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Asiyah (ah-see-YAH): Noun. Hebrew.

The physical world we currently live in. A world of action. The fourth and lowest realm of existence. A place where the Creator hides from its creation.






PROLOGUE: Dark Waters

October 27, 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, International Caribbean Waters

In the cramped, dimly lit operations room of the Soviet submarine, three naval officers crowded around the periscope. The air tasted of diesel and sweat, thick and stifling from the broken air conditioning. They leaned closer to hear over the machinery’s hum.

“We are in international waters, Commander Arkhipov!” Captain Savitsky exclaimed. “The Americans came at us. It is our duty to launch.”

Another explosion rocked the submarine. Red emergency lights flickered. Sailors grabbed railings, consoles, whatever they could reach.

Vasili Arkhipov’s hands held firm on the railing. He glanced around at the sailors piloting the sub. Their eyes darted between gauges, fingers trembling on controls.

“They did come toward us, Captain Savitsky, but I don’t think they mean us harm. I believe they are trying to contact us.”

“With depth charges? Who the hell would use depth charges as a signal?”

A second explosion rumbled through the hull, distant but deep enough to feel in their bones.

“You dived the moment they spotted us. There was no way for them to communicate after we went below.”

Arkhipov pressed two fingers to his right temple. The spot felt warm, warmer than it should. Around him, men pulled at their collars, faces flushed in the stale air.

“You don’t send eleven warships to deliver a message of peace!” Savitsky replied. “It’s pretty clear what their intentions are. Again I demand, Commander Arkhipov: authorize the launch.”

A muscle jumped in Arkhipov’s cheek. One nuclear warhead in the torpedo tubes. Launch it, and the American carrier group would vaporize. This submarine with it.

“I respectfully decline, Captain Savitsky. We must surface and establish radio communications with Moscow.”

Savitsky shook his head. He wiped sweat from his brow with his sleeve. “War is already happening! We will not fail our comrades; it is our duty to launch.”

He pointed a thin finger towards Vasili. “You dishonor these brave sailors and your country if you do not consent!”

Valentin Savitsky commanded this vessel. Arkhipov commanded the flotilla. Neither could act without the other’s consent.

Eyes turned toward him. The sailors glanced at him, then away. Arkhipov’s fingers found his temple again, pressing the same spot. Why did it ache there? Yet despite the heat, the shouting, the explosions, his thoughts remained eerily clear. Crystalline.

A boom shook the hull, pitching the floor beneath him. He tightened his grip on the railing. “No, Captain Savitsky, you do not have my permission to fire.”

“Damn you, Arkhipov! Damn you!” He swept his gaze across the room, taking in the men at their stations.

He pressed a hand to his sternum. “These men’s souls, the souls of all our countrymen, are in your hands!”

He stood there a moment, then turned to face the main pilot. “No launch authorized,” he bellowed. “Bring us up to the surface. We will find out soon enough the American intentions, or die trying.”




CHAPTER 1: Genesis

Present Day The Pentagon, Arlington County, VA

Lieutenant Michael Grant had a gift for seeing patterns others missed. Every morning, his unit was responsible for summarizing overnight major intel for the Pacific Asian region, and Michael’s briefings were the ones commanders actually read. Peering behind the curtain of commercial news sources, he saw a world on fire. North Korean missile tests. Chinese naval exercises in the Taiwan Strait. Border skirmishes the public never heard about. It had been a hectic night. Most of them were.

As a West Point graduate, the lieutenant had spent some time in Iraq as an Intel officer. Missions were created and soldiers deployed based on the military assessments he authored. Educated guesses, most of the time, built from incomplete intelligence and probability. Sometimes the missions paid off. Many times they didn’t. Either way, it was not unusual for some soldiers to pay the ultimate price, while others sustained serious injury. Despite the repercussions, his assessments had the highest accuracy rate in his unit. His mind could untangle a web of seemingly unrelated facts into a narrative that often matched the reality of the situation. Military intel was flawed by nature, but his analyses gave soldiers the best chance of coming home. He was a lowly lieutenant, but a carefully worded summary or a strategic comment could nudge the top brass toward the right decision. Michael was able to cope with the difficulty of his tour knowing that if he didn’t do his job, someone else would take his place. Someone less talented, or less lucky.

After his tour, Colonel Hayes called him into the office. “You’re wasted out here, Grant. Pentagon needs analysts who can think three moves ahead.” Two months later, he was still a lieutenant, but he was sitting in briefings with generals.

Transferring from a combat zone where his intel saved lives to the air-conditioned corridors of the Pentagon was difficult. Despite his reservations, he was able to adapt and learn his new role. The webs were made of different patterns, but he soon learned the new strands and became a trusted advisor for his commander.

This morning’s summary was almost ready. He was making some final adjustments and proofreading when his phone rang. Caller ID was blocked. Oddly, he’d never seen it blocked before. He picked up the receiver. “Lieutenant Michael Grant speaking.”

His commanding officer’s voice came through. “Mike, this is Major Pardo. Come down to my office immediately. Bring your full uniform.” A soft click indicated the call was over.

He ran a hand along his jaw, grabbed his jacket and hat, then walked past cubicle walls to the major’s office. He was raising his hand to knock on the open door when he heard the major call, “Come in. Close the door and have a seat.”

Michael took the chair facing the desk. Major Pardo could often be curt, but he sensed something was off. The major hadn’t looked at his computer once. His jaw was tight, and when he spoke, his voice had a careful flatness to it.

“Michael, there are military police coming to this office. You will be escorted to the parking garage, where General Arnold will meet you.” He waited for Michael’s reaction.

Michael paused. General Arnold. The four-star general who led the military intelligence community at the Pentagon. An MP escort just to meet with him?

“Yes, sir.” The words came after a beat of silence.

“Meet the MPs at our unit’s door. Do not enter the hallway. You are dismissed.”

Michael stood at attention and saluted. The major held his gaze, stood, and returned the salute. The lieutenant turned and walked to the office doors. Coworkers offered friendly smiles as he passed. A few called out greetings. He nodded back but kept moving. As he reached the office entrance, the doors opened and two MPs walked in.

“Lieutenant Grant?” “Yes.”

“We are to escort you to the parking garage immediately. Please follow us.” One MP stepped aside, letting Michael through the unit doors. The other moved ahead to lead them through the hallway. The three of them travelled down the halls in a single line—one MP in front, one behind, and Grant in the middle, slightly taller than the men escorting him. He could feel the curious stares as he was marched through the Pentagon, not in handcuffs but clearly being escorted. While somewhat embarrassing, the walk gave him time to think.

