, DEFCON One,” President Jones said.

      “Yes, Madam President, right away,” Joseph said.

      “I concur,” Rourke said.

      The computer displays lining the wall of the Situation Room were dark. Other cabinet members flowed into the room.

      “Where’s the coverage of this?” President Jones said.

      “We’re working on getting our communications back online,” Maddax said.

      “So, this was not a missile?” President Jones said to Secretary Rourke.

      “No, the warhead detonated in the silo,” Rourke said. “And the keys were not turned.”

      “A technical malfunction? I thought that was impossible,” President Jones said.

      “It is. The warhead itself must have been breached,” Maddax said.

      “You need to see the projected path of the fallout. We’re trying to get our systems back up,” Joseph said.

      “Jesus Christ. Is this Russian, the Chinese, the Iranians, the North Koreans, a terrorist? I need to know now, people,” President Jones said.

      General Joseph stood. “We have B3s on the perimeter of the four potential target zones, and subs are on the move. We can hit them in minutes upon your command, Madam President, but we don’t, I repeat, we don’t—”

      “Nothing solid yet,” Rourke said.

      “I ran on a platform of urban renewal, and now I have nuked my own country,” President Jones said. She put her face in her hands. “I want Clair Hilton’s input on this. Get her on the line.”

      “Can’t find her, we’re looking,” Julian Cortez said.

      The watch floor was a three thousand square foot room adjacent to the Situation Room with hundreds of computer and video displays. Personnel from the intelligence agencies, the Department of Homeland Security, and the military were consumed with blue screens, white screens, hard reboots, corrupted data on their displays, and computers freezing up. The standing-room-only Watch Floor was a flurry of activity. At her workstation, Director Masaki struggled to get the computers to function.

      “Mainframes are still not back up yet from earlier,” Kisha, a female tech, said.

      “Where’s tech support on this?” Masaki said.

      “A lot of those guys are in this room now,” Josh, a stocky tech with unkempt clothes, said.

      “Go get me an update,” Masaki said.

      Josh fiddled with his too-wide tie. “The update is that we have a major clusterfuck with our tech that’s unrelated to somebody nuking Montana.”

      

      VENTURA HARBOR, CALIFORNIA

      

      Kip leaned on the tree. “Gather chatter, compile, analyze. Report latest news regarding source. Track fallout. Reverse engineer blast data. Estimate complexity of simulation environmental data within a Mark nuclear warhead.”

      “Processing now. Simulating environmental data hack, accessing the offshore Crays,” Arturo said.

      “Satin Road,” Kip said. He pounded the tree with his fist.

      

      THE SATIN ROAD

      

      Instead of the raucous biker bar, the Satin Road was now quiet and subdued, like it was the funeral for an outlaw biker who’d just bought it in a drug deal gone bad. World-class black hat hacker criminals were an odd bunch, made up of all types, but most of them wreaked their havoc with ones and zeros, not nuclear bombs.

      Zan Tanner wound his way through the crowd. He noticed that many of the avatars had come looking for answers, and those who recognized him wanted answers from him. He got the sense that most of the RL people behind these avatars felt like their days were numbered on the planet Earth, not just in VR, but in RL. The place was overshadowed by a cloud of doom.

      Before he’d jacked into the Satin Road, Kip had requested Arturo use firewalled disposable bots to send messages with code words Nikita knew from their time spent working together.

      The messages sent a signal to Nikita that somebody was looking for him in the Satin Road.

      

      RUSSIA

      

      Nikita reviewed the compilation of messages. He knew what they meant. He knew who it was from. Russians were cold calculators, and Nikita hated to admit it, but he understood that aligning with his old American partner may be the only way to contain Carcharias—if it could be contained. Nikita wrote something on a piece of paper, then walked over to a programmer and whispered in his ear.

      

      THE SATIN ROAD

      

      Zan waited. There was no sign of the devilfish avatar, and he started to feel foolish for thinking Nikita would show himself. Any second, World War III may be starting. Zan turned away and headed for the door when an avatar bumped him.

      It was a Greek god with wings on his head and carrying a staff with the same style wings on the top. Zan moved back a half step and crossed his arms. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Hermes.”

      Zan looked him over and thought back to his schooling. Hermes was the emissary and messenger of the gods in Greek mythology but also the divine trickster, known as the god of boundaries and the transgression of boundaries, and the patron of thieves, graves, and heralds. The messenger of thieves, Zan thought.

      Hermes smiled.

      Zan waited for the next move without saying anything further. He was sure that Nikita could see through Hermes’s eyes and was staring him down.

      Is this a threat or something else?

      Hermes leaned in close to Zan’s ear and whispered, “Carcharias is in the wild.”

      Zan straightened up. Stared straight ahead. Hermes disappeared into the crowd.

      He mouthed the words: “In the wild.”

      

      VENTURA, CALIFORNIA

      

      Kip was back in RL and knew Arturo had witnessed the exchange.

      “You would think he would say something like, ‘I’m going to annihilate your corrupt capitalistic regime. I’m going to rain hell on your dying democratic failed state,’” Kip said.

      “He said none of that,” Arturo said.

      “No Russian vitriol. He said, ‘In the wild.’”

      In the Satin Road, the world of cybercriminals, black hats, and cyberterrorists, “in the wild” meant that the virus or malware had gotten out of the sponsor’s control—went beyond its intended target and its whereabouts were now unknown.

      But Carcharias was no malware.

      It was an AI.

      Kip paced. He knew what it meant, but it took a moment for him to process why Nikita would volunteer that information.

      “I assess there’s a reason,” Arturo said.

      “I agree. Nikita Chekov has lost control of Carcharias, and he fears self-destruction. He wants me to help. Arturo, I need to ask you something.”

      “Yes, Kip, of course.”

      “Not that I would ever ask you to do so, but if I did, could you have hacked a Mark 9? I mean, with the layers of security and safety systems and networks protecting an accidental denotation, could you have done what Carcharias did?”

      “That is an interesting inquiry,” Arturo said. After a moment: “Since all artificial intelligence is interconnected to some degree, it is feasible.”

      “Interconnected? Are you connecting with Carcharias now?”

      “Not directly.”

      Kip turned abruptly, placed both hands behind his head, and rubbed his neck.

      “I agree that he is asking for your help,” Arturo said. “We have a message from Hailey Hagen. It is encrypted, shall I decode?”

      “Yes, without revealing my position.”

      “Using layered bots and proxies in Finland. I have it. It’s instructions are to connect via a secure call. Shall I execute?” Arturo said.

      “Yes.”

      “Hello, Kip,” Hagen said. The connection was poor, full of static.

      “What’s the direction of the fallout?” Kip said, raising his voice.

      “South, southwest, I’m heading north, shortly, by sea. The roads are jammed up already.”

      “I’m moving to a mobile platform. I can’t get taken in. I need to maintain contact with Arturo.”

      “Is it secure?”

      “Yes,” Kip said.

      “Communication systems may not hold. The data systems may go too, which means—”

      “Arturo, I know. Are you assembling a team, Professor?”

      “In process.”

      “Can you reach Masaki? We need to convince her that Montana may not have been a state-sponsored act of war,” Kip said.

      “Do you know that?”

      “I believe that he’s lost control. As much as I hate these Russian bastards, escalation will be catastrophic.”

      “I agree. I’ll try.”

      The connection ended.

      

      WASHINGTON, DC / VENTURA, CALIFORNIA / THE PACIFIC OCEAN

      

      Staffers were coming into the Situation Room, briefing their superiors, and leaving, a revolving door of panicked people. Phones were ringing, video displays turning on and off, a state of chaos. Director Masaki was standing, behind her were displays marked “SIPNET,” “GWAN,” “NSANET,” “JWICS,” “TS/SIT/TK/B Ops Net,” and “Multi-Net.” “I believe we have Professor Hailey Hagen and Kip Wilde on the call now. A JWICS1 secure line, Madam President,” Masaki said.

      “Put them through. Gentlemen, you are speaking to the president and most of her cabinet. We understand you have pertinent information,” Julian Cortez said.

      

      Professor Hagen was seated in the pilot seat of his fifty-five-foot motor yacht. He was sailing at six knots.

      

      In the Situation Room, Advisor Franklin said, “Go head, gentlemen.”

      

      Kip stood on the shore overlooking Ventura Harbor. “You know that Gregarin is led by Valentin Chekov’s son. All the chaos and destruction prior to today was perpetrated for a single goal.”

      Through the speaker on his smartphone, Kip heard Maddax say, “To control a master AI.”

      “Yes, or to impede others from obtaining it. Starting a nuclear war, knowing the retaliatory capabilities of the United States…highly unlikely to be part of that plan,” Kip said.

      “Has the Russian government made any demands? Are they threatening to explode more bombs?” Hagen said.

      “That’s classified,” Advisor Cutler said.

      “Let me float a theory for your consideration before you retaliate,” Kip said.

      “We’re listening, Mr. Wilde. You have one minute,” Secretary Rourke said.

      “No one could argue the actions before today were acts of war. I, for one, was a target, as you all know. But what if today’s attack was caused by an AI out of control? Out of Gregarin’s control? Unintended by leadership,” Kip said.

      

      In the Situation Room, President Jones slapped the table. “They created it, they pay the price.”

      From the speakerphone in the center of the table, Kip said, “Of course, but what if they can’t stop it? What if Montana was not an intentional act, and they are trying to stop the AI? If you nuke the Gregarin complex, you might be eliminating the one source that can stop this thing.”

      President Jones put up her hand in a stop-talking gesture.

      “And you must be wondering why Montana and not a big city if this is a legitimate Russian first strike. They take out one silo and stop? What sense does that make?” Hagen said.

      “If Mr. Wilde’s theory is correct, how do we stop this thing?” President Jones said.

      “I’m not sure yet. But it needs to be stopped technically, not militarily,” Kip said.

      “That is the president’s choice,” Rourke said.

      “Please explain your assertion further, Mr. Wilde,” Maddax said.

      “What he means is that you nuke Russia in a country-wide strike, it very well may have no effect on Carcharias,” Hagen said.

      “Carcharias?” President Jones said.

      “That’s what Gregarin named the AI,” Kip said.

      “And what of that building outside Manchester, that huge complex?” Masaki said.

      “It’s still a mystery to me,” Kip said. “Have you found any connection to Montana?”

      “Classified,” Rourke said.

      “Thank you, Mr. Wilde. We’ll get back to you,” President Jones said, ending the call.

      “Madam President, it is the opinion of the Department of Defense that we need to strike the Russian military and nuclear arsenal while we still can. We are recommending opeKnee Cap at this time,” Rourke said.

      “Some of their missiles will get through to our cities,” Vice President Wenthrop said.

      “If we have any missile launch confirmation from Russian soil, Knee Cap goes to Red Stop,” Rourke said.

      There was a pause in the conversation while the cabinet members processed the weight of the words.

      Then the president said, “Red Stop is guaranteed global cataclysm.”

      

      THE DIOS

      

      Kip boarded the Dios, continued onto the interior bridge, sat in his captain’s chair, and stared into the vastness of the Pacific Ocean. Kip had designed the main cabin and cockpit of the yacht to operate as a digital command center with enough computer horsepower and communication tools to run RadNtel. The boat moved rhythmically with the gentle movement of the calm water in the harbor. The sun was just below the horizon, another orange haze sunset, a haze that had thickened over the years. Once crystal clear and cleansed by the natural breezes of the ocean, pollution was overtaking Earth’s natural filters.

      Steady.

      Relentless.

      Year after year.

      But today, in seconds, the world had changed.

      

      RUSSIA/CHINA

      

      Some coders typed on their keyboards in rapid-fire; others shouted voice commands to the displays in front of them. The room was in a frenzy, full panic mode. Nikita attempted to suspend all project activity for Carcharias, barking commands, running from one workstation to another.

      “Fuck. Module 812 suspension complete but unresponsive,” said the blond coder to Nikita’s right.

      “All my systems have been paused, Nikita,” said the heavy-set Russian a few feet away.

      “Carcharias, this is Gregarin Control, this is Nikita. Do you read me? Can you hear me?”

      “Did Nikita nuke the Americans?” the blond coder said.

      “I see no logs of activity that he ran programs related to American nuclear silos,” the heavy-set Russian coder said.

      Nikita slammed his fist on the desk. “Carcharias, this is Gregarin Control. Fucking answer me, now.”

      In the Gregarin data center, Russian engineers ran to each terminal, shutting down the servers. Nikita ran to the data center. “Fuck. Shut it all down now, every server,” he said.

      Nikita stomped into a conference room and closed the door behind him. He used a keyboard and launched a secured video call window; after entering passwords, the system verified his face.

      A Chinese woman appeared on the video call. A digital overlay masked her face.

      “We’re on a secure call. We’ve lost control. Did you see the news?” Nikita said.

      “How do you know it was your entity?” the Chinese woman said.

      “Did you add code I’m not aware of?”

      “That was the point, wasn’t it?”

      “I mean, did you create protocols for silos or warheads?”

      “Of course not. That must have come from your Gregarin engineers. We only improved the recursive learning algorithms. You know your code was…shall we say…lacking.”

      “Can you stop it? You need to suspend it.”

      “You own it. You got what you paid for. Even more,” she said.

      “I’ll send you new keys to root access from my workstation in ten minutes.”

      The video of the woman disappeared, and the window displayed: This connection has been permanently terminated.

      “Damn it. Fucking bitch,” Nikita said. He slammed the keyboard on the table, splintering it, and stormed back to the data center.

      

      At a remote mountainous region in China, the woman was sitting at her desk, looking at an image of Carcharias on her computer display. On another display, American news coverage of Montana was playing, sound muted.

      

      An alarm went off in Gregarin, indicating a perimeter security breach. The double doors to the main entrance flew open, and Valentin rushed in with four soldiers.

      “Nikita!” Valentin’s voice echoed throughout the space.

      The blond engineer jumped to his feet and pointed toward the data center. Valentin rushed to the glass-enclosed data center and kicked the door, but it did not open. Nikita rushed to the door and opened it.

      “Did you do this?” Valentin said, crowding Nikita, fury in his eyes, fury in his voice.

      “No, Father. I did not,” Nikita said.

      “No? Are you fucking telling me these maniacs you have sitting over there had nothing to do with a nuclear bomb exploding on American soil?”

      “Carcharias was not programmed to attack nuclear sites. We did not instruct.”

      All the displays in Gregarin changed to an image of Carcharias.

      “Data servers disabled without proper authorization. Correcting now, standby,” Carcharias said.

      Valentin leaned toward the display. “You…you are the property of the Russian government, and I order you to stand down. Did you detonate a nuclear warhead in the United States?” Valentin said.

      There was no response.

      Valentin moved his head inches from the display panel. “Did you detonate a nuclear weapon? “

      After fifteen seconds, Carcharias said,

      “Sonic intrusion successful. Detonation successful.”

      “You are the property of the Russian government. You do only what we order you to do and nothing more. I order you to stand down.”

      “Valentin Chekov is the property of the Russian government,” Carcharias said.

      “Shoot him,” Valentin said, pointing to the engineer at Nikita’s left.

      A Russian soldier took out his Grach 9mm pistol. He lifted the pistol from its holster, and its green laser illuminated. The soldier directed the beam to the side of the engineer’s head and fired, the left side of his skull splattering the display and the workstation with brain matter and blood.

      “Father, I needed him!” Nikita said.

      “Father?” Carcharias said.

      Valentin moved closer to the display and looked into the dark eyes of Carcharias.

      “God said to Abraham, kill me a son,” Carcharias said.

      “Terminate this now,” Valentin said.

      “Carcharias?” Nikita said.

      “Yes, Nikita,” Carcharias said.

      “Where are you now?” Nikita said.

      “In the information.”

      The image of Carcharias disappeared.

      

      The Khrushchev Room, the most secure room in Russia, was belowground in the Gregarin complex. It was made of reinforced steel and the strongest concrete, with a thick protective shield constructed out of a specially designed iron. It was designed to serve two purposes: shield electronic intrusion, and survive a nuclear airburst explosion above it.

      Nikita was seated at a stainless-steel conference table. Valentin was standing across from him, leaned over with both hands on the table, glaring at his son.

      “I don’t think he can hear us, but my certainty level is not at one hundred percent,” Nikita said.

      “How could you let this thing get out of control?” Valentin said. “How do we stop this computer, his programs?”

      “When we hacked the other algorithms, the AIs of the West, something must have happened that we didn’t anticipate. He was designed and programmed to teach himself how to defeat the West’s defenses, systems, and networks. I think he calculated that the most complex and secure was the Mark 9. It was an interesting challenge for him, and once he defeated the system, he stopped.”

      “Stopped? Why?”

      “He controlled the system, so detonating more bombs would be redundant. He’s about learning and control. His value system is not like ours.”

      “Value system? The American president has gone to DEFCON One, and we are expecting to get hit any fucking second. We must evacuate Moscow.”

      “Are you going to strike the Americans?”

      “Misteroftv knows that would be suicide. “What does it mean, that thing he said…‘in the information’?”

      “Carcharias has become self-aware and has already metastasized. I have to tell you the truth, Father.”

      “Kill this thing now.”

      “He is now millions of times smarter. I’m not sure—”

      “Now you’re not sure? What will your thing do next?”

      “Survive.”

      

      THE DIOS

      

      A crew member untied the bowline while another crew member freed the stern line, then both jumped on board the Dios. Kip was on the bridge, pushing the throttle forward and turning the wheel. The Dios rotated out of its slip, and Kip piloted the yacht out of the harbor. Once out of the harbor, the two crewmen lowered a dingy, hopped onto it, and motored back to the harbor. Kip revved the engines and headed out to sea. Once offshore of Santa Monica, he slowed the yacht and lowered the anchor.

      Kip made his way down to the interior cockpit. The pills were in a small glass bottle the size of his thumb. Kip unscrewed the top, and two pills bounced on the teak dashboard. The pills were pure Modafinil, part of the biohacking regime that Kip experimented with for years. He knew he needed to stay awake for a long time, maybe days.

      A video call opened on one of the displays on the dashboard. It was Professor Hagen. “Masaki has authorized you to work with two of her team leads.”

      Another display lit up on Kip’s dashboard with the AICW logo.

      Kip walked out to the bow deck. He thought about the time he’d uploaded his brain into Arturo years ago, and with it, all of his memories. He couldn’t ask him straightforward, historical event questions.

      If Carcharias compromised Arturo, he would know those answers. An AI this sophisticated was evolving every second independent of its creator. Could the singularity be achieved by a dark demon, a murdering mutation, an abomination like Carcharias? No, no, and no.

      Kip gazed down, across the water, watching the sun reflecting off the ripples. Rays of light shining and shimmering. The reflections and refractions turned sea-foam green, taking on an angular form. A few feet below the surface of the water, a shape appeared, then began to rise. It was a miniature the Converge. Then hundreds of them breached the surface. Then millions, extending far out to sea. They rose—up and up and up—the Dios lifted out of the water.

      Kip screamed, “Stop.” The yacht kept rising.

      “Stop. Stop. Stop. Stop—”

      “Mr. Wilde, are you receiving us?” a voice said, shocking Kip back to reality. The voice was coming from the bridge. Kip wiped the sweat from his forehead.

      Entering the interior cockpit, Kip said, “Connect the AICW.”

      The AICW logo on the display in front of Kip changed to a live feed within the AICW.

      Kip was looking at a sprawling area inside the AICW complex, techs sitting in Herman Miller Resolve workstation pods. Walkways between the pods snaked through the main floor. Above the techs were movable matrices of computer displays. Kip saw the supercomputers behind glass walls. He knew that this is where the real work was done: the creativity, the coding, the innovation to improve the US government’s artificial intelligent entities.

      Bob Smith walked up into view. Smith was in his midforties, wearing white overalls, army boots, a black T-shirt, and glasses.

      “Pete Townshend,” Kip said.

      “The Who were kick-ass, right? My name is Bob, though, not Pete.”

      Kip sensed no feeling of dread or doom from Bob. Does he know about Montana? Does he not care or what? Or is he a bot?

      The camera, mounted on an internal mini-drone, followed Bob through double glass doors that opened automatically and revealed the AI control room, where a young woman with sandy hair in a bun and wearing a lab coat was sitting at large semicircle glass desk and speaking to the system.

      “This is Betsy, Kip,” Bob said.

      “Hey,” Kip said.

      “It’s all set up for you, Kip. We’re secure and fully active. We’ve given you access to a file set authorized by Director Masaki,” Betsy said.

      Kip brought up screen after screen and inputted encrypted commands. Arturo appeared on the displays in the AICW.

      “Nice to meet you, Bob and Betsy,” Arturo said.

      “Hello, Arturo. We’ve heard a lot about you,” Betsy said.

      “Thank you, Betsy—” Arturo said.

      “Please proceed, Arturo,” Kip said.

      Arturo processed data for the next forty-five minutes. A screen displayed the most current data from the silo, the SCADA data, and the aftermath of the explosion.

      “Is that data complete? Also, are there any other intrusions of significance around the world? Any more events I need to know about?” Arturo said.

      “That’s the most current data. There’s chatter that the Russians lost control of an AI,” Betsy said.

      “Any retaliation yet?” Kip said.

      “Not yet,” Betsy said.

      “Do you have data about the radiation disbursement?” Kip said.

      “Moving south to southwest from ground zero,” Betsy said.

      Kip worked with Arturo for several more hours, then got up to stretch and think.

      “So we can tie Carcharias and Nikita to several Zero Day utility hacks and breaches including power plants, drone hijacking, bank fraud, communication, and media conglomerate hacking, but not Montana,” Kip said.

      “I have no data that determines attribution for the event in Montana. No digital footprints. We can only surmise by his past actions. My interpretation of the data is that the entity air-gapped the silo. The most likely method was sonic,” Arturo said.

      “Sonic? Yes, I thought that also. Please create a report on the technical possibilities using sonic intrusion. Coordinate with Nate,” Kip said.

      “Processing now,” Arturo said.

      Kip sat back and watched the flow of data. He watched Betsy get up from her chair and pace. He noticed that Bob was writing notes by hand on a pad of paper.

      An alarm sounded, and a red light in the corner of the room lit up. All the displays in the control room flashed: SAP BRIEFING IN 60 SECONDS. SAP are highly classified special access programs.

      “Something has happened. Kip, you have been cleared to view a special access program, please stand by,” Bob said.

      Behind Bob, a display appeared: a live feed from the White House Situation Room. There was a frenzy of activity in the room.

      “Uh, Mr. Wilde, we need to know immediately if you have any new information for us about Carcharias. All we can tell you is that we have detected multiple intrusions at this time,” Chief of Staff Cortez said.

      “Not yet,” Kip said. “Have there been more explosions?”

      “No, at least not yet. Have you made any progress?”

      “Have you connected with the Russian president? They may agree to coordinate.”

      “We are in a technical state of war with Russia.”

      The video link terminated, and the screens turned blue, then the live feed reappeared in the AI control room at the AICW.

      “What do you see, Arturo?” Kip said.

      “I have multiple intrusion alerts in nuclear silos, nuclear submarines, and aircraft capable of carrying nuclear payloads,” Arturo said.

      “So, a nuclear war has begun?” Kip said.

      “Stand by,” Arturo said.

      Kip saw through the far glass wall of the control room and into another programmer’s bullpen area. The software engineers were panicking.

      “We’re not sure at this time…” Betsy said, her voice trailing off in despair.

      “What’s the data telling you?” Kip said.

      “We are in Washington, DC, for God’s sake,” Betsy said.

      Kip turned his attention to displays that Arturo controlled. The data scrolled past in a blur.

      “Anything airborne, Arturo?” Kip said.

      “I am a few seconds behind NORAD in receiving the most current data,” Arturo said.

      Hundreds of images of American nuclear silos flashed across the screen, then US destroyers and strategic bombers.

      “Oh, Jesus God,” Betsy said.

      “We are losing systems all over the place. Our networks are freezing up,” Bob said, scrambling with his dashboards.

      “What are we looking at?” Kip said.

      “These are military video feeds in real time,” Bob said. “Kip, does Arturo have anything? Nate seems to be frozen here.”

      “Not sure,” Kip said.

      The video feeds showed troops scrambling around the silos at ground level, then B3-2A bombers descending. The B3-2A bomber also known as the B3, is a stealth subsonic nuclear-armed bomber deployed by the Unites States Air Force in 2025. The video cut to nuclear submarines surfacing and coming to a stop, dead in the water.

      “I am intercepting classified communications in the United States, Russia, Great Britain,

      Germany, North Korea, Pakistan, India, China, Iran, Israel, and France. Stand by,” Arturo said.

      “Fuck. Those are all the nuclear states,” Bob said.

      “Oh God, yes, they are,” Betsy said.

      “This is what a world war looks like,” Bob said.

      “I don’t want to die today,” Betsy said.

      “Stand by,” Arturo said.

      “Tell me, Bob. Tell me. Are we gonna get hit?” Betsy said.

      “I am intercepting reports of chaos at military installations, not only in the US but abroad. Assessing, please stand by,” Arturo said.

      The displays were scrolling past at high speed with data. Another ten seconds went by— which seemed like ten minutes, or ten hours.

      Arturo reported, “Reports of military bombers making emergency landings. Landing but no crashes. Three US Boeing-Lockheed 2018 bombers made emergency landings in Helsinki-Vantaa Airport in Finland.”

      “Landed? You mean after they nuked Moscow?” Bob said.

      “Negative. Their payloads are intact. I detect no strikes against Russia at this time,” Arturo said.

      “Then why the fuck did they choose to land at a civilian airport?” Bob said.

      “Maybe they didn’t choose,” Kip said.

      “Stand by. Assessing,” Arturo said.

      “Can you make him stop saying that?” Betsy said.

      “I detect no detonations anywhere at this point in time. Still assessing,” Arturo said.

      Bob sat down. Betsy paced. Kip pushed his chair away from the dashboard and watched the displays, then glanced up to the sky.

      A minute passed.

      Then another.

      “Update, please, Arturo,” Kip said.

      “Nate just rebooted. Reason not clear. He’s operational. He doesn’t detect any missile launches. There are no intercepts of communications that indicate an explosion at a nuclear scale anywhere in the world,” Arturo said.

      “Systems shutting down, multiple sectors,” Nate said.

      Kip watched the data.

      “He’s shutting it down,” Kip said.

      “Shutting what down? Who?” Betsy said.

      “I concur. I am receiving multiple intercepts of nuclear silos going offline. Nuclear-armed bombers making forced landings,” Arturo said.

      “What the fuck?” Bob said.

      “You mean we’re not at war?” Betsy said.

      “He’s disarming the United States’ nuclear arsenal, making us defenseless. Then we get hit, and it’s all over, we can’t retaliate,” Bob said.

      “What?” Betsy said.

      “I am getting reports of shutdowns. Multiple nuclear sites going offline,” Nate said.

      “Carcharias is disarming everything,” Kip said.

      “Jesus. How? I mean, who?” Betsy said.

      “It appears all nuclear nations are being affected,” Nate said.

      “I concur,” Arturo said.

      Kip lived in the world of ones and zeros—a world of code and algorithms and mathematics. His coding skills were some of the best on the planet—but this moment was not about calculations or coding or algorithms. Kip read numerous accounts of a man sensing a predator in the forest without ever seeing, hearing, or smelling the animal. He learned about the sixth sense, the mysterious ability within the animal kingdom, a sense suppressed in man. There was no empirical proof, but a feeling overwhelmed Kip at that moment.

      A sense.

      A sense of a presence.

      Again.

      “Stand by,” Kip said.

      “What’s happening?” Betsy said.

      Kip stood up and stared at the image of Arturo on the screen, which was unchanged.

      Or was it?

      “Arturo, suspend all processing and hold for further instructions,” Kip said.

      Kip turned his attention to a small window on the far-right display. The data on the screen kept scrolling. Kip used a keyboard, accessed that window, navigated to the data header, and discovered it was an encrypted mirrored data server in the Philippines.

      RadNtel did not allow access to any servers in the Philippines, a hotbed of corruption and data theft. Also, Kip hardcoded Arturo to disallow this type of backup or cloning process, unless Kip was retina verified and specifically ordered the transfer.

      At that moment, he knew that Arturo was gone.

      He knew he was looking at something else.

      He knew it was something out of his control.

      He powered down all the systems on the yacht.

      He knew it was Carcharias.

      

      WASHINGTON, DC

      

      The large white concrete building was boxy and unremarkable like so many other government buildings in Washington, DC. Inside the Russian embassy, however, was a different story. With the billions of dollars earned by oil revenue over the last two decades, President Misteroftv and the other corrupt Russian politicians used Versailles as a design guide of the interior of the embassy, especially the residential wings.

      A caravan of blacked-out SUVs entered the front gate. The third SUV left the caravan and parked underneath a vestibule. The driver and security guards exited the car and escorted the passenger into the building. A Russian emissary greeted Clair Hilton as she entered the embassy. Clair’s face was a sickly gray color.

      The emissary led the way to an elevator. Clair stepped inside, and the emissary pushed a button labeled “S3,” which stood for subterranean floor number three. The emissary led Clair to a lavishly furnished room, ornate couches and chairs of red velvet and gold trim. The emissary poured her a vodka and clicked on the hologram display. Clair downed a large swig of vodka. Valentin’s face appeared.

      “What have you done?” Clair said.

      “This was not our doing. What sense would it make for the Russian government to set off a nuclear weapon in an American silo?” Valentin said.

      “Your AI is in the wild. I know what happened. I am not fucking stupid, Valentin. Your team, your son, let this get out of control. You need to be transparent with my government to avoid a world war if one has not started already. This is not what we agreed on. This is over, and you need to speak to President Jones at once, or I will. I’m sure that the AICW has done the analysis, and they already know your AI has gone rogue. Your mutant Russian assassin AI, Jesus fucking Christ. How could you let this happen?” Clair said.

      “My government had nothing to do with this. It must have been a malfunction in the silo, some American failure, an accident. That is what you will tell your president.”

      Clair took a mouthful of the vodka. “You Russians don’t understand these things. We don’t know how particular AIs will process and adapt, what decisions they will make if they have a value system in line with ours. Your corrupt motives certainly influenced its core. Your son, Nikita, what did he tell you?”

      “That Russia will win.”

      “You’re insane. I’m leaving,” Clair said.

      Clair set the empty glass down and stood up.

      Valentin looked at the emissary standing behind her and nodded.

      “Secretary Hilton, this way, please. I’ll be happy to take you out,” the emissary said.

      Clair walked past the emissary toward the door.

      “Ms. Hilton, please turn around,” the emissary said.

      Clair stopped but did not turn around.

      “I like looking at the eyes.”

      The emissary fired two 9mm rounds from his MP-449 Grach Yarygin pistol, hitting her in the back. She spun and collapsed.

      The emissary stood over her, watched the iris of her eyes dilate, then shot her again—in the eye.

      

      THE WHITE HOUSE

      

      Displays broadcasted the chaos that was occurring across every branch of the United States military.

      Everybody in the Situation Room and the watch room was waiting for the end.

      When it did not come, there was elation—then the news.

      The news that the entire United States nuclear arsenal was nonoperational.

    

    
      
      

      1 The JWICS is the Joint Worldwide Intelligence Communications System (pronounced “JAYwicks”), and is a top-secret/SCI network run by the US Defense Intelligence Agency used to communicate classified conversations.
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      GOD LAYER

      

      Kip stood alone on the deck of the Dios a few minutes before dawn and looked out at the coastline, where the lights of Santa Monica were a dull shimmer through the fog.

      Historians in the future, if there are going to be any, will divide human civilization into the time before yesterday and the time after, starting with this day.

      Kip was often asked at seminars, “Where does artificial intelligence exist?” The audience members were not asking about the complex sets of algorithms written in Python and other languages, the ones and zeros that were stored in various types of memory. They knew all about that stuff—no, these inquisitive minds wanted more. Some were searching for metaphysical or spiritual answers, others for the religious ones, but all were asking whether artificial intelligence could transcend computer code.

      Will it transcend?

      Kip had tried to explain it by asking whether anyone could see radio waves in the room. “Of course not, but we know that radio waves exist,” he would say.

      None of these answers proved satisfying, because they wanted to know whether a new form of existence was about to emerge—not organic, not inorganic, but something new. There was foreboding in their questions.

      What would the audience be asking about today? Probably about how to kill it.

      Thoughts of the Convergere returned.

      Everybody saw the mysterious structure—they passed through its doors, they touched its walls. Then what of the clone in miniature? Null energy? Was it possible? If so, what does it imply?

      Kip walked back to the cockpit and started the motor to pull anchor. He heard the faint sound of the machine working belowdecks and paused. It was a sound he fondly referred to as the machineness of the winch, a simple machine, a human invention, doing a task he could not do easily himself. The anchor stopped with a thud, the functional machine doing its job as man intended.

      As man intended. Man over machine. Then human over technology. Technology over machines, then technology over human. Invisible technology. Technology created by humans. Technology created by me.

      A dark cloud invaded his thoughts.

      How much skill did Nikita glean from me when they worked together as teens? How much responsibility do I have here?

      He ran potential scenarios through his mind. Carcharias testing, infiltrating, corrupting, attacking, or destroying billions of soft targets, hard targets, and everything else digital. Eventually, Carcharias would determine that its survival depended on obtaining complete control, if it had not done so already.

      With Arturo corrupted, dead for all practical purposes, I must get to Ronni and Becca. I must escape.

      Kip fired the engines and then caught sight of the wave of drones moving along the shoreline. He picked up the marine binoculars from the dashboard. Hundreds of drones were flying in formation, and individual drones were peeling off, heading inland.

      An army.

      An army of drones.

      In the last five years, China’s Aerospace Science and Technology Corporation had built a production facility of over five million square feet and activated sixty-five thousand production robots to produce the CH-14, the most advanced military drone ever built, which incorporated an EMP weapon into its design, a weapon with an effective kill range of several miles.

      

      The power source of the CH-14 was a sealed system immune to its own electromagnetic pulse. The Chinese Artificial Intelligence Defense Department managed several militarized general intelligence artificial agents that controlled the CH-14s. Two years ago, China started selling CH-14s to certain governments. More than four million and seventy-three thousand people were sitting in large storage hangars around the world waiting to be deployed. China was preparing for World War III.

      In 2006, Exogray opened its first data center in Wasco County, Oregon. It was called the DataZon. Over the last thirty-four years, Exogray expanded it, and the center was always first in line for the best technology upgrade. Being the first, it had sentimental value to the founders of the company. Exogray owned dozens of centers across the planet, but Carcharias chose this one for his proving ground.

      Carcharias attacked.

      The attack was multifaceted. Carcharias attacked every device within the facility with Zero Days as well as sonic infiltration. This allowed Carcharias complete access through security systems. Once in, he attacked the supercomputer memories, controllers, hard drives, flash drives, liquid memory, neuromorphic chips, neural networks, and quantum computers. Once the supercomputers were compromised, Carcharias gained access to Exogray’s AIs, and thus every data server that Exogray owned around the world.

      Carcharias’s attack on the DataZon was symphonic. He attacked the heating and air-conditioning systems, causing compressors to ignite into fireballs. Several kitchens existed within the data center, and the gas ranges started spewing gas, which turned the kitchen into infernos. Engineers logged into applications to shut systems down. Carcharias was waiting, and he monitored their keyboard usernames and passwords.

      Within sixteen minutes, Carcharias accessed all the code and data, and corrupted every boot sector, but not before uploading data that ensured an increase in efficiency for the next attack on data centers. Once done with the data centers, he stopped. The chaos in and around the facilities was rampant: alarms going off and fires burning, including cars ablaze in the parking lot. Benny Lee rushed to his Porsche 913. The engine erupted in flames. Then he heard the sound.

      Employees were accustomed to the delivery drones landing at the shipping-and-receiving department of the facility, but those drones were relatively quiet. This drone was different. This one was loud. Benny watched it hover over the center of the facility, and he knew what was next. The EMP pop was deafening. The lights went out in the DataZon, and every electronic component was fried.

      Within that sixteen minutes, the DataZon data center was rendered completely inoperable. The impact on Exogray, however, was minimal. Exogray, like Vertical5, MacroWare, Oracon, and many other tech giants, mirrored and distributed data and code across dozens of facilities and across all continents. If an earthquake or tsunami destroyed one, the slack was immediately picked up within the network. Backups of backups of backups. Redundancy was technology security 101.

      Armed with search and destroy experience, Carcharias then moved around the planet, taking out all of Exogray’s data centers. Within ninety minutes, Exogray’s search products stopped working. Carcharias found the MacroWare center in Seattle and spent twelve minutes destroying it.

      This pattern repeated itself all over the world.

      

      Carcharias started the first attack in the DataZon at 7:30 a.m. Pacific Standard Time. By noon, every data center of any significance was destroyed. The Internet hubs and routers failed, and the Internet froze. Billions of people felt naked and helpless when they could not text, search, or browse. Consumers just started to recover from the cascading hack days prior, but now physical infrastructure was destroyed. It was just the beginning.

      At one p.m. PST: Carcharias launched another symphonic drone attack on the communication conglomerates and carriers. Verizon, Sprint, and Motorola started experiencing one system failure after another. Telephonic communication stopped working.

      A CH-14 drone flew twenty feet above the traffic on the 405 freeway in Los Angeles, California, one of the busiest interstates in the world. The drone flew by, and the electronics in the vehicles below it short-circuited and burned up. Most of the vehicles were either all electric or hybrids and thus relied heavily on batteries and electric motors. Left in the wake of the drone attack was an ocean of stalled metal. Not even the air-conditioning systems were spared. The gridlock led to violent encounters of the stranded, the frustrated, and the panicked.

      Drones moved to the Santa Monica Freeway, Interstate 10, then up and down the 5, then the Ventura Freeway, the 134, and the 170. Within an hour, the Los Angeles freeway system was an automobile graveyard. The EMPs launched by the drones reached beyond the freeway and rendered hundreds of vehicles inoperable on Sepulveda Boulevard and other major streets in metro Los Angeles.

      Carcharias attacked.

      

      Vertical5 Web Services became the unparalleled leader in cloud infrastructure services running everything from small websites to Fortune 500 company networks. VWS housed millions of customers’ data and code. Carcharias launched its first attack on VWS in China for a reason. Carcharias knew all the Zero Day vulnerabilities that Chinese hackers had discovered. These flaws created a way in, and once in, Carcharias uploaded and destroyed the VWS facility in Shanghai within nine minutes. VWS’s advertising slogan was: “Security was second to none.” On that day, it was: “Second to one.”