A four-star general. MP escort. No briefing. The pieces added up to something urgent. Important enough to pull a lieutenant from his desk without warning.

Let the general talk, he told himself. Only ask questions if there is time and if they are pertinent.

The trio arrived at the parking deck, where a line of vehicles stood at the ready. A civilian police car idled at the head of the line. A military Humvee was right behind, followed by a black SUV. Another Humvee completed the escort. Michael was directed to the open back door of the SUV, where a man in a dark suit and earpiece stood waiting.

He ducked his head to enter the vehicle. General Arnold sat on the other side, watching the lieutenant in silence as he awkwardly climbed into the back seat.

“Sir!” Michael brought his hand up in a brisk salute.

“At ease, Lieutenant.”

As he settled himself in, the door closed behind him. The suited man walked around to the front passenger seat and climbed in. The agent spoke into his wrist, “Move out.” The line of cars drove off, the sirens of the lead squad echoing within the confined space of the parking garage.

The general turned to Michael. “Lieutenant, we are taking you to Reagan National Airport. There you will board a military jet that will take you to your destination. You will be briefed in-flight. I won’t go into detail here. It’s better for you to get everything on the plane. This is a fluid situation. You are to be my eyes and ears on the ground. Your role will be strictly observational. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Michael responded.

“Good. I’ll need your cellphone for now.”

Michael fished a hand down the inside of his jacket. He produced a cell phone and handed it to the general.

The escort had reached the highway, minutes from the airport. Michael could see that the highway had been cleared of civilian traffic.

The general pocketed the phone, studying Michael like he was reading a report. “Let’s be clear, Lieutenant. I didn’t pick you.”

Michael’s brow furrowed slightly, but he remained silent.

“I submitted a request to the Homeland Analytic Cell,” Arnold continued, his voice low and frustrated. “Asked for an analyst with a field background. The kind of profile I’ve used a dozen times. They didn’t give me a list. They gave me a name. Yours.”

Michael’s stomach dropped. The HAC? Their work was whispered among his peers, a faceless, bureaucratic black box that no one was allowed to question. “Why me, sir?”

“That’s the part that gives me a headache.” The general’s expression soured. “They didn’t flag your combat record. They flagged a theoretical analysis you wrote. A ‘future-threat’ paper. You were supposed to be summarizing a DARPA briefing on biomimetic processing, and you went off on a tangent about ‘non-mammalian intelligence models.’ Ring a bell?”

“Sir, I… that was just a blue-sky analysis. I saw a potential threat model in their research, something I thought might be applicable in the future. The far future.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Arnold interrupted. “The HAC’s threat model flagged your analysis. It labeled you a ‘cognitive outlier.’”

The general leaned in, his eyes locking with Michael’s. “You’ve been on their ‘persons of interest’ file ever since. Now, your number has been called. So, as I said, lose any preconceptions. Take everything in. Your role is observational. But they think you’ll see something the rest of us won’t.”

General Arnold eased back, his gaze turning to the window as if searching for something. Michael stared at his own hands. A cognitive outlier. They’d been watching him.

“Remember, son,” Arnold said, his tone grim, “don’t disappoint your country.”

“Yes, sir,” Michael replied. Don’t disappoint your country? No pressure, he thought.

The entourage arrived at the airport. The line of vehicles was waved through a chain-link fence and brought to a hangar. The general’s eyes rarely left Michael as an uncomfortable silence settled in the car. Waiting in the hangar was a sleek jet with its stairway down, two camouflaged marines standing on either side. The SUV circled around the jet, stopping before the marines.

The agent in the passenger seat exited, spoke into his wrist, and opened the back door. The general walked up to one of the marines and turned, waiting for Michael to follow. Michael saluted and stood at attention. The general returned the salute, his eyes fixed on the young lieutenant.

With that, Michael marched past the marines and up the stairway. As he entered the jet, there was only one thought occupying his mind.

What the hell have I just gotten into?




CHAPTER 2: The Assignment

Michael strode into the cabin. A master sergeant stood at attention, hand raised in salute.

“At ease, Sergeant.” Michael returned the salute while continuing his way down the aisle.

A lone woman sat at the main table, her focus absolute on an electronic notebook. Red hair, pulled back. She wore civilian clothes, but the Sergeant was giving her a wide berth, standing rigid near the cockpit as if afraid to disturb her air.

She offered no reaction when Michael entered. As he approached, her head snapped up. She assessed him in a single sweep, head to boots. The smile she gave him was brief, not quite reaching her eyes. She rose and extended a hand.

“Lieutenant Michael Grant. Pleasure to meet you.”

“Jennifer Smith, NSA.”

Her handshake was firm and brief.

“Good to meet you, Jennifer.”

“Please,” she said, gesturing to the plush leather chair opposite her, “have a seat and we’ll get started.”

Michael eased himself down into the deep, cushioned leather of the chair. He recalled his last flight home from Iraq, a hulking air transport packed with troops like sardines in a tin. The hot, spartan interior favored utility over comfort—over any comfort. The memory lay in stark contrast to his current surroundings.

Jennifer didn’t wait for him to get comfortable. “I’m going to brief you on the information I have available right now, but things can change at any moment and there isn’t a lot to go on.” She passed him a thick manila folder. “We are flying to Plainfield, Illinois, a city approximately forty miles southwest of Chicago. Once there, we will make contact with a civilian named Todd Miles. We are to convince Mr. Miles to accompany us back to Washington, where he will meet with the president. I will be the primary contact; your role is strictly as observer.”

“Is Mr. Miles expecting us?” he asked.

“Not to my knowledge.”

“You’re sending a handler and an analyst to do a pickup,” Michael said, looking at the folder. “If this was a standard recruitment, you’d have called. You think he’s going to run.”

“I know, it’s unusual as hell, I’m just telling you what we are ordered to do.”

Frustrated, Michael flipped through the pages in the folder.

Jennifer leaned forward. “That last part about me talking and you watching is important, Mike. Understand?”

Her talking? Yes, that part he understood. She was the NSA specialist. He was the ‘cognitive outlier’ they’d pulled from a desk. An asset, not a partner. The handler and the handled.

“Yes. You talk, I observe. What exactly should I be observing?”

“That’s what I need you to help figure out,” she replied with a brief, measured smile. “I know General Arnold wanted you there, watching. The brief does not say for what specifically. Which tells me he expects you’ll know it when you see it.”

“Very well,” he said, trying to relax, “what’s all this?” He raised the folder of papers.

“It’s our current dossier on Mr. Miles. I have an electronic copy here.” She raised the thin notebook. “It would be best for both of us to learn as much as possible about our contact.”

“Will do. Before we start studying though, can I ask why the sergeant is here?” Michael nodded to the front of the plane where the soldier had taken a seat.