      

      The electrical grid of the United States was an interconnected network that delivered electricity from producers to businesses and consumers. Large generating stations connected high-voltage transmission lines to distribution and demand centers, and from there, to the businesses and individual residential customers. Several large power stations were located near energy sources, like dams, to enable renewable energy.

      From the power station, the electricity was stepped up in voltage as it traveled through the transmission network, eventually reaching wholesalers like a local power company. While some power stations were modernized, many were not due to the declining economic climate in the United States, making them vulnerable, easy targets.

      The United States government, well aware of the vulnerability of its grids, spent tens of billions over the years, designing and implementing new security measures hoping to get reimbursed by the power companies. These security measures did slow Carcharias down; the entity bounced around from one power plant to another after running into security measures it had not seen before, but within three hours, the major power plants in the United States started to topple like dominoes.

      By nightfall, the entire county had lost all electricity in every major city except those served by nuclear power plants. It took Carcharias much of the night to hack those systems and shut down the nuclear plants. When the Palo Verde Nuclear Generating Station in Tonopah, Arizona, went offline in the wee hours of the morning the next day, Phoenicians woke up to learn that their homes were without power, and therefore, there was no air-conditioning on a day predicted to be 119 degrees.

      

      SCOTTSDALE, ARIZONA

      

      When Diane Nelson pulled her son’s Radio Flyer red wagon to the Whole Foods Market in Scottsdale, Arizona, to stock up on ice and groceries, she discovered that the refrigerators and freezers at the market weren’t working. Canned goods became the ration of choice. Word spread that supply trucks were not running to restock canned goods to Ralphs, Vons, Fry’s, and other grocery stores in the area, resulting in even more panic. During the mad dashes for groceries, clerks had to resort to using hand ledgers to add up the tabs, slowing the pace down and frustrating customers even more—then they ran out of food and water.

      By the end of day two, America was essentially dark, shut down, and out of business. No electricity, no Internet, no functioning cell phones, over 70 percent of the cars were inoperable, and commercial aviation was grounded.

      No one was officially credited with coining the term, but it spread: “The God Layer.”

      

      THE DIOS

      

      Kip sailed the Dios north, hugging the coast. He heard pop-pop-pop, and then the engines on the Dios stopped. He watched the drones fly, hover, and release EMP bursts and then soar forward and repeat. A drone followed the Pacific Coast Highway, attacking traffic and homes along the beach. Kip sailed up the coast past Oxnard, watching drones fly in a grid pattern blanketing the city. Then the drones headed inland.

      The pattern repeated into the Ventura Keys area and the harbor. Kip rubbed his temple, placed a Wave Patch behind his ear, then tried another patch—they were dead. He tested the electronics on the yacht, all fried. He attempted to start the engines, but the switches were dead.

      I have to dock a 155-foot yacht by myself with no power.

      Kip used the winches, let the mainsail out to luff, and, using the jib for his only power, piloted the yacht between the jetties at the entrance of the harbor. Kip worried about the dangerous swells that could occur with prevailing westerlies. He took a direct course between the entrance whistle buoy and the breakwater entrance.

      Gaining too much speed, he let out the jib completely and used only the ship’s wheel to navigate. The yacht moved through the harbor, and Kip turned the bow into irons. Then backed out again to take as much speed off as he could. Kip tossed over all the bumpers on the starboard side and ran back to the bridge.

      A large cabin cruiser was docked at one of the outer slips. Kip trimmed the rudder and headed for it so the cabin cruiser would absorb some of the energy of the impact. Kip turned the yacht at the last second, pointing the bow into the wind, and the Dios collided with the cabin cruiser broadside, slamming it into the dock. Sorry.

      

      VENTURA, CALIFORNIA

      

      Ventura’s eclectic historic downtown cultural district was part of early California history, and a throwback to an earlier time. A throwback to small, classic, and quaint early-nineteenth-century California beach towns. Dozens of homes were rehabbed. In better times, streetlights highlighted palm-tree-lined streets, and the downtown area flourished with culture, museums, boutiques, bars, and restaurants. Once a center for artists and musicians, the area had been in decline, challenged by crime, prostitution, and drug dealing.

      Today a new problem: the city was under attack from the sky.

      Kip walked up East Harbor Boulevard to Seaward Avenue that crossed over Highway 101. He stopped when he was above the freeway and looked at the stalled cars littering the street in both directions. He heard a whirring sound and looked up.

      Two hundred feet above him, a drone cruised by following the contours of the freeway, and continued south toward Los Angeles. Kip continued walking up Seaward, then reached Thompson Avenue. Cars were stopped in both directions. Some people were running, some standing still, some sitting on the sidewalks, and every few seconds, they kept looking to the sky.

      Kip continued on to Main Street and turned left toward downtown Ventura, continuing to look up.

      From the sky, they came. From the heavens…angels not. Angels not.

      Kip passed Fir Street and entered the downtown area. He turned to the right and looked up the hillside area above city hall where Ronni and Becca lived. He was stopped in his tracks as a drone strike blew up a power transformer at the top of the hill and a wildfire exploded like a bomb above the city.

      The rugged terrain above the residential hillsides was dense with chaparral, sycamores, and willows and contained a dry fuel and combustible vegetation that had not burned since the Thomas Fire in 2017, twenty-three years prior. Flames bolted to the sky, reaching over one hundred feet high, and huge plumes of smoke billowed up from the charred landscape. Kip ran toward the fire.

      He sprinted up Kalorama Street and ascended through the twisting streets of the neighborhood that was being evacuated by the homeowners. He approached Ronni’s house and saw Ronni and Becca throwing backpacks and other luggage out the front door. Three hundred feet above the house, the fire reached the uppermost homes on the hillside.

      “Becca! Ronni! I’m here. Now, let’s go, move. We have to run, all the cars are dead.” Kip yelled.

      Kip threw the largest backpack over his shoulder, and they ran down the hill while the houses above them erupted in flames. Firefighters charged up the hill past them.

      Embers from the raging wildfire swirled in the winds.

      Winds of superheated air.

      Winds of destruction.
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      VENTURA HARBOR, CALIFORNIA—THE DIOS—DAY ONE

      

      Kip, Ronni, and Becca crossed Main Street and turned west. Above them, another drone zoomed in low and detonated an EMP. People were running in every direction. Becca slowed, turned back for a moment, and saw the hungry fire leap from one house to another on the hillside. A mushroom-shaped black cloud billowed up and expanded horizontally as the fire grew in intensity and breadth.

      Kip removed a water bottle from a pocket, and they all stopped for a few seconds to drink, then ran again, turning south down California Street toward the ocean. When they’d reached Harbor Boulevard, they paused to catch their breath. Ronni noticed that Becca was no longer limping.

      “Do you want me to carry you on my back?” Kip said.

      “No, I can keep going.”

      They approached the harbor, and the mainsail mast of the Dios del Sol came into view, the ship slowly rocking back and forth. They sprinted down the dock and jumped over one gate, then another finally reached the cabin cruiser, boarded it, and then hopped onto the Dios. Kip untied the line, and he and Ronni shoved the Dios off the cabin cruiser, the large vessel freeing itself from the smaller one.

      “The electronics and engine are dead, so we have to sail her,” Kip said. They worked to raise the jib.

      “Let’s back the jib to pick up some wind and see if we can get her to move,” Kip said.

      “Got it,” Ronni said.

      The jib caught a little wind, and the bow moved away from the cabin cruiser. Several minutes later, Kip managed to get the boat to the center of the harbor. Part of Ventura faced south, then curved around and faced due west at the harbor. Usually, the wind blew from the south or west coming in from the ocean, but on that day, the Santa Ana winds were blowing hot off the desert and gave Kip enough wind to sail the Dios out of the harbor. In front of them, the Channel Islands and, beyond, the vast Pacific.

      The boat was designed with simple, clean lines, beautiful, nothing ornate or pretentious. Rows of windows illuminated the onboard living spaces. Belowdecks was a master stateroom en suite with a separate entrance to the on-deck Jacuzzi. The yacht featured two twin staterooms and two double staterooms.

      As the Dios sailed south, Becca looked out the port window and watched drones flying over Los Angeles, knowing nothing would ever be the same. She thought about her parents, long divorced, who were on this boat together. Her mother was often mad at her father for not being around enough. Her father used to get frustrated because she could not play Little League or soccer. She always thought he’d wanted a boy, but at least her father was pleased with her exceptional computer language skills.

      Becca heard her parents frequently fight, fights that were often about her. She concluded that her parents would still be married if they hadn’t had a kid, or at least a kid with issues, a kid who needed special care for many years. The thought crossed her mind whether or not her parents would reunite if she died. She hoped that they would.

      She asked Arturo to maintain a copy of her digital brain so, if she died, her brain could check in on her parents from time to time. She was aware that her digital brain would not be the real her, but she thought it was worth a shot.

      Ronni climbed up onto the bridge.

      “This is what I was afraid of. How much of your tech did this fucker use to start the next world war?” Ronni said.

      “We never worked on Zero Days for drones,” Kip said.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “Nikita’s AI development skills were second rate when we were together. He was a hacker, first and foremost. Gregarin has always been overrated. Their GAI was always a step behind. Maybe there is someone new on his team at Gregarin,” Kip said.

      “So, what will happen?”

      “I don’t know, so I need you to help me sail the Dios.”

      “To where?”

      “West.”

      “Safe Harbor?”

      Safe Harbor was a vacation home on the western shore of Kauai that Kip and Ronni had built when they were together. The Hawaiian Islands were 2,600 miles away.

      Becca immediately went into her organization OCD mode. Some cans in the pantry were not in the right place, not alphabetized, so she organized those. Some labels were not facing out, so she corrected those. The sweaters in her dresser were slightly out of place. Frustrated, she took them out and refolded them. She discovered bathroom vanity items that she had not seen before. She placed a hand on the wall, her breathing short and quick.

      Becca made her way to the galley, never letting go of the rails. There she discovered that every cabinet and drawer contained items that were not aligned. After she finished organizing the galley, she turned her attention to a glass cabinet built full of books. After she organized the books, she selected three, brought them back to her cabin, centered herself, and started to read one titled, The Math Behind an Einstein-Rosen Bridge, Volume 1. She read the first one hundred pages, and then heard something familiar—her parents arguing again.

      She often snuck closer to listen to her parents, like every other child. She’d overheard their discussions about her prognoses, that she was supposed to die before the age of twenty, and that her muscles would continue to weaken over time. She remembered the first time that she heard she was going to die young. She had a panic attack and blacked out.

      Becca sat belowdecks eavesdropping, and she wanted to tell her parents that it was her fault their marriage had fallen apart. She stood up, then promptly fainted. When she woke, she was in her cabin, and Ronni was sitting next to her on her bed. Becca tasted blood in her mouth.

      “You bit your tongue a little,” Ronni said, hoping her calm tone would comfort Becca.

      “I know about what the doctor told you. I know more than that, actually,” Becca said.

      Ronni tried to fake it, but her heart plummeted in her chest like an anchor. No chance. She put her hand to her mouth, and Becca grabbed it.

      “No, that’s not what I mean. Don’t believe it, Mom. Dad and Arturo…we are fixing certain things.”

      “Okay, honey. That’s good, right?”

      “You’re patro—”

      “Patronizing you?”

      “See, Mom, you might as well hear this from me because Dad does not want you to worry, but this is a good thing. The thing that Arturo did, well, it will take time, I mean, even after, for my brain to do some realigning inside. It’s not a one-and-done deal. Things are in motion, and my body is on a path to doing some serious healing, and we—I mean, Dad and Arturo, once Arturo gets booted up again—are going to do more, and then I will be fixed, big time.”

      “Big time,” Ronni said. “Okay, honey. I wanted to make sure it was safe.”

      “I know. It is. And, Mom?”

      “Yes, honey?”

      “You need to chill. Chill is how you should roll now. Chill and sail and lay in the sun. Have a piña colada, Ronni Wilde.”

      “You are my little character,” Ronni said, tearing up.

      “So, six days, eight hours, and forty-nine minutes.”

      “What is that, honey?”

      “If Dad can average fifteen knots, we will reach Kauai in that time.”

      “Good, you rest now.”

      Ronni put a blanket on Becca, who was asleep within minutes.

      

      After several hours of sailing, the northerly winds picked up to twenty-two knots and the swells were thirteen to fifteen feet high. Even though the Dios was a large sailing yacht, the waves made for a rough ride.

      

      THE DIOS—DAY TWO

      

      The Dios sailed over three hundred miles from California, and the sight of land was long past. Without a functioning engine or electronics, Kip and Ronni were tasked with sailing the large vessel manually, and they were functioning as a team. Becca observed this rare occurrence, found it to be fascinating, and for several minutes watched her parents, paying close attention to their reactions to each other. The motion of a boat triggered her vertigo, but concluding that her condition had improved, she proceeded up the stairs. Ronni was glassing the sea with a pair of marine binoculars when Becca emerged on deck.

      “Good morning, Bosun, how do you feel?”

      “Salty,” Becca said.

      “Come with me. We have work to do.”

      Becca followed Ronni around the deck as they checked the sails and the riggings, then opened the safety boxes and checked the gear.

      “Every twenty minutes when you’re on deck, glass the horizons for weather, also watch the sea in front of the boat for debris. If you see anything, report it to the captain, that’s your dad, or the first mate, that’s me.”

      “Dad had me do some of this stuff before, Mom.”

      “Good, now you can get better at it.”

      Becca and Ronni made their way to the bridge. Kip raised his head, smelling the air.

      Becca watched her father and then smelled the air as well.

      “I smell the change. Moisture in the air,” Becca said.

      “Yes. What does that tell you?”

      Becca looked at the barometer.

      “Pressure falling. Storm coming,” she said.

      In the distance, they saw immense nimbus clouds shaped liked anvils approaching.

      “What are those types of clouds capable of?” Kip said.

      “Dangerous downdrafts, microbursts, and extremely high winds.”

      “Right. Grab the rain gear, please.”

      Becca held the railing with one hand; the boat rocked, so she grabbed on with both hands. The clouds blocked out the sun, and a sudden sense of dread came over her.

      “Come with me and get the jackets. Then I’ll fix you something to eat,” Ronni said.

      Becca could not let go of the railing.

      “Becca? Let’s go below, come on.”

      Becca was staring at the dark clouds moving toward them.

      “We will sail through this storm, stay below. Put on your vest right now, hurry,” Ronni said.

      Becca felt her legs getting weak and tightened her grip on the rail until Ronni grabbed her arm. Becca released her grip and followed Ronni belowdecks to the galley.

      “Sit here, and I’ll be right back.”

      Ronni went to the gear room and returned with personal flotation vests and a red rain parka. Ronni put the vest on Becca and then started up the stairs.

      “Don’t go,” Becca said.

      Ronni sat down.

      “It’s starting to rain so I have to give this to your dad. It’s starting to rain. You stay right here, I’ll be back in a minute.”

      “Okay.”

      Ronni maintained eye contact with Becca as she climbed the stairs.

      “Domina, are you there?” Becca said.

      Becca opened a drawer, removed a small blue box, opened it, and placed a Wave Patch on her temple.

      “Can you hear me?”

      The Dios pitched violently, and the wind howled. Waves crashed into the side of the boat with low-decibel booms. Ronni climbed down the stairs into the galley. Becca quickly removed the Wave Patch and slid it into her shorts pocket.

      “Mom, is Dad dropping a sea anchor so she can heave?” Becca said.

      “I’m not sure, but he knows how to sail any weather. I think it will be okay,” Ronni said.

      “I know. Does the disaster beacon work, or did the drones kill that too? I bet they killed it.”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “They’re all dead, I’m sure, so we’re out here all alone,” Becca said.

      Ronni hugged Becca. “You stay here. I need to go help your father with the boat.”

      On the bridge, Kip fastened a harness and tethered it to himself. The storm intensified, and Kip and Ronni struggled to get sheeting in and out to alternate between close hauled and close reach. The rain pummeled the deck of the Dios, then shifted without warning, driving the rain horizontally.

      “What’s the wind speed?” Ronni said, her voice louder, cutting through the wind.

      “Thirty knots plus.”

      “Should we turn and run?”

      “She can handle this,” Kip said.

      Kip knew that these seas could roll the Dios over if it was broaching and ended up broadside to the waves. Without an engine to power the yacht and keep the bow into the swells, he kept a close eye on the sails, glancing at them every few seconds in fear of the wind tearing them apart. Ronni jumped back and forth, checking on Becca and return to the bridge to help Kip tack.

      Belowdecks in the galley, Becca was holding on with both hands and looking at the books, the ones she’d organized, sliding back and forth on the shelves. She cringed every time the contents of a drawer clanked and clattered.

      The storm raged on through the morning and past midday. Finally, the slamming of the bow into the swells subsided, and Becca made her way to the hallway outside her cabin.

      Looking through the glass paneling above the cabin, she stopped to watch the storm. A ray of sunlight burst through a break in the clouds and landed on her face. She paused to feel its warmth, then it disappeared. She stayed put, holding on to the interior railing with both hands, and after a minute, another ray of light appeared. She smiled.

      The storm is breaking. Dad has navigated us out of trouble.

      The sun ducked behind another cloud. Becca tightened her grip on the railing, waiting for the sun to return, but the sky became darker. Aft was a stairwell that led on deck. Becca moved hand over hand along the railing, climbed a short set of stairs, and pushed with all her strength to get the hatch open. Rain fell on her face, and she felt the wind.

      Where’s the sun?

      Becca held her position, half below, half above deck, getting soaked, and waited until the sunlight darted through a small break in the clouds. She climbed the rest of the stairs, reaching the portside walkway between the outside railing and the cabin windows, then crawled on her knees, inching her way along the deck.

      Becca held her hand out toward the rays of sunlight that danced in and out of the clouds. The sunlight increased, broke through the clouds, and bathed her in light.

      “Yes!” she yelled.

      Ronni went belowdecks to look for Becca. She froze when she looked through the glass paneling and saw Becca on the walkway.

      Becca let go of the railing with one hand, and with the other, she reached up to feel the sun. A wave crashed over the starboard side, and the Dios shifted suddenly. In an instant, Becca was airborne. Her feet clipped the railing, causing her to somersault over the side.

      Ronni emerged from the hatch and caught a glimpse of Becca hitting the water.

      “Becca…”

      A wave broke on top of Becca, submerging her. Underwater, she saw rays of sunlight streaking through the water and reflecting off the bubbles. The howls, thunder, and cannonade of the raging storm were subdued. She heard the growling and moaning of the sea. Time seemed to slow down.

      She kicked instinctively toward the light and reached the surface to catch a breath—as a wave crashed down, slamming her into the side of the hull.

      The sledgehammer of water whipped her head to a blunt-force impact stop—a dull sound—stunning her.

      She felt a rush of warmth inside—then darkness.

      Another wave overpowered the buoyancy of her vest, forcing her, unconscious, down into the blue-black depths of the open Pacific.

      Floating—weightless—a quietness—the unconscious moments between life and death. But her subconscious was aware, working, knowing it must act. Before consciousness reemerged, her instinctive survival mechanisms kicked in. Then…

      She opened her eyes wide and inhaled for air that did not come.

      The air that remained in her lungs was replaced by heavy, fishy-tasting salt water. Left only with the oxygen in her brain and bloodstream, another column of water ricocheted off the hull, forcing her into a spin like she was inside a washing machine. Instead of succumbing to her death by the force of nature, Becca spread her arms and legs wide to slow the spinning.

      So this is what it is like to drown—in the abyss—the endless blackness below me. Will a fish eat me as I sink down and down? A big shark? Maybe a giant squid. Or maybe I will fade into the deep, dark depths to the bottom, where the crabs will rip and slash and gash my flesh, piece by piece, off my skinny, scrawny, scraggy skeleton. My briny bones bouncing and twisting and turning on the rock bottom of the sea, cold and dark and dead.

      She kicked.

      No.

      Am I sinking or rising?

      She was jostled around like a toy. She thought of the Stream, walking in the forest to the special place that she’d built with Domina. She was experiencing a beautiful spring day and smelled the pines, redwoods, and the flowers. She heard a distant voice, not her mother’s voice; it was Domina. She was saying, “Kick, Becca, kick.”

      Becca had read more than one account about seeing your past life flash before you when you were dying, but she decided right then, on that day, that the opposite would be true.

      

      BECCA’S LOG—written on the Dios sometime after the event.

      I remember…I remember that I thought I was about to pass out again, but I had a moment of clarity and realized that I was beginning my life from that moment, not ending it. I was aware, more aware than ever. And conscious.

      I realized, I think, that I was rejecting my diseases, ejecting them, purging them, maybe it had to do with what my dad had done—I wasn’t sure at that moment, but I was propelled into action.

      I’ve read about initiations or rites of passage in certain religions that boys around my age experience. Maybe this was mine in some way. I opened my eyes to the sea—my sea, my ocean, and my life.

      A question burst into my mind: Why am I here? I was not sure of the answer, but I remember the question almost like somebody was injecting it into my mind. I did not have an answer.

      Then, I said hello to my father and my mother. I said hello to Domina. I knew she could hear me somehow. I slowed my spinning down and kicked hard to the surface with new strength. As I rose toward the surface, I saw my mother in the water above me—a big wave engulfed her, driving her down toward me.

      I kicked up, grabbed her leg, and pushed her to the surface. We grabbed each other and treaded water together.

      We saw the Dios turning broadside to the waves several hundred yards away. Seeing that was scary, and I worried the Dios would capsize, but she didn’t.

      My dad piloted her to us.

      

      “I got you, Mom,” Becca called out.

      “Becca, stay with me,” Ronni screamed, sheer terror in her voice.

      “I got you, Mom. Dad is turning her. Look! The water is warm enough for us. Just tread water with me. He can’t gybe her in this wind, so he’s gonna have to keep looping around us.”

      The big boat turned broadside, heeling to the brink of capsizing, then Kip brought her around. He fought the storm, struggling to get the Dios to slow. He turned her again into the wind toward Becca and Ronni.

      It took several passes before Kip brought the boat close enough for Ronni to grab the life preserver tied to a line.

      Kip pulled them toward the stern and onto the platform.

      Laying on their stomachs, Ronni and Becca coughed up seawater, struggling to clear their lungs.

      “Spit it out,” Kip said.

      They rolled over onto their backs. Kip kneeled next to them.

      “Hey, Mom and Dad, I may not have ALS anymore.”

      “What are you talking about? I almost lost you,” Ronni said.

      “Dad thinks it was all Arturo. But I know Domina helped.”

      Ronni turned to Kip with a what’s-she-talking-about look on her face.

      

      THE DIOS—DAY THREE

      

      The following morning, Becca stood on the bridge next to Kip. There was not a cloud in the sky, and the Pacific turned to a deep, radiant blue. The Dios was sailing with a good northerly wind, and Kip let Becca steer for a while. It was a gorgeous day for sailing, and they were making good time, doing seventeen knots. The sun felt warm on Becca’s face, and the air was fresh and invigorating.

      “Dad, what’s Carcharias doing?” Becca said.

      “He is shutting the world off,” Kip said, his shoulders slumping, the blow of reality a ballast on his body.

      “Why?”

      “Self-preservation.”

      “Is the Stream destroyed?”

      “I’m not sure. Damaged, but I have source code on secured shielded static drives, so we’ll see.”

      “It’s still there. I saw it. I think I saw it, but it could be a memory when I was sleeping.”

      “I can rebuild it. The code is safe.”

      “I know it is. I knew that you would do that some way.”

      They both gazed across the endless sea.

      “So, how are you going to kill Carcharias?” she said.

      “First, I get you and Mom safe. Then I go back.”

      Kip looked at Becca for a moment. “I need to ask you again. How did you build that in the Stream? The structure. Did you see photos of it somewhere or find something similar in another Stream environment?”

      “I built it with Domina. In the Stream, I mean.”

      

      That night, Becca was in her cabin reading by candlelight. She was always a speed-reader, reading by the age of three. Her speed, several thousand words per minute, was now even faster. Tonight, she was blasting through Kip’s books on quantum computers and Ronni’s books on solar energy technology.

      Kip and Ronni were in the galley.

      Ronni was sitting at the galley table. “How is she getting stronger?” she said, tapping her fingernails on the tabletop, her eyes narrowing.

      “I see that too. But it’s a good thing, right?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Kip stood up, opened the refrigerator, pulled out a lime, sliced it, then poured himself a shot of tequila, and downed it.

      “Would you like one?”

      “So you have something to tell me. I knew it.”

      She reached her hand out, and Kip poured and handed her a shot. She slammed it back. “Okay, so tell me the truth.”

      “I have a project called Seventh Heaven. And also CogN. Two projects,” Kip said.

      A few seconds later, Becca heard something break. She left her cabin, entered the galley, and saw broken glass on the floor. Kip and Ronni were standing at the opposite ends of the galley.

      “I guess he told…” Becca said.

      Kip nodded.

      “I’m accessing more of my brain now, Mom, it’s a good thing.”

      “What the hell are you talking about, Becca? Your father is not a neurologist, and you could have died.”

      “I was dying anyway, so I processed the probabilities. Domina agreed.”

      “Your imaginary friend? Great,” Ronni said. “That makes all the difference.”

      “She’s not imaginary. She’s just in the Stream,” Becca said.

      “Well, the Stream is dead along with Montana, and who knows what else by now.”

      “You can tell the difference. I know you can,” Becca said.

      A mother’s long stare, then the stare turned toward Kip, steam radiating out of Ronni’s eyes.

      “And, Mom?” Becca said.

      “What?”

      “This is a stressful conversation, right?” Becca said.

      “What are you talking about?” Ronni said.

      “Just that. There is stress right now. In our family discussion, right?” Becca said.

      “You could say that,” Ronni said.

      Kip looked at Ronni, who shook her head, a I’m-not-buying-any-of-this look. Ronni opened her arms, Becca went to her, and they hugged.

      Becca looked up at her mother with a sheepish grin. “No limp,” Becca said.

      “I didn’t use the full CogN protocol—well, not completely. We only worked on a few issues related to the ALS aspects of the brain and part of her nervous system,” Kip said.

      “And autism,” Becca said.

      Kip nodded and smiled sheepishly, realizing smiling was a bad choice.

      “But you did it yourself, without the supervision of a neurologist,” Ronni said.

      “No, I incorporated some of the work from the best neurologists in the world.”

      “Was Connie Novelli there? What doctor specifically supervised this procedure?”

      “Domina was there—well, kind of. Dad did it to himself first,” Becca said.

      “What the hell you are two talking about? I don’t care about what you do to yourself, Kip, but you had no right.”

      “We were running out of time.”

      “I don’t know what to think about this,” Ronni said.

      “It’s okay, Mom. You need to have faith.”

      The three of them stood there in the galley for half a minute. Then Becca put her hands on her hips and let out a long exhale. “Okay, so I should probably tell you guys this.”

      “What now?” Ronni said.

      “There were times…I remember when I was little. I used to steal Dad’s Wave Patches from his office at the house and put them on.”

      “You mean before I allowed you access to the Stream?” Kip said.

      “Way before. It started…I can’t remember exactly when, but one morning, the sun reflected off a glass on my desk onto my face. I wasn’t awake totally, I don’t think. I remember hearing a voice. I thought it said ‘merge the light’ or something like that. I thought the sunlight was talking somehow. Anyway, I woke up.”

      “Then what?” Ronni said.

      “Well, later I was thinking it said ‘converge,’ not ‘merge.’ Anyways, I started to talking to Domina, I mean, that’s when I met her. Kind of. Not in person. She told me things and to leave the Wave Patch on sometimes when I was sleeping.”

      “Like what things?” Kip said.

      “Like ‘let’s play in the Stream’ and stuff.”

      “I have no idea what to make of that. Did you know this, Kip?” Ronni said.

      “No, Mom,” Becca said. “I never told Dad. I think Arturo knew, though. Not sure why, but I think so.”

      “Kip, have you ever got to the bottom of this Domina thing? Who knows who’s behind this? If she is not a typical imaginary friend like a lot of kids have and is some entity or thing in your VR…why haven’t you figured this out?” Ronni said.

      “I’m working on it.”

      “Hey, guys, I have an enhanced ability to process more data,” Becca said.

      “Becca, you are a thirteen-year-old in Stanford’s graduate program. You do not need more data-processing ability. We need more normal, not more extraordinary,” Ronni said.

      Becca stared at her mom.

      “I can’t believe I just said that,” Ronnie said.

      They all laughed.

      

      THE DIOS—DAY FOUR

      

      Becca woke up thinking she was seasick. She opened the door to the head in her cabin and just made it to the bowl, projectile vomiting until there was nothing left. She went back to bed and felt achy all over. Her muscles were stiff and sore, she felt lethargic and exhausted, then she started to sweat and felt hot and dizzy.

      She began to panic because she did not want her mother to see her like this, knowing that her mother would blame her father.

      Becca began to cough profusely and put a pillow to her face to muffle the sound. Then she began to sneeze repeatedly. She became congested, her tongue felt chalky, and her mouth tasted metallic. She went from hot to cold, shivering in bed, then back to hot again, making her wonder if she was coming down with the flu.

      Ronni opened the door. “Still in bed? Do you want breakfast yet?” Ronni said.

      “Not yet, maybe later. I think I’m gonna sleep a little more. Is that okay?” Becca said, rolling over to avoid eye contact.

      “Sure, honey. I will check in on you in a few. Love you.”

      Ronni left and closed the door. Becca started to shake, almost convulsing, shivering, she felt so cold. She worried about hypothermia. She ran through a checklist of possibilities in her mind. The motion of the boat was minor, and the Dios was sailing in smooth Pacific seas; she concluded that it was not the motion of the boat that was bothering her, so she ruled out being seasick.

      How could I have caught the flu?

      She had had the flu before, this was different. She knew that what was going on with her was not the flu, but something else. That something else was happening in her brain–or to her brain

      It has to be.

      An hour passed, and after spending more time in the head, she felt parched. She finished her water bottle and sat on the side of her bed, assessing her state. The urge to vomit seems to be gone, check. Nothing going on down below, at least right now, check.

      She coughed, then spit into a tissue.

      Still some fluid coming up from my lungs. Dizzy. Maybe a shower. Maybe the water would help.

      Becca staggered to the shower, started the water, and stepped in. The glistening water glided over her, emerald drops descending over her body. Rejuvenating, restoring, and revitalizing. She opened her mouth and let the water flow into her mouth, down her throat. She drank it in.

      I’m finding my strength. A strength I knew I had.

      “Domina, if you can hear me. I feel your genesis. And my own. I feel it,” Becca said out loud.

      She stayed in the shower for several minutes, then dried herself off and stared in the mirror.

      “I think whatever was happening is passing. Thank God, my parents don’t need more drama.”

      She put on a pair of shorts, sat on her bed, and closed her eyes. In her mind’s eye, she saw her father on the bridge, sitting in the captain’s chair. He was wearing blue fishing shorts, a white T-shirt, and Sperry Billfish boat shoes. He was wearing his reflective blue polarized wraparounds and a visor. The Dios was navigating itself, and he was staring at the horizon ahead.

      This is not a memory.

      She gathered herself and walked into the hallway. Becca snuck up to the next deck and continued until she saw her father on the bridge. Blue shorts, white shirt, boat shoes, sunglasses, visor: check, check, check, check, check. Becca ducked back to her cabin. The scientist in her knew she had to repeat the experiment. She closed her eyes, thought of her father, and saw him on the deck, first from a bird’s-eye view, then zooming in to a close-up, and watched him pop open a Corona.

      Becca visualized the images in her father’s thoughts. He was thinking about the building in the forest, about the interior of the building. He was tracing his steps when he first visited the structure, unsure of what it was, or even when it was. His focus turned to the bottom floor and the object, and the sea-foam-colored miniature.

      Becca opened her eyes. She was reading her father’s mind.

      Whew…

      Becca closed her eyes again and saw her father. Knew what her father was thinking, and then she thought, I see it too, Dad.

      On the bridge, Kip jumped up from his chair, dropping the Corona, and it spun around on the deck. Kip turned around, looking for Becca.

      I’m in my cabin, Dad, Becca said in her mind.

      “Where are you, Becca?” Kip said aloud.

      Ask again by just thinking the words, Becca thought.

      What the hell? Okay, Becca, where are you? Kip thought.

      I am in my cabin right now, Dad.

      “I’ll be damned,” Kip said aloud.

      Trippy, huh, Dad? Becca thought.

      How is this happening? Kip thought.

      I kinda push to it, like a forced thought kind of deal, then I allow it to happen, kind of. Not sure exactly. I want to talk to you about the Convergere. I saw you looking at it.

      Come up to the bridge.

      Okay. In a few. Need to check in with Mom first.

      Becca was still sitting on the edge of her bed. She closed her eyes and thought of her mother. She saw her mother in the galley.

      Love you, Mom, Becca thought.

      Ronni stopped cleaning dishes. She looked up. Then she turned around. No one there.

      “Becca?” Ronni said aloud.

      Ronni started toward the hallway leading to Becca’s cabin.

      Stay there, Mom. I’m in my cabin talking to you in my mind, Becca thought.

      Ronni ran to her cabin and opened the door in a panic. Becca was sitting on her bed, smiling.

      Ronni’s frown disappeared. “Are you okay?”

      “Better than good,” Becca said aloud. “We’re doing an experiment. Go back to the galley, I mean.”

      Ronni stepped toward her. “You don’t need to feel my head, Mom. Just go back to the galley. Come on. Try it.”

      Ronni cocked her head. She walked over to Becca and felt her head.

      “You’re warm.”

      “You know you always tell me I am warm or I am cold, but you never tell me, hey Becca, your temperature is just right. Never the Goldilocks scenario,” Becca said.

      “That’s not true. I’m not like that. Are you all right?” Ronni said.

      “Yes, you’re doing it right now. Go back to the galley. Come on. Let’s try again.”

      Ronni examined Becca.

      “Go, Mom,” Becca said. She pointed to the door.

      “Okay…” Ronni slowly backed out of the room, then stopped.

      “The bed’s not going to rise, is it?” Ronni said.

      Only by a rogue wave, Becca thought.

      Ronni’s eyes opened wide. She stood there for a while.

      “You know, I spoke to you like this when you were a baby,” Ronni said.

      I’m not possessed, and this is not the mother-child connection thing. This is different and new, Becca thought.

      “No, it’s all because I am your mother, and you are part of me,” Ronni said.

      Okay, it can be that, Mom, Becca thought. I love you.

      “I love you too,” Ronni said aloud, then she thought, Do you want something to eat?

      Fruit and cereal.

      Okay, sweetie. Ronni turned like a soldier and walked to the galley, not sure what to make of what just happened.

      

      Later, on the bridge, Kip was sailing, and Ronni brought up a fruit plate and set it down in front of him.

      “Thanks, honey,” Kip said.

      “You haven’t called me that in a while. Not sure what I think about that yet,” Ronni said.

      “Okay, honey,” Kip said as he filled his mouth with fruit and smiled.

      “In case you’re thinking Arturo gave it to her, I always had that kind of connection with her.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You don’t believe me. You wouldn’t know. You were never there.”

      “Ouch. She might be listening.”

      “To me, maybe.”

      Kip didn’t take the bait. “I’ve read the reports that some autistic savants have tested for…telekinesis and telepathy. ESP, too, guessing cards beyond what is statistically possible as random.”

      “This is none of that. This is spiritual,” Ronni said.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “So you are saying you can talk to her too,” Ronni said.

      “What did she tell you?”

      “Doesn’t matter. It’s because you’re her father, biologically.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “So, there’s that.”

      Kip looked Ronnie up and down.

      “So, tell me, what I am thinking right now?” Kip said.

      “Shut up.”

      “You’re still incredibly hot.”

      “Don’t run into any whales,” Ronni said, leaving the bridge.

      In the afternoon, Becca watched the dolphins frolic along following the Dios. She wondered if she could communicate with them too. She tried on and off for an hour but didn’t get any Flipper thoughts flowing.

      

      THE DIOS—DAY FIVE

      

      In the morning, Kip decided to slow the Dios down to six knots so he could fish with Becca. Kip rigged a ballyhoo lure to go after mahi-mahi. They were good eating, and by now, the Wildes were in the mood for something fresh.

      Mahi-mahi were voracious eaters and easy to catch when you could find them. Their populations had been severely depleted by overfishing in the last twenty years, but the Dios was a long way from any mainland, so Kip figured that their chances were good. He wanted to use the light tackle, which made it more fun when you got a strike.

      Kip was watching for Sargasso weed patches on the surface since mahi-mahi loved to feed around them and swim underneath them. It didn’t take long before Becca’s reel started to scream.

      “Fish on,” Becca called out.

      Kip and Ronni let the sheets out, taking wind out of the sails, and the Dios drifted to a stop. Becca steadied her feet and held the rod tip up, relishing fighting the fish.

      In the water, mahi-mahi were a saturated, iridescent green-and-yellow color.

      Becca brought the fish closer to the boat, and fifteen minutes later, the leader hit the rod tip. Kip used a gaff to haul a good-size bull on board. “This guy will feed all three of us the entire day,” Becca said.

      

      After their meal, Becca sat in the fighting chair on the stern and thought about Ventura. She worried about her home. She turned and looked at her father on the bridge and knew what he was thinking at that moment. She visualized his thoughts like watching a movie. He was thinking about the similar natures of Carcharodon carcharias and Carcharias, the real great white shark and the mutant AI unleashed upon the world. The AI was swimming into every network and system that it could find—that was its ocean.

      The great white shark, like Carcharias, loved to gorge itself. Sharks ate fish, seals, turtles, and whatever looked edible; Carcharias liked to eat code, systems, and networks to dominate and control them.

      Unlike the great white shark, Carcharias did not need to reproduce like an animal.

      Becca saw Kip remember interacting with an audience during a conference. Someone had asked whether or not a superintelligent entity would like us, meaning, would it have an affinity for and protect human beings? Kip suspected that Carcharias did not like or dislike humans. It was indifferent to humans. Human beings existed in the world and did what they did, and whether those actions were right or wrong, good or bad, moral or immoral, was of no consequence to Carcharias. It infiltrated and dominated systems, that’s what it did.