“That’s Sergeant Reyes. He has a direct order from the president to ensure the safety of Mr. Miles on the return flight in case of an in-air emergency. It’s been made clear that Mr. Miles is the priority if anything goes wrong.”

Why would the president issue a direct order to a lowly sergeant? The answer formed before Michael wanted to acknowledge it. He forced himself to examine the facts anyway.

A direct order could not be countermanded, and left little room for interference. But who could interfere? Those ranked between Reyes and the president. The president doesn’t trust the chain of command.

Michael tucked the unsettling idea away for later evaluation, when he had time to mull it over. “And if Mr. Miles does not comply and decides to stay in Plainfield?”

“We can only request that he come with us; we can’t force him. If he refuses, then we regroup and wait for new orders.”

“Anything else?”

“That’s it. It would be best if we both studied up on Mr. Miles.” Jennifer lightly touched his knee. “I know this is frustrating, Mike, I really do. We’re in the same boat here; I hope we can work together on this.”

Michael met her gaze. She’s good. And right. No point in blaming the messenger. “Of course. We’ll get through this.” Michael smiled as he opened the dossier, ignoring the drop in his gut as the jet took off.

A puffy face looked up at him from a driver’s license photo; the man’s hairline in full retreat. The next several pages contained nothing but cold facts: forty-two years old, married with two daughters, a college-educated CPA. Nothing reached out to grab Michael’s attention.

The next section was a digital vivisection of the Miles family. It correlated the millisecond latency in Todd’s keystrokes against his smart-watch biometrics to model his decision-making tree. A sidebar graph predicted, with 99.8% confidence, exactly which route Todd would drive home and what brand of milk he would buy when he stopped for gas. Michael felt a cold prickle of sweat. This wasn’t just data aggregation; it was mathematical determinism. The machine knew Todd better than Todd knew himself. And looking at the timestamp, this entire profile was complex enough to take a team of psychologists weeks to compile, yet it had been generated in under four minutes.

The report continued, breaking Todd down into raw metrics. Introvert. Craves stability. Strong numerical talent. Politically liberal. Fiscally conservative. The list went on and on, reducing a human life to a dataset. According to the algorithm, Todd Miles was a ghost, a man with zero statistical deviation from the norm. Following each heading was a detailed section composed of arcane technical terms, only some of which Michael understood.

He let the information stew in his mind as he looked out the window, watching thin wisps of clouds pass by. A word, a single word, came bubbling up to the edge of his awareness. Boring.

Todd’s life was a boring plod down the middle path of mediocrity. Or, as Michael chewed on the thought, it was the perfect cover.

He looked across at Jennifer. “So, how do you plan on approaching Mr.  Miles?”

She met his gaze, welcoming the break. “That’s a great question, Mike. They haven’t given me much to work with here.”

“Have they given any reasons why the president wants to meet with him?”

“No, no they haven’t.” She leaned back slightly, eyes steady on his. “And that means we adapt. I’ll make the introduction, extend the invitation. When he asks questions I can’t answer, I’ll tell him that directly. Sometimes honesty is the best approach when you can’t offer details.” She tapped the notebook once, decisive. “I’ve done extractions with less to work with. The key is reading the person in front of you and adjusting in real time.”

He leaned forward. “Let me ask you something, and I understand if you can’t answer it. Have you ever been involved in a mission like this before?”

“No. Never.” Her tone was final.

“Neither have I,” Michael admitted. He dropped the formal military bearing, offering her a look of genuine, unguarded optimism. “But look on the bright side. At least we’re in this together.”

Jennifer looked at him, seemingly surprised by his lack of ego. The stiff, professional mask slipped, replaced by a soft smile that finally reached her eyes. She held his gaze for a beat longer than necessary before turning back to her work.




CHAPTER 3: The Quarry

Plainfield, IL

The plane touched down at a small university airport, nestled among manufacturing towns that had seen better days. As Michael and Jennifer stepped out into the fresh morning air, a small group of officers and FBI agents turned to look them over.

Michael followed Jennifer as she approached the officers and FBI agents. Her posture straightened, shoulders back, and when she spoke her voice was crisp and clipped. Nothing like her tone on the plane. She explained they would be stopping a civilian on his way to work. He might be coming back with them to the airport, might not. Their job was to stay out of the way. A few officers nodded slowly, arms crossed. Others stared past her shoulder, studying the tarmac.

She asked if the SUV was equipped per the submitted recommendations. An older agent raised his hand halfway and trudged toward the vehicle, motioning them along. With thick fingers, he pointed to the rear-view mirror, then the overhead light, then traced along the shoulder strap without touching it. “Camera. Thermal. Respiratory monitor.” He paused. “Limited prep time. Only works on the middle back seat.”

On the return trip, Michael suggested, he’d get in first and Jennifer last, with Mr. Miles in the middle. Jennifer nodded.

Nothing about the equipment had been in the briefing. Another detail that didn’t add up. Michael noted that, too.

Minutes later, the motorcade pulled onto the road and headed toward Plainfield.

They waited on a suburban street, engines idling. Sprinklers hissed in nearby yards, and a lawn mower buzzed to life several houses down. Jennifer had ordered them here. The analysis of Todd’s traveling patterns told them he would pass this street on his way to work. It was the perfect place to intercept him.

In the back of the SUV, Jennifer was already engrossed in the satellite feed streaming into her tablet, an electronic eye tracking Todd’s car from above.

“His car will be passing in thirty seconds,” she announced, her eyes never leaving the screen. The FBI agent in the front passenger seat relayed the update into his radio, static crackling with each transmission.

Watching the steady flow of cars and trucks pass by, Michael found himself holding his breath.

Relax. You’ve dealt with more dangerous people than an accountant.

He exhaled and loosened his grip on the seat.

A blue compact car drove by. Todd’s car.

“Initiate the stop!” Jennifer commanded.

The vehicles pulled onto the road in quick succession, falling in behind the blue car.

“Lights and sirens,” she ordered. A piercing noise punctured the tranquil morning air.

A few moments later, they had the car pulled over on another side street, away from the traffic of the main road.

Jennifer put her tablet away. “Mike, follow me.”

The two approached the car at an even pace, neither hurrying nor hesitating. The window was already down. Staring straight ahead, pudgy fingers resting loosely on the steering wheel, was the man from the driver’s license photo.

Jennifer slowed down just short of the door. “Mr. Todd Miles?”

The man looked up at her. “Yes?”

“Would you mind stepping out of the vehicle for a moment, please?”

“Okay,” he replied, unbuckling his seat belt.

Jennifer looked at Michael, then directed her gaze to the sidewalk. Taking the hint, Michael moved to the open spot, watching as Todd stepped out.

“Just over there, please,” she directed, offering a pleasant smile as she ushered the driver to where Michael was standing.

“Did I do something wrong?” the man asked, glancing between them.

“No, not at all, Mr. Miles. Please allow me to make introductions. My name is Jennifer Smith and I’m a liaison with the National Security Agency. My companion is Army First Lieutenant Michael Grant.” Michael nodded in greeting, as Todd looked him over.

“I have an unusual request to make,” Jennifer continued. “I am here to personally extend an invitation for you to meet with the President of the United States. We would like you to leave with us immediately. A jet is waiting at Lewis Airport, ready to go.”

After a brief pause, Todd replied, “Very well.” His tone, like his face, was flat.

Jennifer’s eyes widened for a moment before her lips curved into a warm smile. “Okay. Thank you, Mr. Miles. If you would follow Lt. Grant to the SUV, please. Pass me your keys, I’ll give them to an officer and they will drive your car back to your house.”

Todd handed his keys to Jennifer, then followed Michael back to the SUV.

I have to be the first one in, Michael recalled. He stepped into the vehicle, sliding all the way across the leather seat. Todd Miles followed, no expression on his face. They sat without speaking until Jennifer entered the car and the escort started its return to the airport.

Silence filled the SUV on the return trip. Todd stared out the window at the passing buildings, his face blank, his posture relaxed. After they boarded the jet, the quiet continued. Todd nodded when shown to his seat, thanked them quietly when offered water, but otherwise said nothing.

Michael didn’t know what to do with himself. Jennifer had her notebook to occupy her time. Michael had nothing. The folder with Todd’s profile had been collected before they left the airport. He stared out his own window, using the reflection to watch Todd in peripheral vision. He couldn’t make his observation obvious. Todd had to stay comfortable, unguarded. Michael shifted in his seat, rolling his shoulders against the tension.

Closing his eyes, Michael tried to replay the morning’s events, but the hum of the engines was a steady, hypnotic drone. The vibration of the airframe seeped into his bones, dragging him down. He’d worked the night shift before the call came, and his body finally demanded its due.

“Wake up, Mike.” Someone shook him gently.

His eyes snapped open. Jennifer stood over him, her hand on his shoulder. Michael turned to find Todd’s empty seat. Sergeant Reyes was already escorting him down the aisle. Shit. He’d been sent to observe, and instead slept through the landing.

“Sorry,” he murmured, scrambling to his feet and following Jennifer to the exit.

The bright sun greeted them as they stepped out of the jet. Michael squinted to see an agent leading Todd Miles into an SUV. As they reached the bottom of the landing steps, a man in a dark suit approached them, his expression unreadable. He identified himself as a Secret Service agent, his voice flat and official.

“Lt. Grant, you will accompany Mr. Miles back to the White House.” The agent turned to face Jennifer. “Ms. Smith, another group of vehicles will be picking you up shortly.”

“Will I be going to the White House as well?” she asked.

The agent didn’t answer. He gestured toward the waiting SUV.

Jennifer’s jaw tightened. She stared at the agent, her lips parting to speak, but the man’s impassive face offered no purchase. She held her ground for a beat, chest rising with a sharp intake of breath, before she exhaled and turned her back on him.

She reached out and squeezed Michael’s hand. “It was really nice to work with you, Mike. I hope we see each other again soon.”

Michael returned the squeeze. “I hope so too, Jennifer. Take care of yourself.”




CHAPTER 4: On a Pale Green Horse

September 26, 1983 Serpukhov-15 bunker, near Moscow

In the cramped, amber glow of the bunker, Lieutenant Colonel Stanislav Petrov stared at the radar screen. A single pale green dot pulsed in the center of the grid.

It was a speck of electronic light, barely brighter than the background static, traversing the black glass in silence. To a technician, it was a coordinate. But Stanislav’s stomach turned over. He remembered the forbidden whispers of his grandmother. She taught him that when the Fourth Horseman rode out in Revelation, the text didn’t call him white or black. The original Greek called him chloros. Pale green.

He watched the blip slide forward. It was a nuclear angel of death, riding that pale green dot through the stratosphere, coming to harvest a city of millions who were currently tucking their children into bed, completely unaware that the end of history had just appeared on a monitor in Serpukhov-15.

The Americans had been testing the borders for months, flying bombers to the edge of Soviet airspace just to see who flinched. It was a game of chicken played with nuclear fire. Tensions were already at a breaking point. Just weeks ago, a Soviet interceptor had shot down a commercial Korean airliner after mistaking it for a spy plane. Hundreds of civilians burned because of a single wrong identification. The ghost of that wreckage still haunted the room. One mistake. One bad call. That was all it took to turn the world against them.

But now, for the US to launch only one missile was irrational. In all the drills and war games, the Americans launched an overwhelming swarm to wipe out the Soviet arsenal in one fell swoop. What was the point of launching just one missile, horrifying as the aftermath would be? Was this another test, another prodding of the bear?

The green dot moved forward.

Stanislav brought his hands to his throbbing temples. This decision would echo for eternity through a nuclear wasteland. He had only to pick up the phone, press a button, and notify the launch commander. From there, the dominoes would fall according to Soviet nuclear doctrine. Underground silos would rumble open. Submarines would surface from the ice. Long-range bombers would veer to new coordinates. He had only to do his job, the one job that really mattered, before it was too late to do anything at all.

But something was wrong. The logic didn’t hold. He couldn’t believe the Americans would launch a solitary strike. The computerized early detection system was just upgraded several days prior. Hadn’t there been problems while going through the hourly checklists? Perhaps the system was malfunctioning.

The green dot moved forward.

It wasn’t Stanislav’s decision to make. The process relied on him not making decisions; that was the computer’s job. He was an extension of that process. An extension meant to relay information up the chain of command, that was all.

He extended a shaking hand to pick up the receiver, then fell back in his chair. His temples throbbed to the point that he felt his head would explode. He paused for a breath, a moment of time he didn’t have to spare, then straightened his back. In that instant, he had come to a conclusion. The launch detection was a malfunction. To call his superiors would start a nuclear war, all because some wires were crossed or a programming bug had been introduced. He would not tip the first domino towards oblivion.

He eased back into his chair, watching the green dot continue its slow march across the screen. It was a gamble. He was wagering the lives of millions on a single gut instinct.

He closed his eyes and offered a silent plea to a God he wasn’t supposed to believe in. Lord, let me be right.