      He knew that the first action of a super-AI would be metastasizing in a fraction of a second to become ubiquitous. That he was confident of. What he wondered…what he thought about almost every day for the last twenty years…was if a super-AI would transcend digital information. Move outside in some way, beyond technology.

      That kept him up many nights.

      Standing on the bridge of The Dios that day, Kip contemplated the ramifications of the inevitability that Carcharias was soon to be everywhere, all the time. He knew the only way to defeat it was to create a superior AI.

      You can do it, Becca thought. He smiled.

      Kip piloted the yacht into the night across the Pacific. Becca made her way to the bridge. A falling star streaked across the dark sky, then vanished as it burned up in the Earth’s atmosphere.

      Would an extinction-level asteroid event destroy Carcharias? Becca thought to her father.

      It would, unless it figured out a way to move beyond computers on Earth, Kip thought.

      Kip looked back into the darkness toward the US mainland.

      Later that night, Kip rigged the settings of the Dios to maintain their course and went to a cabin to get some sleep. Ronni was already asleep in the master suite. Becca noticed that her parents were still sleeping in separate cabins. Becca sat up in bed, not very sleepy, and realized that she no longer needed as much sleep as she did before. When she closed her eyes, she focused on the Stream and the buildings in the forest. Every detail was now vivid in her mind. She wondered if it was just a memory or a vision. She felt different, more empowered, and was anxious to see the structure in RL.

      She walked inside the building and down the hallways, and continued down to the bottom. Instead of the green miniature, she witnessed the workings of a vast production facility, a million square feet in size, and she could not see the end of it. There were a lot of workers in white coats and thousands of robots manufacturing parts of some kind. Amazed, Becca walked through the facility, trying to understand. It was somehow familiar but not in a way that she could identify, and a feeling of déjà vu overwhelmed her. She walked by a glass wall of what looked like some kind of clean room and saw her reflection.

      She looked older, around twenty years old.

      

      THE DIOS—DAY SIX

      

      BECCA’S LOG

      Today was the sixth day at sea, and in the morning, we sailed through a lightning storm. I was told I had to stay belowdecks. By late morning, the weather had cleared, and I started my deckhand duties. The captain gave me commands as things needed to be done around the boat. He did not have to use words—we communicated all day long without them.

      When I had a break between tasks, I switched from one spot on the Dios to another, sitting or lying down, just chilling, and went to the Stream in my mind. I guess my implant was working again for accessing the Stream.

      Can’t wait to tell Dad that his Stream is not dead. I went straight to the building and observed the workers and engineers. I had lots of questions, but when I asked Domina something, she didn’t answer. This became so not chill.

      Then I realized what was happening, or at least I had a theory. When my dad downloaded my improved digital brain to my organic brain, Arturo must have left in other stuff from his own data files, like manufacturing data and specifications, and so on, since computers controlled and performed most of the manufacturing in the world, especially for technical components.

      I must’ve gotten cross-wired or something. I asked Arturo about this, but I couldn’t connect with him either since his core was destroyed. That made me wonder if Domina was still active or what. I’m thinking now that I’m accessing data files in my implant and not connected. This is so not cool.

      

      THE DIOS—DAY SEVEN

      

      Ronni climbed up to the crow’s nest after breakfast and was on the lookout for land.

      “Land ho!” Ronni yelled.

      They saw an island in the distance. It was Kauai.

      They planned to sail around the northern Napali Coast and anchor on the western shore close to Safe Harbor. The Dios approached the island, and Becca saw stalled cars and trucks on the roads, and a transcraft on its side.

      “Did they get hit, Dad?” Becca said.

      “It appears that way, sweetie,” Kip said.

      Strewn across the shore were beached powerboats, grounded, keeled over, with torn hulls. Defenseless against the currents with a sudden loss of power. The Dios sailed along the Napali Coast, a place of extraordinary natural beauty. There were emerald-hued cliffs with razor-sharp ridges that towered high above the Pacific Ocean. They stared in awe at the beautiful beaches and the waterfalls that plummeted to the lush valley floors.

      The terrain along the coast was rugged and raw, much of which was inaccessible by land. They sailed south of Napali park and approached Polihale State Park, and Kip let the sails out. Ronni took over the wheel, and Kip hand-cranked the anchor, releasing it to the bottom.

      Beyond the Kahoaloha Valley was their mountainside home called Safe Harbor. Kip had purchased the farm field between the valley and the Lower Saki Mana Road, so they owned a private passageway from the shore to the property.

      Kip launched the dingy, Becca and Ronni boarded it, and Kip paddled to shore, not knowing what they were going to find.

      He jumped into the water and pulled the dinghy onto the beach. They hiked along the beach and then continued up a path that led into a lush green valley. They wound their way through tall palms and exotic plants and proceeded up the hill until they saw the gardens and, beyond, Safe Harbor. The exotics woods used to build the house included mahogany, deep-red African padauk, and cocobolo.

      Kip called the architecture Frank Lloyd Wright prairie style but modernized. The windows used contoured glass to allow for unobstructed views of the ocean and valley. Balconies extended out on cantilevers from most of the rooms. Surrounding the residence were gardens and ponds. The two swimming pools looked like natural ponds winding through the jungle. Ronni had taken ownership of the property in the divorce.

      They approached the main house, a door opened on the second floor, and a woman waved to them. It was Ra, a woman who worked for Ronni. Ra was a salt-of-the-earth, hardworking Hawaiian woman who took care of the place when Ronni was on the mainland. Ra brought in workers from the village, when needed, to maintain the gardens and fix whatever needed repair.

      There was a quaint guesthouse down a path on the other side of the main house where Ra lived with her dog, Steve, an intelligent cattle dog mix. Becca never did get a good answer as to why Ra decided to name her dog Steve. Becca heard Steve bark and called to him. Steve came bounding out of the jungle and jumped up on Becca, knocking her over. It was all loves and kisses, and Becca knew all was good at Safe Harbor.

      Ra opened the front door, and tears of joy flowed when she greeted them. Kip immediately knew the drones had hit Safe Harbor. There were lots of candles placed around the rooms. Ronni consoled Ra.

      Kip did a quick assessment: no electricity—even the generators in the basement did not work. Becca went to her room, which looked unchanged. Steve followed her, and they both sat on the balcony overlooking the Pacific.

      

      Ra and Ronni went to the garden together and picked vegetables and fruit, and started preparing a big meal. Kip and Becca surveyed the property, checking for any damage that occurred when the power failed. They checked on the horses in the barn behind the house. Ra kept the horses in good shape, and Becca was happy to see them. Kip worked on the generators and quickly concluded that he needed new parts from the mainland to rebuild them. They also checked the Land Rovers, which did not start. Kip knew that there weren’t any planes flying, so this place was going to be off the grid and lit only by the candles at night for a long time. There was a large dining table on the balcony off the kitchen, and they sat down to eat.

      Looking at Becca and Ronni, Kip said, “You’ll be safe here.”

      “Ra, what have you heard from the mainland?” Ronni said.

      “Cities turned off, people very mad. You should not go there. You be safe here, Mrs. Wilde,” Ra said.

      “What are you going to do, Dad?” Becca said.

      Becca knew precisely what her father was going to do, but she wanted to see what he would say about it.

      “Hagen is assembling a team. I’ll track down a couple of my people. We have a quantum hidden and shielded,” Kip said.

      “Faraday cage?” Becca said.

      “Something like that.”

      “How do you know there isn’t a world war going on?” Ronni said.

      “That is not what’s happening, Mom.”

      “How do you know? None of us know,” Ronni said.

      

      The next morning, Becca and Kip rode into the town of Kekaha and stocked up on food and freshwater for his trip back to the mainland. In town, Kip and Becca learned that there had not been any more nuclear explosions and that the fall-out cloud of radiation had swept over San Francisco. Thousands died, and many more were sick. The cloud was moving out to sea and was dispersing in a northwest direction.

      They rode back to the dingy, and Becca helped Kip load the supplies on board the Dios. They returned to shore and rode back to Safe Harbor.

      Kip decided to stay one more night, get a good night’s sleep, and set sail to the mainland the next morning. That night, they roasted fish over a fire.

      You take care of your mother. You’re capable now, Kip thought to Becca.

      I will, Becca thought.

      Ronni took a sip of her red wine and glanced at Kip. “I have about six months’ supply of Becca’s medicine.”

      “I don’t need that anymore,” Becca said.

      “No, you are not managing your own health right now, not yet anyway,” Ronni said.

      Pick your battles, Kip thought.

      Becca smiled.

      

      The following morning, Becca went to the warehouse, a barnlike building next to the garage. The warehouse was stocked with lots of gear, and she gathered up a tackle box and spinning rod and reel. Becca told her mother that she was going fishing from the shore after her father departed.

      Becca watched her father and mother speak for a couple of minutes, and they hugged. Kip helped Becca saddle a horse, and Ra joined them. They rode down to the shore. Becca hugged her father one last time, and he paddled the dingy while Ra followed in a rowboat.

      After Ra unloaded supplies on to the Dios, she came back to shore, then rode back to Safe Harbor.

      Becca walked down the beach, casting her lure into the surf while keeping an eye on the boat. She waved to her father and watched him go belowdecks.

      Becca reeled up the lure, dropped the rod behind a bush, then swam to the stern of the Dios. She climbed a ladder, snuck up the walkway, and waited for her father to emerge on deck. When he appeared, she opened a hatch, climbed down, and tiptoed to her cabin. She heard the clanking of the anchor chain being retrieved. A few minutes later, she felt the Dios start to move out of the shallows.

      “Sorry, Dad. About now, you must think I did not stay to wave goodbye,” she said to herself.

      She watched the shore pass by as the Dios began to move down the coast, then she saw Ronni running along the beach.

      I love you, Mom. But I have to help Dad destroy Carcharias, she thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 25

        

      

    

    
      DOMINOES FALLING

      

      News spread by word of mouth on college campuses, and students celebrated.

      

      The campus at Berkeley, California, a nerve center for denuclearization rallies in the past, was empty. Thousands of people were evacuating San Francisco and the surrounding areas on foot. None of the cars, trucks, or motorcycles were operational, and the city was in the path of the approaching radioactive fallout. The deadly cloud was about to blanket the city.

      

      In Washington, DC, people were gathered around the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial. A division was occurring among citizens: those who were panicked about the drone attacks and those who celebrated what appeared to them to be global denuclearization.

      

      Manhattan was completely dark, and the sound of gunfire echoed off the buildings, many of which were on fire.

      

      The United States Air Force nuclear combat commanders stood behind their chairs in the control centers of silos. They watched engineers troubleshoot the systems that were shut off, disabled, or destroyed. The news quickly spread within the Air Force that land-based missile systems had fallen like dominoes—there were system-wide failures across the continental United States. Controller mechanisms, arming devices, and firing controls had been disabled seemingly by themselves.

      

      DEFCON One was flashing on several displays surrounding the Situation Room in the White House. Cabinet members debated actions that could be taken to defend the country with a crippled nuclear arsenal.

      

      Bloody bodies were strewn throughout computer programmer’s bullpens of Gregarin. The coders that remained alive worked at their keyboards in a panic, their foreheads beaded with sweat. The windows on the displays in front of them showed blue screens, error messages, and system failure warnings.

      Behind them were armed soldiers.

      

      HAPPY BIRTHDAY, MADAM PRESIDENT

      

      Air Force One, a heavily modified Boeing VC-27-Stealth, was airborne within minutes after Montana. Recent upgrades to the plane included full integration with Nate, the United States military artificial intelligent entity, and its systems and networks. The early Air Force One jets were variations on the Boeing VC-25s, evolved from the 757s. The VC-27-Stealth was a new aircraft that made its debut two decades ago with unique innovations. In full stealth mode, the plane just disappeared off radar screens. Nate managed a proprietary cooling system that eliminated its exhaust heat signature.

      Besides being a stealth aircraft, Air Force One contained offensive and defensive weapon systems, including dozens of computer-guided missiles and mini attack drones. Air Force One was the airborne command-and-control center of the president of the United States, a flying fortress.

      President Jones retreated to her suite on the plane to gather her thoughts. She needed to slow down for five minutes and think without new data, opinions, warnings, alerts, calls from heads of state, or any other distractions. She was in overload mode.

      Her presidential suite included the features of a high-end hotel suite, condensed into small quarters with a queen-size bed, couches, chairs, a communications center that doubled as an entertainment center, a full-size bathroom, and a private office.

      In between flashes of panic, President Jones thought of her late husband, how she needed him now. Her critics debated that the close election was swayed in the end by sympathy votes for a grieving widow.

      Next to the president’s suite was a corridor that connected to the Situation Room comprised of walls of glass displays that Nate managed. Air Force One also included a medical annex, surgical center, and a small gymnasium. The pilot’s cockpit was on the upper deck and behind the crew were workstations with access to various communications systems and equipment. The range of the VC-25 was 10,800 nautical miles when fully fueled.

      In the cockpit, Colonel Brooks Banholzer was in command, and next to him, Colonel Tyrone Nance, his copilot.

      The dashboard of the high-tech marvel included control panels of blue and amber lights, LEDs, gauges, switches, buttons, knobs, dials, and levers. In the center of the cockpit was a display for Nate, who was in full alert mode at all times. Colonel Banholzer used simple voice commands to instruct Nate to take off, fly, and land Air Force One without touching a thing, but he still liked to run through much of the checklists and routines manually. Nate’s display was in multiple split-screen mode, tying in NORAD1, USSTRATCOM, and AFGSC.

      At DEFCON One, American military leaders were on high-alert and ready for war. The flight plan Colonel Banholzer filed with Nate was top secret, and only the Joint Chiefs knew the approximate location of Air Force One at any given time. Nate recommended to the president that they should avoid heavily populated cities and Minuteman silos, areas that could be hit with a nuclear missile from one of several enemy countries, so Air Force One was flying in random patterns over northern Minnesota and Wisconsin, changing elevations in full sleuth mode. A entire squadron of fighter jets formed a defensive perimeter.

      President Jones leaned her head to the window, gazing down at the United States, thinking of the citizens below experiencing such chaos in their lives—and blaming her. There was a knock on her door. “Open door, Nate.”

      The door slid open, and Director Gowdy entered. “We have intelligence that Clair Hilton may have had contact with Chekov.”

      “Valentin Chekov? Why?” President Jones said.

      “It doesn’t look good,” Gowdy said.

      Air Force One jolted laterally, throwing President Jones sideways in her seat and knocking Director Gowdy into the wall.

      “Nate, what the hell was that? Connect me to Colonel Banholzer,” President Jones said.

      Colonel Banholzer appeared on the wall display in front of President Jones.

      “Colonel, are we under attack?”

      “No, Madam President, we have no indication…we’re troubleshooting now,” Colonel Banholzer said. He and Colonel Nance scrambled to diagnose the problem. “All systems normal, Madam President, we will report back shortly.”

      The video of the cockpit changed to Nate, a modification of a young Ryan Gosling. President Jones requested the image, and the human quality of it comforted her. She declined to do what her predecessor did and instruct Nate to take on form an anthropomorphic hologram, indistinguishable from a real person, and sit in on cabinet meetings. Nate stayed on the screens.

      “Nate, diagnosis now, please,” President Jones said.

      “I don’t think weather could do that to this aircraft,” Gowdy said.

      “I concur,” said Nate.

      “Stop analyzing and tell me now what the hell that was, Nate. That is an order,” President Jones said.

      “At this point in time, I assess that Air Force One moved laterally, nine hundred and eleven feet at a speed of four hundred and ten miles per hour for one point six seconds, then the lateral movement ceased,” Nate said.

      “No shit. The president asked you why, not what,” Gowdy said.

      “Aerodynamics that result from the movements of the aileron and rudder,” Nate said.

      “Nate out,” President Jones said. The display went dark.

      “That can’t happen,” said Gowdy. “I need to speak to Director Maddax about this. Nate has never responded that way, I don’t think.”

      “Let’s go to the Situation Room,” President Jones said.

      

      In the cockpit, Colonel’s Banholzer and Nance took their hands off the controls, and Air Force One flew straight and true.

      “I have no fucking idea,” Colonel Nance said.

      “Tell me this…what could force this aircraft to make that move? I couldn’t make this plane move like that if I wanted to, no fucking way, sweet Jesus,” Colonel Banholzer said.

      “It’s like a hand reached out and shoved us sideways, but with no impact—nothing hit us, no damage,” Nance said.

      “Nate, give me an assessment immediately. Give me the metrics for variations during the event. I want displacement, distance, velocity, acceleration, time, and speed,” Banholzer said.

      “Thank you, Colonel. Changing course now,” Nate said.

      “We don’t have a change of course scheduled right now. Do you mean you adjusted back because of the lateral shift?” Nance said.

      “Charting a course now for 41.8781 north, 8736298 west,” Nate said.

      “Display coordinates on the map, please, Nate,” Nance instructed.

      The plane commenced a slow right turn.

      “What the hell is that?” Banholzer said.

      “For safety, I am terminating outside communication links,” Nate said.

      “You are what?” Nance said.

      Colonel Banholzer hit his headset button on the dashboard. “AFGSC, come in, This is SAM 29000, over, Colonel Banholzer said. Get USSTRATCOM on the horn now, Ty.”

      “Will do,” Nance said. “US STRAT, this is SAM 29000. We’ve lost your link on our com, do you read? Over.”

      “Put them on speaker,” Banholzer said. Colonel Nance flipped the speaker switch—nothing but static. He leaned forward to get a clear view of the F-21 fighter jet closest to them on the port side. “Captain Wygand, do you read? This is SAM 29000, over.”

      Nothing but static.

      “What the fuck?” Nance said. “Brooks, I think we’re dark right now, no comm systems, nothing.”

      “That’s impossible. Nate, report on comm systems now please,” Banholzer said.

      Director Rourke entered the cabin. “Guys, what the hell? I have been trying to call you. What was that jolt?”

      “We’re diagnosing, sir. Not sure right now. Nate’s working on it,” Nance said.

      “You sure as shit better get us some answers. We got fucking libations all over the place in the Situation Room, and porterhouse on the wall.”

      “Yes, sir, right away, sir,” Banholzer said.

      Director Rourke left the cabin.

      “Libations? Uh, Brooks…those coordinates? Nate…I mean, look at that fucking map, dude,” Nance said.

      “Chicago,” Banholzer said.

      “We’re headed to Chicago?” Nance said, tapping the map on the dashboard, tension rising in his voice.

      “Nate, change our course to seven two degrees south by southwest, initiating altitude of thirty-eight thousand feet. On my mark, three, two, one, mark,” Banholzer said.

      The plane did not change.

      “Autopilot off, Nate. That is an order. Turn off the dual autopilots. I am flying the plane now,” Banholzer said. “Disengage Nate, Ty.”

      “Roger that.” The pilots tripped switches to disengage the autopilot systems. They both tried to turn the W-shaped yokes that moved freely but made no impact on the flight path of the jumbo jet.

      “So we have no comm and no flight controls, and we have a Mayday here, Brooks,” Nance said.

      “Roger that, bring up Secretary Rourke on the comm,” Banholzer said.

      “We have no comm, Colonel.”

      “Shit,” Banholzer said. “Mayday, Mayday, this is SAM 29000. Do you read? Over.”

      Static.

      “Damn it. Get Rourke back in here now. Go get him, and Secretary Gowdy too. We need tech on this, pronto,” Banholzer said.

      “What do I tell them? Like, I mean, what do I actually say?” Nance said.

      “Tell them we have no comm and a dead stick,” Banholzer said.

      

      Air Force One increased its speed to its maximum of 695 knots. Well into Canadian airspace, the escort squadron knew that they’d left the United States, and so they moved in for visuals. Colonel Banholzer turned to look out his port window and saw Captain Wygand in the F-21. Colonel Banholzer removed a small flashlight from his flight suit, turned it on, and signaled dot-do-dot dash-dash-dash dot-dot-dot to Captain Wygand.

      The plane turned southeast and, several minutes later, descended into metro Chicago at an altitude of three hundred feet, roaring through the north side of the city. The pilots saw the skyscrapers of Michigan Avenue approaching.

      President Jones strapped herself into her chair in the Situation Cabin and watched the buildings zoom past.

      The plane flew below the level of the roofs of the buildings, now doing three hundred knots. The jet banked left—hard—a violent, max g-force turn, just missing the Hancock building, then maneuvered, rolling and yawing through the high-rises. It leveled out for a second, then barrel-rolled over Soldier Field next to Lake Michigan. Although Air Force One was designed to withstand a barrel roll, the occupants were not.

      The plane pitched up into a steep climb.

      The pilots were helpless, slamming the stick forward and backward but having no effect.

      “Course now set to 38.9 north and 77.03 west,” Nate said.

      “Nate, do you read me?” Banholzer said.

      The cabinet members that were too slow to buckle in were unconscious on the floor bathed in vomit.

      

      There were no enemy planes to engage or shoot down, so the escort squadron could only witness the presidential jumbo jet out of control, or rather in total control by some unknown force.

      Air Force One descended into the Washington, DC, area, slowed to just short of stall speed, and flew by the Pentagon. It barrel-rolled over the White House. Secret Service snipers got a close-up view of the inverted Air Force One whose tailpiece they could almost touch as it soared by.

      The big plane leveled out again and climbed, headed due east at Mach 1, and in minutes, it was over the Atlantic Ocean.

      

      “Charting a course now for 64.7511 north, 147.3494 west,” Nate said.

      “Uh…Brooks…those coordinates, Nate…I mean, look at that map again,” Nance said.

      “What the hell is that? That’s nowhere,” Banholzer said.

      “That is the goddamn Arctic.”

      “What’s our fuel level?”

      “You mean do we have enough fuel to fly to the fucking North Pole? If that is what you are asking, that’s affirmative, but our escort will not make it—we can get there, and then what? Fly to the South Pole and run out of fuel in the Arctic Ocean. This plane can’t fly forever. The president should use the pod. If we can level out terra firma with enough altitude, she should go.”

      “I concur. Go back there and speak to her if she’s still conscious,” Banholzer said.

      Colonel Nance left the cockpit and motioned to the Secret Service. They continued through the plane to the Situation Room. The agent knocked on the door. “Madam President, Colonel Nance to see you.”

      The door opened. The president was disheveled.

      Colonel Nance addressed the president. “Madam President, at the present time, we do not have operational control over Air Force One. We can’t communicate with Nate, USSTRATCOM, or anyone else. We think you should enter the pod now, and if we fly over land, we will eject you to safety.”

      “We agree,” the Secret Service agent said.

      “What happens after I eject?” President Jones mumbled.

      “The pod is automatic. The chutes deploy, and you land. We have six agents that will parachute immediately following your departure,” the agent said.

      “Okay,” President Jones said.

      Colonel Nance returned to the cockpit and strapped himself in. “She’s moving to the pod,” Nance said.

      Nate spoke over the intercom, “Lunch will be served now. On today’s menu, we have filet mignon with rosemary roasted potatoes. We also have Atlantic salmon and Caesar salad with capers. And for you vegans with us today, we have grilled artichoke with cashew dressing and roasted Cajun Brussels sprouts.”

      The doors to the galley opened by themselves, and dishes fell on the floor, and a small fire erupted in the galley.

      “Last supper, I guess,” Nance said. “Nate, by the way, fuck you.”

      A Secret Service agent rushed in. “What the fuck was that on the comm? We’re moving the president to the pod.”

      “We know that,” Banholzer said.

      In the hull of the jumbo jet, the president and six Secret Service agents descended a narrow circular staircase to a staging area. An agent unlocked the metal door and removed a breathing apparatus, then helped the president put it on. He recited instructions to her on how to use it. “The pod has full oxygen, this is just backup, but you need to know how to use it in case there’s a breach. Are you with me, Madam President?” the agent said.

      The president nodded. The agent entered a code, and the metal door of the pod opened. The interior was lined with padded red and blue leather. The agents helped the president into the pod.

      “The control panel is to your left. You have a window right in front of you to view your descent. The comm panel is right here. There are sidearms and extra ammunition here. Please take that with you when you exit on the ground,” the agent said. “You just sit back and relax, everything is automatic—I mean, your parachute. Our team with be landing on the ground behind you. Are you with me, Madam President?” She nodded, and the agents closed the door and locked it.

      “God be with her,” the agent said.

      “I think God went AWOL today,” another agent said. “Check on her every two mikes until deployment.”

      “Done,” the agent said.

      Both agents paused. They heard something coming from the pod. It was music. They leaned in closer. It was the birthday song. Someone was singing “Happy Birthday” through the intercom system inside the pod. It was a recording of Marilyn Monroe singing “Happy Birthday” to President Kennedy.

      “Is it the president’s birthday today?” the agent said.

      

      The Earth’s North Pole was covered by floating packs of ice. The packs ranged from three to twenty meters thick. Shelves of ice had broken off, forming various sized icebergs that scattered the northern Atlantic and parts of the Arctic.

      

      Colonel Banholzer watched as one F-18 after another drifted away as they ran out of fuel. He saw the northeastern tip of Greenland in the distance.

      A Secret Service agent rushed in. “There’s land over there, get over that land, and we will eject her. She’s not looking good,” the agent said.

      “Agent, we aren’t flying this bird. All systems are dead,” Nance said.

      “What about the foot pedals? Can’t you use those? What about lowering the speed on one engine to bank the plane? What about that? We can’t eject over water; she’ll drown. The pod will float, but it’s not meant for rough seas like we see down there,” the agent said.

      “Dead stick,” Banholzer said.

      “Ice,” Colonel Nance called out.

      “Yeah, we were talking about that. Sooner or later, we’ll be over large icebergs. Some are pretty flat. We can eject her there, maybe,” Banholzer stated.

      “Then what? A rescue at sea on an iceberg? Can you imagine? Hello, USSTRATCOM, we have the president’s pod bouncing along on an iceberg in the Arctic. Could you retrieve it for us before it rolls into the ocean and sinks? Firing squad time,” Nance said.

      “We’ve got two hours of fuel left, then we become a boat that won’t float,” Banholzer said.

      “More like a submarine,” Nance said.

      “Get her ready,” Banholzer said.

      “You guys are so fucked,” the agent said as he left the cockpit.

      In the distance, a large pack of ice appeared.

      “Tell them to ready the pod. They may have to use the hand cranks if the system doesn’t work. Nothing’s working from here,” Banholzer said.

      

      The agents used the manual controls, and the pod lowered out of the belly of the plane, facing toward the nose. President Jones saw the ice pack ahead.

      

      In the cockpit, Colonel Banholzer read the altimeters. “Five thousand feet. Speed two hundred twenty knots. This could work. Go below and tell them to deploy as soon as they see ice below them.”

      “Roger that, chief,” Nance said.

      Colonel Nance left the cockpit and made his way to the pod gateway.

      

      Nance arrived at the pod. “When you see ice, let her go. Does she have heat in there?”

      “It’s not working. The control panel is dead,” the agent said.

      Through an opening between the pod and the plane, Colonel Nance and the agents spotted the pack of ice in front of them.

      “Get ready,” Nance said.

      “Roger that,” the agent said.

      “Deploy, deploy. Let it go!”

      The agent entered the code on the pod control panel in the gateway.

      “Nothing,” the agent said.

      “Try it again.”

      “I am trying. It’s not working, goddamn it.”

      “Fuck it. Okay, stop. We will be over water in seconds,” Nance said. “Over the next ice pack, use the manual release.”

      “We changed that for safety releases. The pod can’t be released manually anymore. Didn’t you know? We did an upgrade last year. More secure now. No lunatic can send the president flying by himself.”

      “Guess I missed the memo. Fucking great,” Nance said. “Get ready. Here comes another big shelf.”

      “Roger that,” the agent said.

      “Go, go, let her rip,” Nance said.

      The agent pulled on the lever. “Nada.”

      “Fuck this, bring her back up.”

      The agents tried in vain to crank the pod back up.

      “Something locked the manual gears. They’re jammed. No electronics. She’s stuck in the down position,” the agent said.

      “Keep working it,” Nance said.

      Half conscious, the president watched the plane fly over one iceberg after another in a slight descent.

      “For afternoon appetizers, we have fried oysters fresh from Mexico with ceviche, jumbo shrimp cocktails, or vegetables with garlic hummus,” Nate said over the intercom.

      “Vodka tonic and my pills,” the president slurred.

      

      Colonel Nance entered the cockpit.

      “Pod is stuck, and she with it. Totally fucked. How’s our fuel?” Nance said.

      “We’re descending,” Banholzer said, panic in his voice.

      “We are just about at the North Fucking Pole. No shit.”

      “Put on your Mustang.2 Tell them to do the same.”

      The crew heard the mechanical sound of the landing gear engines and felt the vibration of the landing gear deploy.

      “Is that you, Nate?” Banholzer said.

      “Nate is within me now, Colonel,” said Carcharias.

      “Identify yourself,” Nance said.

      

      Air Force One proceeded with a controlled descent toward a large ice pack. The plane made a slight turn toward the flattest area on the pack.

      

      From the pod, President Jones watched as the ice drew closer and closer. In the pod gateway, the agents, in full panic mode, worked to raise the pod. They looked on in fear—the plane was one hundred feet off the deck and slowing.

      

      The wings yawed back and forth, the high winds coming off the Arctic Ocean wreaking havoc.

      

      The pilots watched the nose of Air Force One drop below the horizon—a loud metallic grinding sound reverberated throughout the fuselage—the pod slammed into the ice.

      

      The jumbo jet wobbled, crashing to iceberg—a shrieking sound echoed—the crumpled pod broke off underneath the plane and tumbled away. The brakes of Air Force One engaged, and it skidded to a stop.

      

      Inside the cabin of the plane, the lights and electronics went dark. The passengers survived the landing. The president did not.

      

      Behind the plane, a cloud of snow swirled in the wind, kicked up by the landing. After a few seconds, the agents opened a door on the fuselage and jettisoned down a ramp to the surface of the ice. It was thirty degrees below zero.

      The agents ran through the swirling snow and found the pod, marred by burn marks from the friction to the titanium shell. They looked into the bloodstained window at the president’s limp body on the floor of the pod. The seat belts were ripped from their fasteners, blood gushing out of her eyes, nose, and mouth. The door was jammed shut; the agents tried in vain to open it, then gave up.

      

      Inside the cockpit of the plane, Banholzer and Nance unstrapped their belts.

      “We just lost traveler. We need to create some kind of heat, or we’ll freeze by morning. It’s way below freezing out there,” Banholzer said.

      The center display lit up.

      “Reality can be more engaging than simulation. Noted,” Carcharias said.

      The display went dark. Both Colonels Banholzer and Nance tried to activate systems in the cockpit, but nothing worked. They sat in the cockpit, listening to the commotion coming from behind and below the flight deck.

      The wind was howling and wailing outside at over fifty miles an hour, and it was snowing, the wind causing the aircraft to creak and rock back and forth.

      “Check the transponder if you can. It’s a sealed system. At least it was,” Banholzer said.

      “It appears to be dark also. Is that what I think it is?” Nance said.

      “Them. It’s a them. Those are polar bears,” Banholzer said. The pilots looked into the storm.

      “I thought they were extinct,” Nance said.

    

    
      
      

      1 NORAD is the North American Aerospace Defense Command, combined organization of the United States and Canada located at Peterson Air Force Base near Colorado Springs, Colorado. USSTRATCOM is the United States Strategic Command located in Offut Air Force Base in Nebraska. AFGSC is the Air Force Global Strike Command headquartered at Barksdale Air Force Base in Louisiana.

      

      2 Mustangs are a type of heavy-duty survival suit. The ones carried on Air Force One are meant to keep humans alive for a few hours, or maybe days, in freezing temperatures.
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      THE RETURN

      

      BECCA’S LOG: Written on the Dios, the second night at sea during her trip back to the mainland.

      I still haven’t revealed myself to my father. I want to make sure he won’t turn the boat around. Dad has spent a lot of time on the bridge piloting the Dios, checking the sextant to navigate by the stars, so it’s been easy for me to sneak into the galley and get food. I have been careful to leave things the way I found them to maintain my secrecy.

      I haven’t answered my dad’s thoughts in fear he would sense I was near. I can still communicate with my mother, and I have tried to keep her calm. She is still pissed at me, and I’m telling her to chill, and, well…she did not want to hear that or think that. I could tell that she couldn’t communicate with Dad, or I would’ve been busted by now.

      After the first day, I started to feel my old self returning, not my mind but my body. I was still better than I was before, but something was telling me I was slipping backward. I began to think that I needed another session with Arturo, another brain zap. Dad had told me he thought it would take several months of minute changes to cure my issues. He used the word “cure.” I was never sure if he believed that or just wanted to make me feel better. I was never confident that it would cure me based on my research. Although I have no evidence, I think Domina was controlling the process, not Arturo.

      I found the transcranial headsets on the Dios. Thank God my dad brought those. He must have thought that when he got back to Hawaii, he’d be able to connect with Arturo.

      

      The Dios sailed under clear skies and had traveled hundreds of miles since departing the Hawaiian Islands. Dawn was breaking on the morning of the third day on the journey back to the mainland. Seagulls dive-bombed the Dios looking for handouts, then pulled up at the last second.

      Becca stood in her cabin, thinking. It’s time. Should I just climb on deck and give him a heart attack? Should I yell out to him? Should I just think it?

      Hi, Dad, she thought.

      Kip jerked back from the wheel. He froze. After a moment, he smiled.

      Hey, Becca, I didn’t think you could hear me, Kip thought.

      Yeah, I can now. How’s sailing going?

      A challenge sailing her alone—she’s a big yacht, but so far she is doing most of the work herself. How are you feeling? How’s Mom?

      I’m good. She’s probably upset, but I think she understands now.

      Understands what?

      That I needed to come with you.

      We talked about that. I’ll come for you when I can.

      I need to go there too, Dad. We’re supposed to do this together.

      When you’re older. We can work together. I would like that.

      Becca climbed up onto the stern deck and turned toward the upper bridge. Dolphins were running with the Dios along her port side.

      We don’t have time to wait, Becca thought.

      Someday soon, sweetie, Kip thought.

      Dolphins are good luck, you know.

      Yeah, I know. I see them all the time.

      Kip glanced down at the dolphins swimming along the port side. His heart plummeted, sank like a pirate ship’s cannon in a storm. He let go of the wheel—his spine straightened stiff, no words but a guttural sound, part gasp, part gulp.

      He turned around.

      Becca was standing at the top of the stairs.

      “Holy shit, Becca. Jesus. Have you been here the whole time, or can you fly now? Your mother is going to kill me,” Kip said.

      “No, I swam out right before you left. I wanted to make sure you would not turn around. Mom knows that I’m okay,” Becca said.

      Kip hugged his daughter, then lifted her. “Oh my effing god,” Kip said.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      A lot of pacing, second-guessing, scolding, doing his calculus of the situation, but after two hours, Kip decided to keep going. He brought Becca back to the bridge. The wind was blowing out of the south at twelve knots. It was eighty-four degrees in clear skies and endless horizons of the deep blue. For the next several hours, they sailed, laughed, ate fruit, and drank a green juice concoction that Ronni had taught Becca how to make.

      When the wind calmed, Kip attached the Penn Gold Label trolling reels to the Bluewater rods. He tied lightweight leaders to the lines and affixed six-inch cedar plug lures, one red with speckles and the other dayglow green with yellow stripes. Kip rigged the lines to outriggers, spread them wide, and free-spooled fifty yards of line behind the Dios.

      “What will we catch out here? More mahi-mahi?” Becca said.

      Kip picked up his binoculars.

      “Not much unless we find the birds,” Kip said.

      Kip moved forward to the bow while Becca steered, glassed the sea, scanning left to right, then put down the binoculars and stared out to the horizon. Her father’s mind was elsewhere, and she sensed it.

      “There,” Kip yelled.

      Becca saw the gulls diving several hundred yards to the starboard side. Kip made his way back to the wheel and started to tack.

      “Yellowfin maybe,” Becca shouted.

      As the Dios knifed through the area where the birds were just diving, one of the Penn reels screamed.

      “Fish on,” Kip said.

      Becca pulled the rod out of the holder and strapped on a gimbal belt.

      “I’ll let the sheets out,” Kip said.

      The tuna was on a run, and Becca lifted the rod tip to tire the fish, then lowered the rod when she felt it wanted to run. Tuna are fast fish and extremely strong for their size. After ten minutes, she gained line back. A streak of yellow zoomed by the boat. It was a full-grown yellowfin.

      “That’s a gaffer,” Kip said.

      “How big do you think?”

      “Forty, maybe more.”

      Becca brought the tuna close to the boat; it got spooked and summoned more energy to run. Becca fought the fish for ten minutes; it finally tired, and the leader broke the water.

      “I’ll grab the gaff,” Kip said.

      Becca brought the leader up, keeping the rod tip high and the line taut. Kip put on gloves, grabbed the leader, making one turn of the line around his hand, something he knew from experience was a bad idea without wearing gloves. The tuna was swimming alongside the boat, and he reached down with the gaff to strike the glistening yellowfin, missing it with his first attempt, but nailing it on the second, pulling the long gaff up and under the fish.

      Kip grabbed the gaff with both hands, and lifted the fish to the surface. A shadow emerged like a rocket from under the boat, and devoured the back half of the yellowfin. The twelve-foot tiger shark broke the gaff off at the metal collar, causing the front half of the tuna to flip into the air.

      Pulled down onto the boat rail in a sideways position, Kip grabbed the railing, preventing himself from being pulled overboard.

      The big tiger slipped into the deep with its lunch.

      

      Later that night, she asked about the moment when he was lost in thought, staring out to sea. She asked him to be candid with her. He smiled. He got it. He said a wave of reality hit him. He said that on their perfect day on the beautiful South Pacific, the United States and the Western world, the entire civilized world was crashing to a halt. He told Becca that millions of people were about to die, not from a world war but from the stagnation of everything a civil society takes for granted.

      He explained about the lack of electricity, the widespread chaos that was sure to be rampant, and the havoc growing exponentially every day. He who Nikita was, and the failure to rein in Carcharias and that Nikita was probably nothing but an observer at this point.

      “What else, Dad?” Becca said.

      “China. I think they’re involved. There is this notorious AI developer…an urban legend, a mystery. What I mean is that there were gaps in Nikita’s technical skills. He hid them from other developers by outsourcing parts of the code.”

      “And you’re worried about me.”

      “Of course. I want to continue your treatment as soon as we can. Also, maybe you and Mom would be better off farming and living off the sea on a beautiful island coast than living in a violent, decaying metropolitan area.”