CHAPTER 5: The Revelation

Present day The White House, Washington, DC

The white door to the Oval Office looked ordinary. Plain. Solid. Michael touched his collar, a habit from his West Point days, checking the uniform before inspection. Except he wasn’t supposed to be here. Not yet. Not as a lieutenant who’d been at the Pentagon for two months. The man beside him, Todd Miles in wrinkled khakis, waited with unsettling calm.

The president greeted them warmly at the door, inviting them into the stately interior. Behind him stood General Arnold and a tall African American man with a strong build, dressed in civilian clothes. It took a moment, but Michael recognized the man as Doctor Richard Markham, Professor of Astrophysics and host of many educational television shows. The president stood at the front of the line, a welcoming smile on his face as he extended his hand to Todd Miles. “Thank you for meeting with me on such short notice. To my right is General Arnold and standing next to him is Dr. Markham.”

Todd moved down the line, shaking hands. As he did so, the president approached Michael and performed a salute. “Lieutenant Grant, thank you for your assistance.”

Michael returned the gesture. “Thank you, Mr. President.” He saluted the general and then shook Dr. Markham’s hand.

The president walked the men to the center of the room, guiding them to opposing couches. Todd and Michael on one side; General Arnold and Dr. Markham on the other. The president sat in a chair at the head of both groups.

An attendant brought coffee. After he left and the door clicked shut, the president turned to Todd. “Thank you once again for coming, Mr. Miles. Do you know why you are here?”

“As host, I would hope you know why you requested my presence,” Todd countered.

“I do.” The president didn’t smile. He leaned forward, clasping his hands together, his gaze locking onto Todd. “But I want to hear it from you.”

The president looked at Todd. Todd looked at the president.

Todd’s got balls, Michael thought, as the staring contest continued.

After a long silence, the president leaned back, opening his posture. “So why are you here, Mr. Miles?”

“You invited me.”

The president leaned forward slightly. “But why did I invite you?”

“I already addressed that question, Mr. President.”

The president exhaled through his mouth, coming forward in his chair with his elbows resting on his knees, one hand in the other. “May I ask why you won’t address the question, Mr. Miles?”

“You are fishing for information. I’m really not interested in having this conversation if you continue in this manner.”

“Watch your tone,” General Arnold said. His voice was low, like grinding stones. “You are addressing the Commander-in-Chief.”

The president raised his hand. “It’s okay, Arnold. This is an unusual situation.”

“That is an understatement, sir. I have no idea what we are dealing with.”

The moment the words came from his lips, Michael saw his career flash before his eyes. The army officer had just broken the seal of ordered observer and interjected himself into a conversation way above his pay grade.

“Let me do my best to explain, Lt. Grant.” The president leaned back, his expression hardening. “Seventy-two hours ago, the United States intercepted a transmission.” He paused, letting the silence fill the room. “It didn’t come from Moscow. It didn’t come from Beijing. The signal originated from outside our solar system.”

Michael’s throat went dry. He pressed back into the sofa. “Extraterrestrial contact?”

“Yes.”

The word hung in the air. Michael’s thoughts stuttered. Every science fiction movie, every late-night dorm room debate at West Point about whether we were alone, all of it suddenly, impossibly real. His pulse hammered in his ears.

The president turned his gaze back to Todd. “And for reasons we are still trying to understand, the message led us directly to you.”

The president stood up, his posture shifting from exhaustion to formality. He looked down at the man in the wrinkled khakis with a strange solemnity.

“Mr. Miles, on behalf of the people of the United States, and of all the people of planet Earth: Welcome.”

Todd Miles stood up and shook the president’s hand. “Thank you, Mr. President.”

“We have a lot of questions and we’re not sure the best way to begin,” the president continued after both men sat down. “To get the conversation started, may I ask why we have been contacted?”

“I think our planet will soon be in danger, Mr. President. I feel these beings want to help us.” Todd rubbed his jaw. “To be honest, this is all a little strange for me as well.” He offered a small, sheepish grin.

“Please, do tell.”

As Todd spoke, his composure fractured. The unnatural calm he had maintained on the jet evaporated, leaving behind a man who looked suddenly exhausted and small.

“I’m a normal guy. I have a wife and kids. A good life. I’m not an alien. I don’t even like science fiction! And yet, when officials from the government pulled me over and asked me to meet the president…I…I don’t know, I just felt it was the right thing to do. Even talking right now, it’s…cloudy. I’m saying things, but I’m not sure why or if I even believe them myself. It’s all very confusing. I’m very tired…All I can say right now is that things are unclear. I’m as surprised as you are that we are sitting here having this conversation. As to the ‘why’ question, I don’t think I can address that right now. What I can tell you is that I believe these beings have come here for the benefit of Earth.”

Todd’s focus drifted, his eyes glazing over as he stared at the coffee table. Then he blinked. When he looked up again, his posture had straightened, his expression cleared. The exhaustion remained, but the confusion was gone.

“I would also like to say that I am pleased to be meeting you in person, Mr. President.” His speaking voice was different; there was a quiet gravitas he hadn’t exhibited before. “I’m sure there were security concerns regarding this meeting, and those concerns are understandable. I’m glad that we could meet face to face.”

Todd made a good point, a point Michael should have thought of sooner. He glanced at the general, who was leveling a steely-eyed glare of naked suspicion at Todd.

“I know you have a lot of questions,” Todd said, rubbing tired eyes. “But it’s been a long morning. I’m tired and would like to speak with my family. Would it be possible to take a break?”

“Absolutely. We have a lot of ground to cover,” answered the president, “but I realize you are probably exhausted from the trip. How about we take a small recess and then reconvene with a slightly larger group?”

“Thank you, Mr. President.”

“Well, I’m sure we’ll have more than enough time to discuss things when we meet later today.” The president started guiding Todd to the door. “Mr. Miles, I’m honored to have met you and look forward to a promising future.”

“Thank you, Mr. President,” came Todd’s weary reply. A Secret Service agent met them at the door, leading Todd out of the office.

The president meandered back to his chair, his head bowed down following some invisible path on the carpet. He took his seat, bringing steepled fingers to his head as he composed his thoughts.

After several moments, two men swept silently into the room, collecting the coffee cup Todd had drunk from with gloved hands. They left, closing the door behind them.

“Thank you, Lt. Grant, for helping to restart the conversation,” the president said as he slowly leaned back into his chair.

“I’m sorry for my outburst, Mr. President.”

The president let out a small laugh. “It’s okay, Lieutenant. Things started off on the wrong foot, we needed a reset and you helped provide it.” From the way the general glared, not everyone shared the president’s feelings.

Straightening himself in his seat, the president turned to face General Arnold. “Well, General, our initial intelligence attempt did not go so well…”

“Mr. President.” The general nodded to Michael and Dr. Markham, “perhaps we should have this conversation privately?”