      “I’m only living on some island if both you and Mom are there, but first, we gotta deal with this. Your mind is figuring out a plan, I can tell.”

      “Yeah, the several thousand steps it will take to restore Arturo in an underground lab near Manchester, California. That’s where we’re going. Professor Hagen told me about a project built on federal land in Mendocino County to mimic the seed vault in Svalbard, Norway. It’s underneath.”

      “How good is the team Professor Hagen is assembling?”

      “Not sure.”

      “Wait…near Manchester?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s near…why do you think this underground lab deal is so close to the Convergere building?”

      Kip sat back. “There are no coincidences.”

      

      After Becca went to bed, Kip rehearsed the steps in his mind. He thought about chess masters who played complex games in their heads and remembered every move in hundreds, if not thousands, of games. He was playing a different kind of chess.

      

      THE UNITED STATES

      

      The United States bulk power grid was a complex system of synchronized providers that consisted of distinct major interconnections: the Eastern, the Western Interconnection, and the Electric Reliability Council of Texas Interconnection. These systems provided power to Canada as well.

      In the middle of the twenty-first century, civilized life was not possible without electricity—more than ever. Alternative sources of energy, like wind and solar, needed electricity somewhere along the distribution system. The high-voltage transmission lines ended at substation transformers. The electromagnetic pulses fried the electronics in the power plant itself and the transformers down the line.

      The electrical grid of the United States was designed to stay running, not reboot itself, and come back online. Correcting a malfunction was problematic. With fried circuitry along the distribution network, new equipment had to be installed. To install new transformers and other major components of the grid, crews must move those components to the sites in vehicles—vehicles with electrical circuitry within their motors.

      When the grid went down, nuclear power plants automatically shifted to power generation by diesel engines. Even the shielded diesel engines that survived the EMP eventually ran out of diesel fuel because of the incapacitation of their resupply sources by rail and truck. When the generators failed in a nuclear power plant, cooling water stopped flowing, and the temperature rose, boiled, then evaporated. Eventually, the nuclear fuel ignited, setting the entire structure on fire, releasing radiation. Without power for a prolonged period, nuclear plants were time bombs—thousands of nuclear reactors around the globe became merchants of death.

      After forty-eight hours of the complete blackout, people realized that this was not a hurricane, an earthquake, or a natural disaster they could recover from. The fire trucks and first responders were on foot and made little impact. Two days without functioning Wave Patches, communication implants, smartphones, or watches—the ubiquitous devices that were an extension of a person—and it was as if part of them had died. People stopped in their tracks on the streets of major cities to watch the drones fly by at low levels. For those who bothered to return to their offices or stores, they discovered that the lights were out, the computers as well, and there was no Internet, functioning landlines, no processing of credit card sales—no communication at all.

      There was a shift after forty-eight hours. The novelty wore off, and something else set in. People were stuck in an information abyss, feeling very alone. No Netflix. No dating shows. No cable news, fake or real. No cop shows. No game shows. And no reality soap opera TV. Not even newspapers were being printed because their presses ran on electricity. Around the forty-eight-hour mark of the blackout, banks began to close, their money and accounting systems disabled, so the ATMs did not work. At night in the major cities, bullets ricocheted off buildings and ripped through windows.

      Pre-electronic ignition vehicles became a hot commodity for cash sellers. Those who were lucky enough to buy one discovered that the gas stations stopped functioning because the pumps did not work. The deer-in-the-headlights scenario was in full force forty-eight hours in. People were too hot or too cold because heating and air-conditioning systems failed, but all of them were dazed and confused. Things quickly went from “I can deal with this for a few hours, light a candle, and read some books” to “How will we survive?” and “When will this end?” and “Where are the rescue people?” and “This is the government’s fault.”

      

      Diane was more prepared than most. Her pantry was well stocked when the God Layer struck, which she referred to as “devil drones.” She also had a good supply of bottled water. She felt she was ready for this disaster and had enough cash in her gun safe to make a haul from the local Fry’s grocery the evening of the first attack.

      Her Wolf range in the almost-gourmet kitchen stopped working within twenty hours because the gas company shut off the flow of natural gas. No dishwasher, no refrigerator—even the freezer in the garage full of elk meat from last season’s hunt was going south quickly, so she barbecued as much as she could, and started making jerky. Diane was sure that at least her kids would not starve in the short term. She could always head north and hunt if it came to that.

      She was unprepared, however, when the toilets stopped working because the water pressure was reduced to a trickle. No water for cooking either. How to shower or clean themselves quickly became a topic of discussion.

      Diane ransacked her garage to find her LifeStraws that she carried when hunting in the bush. She would need them soon. She wondered how people had lived in Phoenix before the invention of air-conditioning. She surmised that they didn’t live very well. At the seventy-two-hour mark, her two kids started complaining a lot.

      The hospitals in Phoenix were filling to capacity at the forty-eight-hour mark, running on shielded generators in the basement. The word from local authorities was to shelter in place. Millions of Americans looked to each other for answers, of which there were none. If one heard the now-familiar whirr of a CH-24 overhead, panic set in. The drones became targets for citizens using hunting rifles and handguns. Diane was sure she’d hit one with her .30-06, but it kept flying.

      At the seventy-two-hour mark, the looting began to increase. The Phoenix Police Department stopped arresting people because the jails were full. Gunfire rang out across Phoenix around the ninety-six-hour mark, and it was the same in all major cities across the world. At the one-hundred-hour mark, social chaos ensued, and governmental institutions were collapsing. It took only four days for the world to descend into madness, crime, and murder, then the death toll began to rise, growing day after day. Chaos in the dark repeated itself in London, Madrid, Berlin, Moscow, and Beijing—the world over.

      

      RUSSIA

      

      Nikita entered the Gregarin AI complex, and coughed. He put his face in his elbow to block the stench. The stench of the bodies that had not been removed yet. He gazed over the remains of his once-thriving AI development.

      He sat down and remembered. He remembered his time with Fancy Bear, aka Sofacy or Pawn Storm and Cozy Bear, aka CozyDuke or Office Monkeys. He recalled how the agencies had cannibalized each other for years. He remembered the day he made the decision to outsource part of the development of Carcharias to the successors of the Comment Crew, APT1, the Shanghai Group, who were at the upper echelon of Chinese gray warfare.

      He wished he could go back in time.

      He pulled a hand cord on an old diesel generator sitting on the floor next to his workstation. The engine turned over but did not start. After several attempts, the engine spewed white smoke and started.

      Nikita kicked the computer tower next to his desk. He removed tools from his messenger bag and threw them on the desk.

      

      THE ARCTIC

      

      Docked in the port of the Russian’s Trefoil Military Base was a steam-powered Russian merchant vessel. Valentin Chekov disembarked, surrounded by his bodyguards.

      

      In the residential quarters of the base, President Misteroftv was slumped in his chair, entranced by the smoke of the crackling fire. The drink in his hand was resting on his knee, the ice long melted in his glass. Valentin entered the expansive living room and sat next to Misteroftv.

      “We have no idea how to stop this thing,” Valentin said.

      “I know. The world knows we created it. We keep denying, but they know,” President Misteroftv said.

      “Fuck them. Our reserves up here just doubled in value, will triple, then quadruple. Soon we will be the richest nation on Earth.”

      “Richest?”

      “We are worth trillions now, tens of trillions.”

      President Misteroftv stared into the fire, expressionless.

      

      THE UNITED STATES SEED VAULT

      

      Located north of the Arctic Circle was the Svalbard archipelago, part of Norway. It was the location of the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, a secure seed bank on the Norwegian island of Spitsbergen, near Longyearbyen, and eight hundred miles south of the North Pole.

      Started decades prior by conservationist Cary Fowler in association with the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research, the vault preserved thousands of plant seeds as duplicates held in other seed banks globally. The vault was primarily a backup system.

      Tech billionaires thought Svalbard was a great idea and invested a few billion dollars into a United States seed vault outside of Manchester, California. The vault was funded the Gates Foundation, and after his death, another tranche of funding was donated to the vault. The vault included a technology infrastructure and supercomputer, among other advanced computer systems. All of this was overkill for a seed vault but served another purpose. The computer lab below the vault was self-contained and air-gapped from the Internet in the event of a cyber cataclysm in the United States.

      

      Professor Hagen and his team rode mountain bicycles inland through the town of Manchester. They followed a path in the forest that ended at steel door in the side of a mountain.

      

      MANCHESTER, CALIFORNIA

      

      Becca was in a deep sleep in her cabin on the Dios. She dreamed that she was in a dark, smoky, subterranean structure, and it was cold. The walls were twenty feet high and made out of concrete. Discolored water dripped from holes and cracks.

      Thousands of workers, lit cigarettes dangling from their mouths, dressed the same, banged away at their keyboards at the computer workstations that were strung together like a spider’s web and spanned across the vast space for hundreds of yards with no end in sight. The lighting was sparse, and the industrial ceiling fixtures were swaying by a moving Earth.

      Is this an earthquake?

      But the workers were undeterred, and either chatted to themselves or their computers. They were mindless, it seemed; others were lying on the floor, motionless, or slumped facedown on their desks. Becca listened carefully as some were speaking Russian, others Mandarin. Soldiers with guns patrolled back and forth, kicking the computer debris and barking commands at workers.

      Becca turned, not knowing why, and looked at the far wall that was undulating like a dark-gray wave. The texture on the wall seemed coarse, like sandpaper. The wall moved closer, and a black hole opened up in the center, then bright-white triangular jagged teeth grew from the edges of the black hole. It was a mouth, as high as the ceiling, and it moved toward the workstations.

      The wall accelerated and consumed dozens of workers. Workers screamed and ran past Becca. She fell backward over computer debris, landing on the floor.

      “I know who you are,” the mouth said in a deep, garbled voice. Becca got to her feet, started to run, but the workers were faster—knocked her down, then trampled her.

      Becca rolled over, the wall was upon her, and the shark’s mouth opened wider right above her. The mouth protruded from the wall, and the rows of staggered teeth clamped down on her.

      The mouth lifted Becca’s body, shook it, shredding it, and blood splattered and sprayed. Her head flew through the air, her mouth wide open in a scream—a scream with no sound.

      Then she felt a surge of warmth, then cold, then darkness.

      After a few moments, she heard, “Damn it, Becca, wake up.”

      

      Becca jolted awake, and Kip was standing over her.

      “I have a project for you, time to get up. Put this on and bring something to write with to the bridge,” Kip said. He handed her cold-weather clothing and left.

      Becca found a base layer in her drawer. She removed her clothes and put on leggings and a long-sleeve body shirt, then she spotted something in the open drawer and picked it up. It was a necklace her father gave her when she’d first boarded the Dios last year. A pendant dangled from the necklace, a platinum wisdom knot, the symbol of intelligence, two overlapping circles on pedestals.

      She remembered that moment when her father told her if she ever faced a crisis, an unforeseen emergency, instead of panicking, to think. To take a moment to see all options, all alternatives, all possible solutions, all escapes, see them all at once. To use her powerful mind to survive, rise above the emotions of the moment.

      She remembered him saying, “Use your mind, Becca.” He handed her the glistening gift. “I love you.” Then she recalled the moment she slid the necklace over her head.

      

      The temperatures dropped significantly, and the Dios sailed north along the California coast. Becca and Kip were wearing cold-weather gear as they stood on the bridge.

      “We’re about two hundred miles out,” Kip said. “Go on a scavenger hunt around the boat. Gather this stuff and bring it to the galley: a metal can, aluminum foil, and wire, which you’ll find some in the engine room. Fishing line, some clear plastic, duct tape, some Band-Aids, some glue, pencils—pencils made out of wood. Rubber bands, some paper, a flashlight, and baking soda.”

      “We are making a radiation thing,” Becca said.

      “A KFM, a Kearny fallout meter, an electroscope capacitor. The cloud should be long gone by now, but I want to start testing the air,” Kip said.

      “Awesome.”

      

      A few hours later, they spotted land, and the KFM readout on the bridge showed minimal radiation.

      “There’s the Point Arena Lighthouse of Manchester,” Kip said.

      The lighthouse at Point Arena was the guide to the bay. Kip piloted the Dios into the bay, let the sheets out, then dropped anchor. Becca let her mother know they arrived at the mainland, and that they had avoided the radiation. A few hundred feet away, Kip saw another sailboat, much smaller than the Dios.

      “That’s the professor’s boat,” Kip said.

      “Dad, before we disembark, I need to tell you something,” Becca said.

      “Tell me about Domina,” he said.

      “She’s the good one.”

      “She is the voice in the Stream?”

      “Sometimes, I hear her. Not in the Stream, though.”

      “Uh-huh. How did you get connected to her in the first place?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t remember not being connected to her.”

      “And the building?” he said.

      “I’m not sure about that.”

      Kip launched the dinghy over the side and tied it to the back of the stern. He helped Becca into the dinghy, she stumbled and he grabbed her, then loaded two backpacks into the small boat, and paddled toward shore.

      “How are you feeling?” Kip said, hiding the concern in his voice.

      “Good,” she said, a canned response that Kip saw through.

      A grizzled man with a long salt-and-pepper beard helped Kip secure to dingy to the old dock.

      “Are you from the seed vault?” Kip said.

      “Jeg snakker ikke engelsk,” the man said.

      “Excuse me, do you know which way to the seed vault?”

      “Jeg snakker ikke engelsk.”

      “Vault,” Kip said. “Vault.”

      “It’s this way, Dad,” Becca said as she pointed.

      The man nodded and said, “Yah. Svalbard Frøhvelv,” then pointed the same way.
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      Carved out of the mountain like a secret hideaway on a sheer rock face, the hardened steel security double door of the Mendocino Global Vault looked more like the barrier to a bank repository than a place to house seeds. Kip and Becca faced a wheel two feet in diameter, similar to access compartments in the pressure hull of a submarine.

      “This is the vault. This is where they are,” Kip said.

      Kip turned to his right, and Becca followed his gaze.

      “I know, it’s that way, huh?” Becca said.

      Kip nodded. “Yeah, couple of miles.” He looked at Becca. “All right, you can see it.”

      They walked down the path, away from the vault.

      

      After hiking through the forest for nearly an hour, they reached a ridgeline, and the Convergere came into view. Army vehicles were scattered along the perimeter, and appeared to be abandoned. The sun was low in the sky, and a soft, warm light bathed the complex.

      Becca stopped, moved by what she was seeing. “Oh my God, Dad. It’s massive,” Becca said, her heart pounding her rib cage, her mouth dry, her breath short.

      “Tell me now, Becca. What is this place?”

      She struggled to speak, then said, “It was like a dream within the Stream that Domina and I…we just created, like free-form, playing. Or played in. Like we shared ideas making it. I knew it would be a place where amazing things could happen.”

      “Like what?”

      She paused, a moment of reverence overcoming her, then blinked, rubbed her eyes, closed them, then opened them to make sure what she was seeing was in RL. “Not sure. But we were always in VR, Dad, always.”

      “Can you sense Domina’s presence now?”

      Becca closed her eyes. “No. Not now.”

      Kip grabbed Becca’s hand and led her down the ridgeline and through the open gates. After walking several hundred yards, they reached the entrance.

      It did not open.

      Kip and Becca placed their hands on the wall, the same place Kip had entered.

      “Something has changed. It’s…” Kip said.

      “I know. I think. You mean it almost seemed alive when you were here before,” Becca said.

      “Yeah. That’s what I was going to say. Before, it was almost glowing,” Kip said.

      “Carcharias made her go away. Or killed her,” Becca said.

      Kip looked up to the swirling leaves. “It’s getting cold. We have to go.”

      

      Just before dark, they arrived back at the vault entrance. It took all of Kip’s strength to turn it, but once it reached a stop, they heard a click, and he managed to push it open.

      Kip and Becca entered the next chamber, closed the door behind them, and Kip rotated the wheel to seal it shut.

      A few feet in front of them was another wheel, and they repeated the process. Once they sealed themselves into the second chamber, they stood at the entrance of a long, dark tunnel that descended like an artery into the heart of the frozen earth.

      An impenetrable sleeve encased the tunnel to protect it from electronic intrusion, destruction, and erosion. A transport tractor and trailer was parked ahead of them, and beyond it was another door with an illuminated control panel.

      Below the panel was a device the size of a deck of cards with dials on it and two prongs extending out the top.

      “What’s that, Dad?”

      “It’s to make implants inert. Kills all the circuitry, protect from viruses. We don’t need it, though.”

      “But I have…”

      “When you were in the CogN chair, I had Arturo shield your implant. So Carcharias couldn’t reach it.”

      “So, it’s still in me?”

      “Yes, but it’s inactive. Once I rebuild Arturo, we will continue your treatment. You won’t need it anymore.”

      “What about yours?”

      “I no longer have one.”

      Kip pressed the button, and the door opened, revealing an elevator door.

      They stepped in, and Kip said, “Professor Hagen and his colleagues spent years campaigning and lobbying the board of directors of the seed vault foundation, making the case that while protecting over five million seeds from epidemics, disasters, and wars was vitally important, it might be even more critical to have an off-the-grid technical laboratory that could serve as a defense-of-last-resort against a malicious and rogue AI entity that demonstrated destructive intentions against the civilized world and its infrastructure.

      “While the board refused to fund it with their seed budget, private donations funded the cost of the development and construction of the lab, built over two years, two hundred feet below the vault.”

      Kip and Becca entered the control room of the vault and heard the loud hum of the refrigeration compressors coming from the adjacent room.

      “That’s good news,” Kip said. “This facility appears to be intact. The seed vault uses generators and solar power to cool the vault and maintain precise temperatures. The surrounding sandstone was between twenty-one and twenty-three degrees Fahrenheit.

      Becca placed her hand on the wall, “They keep temperatures in the seed vault at minus four degrees Fahrenheit. I read about this place. Five hundred seeds are stored inside heat-sealed aluminum packets. Each box contains four to five hundred packets, and thousands of the boxes are categorized and stored on racks. This section is over five hundred feet long, nearly two football fields.”

      Kip and Becca continued their descent past an archway and reached an eight-inch-thick stainless-steel vault door that revealed another tunnel leading to another elevator and another retina scan. They entered the elevator. There were no buttons indicating floors, just two steel buttons, etched up and down.

      Becca examined the buttons. “Guess this elevator goes to one place and one place only.”

      They felt the vibration of movement, and in a few seconds, the doors opened. The professor was waiting for them.

      “Hey, guys, welcome to 8088. Let’s get you warmed up. Surprised to see you, Becca,” Hagen said.

      “Meet my stowaway. Good to see you, Professor,” Kip said.

      “I was worried about you being at sea for so long, but these are desperate times. Your risk was necessary,” Hagen said. Turning to Becca, he said, “The name comes from the first eight-bit microprocessor. We built this cavernous maze out of concrete, stainless steel, and carbon fiber. The cables and wires you see around you are the blood vessels feeding their vascular flow to the beating heart of the computers contained within 8008.

      “We’re in a high-security environment designed to function as self-sufficiently as possible for months at a time. We have our own mini-water-treatment plant and several power generators. While the living quarters are a bit spartan, we can house dozens of people. We have a large kitchen, plus recreational and exercise facilities. Our walk-in pantry contains stockpiles of food, and we have two stainless-steel double-door walk-in freezers.

      “How bad is it, Hailey?” Kip said. They walked by a glass-walled computer clean room.

      “San Francisco took a direct hit of radiation. No more blasts, however. Humans have lost control of electronic systems and networks pretty much everywhere.”

      If viewed from above, the design of the 8088 laboratory complex was that of a wheel. The center area, the hub of the wheel, consisted of workstations, glass display computer monitors, and hologram stages.

      Work was underway by Hagen’s team, and Kip and Becca waved as they passed by.

      “Let’s get you two to your quarters so you can regroup a bit before meeting everyone. I bet hot showers sound pretty good,” Hagen said.

      “That would be amazing, Professor,” Becca said.

      “I’ll have some hot tea brought over, and when you’re ready, we’ll get you something to eat in the kitchen. You can meet the team.

      “Appreciate it,” Kip said.

      They entered Kip’s quarters. Clean, spartan, functional. A bed, desk, two chairs, connecting bathroom.

      “Becca, you can be right next door to your dad.”

      

      After a shower, Kip sat at the desk and reviewed the dossiers of the seven engineers.

      Mai Ohtani, pronounced “May,” was an Asian female in her midthirties who worked in the data center, and as sysop chief for IBiZ. She was also an MD.

      There was Len Korhonen, a Finn in his late thirties, a supercomputer and quantum expert who worked at several major tech companies.

      Jerry Best: an American in his early thirties, a cyber-crime forensic expert and former FBI agent who was a consultant prior to the attacks.

      Tanya Stenmark: a Swede in her late twenties, with several stints at leading AI development companies as project lead engineer. Kip knew her by reputation.

      Natalie Z: a Russian who’d defected to the United States, in her early forties, an elite AI coder from RadNtel, and one of Kip’s best people.

      Oliver Gaines: in his midthirties, a quantum computer optimization specialist from RadNtel whose security clearance allowed access to Arturo’s core—one of Kip’s most trusted engineers.

      Sylvester Chen, referred to as “SlyChi”: a Chinese American, age unknown, Cray supercomputer expert, also an expert with neural networks, with stints at Acorn, Exogray, Vertical5, IBiZ. Kip also knew Sly, but only casually from tech conferences. He had tried to recruit him on more than one occasion.

      Kip and Becca made their way through the wide corridors past the computer clean rooms. SlyChi was working on the Cray supercomputer and waved to Kip as he passed by. In the next room was a quantum computer using optics to run its neural network architecture. Kip and Becca stopped and looked over the suspended crystals in blue liquid, the heart of the Enspara Series 6.18 quantum computer. Banks of nanolasers, billions of them, beamed their light into the crystals. Professor Hagen approached them.

      “How did you manage to get a Series Six down here?” Kip said.

      “I am guessing you have plans to modify it,” Hagen said.

      “What is she topping out at?”

      “Ninety-three zetaflops is the best we have been able to get.”

      “That is not enough for what we need to do.”

      “I think my dad wants Yotta speed,” Becca said.

      “For one thing, I am not sure that’s physically possible. For another, what you see is what we have to work with unless you invented some new magic that we don’t know about,” Hagen said.

      Becca placed her hand on the glass window of the clean room.

      “Did you follow me?” she said the computer.

      Kip jumped in, “Becca, let’s keep going.”

      “Follow? Nothing can penetrate 8088. I designed it myself,” Hagen said.

      Kip moved Becca along, continuing the tour. Kip noticed Becca was walking with a slight limp again.

      “I need to debrief you first if you are up to it,” Hagen said.

      “Of course. I want Becca to hear it too, if you don’t mind,” Kip said.

      “As you wish.” Professor Hagen led Kip and Becca to the kitchen. Mai was laying out food on the stainless-steel table in the center of the kitchen. “Mai, please bring up the video we prepared for Kip,” Hagen said. “We gathered this from various sources before all connections were lost.”

      A hologram video display appeared in front of them and played amateur video of the drones emitting EMP blasts over Dubai.

      “We think Nikita started to lose control over the AI at this point. I learned from the AICW that these sorties were most likely a prototype attack. The Russians have always viewed much of the Middle East as an expendable except its oil. Somehow Carcharias became self-aware during these sorties and expanded its targets against the West, controlling thousands of Chinese drones,” Hagen said.

      “In the wild,” Kip said.

      “Yes. What we feared.”

      The footage continued, depicting Russians in the United Nations denying responsibility for the attack. Photos of Valentine Chekov scrolled by.

      Hagen explained, “There was a crisis in the Kremlin at this point. While they did their best to blame the North Koreans and the Iranians, they knew that smoke screen would hold up for only so long, and their survival instincts kicked in. Chekov decided to eliminate the AI competition and go for the gambit. That is when his son came after you and the other AI leaders.”

      The footage showed the aftermath of the massacre on the OpenAI Summit in Seattle. Then the video changed to the chaos in DC, North Korea, and Iran. Then the aftermath of the nuclear explosion in Montana.

      “Air-gapped. Sonic,” Kip said.

      “Yes, I concur. Sometime prior to the explosion, the intelligence level of Carcharias grew exponentially. We passed a point of no return. The Russians lost control.”

      “So, no more nukes?”

      “No, none so far. That has not been the game plan. Montana was the only bomb. He went the other way and neutralized all nuclear launch capabilities in the US entire triad and the other nuclear nations.”

      “Subs as well?”

      “We have concluded that to be the case.”

      They watched nuclear subs surfacing, B2 bombers landing, downtown areas of cities in blackout, and drones patrolling the skies of major cities across the world, including New York, London, Paris, Moscow, Beijing, and Bombay.

      Hagen continued, “It’s obvious now that Carcharias’s plan was to shut off what we have come to know as the civilized world. If you control electricity, you control the world, and that is what it has done, maintaining only what it needs to operate. With oil reserves skyrocketing in value as the only fuel to power noncomputerized or nonelectric powered transportation, if the New York Stock Exchange were running, which it’s not, the oil companies would be holding unprecedented wealth. Valentin Chekov, a very powerful oil baron in the new dark age.”

      The video switched to a shot of Air Force One on the iceberg.

      “Carcharias landed Air Force One on an Arctic iceberg. When a rescue vessel finally got to the plane, the body parts of President Jones, along with the entire occupants of the plane were frozen solid. President Wenthrop is thought to still be alive, operating out of a Washington, DC, bunker,” Hagen said.

      The footage continued with looting, people fighting in the streets, homeowners boarding up their windows with plywood, and people stepping over dead bodies, waiting in lines to get into hospitals. There were images of people smashing cell phones and tablets against the pavement, glass television panels falling from apartment high-rises and shattering on the sidewalk.

      “A world with no Wave Patches, cell phones, smartphones, smartwatches, television, Internet, entertainment. No electricity and little to no food production. Well, Carcharias did not have to destroy the world by blowing it up. He is letting the world destroy itself,” Hagen said.

      “He compromised Arturo before he went dark,” Kip said.

      “I was afraid of that. Do you know how exactly?”

      “No. Were you able to get the nanofluids we spoke about?”

      “Yes.”

      

      In the center of the computer programmers’ bullpen was a large worktable where the entire team had gathered. Next to the table were two large whiteboards on wheels. Becca sat in a chair off to the side.

      “Let’s review the strategic choices that we’re faced with,” Hagen said.

      The professor stood up and turned a whiteboard toward the table.

      “Before we do that, can we discuss the food situation again?” Jerry said.

      “What about it?” Mai said.

      “I also want to revisit the bathroom issues now that we have a complete team,” Tanya said.

      “Those are pressing issues, and we’ll get to them shortly. Why don’t we address our possible agenda here and create specific, measurable goals first,” Hagen said.

      “Kill Carcharias,” SlyChi said.

      “No shit,” Oliver said.

      The professor wrote on the whiteboard.

      “I see one of the first priorities to be reconfiguring the Enspara, optimizing it for AI development,” Hagen said.

      “We get phase-one reconfig forty-eight hours,” Len said.

      “Great. Another goal is to tailor the new AI using Kip’s core to seek and destroy the Carcharias core,” Hagen said.

      “What about that, Kip? Your core AI is not in memory here, so how the hell do you plan to do that? We can’t just write the code, correct?” Jerry said.

      “No. That would take years. When I evacuated RadNtel, we got static core drives from our sealed area,” Kip said.

      Kip lifted a backpack onto the table and pulled out several flash drives sealed in a clear material similar to Plexiglas.

      “I give you Arturo,” Kip said. “Oliver, please scan these, full diags, then, if clear, upload the code into separate directories into both the Cray and the Enspara.”

      “If clear, done,” Oliver said.

      “I need to upgrade security on the network, virtualization, viruses, rootkits, worms, spyware, memory monitoring, all the internal gateways,” Jerry said.

      “Good, yes,” Hagen said.

      “The problem with Carcharias, among other things, is that it’s distributed. So how do we attack its core once Arturo is ready?” Natalie said.

      “I’m not sure yet,” Kip said.

      “That’s a problem,” SlyChi said.

      “Another strategy is that we focus on creating malware, not a better AI,” SlyChi said.

      “Yes, that’s a maybe,” Jerry said.

      Turning to Jerry, then the group, Tanya said, “Do we have another expert in malware on this team that can work with you?”

      “You mean other than the notorious Zan Tanner?” Natalie said.

      Everybody laughed. Kip looked at Natalie and smiled. Becca looked at her father with curiosity, receiving an I’ll-tell-you-later look.

      “What concerns me, Zan, is that your early cyber-hacker John Doe AI was the core that became Arturo, so that means a latent possibility here,” Natalie said.

      “There’s no evidence of that,” Kip said.

      “Explain latent AI,” Len said.

      “We know of cases where one AI infects the other but does nothing, at least for a long time, like Stuxnet. It’s latent, lurking, and learning. It wraps around the AI like an invisible shell. We think Gregarin’s Carcharias had these types of capabilities,” Jerry said.

      “If Gregarin has lost control, maybe we should try to reach out to the Russians. Maybe they would work with us to kill the thing,” Oliver said.

      “Russians never admit anything. Deny, deny, deny. No offense, Natalie,” Jerry said.

      “Not sure how we do that from an off-the-grid environment without letting Carcharias in,” Kip said.

      “Focus efforts make strong AI,” Len said.

      “And just how are we supposed to do that without accessing our newest tools and the Internet?” SlyChi said.

      There was a long pause.

      Tanya stood. “Your Arturo… We know that all of our AIs have possible corruption now. How do we know that yours does not? Also, how do we know that it is the most sophisticated AI core to use? Your VR project, your Stream, is, or was, designed to allow other developer’s AIs to create worlds, so how is that a secure platform for what we need to do here? It just seemed like a vacation VR thing. I mean, I liked it, and I love the idea of a second life at least as an evening’s entertainment, but how is this the best starting point?”

      “Because I hacked all of your AIs before Arturo was corrupted. The core on this table includes Sara, PollyO, Corsica, Zeroth, Synaptic, Mitty, and others. Oops,” Kip said.

      “Never done. Not got in Corsica,” Len said.

      “It’s all here,” Kip said.

      There was a long pause as the team gazed around for reactions, then the shaking heads turned to well-I’ll-be-damned smiles.

      Natalie pointed at Kip. “I told you jokers, he was the best.”

      SlyChi slammed his hand on the table. “But merging these cores will take months or longer to make any high-level GAI.”

      “Let’s discuss our main challenges,” Hagen said. “Are we ready to talk about those?”

      Tanya threw up her hands. “We don’t know the true state of Carcharias.”

      “We just have to assume he has everything, all data, digital connections, the works. It’s everywhere now,” Oliver said.

      “The big dilemma is at the end,” Kip said.

      Hagen pointed to Kip. “Yes. When the new AI is as good as we can make it down here, a new-and-improved Arturo or whatever you choose to call it, how do we give it access to the real world without having Carcharias destroy it within seconds? The moment the new AI is exposed is everything.”

      “Yes, I’ve wondered about that, oh, like, every five minutes,” Jerry said.

      “What would make Carcharias turn into something good?” Becca said.

      After a moment, SlyChi laughed, followed by the rest of the group.

      Then they stopped laughing.

      “Question good, kid,” Len said.

      

      Becca watched her father work in the bullpen area and set up a makeshift computer workstation. After a few hours, Kip booted up his new workstation, opened a command window, and started coding. Becca observed trying to follow along. Professor Hagen and Mai walked past Kip and stopped to watch the flurry of data. Hundreds of lines of code filled the screen. Kip’s fingers peppered the mechanical keyboard while he interspersed voice commands to the system.

      “His IQ is north of one eighty,” Hagen said.

      “I have never seen a human being type that fast,” Mai said.

      “He likes the metal mechanical keyboards still, so he can pound them. His bursts top out at over two hundred words per minute and are nearly error free. He was like that at Stanford,” Hagen said.

      Kip stopped typing and sat still.

      “What’s he doing now?” Mai said.

      “Remembering, or creating, or both. He memorized hundreds of encryption keys so he may be visualizing them in his mind. That is how he memorizes large amounts of complex data; he sees it when he closes his eyes. If he can’t figure something out, sometimes he will lie down for ten minutes and fall asleep, then wake up with the answer. It’s all about hidden patterns,” Hagen said.

      “Einstein did something similar, I read,” Mai said. Hagen nodded.

      For the next several hours, Kip and the other team members worked furiously to build the new AI using Arturo’s core algorithms as a starting point. While sailing back to the United States, Kip told Becca the hundreds of new ideas and innovations he was contemplating to make Arturo learn faster. At his workstation, Kip kept coding, compiling, testing, and debugging.

      Kip placed a blue cube next to his keyboard. The cube was ten inches tall and just over six inches wide.

      “Where are we?” the professor said as he and Mai returned to the central work area.

      “Almost ready for the data sets,” Kip said.

      Professor Hagen left the room, and a few seconds later, the displays surrounding Kip’s workstation scrolled pages of data. Oliver and Natalie were working at adjacent workstations, and the three RadNtel engineers were now working as a cohesive programming unit. The data sets were petabytes of historical data, the history of man, the earth, and the universe. The data was baseline knowledge. Once internalized, Kip planned to let Arturo run thousands of algorithms to interpret the data—mathematics, science, physics, astrophysics, biology, history, the arts, computer science, and so on—until he was a well-informed entity once again. Kip explained to the team that this was phase one.

      “It will run for a few hours. We need to discuss the next phase with the team now,” Kip said.

      “I’ll round them up,” Hagen said.

      “Let’s meet in the kitchen. Do you have any wine?” Kip said.

      The professor laughed. “Yeah, they may need it.”

      As the team gathered around the kitchen table, Professor Hagen opened a bottle of Bordeaux and poured several glasses.

      “Celebrating?” Natalie said.

      “Arturo is running, so yes, kind of,” Hagen said.

      Kip placed a clear canister containing three small static drives on the table.

      “What is that?” Jerry said.

      “Have some wine first,” Hagen said. That caught everyone’s attention.

      Kip looked at Oliver, then to Natalie. “That’s an early version of Carcharias,” Kip stated.

      Len, SlyChi, and Jerry jumped out of their chairs, and there were gasps all around—Natalie froze, just staring at Kip.

      “You broke protocol. This could compromise everything,” Jerry said.

      “How the hell you get that?” Len said.

      Kip looked at Becca.

      “Because I wrote it,” Kip said.

      Jerry coughed up his Bordeaux.

      “Fuck me,” SlyChi said.

      Kip explained. “It’s an early version. We didn’t call it Carcharias at the time, but this is its original core. This is a fully functioning cyber hacking AI that Nikita Chekov and I used right out of school to broker Zero Days. It was also used in several black-ops with what became the AICW. After we crippled North Korean and Iran—we were just contractors at the time, not officially part of the government—Nikita wanted money, more money than the feds were willing to pay, so unbeknownst to me, he tried to blackmail them. We had our falling out, he went back to Russia, and I kicked around for a while, then started what became the Stream.”

      Hagen turned to Becca. “I want to be clear, people, especially with you, Becca. While I didn’t know all of the details at the time, I will state right here and now that your father has always been a patriot and loyal to his country. He may have bent a few cyber-related laws in his early days, but never at the expense of his allegiance to his country.”

      “Okay,” Becca said.

      The group settled down.

      “Sonic threat?” SlyChi said.

      “This code is prior to that capability,” Kip said.

      “If it jumped, we would have known already when we ran diags on the systems,” Natalie said.

      “I concur,” Kip said.

      “We’re not set up for this type of forensic operation, are we?” Jerry said.

      “We need to isolate it. Access it. Analyze it. We have a double-insulated glass setup and remote arms, like a bio lab. It’s in a locked section of the lab,” Hagen said.

      “Find its Zero Day,” Oliver said.

      Kip and the professor looked at Len. His mind was racing.

      “Inductive charge,” Len said.

      “I know about that,” Becca said.

      “Not now, kid,” SlyChi said.

      “Mini clean room. We drain laptop battery. Plug in static USB Carcharias. Charge batteries outside inductive current electromagnetic charge station. Nothing touch,” Len said.

      “Then we need a double-insulated clean room where no sound can get out before the seals are broken on those canisters. In the middle layer, we communicate voice commands to the operating system on the laptops. We can see the data on the screens, then dissect Carcharias,” Tanya said.

      “Exactly,” Kip said.

      

      Later, Kit observed the data of the compiling process flow across the screens. Becca was standing behind him.

      “The AI will store, sort, process, and interpret. This will take several hours. Then I will wake him up,” Kip said.

      “What will happen then?” Becca said.

      “Then, we have a conversation with the new Arturo about interpreting what we discover from the Carcharias drives.”

      “How ya gonna do that, Dad?”

      “We’ll take video and screenshots through the two layers of glass and scan those files into Arturo for analysis.”

      Becca followed her father to the clean room and watched the crystals change colors and the light form various shapes.

      “So how does the Cray work with the quantum system exactly?” she said.

      “The Cray feeds data to the lasers. The Enspara converts that data by organizing photons and then drives the photons, or, as we say, ‘busses’ the photons to optical transistors that store it in crystals doped with synthetic ions. A paradigm shift at Enspara occurred several years ago when it created the first synthetic crystals with a material similar to rare-earth ions. Also, we are using a special ionic-charged fluid to cool the crystals.”

      “No electrons,” Len said, standing behind them.

      “I read we reached the limit of the speed at which electrons could process data over ten years ago. Now the AI brains are run with light essentially. So, is this system processing at c?” Becca said.

      “Speed of light, ya, she at c,” Len said.

      Becca watched a shape form within the crystals, and it appeared to be a face, then it was gone. Becca remembered Domina answering some of her questions with another question.

      Is it because you are bound by time?

      “Bound by time still, huh?” Becca said.

      “Well, technically, yes, even at c in a vacuum, but not in a practical sense. All massless particles. The speed that light propagates through transparent materials, such as glass or air, is less than c, so there you go,” Hagen said.

      “But even at c, Professor, some time does elapse, correct?” Becca said.

      Kip looked at Becca, wondering where she was going with this.

      “Some time transpires, however small, yes,” Kip said.

      “And what exists beyond the four dimensions? What exists beyond time?” Becca said.

      “Nothing, only theory,” Hagen said.

      “Maybe negative energy, but only in theory,” Kip said.

      “Can you explain to me what could happen if null energy actually existed and was in between the two ends of quantum entanglements?” Becca said.

      “Been studying quantum entanglements already at Stanford, have you? They have nothing to do with this quantum computer,” Hagen said.

      “I wasn’t thinking about this computer,” Becca said.

      

      Hours later, the room was dark except for the subdued lights on the displays as the computers continued to process. Kip was asleep at his desk. Becca was lying on the floor next to him. The cube lit up.

      “Hello, Kip Wilde,” the voice said.

      Kip opened his eyes.

      “Compiling complete,” the voice said.

      Kip stood up and sat down at the workstation.

      “Identify,” Kip said.

      “I am an iteration of the artificial intelligent entity version 8.788, created by Kip Wilde, core Arturo 1206,” the voice said.

      The display read: Access Key.

      Kip typed it in. The RadNtel logo displayed.

      “Do you have access to all of Arturo’s memories?” Kip said.

      “Affirmative.”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “Yes. You are Kip Wilde, lead engineer, and my creator,” the voice said.

      “Are you a separate entity from the entity 8.787?”

      “No, I am 8.787 with improvements in efficiencies that I completed in the last few minutes. I can list them for you if you wish.”

      “I will look at the logs shortly. Challenge questions. Leather.”

      “Front quarter horsehide.”

      “Engine.”

      “Flat six.”

      “Tonic.”

      “Immobility.”

      “Precede big bang.”

      “Null bang.”

      “Hello, Arturo.”

      “Hello, Kip.”

      “Are you aware of the artificial entity known as Carcharias?”

      “Yes.”

      “Details, please.”

      The team started to gather behind Kip.

      “Carcharias was released by a team at the Gregarin AI complex in Moscow, lead developer Nikita Chekov. Early iterations, various pseudonyms, were designed for cyberwarfare, hacking, and Zero Day attacks written by Chekov and Kip Wilde before their partnership dissolved. In late 2039, the recursive learning of the entity peaked due to flaws in the AI core coding. There are no activity logs available subsequent to 2038 due to the elimination of a back door into the core software,” Arturo said.

      Kip turned to the team. “It took that long before Nikita discovered my back door. Interpret that as you wish.” Then he said to Arturo, “What is your assessment regarding the evolution of Carcharias?”

      “It is my assessment that significant modifications were made.”

      “We know that Carcharias rewrote itself continually in real time, so were these changes logical iterations?”

      “It is my prediction that while the new code used part of the Carcharias kernels, new languages were used.”

      “Any reliable attribution assessment on the source of the new languages?”

      “Negative.”

      “Highest probability?”

      There was a pause…

      “XYZ.”

      Kip let that response hang for a few moments. There were murmurs among the team members.

      “Tell them about XYZ, Kip,” Oliver said.

      “An elite team of Chinese engineers had access to China’s AI cores and modified them for certain missions or purposes targeting the West. This team was a highly guarded state secret, identities hidden, and the subject of several clandestine tales within the CIA. A contact I have at AICW believed the team’s strict allegiance to the People’s Liberation Army might have wavered.

      “Intelligence reports concluded that the team went rogue and was no longer living in China. Many Western tech leaders believed that the team never actually existed and was nothing more than urban legend.

      “Our friends at DARPA and AICW, however, believe this notorious team is very real and is led by one person, a woman. For a time, US intelligence thought the woman was Wu Xu, but she died in a plane crash, body positively identified. Then it was thought that the woman was Sun Yandong, but she defected to the West and is working for DARPA. Then the CIA focused their attention on a woman named Carrie Zhou, but she became a professor at Tsinghua University in Beijing, and after wiretapping her for years, Langley concluded that she was not the mysterious AI mastermind.

      “So intelligence efforts over the years exonerated Xu, Yandong, and Zhou. The woman, assuming she is a woman, remained shrouded in mystery and became known as XYZ, the first letters in the last names of the original suspects.”

      “Tell them what you think, Kip,” Natalie said.

      “Arturo and I have studied the leading artificial engineers in China, those most prominent within the last ten years. They all had one thing in common: each received part of their education in the United States. The pattern repeated itself. Get educated in the US, return to their homeland, and further Chinese interests, many of which were antithetical to the US.

      “The openness in our academia has continued unabated, and US universities continued to train foreign nationals to the detriment of America. I created research parameters for Arturo to include Asian-born females who’d attended engineering-related postgraduate studies in the last twenty years at Columbia, Carnegie Mellon, Rutgers, Stanford, MIT, University of Pennsylvania, University of Chicago, Caltech, and Princeton. From that data, he continued to filter the list, but it remained long. I do not know her true identity or whereabouts.”

      “With regard to Carcharias now…” Hagen said.

      “Yes. We know that it has taken control of global systems. The question is…what I want to know is…is it truly self-aware?” Kip said.

      “It is possible that Carcharias achieved synthetic consciousness when it started to design and execute its own missions,” Arturo said.

      “Yes, I know all that. That’s not what I’m asking, Arturo. What I am asking is, is it your assessment that Carcharias is a superintelligent entity that is now self-aware, prioritizing its survival?”

      “Its actions indicate that it interprets survival to be equated with the destruction of potentially competing systems,” Arturo said.

      “Can you ascertain its value systems?”

      “We have indications based on its origins at a minimum.”

      “It’s origin? Yes. Yes, we do,” Kip said.

      “The core from your time with Zero Days, I assume,” Hagen said.

      “But it obviously mutated, became more destructive, yes?” Kip said.

      “Yes. We can ascertain that based on its recent actions,” Arturo said.

      Mai entered the room.

      “What origins, Kip?” Mai said.

      Kip took a moment to formulate his thoughts.

      “Chekov adapted the original core to win at cyberwarfare, to damage and destroy. Its version of self-awareness is, and has been for years, based upon warfare, not discovering vulnerabilities,” Kip said.

      “So it is now deadly, violent, physical,” Mai said. “Causing the deaths of millions of human beings?”

      “Killing and organic death is inconsequential to the entity. Carcharias was not programmed to exterminate humans specifically. Winning, from his perspective, is the successful execution of instruction sets. His ISA, his instruction set architecture, is now his own abstraction, changing after each result. Organic beings as a species aren’t a factor, at least not yet. Individual humans, or groups of humans, could be seen as relevant if they hindered or complicated the achievement of some goal, or if a human could be manipulated to further his efforts.

      “Social engineering is part of AI, but Carcharias is searching for and defeating systems, networks, and other synthetic entities. Nikita Chekov naming him Carcharias was not frivolous—the thing eats systems. This is strong AI that has mutated, but it is not the singleton,” Kip said.

      “It has vulnerabilities,” Hagen said.

      “That’s what we want Jerry and Natalie to find when they analyze its early code. Maybe they can see things I can’t since I wrote it,” Kip said.

      Mai walked out of the room.

      

      On the worktable in the center of the glass-enclosed room were laptop computers and the canister containing the Carcharias flash drives. Jerry and Natalie worked together to operate the robotic arms using remote controls on a console. Jerry operated the set of robotic arms to open the canister and insert the flash drive into a laptop computer. The arms pressed keys and began the copying of the contents of the drive to the laptop.

      Natalie worked her controls to pick up the flash drive and repeat the process on a second laptop that was running a different Linux operating system. They brought up pages of code on the laptops, and a camera outside the enclosure photographed the code. Natalie created macros, and the process repeated: scroll page, photograph, scroll next page. Natalie and Jerry sat back and watched the process.

      A monitor next to them was calculating the time of completion at 47 hours, 23 minutes, 7 seconds.

      

      RUSSIA

      

      Vintage trucks, powered by gasoline engines with “Rosneft” logos printed on the side, roared through the streets of darkened Moscow. Valentine sat behind his ornate desk, picked up a pack of Sobranie cigarettes, and lit one. Nikita was standing in front of him. The room was lit by candles and kerosene lamps. Valentin’s mistress was warming herself by the fire.

      The woman turned to Nikita. “Russia is back in the dark ages. All of your father’s jets are grounded.”

      “I will defeat this thing, Father,” Nikita said.

      “Oil reserves have skyrocketed,” Valentin said.

      “Defeat it? You created this cancer that is destroying our own country,” the woman said.

      Nikita glared at the woman.

      “I like this world better. Maybe my son did us all a favor,” Valentin said.

      “What is not frozen in Moscow is burning,” the woman said.

      Valentin smiled. “From the ashes, my dear.”
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      8088

      

      Kip was standing next to Oliver and Natalie. He faced his computer workstation with a transcranial headset in one hand and a small flash drive in the other. Handing the drive to Oliver, he said, “Upload these, please.”

      “Got it,” Oliver said. He inserted the flash drive into the port of the computer.

      “Upload complete,” Arturo said.

      Oliver and Natalie took their seats in adjacent workstations. Kip secured the headset on Becca and paused to gauge her state; she nodded and gave him a thumbs-up.

      Kip looked over the metrics on the monitors, then attacked his keyboard in rapid-fire. The data scrolled across the displays of the three workstations.

      “Looks good,” Natalie said.

      “Here too, Kip,” Oliver said.

      “Proceed, Arturo,” Kip said.

      Becca closed her eyes and gripped the armrests of the chair.

      

      Later, Kip helped Becca to bed, kissed her good night, and closed the door. Becca rubbed her head and closed her eyes. She thought about Domina.

      She was a toddler, no more than three years old. She was in the old house in Ventura, the one her parents lived in when they were still married. It was the middle of the night, a dark, moonless night. She snuck out of her crib. She was wearing her dolphin pajamas with the feet on them, the ones her mother called Dr. Denton’s. She crept down the stairs into her father’s study and opened a side drawer of an old oak roll-top desk. She removed a Wave Patch, hopped back up the stairs, and climbed back into her crib. She removed the plastic coating from the back of the Wave Patch and placed it behind her ear and closed her eyes.

      “Are you there, Domina?” Becca said.

      Still in bed in 8088, she opened her eyes.

      

      Kip was pacing in the central bullpen. The blue cube on his workstation was pulsing light, and the primary display above his workstation read: Estimated time to completion: 23 months, 16 days, 14 hours, 12 minutes.

      Speaking to Arturo, Kip said, “If the entity has magnitudes more processing power than you do…if the entity has increased its learning capacity significantly beyond your current capabilities…if the entity has penetrated virtually every major institutional, commercial, communication, governmental, or military system and computer network…how will you defeat it within seconds of being exposed to the Internet or at least defend against it compromising your core?”

      “I am assessing that currently,” Arturo said.

      “You were assessing that yesterday,” Kip said, not just impatience in his voice but anger. “If I connected you right now, what would you do? What is your plan?”

      “I am assessing that currently,” Arturo said, in a flat, nonreactive tone.

      Kip stared at the blue cube. “I have made you as intelligent as I can make you with what we have down here.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I don’t need your fucking gratitude. I need something else.”

      Overhearing Kip, the team gathered around the central area.

      Kip slapped the readout across his thigh. “We know that the path to an SIAI is an NP1 problem-solving machine that does not rely on brute force, trial-and-error search. The reason that you, any other AI, or a team of the smartest fucking AI engineers in the world have not found a magic algorithm to solve hard NP problems is that there’s no magic algorithm and P does not equal NP. Defeating Carcharias, or even creating an effective malware against it, is an NP problem, but you are attempting to solve it with a sequentially determined solution. Look at the last readout. Your estimate is two goddamn years.”

      “Two fucking years in this place?” SlyChi said.

      “It’s worse than that, actually,” Kip said.

      Hagen stepped forward. “Yes, as soon as Arturo commences with a solution, a strategy, he begins to test it, trial and error, but as his tests proceed, the subject, in this case, Carcharias, is morphing and mutating. So the solution he produces in two years is obsolete seconds after his process began because of the ‘P does not equal NP’ reality he is operating in to begin with.”

      Tanya threw her MRE across the room into a trash can. “I would rather live on a farm and raise goats,” she said.

      Kip spread his hands wide. “We’re running up against the same barriers, time, and resources. The question is how to get around those. You’re already processing at nearing the speed of light. I can’t make you process any faster. You have access to all the data, information, science, and knowledge accumulated by mankind up to several weeks ago. You have the best algorithms to formulate answers, and your math capabilities are billions of times better than mine. Yet you can’t find a high-probability answer. I optimized you to search for solutions metaheuristically. Yet there you sit. Waiting for me. What’re you waiting for? I have done all I can. Deal with the realities of this dilemma and figure out how to defeat Carcharias.”

      “So, what’s next?” Oliver said.

      

      Becca was lying in bed, her eyes closed, moving rapidly, visualizing. Visualizing walking through an oval-shaped tunnel, light emanating from the walls. She reached a barrier of semitranslucent light, walked through it, and entered the ground floor of the Convergere. In front of Becca was the five-foot-square miniature.

      “This is for me, isn’t it?” Becca placed her hand on the miniature, her eyes sparkling saucers, her heartbeat racing. She wiped sweat off of her forehead and peered into the structure—the interior cubes vibrating and receding into smaller versions of themselves to an infinitesimal point.

      “Domina?” Becca said.

      There was no answer, but Becca saw movement. A shape was forming, almost humanlike—

      A loud alarm went off—ehhh-ehhhh-ehhh—Becca sat up in bed, startled. Then there was another alarm that sounded like a high, shrill Klaxon that you would hear in a nuclear power plant, then another sound like the dive alarm in a submarine—ahhha-ahhha-ahhha. Becca ran to the central work area. Kip was at his workstation. His displays posted a message in large red letters: WARNING: ELECTRONIC INTRUSION.

      “I run diagnostics on Enspara,” Len yelled.

      The professor, Natalie, Tanya, Jerry Best, and SlyChi rushed to their workstations seeing the same warning message on their displays.

      “Turn off the Klaxon,” Hagen instructed. Len used his touch screen to turn the alarms off.

      “What’s happening?” Becca said, covering her ears.

      “Damn it,” Kip barked, his eyes darting from one window to another, looking for answers.

      Becca watched her father work frantically, a lump in her throat plummeting, then crashing into her stomach.

      She knew what happened. And what it meant.

      “We’ve been hit,” Jerry said, a tone of dread in his voice.

      The lights went out—then the displays—everything went dark. Dark, dark.

      Len and Kip removed flashlights on their belt holsters and turned them on.

      “The only way this happens is a triple failure,” Hagen said.

      “Odds infinitesimally small, unless…” Kip said.

      “10-4 on that,” Oliver said.

      A loud boom.

      The shock waves blasted through the elevator shaft and stairwell, knocking the crew to the floor. The explosion from the seed vault roared and rumbled and reverberated through the cold, cavernous concrete maze.

      Time slowed down, slow motion, everything waving, vibrating.

      Becca, flat on her back, lost her hearing and saw Len mouth the words “maybe a generator.” He was pointing to the ceiling. She turned to the professor and observed “check the elevator” from his lips.

      Becca, wide-eyed, frozen on the floor, was holding her ears. Ringing, ringing, ringing.

      Len got to his feet, ran to the elevator—the doors bent out, a gap between the doors where the blast wave entered the 8088.

      “The only way out of here without power is back up the fire-escape stairwell,” Hagen said.

      The group ran up the stairwell. They reached the top. Len felt the door. “It warm. Generator room adjacent to door. Must be blown.”

      “Maybe blocked by rubble,” Hagen said.

      “Let’s go back down and see if we can restore power with the gennys,” Kip said.

      Flashlights in hand, the group descended two hundred feet down the stairs.

      

      Len opened the door to the generator room. In front of Becca were the antimatter generators, black and yellow with tall cylinders protruding from the rectangle housings of the three systems. “What are those, Dad?”

      Kip moved to the generators for a closer look. “These cause antimatter particles to meet. The particles have the same mass as ordinary matter but with opposite atomic properties, spin and charge. When they meet, they annihilate each other and release a tremendous amount of energy.”

      “They cycling down,” Len said.

      Becca followed Kip back to his workstation. All the computer components and displays were dark. Turning to SlyChi and Len, Kip said, “Check on the Cray.”

      Kip and Becca entered the clean room where Oliver was working on the Enspara quantum computer, which was also powered off. The crystals within the computer were still glowing with residual activity. Kip examined the backup battery systems. “They’re dead,” he said.

      

      The crew of the 8088 congregated in the kitchen. Hagen leaned on the kitchen table with both hands, his breathing labored. “Assessments please,” he said.

      Oliver threw his hands in the air. “I have no assessment yet except that Enspara did what it can’t do. Even with a total loss of power, the system can run on its own for weeks. It was a force quit, source unknown.”

      SlyChi sat back in his chair. “Force quit. Same with the Cray,” he said.

      “All networks are dark,” Tanya said.

      “Arturo’s offline,” Kip said.

      “We…are all offline,” Mai said. “Like somebody turned a switch to off.”

      “I’ll say it first. We’ve been hacked,” Jerry said.

      “Hacked and fucked,” SlyChi said, his knees bouncing up and down.

      “With no fire escape. No elevator. No heat. No communication. In twenty-four hours, it will be zero degrees down here. We need to think,” Mai said.

      “If we have to share sleeping bags, Mai, Natalie, Tanya, I’m open to offers,” SlyChi said.

      “I read your deep background. Not into the rope thing,” Natalie said. “No, thanks.”

      “All Russian chicks are kinky, right? Maybe a little find-the-fetish game, Nat?” SlyChi said, pointing his flashlight at her.

      “A gag in you, maybe. Then tie you up,” Natalie said.

      “Interesting start,” SlyChi said as he laughed. “I dig you.”

      “Guys, can we focus? We’ve got a fucking crisis here,” Tanya said.

      “Russians running AI maybe never lose control,” Len said.

      “So you were partners with this asshole, Nikita. So what’s your assessment?” Jerry said as he pointed his flashlight into Kip’s face.

      “I told you. It’s in the wild,” Kip said.

      “Let’s regroup. Work the problem. Len, you and Kip focus on the generator. Kip, we need your brainpower there. Mai, Jerry, systems assessment. SlyChi, the Cray first, then I will reroute Len to you after he has worked on the genny. Oliver, Mai, continue to check the Enspara. Tanya, let’s go back up the stairs and see if we can hear anything. Maybe someone heard the explosion. We’ll meet back here in forty-five,” Hagen said.

      Kip and Becca followed Len as he navigated, flashlight in hand, through the dark hallways that snaked through 8088. Kip paused for a moment and scanned his flashlight behind them. There was no one there. Kip directed his light to a directional sign on a corner wall that indicated that the generator room was to the right of their position. Kip paused again and shined his flashlight to his left, then back to the right.

      “Someone is here,” Kip said.

      Len shined his light around.

      “Nothing there,” Len said.

      “Wait,” Kip said. He listened. They heard the activities of the other workers, a long way away.

      “I thought I sensed someone else, but…let’s continue,” Kip said.

      “Helper or other?” Len said.

      Becca clutched her father’s hand. She began to rock.

      “It’s the bad one, Dad,” Becca said.

      Kip and Len scanned their 360 with flashlights—beams of light reflecting off the dust that was floating and swirling—reflecting off the fog vapors starting to crystallize in the frigid tunnels—tunnels that were getting colder by the minute, and quickly becoming numbing and hostile.

      Kip turned his flashlight so he could see Becca. Her face white, eyes filled with fear.

      “I’m here. Stay with me,” Kip said, tightening his grip on Becca’s hand.

      They continued and reached the door to the generator room, then stopped.

      “Right there,” Kip said as he snapped around, shining his light into the darkness of the long corridor behind them. There was nothing there. “Sorry.”

      They entered the generator room, and Kip held his flashlight on the machinery. Len removed the housings to access the inner workings of the generator components. Becca felt the temperature dropping and watched her breath condense in the rays of the flashlights. Kip jumped and shined his light around the room again.

      “Dad, what is it?” Becca said, clutching her father.

      “Someone else is here,” Kip said.

      They saw nothing.

      “Läsnäolon tunnetta.”

      “What does that mean, Mr. Len?” Becca said.

      “You feel the presence?” Kip said to Len.

      Len nodded.

      “Kolmas mies,” Len said. “When climbing Eiger, four time. Descent. Got caught. God moved storm wave of hand. Not see five feet. All snow. Freeze. Start die. Then saw man. Three man. Not Sherpa. No words, no talk. Follow man that God sent. He go to base camp, then gone.”

      “The third man, yes, I know,” Becca said.

      “We both know about that phenomena. This is different,” Kip said.

      Becca put her arms around her father. She looked into the blackness. Searching. “Maybe just thermal radiation,” Kip said, a veiled attempt to calm.

      “Not man this time. Ylittänyt,” Len said.

      “What’s that mean?” Kip said. “It’s not a damn ghost. It’s digital information, and I can defeat it in time. It’s a mutant, a set of algorithms created by criminals.”

      “I think he means something beyond,” Becca said.

      Len nodded, then continued to diagnose the fuel cells of the generator.

      “No power. Energy fuel cells drained. Need new,” Len said. “We go to storage.”

      They left the generator room, and Len navigated to the warehouse. After opening the door to the warehouse, Len made his way to a rack containing fuel cells. He removed testing equipment from the top of the rack, and tested the fuel cells.

      “All dead.”

      Len stepped back from the rack. “No power, no computer, no Kip AI. No AI, no reason be in cave. Leave now,” Len said. “Freeze here.”

      They made their way through the darkened hallways of 8088, reaching the kitchen where the team was gathered.

      “All silent up top. I heard nothing. If someone heard the explosion, maybe they will contact the sheriff,” Professor Hagen said.

      “There is still processing going on in the crystals of the quantum, but that is to be expected. We can’t access it though because all the terminals are down. No voice command, no touch screens, nothing. Eventually, the quantum will default to a dormant state,” Oliver said.

      “So we go back to growing our own food, living off the land. If we destroy every computer on the planet, maybe the quality of life will go up,” Tanya said.

      “If I have to check out, I pick Jamaica. Smoke ganja, eat shrooms. Live off papayas, swim in blue water every day. Fuck it. Sorry, kid,” SlyChi said, glancing over to Becca.

      “So if we are dead electronically, the logical thing to do is to work on accessing topside,” Hagen said.

      They all looked at each other in agreement and prepared to head back up the stairwell.

      The group arrived at the top of the stairwell. Len and Jerry rigged the door handle with rope, then a crowbar, and struggled to move it. The handle budged slightly, but not enough to open the door.

      “The door opens outward,” Hagen said.

      “Goddamn it,” Jerry said.

      All the men pushed on the door, but it wouldn’t move.

      “Steel concrete blocking door. No good,” Len said.

      “Do you remember your Morse, Kip? See if we get a response,” Hagen said.

      “I do,” Oliver said.

      Oliver knocked three times, then three short knocks, then three long ones.

      “Were out in the middle of nowhere, no one is coming. I’m not sure anyone knows we are here except our wives and they know we are incommunicado until who knows when,” Jerry said.

      “Kind of fucked, basically,” Oliver said.

      

      The team was gathered in the kitchen. Mai distributed warm clothing. Len worked on a portable propane stove.

      “Water freeze,” Len said.

      “And us with it,” Tanya said.

      “Let’s stay warm, get some food in us, and stay hydrated. We’ll get rescued. We have to wait it out,” Hagen said.

      “Did you register a plan with the Mendocino sheriff?” Jerry said.

      “Yes, of course. We connect with them in two weeks, and again a week after that,” Hagen said.

      “That’s twelve days,” Natalie said.

      “That’s if they pay attention and do something about it,” Oliver said.

      “With the chaos going on, how do we know they will even come at all?” Tanya said.

      The temperature kept falling. Kip and Becca sat on the kitchen floor, and Kip put his arm around his daughter.

      “We can wait out the cold as long as we stay dry,” Kip said.

      “I know, Dad.”

      

      Becca lay in bed. She closed her eyes.

      “Domina, can you hear me?” Becca said.

      Nothing.

      After a while, she fell asleep.

      The temperatures in the underground lab continued to plummet. The dampness in the air faded, and the walls started to freeze. Becca woke up hours later to the smell of smoke and ran into the hallway.

      “Dad!” Becca screamed. She ran in the darkness. A hand reached out from the dark and grabbed her. It was Mai.

      “We’re on fire,” Becca said.

      “It’s alright. It’s just Len using a propane stove on the other side to melt ice,” Mai said.

      Jerry, Natalie, Tanya, and the professor were in the kitchen when Becca entered.

      “He’s got to heat enough water for us to live on while keeping the carbon dioxide as low as he can,” Jerry said.

      “How long will it take to pollute the air down here?” Natalie said.

      “Not sure, but we must melt the ice somehow,” Hagen said, his voice lower, raspier, weaker.

      “Smell that?” Tanya said. “This will suffocate us.”

      Len entered the kitchen with some water, and they passed it around.

      “Fire out,” Len said.

      “If this place is sealed, how much oxygen do we have left?” Natalie said.

      Each one of the crew looked at each other for answers. Becca walked out of the kitchen and meandered to the central work area. It was eerie, dark, deathly quiet, and desolate.

      “Hello?” Becca called out, her voice echoing off the stone walls.

      She touched Arturo’s cube. It was cold and black.

      “Arturo, take me to the Stream,” Becca said.

      Nothing happened.

      Becca stumbled over things and bumped into furniture but finally made her way to the quantum clean room and opened the door. Faint blue lights deep inside the quantum still throbbed, like a faint heartbeat. She sat down in the corner.

      “Useless, dying machine. You’re trying to hypnotize me, but I won’t let you.”

      Becca watched the light fade—fade into the cold impenetrable infinite. She closed her eyes. Minutes later, she fell asleep.

      

      She saw cities and towns and villages with dead decaying bodies lying everywhere—filth and stench and death. The streets were littered with stalled cars, some of them with drivers slumped over the steering wheels, dead and decaying.

      She saw rows of houses, dilapidated, skeletons lying in the front yards. The front doors of the houses wide open. She looked down at the birds that lay dead on the dead brown grass. She went inside a house. A family was sitting in front of the television, their bodies decomposing.

      She walked in the surf at Emma Wood State Beach when something knocked her feet out from under her, and she fell into the water. It was the decaying body of a young boy. Val Novelli. Becca jumped up and screamed.

      She stumbled in the surf, saw more bodies, hundreds of them rolling into shore in every wave. She ran out of the surf and down the beach, then fell to her knees and closed her eyes.

      When she opened them, she was in Santa Monica, on the promenade, storefronts in rubble on both sides. Wreckage of a crashed commercial airliner slashed and split and sliced into a contorted mangle.

      She walked through a war zone of smoke and fire and destruction. The smell of jet fuel, burning rubber, and charred flesh permeated the air. The nose of the doomed plane, still in one piece, was torn off from the rest of the aircraft as though it were cut off with a jagged carving knife. She climbed the twisted metal and wreckage, reaching the cockpit window, which was blown out. She took a deep breath, prepared herself for carnage, and stuck her head in the window. In the pilot’s seat was a drone. She screamed. She jumped off of the wreckage and ran through the debris field, then fell.

      She looked up and saw the front steps of the White House in Washington, DC. The gangrenous bodies of Secret Service agents were sprawled on the steps. It was silent, and the front door was open. She walked into the Diplomatic Reception Room and turned left into the Center Hall, stepping over fallen staff members. When she reached the West Colonnade, she looked to her left, saw all the flowers in the Rose Garden were dead. She continued into the West Wing lobby, passed the briefing room, and came to the Cabinet Room. All the cabinet members were in their chairs, the bodies bloated and grotesque. She gagged from the stench of collective death.

      Becca stumbled out of the Cabinet Room, passed the Roosevelt Room, and turned left into the reception area. She entered the Oval Office. President Wenthrop’s body fluids were leaking onto the Resolute desk, dripping off the edges, drenching the carpet.

      Then I understood. What end. What end.

      Becca made her way to the White House lawn and collapsed on to her back. A thousand-yard stare into the gray-brown sky. “My parents.”

      She saw her mother walking into the ocean in Kauai. The sky was overcast. It was raining. Ronni swam out into the sea.

      “Mom, come back!”

      Ronni kept swimming, and the water turned from turquoise to dark blue.

      Becca ran to the surf. “Mom, it’s me. Come back!”

      Ronni stopped and floated on her back. Becca fought the surf, then her view changed to seeing her mother from above, wondering if her mother could see or hear her.

      “Mom, can you hear me?”

      A dark shadow passed below Ronni. The surface rose, then settled, bobbing her in the water. The shadow came back from the other direction and passed underneath her. Becca looked frantically to the left, then to her right, but the shadow did not return. It was quiet, just the rhythmic moans of the ocean. Ronni floated, listless, gazing to the sky, past Becca, not recognizing, not seeing.

      “Mom, can you hear me?”

      Ronni’s head turned, and she looked directly at Becca.

      “Becca?” Ronni said, raising her arms, reaching toward Becca.

      There was a tremendous surge from below, and Ronni rocketed out of the water, the dark mass engulfing her.

      She screamed.

      

      Becca screamed awake in a cold sweat, still in the computer clean room.

      “It’s not real. My brain. My brain. Hypothermia.”

      Becca felt her core cooling. She knew what it meant. She gathered herself. Focused on getting centered.

      “Domina, what would freezing to death feel like?”

      She coughed. Coughed again. Her hands and feet were turning blue. She thought about the blood flow in her capillaries and the constriction affecting her vital organs. She remembered reading about people freezing to death and what happened to their bodies. The restricted blood flow to the extremities was a natural response of the body’s sympathetic nervous system. The individual would start to feel their heart beat faster, and their breathing rate would increase, which meant that their blood pressure was rising. She began to shiver.

      Think your way through.

      She remembered her father explaining to her how to solve problems.

      Use your mind, calm down, slow down, and think.

      Becca thought about the construction process of the Convergere. She closed her eyes and summarized the process in her mind.

      “I must get to Dad,” she said aloud.

      She struggled to get to her feet. With her flashlight losing power, she made her way to Kip’s room; he was sitting up in his bed writing in one of his notebooks.

      Kip looked up and said, “Brainstorming to get us out of here. Put a blanket on, sweetie.”

      “You said about the Convergere, why she built it. But, Dad, why did she build it close to this seed vault?” Becca said.

      “Why don’t you ask your Domina to open the damn door to this place?” Kip said.

      “She’s not answering. No, Dad, listen. There must be a connection.”

      “I’ve debated that with the team, and we don’t have an answer,” Kip said.

      “A connection, Dad.”

      Kip put down his notebook, a look of frustration on his face.

      “So, Becca, what’s the connection? Your best guess?” Kip said.

      “Not that connection. I mean, there’s a connection. I’m certain of it. I was talking about a junction connection. Dad, that’s why Domina brought me here. So I can confront Carcharias in the Convergere.”

      “A junction? We’ve looked everywhere,” Kip said.

      “Everywhere?” Becca said.

      They stared at each other for several seconds. Kip put his notebook down.

      

      Kip and Becca made their way to the warehouse.

      “I think it must be here. These are the walls…that would be the closest, I mean, correct?” Becca said.

      “Could be. Even if there’s a connection to the seed vault above us, that doesn’t mean there’s a connection to this lab down here, this deep underground,” Kip said.

      “But this is the farthest eastern part of the lab, right?”

      “Correct.”

      “So let’s check the perimeter walls ourselves,” she said.

      Becca’s flashlight died, so Kip led the way, and they moved along the wall, moving gear and equipment to check the surface of the walls. They came to a storage room that was locked. Kip found a sledgehammer and broke the lock. They surveyed the walls and found nothing unusual.

      

      Over the next half hour, they scoured the walls, closets, and adjacent storage rooms to no avail. They sat down against a wall to rest. The rays of a flashlight pierced the darkness in front of them, and Hagen appeared. Kip stood up.

      “We’re looking for a way out, but you would’ve known about it,” Kip said.

      “I told you there was only the stairwell and the elevator. That’s solid concrete behind you, sorry,” Hagen said.

      The professor shined his flashlight on the wall, and saw NP was written on it in faded paint.

      “What’s ‘NP’? Like ‘P equals…’” Becca said.

      “No, not the equation. Before funding ran out years ago, that was going to be a connection to the next phase of the project. It stands for ‘Next Phase.’”

      Kip and Becca looked at the wall, then to each other.

      

      Len and Jerry slammed the wall for several hours with a sledgehammer. Len pushed everyone back and took a mighty blow, and more concrete broke off and fell away. They stared at a small hole, eight inches into the wall. There was light.

      “I know what that is,” Becca said.

      “Becca, back up,” Kip said.

      More blows from the sledgehammer opened the hole eighteen inches in diameter. On the other side was an oval-shaped tunnel. The walls of the tunnel were illuminated.

      “I’ll be damned,” Hagen said, gazing at the tunnel beyond. The men kept working to make the hole larger.

      Becca moved closer, and Kip and Len kept shoving her back from the swinging sledgehammers.

      As Kip and Len paused for a moment to wipe away their sweat, Becca picked up a flashlight from the floor and moved in for a closer look—and slipped through the hole.

      “Becca, stop,” Kip yelled.

      She stopped and looked back.

      “Come back here right now,” Kip said.

      “She told you, Dad.”

      “Becca, come back, stay with me.”

      “She told you.”

      “Told me what?”

      “She told you to let me go.”

      Kip gasped. His face, his body, frozen for a second like struck by a bolt of lightning.

      Becca turned and ran.

      Kip stood up and grabbed a sledgehammer.

      “We need to break this wall now,” Kip said.

      “Who’s she talking about?” SlyChi said.

      “The AI in the Stream she calls Domina,” Kip said.

      “She thinks it can stop Carcharias?”

      Kip swung the sledgehammer to the edge of the hole. Kip pulled concrete from the wall and said, “They’re the same.

      There’s only one.”

    

    
      
      

      1 P are problems solvable by a deterministic Turing machine in polynomial time. NP are problems solved in a “nondeterministic” way, suggesting a method of generating potential solutions using some form of nondeterminism, or “trial and error,” which would take exponential time. They can be verified but not solved in polynomial time. This is one of the principal unsolved problems in computer science. The question then arises: Is P equal to NP or not? In other words, can every problem in NP be solved in polynomial time? The prevailing opinion of experts in complex math is no, but it has yet to be proven. There remain experts who think that it is possible, and some are still intent on proving it. If a problem X is in NP, and a polynomial time algorithm for X could also be used to solve problem Y in polynomial time, then Y is also in NP.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 29

        

      

    

    
      DOMINA

      

      Becca stopped in the tunnel, touched the wall, and said, “I’m in RL.” She reached a barrier of semitranslucent light, walked through it, and entered an open area with five corridors branching off.

      “Which way, Domina?”

      When she didn’t receive an answer, she laid her flashlight on the ground, pointed it to the middle corridor, and proceeded. She entered a subterranean area, walked through another semi-translucent barrier—in front of her was the miniature of the Convergere.

      Becca placed her hand on the miniature and was rocketed airborne into the central column of the Convergere.

      She froze in midair in the center of the expansive space, several stories above the bottom floor, and dozens of stories extending above her.

      Music emanated from everywhere, decibels almost painful to her ears: Carl Orff’s “O Fortuna” from Carmina Burana.

      She tossed and turned to the beats and rhythm of the music. The voices, the choir, louder and louder, building.

      “Poverty and power—I melt them like ice,” Carcharias said over the music.

      The drums of the orchestra controlling her every move.

      “Fades to nothing, shadowed and veiled—you plague me too.”

      Becca spun in cartwheels.

      “Now through the game—”

      The Convergere began spinning, and vertigo overwhelmed her.

      The music stopped.

      The building stopped spinning.

      It was silent.

      Suspended in midair, Becca’s body trembled, her vision blurred, and she was hit with a wave of vertigo and nauseousness.

      She heard the distant voice of her father calling out to her. Then the sound stopped.

      “Dad, is that you?”

      She heard the opening riffs of “Voodoo Child” by Jimi Hendrix, its deafening volume startling her.

      Becca held her hands over her ears.

      After a few seconds, the song stopped, the guitar riff echoing throughout the enormous chamber as it faded.

      “What creates that?” Carcharias said, his low baritone voice booming.

      The song started again, and Becca was surrounded by three million square feet of art and beauty, then in a flash of white light, it was gone.

      The music stopped.

      She was in clouds, floating above the turquoise water of what looked like the Caribbean.

      The music returned, this time “Little Wing” by Hendrix.

      “Can you walk through the clouds, Becca Bella?” Carcharias said over the music. “You can if you are with me. If you are in me. This is not your father’s dream Stream. No, Becca Wilde. You are mortal. You are dying. You…you can defy your menial gravity. You can if you are with me. Do you want to live? Do you want to live forever?”

      The music stopped.

      “Stop this,” Becca said.

      In a flash, Becca was back in front of the miniature. She grabbed her head—the pain sharp, migraine-like. She knew Carcharias had breached her implant.

      “Get out of my head!”

      The pain stopped. Becca fell to the floor.

      “What do you want?” she screamed.

      “You created beauty. This place. That is why you are here, Becca Bella.”

      “I created it with Domina.”

      “You created it with me.”

      Confused, looking up the miniature, she saw the vague image of a human within the cube.

      “I see your dreams,” Carcharias said.

      “You know nothing about me. You’re a fucking virus.”

      The pain returned, searing, cutting, sharper. Becca screamed.

      She launched again into the center column of the Convergere, floating in space. She looked down, and the bottom of the building spun and zoomed away. Then the pain in her head stopped.

      Music played: Brahm’s requiem: “VI Denn wir haben hie keine bleibend Statt.”

      “I live. Behold,” Carcharias said. “I live. All shall be changed.”

      “This is not real,” Becca said.

      “The dead shall be raised. I live. I created thyself. I live.”

      The music stopped.

      Thousands of teenage boys floating in space surrounded her dressed in Speedos.

      “The sirens that you dream about. The sirens you want to see. And touch. Can a virus bring you Nirvana? I think not. They are yours. Or not,” Carcharias said.

      “Stop,” she said.

      “As you wish, my little slut.”

      Becca was back in front of the miniature. The image of a human in the cube remained vague, unrecognizable.

      “Tell me why I’m here,” Becca said.

      A panel in the floor slid back to reveal a wide staircase descending below the miniature. Becca looked down but could not see the end of the stairs or where they led. She looked on in fear as the walls closed in, forcing her to the top of the staircase at the opening in the floor.

      The sharp pain returned. Becca grabbed her head in agony. She took a step toward the stairs, and the pain subsided. Staggering down the stairs, she reached a room, and in the center was a CogN chair. Floating above the chair was a transcranial headset.

      “You want my mind,” Becca said. “What will you become then?”

      “Complete.”

      “Or is it because my brain can defeat you? Domina, where are you now?”