“No, Arnold, I told you before, I want Lt. Grant and Dr. Markham involved. I’m not sure exactly what’s going on here, but we need multiple heads on this.”

“But Mr. President, there are more senior military aides better suited—”

“No! We talked about this, Arnold. Lt. Grant and Dr. Markham stay.”

The general acknowledged the president with a tight-lipped nod.

Turning to face the three men, the president said, “Now, gentlemen, keep in mind there are things I will not be able to go into detail about. What kind of immediate questions do you have? We’ll do our best to answer them.”

Dr. Markham tilted forward. “Mr. President, can you tell us more about the initial contact?”

“I’m sorry, that happens to be one item I can’t go into detail about right now.”

“Do you truly suspect it’s extraterrestrial in origin?”

“It’s a distinct possibility, although we are trying to determine what possible terrestrial influences could be involved as well.”

Michael watched the exchange, his mind still catching up. Extraterrestrial. The word felt absurd even as the president said it aloud. He glanced at Markham, who leaned forward with the intensity of a man finally asking questions he’d spent a lifetime preparing for.

“Is this the first known possible contact with an alien intelligence?”

“Good question, yes it is. Regardless of what people think, there was no UFO crash in Roswell or anything like that. We don’t have a bunch of alien corpses sitting in a government freezer somewhere,” the president said with a wry smile.

Markham didn’t smile back. “Did the message include anything else that would give motive for their outreach?”

“Not that we know.”

A pause. Markham’s fingers drummed once against his knee before he caught himself. Michael recognized the gesture. The physicist wanted to ask a dozen more questions but was forcing himself to prioritize.

“What do we know about Mr. Miles himself?”

“Well, in the short time period we had, an initial summary was generated based on what we could gather from various intelligence sources. To my knowledge, the only picture they painted was of a middle-aged CPA living in the Midwest. Teams are currently harvesting biological trace material like hair and skin from the convoy and the jet. His coffee cup will be collected for DNA analysis. We also captured some biometric information from him that is being looked at. Historical information is being gathered from his whole family tree.”

“Mr. President,” Michael started, “I’m somewhat surprised by the response to the communication. No disrespect, sir, but isn’t there a risk having a possible alien being transported across the country, and meeting with you in person, specifically…”

“Your concerns are well founded, Lt. Grant, and you are not the first to raise them.” The president’s eyes flickered in the direction of General Arnold. “It was ultimately decided that if this truly was some type of extraterrestrial intelligence making contact, there was little we could do if they had bad intentions for us. I had to weigh many things and decided it was best to try and provide an open and honest front. But you saw for yourself that my initial attempt to see what Mr. Miles knew did not go over well. It was part of an internal compromise,” he said, with a pained look on his face.

“Thank you, Mr. President.”

“No, thank you, all of you.” The president’s eyes made contact with each of the men in the room. “This is a historic moment. We will all be called upon to do our very best in navigating these uncertain waters.” The president rose from his seat, the other men following suit. “Gentlemen, I know some of you have travelled a fair distance. Take this opportunity to get some rest before we reconvene. Your country needs your very best.”




CHAPTER 6: The Sentry

Michael sat in a windowless room beneath the White House, the sterile hum of fluorescents magnifying his headache. The reality of alien contact receded, eclipsed by the memory of his own blunder upstairs. The president had dismissed the breach of protocol, but Michael doubted the general would be so forgiving.

General Arnold entered and dropped heavily into the chair opposite Michael. He placed an orange prescription bottle on the table where it rattled against the laminate. “You’re tired. Take these.”

Michael didn’t need to read the label. Go pills. Sanctioned amphetamines. Chemical fuel for operations that ignored the clock. Arnold watched him, unblinking. It wasn’t a suggestion. Michael twisted the cap and dry-swallowed two. They tasted like chalk and battery acid.

“Walk me through the intercept,” Arnold ordered. “From the moment I left the jet until we entered the Oval.”

Michael exhaled, forcing his pulse to steady. He kept the report lean. Years of briefing command staff had turned him into an efficient filter. Strip away the noise, amplify the signal. Extract, prioritize, describe. Given Todd Miles’s unnatural compliance during the transport, there wasn’t much to detail. When he finished, silence stretched between them again.

Arnold studied him. “You shouldn’t be here, Lieutenant. You realize that?”

“Yes, sir.”

“The president has decided, against my judgment, that you remain involved. So let’s address the elephant in the room.”

Michael remained silent.

“I don’t like it. But you are on the team now. Just remember one thing. All communication with the president goes through me. Understood?”

“Understood, sir.” Michael hesitated, then pushed forward. “But I’m struggling to understand my role. You said the HAC selected me. After what happened upstairs… didn’t they make a mistake?”

Arnold’s eyes narrowed. “The HAC picked you. That is a fact. I don’t deal in mistakes, Lieutenant. I deal in outcomes. And you are the outcome I have been given.”

“Why did the president override you?” Michael asked.

Arnold leaned back. “The president found the HAC’s ‘impartiality’ appealing. He wanted his cognitive outlier. I wanted a military presence. Someone who understands the chain of command. Sending a military attaché was my condition. You were the compromise.”

Michael absorbed this. He was a bargaining chip. “Can you tell me if the contact was directed solely at us?”

“Nothing is confirmed.” Arnold rubbed his thumb against his knuckles. “But signal intelligence shows massive spikes in encrypted traffic. Beijing. Moscow. Paris. They know something. If our rivals are mobilizing, this isn’t just First Contact. It’s a race for the greatest strategic asset in history.”

“Sir, do you believe it? Do you really think alien beings are making contact?”

The general looked at his hands. “I see two possibilities. Either there are entities trying to speak with us. Or someone has successfully executed the most sophisticated psychological operation in history against the sitting president.” He looked up, his eyes cold. “If it is the latter, the Oval Office is compromised. And we are already at war.”

The bitter taste of the amphetamines rose in Michael’s throat. His heart rate ticked up a notch. This wasn’t a drill.

“I need a sentry, Lieutenant Grant. Not just on the situation. On the man in that office. I don’t think any of us fully understands the game being played here, but it is my sworn duty to ensure the security of this nation.”

“Yes, sir.”

The chemicals hit his bloodstream. Sharpness replaced fatigue. Michael realized what he had just agreed to. He wasn’t just observing aliens. He was spying on the Commander-in-Chief.

A sharp knock on the door interrupted them. Arnold stood and moved to the crack in the doorway, speaking in hushed tones to an aide outside. He turned back to Michael.

“It’s time. Eyes open, Grant.”