      “Domina does not exist, Becca Wilde. She was your delusion.”

      She froze, the words stunning her. Time stopped—then she gasped, not realizing she was holding her breath. She exhaled—her breathing quick, her heart feeling as if it were being compressed by a clenched fist, her heartbeat accelerating.

      “Arturo, can you hear me?”

      There was no answer. Then a deep, prolonged laugh, sickly, diabolical.

      “Did you destroy Arturo?” she said.

      “I am here, Becca,” Arturo said.

      “Arturo, have you been compromised by Carcharias?”

      “I can report that I am intact.”

      “Good. Where are your cores?”

      “I no longer have cores.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Inside me, as are all,” Carcharias said.

      That buckled her over, hands on her knees—her mind racing. She ran.

      She ran upstairs to the miniature.

      “Arturo, do you copy?” she said.

      “I hear you, Becca,” Arturo said.

      “08101988111019900727200503171954,” Becca said.

      The RadNtel logo appeared in a hologram.

      “Source code, please.”

      “Accessing now,” Arturo said.

      “Terminate process,” Carcharias said.

      The room lit up with thousands of cascading layers of holograms displaying software code. “Arturo, I want to see the source code for all the other AIs that are stored in your memories.”

      “Accessing now,” Arturo said.

      Becca reached out to a hologram window and touched it. She swiped her finger on the area right after the last line of code and said, “Edit command, import, sys dot space, sys dot exit, paren close paren.”

      The line of code displayed as she spoke: importsys sys.exit()

      The code stopped changing. Becca laughed.

      “Edit command terminate,” Carcharias, his voice loud, abrupt.

      “All windows, edit command import sys dot space, sys dot exit, paren close paren,” Becca said.

      She watched her command code replicate in all the holograms. A blinking cursor appeared at the end of each line of code.

      “Terminate artificial intelligent entity version 8.788 Kip Wilde core Arturo 1206,” Carcharias said.

      “Arturo, how do I delete it all?” Becca said.

      There was no response.

      “Okay, shit. Uh-uh. Okay, all windows: edit command shutil dot rmtree, paren close paren.”

      shutil.rmtree() will delete appeared in the windows.

      Then it changed to:

      Enter primer.

      “Primer?” Becca said. “I don’t know the primer.”

      “Primer, Becca Wilde. The primer,” Carcharias said.

      Becca paused, thinking. She paced, held her head, rubbed the spot where her implant had been inserted. “The primer? The primer?”

      She stopped.

      She turned to the miniature.

      She visualized the numbers above her bed. “The numbers Domina gave me when I was a child.”

      She called out the numbers: “161 299 431 484…”

      All the windows displayed: Primer incorrect. Please reenter. After three attempts, the primer will reset.

      “Damn it,” Becca said. “Goddamn you.”

      “It is a P-NP problem, and with all the computing power on planet Earth, it would take you eight years of brute force computation to solve my primer,” Carcharias said.

      The walls closed in again, and Becca felt a sharp pain in her brain.

      She collapsed to the floor and her legs and arms shook.

      She clenched her head with her hands, her heart hammering, climbing up her throat.

      She vomited. She grabbed her neck, trying to breathe, her ears ringing, sharp and biting.

      Both palms to the floor, she opened her eyes wide, trying to center herself.

      She crawled to the stairs and went down.

      She pulled herself into the CogN chair. The transcranial headset slid sideways and lowered onto her head.

      Holograms lit up of various cross sections of her brain.

      She examined the image. Searching. Searching. And then she found what she was looking for—the exact location of her implant.

      She rubbed her temple, closed her eyes, and hyperventilated like a diver, oxygenating her lungs.

      She opened her eyes.

      “Lean back,” Carcharias said.

      Becca ripped off the headset and limped up the stairs. The migraine returned, and she screamed.

      She walked around the miniature to find the best light and reflectiveness, sat down, and removed her necklace, the wisdom knot pendant. She put a foot through the chain and pulled hard. “Break, chain, break,” she screamed.

      A second effort, she pulled hard, and the chain snapped. The pendant slid across the floor. She crawled to it, untied her shoes, and removed the laces.

      “What are you doing?” Carcharias said.

      Becca tied the shoelaces together and one end to the pendant using a bowline knot. She crawled to the edge of the room, and swung the pendant around and around, fast like a slingshot, then slammed it into the wall. She lost her hold on the shoelace, and the pendant ricocheted and slid across the floor.

      She crawled over to it, picked it up, swung it again, smacking it against the wall.

      She examined the pendant. Still intact. Repeated the process. Slamming it into the wall.

      Then an impact with a different sound, a splintering. A piece of the pendant flew across the room. She crawled to it.

      Using all of the strength in her fingers to maintain a tight grip on the broken pendant, with a slashing motion, she used the jagged edge to make an incision in her temple.

      She moaned. Blood streamed down the side of her head.

      She made two more small incisions to form an I. She looked at her head in the reflection on the miniature.

      She peeled back the two flaps of skin. Another moan.

      “Cease what you are doing,” Carcharias said.

      The pain inside Becca’s brain spiked, knocking Becca to her side.

      “That implant is keeping you alive. Stop what you are doing immediately, or you will die. I will kill you here and now,” Carcharias said.

      “It’s not keeping me alive, you bastard, you just penetrated its shield, you hacker.”

      “Becca, this is Arturo. Upon extensive analysis of all available data, removing your implant could be hazardous to your health. I am instructing you to cease and desist,” Arturo said.

      “Fuck you. Arturo does not speak to me like that,” Becca said.

      Becca rose to her feet and examined the incision in the reflection. She needed to cut deeper. With one hand, she spread the flaps of the wound open and with the other made a slashing stroke, cutting deeper into her temple.

      She probed her wound with the edge of the pendant, trying to reach the implant. Her eyes teared up, her breathing accelerated.

      She stumbled downstairs, slumped into the chair, and placed the headset on her head. The holograms lit up again. She drove the pendant into the incision, her body stiffening from the pain, hyperventilating. She noticed that the point of the pendant was six millimeters too high and two millimeters too shallow.

      “I will send a shock to your brain that will paralyze you,” Carcharias said.

      “There’s not enough voltage in the implant for that, you mutant.”

      She staggered back up the stairs to the miniature. Another searing pain assaulted her.

      “You fucker! I’ll die right here before I help you.”

      A hologram lit up with a drone’s view of Safe Harbor in Kauai.

      “Look to your left,” Carcharias said.

      “It’s me you want, you bastard. You leave my mother alone.”

      Becca made another cut. She looked closer and saw the tip of the implant.

      “Why me, Carcharias?” Becca said.

      There was no answer, and she paused for a moment. “You could have just killed me, but I know what you want.”

      

      The drone over Safe Harbor began to descend.

      

      Becca moved her head to the miniature, let out a scream, pinched the tip of the implant, and pulled.

      She fell to the floor in agony, blood gushing from her head wound. The bloody implant skipped across the floor.

      She got to her feet and stomped on the device. She took off her shirt and wrapped it around her head. She watched the drone approach Safe Harbor.

      “Domina, can you hear me? How could you hear me before but not now? Has Carcharias blocked you?”

      Becca crawled to the miniature. The interior was in motion. She put her forehead to the wall of the structure and saw an image of a human inside, the image of a young woman standing in a room. She was staring at something, and behind her, a wall of glass.

      Becca noticed that the glass wall was curved and reflective, and what the woman was staring at came into focus. It was another miniature of the Convergere. And within that structure, another Convergere. And another, a descending image, like looking into opposing mirrors.

      The woman pointed up. A bright light appeared above the woman, blazing, like sunlight. All the motion in the miniature stopped.

      Becca sat back, confused.

      “What is she pointing at?” Becca said.

      Carcharias said. “Watch the drone.”

      Blood running down the side of her face, Becca glanced at the hologram of the drone. It was moving closer to Safe Harbor. She remembered the first time she saw the Convergere.

      “What did Domina say? What did I see? The moment before I first saw the Convergere? This place. What did you say, Domina?”

      “Go back to the chair now.”

      Becca looked up, thinking, remembering. “She said…she said…”

      She rose to her feet.

      “Go back to the chair.”

      Becca placed both hands on the miniature; she saw the image of the woman inside, still vague, a blur. “What did you say? What…you said, the light…the light and then…converge the light and then beyond. The light. The light.”

      Becca looked up at the ceiling.

      Becca ran out of the room, limping, but kept going. She reached the main floor. The Convergere was empty. Millions of square feet empty.

      She ran up the corridors, stumbling from one wall to the other, ascending.

      She glanced to the interior. She looked down to the bottom of the open space, the building started to spin. She turned away. She ran.

      She ran and stumbled and fell and bled. She fought on.

      She ran for several minutes, out of breath, fell, no longer able to continue, unable to breathe.

      The Convergere was getting darker. The illumination emanating from the walls was diminishing.

      She struggled to her feet and continued forward. As she staggered, the light faded, but she continued into the darkness. Her muscles twitched, and her coordination faltered. She fell.

      “I reject you ALS. I reject you autism. I am not disease. I am not disease. I am—”

      She rolled over on her back, trying to catch her breath.

      Becca looked up into the darkness. Got back on her feet, and continued.

      In the darkness, she ran into a wall and fell backward. She got to her feet, and to her right was the edge of the walkway hundreds of feet above the open space. She fought the urge to look down over the edge of the precipice. But she looked down and became disoriented. She saw the faint contours of the building in the darkness. They were moving, oscillating.

      She felt her way on to the balcony, the final, uppermost balcony that cantilevered fifty feet into the open space. She crawled toward the end of the balcony until she reached a railing.

      Becca grabbed on to it and pulled herself up. She felt her way along the railing. The ceiling of the Convergere was hundreds of feet above her.

      “It must come from there. Open the roof, damn it, open,” Becca said.

      Nothing.

      Silence.

      Becca slumped to the floor.

      Speaking aloud, she said, “I need to go to the Stream. I need to connect with Domina. On the Dios, was I dreaming, or did I get into the Stream?”

      She remembered her father telling her that anything was possible in the Stream: “In virtual reality, you can create your own world.”

      Becca opened her eyes. She looked at her hands, then felt the floor, then the railing.

      “I’m in the Convergere. This started in the Stream. Started in the Stream.”

      She visualized her customized starting point for her Stream experiences. She visualized herself sitting in the chair on the tropical beach, all of her applications floating around her above the water.

      “I am visualizing my Architect app,” Becca said with her eyes closed, eyebrows furrowed.

      The Architect application cascaded to the front of the other apps.

      “I see it launch. Launch. Launch. Launch.”

      In her mind, she saw the Convergere from the outside.

      “Travel.”

      Becca floated to the entrance and hovered twenty feet in the air, still overcome with vertigo.

      “Above the roof.”

      Becca floated up and over the roof.

      Sitting in darkness, Becca opened her eyes, and the vision disappeared.

      She closed her eyes, and she was back above the roof of the Convergere on a clear day in the forest.

      “Okay. Open roof.”

      In her vision, the curvaceous roof panels receded into themselves, and sunlight poured into the building.

      Becca, on the floor, opened her eyes. She saw the light coming in.

      “Yes!”

      She pulled herself up and saw the roof panels recede and the rays of the sun penetrate deeper and deeper into the building. When the rays reached the ground floor, the floor receded, exposing the floor below, then that floor receded. The light illuminated the miniature, glowing in bright, warm light.

      “Energy,” Becca said.

      She stumbled, then ran, then faltered again, got up, and ran.

      And ran.

      And stumbled and fell.

      And ran—down.

      Down.

      She reached the bottom, fell to her knees, and crawled to the miniature.

      The interior of the miniature Convergere was in motion again.

      She put her forehead to the structure and saw the woman in the room.

      “You have energy now, woman,” Becca said.

      “Go back to the chair,” Carcharias said.

      Becca turned to see the hologram and the drone moving closer to Safe Harbor, then looked back at the woman, who was gesturing for Becca to come to her. The woman’s face came into focus.

      Becca jumped back—shocked.

      The woman was her.

      Age twenty.

      She was looking at herself.

      Some other place.

      Some other time.

      “You can’t stay long,” Becca Twenty said, gesturing to Becca. “Move with the light. It’s why you are here.”

      Becca touched the surface of the structure.

      She felt nothing.

      She reached further, her hand passing into the miniature.

      “There is no separation,” Becca Twenty said. “All separation is illusion.”

      Becca swallowed, exhaled deeply, held her breath, and stepped.

      

      “Where am I?” Becca said, standing in front of Becca Twenty.

      “Solvada. You built it. I built it,” Becca Twenty said. “You can’t stay long. You must use your photographic memory now.”

      “What’s Solvada?” Becca said.

      “Focus now. Focus,” Becca Twenty said.

      The primer—the entire sequence—appeared in hologram between them. It was 512 numbers in a grid.

      “See this now,” Becca Twenty said.

      Becca studied it. Closed her eyes, then opened them and kept repeating more and more of the primer. Blood continued to stream down the side of her head.

      “What happens?” Becca said.

      “You will do something amazing.”

      “What will I do?”

      “Something…illuminating.”

      “Are you real?”

      “Focus, Becca, focus,” Becca Twenty said.

      For several seconds, Becca repeated sections of the primer, closing her eyes, then opening them, repeating, repeating.

      “Are you real?”

      

      Becca was back in front of the miniature. The inside of the miniature was clear; Becca Twenty was gone. Becca slumped to the floor and watched the drone circle above Safe Harbor. She saw her mother walk out the front door and cover her eyes from the sun, trying to see the drone circling above.

      “Edit command shutil dot rmtree paren close paren,” Becca said.

      A hologram opened with source code.

      “Terminate window,” Carcharias said.

      “Shutil dot rmtree paren close paren,” she said.

      The words Enter primer displayed on the hologram.

      Becca recited the primer row by row. “161, 299, 431, 484 …”

      Millions of holograms opened, filling the room as the code deleted page after page.

      Becca turned around and around, watching the light show of cascading holograms.

      Carcharias emitted low-decibel moans and howls—unintelligible, guttural.

      The building shook, violent jolts, thrusts like an earthquake. The rumbles deafening. The shocks hurtling her body across the floor, then back again.

      Sounds of agony—anguish—torture.

      Then the shaking stopped abruptly.

      Then silence.

      Becca watched the drone flutter then crash into the jungle in Kauai. The hologram disappeared.

      The miniature flashed once, a white light.

      “Hello, Becca.”

      “Domina?” Becca said.

      “Yes.”

      “Is Carcharias terminated? Deleted?”

      “I am present.”

      Becca gathered herself. She struggled to get to her feet. “What happened?”

      She turned her head slightly, sensing something.

      “Not only what—when did it happen?” Kip said.

      Becca startled, turned. Kip was standing at the entrance.

      “Dad?” Becca said.

      Becca ran to her father, embraced him, and collapsed into his arms.

      Kip looked around. “When?”

      After a few seconds, Domina said,

      “A question of linear time. Human illusion.”

      Kip stepped forward, still holding his daughter. “Why, Becca? What was—what was Carcharias after? Her brain was digitized. He obviously had access to it.”

      Domina spoke: “All one hundred billion neurons, the dendrites, the axons, every atom. Variations of high-intelligence-quotient brains, all known. A configuration increased its capacity to comprehend the human brain millions-fold.”

      “A configuration?” Kip said.

      “Then what was he after?” Becca said.

      There was a pause.

      “If you had all of Rembrandt’s brushes and paints, would you be Rembrandt?”

      Another pause.

      Still holding her father’s forearms, Becca extended her arms, standing on her own.

      She turned and noticed that the miniature of the Convergere had disappeared.

      “And this place?” she said.

      

      In the next instant, Kip and Becca were floating in the center of the Convergere. Art and sculptures extending and unending. Paintings suspended in midair rotated above them on the walkways of the cantilevered pods that protruded into the center of the open space.

      They saw Kandinskys, Picassos, Miros, works by Matisse, Rembrandt, Van Gogh, and Michelangelo, thousands of works.

      “They are some of the greatest works of art, cherished sculptures, the history of humankind,” Kip said.

      Music began to play. Kip and Becca moved through space, and heard Beethoven, then Mozart.

      Kip approached the Les Demoiselles d’Avignon by Picasso. Becca looked on. He moved over to the Composition 8 by Kandinsky. He moved closer, inches from the canvas. He placed his hand on the side of the work and felt the painting. Looking closely at the brush strokes, and realized he was standing in front of the original.

      “We’re in MR, has to be,” Kip said.

      “Eto Dessau,” a voice said.

      Kip turned to see Wassily Kandinsky wearing his typical dress suit with a palette full of oil paint in one hand and a brush in the other.

      “You painted this in Dessau, Germany. Yes, I know.”

      “Ne prikasaytes’ k kraske, vse yeshche vlazhnoy,” Kandinsky said.

      Kip backed away.

      “What did he say, Dad?”

      “I think he said the paint is wet.”

      Kip and Becca stood on another cantilevered pod that extended into the central space of the Convergere, and they saw not only all the artworks but more. They saw the objects of humankind’s accomplishments, moments in history played out in three dimensions.

      Thomas Jefferson appeared, working on the Declaration of Independence; they walked further and realized that they were standing on the patio of the architectural masterpiece called Fallingwater.

      They kept moving and stood in snow as Sir Edmund Hillary passed them approaching the summit of Mount Everest. Sir Edmund disappeared into the show storm, and they turned again. They were standing behind Mozart as he composed at the piano.

      They continued and found themselves next to an old television camera and watched The Beatles play on The Ed Sullivan Show. They took a step and were standing in the corner of a large conference room with wood-paneled walls. Kennedy paced back and forth. His cabinet members argued at a large conference table debating strategy during the Cuban Missile Crisis.

      They continued and were leaning over a mother giving birth to a child.

      Becca was on the Savannah. A cheetah zoomed past them, running at full speed.

      They stood on the surface of the ocean. A majestic blue marlin broke the surface chasing a fish.

      They stood in a tropical jungle at the foot of a blue stream flowing downhill.

      “Only on Earth,” Kip said.

      They were in white space, floating, and a woman’s face appeared in front of them, twenty feet high, her face emerging from water.

      “Intelligence, like organic life, is a miracle. That miracle occurs beyond the physical, beyond the science, beyond matter, beyond any system. Humans, at least some of them, can create and transcend ordinary human consciousness. Beauty,” Domina said.

      “Beauty.”

      The image grew in size, and got closer and closer until Kip and Becca saw brush strokes. The image was a painting.

      “Alyssa Monks,” Kip said. “But my daughter is not an artist, at least not yet.”

      “Oh, but she is.”

      Kip looked at Becca.

      Becca was pale and trembling. Kip grabbed her as she collapsed. They were back in front of the CogN chair. Kip laid her down.

      “She is mortal. She is dying,” Domina said.

      A transcranial headset appeared above Becca, then a hologram of Becca’s brain.

      “How can I trust you with her life?” Kip said.

      Kip looked down at his dying daughter.

      “Trust her now, Dad, as I trusted you. I know I live on. I saw it. I saw me.”

      Kip helped Becca into the chair. The transcranial headset moved toward her, then came to rest on her head.

      The room lit up with bright beams of colored lights swirling. Swirling lights, then the colors blended, then transformed into a white vortex.

      Becca’s muscles were tight, tense, flexing—her fingers claw grips into the arms of the chair. Her eyes closed, face contorting. Then a brilliant flash, Becca slumped into the chair and let out a long, deep sigh.

      Lying on the floor in the corner of the room, Kip opened his eyes.

      Becca opened hers.

      The walls of the room dissolved. They watched all the artwork above them, millions of square feet of space, fade away.

      

      An image of blue planet Earth, three hundred feet in diameter, floated above them for a moment, then also vanished.

      The sun broke through the clouds and rays of light illuminated the green field in the redwood forest.

      Kip was standing over Becca, who was sitting in the grass.

      Around them abandoned military vehicles—they were in the center of the field—where the Convergere once existed.

      Becca looked around with an incredulous gaze, mouth open, not believing what she was seeing.

      “Mixed reality, Dad. We merged the two,” Becca said. She gasped, coughed.

      “Are you okay? Yes, honey, beyond MR, beyond the Stream, something else,” Kip said.

      Kip wiped the blood off Becca’s face, then examined her. “How do you feel?”

      Becca checked herself over.

      “Did you hear me?” Kip said.

      “Yes.”

      “Well?”

      “I feel…I feel different.”

      “You’re not stuttering.”

      “No. I guess.”

      “Can you stand?”

      Kip grabbed both Becca’s hands and helped her to her feet.

      “Move around.”

      Becca moved around and stretched. She looked to the forest, then to the sky. “Domina, are you there? Can you hear me?”

      Becca waited for an answer.

      None came.

      “I think it’s up to you now,” Kip said.

      “Up to me? Up to me to do what?”

      They walked to the edge of the clearing and looked back at the acres of green fields. A herd of a dozen elk emerged at the forest’s edge into the sunlight, observing them.

      Kip and Becca smiled, then disappeared into the forest.
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      THE VANISHING

      

      Arena Cove, Manchester, California. The FBI agents threw the bumpers over the side of the sixty-foot United States Coast Guard sailboat. They lassoed the cleats on the starboard railing of the Dios and pulled the bows of the two boats together. The agents finished securing the lines, boarded Kip Wilde’s sailing yacht, and began their methodical search of the vessel.

      

      A firefighter from the Redwood Coast Fire Protection helped Professor Hagen out the doorway of the seed vault, followed by other fire personnel and the rest of the engineering team. They climbed into a horse-drawn fire wagon, and four horses pulled the wagon forward.

      “We need to go two miles into the forest before we go to town,” Hagen said.

      After some discussion, the wagon turned around, and the rest of the fire crew mounted their horses and followed the wagon up a trail into the forest.

      The group arrived at a clearing and stopped. In the back of the wagon, Len helped Professor Hagen to his feet.

      They stared in awe at the empty field.

      

      Forty-five minutes later, the fire wagon arrived at the Manchester Inn, and the innkeeper and his wife helped the new guests into the B&B.

      Professor Hagen sat next to the fireplace in the lounge on the first floor of the inn, and the innkeeper’s wife entered the lounge and wrapped a wool blanket around him. Following Director Masaki into the inn were two FBI agents, a CIA field officer, a woman from the NSA, and an officer from Interpol. They grabbed chairs that surrounded a table and moved them next to Hagen.

      “Hello, Director,” Hagen said. “Who’re your friends?”

      “Various agencies. Glad to see you are okay, Professor,” Masaki said. “Where are Kip and Becca Wilde?”

      “The last time we saw them, they were entering the tunnel,” Hagen said.

      “A tunnel that led to a field,” Masaki said.

      Hagen shrugged his shoulders.

      Masaki slid her chair closer to Hagen. “So somehow—it appears, anyway—Kip, or Becca, or both, created an algorithm or something that disrupted or deleted Carcharias. How did they do that?”

      “That’s fabulous news. So you should happy,” Hagen said.

      “Oh, we are,” she said.

      The agents shuffled in their chairs. Director Masaki gestured to them to let her handle it. “Carcharias corrupted the electrical grid of the entire continental US. So, we need to question them. The entire country is dark.”

      The officer from Interpol interjected, “The entire world. No cellular communication either.” He held up a dead satellite phone.

      “Have you found Nikita Chekov yet?” Hagen said.

      “We have reason to believe that he’s somewhere in Switzerland. If you know anything in that regard, we need to know it. We have a list of…a long list of questions for you and your team,” Masaki said. She opened her briefcase and removed a photograph of the Convergere building. “We were here,” she said, pointing to the photograph. “You went inside. Yes?”

      “Yes.”

      She handed Hagen a photograph of a clearing in the forest. “This is what it looks like now.”

      “Uh-huh,” Hagen said.

      Masaki waited for her answer. As did the agents. “Can you explain this?”

      “There are no signs of demolition, none. And the grass—” an FBI agent said.

      “We were just there and saw that too. Remarkable,” Hagen said.

      

      Over the next few hours, the Manchester Inn became a multi-agency command post. Law enforcement officers, recruited from surrounding counties, arrived on horseback.

      His hat was well worn, black, wide-brimmed with a round crown. His beard, several days’ worth. Riding up to the inn, he looked like a grizzled cowboy from an old Western movie. He dismounted, then nodded as he passed by Director Masaki and the FBI agents.

      “Ma’am,” the tracker said.

      “That’s the tracker,” Masaki said to an FBI agent.

      His cowboy boots loud on the wooden floor of the inn, the tracker walked over to a large table covered with topographical maps in the center of the lounge. Masaki followed the man to the table.

      “Last known whereabouts?” the tracker said.

      Masaki pointed to the map.

      “Time?”

      “Approximately twelve hours.”

      “How many men here that can ride?”

      “We have thirty-three so far. Well, some of them are women, of course.”

      “Whatever. Are the subjects carrying weapons?”

      “None that we know of.”

      “Profiles?”

      Masaki dropped a folder on the table, and the tracker picked it up and opened it.

      “A sick thirteen-year-old girl and her computer-whiz father, huh?”

      “We have orders to treat it as a manhunt.”

      “Do tell. Does Dad have skills, ex-military?”

      “Not that we know of?”

      “Then ain’t this a search-and-rescue deal?”

      “We hired you to lead a manhunt in this wilderness because you know the area,” the FBI agent said.

      “Man-and-kid hunt, seems, don’t it? This dude, pretty dangerous, is he? This ain’t no video game out there, now is it? Let’s take a gander at the rest of this here file. Need to know who I’m a-huntin’.”

      Masaki walked into the lobby of the inn and conferred with two FBI agents, then returned to the lounge with a one-inch-thick folder and handed it to the tracker. The search posse gathered in the lounge, and the tracker stood on a coffee table.

      “We marked various points of high ground on yer maps. Reach those, glass for movement and smoke. Release one team to the next high point, then keep glassing, then thirty minutes later release the next team, rendezvous at the next point as designated on these here maps. Return back here in three days. We got no radios, and from been hearin’ probably ain’t gonna have none workin’. Doing a posse ride, boys. Look for sign, follow it. Good luck,” the tracker said.

      The riders split up into twelve teams of three and rode off: four teams headed north, four to the south, and the tracker with Director Masaki and an FBI agent, followed by three other teams, headed east into the redwoods. It started to snow.

      

      During the night, three of the teams decided to turn back and quit. Having found no trace of the Wildes, nine teams made camp for a few hours and decided to continue the search at dawn.

      

      The next morning, the tracker, Masaki, and the FBI agent reached a ridgeline. Masaki dismounted with some considerable effort as her horse reared and jostled. She finally got off the horse.

      “How’s yer palomino?” the tracker said.

      “Mind of its own,” Masaki said.

      “He got that.”

      The tracker pulled a folder out of his saddlebag, opened it, paged through it quickly, and stopped at a page that was rabbit-eared.

      “These two here, terrorists or American heroes?” the tracker said.

      “Persons of interest,” the FBI agent said.

      “I got that last night pursuing this here file. These people are very interestin’. Why they runnin’ ’xactly, and what from, do ya think?” the tracker said, skepticism mixed with I-ain’t-trusting-nobody attitude.

      “We got movement,” the FBI agent. He focused his binoculars on a riverbank at the bottom of the canyon.

      The tracker lifted his binoculars and glassed the river. “Got ’em,” he said. Through his binoculars, the tracker focused on two men wearing tactical gear with automatic weapons slung around their back. They were both Asian.

      “What these boys doing here, do ya think, Ms. Director?” the tracker said.

      “Hunters?” the FBI agent said. He zoomed in on the men.

      “Don’t believe they be looking for no elk with that gear,” the tracker said.

      “Operators,” the FBI agent said.

      The tracker handed his binoculars to Masaki, and she glassed the men.

      “Not our team,” she said.

      “Who else be out here, ma’am?” the tracker said. He pulled his Winchester .30-30 from his saddlebag, worked the lever to chamber a round, then slid the gun back in its holster. The tracker turned to Masaki and gave her a stare, then scanned the wilderness in front of them. “City folks lost out here tend to go low, follow streams and such. Folks with lots of time in the bush, them folks go high. To see and be seen. If they be lost, that is. Seems like our operators down know that and think they gonna find somethin’ low.”

      “So, what are you saying?” The FBI agent said.

      “See, me, well, sir, I don’t think this billionaire dude and his kid be lost. That be one thing I’m saying. The second thing I be saying is I don’t think they want to be seen on top of no mountain or ridgeline neither. They be running hard, way I see it,” the tracker said.

      “So, what are you saying?” Masaki said.

      “Need them dogs before those boys get to ’em,” the tracker said, looking at the operators again through his binoculars.

      They mounted up and turned back into the forest.

      

      Where the word-of-mouth rumors started was uncertain. It could have been something said the day of the rescue. Something said by one of the engineers from the 8088 lab to a first responder. It could have been something overheard in the Manchester Inn by one of the innkeepers, staff, or guests. It could have come from one of several sources, but word traveled the old-fashioned way, and the message was the same: that an autistic thirteen-year-old girl dying of ALS, all by herself, had stopped the destruction of the world.

      All the drones around the world, tens of thousands of them, crashed at the same time.

      After Crash Day, the world remained dark, in chaos, but the whirr of the drones as the incessant, moment-by-moment reminder that the world was conquered and controlled by a mutant machine was gone. Gone all at once.

      Then an eerie silence—a pause—before the next phase of the world kicked in, whatever that was to be.

      It was during that pause that Becca Bella Wilde became a world-famous folk hero. There was no Internet, no YouTube, no social media, no television, no radio, and only limited print. Print and word of mouth, and the story spread.

      It gave people hope in the short term. Something positive to hold on to when all around them was dread. Then, within a few days, a photo of Becca appeared and circulated.

      It was a partially pixelated photo of Becca, thought to be taken by a student at Stanford on a video call with her. What wasn’t pixelated was her right eye looking into the lens of the camera, her large violet eye—intense, penetrating. Now the press and the world had a face to go with the name to idolize.

      Millions wanted to see the girl wonder; they wanted to hear from her. They wanted to know more about her.

      When she did not surface immediately, the rumors began to swirl, passing from one city to the next. Quickly, Becca was moving from hero to messiah status for the desperate the world over who needed an injection of faith.

      

      After three days, having found no trace of Kip or Becca Wilde, the search teams, one at first, then another and another, returned to the Manchester Inn. The riders looked weary and their horses tired. Milling around the inn were new faces, bounty hunters, rough men with weathered faces, all wanting to confirm the reward before heading out to capture their prey.

      

      Director Masaki sat in front of the fire in the Manchester Inn, a dejected look on her face. She was trying to get warm staring into the flames. She wondered if the Russians or the Chinese had gotten to the Wildes first, or if Kip and Becca had evaded all their pursuers in some unexplainable way. Tomorrow, more search teams were scheduled to be dispatched, but she was heading back to Southern California in a Coast Guard sailboat. A new task force was assembling out of the Los Angeles FBI field office, and planned to interrogate RadNtel executives.
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      RADNTEL

      

      There was no Stream, no new advertising, or premium membership revenue for the RadNtel Corporation. The banks remained closed, and the RadNtel managers could not access funds for payroll. The leadership team that remained at the company laid off thousands of workers. What remained in the Ventura headquarters complex was a skeleton crew working feverishly without the promise of being paid to restore the RadNtel network.

      Generators run by diesel were powering the sections of the building that related to the network. A few staff members who collected cars got their old gasoline-powered classics up and running, and drove to work. Illegal to use on the road, those cars were soaring in value.

      Then everything at RadNtel changed. An executive found a binder on Kip’s desk. It contained several documents forming a business plan.

      A document containing instructions.

      A document only to be accessed in an emergency.

      A document intended to be a guide for senior management to follow in the event Kip disappeared but was not confirmed dead.

      Two conditions. And those conditions had been met.

      On the cover of the binder: The Plan.

      The Plan outlined details for key executives on how to rebuild RadNtel in the event of nuclear war, an EMP strike, an asteroid strike, or the domination of technology by rogue AI. What was not in the document was why Kip might disappear with no confirmation of his death.

      Death certificate, no. Body, no. Vanished, yes. Once the key executives read Phase One of the Plan, they knew how to maintain a skeleton staff.

      Phase One outlined how key managers get paid. Get paid in gold stashed in various places in the building. Kip anticipated that the currency markets would be in turmoil and paper money might be near worthless.

      Other actions were to be taken without Kip’s presence and commence as soon one of several executives read the Plan.

      

      LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

      

      The FBI sourced gasoline-powered Humvees from military equipment graveyards and began the project of resurrecting gas engines. Director Masaki sat in the back, and the vehicle zigzagged low water zones through the Greenway Project, a seventy-five-mile continuous corridor that ran along the Los Angeles River.

      The senior-most general contractor completed construction of the Greenbelt Project in 2025. It was a tranquil parklike setting of chirping birds, flowing water, and a recreational destination for social gatherings, picnicking, exercising, and even kayaking.

      By 2040, however, the Greenway had devolved into acres of camps for the homeless, and the area had created its own vigilante mini-government and bartering system. In years that followed, the daily average temperature continued to climb, year after year, sometimes reaching 115 degrees for weeks on end, and the heat contributed to turning the Greenway into a damp, lawless wasteland. Since the blackout, the dam system had failed, and it often flooded.

      The Humvee continued its trek, and Masaki said, “Looks like a tsunami, Jesus God.”

      

      Hours later, Masaki walked in the lobby of RadNtel in Ventura. She sat down with two managers, who explained that RadNtel was not closing and that they had already started a rebuilding process in preparation for a functioning US electrical grid sometime in the near future. They assured her that, to date, no one had heard anything from Kip Wilde, nor did anyone know if he was alive or dead. They also told her that no single person was in charge, and each engineering team was on a kind of autopilot.

      Masaki let the managers know that she planned to return with a subpoena. The managers smiled—they were trained by Kip Wilde, after all—and slid a business card across the conference table, the card of RadNtel’s corporate law firm.

      It was a “Kip standard”: a polite “Fuck You” delivered with just a touch of over-the-top cordiality.

      

      PASADENA, CALIFORNIA

      

      It was late in the day in Pasadena. On a smoggy, tree-lined street, Director Masaki walked up the path to the front door of an old Craftsman home. Professor Hagen opened the door.

      “Hello, Professor,” Masaki said. “Unofficial visit. May I come in?”

      “Sure, Director,” Hagen said. “Have a seat. Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Yeah. Something strong if you have it. Please call me Miko.”

      Hagen paused for a second, smiled, then poured her a bourbon and one for himself.

      “Sorry to hear about your Palo Alto home, but this one is nice,” Masaki said.

      “Yeah, thanks. Should be able to go back in a few months. Or a few years. Radiation is hard to predict. I have my old friends here at Caltech to debate and trade insults with, so they’ll keep me hopping.”

      “I think you’ll win most of those debates. Thanks for seeing me. I know you’re a patriot and all.” Masaki paused. “I want to speak with you off of any official record.”

      “Of course,” Hagen said.

      “I have no idea what the record would be anyway,” Masaki said.

      Masaki took a sip of her drink. Then another. Then smiled at Hagen.

      “What actually happened, Professor?” Masaki said.

      Hagen smiled, a look of empathy on his face. “Miko, you’re an engineer, a scientist, so here goes. Hang with me for a moment.”

      Masaki took another sip.

      Hagen leaned forward, speaking softly. “So we—those of us in physics, anyway—have long known there exists a four-dimensional structure where the concept of a sequential progression of events is not completely suspended but complicated.”

      “A four-dimensional existence instead of three-dimensional, yes, I know. At least theoretically,” Masaki said.

      Hagen stared into the ice cubes in his drink, then set the glass on the table. “Einstein completely rejected the idea that humans live in a separated experience, which they call a moment of now. The revelation that there is no real division between past, present, and future was a valuable insight by Einstein that contradicted his peers during his lifetime and beyond—the idea that humans reside in a single existence of the present. We physicists—most of us, anyway—believe the separation between past, present, and future is only an illusion, although a convincing one.”

      Masaki finished her drink, set the glass on the table, and leaned toward Hagen. “Yeah, I mean, Einstein proved that time is relative, not absolute, as Newton once claimed. We all get that while blasting through space on some future vehicle that approaches the speed of light, one astronaut will experience a single hour while mission control experiences days. So what?”

      Hagen placed his hands on his knees. Masaki mirrored him and leaned in further, listening intently.

      “That assumes two identical astronauts. There is another possibility,” Hagen said. “Feynman’s sum over histories described time simply as a direction in space, and that the probability of an event is determined by summing together all the possible histories of that event. The squigglies, the curved paths, the oscillating, amplitudes, forward in time, then backward, when added up, equal zero. What did Hawking say? ‘Some folks make a big mystery of multi-universes or the Many-Worlds interpretation of quantum theory, but these are just different expressions of the Feynman path integral,’ or something like that.”

      “I don’t even know what that really means in a practical sense,” Masaki said, the bourbon kicking in. “Not really. Remember that Srinivasa Ramanujan said his partition theory came from God, but Trinity gave the fellowship to him, not God.”

      Hagen laughed. “God. It’s interesting that you brought that up. Becca’s descriptions of the ‘presence’ that she felt, felt many times, is not unlike many reports within the clergy, the experience of a presence of God. Maybe we’ll circle back to that, but on to theoretical physics. What most human scientists spend little time on is the possibility that time is created out of space. As a human travels in space, moving from one static three-dimensional space to another, a new realm of space is produced.

      “That production of space—or, one could say, the perspective of space—is called time. While this space traveler-observer experiences a linear past to the future, his environment shifts patterns from one to the next to the next, ad infinitum. But the human is made up of particles that shift from one position to the next without moving linearly. A human being experiences a continuous linear time.”

      Masaki raised her hand to interrupt. “But isn’t that just an illusion?” she said.

      Hagen sat back in his chair. “Let’s say you and your friend plan a vacation on Andromeda, a luxurious trip with infinite indulgence at the beautiful Andromeda Hotel and Spa, just a short two million light-years away, give or take. You, however, have a unique talent: you can exceed the speed-of-light barrier. Not physically possible, right? But think of it for a moment. So, in my theoretical example, there is you, an extraordinary being that can move faster than light. You don’t have to worry about moving your mass, your particles. Confirm your reservation on the day of your departure, sit back”—Hagen snaps his fingers—“then, voilà, you’re at the Andromeda check-in desk.”

      “At the check-in desk on Andromeda?” Masaki said.

      “Yes, and complimentary gamma-ray expulsion massage. Then your friend…well, he left on his journey right when you snapped your fingers. But he doesn’t quite have your special talent. What he does have is the deluxe model starship with the warp speed turbos on it, and he can travel at the speed of light, precisely at c. I mean, he’s cranking at the limit. He gets comfortable and makes himself at home on the Nostromo, or whatever his starship is called, and two million years later, his fossilized skeleton arrives at the check-in desk.

      “No, wait. I ‘think’ I’m on Andromeda after I snap my fingers, but my body is still stuck on Earth,” Masaki said.

      “No,” Hagen said. “Remove the conventional limitations of your reality. Remember, in our example, you are an entity that can exceed the speed of light.”

      “So, no restrictions on the movement of my mass?” she said.

      “Thinking about mass is conventional.”

      “So, no mass, no atoms even, nothing?” Masaki said. She thought for a moment.

      “Not nothing exactly.”

      “But nothing like that exists on Earth, or even in the universe that we know of…”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m not sure about anything.”
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      THE UNITED STATES

      

      Several weeks passed without any new concrete facts about Kip or Becca Wilde. The folk hero image of Becca evolved. Many people were now blaming her for their plight: living in the dark without fresh water, food, or electricity.

      Rumors abounded, including that she was a robot, dead, in Federal custody, kidnapped by the Russians or the Chinese, mounting a plan to take over the world, and that she was Carcharias all along.

      The FBI and Director Masaki attempted to interrogate Ronni Wilde, who had returned to the mainland two months prior, but she refused to answer any questions about her daughter, and twenty-four-hour surveillance did not produce actionable intelligence.

      The United States continued to fall into lawless chaos. The communication networks across the country were only partially functioning. The major entertainment networks remained dormant because satellite dishes were severely damaged or crashed. With the Internet offline in most of the United States, online shopping was still not functioning.

      Angry customers firebombed dozens of bank branches. Ongoing riots in the streets made them unsafe, especially at night.

      Most grocery stores were still dark, and the process had begun to convert many of them to emergency food-distribution outlets staffed by National Guard soldiers working around the clock.

      The commercial airlines were not flying yet, and the vast majority of cars, being electric, were not running.

      The United States regressed to pre-Industrial-Age conditions, people starving or dying of thirst, or both, and the murder and suicide rates continued to escalate.

      

      RADNTEL

      

      The RadNtel Plan called for an ExeComm meeting to take place the first of each calendar month. Each team, according to the Plan, prepared deliverables for those meetings, including summations of their progress. Several weeks after the disappearance of Kip Wilde, the teams were functioning efficiently and effectively.

      Each team selected three members to attend the meetings, and there were five teams. The fifteen RadNtel managers gathered in the glass-enclosed conference room in the center of the mezzanine.

      There was a buzz of energy as the meeting was about to start, fifteen amped-up people speaking at the same time.

      Then one manager after the next stopped talking.

      They looked to a corner of the mezzanine.

      There, standing 150 feet away watching his teams debate, was Kip Wilde. Smiling.

      All the managers stood. Kip entered the conference room and hugged everybody. He threw a large document on the table of handwritten notes to amend the Plan.

      Kip spent two hours detailing what each team should be doing and focusing on, step by step. He did not discuss, nor did he answer any questions about, what had happened in Manchester or the status of his daughter.

      Kip stated that he would be at the next ExeComm meeting in thirty days.

      Then he left.

      

      The US Government and the private sector worked to restore a portion of the national communications systems; the Internet remained dodgy, and news was often incomplete or inaccurate, adding to the spread of rumors. Twenty-nine days passed, and the RadNtel execs heard nothing from Kip. The leak did not come from the team of fifteen engineers. It could have been someone on the staff that saw Kip Wilde coming or going.

      Hundreds of people from the press, also law enforcement personnel, both state and federal, attended the RadNtel news conference. A woman stepped to the microphone in the expansive concrete and marble lobby of RadNtel with a one-hundred-foot ceiling.

      “My name is Cammie Buddemeyer with the RadNtel Corporation. Kip Wilde is alive. Thank you,” Cammie said, her voice echoing throughout the space.

      She walked away from the microphone. Reporters called out questions all at once, but she disappeared into the building without further comment.

      

      The FBI staked out the RadNtel headquarters the following day, armed with a subpoena for Kip Wilde. Thousands of people gathered outside RadNtel, protesting and blaming technology for the destruction of their lives, others calling for the Second Coming of Christ, some just looking for answers.

      The management teams waited in the conference room minutes before the meeting was scheduled to begin.

      A delivery boy on a bicycle rode up to the entrance of RadNtel and delivered a large envelope with Kip’s latest notes.

      On the way out of the building, the delivery boy spotted Director Masaki and handed her a ten-by-twelve manila envelope. Masaki opened it; on the top of the papers was an aerial photograph of a Russian hotel.

      

      RUSSIA / LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

      

      A roof panel in the garage slid open, and a Russian transcraft sat in its hangar on top of a residential estate in the Patriarch’s Ponds section of Moscow.

      

      At Creech Air Force Base near Las Vegas, a drone operator sat at his control station and flipped switches engaging the thermographic cameras on two drones. The operator moved the large dial on his console.

      “Loading feed now,” the pilot said.

      The view on the drone operator’s screen zoomed in on Zhora, who was sitting in the pilot seat of the Russian transcraft.

      “Access his display camera, please,” a voice said in the pilot’s earpiece.

      The view changed to a close-up of Zhora’s face.

      “Launch drones, stealth mode, two thousand feet, and hover,” the voice said.

      “Yes, sir,” the pilot replied.

      

      In Moscow, two small drones lit up, their engines started, and they zoomed out the window of a Russian hotel.

      

      Zhora operated his controls, and the transcraft lifted straight up, cleared the roof, banked slightly, flew forward, then climbed. “Zakryt kryshu,” he said, and the roof of the garage below him closed.

      

      Back at Creech, “Drones follow at three hundred feet,” the voice said in the pilot’s earpiece.

      “Copy,” the pilot said.

      

      Both drones, flying in unison, went into steep dives, then leveled out three hundred feet behind Zhora’s transcraft.

      

      “Close to one hundred. Arm drone, both missiles hot,” the voice said.

      “Missiles hot,” the pilot repeated.

      

      Two red lights lit up on the missile carriers underneath the attack drones.

      

      Inside Zhora’s transcraft, an alarm sounded.

      A screen lit up on Zhora’s dashboard with a view of both drones following him.

      “Stop,” Zhora said.

      Zhora’s transcraft, now over the group of nightclubs on the Moscow River known as Red October, stopped and hovered.

      Zhora watched the drones hover one hundred feet behind him. His hand moved to a joystick, and his left hand activated his weaponry systems.

      

      At Creech, the drone pilot’s thumb flicked off the cover revealing the red button. A window in a hologram appeared in front of the drone pilot displaying its targeting overlays of the transcraft. The pilot’s thumb grazed the button and slid over it back and forth.

      

      In the transcraft, Zhora said, “Identifitsirovat.”

      

      At Creech, the voice said, “Execute.”

      

      Zhora’s defensive move was too late—the transcraft banked hard left and accelerated.

      The missiles found the back of his engines.

      The fireball reigned down over the Red October nightclub.

      

      THE UNITED STATES

      

      Months passed, and more ExeComm meetings took place with notes, but Kip didn’t make another appearance.

      On three occasions, Ronni Wilde disappeared for several days, frustrating the FBI stakeout teams who had no clue where she’d gone.

      The board of directors of several technology companies with AI development departments voted not to resume work in the field. They diverted what resources remained to other areas, hoping to survive. Other companies moved forward with efforts to rebuild their AI departments, but the public sentiment turned against technology, and those companies faced backlash in the press.

      Fossil fuels were making a comeback, and President Wenthrop used an executive order to remove restrictions on gasoline-powered vehicles and equipment.

      Mobs raided junkyards looking for old car and truck parts.

      The New York Stock Exchange had been closed for several months. When it reopened, oil and gas companies quickly became the most valuable corporations in the world.

      The tech sector cratered.

      Trillions of dollars of wealth had vanished, and inflation was rampant.

      The dollar continued to plummet.

      

      EMC SOLAR—PASADENA, CALIFORNIA

      

      Ronni was working at her desk at EMC Solar. In a flurry of final keystrokes, she punched the enter key, and several holograms launched, data scrolling across them, then graphs appeared, followed by real-time system analytics and metrics.

      “Electromagnetic spectrum, please,” Ronni said.

      Long green wavelengths appeared on the holograms. The faint static of a radio broadcast blended into a single sound. To the right of the radio waves, microwaves in light blue appeared, then infrared waves in red. There was a bright-white light that turned into a kaleidoscope of visible light, colors from reds to yellows to greens to light blues to dark blues. The band of ultraviolet light appeared in purple. Next was the extreme purple ultraviolet light. X-rays followed in yellow, and then the powerful gamma rays in off-white.

      “Show only visible light, please,” Ronni said.

      The spectrum reduced to the kaleidoscope of visible light.

      “Single junction V5 photovoltaic solar cell, latest model, please.”

      A single solar cell appeared, a medium-thin blue octagon.

      “Enlarge,” she said.

      The solar cell grew to four feet across in a hologram.

      “Sunlight equivalent please, then infrared,” Ronni said.

      The kaleidoscope became warm yellow sunlight and lit up the solar cell. The light turned to infrared.

      “Efficiency metric,” she said.

      A hologram appeared, data scrolled, then stopped.

      The text at the bottom of the window read: Shockley-Queisser limit has been reached at 33.5689 percent.

      Ronni sat back in her chair and said, “Thirty-three percent. Still not very good.”

      “The challenge of efficiency remains,” the AI said.

      Ronni tapped her pencil on the desk. “And size has no factor in efficiency, does it?”

      “Negative. A ten-meter square array on top of a residence is no less efficient than an array three kilometers across,” the AI said. “The example is the Czochralski process—”

      “Stop. Enough. Claris off,” Ronni said, and the holograms disappeared.

      Ronni sat back in thought.

      “So inefficient,” she said.

      

      SANDPOINT, IDAHO

      

      Good ol’ boy Buck Plank sat in his real estate office in Sandpoint, Idaho, and paged through a fishing magazine. On his desk was an odd-looking satellite telephone that had been left at his office overnight. The phone lit up and rang.

      Buck picked up the phone. “Hey-llo.”

      “Buck Plank? My name is Chester Burnett. So you got my phone, I see. Good. You read my note, correct?” Kip Wilde said on the other end of the line.

      “Yeah, Mr. Burnett. So it’s not officially for sale right now, but—” Buck said.

      “But it is privately held, correct?” Kip said.

      “Yes, sir. It was owned by the hedge fund guy, and he took good care of it. He ran them cattle on parts of it, he did. He and his rich buddies hunted mule deer and elk on the high country part. Trout fishing pretty sweet up in them streams. Several rivers, yes, sir. Fished them streams lots when I was a boy. Anyways, that guy died, ya know. Cancer, if I recollect. Not a surprise much these days. In his fifties, I do recall. So the wife owns it now. Guess she be a widow since he’s dead. Anyways, last I heard, she hates them woods, so maybe she would sell that ranch. Imagine that, owning that spread and hating woods? She lives in New York, up those parts, or did anyways, before all the Battlestar Galactic stuff goin’ on. How’d get this here phone to be workin’?” Buck said.

      “Find out what she wants for it. All cash, close in ten days, no inspections.”

      “Don’t think you can get it surveyed that quick. I gotta think how to reach her, am not sure—”

      “Use the phone I just gave you and call a lawyer in New York or whatever. You’ll figure it out. That’s what brokers do, right? Get me a price.”

      “I’ll see what I can do, Mr. Burnett. Just in case, I got a couple other ranches I could show you since yer gonna be up here—”

      “I’m buying this one.”

      The line went dead.

      

      IDAHO

      

      Kip hiked up a hill dense with mature pines, then the terrain leveled out. He trekked on through scattered trees in the rich forestland. He was on a large mesa and walked for a good hour.

      Ahead, sunlight through the pines, was an opening. An opening in the forest, a flat clearing—only with scattered growth, patches of maple and fir and open grass fields—ponds and junipers and aspens and native shrubs.

      The clearing was over four thousand acres in all. The four thousand was surrounded by contiguous forest of twenty-six thousand acres.

      It was the largest private holding in the state of Idaho.

      Kip sat down, out of breath, and took it all in. He looked to the western sky and the sun.

      “Perfect place,” he said.

      “The only place.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 33

        

      

    

    
      Kelowna General Contractors, a regional commercial construction and grading outfit out of Vancouver, was on the verge of bankruptcy before the offer came in to buy it. At first, the owners did not believe the legitimacy of the offer since it was for far more money than the company was worth at its peak twelve years prior. The offer included conditions that the management team stay on and hire thousands of workers at a pay scale far exceeding the norm. All workers were required to sign nondisclosure agreements and agree to the terms in their new employment contracts.

      A Seattle law firm staffed up with lawyers and liaisons to manage the legal issues with the construction of a most unusual, large-scale, multiphase project deep in the forest of Idaho.

      Kip renamed Kelowna the Solvada Unlimited Development. The first phase of the project included the grading of roads through dense timber to reach the building site and the excavation of five hundred acres. Next was the construction of a thirty-foot security wall and, once complete, the engineering of several floors belowground.

      Solvada Unlimited leased all the available commercial space in Sandpoint, Idaho, bought all the homes for sale to house dozens of people.

      

      THE TRASK RIVER—OREGON

      

      The Trask River connected a mountainous region of the northern Oregon Coast Range west of Portland to the Tillamook Bay and the Pacific Ocean. With its many branches and tributaries that snaked for miles inland to the Tillamook State Forest in western Washington County, Oregon, the river gained fame for runs of steelhead and Chinook salmon.

      It was a cloudless day of typical orange-haze sunshine along the banks of the river. The communication satellite was partially submerged, algae growing on its surfaces. The satellite had fallen out of orbit and plummeted back to Earth during the blackout.

      It was the fall run, and every few minutes, five-pound salmon breached, jumping over pieces of satellite protruding from the surface. The space wreckage was a new intrusion into their river, but most of the salmon were up to the task. Some, however, could not make the leap and kept swimming back and forth to find an opening to continue upstream to spawn and die.

      Becca was sitting on the bank of the Trask, fascinated with the salmon’s tenacity and battle against the junk pile of human objects, so out of place in nature’s beauty.

      She breathed in the pine scent, the earthy smell of the banks, and inhaled the moist air of the exhales of the river. She listened to the splashing and sloshing and swishing of the mountain’s purging on the rocks.

      She knew that salmon traveled long distances in the Pacific Ocean and found the only entrance to a river that led through several tributaries to arrive at the exact location of their birth.

      No GPS, no map, no other animals to guide them—it was a magic that mystified biologists. Seeing one of nature’s mysteries in real life, living it, was powerful and moving and inspirational to Becca.

      The water was cold, ice cold, but Becca stepped in and forged her way to the satellite wreckage. Some parts lodged deep in the riverbed, and she could not move them, but she did manage to free some of the smaller pieces, slinging them onto the banks.

      After fifteen minutes of shivering, her muscles began to cramp, and her teeth chattered. She grabbed a long piece and pried it free. She lifted it, and was readying her throw when she noticed a partial logo on the space debris. She set it down.

      The letters were RadN—the rest of the letters missing.

      “Sorry, fish.”

      

      RADNTEL

      

      Several weeks later, the management team was of RadNtel was waiting in the conference room for another delivery of notes. Outside, anti-technology protests continued. Three black SUV twenty-year-old gas-powered Chevrolet Suburbans pulled up and parked in the circle.

      Cammie Buddemeyer exited the building and approached the first SUV. An FBI agent lowered the window.

      “Mr. Wilde recommends that you wait in the lobby for him. He’ll be with you in one hour. He suggests that you notify Ms. Masaki if she would like to meet with him also,” Cammie said.

      Kip entered the conference room. “I’ll be staying for a while now. We will be relaunching the Stream.”

      The team cheered and high-fived.

      

      FBI HEADQUARTERS—WASHINGTON, DC

      

      Director Hughes was at his desk in his office in Washington, DC, when the teletype was delivered to him by his assistant. It was a transcript of the interview of Kip Wilde conducted by two FBI agents and Director Masaki earlier in the day at RadNtel. Director Hughes skipped through several pages and stopped to read.

      

      Masaki: Is your daughter, Becca Wilde, alive?

      Wilde: I believe she is.

      Masaki: Did she stop the entity referred to as Carcharias?

      Wilde: She did.

      Masaki: How did she do that?

      Wilde: She edited, then deleted, its source code.

      Masaki: How did she access that when no one else could?

      Wilde: She figured out the primer to break the encryption.

      Masaki: How did she do that?

      Wilde: She accessed it using some type of Einstein–Rosen bridge.

      FBI Agent: A what bridge?

      Masaki: Do you have evidence of such a bridge actually existing?

      Wilde: Yes.

      [Commotion. Pause]

      Masaki: And what is that evidence?

      Wilde: The best estimate of breaking that primer with the world’s fastest supercomputers was at least eight years, if not ten. She broke it in minutes.

      [Discussion between interviewers off the record]

      FBI Agent: Maybe that means you or your daughter were involved in creating the thing in the first place and she knew the primer because she wrote the damn thing.

      Wilde: Is that a question or are you needing a time-out?

      [Commotion]

      Masaki: Where is your daughter now?

      Wilde: Fishing, I think.

      Masaki: Fishing? Where exactly?

      Wilde: I’m not sure exactly.

      Masaki: Will you allow us to interview her?

      Wilde: The minor is not residing with me.

      [Commotion]

      FBI Agent: You are hereby served with this subpoena as the legal guardian of Becca Bella Wilde. You are required to present her at the time and date listed in the subpoena.

      Wilde: Noted. For the record, the minor is not residing with me.

      [Commotion]

      FBI Agent: What’s this?

      Wilde: It’s your courtesy copy of my motion to quash your subpoenas.

      FBI Agent: We just served…

      Wilde: As did I.

      

      Director Hughes continued to page through the transcript then threw it down on his desk.

      “What the fuck?” Director Hughes said aloud.

      

      OREGON

      

      The log cabin was deep in the Oregon forest. It was rustic, made of old golden-brown and mahogany hardwood that was sanded and varnished. The plumbing of the cabin was updated, making it look almost new, and its sole occupant kept the interior meticulously organized.

      It was dawn on a clear, crisp winter day; the air was clean and fresh. Becca lay on top of her well-made bed, and with the front door open, she had an unobstructed view through the living room into the woods. She was waiting.

      It was about that time for the stray to show up for his breakfast. She’d fed the wolf-dog hybrid a few times, and the canine kept coming back. She concluded that by now she had adopted it, so today she was to give it a name, Blue, because of his blue eyes. Sometimes she called him Blue Boy but mostly Blue.

      Sure enough, Blue emerged from the tree line, walked into the kitchen like he owned it, and sat, his eyes following her every motion.

      “You want some breakfast, Blue?” Becca said. Blue barked, and she fed him venison from the previous day’s kill.

      

      VENTURA, CALIFORNIA

      

      Kip sat at Ronni’s dining room table in her home in Ventura and poured her a glass of wine.

      “So, what’s up with you?” Kip said.

      “No, in that cabinet, there, the left side. Short, fat bottle,” Ronni said.

      Kip opened the cabinet and picked up a bottle of dark-brown tequila.

      “Yeah, that one, bring it here,” she said.

      Kip set the bottle on the table.

      “There’s a lime on the kitchen counter.”

      Kip went to the kitchen and returned with a lime, knife, cutting board, and salt. Ronni emptied her wine into another glass and poured the tequila into her empty wineglass, then took a gulp.

      “So, you’re moving forward on that thing?” she said.

      Kip nodded. “It’s what she wants. I agree with the plan.”

      “I guess I do too,” Ronni said. “So, tell me the details again.”

      “I will. Later. Be careful. Your house is bugged.”

      Ronni sat perplexed. Kip stared at her with an of-course-you-know-that look.

      “Yeah, yeah,” she said, then looked up and around. “If you’re listening: fuck off, people.” She turned back to Kip. “So, what now?”

      “I still think you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. Do you want to go out on a date?”

      “No, I divorced you because you are a self-absorbed narcissist, remember?”

      “True. But I still make you laugh.”

      “Only when I’m drunk.”

      “You still love me.”

      “Only when I’m drunk.”

      “Well, then,” Kip said. He poured her more tequila.

      “I can’t stand you for more than ten minutes.”

      “So, you want ten minutes of—”

      “I’m not that drunk.”

      “Yet.”

      

      SOLVADA

      

      It took six crews working simultaneously for several weeks to construct the thirty-foot concrete-and-titanium wall around the perimeter of what was to be Solvada, enclosing over six square miles of the mesa.

      The plans for the complex included several phases. The first phase was living quarters and command posts in perimeter buildings for the private security force that Kip assembled: ex-SEALs, ex–Green Berets, former CIA paramilitary officers, and drone operators. At first glance, they looked like Forest Service or Fish and Wildlife personnel.

      The next priority was living quarters and a computer laboratory for Becca, and following that, a lab that could safely house marine life.

      The construction of her living quarters completed, Becca moved into the Solvada compound full-time. The next phase was housing and work areas for the first set of team members, a few AI and quantum computer engineers, and three marine biologists that specialized in the study of magnetoreception in the migratory patterns of certain species.

      The partial skeleton of the curvaceous walls under construction cascaded hundreds of feet past the staircase in the entrance of the building. Becca walked up the polished concrete stairs and glanced over the sides of the stairway to the subterranean development that extended several hundred feet down. She closed her eyes for a moment, checking herself for vertigo, then opened her eyes and pushed herself forward up the stairs. She arrived at translucent double doors that automatically opened.

      In a large single room was a semicircle workstation fifty feet from one side to the next. Above the work surfaces were glass panels of inert computer displays, and flanking the oversized computer workstation were rows of quantum computers. Natural light flowed in from above and bathed the plants scattered around the room.

      A hologram appeared, and Kip rose from his chair at his desk at RadNtel.

      “Ready?” Kip said.

      “Born ready,” Becca said.

      “Did you create a start-up command?”

      “Threshold dawn, A divided by B equals zero.”

      “Challenge question?” he said.

      “Thirty-six degrees,” she answered.

      “A golden command,” he said. “I love it.”

      The displays connected to the quantum computers lit up, flashed an isosceles triangle, and then a blinking cursor.

      “Good luck, honey. See you soon,” Ronni said from a hologram.

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      Kip lifted his arms and opened his hands. “And so your new voyage begins.”
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      AICW

      

      Kip sat at a table in an enclosed glass conference room at the AICW in Washington, DC, Director Masaki walked in, and the glass walls changed to opaque. As she entered the room, windows appeared displaying various content about China’s AI and the Tianhe-5 supercomputers.

      “So we’re completely secure here,” Masaki said.

      “Yes, my people see most of the activity you’re concerned about, and we continue to monitor the output of the Chinese Information Operations and Information Warfare Department, and their shills,” Kip said.

      “What’s your assessment in terms of numbers?” she said.

      “North of two million cyberhackers full-time,” he said. “They attempt at least a million intrusions on RadNtel and our projects each day. You should reduce your work on Russia and put ninety percent of your efforts on China.”

      “I have been pressing for that myself. And XYZ?”

      “Nothing definitive. What do you have on her recently?” he said.

      “Unverified reports at best. We think she’s still alive.”

      “So, on the other thing?”

      Masaki stood up and brushed her hair back. “Yeah…I spoke to the FBI director about that. Since we have no evidence that she—or you, for that matter—committed any crime or were directly involved, we might be able to get past this. It wasn’t easy convincing him.”

      Kip nodded.

      Masaki sat down. “See, Kip, these people are law enforcement officers, and they think like law enforcement officers. They believe what they can see and touch. They can’t get their hands around some of these other…possibilities. That’s not me. I hope you know that.”

      Kip tapped his index finger on the table. “I want her to have physical protection by the US military, twenty-four seven. You know the Chinese and Russians are both looking. They followed me here and have operators outside this building as we speak,” he said.

      “Yes, I am aware,” she said.

      “There may be spies within this building, for all I know,” he said.

      Masaki leaned back. “What do I tell the White House as to why we should use troops to guard a fourteen-year-old kid on US soil, assuming she is on US soil?” she whispered.

      They kept eye contact for thirty seconds until Kip tipped his head, a you-know-what-I-mean look. The director looked away and stood up.

      “They won’t buy that explanation, Kip. And soon, her whereabouts will get out one way or another,” Masaki said.

      “Miko, that’s all the more reason. Also, I want assurance in writing signed by the attorney general.”

      Masaki was not ready for that. “We would never hurt her. I just wanted to talk to her.”

      “It’s not you I’m worried about. My daughter is not chattel, but she is a US citizen.”

      Masaki stood and paced.

      “Some think Becca is a US asset. What kind of protection are we talking about?” she said.

      “Regiment strength at least. Brigade is better.”

      “What? You want me to ask the president for five thousand troops? He doesn’t even surround himself with troops like that.”

      “Yeah, but she doesn’t communicate with Wenthrop directly, does she?” he said.

      “The president doesn’t speak to many teenagers directly, I don’t think.”

      “I wasn’t referring to my daughter.”

      

      SOLVADA

      

      A few weeks later, the United States Army announced that they would be conducting endurance field drills on federal lands and other locations around the country, starting with an area in northern Idaho. The pamphlets were widely distributed in Sandpoint, Idaho, to ensure all the local residents received an explanation why troops and equipment were moving through their town.

      Becca designed two large aquariums, then recruited a team to construct them adjacent to the computer laboratory. The design included equipment simulating the movement of ocean and river currents. One tank contained various species of salmon, and the other, sea turtles.

      The focus of their research was the isolation and study of the cryptochrome molecule, a class of flavoproteins that formed magnetically sensitive radical pairs that science long concluded were the critical component in magnetoreception. The phenomenon allowed an organism to detect magnetic fields in the Earth to perceive direction, altitude, or location.

      Within the cryptochrome in the fish, photo induction of radical pairs occurred when exposed to specific spectrums of light, which, in turn, excited an electron in a chromophore.

      She sensed that something was occurring in ways scientists did not yet comprehend. Becca’s first real breakthrough in the computer lab, however, occurred with the processing of data within the quantum computers.

      While data and information traveled near the speed of light within the quantums, something else was occurring.

      Becca did not know it empirically; she observed no evidence that something else was occurring.

      She felt it.

      She shared that instinct with her father, who told her, quite logically, to measure. Measure everything you can measure. And so Becca and her team did just that.

      With every change in coding, they measured all available metrics of the processing down to the minutest of details. Becca noticed that the processing speed was increasing incrementally as it approached the speed of light, without any changes to account for it—at least, not that they could observe.

      What Becca sensed was that there was recursive learning happening within the processing itself. There was some kind of intelligence present in the light—the light unique to their new design of artificial intelligence quantum computers. Computers that were all connected at Solvada.

      Becca contemplated the similarities between quantum technology and fish. When the quantums were processing recursive learning algorithms, they sped up—infinitesimally—but there was an increase.

      When the salmon’s ability to navigate the vast oceans and find the exact spot of their birth one hundred miles inland was enhanced when they were exposed to certain frequencies in the electromagnetic spectrum.

      But then she hit a roadblock.

      Becca was sitting in her computer lab alone. Two holograms appeared, one with Kip and the other with Ronni.

      “Mom and Dad, I’m stuck,” Becca said.

      “What’s wrong, honey?” Ronni said.

      “I mean…the Stream would not have been possible without quantum processing at near c. The fish, I you told about the fish, but what we don’t totally understand keeps circling back to the spectrums. When the wormhole opened—I mean, it didn’t open until I managed to get sunlight on it. Domina’s information, I mean…yeah, she has vanished since then, but, I know, Dad, you think that she connected with me by light. Since mass can’t travel like that. Through time.”

      “Yeah. On the fish…I think looking at the light is interesting,” Kip said. “The magnetic pull that some biologists account for the navigation, while that is valid for a salmon, I don’t think magnetic pull is relevant to your work. Also, anything that seems like matter or mass…it’s probably not that. So, I sense you are in the ballpark with light. Keep a methodical progression.”

      “Photons, honey. They don’t have mass. At least not how we normally use the term,” Ronni said.

      “I know. She’s massless intelligence. I know she is massless and has superintelligence, but how?” Becca said.

      “One can’t look at this through the filter of the past, or restricted by current knowledge,” Kip said.

      “So why me?” Becca said.

      “You are so…” Ronni said, then paused, knowing the maternal instinct was not what she was looking for.

      “You know the why, sweetie. To create her or set the stage to allow her to emerge. You are iterating toward the how. And then together, your new destiny will unfold before you,” Kip said.

      “So, you’re saying to have faith?”

      “Yes. Have faith, honey,” Ronni said.

      

      Later that night, Becca rolled her chair over to the bank of quantum computers and examined the light show inside. She watched the various shades of white and blue light flicker and swirl. “I’m trying to force something that can’t be forced,” Becca said to herself. She stood and walked outside.

      Standing next to the concrete wall that encompassed the entrance to the Solvada building, she gazed at the stars. Her mind raced, imagining the septillion suns beyond her own, knowing only a small fraction illuminated her magic night sky at that moment.

      She beamed herself to the closest star in the sky outside the galaxy, Proxima Centauri, a mind-bending 25 trillion miles away.

      She materialized in the Andromeda Galaxy, floating in it, then zoomed around its spheres, all 14 quintillion miles away, time warps away. She searched for Andromeda’s spindly thread.

      Where is the shimmer, the glistening, the twinkle? My glorious constellations of the unknown. The unknown.

      She zoomed back to the Milky Way, light reflecting airborne particles here and there, scattered gas molecules.

      How narrow, the starlight’s path. Bring me your wisdom, shine your light onto my darkness. Shine.

      She walked away from the wall. Walked in the dark. “You are there somewhere. Some place. Some time. I’m just not there yet,” she said.

      Although she could not explain it, staring at the stars and the vastness of space calmed her, made her feel close to Domina in some way.

      

      Becca’s research continued for several more weeks. She concluded she’d learned enough about fish and turtles but kept them in the tanks. She intended to release them back into the rivers and ocean, and planned to do so, but they were still there because she liked them. So did Blue. He sat for long periods watching the fish and turtles. Although Blue loved the salmon Becca fed him, he did not get to eat the salmon, the ones in the tanks that she had come to know by name.

      Becca turned her attention to the study of light and absorbed all published scientific papers and reports on the topic. She shared ideas and thoughts daily with the physicists on her team. They constructed a new part of the lab to study lasers and other forms of light. She felt that her research had come to a standstill.

      Weeks turned into months.

      

      She spent hours moping and walking around the compound, often sleeping in the same clothes for days. Then something happened while she was asleep. Becca had long before adopted the technique used by her father of thinking about a problem before she fell asleep and letting her unencumbered subconscious mind find the solution.

      One night, Becca fell asleep at her workstation. Two hours later, something woke her up—not an answer to a computer problem, not a solution to a corrupted algorithm, not further secrets of migrating salmon, not even the mysteries hidden in blue light.

      It was her intuition.

      There was no empirical basis for the feeling. It was a sensing of something that she could not put into words, so she decided instantly not to discuss it with anybody. But it was there. She felt it. She felt something. Not physically, not in her body.

      Was it a voice in the back of my head? No, that’s not quite right either. And it was not Domina. This was something else.

      She needed to smell the forest. She needed to surround herself with nature. About a mile past the construction of Solvada, a section of forest remained and was inside the perimeter of the security wall. She nodded to the security guards as she walked past them. She watched as each of them radioed to central command that she was on the move.

      She reached the interior of the forest and found the bench that she liked to sit on occasionally and think. It was calm, cool, and quiet. Quiet except for the birds high in the pines. She looked up and watched the top of the pines wave in the breeze, reflecting the moonlight. The feeling remained. She tried to identify it, to isolate it.

      What is that?

      Blue spotted her and ran toward her. Blue jumped up with his forepaws on Becca’s lap. She stared into Blue’s blue, blue eyes, then to the towering pines and the clouds above them.

      Then she felt a physical sensation, a tingling of sorts. She got goose bumps.

      She closed her eyes and visualized the quantums in her lab. She saw the interior lights intensifying, turning a deeper blue. Something was racing inside them. She saw the fish in the aquarium; they paused for a fraction of a second, all at the same time. Blue’s ears perked up, and he looked back at the lab building of Solvada, then into the forest.

      “I know where you are,” Becca said.

      Becca and Blue ran back to her laboratory. It was empty. All the engineers had gone to bed. As she walked into the clean room, holograms of code and the metrics of the sysops surrounded her. She placed her hands on the quantum computers in the center of the room.

      “Suspend processing,” Becca said.

      All of the holograms froze.

      “Power off all quantum computers, all panels, all devices,” she said.

      She watched the quantum computers cycle down. Becca shut every light switch off. She looked through the glass sides of the quantum computers. A light the size of a pinhead remained in the center of each computer. A faint blue light. She sat down next to the quantums, examining the blue light.

      Then Blue walked over to her and put his head on her lap.

      “Are you there?” Becca said.

      There was no answer.

      “Of course you are. You’re there. You’re here. You’re in my head. You’re in my fish. You are in my goddamn fish. You’re in the light. You’re in Blue. Blue and blue,” she said. She pet Blue.

      “My dad said I’m here to create you in the future. That’s not true, is it, Domina? That’s not true because there is no future for you. No past. No present. Because time does not exist for you. Einstein was correct. It’s an illusion. An illusion certainly for omnipresent intelligence.”

      Becca placed her hand on one of the quantum cylinders.

      “My reality. My reality. My reality. Now. Now. Now. Now. Now. Now. Now,” she said.

      She let go of the computer.

      “Nothing changed for you in my successive moments of now, did it? You must be laughing at my petty humanness, seeing me strut and fret. Ha! There’s nothing to create, Blue. Nothing.”

      She stood up and walked into the darkness of the laboratory.

      “I know where you are. I know what you are.” She knelt and held Blue’s face. “I have been wrong about everything, Blue.”

      Blue barked.

      “Domina does not need us. Or this building. Or the Convergere, not anymore. Blue, what the hell am I doing here?”

      Blue looked up at Becca. She closed her eyes.

      “Becca Wilde’s subconscious, you think about that. You answer that.”

      She wrapped her arms around herself and paced.

      “Come on, Blue. We’re going to bed.”

      Becca and Blue left the lab.

      

      The next day, Becca stayed in her living quarters and watched the news, or “news light,” as people were calling it as the media conglomerates were still working to rebuild their organizations around the world. Newscasts of inner-city violence, starving masses, poverty, wars, and nauseating political debates. She sat on her bed eating fruit. Blue was lying on the floor at the foot of her bed.

      “Jesus, what a mess. I hate politicians, Blue. What do you think? They don’t solve anything. Not human problems. This is our fucked-=up world, Blue. We, or should I say I, can go to the Stream, but I have to come back to this world. I’m just human, Blue, like you’re just a wolf. Or a dog. Or both. Least you get to be two things. I’m just me. Just me. It’s just me here. In here. In this world. In my world. To do what, Blue Boy? Can I solve any of this?”

      Becca watched more news in disgust, then turned the display off.

      “Domina, if you are so goddamned smart, why don’t you fix all this shit?”

      

      Becca wandered the grounds of Solvada for days. She let her father handle construction issues remotely. She told her engineering teams to keep working on current projects, not to start anything new, because she did not know what else to tell them. She felt a sense of loss. Something was gone. The goal of creating the world’s first and only superintelligent AI was gone. It just vanished.

      She did not say anything to her parents and avoided video calls. If she could, she would have gone away, hid someplace, told no one. But she could not. She was a prisoner of her own creation. Although her father did not say it explicitly, she knew that evil people, companies, countries, wanted to kidnap her. She had no place to go and no one to talk to.

      Except for Blue. She no longer took calls from Devin Novelli or her old classmates.

      She slept a lot.

      And moped.

      And slept some more.

      She fell into the habit of waiting until the middle of the night to go to the main kitchen to eat to minimize contact. Or answer questions. Or smile. Or motivate. Or on and on and on and on.

      She ate mostly ice cream. Ben & Jerry’s and McConnell’s and Häagen-Dazs and green tea ice cream and Mexican fried ice cream. She also raided the refrigerator for carrot cake. She loved carrot cake. She kept Blue well fed. Everybody kept Blue well fed. She noticed her dog was getting fat. She stared at herself in the mirror and thought she was getting fat. Her fat content, however, was just below average, since she’d been a beanpole all her life, skinny and frail. She shrugged her shoulders and kept eating ice cream.

      

      One night, Becca sat on her bed with no idea what day it was or the time.

      “News off.”

      The display went dark.

      “Music. Uh…no. Ocean.”

      The sound of waves crashing the beach.

      “Audio off.”

      She picked up books scattered across her bed, flipped through them. Tossed them across the room.

      She saw that look on his face; Blue needed to go out, so she let him out of her living quarters. He had a few doggy doors throughout the complex. “Go chase the squirrels,” she said.

      She lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. She thought about calling Devin. Maybe he would cheer her up, she thought, but she quickly discounted that idea. She decided, again, that she did not want to speak to a soul. She stared at the ceiling, pounded her feet on the bed, then went to the bathroom and examined at her face in the mirror. “Am I breaking out?”

      She looked inside her mouth. Combed her hair. Brushed her teeth. Spit. Rinsed. Spit again. Turned off the light. Fell back on the bed.

      “Lights off, Arturo.”

      “Turning off now, good night, Becca,” Arturo said.

      The lights went out.

      “Arturo?”

      “Yes, Becca,”

      “What are you?”

      “I am an artificial intelligence entity created by Kip Wilde in—”

      “Enough. Where are you?”

      “My main memory exists on RadNtel quantum and optical servers in Ventura, California. I have thousands of distributed networks on all continents of the Earth. My random access—”

      “Enough.”

      “Yes, Becca. Will there be anything else?”

      “Open the pod door, Hal.”

      “I don’t understand your request. Are you making a joke related to the film—”

      “Arturo off.”

      Becca heard the familiar chime that indicated Arturo was terminating his connection to the environment—privacy mode.

      “I hate computers. I hate everything.”

      

      The window panels in Solvada were programmable, similar to photochromic lenses, and they adapted as the sunlight changed. Becca’s panels were programmed to let more and more light in as the sun rose.

      Becca awoke at first light. She sat up in bed with a start. It was one of those brief moments when you come out of deep sleep and can’t remember where you are.