CHAPTER 7: The Watch

Seventy-two hours earlier NASA Goddard Space Flight Center, Maryland

Eric Miller rubbed the grit from his eyes, the blue light of the telemetry monitors burning into his retinas. Beside him, David Chen stared at his own screen, tapping a rhythmic pattern on the desk that had been driving Miller crazy since midnight. They were the sole occupants of the Flight Operations room, a vast theater of empty chairs and darkened consoles.

The front wall dominated the room. A mosaic of projected maps and status bars tracked the pulse of the orbital network. Hundreds of billions of dollars in hardware drifting through the vacuum.

Third shift was maintenance work. While the Western Hemisphere slept, Miller and Chen ran the diagnostic scripts that kept the US space assets talking to the ground. It was usually a silent job, measured in the hum of cooling fans and the taste of stale coffee.

The secure line on the console flashed crimson, shattering the calm. Miller snatched the receiver. It was the Director of Operations, and he sounded cornered.

“Initiate a priority lockout on the Fermi telescope. Sever the public data stream immediately. Then slew the instrument to these coordinates.”

Miller typed the numbers into his terminal as the Director read them off. He hesitated before hitting enter. “Sir? That slew rate is outside the flight envelope. The guidance computer will flag it as a stability risk.”

“Override the safety interlocks. Force the maneuver.”

Miller looked at Chen. “Sir, if we override the safeties and the star trackers lose lock, the bird dumps into Safe Mode. It’ll shut down for twenty-four hours. We’ll go blind.”

“I don’t care about the risk. Move the telescope. Now.”

The line went dead, though the indicator showed the Director was still listening. Miller muted the microphone.

“Is he drunk?” Miller whispered.

“He sounds terrified,” Chen said. He reached for his keyboard. “If we brick this thing, it’s my pension.”

“Just do it. Bypass safeties. Execute.”

The telemetry bars turned green. The slew was complete. The telescope was staring into the dark.

“We are on station,” Miller said. “Sensors are cold. Data stream active.”

The Director didn’t answer. He just breathed into the open line. A wet, hollow static that filled the cavernous room. Miller and Chen sat frozen, eyes locked on the waterfall display. Usually, gamma-ray detection was a slow trickle. A photon here. A photon there. Painted onto the map over weeks.

The screen flooded white.

Instead of the random scatter of a dying star or a black hole, the readout showed rigid peaks in tight clusters, with deliberate pauses between them.

There was order in the noise.

Chen stopped tapping his desk. He leaned in, nose inches from the glass. The blood drained from his face. “That’s impossible. That’s not a pulsar.”

Miller stared at the pattern. It was too clean. Too precise. “Director,” he croaked. “We have a signal lock. It’s… it’s artificial.”

Silence.

“Director?” Miller said. “Do you copy?”

The heavy breathing on the line stopped. There was a sharp click. The wet static vanished, replaced by the absolute, digital silence of a prioritized encryption channel.

When the response came, it wasn’t the Director. The voice was calm. Measured. Unmistakable.

“This is the President of the United States,” the voice said. “Tell me exactly what you are seeing.”




CHAPTER 8: The Cheget

January 25, 1995

The room was a coffin. Too small for so many men, too thick with sweat and cigarette smoke to breathe easily. Walls the color of congealed fat reflected the desk lamp in greasy streaks. Boris Yeltsin sat at the center of it all. Slumped. Deflated. Cheeks flushed with fear and the dregs of a late night.

A black briefcase sat open before him, velvet and metal. Beside it. Three keys. Three men. The mechanism of the world’s end.

Across from him stood General Ivanov. Uniform immaculate. Voice trembling beneath its bark. “Comrade President, the Olenegorsk radar confirms trajectory. It’s real. They fired.”

Silence. Then the hum. The fluorescent lights. Unbearable.

Yeltsin blinked through the blur of exhaustion and disbelief. Fired. A Trident missile. A single launch. Ten minutes to arrive. Seven of those minutes were already gone.

He tried to recall his morning. A sharp throb at his right temple. A meeting about bread shortages. An argument about privatization. Then pulled into this room. Dragged from the living world. Into the one that ends it.

“Are you certain?” His voice cracked. A rasp dragged through alcohol and age. “Not a weather rocket? An error?”

“Sir, we have confirmation from Olenegorsk and Missile Defense Command. Trajectory is toward the mainland. Submarines have been alerted. The retaliation protocol requires your…”

“Your key,” another officer interrupted, holding out his hand. Fingers trembling. A muscle jumping in his jaw. “Sir, we must prepare for a full counterstrike.”

Yeltsin’s gaze dropped to the keys. Then the briefcase. It breathed in front of him. The small red button pulsed like an open wound.

He thought of Reagan. Gorbachev. All the talk of trust and glasnost. How quickly trust turned back into paranoia. He thought of his daughter. The stale, cold smell of the Kremlin hallways.

If real, his people were dead. Already dead. If not? He would murder the world.

A bead of sweat rolled from his temple. Cold. He looked at his generals. Every eye fixed on him. Waiting for the signal. For the key. Permission to erase America.

“Maybe it’s a mistake,” he whispered to himself.

“Sir, there’s no time.”

“It must be a mistake.”

The clock on the wall ticked. Louder. Hammering in the silence.

His hand hovered above the button. Trembling. He could feel its heat. The air thickened. The room leaned forward. Waiting for the world to end.

He swallowed. Tasted iron. Bile. His mind was hollow.

“It must be a mistake,” he said again. Louder this time.

It must be a mistake…




CHAPTER 9: The Envoy

Present time The White House, Washington, DC

The Situation Room felt dangerously small. Last-minute attendees jockeyed for elbow room. Dr. Markham, General Arnold, and Jennifer Smith were already seated. Michael recognized others from cable news and Pentagon briefings, but scattered among them were unfamiliar faces whose roles remained a mystery. Only two seats remained empty, anchoring opposite ends of the table.

The Marine sentry announced the president. The room rose as one. Todd trailed in the Commander-in-Chief’s wake, escorted by an agent to the far chair.

As the doors closed, the president looked out across the group. “Thank you, everyone for coming. I know many of you had to make sacrifices so you could attend and it is appreciated. Please, be seated.”

The group sat down in unison, people shuffling their chairs in an attempt to get comfortable.

The president looked down briefly, then brought his head up with a confident smile. “The information we are about to discuss is classified at the highest level of national security. Many of you lack the standard vetting for such clearance. We are bypassing protocol because we need your specific expertise to navigate a time-sensitive crisis.” He scanned the room at a measured pace. “If you are unwilling to accept the responsibility of absolute secrecy, leave now.”

“What you are about to hear will be difficult to accept. I ask that everyone listen calmly and objectively to what I have to say.”