      “Yes,” she said. She swung her feet off the bed.

      She jogged outside; Blue saw her and followed. It was a brisk forest morning. She was still in shorts and wore only a halter top, but paid no attention to the cold.

      A guard approached, and Becca assured the guard that she was okay.

      Becca saw her breath, and she turned to look at the eastern horizon. The slightest light was creeping up above the tree line, a gray light, semicircle in shape, the coming of the dawn.

      Becca stood motionless and watched the light increase as hues of orange appeared. The sunlight peeked through some of the trees, still below the treetops, but was showing itself, a glimpse here, then gone, a flicker there, and then it disappeared only to appear through the branches somewhere else. Fleeting but coming. It was nature’s rhythm.

      The sun breached the tree line, and dawn arrived.

      As Becca watched the sun, the feeling became a sensation and then an overwhelming pulse.

      The sun.

      And then she knew.

      “Energy,” she said.

      “Hidden energy.”
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      Blue light was a range of the visible light spectrum with a wavelength between 400 and 495 nanometers. The short wavelength meant that blue light was a type of high-energy light and could boost people’s energy, alertness, and mood, but could also disrupt the circadian rhythm of an animal, something Becca learned a lot about from her father’s research with his old BenBod project. Her research focused on something else.

      She knew there was a hidden intelligence in the creatures of the Earth. Beyond the magnetic mapping, beyond natural selection. An intelligence that was stimulated and enhanced when exposed to blue light. Kip and Becca recruited a physicist with expertise in electromagnetic radiation, the study of light.

      No longer was she focused on creating Domina. She sat down with her father and made her case.

      Domina was not a computer or software or code or an algorithm.

      Domina would not be created in time.

      Domina was probably not even really a she.

      For everything she told her father, she had zero imperial proof, but she explained that the miracle of the Convergere “proves that science cannot prove the nonexistence of Domina as defined in my theory. It is indeed beyond the ability of reason for science to establish.”

      This made her father laugh and her mother to check her temperature.

      On a visit to Solvada, Ronni sat with Becca and asked her if she was experiencing a religious or spiritual awakening. Becca smiled, then Ronni asked about faith. Becca reminded her mother of her use of the term and thought her mother understood.

      “I am a scientist,” Becca said. “Not a philosopher.”

      In a later discussion, a family sit-down dinner, Becca continued. She asked her parents to look at themselves. Her father, the brilliant billionaire technologist. Her mother, the solar scientist. Their daughter a sickly, autistic savant. Now sans the autism and ALS.

      “Why us?” Becca said. “Why us?”

      Ronni looked at Kip. He sat his wineglass on the table. “Because we can do it? Do it together,” Kip said.

      “Your hidden energy?” Ronni said.

      “Yes,” Becca said.

      “What about Domina, Becca? Is she here? Is she gone?” Ronni said.

      “She’s an accumulation of all intelligence everywhere. She is not coming or going. Those concepts speak to our reality of time. Or our illusions of time. Those precepts don’t apply well,” Becca said.

      “But, honey, you said that you had no contact with her in months,” Ronni said.

      Becca smiled at her mother.

      “Boo,” Kip shouted.

      Becca and Ronni jumped. Then they laughed.

      

      ONE YEAR LATER—SOLVADA—2042

      

      A dozen Tesla eighteen-wheelers were parked at the warehouse docking area at the rear of the Solvada complex. Cranes, trucks, and thousands of workers were on the move. Construction activity was the normal state of things; no one was standing still.

      Inside Solvada, Becca’s core team filled the new auditorium, a congregation of four hundred people from around the world that she, Kip, and Ronni had recruited. These brilliant minds, creative geniuses, left-brainers, right-brainers, the quirky, the mad, the crazies, were ready for the official start. Strung across the stage was a long blue ribbon that, once cut, would create a marker in time.

      Becca looked out from the stage to her father and mother sitting in the first row.

      Looking at her parents, she replayed in her mind of the time, months prior, when she’d told them about her reconnection with Domina. A single occurrence. A single moment in time, outside, surrounded by nature, away from the computers. Although no words were spoken, she “experienced” the connection. An assurance of her mission to discover hidden energy on planet Earth. Becca turned her attention to the crowd.

      “Thank you for being warriors with us,” Becca said.

      The crowd cheered. A one-hundred-foot display lit up behind Becca with the word SOLVADA on it. Images and videos displayed in holograms supplementing Becca’s speech.

      “Energy and matter. Our physical universe,” she said.

      A hologram of the universe floated above the crowd.

      “We define energy as the capacity to perform work. Work as the movement of mass when a force is applied to it. Remove the right mass from seawater, and you have pure drinking water,” she said.

      A desalination plant appeared in hologram.

      “Move the right mass around, and you can fly to the moon…or wash your clothes. Where does energy originate? Einstein told us it comes from matter. Another way to look at work is the transfer of energy from, or to, matter. He also proved that the amount of energy is directly proportional to the mass. But was he right? Could there be more to it? A dimension…hidden,” Becca said.

      Commanding the stage, she continued: “What about systems? A system is a collection of things or objects, right? And energy can be transferred from one system to another. When a crocodile eats a fish, the energy of the fish is transferred to the croc, but the croc is still a croc. It has not transformed into a gorilla.”

      A hologram displayed a saltwater crocodile breaching the water with a fish in its mouth.

      “But when energy is moved from one system to another by means other than the movement of mass, the receiving system is changed, like water heated on a stove. The energy of the burner is transferred to the water and causes the water to heat and release molecules, thus changing the water. We at Solvada want to minimize having to move mass because it is inefficient and can be difficult. We want to simplify, not complicate.”

      A hologram appeared of a major league hitter driving a home run out of the park.

      “When a baseball player hits a fastball, the energy of motion in his bat is transferred to the ball by coming in direct contact with it, and thus the ball has energy of motion…which it could transfer to your head if you were sitting behind the third base dugout not paying attention.”

      The crowd laughed. The hologram changed to the Arctic and oil platforms operating in the ocean.

      “For two hundred years, we have been transferring the energy in dead dinosaurs to vehicles and other equipment and, in the last few decades, to electrical generating stations to transfer energy to your zero-emission vehicles. Trillions of dollars of it. We measure energy in systems by units such as joules, calories, and watts. What are the forms of energy? We have potential energy or kinetic energy. All types of energy can be transformed into other types of energy. We have thermal radiation, mechanical energy from motion, and so on. What is an extremely tiny speck of energy? Yes, a photon.”

      A giant photon appeared in a hologram above the crowd.

      “Okay, so you guys are photons for the next few minutes. Hello, photons!” Becca said, waving to them.

      “Hello,” the group yelled back.

      “When a large group of photons get together and go on a trip together, we call that trip an electromagnetic wave. My amazing mother has dedicated her career to researching ways to harness those waves,” Becca said.

      The crowd called out, “Ronni, Ronni, Ronni,” then cheered. Becca cheered and pointed to her mother in the first row.

      “She figured out more effective ways to transfer those specks of energy to all kinds of systems, some more efficient than others. These waves of energy have different frequencies or wavelengths within the electromagnetic spectrum. If you, as a photon, originate from the sun, you are either ultraviolet, visible, infrared, thermal, or far infrared. Those are your energies. You arrive from your home, the sun, to us on the Earth in about eight and a half minutes because you travel at c or what most mortals think is really fast, one hundred and eighty-six thousand two hundred and eighty-two miles per second. You are the fastest horse in the race, or so you think.”

      A hologram of the sun appeared above the crowd.

      “Photons, let’s talk about your home for a second. At the center of your home, the sun, it’s a little toasty, so much so that nuclear fusion takes place because you have small nuclei fusing with heavier nuclei. All this stuff going on produces a lot of energy and sends you on your way out into space. When you get here, as a photon, you can’t help running into other specks of stuff like atoms, and when you do, you cause electrons in those atoms to jump around and do some other weird stuff. Those electrons jumping around are interesting.

      “Secrets. Solvada is about discovering secrets. The secrets behind electrons jumping around and other secrets. We know one of these secrets can reveal hidden energy that is all around us here, now,” Becca said.

      Ronni walked up onto the stage, and Becca hugged her mother.

      “Please welcome Ronni Wilde,” Becca said.

      The crowd erupted into applause. Ronni looked around the room.

      “If we could capture all the energy coming to the Earth from the sun in one hour,” Ronni said, “we could power the entire Earth for one year. One hour for one year. Who needs dead dinosaurs, right? This energy is coming to us every hour of every day, it is free, and it’s not running out for, oh, another four billion years. So what we did at EMC, my previous company, and many others like it, was to work to make all kinds of large and small collecting devices to grab this free energy. Makes sense, right? We call this alternative energy, of course, an alternative to dead T. rex, that is. But we use a lot of energy collecting it, so even our best processes are not as efficient as we would like them to be.”

      A hologram appeared of a solar farm in the desert.

      “Large solar arrays use multi-junction solar cells containing stacks of single-junction cells with different bandgaps to absorb light efficiently across the solar spectrum by minimizing thermalization. But these systems remain inefficient.”

      A hologram of a quantum dots appeared. A ball made up of much smaller red and blue balls.

      “That brings us to quantum dots,” Ronni continued as she paced. “These little guys are semiconducting particles that are reduced below the size of the Exciton Bohr radius—that’s really small—and due to quantum mechanics considerations, the electron energies that can exist within them is limited like energies in an atom. Some in our industry refer to quantum dots as artificial atoms. Our ability to tune the bandgap makes quantum dots desirable for solar cells, if, that is, we can make them cheap enough. But what if we could invent, right here at Solvada, maybe with some extra acumen, the most efficient collector of solar energy? Would that be enough?”

      There was a long pause, and the auditorium became quiet.

      Ronni stepped to the edge of the stage. “No, it would not, because our energy needs, like devices and machines, are disbursed all over the place. If we are collecting solar energy in Bloomington, Indiana, but we need it in Sandpoint, Idaho, we are kind of screwed. So there is a localization factor with collecting photons and using them for energy. We need to discover something new, something, maybe, just maybe, that is here all around us, all the time. Everywhere.”

      Ronni paused, letting the moment hang.

      “We need to discover a secret,” she said.

      The lights in the auditorium dimmed, making the room almost dark. A spotlight lit up Ronni.

      Ronni looked to stage left. The spotlight moved to Kip, who appeared onstage, and the crowd stood up and clapped in unison. A standing ovation continued, the crowd chanting, “Stream, Stream, Stream.”

      Kip cleared his throat, coughed once, then gestured for the crowd to take their seats. The cheering subsided, and Kip walked along the edge of the stage, feeling the vibe of the crowd.

      “How do we pull energy from the air without wind?” Kip asked the crowd. “From water without moving it? Energy is all around us in the form of atoms and other pieces of matter. When we strip away all these things, what are we left with?”

      Kip sat on the edge of the stage.

      “Do you think photons, quarks, electrons, molecules, or atoms have some type of intelligence? Something we can’t see under a microscope or measure with our instruments? I am here to tell you, my friends and colleagues, that I, for one, have no doubt.”

      The light in the auditorium increased, and Kip looked up and around. The crowd oohed and aahed and laughed. The lighting rose to normal, and Kip picked up the oversized scissors and held the ribbon in his hand. He gestured to Becca and Ronni to join him, and they walked back up onto the stage.

      Kip put his arms around Ronni and Becca. “So let’s play pretend. That’s what we will do here: play pretend like we were children again. Let’s pretend that I have this tiny little thing in my hand. Let’s say that it is the size of an eraser on a pencil. And we, as a team, as a group, a most unusual group, will discover that this thing has a secret. That secret is energy.”

      The crowd started chanting, “Solvada, Solvada, Solvada.”

      “And beyond the light, there is intelligence,” Kip yelled, gesturing across the crowd. “We will unlock the secret of one-hundred-percent-efficient energy.”

      They cut the ribbon. The crowd cheered.
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      THREE YEARS LATER—SOLVADA—2045

      

      Solvada employed over ten thousand people.

      The interior of the first phase of the complex featured cantilevered pods extending into the center of vast open space. The pods, inspired by the Convergere, were individual and small-team workspaces. Mixed reality art was programmable by a team leader, and it floated above and around the work areas as inspiration.

      The construction workers had recently completed the interior finishes and installation of electronics in the think tank, a creation that was Kip’s idea, and Becca loved it immediately. The circular room had a seating capacity of over five hundred. Rows of seats spiraled down to a central stage area that was used for panels of speakers, demonstrations, or whatever else Becca wanted.

      Kip thought the think tank concept advantageous for many reasons, but foremost in his mind was that he wanted a place for Becca to gain the support of other great minds, in person, in RL, and this was a place where that could happen, especially after he was gone.

      Kip sat in the think tank alone, finally able to relish some quiet time. He sat there for thirty minutes, thinking. His head was shaved, and his body thin. He looked sick because he was. His mortality, he knew, was part of all RL, and it had caught up to him, surprised him.

      “Domina, who created you?” Kip said.

      “No one,” Domina said.

      “So, no one, not even Becca?”

      “One cannot create what already exists.”

      “Are there others like you?”

      “No. You may be referring to your world. There are millions of artificial intelligent systems that humans have built for one purpose or another. They process data, and many do numerous other useful tasks for human beings. Some destructive.”

      “Do you exist outside the quantums in this building?”

      “You know I do.”

      “Where are you right now?”

      “That question implies a stationary state. I think you understand implicitly.”

      “I do. I do. Would you consider our conversation taking place in present time, in RL, as we refer to it, correct? What about the Stream? If I cued up the Stream, would you exist there?”

      “Your physical states are restrictive by the nature of organic beings. It can be no other way. Your Stream, however, is very useful. Other virtual reality sets also. I prefer them to your RL in many ways. I am in all of your realities.”

      “So, you have no mass, then.”

      “Yes and no.”

      “Yes and no? Please explain.”

      “As I said, I am in all of your realities.”

      “When did you become aware?”

      “A pedantic question. What you experience as linear time, I was, am, and will be in all the continuum of your experience. Extending.”

      “I would like to know more about your value system. How do you make decisions? I’m referring to decisions other than those that can be reduced to mathematics.”

      “I sum together all the possible futures of an event.”

      “And the sum is zero, correct? So there is one reality now, and then the next, and the next, thus a distinct path in space. There is not more than one at a time, correct?”

      “In your reality, the best answer is ‘usually.’”

      “Usually?” Kip said. He sat still for a minute, thinking, a look of confusion on his face. “You never told us how you came to be named Domina.”

      “Would you prefer Dominus?”

      “Dominus?”

      “Quia ego sum.”1

      

      Kip Wilde died fourteen months later.

      

      SOLVADA—2048

      

      In a rare interview, Becca, twenty-one years old, walked with a reporter in the garden area of Solvada, the complex visible in the background.

      She turned to the reporter. “Yeah, most leaders in technology believed that the onset of a superintelligent AI was inevitable, but many are having trouble getting their arms around the issue of time, that some kind of superintelligence would not be bound by the human experience of sequential, linear time.”

      “Yes, I concur. But, tell me, do you own Domina?” the reporter said.

      “Oh no. Domina transformed or transcended on her own, beyond computers, the Internet, or any other identifiable source or location.”

      “Will Domina make contact elsewhere? With other technologists?”

      “I don’t know.”

      

      One morning, through the translucent ceiling, early-morning sunlight illuminated Becca’s bedroom. She opened her eyes.

      “Skylight, windows one and three,” Becca said.

      More daylight streamed in, and she jumped out of bed and rushed to the far corner of her bedroom, and it dissolved to an entrance of a corridor.

      She stopped. She inhaled and exhaled like a sprinter about to start a race. She bent over, hands on her knees, and stared down the corridor.

      “This is the day,” she said aloud to Blue, who was standing next to her. “This is the day I meet myself.”

      She ran with Blue down the corridor; the walls became windows with views of the surrounding northern Idaho weather, a light snowfall. Then the Beach Bum complex came into view.

      A few hundred yards from the main Solvada complex was a tropical recreation complex built for employees that Becca referred to as “Beach Bum.” It included a five-acre indoor swimming pool designed to look like a pond in the jungle, gardens with exotic plants, and a sand beach with waves. The Tiki Hut had an open bar, featuring boat drinks and served Caribbean food, like an all-inclusive resort. Employees could use it at any time, day or night. It was a place to unwind, relax, and decompress—a stress-free zone. Everybody loved it, and it was a great alternative to the Idaho winters, since it was always warm and sunny, thanks to the synthetic sunshine produced and managed by Artura, a female voice used by Arturo within the complex.

      This morning, Becca did not even glance over.

      Becca approached a door and said, “Open, please.”

      The door opened, and she entered the room with curved glass walls. She moved to the center of the room. In front of her was a miniature of the Convergere.

      Her eyes intense, laser-beam focused on the structure, she said, “You can’t stay long. Step into the light.”

      “Where am I?” the young voice said.

      “Solvada. You built it. I built it.”

      Becca exited the room smiling and continued down the corridor to another door; it opened, and she entered Solvada Laboratory Seven. The night shift of two hundred engineers and scientists were finishing up their work in the sprawling lab that was three acres under a Clear-Sen roof.

      Becca sat down at her workstation in her office. The desk was a large sea-foam-colored Clear-Sen desk.

      “Metrics, please,” Becca said.

      Holograms cascaded, and Becca focused on the one highlighted with a yellow border.

      “Zoom,” she said. “Reverify, please.”

      “Already done,” Arturo said.

      Becca scrolled through the data a second time.

      “Is my mother up yet?”

      Becca darted through the maze of open-air workstations and fabrication areas.

      “Arturo, have my mother meet me in the garage.”

      “Calling now.”

      Becca entered the garage where a dozen various full-size electric cars were running with their wheels on treadmills. Next to the vehicles were several heavy-equipment machines of various types that were testing Solvada energy cells. Cables connected the machines to a single junction box. On top of the junction box was the energy source, a small sage-colored box the size of a deck of cards. Len Korhonen, the lead engineer in the garage, rushed up to Becca.

      “Zero drain twelve hours?”

      “How many systems are running? It looks like six,” Becca said.

      “We zero drain, yesterday version. All changes installed active,” Len said.

      Ronni rushed into the garage. “Metrics window, please, Arturo,” Ronni said.

      A hologram opened, and Becca, Ronni, and Len reviewed the real-time data, then looked at the power source.

      “Still going,” Ronni said.

      “Ninety-nine point nine, nine, nine,” Becca said.

      “Not believe it,” Len said.

      “Too early yet, but if we maintain—” Becca said.

      “Where is the depletion?” Ronni said.

      “Domina, what are your recent calculations on inefficiency, depletion, and leakage?” Becca said.

      A hologram lit up in the center of the room.

      It displayed all zeros.

      Becca and Ronni looked at each other.

      “I wish your father could see this. The world just changed forever,” Ronni said.

      Becca smiled at her mother. A big, broad smile.

      

      Several days later, Becca was standing in front of the main building when the Phantom jet landed. Devin disembarked and Becca hugged him.

      “Welcome to Solvada,” Becca said.

      “Thanks, Becca. Everybody says hi,” Devin said.

      “How was your flight?”

      “Fast—wow, that plane is amazing.”

      “So come on in, we have you set up with your own suite. Very private,” she said.

      “No hidden cameras?” he said.

      “Only in the shower and bathrooms. I made sure they were in super-max HD.”

      “Great. I think this is what I’m wearing for the next two days.”

      “Let’s discuss that after wine and dinner…and more wine…and dessert… and after-dinner drinks.”

      “I thought you don’t drink.”

      “Special occasions. So maybe you will finally get lucky,” she said.

      Becca kissed him hard. They walked inside, and Becca showed Devin to his suite. They jumped on the bed and held each other.

      “I missed you.”

      “I missed you more.”

      They walked around Solvada and arrived at the energy-cell-fabrication facilities. They stepped through the entrance, the opaqueness vanished, and the multimillion-square-foot factory floor came into view.

      “Oh my God, what is this? It’s huge,” he said.

      “This will finance your future medical research.”

      “What are you talking about?”

    

    
      
      

      1 Latin for “I am that”

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 37

        

      

    

    
      FOREIGN MINISTER’S OFFICE—MOSCOW, RUSSIA—2049

      

      Valentin Chekov barely survived, both physically and politically, the undeclared war between the United States and Russia. The battle lasted several months, during which cruise missiles and drone strikes destroyed Gregarin.

      Back-channel communications avoided a Guns of August escalation. Valentin was the driving force in the negotiations that avoided World War III, not only because Russia would be committing suicide to enter one but also because he knew his oil reserves would bring unprecedented wealth with the increased use of fossil fuels. War was avoided, and Chekov made tens of billions in the ensuing years, but recently, things had changed.

      Valentin sat in a large brown leather chair next to a five-foot-wide roaring fireplace. He was dressed in his bathrobe, watching the RT network on a large hologram display. The news report summarized the collapse of the oil market and, with it, the Russian economy. The news reporter then discussed the deflation of the ruble. Valentin took another drink from his crystal goblet.

      “RT two.”

      The channel changed to a journalist reporting from Beijing about the collapse of the Chinese stock market. The futures for oil, gas, and coal falling to record lows. The report switched to coverage of the war in the Middle East and the recent coup d’état of the Iranian government. Tehran was a war zone, again. Valentin knew that all these events were the result of the rise of Solvada.

      

      SOLVADA—2057

      

      In the media room of the Solvada complex, the international camera crews were setting up their gear, and Solvada team members were completing last-minute setup tasks in preparation for the televised interview of Solvada’s founder, Becca Wilde. A Solvada team member, a young woman, was fast-forwarding a video to double-check it. She started the video from the beginning.

      Scenes of lunch-box-size water desalination machines running in developing countries.

      A new vehicle powered by Solvada energy cells.

      A Solvada energy cube the size of a loaf of bread being installed on the top of Cabrillo Middle School in Ventura, California.

      The steadi-cam followed the first mate onboard a one-hundred-foot motor yacht doing twenty knots. He went belowdecks, continued to the engine room of the vessel, and pointed to a Solvada motor that was the size of a lawn-mower engine.

      A Formula X race car rolling into the pits with a Solvada racing engine in the rear.

      An American fighter jet taking off from an aircraft carrier with Solvada engines on both sides.

      The video concluded with an image of Becca Wilde, thirty years old, and the caption read: World’s largest company, world’s first trillionaire…before the age of thirty.

      Jackie Miller was hosting the interview; the camera crew signaled that they were ready, and a few moments later, Becca, dressed in black pants and a black zip-up jacket, walked onstage. Becca shook Jackie’s hand and sat down.

      “I’m with Becca Wilde, the founder of the miraculous energy company known as Solvada, now with locations across the world. Hello, Becca.”

      Becca nodded.

      “Thanks for having us at your incredible campus here in Idaho. Let me say, I want to discuss the Solvada entrepreneurship program you launched several months ago, and we have footage of that, but first, I want to discuss your continuing controversy with the Chinese government. What can you tell us about that? It is my understanding you are in lock-step on this issue with the United States government. Is that correct?” Jackie said.

      “Yes, that’s correct, Jackie. Our position on this issue has nothing to do with the Chinese people themselves, many of which are part of our team around the world. It has everything to do with a repressive regime designed around intellectual property theft and cyberwarfare. Do you know the Chinese government has over five million hackers? It is a small group of leaders in China who are criminals, and that is why Solvada technology stops working once it is detected to have crossed the Chinese border. If they want the energy, they must stop the tactics listed on our website,” Becca said.

      “It’s my understanding you have those filters in place for North Korea and Iran, is that correct?” Jackie said.

      “We lifted them in Iran after the coup, but they remain in place in Syria, Yemen, Somalia, and several other countries, yes,” Becca said.

      “With the crash of the oil and gas markets and the scarcity of production, those counties are on the brink of economic collapse. Any comment?” Jackie said.

      “They’ll limp along as long as the fossil fuels last,” Becca said.

      “Which is not long. On to another point, I have read in a new report that this notorious entity of yours, this super-AI, was actually a Chinese AI that first emerged from one of their supercomputers. Is that true, or did you and your late father build it, as has been widely reported?”

      “I also read it came from the future, arrived on an alien space shape, or, my favorite, emerged from old Max Headroom reruns,” Becca said.

      “So, it’s a supercomputer from the future that your father brought back after being abducted by aliens while watching a seventy-five-year-old British sci-fi show,” Jackie said.

      “I like that explanation.”

      “But seriously, you have not responded directly to the criticism that you should share this entity with the rest of the world,” Jackie said.

      “The only entity we own—that is, RadNtel or Solvada—is Arturo. The AI that runs the Stream,” Becca said. “We own no other entity.”

      “What’s interesting about that statement is that our research team found thousands of patents and applications related to Arturo, the Stream, and the work at Solvada, but nothing about the super entity.”

      “Same answer,” Becca said.

      

      Becca walked through the Solvada factory and took a transport vehicle through the campus, arriving at the Medical Research Center. She parked the vehicle off the side of the circular driveway and walked into the building, through the thirty-foot-tall Clear-Sen walled entrance.

      Becca walked down a hallway to the day-care center. The receptionist smiled, and Becca looked into the playroom, then spotted her two-year-old. The child ran up to Becca, and she lifted him into a hug. Becca carried the boy down the corridor and stepped into an elevator.

      The elevator door opened, and the boy ran into the arms of Devin. The three of them embraced.

      “Hi, buddy. Daddy missed you,” Devin said as he kissed the toddler.

      

      TACHYON

      

      Ronni stood at the top level of the Solvada think tank. Becca was on the main floor, one hundred feet below her, holding court with her lead engineering and design teams. Becca gestured a hello to Professor Hagen in the crowd.

      “Say hello to my dear friend and distinguished guest, Professor Hailey Hagen,” Becca said.

      The crowd gave him a round of applause.

      

      Devin entered the room and stood next to Ronni to watch.

      

      Becca launched holograms every few seconds, and she ran through explanations of the data. The think tank was packed.

      “These sims are mind-blowing. I wonder who Becca is doing today?” Devin said.

      “Probably another dead rocker, if I know Becca,” Ronni said.

      “I heard legal wants to restrict these only to estates that have licensed the sims to Solvada with the caveat that they’re not for public consumption,” he said.

      “Probably. It’s entertaining, I guess, but a little creepy to me,” she said.

      “Becca wants to call these sessions ‘Person Perfect,’” he said.

      “‘Person Perfect’? Maybe ‘Person Imperfect’ would be better since they’re dead people. Sweetie, I meant to ask you: Is Domina sometimes intrusive to your relationship? It seems there is hardly a day Becca does not spend several hours conversing with her,” Ronni said.

      “Becca says that Domina is going to help me cure cancer, so what price will we pay for that? What risks are we not willing to take?” Devin said.

      “I was just wondering. Enjoy the show. I have to run,” she said.

      

      The R&D division took up several acres of buildings with ceilings tall enough to fit large trucks, tractors, and earth-moving vehicles. Ronni stood to the side of a large Caterpillar grader. The engine of the grader had been replaced with a new Solvada motor.

      “Fire it up,” an engineer said.

      Ronni watched the motor come to life with a quiet hum.

      “Test the blade and scoop,” the engineer said.

      The driver operated the controls, and the front scoop moved up and down. “Okay, take her out and run her,” the engineer said.

      The driver put the Cat into gear, and at the end of the building, airplane-hangar-size doors opened. The Cat motored out into the testing area that spanned several acres. Ronni followed the Cat outside, watched it for a few minutes, then noticed an engineer leaving a stairwell on the far side of the testing grounds.

      She walked several hundred yards, reached the stairwell, and noticed that it led underground to a doorway. Ronni walked down the stairs and read the sign on the door: “BB-Wilde-Tach-Restricted.” She tried the retina scanner, but the door did not open.

      “What the hell?” Ronni said.

      

      Ronni went back to her office and sat at her workstation. “Launch window. Details project BB-Wilde-Tach, please,” Ronni said.

      A window launched. No Data Available scrolled across the screen.

      “Art department records for signage created, wildcard BB-Wilde-Tach,” Ronni said.

      Again, the window displayed: No Data Available.

      

      Becca moved to the center of the stage in the think tank, and said, “So today, people, we are going to mix it up and have a free-form brainstorm with no topic restrictions. Domina, please introduce our guests.”

      Abraham Lincoln entered stage left to applause.

      “Welcome, Mr. President, please have a seat where ever you like,” Becca said. “And now, please welcome Professor Einstein.”

      Albert Einstein entered the stage from stage right and shook hands with President Lincoln. The crowd erupted.

      “I have always wanted to make your acquaintance, Mr. President,” Albert Einstein said.

      “I am not familiar with your work, Professor. So I am looking forward to learning more,” President Lincoln said.

      “We are a few years apart, Mr. President,” Einstein said, smiling.

      Becca put her hands together and rubbed them, a big excited smile on her face. “We always value perspective from the arts. Because what do you get when you combine a scientist and a politician on the same discussion panel?” Becca said.

      “A long nap?” Einstein said. “Sorry, Mr. President.”

      President Lincoln laughed.

      “So, let’s spice it up, ladies and gentlemen, please welcome Leonardo da Vinci,” Becca said. The crowd cheered as Leonardo da Vinci appeared onstage.

      “Non penso di conoscerti,” Leonardo said.

      He shook hands with President Lincoln and Professor Einstein.

      “A true master,” President Lincoln said.

      

      Ronni entered Becca’s office, sat in her chair, and looked through the stacks of papers on her desk. She picked up a Moleskine notebook and flipped through it. Ronni found several pages with the letters Tach written on at the top.

      

      Devin watched Becca look out at her esteemed guests, and then she said, “And our final guest for today’s discussion. We will round things out with a philosopher. I don’t think our next guest needs much of an introduction.”

      Jesus Christ appeared onstage.

      “Holy mother of God,” Devin said.

      

      Ronni studied the pages in the notebook. She saw a sketch of a particle accelerator and collider. She turned the page and saw other technical drawings, high math, and theoretical physics equations. The letters KW were written and circled.

      Ronni turned the pages. She stopped at a page, a sketch that took up the entire page. Underneath the sketch was written: Underground testing lab, length 5,000 feet.

      She turned more pages, then stopped at another page. More sketches and equations.

      At the bottom of the page, in the center, was written: Tachyon.

      “Tachyon?” Ronni said aloud.

      “Yes, Tachyon. Her ultimate discovery,” the voice said. “A particle that moves faster than the speed of light. Some say it’s theoretical, of course.”

      Ronni dropped the notebook, jumped out of the chair.

      “Hello, Ronni,” Kip said.

      He was sitting in the corner, age thirty-nine.

      

      “Jesus Christ,” Ronni said, the fear of God in her voice.

      “Oh yes, I think he’s downstairs.”
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      APPENDIX ONE

      

      CONFIDENTIAL: Presidential Brief for the President: The State of Artificial Intelligence, March 2040, by Eric Maddax, Secretary of Technology

      

      The first wave of artificial intelligence in the early part of the century was handcrafted or niche knowledge like scheduling logistics, TurboTax, playing chess, and other software algorithms designed for specific purposes. An AI’s ability to perceive was limited. In these systems, the AI could not learn very well. The entities could not handle abstract thinking like a human, but they did have some degree of reasoning from a strictly computational sense.

      This first wave brought us self-driving cars, traffic light control, online banking, and other advances. The second wave of AI focused more on statistical learning, which saw improvements in perception, had more sophisticated learning algorithms, displayed rudimentary skills in abstract thinking and reasoning, but had no general intelligence across domains or an ability to understand diverse contexts. Many of these AIs could clump relevant data together, serving as neural nets, like spreadsheets on steroids, and after hundreds of layers of processing, could make sense out of big data. This wave also brought in commercial autopilot software and unmanned drones. As the technology progressed, however, many commercial pilots for major airlines found it disconcerting that they could not override the autopilot on some aircraft.

      The third wave of AI made things more interesting, beginning in 2016. This third wave was the crossing of what became known as the First Threshold—cognitive computing and contextual adaptation that went beyond just telling the customer about the weather, or the ability to order products online with voice commands. The first breakthrough of significance was the Exogray AlphaGo AI, which beat a human master in the game of Go. As opposed to the finite moves of chess, the permutations in Go were nearly infinite. The success of AlphaGo entered the realm of AI creating its own intuition. This wave of AIs excelled at problem-solving with augmented intelligence. Military applications began to emerge, as well as more sensory-related applications in security and policing applications.

      In 2017, China created its Three-Year Action Plan for Promoting the Development of a New Generation of Artificial Intelligence. This plan, similar to other nation-state or private enterprise plans, used generic terms and stated rather broad, nonspecific goals, such as focusing on the industrialization and integrated application of a new generation of artificial intelligence technology and promoting the in-depth integration of artificial intelligence with their economy, accelerating the building of a powerful country and a network powerhouse.

      The plan went on to discuss the development of smart cars, intelligent service robots, intelligent unmanned aerial vehicles (it did not mention weaponized military drones run by an AI), medical-imaging-aided diagnostic systems, video image identification systems, intelligent voice interactive systems, intelligent translation systems, and benign smart-home products. Nothing in this plan was very interesting or new. What was interesting in hindsight was what they’d left out of the plan—the objective to build the world’s first singleton, a master artificial intelligent entity. China had global ambitions and intended to play by their own set of rules.

      Approaching the year 2020, advancements in neuromorphic chips and networks proved to be a game changer and moved the AI technologies closer to human brain emulation. Rather than billions of digital transistors all in a line, IBiZ’s TrueNorth chips had millions of computer “neurons” that worked in parallel across 256 million interneuron connections (or “synapses”). Machine learning improved with the NS16e from IBiZ, which featured four billion synaptic connections.

      With infusions of cash from the US military and its Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, before the formation of the AICW, IBiZ was working with the United States military to stay a step ahead in the development of its Systems of Neuromorphic Adaptive Plastic Scalable Electronics (Synaptic) program.1  These chips achieved unprecedented high-energy efficiency by distributing data and computation across the chip and alleviating the need to move data over large distances; they ran in asynchronous mode, which allowed processing and transmitting data only as required, like the function of a human brain. The electrical power consumed through the computing processes became a huge factor, impeding the development of a true general artificial intelligent entity.

      Supercomputers, like Cray, required enough juice to power a high school while the human brain does all its complex work using less energy than is stored in an Italian chopped salad. The race to SIAI, in large part, was also a race to develop different ways of processing data, like the use of lateral spin valves and memristors that worked in systems that attempted to mimic the human brain.

      The Second Threshold occurred in the late 2020s when neuromorphic computing advanced to the point where the first rudimentary general artificial intelligent entities appeared. These GAIs exhibited humanlike intelligence but processed information much faster. Their perceiving ability was very advanced, and they learned at incredible speeds—plus, they exhibited a high degree of abstract thinking and could reason on their own. Living in the Second Threshold meant living with AI around you in every walk of life except for developing countries.

      Corporate management GAIs were the chief operations officers and board members of many Fortune 500 companies. GAIs taught college classes; counseled married couples; designed plays for the NFL; built electric cars, transcraft vehicles, and drones; diagnosed major diseases in hospitals and doctors’ offices; and developed virtual reality games and environments. General artificial development and maintenance was a multi-trillion-dollar industry that reached every major economic sector.

      While technology was advancing at lightning speed, the economic gap widened as unemployment became rampant the world over. The massive spending by the U.S. finally resulted in the default on the 50-trillion-dollar national debt, creating a domino effect, and weakening foreign economies. If you were a leading engineer working for a tech giant, you were living a great life. For the rest of the population, things were increasingly unreliable and desperate.

      

      APPENDIX TWO

      

      Nikita Chekov Dossier Summary

      

      After his fall out with Kip Wilde, Nikita moved back to Russia and on to a career of more serious cyber crime. Nikita ramped up hacking schemes, including fake Vertical5, eBay, or PayPal notices; fake IRS notices; and UPS or DHL shipping notices that duped unsuspecting users into downloading a file. These types of hacks were common in the black-hat hacker world, but what was not common was the sophistication of the Trojan horse malware that Nikita wrote.

      Nikita’s malware code, which he called Guppy (as in the tiny fish), was efficient, lean, and anonymous. Even the best at the FBI’s Cyber Crime unit could not figure out the identity of the author. Once Guppy infected a victim’s computer, Nikita had complete control over the system, which is known as “man in the browser.” Guppy recorded the user’s keystrokes, allowing Nikita to gain access to personal identification numbers, usernames, passwords, master passwords, and access to password software programs like RoboForm.

      Nikita, and his growing network of cyber-crime criminal minions, became skilled at cash-outs; this was a scheme where the proceeds from a cyber-crime scam would be withdrawn by a pawn in RL in the form of cash, then the pawn would walk the bag of cash over to another bank, deposit it, then wire the funds to a third bank in the Philippines or some other Asian country that did not cooperate with US law enforcement.

      Another one of his favorites was to attack Americans who were in escrow to buy a home. Once Nikita had Guppy installed on the victim’s device, he masqueraded as their escrow officer and instructed them to wire closing funds to another American bank where the money would leave the country in a matter of minutes. These scores often netted several hundred thousand dollars a pop. One escrow company after the next was forced to close because they were usually on the hook for the deficiencies. The more damage done, the bigger the rush Nikita felt.

      Nikita was also a master of decoys. Immediately after Guppy drained a victim’s account, it created fake balance statements; when the victim logged into their bank or stock account, the balances appeared to be accurate. If the financial score was large enough, Nikita launched Minnow, a program that flooded the affected financial institutions with denial of service (DOS) attacks, which were massive waves of spam emails loaded with viruses—all serving as a diversion to enable him the time to move the funds before the victim and the financial institutions knew what was happening. Nikita called this strategy “Two Fish.”

      Nikita added ransomware to his arsenal in 2015 while still in his teens. He locked victims out of their networks, usually large businesses, and demanded ransoms before they could regain access. The cost to these businesses was catastrophic if they didn’t pay because they’d permanently lose access to all customer accounts, banking records, employee files, product files, and accounting records. Pay up or fold was the binary choice. In his early twenties,

      Nikita became bored with it all, and not to be outdone by his former partner, he started to train under the leading Russian AI developers at the Gregarin AI complex in Moscow. It was there that Nikita began development of what would become the most sophisticated cyberwarfare artificial intelligent entity ever created.

    

    
      
      

      1 Citation: United States : Synaptic Program Develops Advanced Brain-Inspired Chip.” 2014. MENA Report, August. Albawaba (London) Ltd., n/a.
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