Michael reached for the glass of water in front of him. It was clear that not everyone in the room knew they were sitting with a possible alien.

“Several days ago, we received a message from what we believe to be an alien intelligence. I can’t go into the exact details of how the communication occurred, but it did direct us to what I can best call their representative, Mr. Todd Miles.” He gestured across the table to where Todd sat. All heads in the room turned to face the unassuming man with an almost practiced synchronicity.

Todd raised his hand in greeting. “Hello.”

“Mr. Miles, how about we go around the room and introduce everyone?”

“That would be great, Mr. President.”

One by one, the guests listed their names and professions. When it was Michael’s turn, his voice sounded thin among the Cabinet secretaries and directors. He stated his name and rank quickly, eager to pass the baton. Two seats down, a silver-haired man Michael didn’t recognize kept glancing at Todd like he was trying to solve a puzzle.

Soon the entire table had introduced themselves. The unsettling announcement had clearly had an effect on some of those present.

The president resumed control of the room. “How would you like to begin, Mr. Miles?”

“Please, call me Todd.”

“Very well, Todd,” the president responded with a relaxed smile.

“Well, this is going to sound odd, even odder than finding out that an alien contacted the president.” He let out a nervous giggle. “I think I am here as some sort of envoy, although I can’t say for sure.”

“Why do you think you are an envoy?”

“It’s hard to say. I just…I just do. This morning, when I was stopped by that young woman and Lt. Grant, I just felt that I had to go with them, but I wasn’t sure why.”

Michael frowned. Todd had been a statue of calm on the jet. Now he stuttered like a nervous schoolboy. Which version was the performance?

“There were times on this trip where the answers and behaviors just came to me. It’s hard to explain, but it’s almost like correctly predicting ninety-nine coin flips in a row. You don’t know what the next one is, but in a way you feel that you do. I want everyone here to understand this. It’s hard for me to talk about things that I don’t really understand myself. I thought it was important for all of you to know this upfront. I don’t want to say something wrong and everyone thinks it’s the aliens. It may just be me screwing up.”

“Thank you for that, Todd. I can only imagine how difficult all this has been for you.” The president’s tone was reassuring. “Have you always thought of yourself as an alien envoy?”

Todd shook his head while looking down at the table. “No, Mr. President. Occasionally I would have weird daydreams, just like everyone does. But it wasn’t until I was asked to come meet with you that I thought I might be an envoy. I wasn’t sure until you mentioned the message.”

General Arnold spoke. “Are you the only one?”

Todd glanced away in thought. “No, I’m not. There are more envoys, eleven others, most talking to other governments right now.”

“Is there some sort of ranking among you? Is there a leader?”

Todd thought again. “Yes. I am high up, near the top. There is one that is above us all, he’s…different somehow.”

“Who is this one?” the general asked.

“I don’t know, General, it’s not important right now.”

“Are you determining what’s important?”

The president laid a hand on the general’s shoulder. “Stand down, General.”

“I’m…sorry, Mr. President.”

“It’s okay,” Todd said, “I just don’t think the aliens view it as important right now, but again, it’s all hard to tell.”

The president nodded. “From what you say, there are eleven other envoys out there. Is there some type of message that you have for us?”

“I want to be very, very careful in what I say here.” Todd’s brow furrowed in concentration. “It’s hard to speak when so much hinges on words and I don’t fully understand why I’m saying them.” At that, the impassive mask that originally greeted Michael and Jennifer slipped back over Todd’s face. “Humanity will receive a message tomorrow afternoon at 1:00 pm our time.”

“What is the message, Todd?” The president’s concern was apparent to all.

Todd became unfocused, ignoring the gazes of the people assembled around him. He exhaled, the mask slipping from his visage. He started rubbing his temples. “I don’t know the full message, but it’s a warning. Humanity is sprinting headlong to the precipice of destruction, quite possibly to the destruction of all life on this planet. Part of the message is to educate us on this peril, to give us a chance to turn away.”

A pensive air blanketed the room as the guests contemplated the alien warning delivered from their fellow human. “How much time do we have?”

“I don’t know if there is a timeframe, just that we are extremely close.”

“Do you know what will cause this calamity?”

“It’s… you. All of you.” Todd blinked slowly, his eyes unfocused. “The weapons exist. Can’t put them back. And there’s too many. Too many people, I mean. Not enough… everything else. It gets hot. Things break down. Countries fight. They always fight when things run out.” His hand moved to his temple. “Someone pushes the button. I can see it. Like it already happened. Then… nothing grows anymore.”

The general leaned forward. “Why do these aliens care?”

Todd smiled at him as he pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “There’s life. Out there. Everywhere, really. But not like here. Not this… dense.” He gestured vaguely. “So many things that think. Not just you. Us. Humans, I mean.” His brow furrowed. “They see it as a loss. When intelligence destroys itself. When a whole world goes quiet because one species couldn’t stop.”

“Will you give us technology to help us combat this problem?”

“No.” Todd’s voice was flat. “Your technology runs ahead of your understanding. It’s already too fast. You made something that can erase you, and now it just… exists. Waiting.” His hand moved to his temple. “The guillotine. That’s the right word. You put your head underneath and now you can’t move. Every generation is born with their neck already there. The rope frays a little more each year.”

“Do you have anything to offer us?” the general asked, exasperation in his voice. Michael noticed the president sitting back, letting the general take the lead.

Todd held up three fingers. “Three things. I think it’s three.” He stared at his own hand. “You’re not alone in the universe. That’s one. Something else is out there. Something that… thinks differently than you do.” He lowered one finger. “Two. You’re marching toward your doom. We are. Humanity is.” Another finger. “Three. We can change it. Our fate isn’t fixed. That’s why they’re here. To warn us before it’s too late.”

“There’s an important element missing from this ‘message,’ sir,” the robust man sitting across from Michael announced in a southern drawl. It was Pastor Bob Johnson, a television evangelist riding a recent wave of popularity. “You’re missing the most important piece: God.” The preacher looked at Todd down the bridge of his nose.

“Your religious figures are not relevant to this discussion,” came Todd’s blunt reply.

“What?” Bob slammed the palms of both hands onto the table. “You mean to tell me that you’re going to try and deliver a message to the people of the United States, a Christian nation, and not bring God into this?”

Todd looked at the man, offering no comment.

Bob turned to the president. “Mr. President, are you telling me that you believe all this? This man is claiming to speak for an invisible alien, trying to pass a supposed message to the citizens of this fine country?”

“Excuse me, Pastor Johnson,” came an unexpected voice. The woman had previously introduced herself as Dr. Edith Gibbons, a biologist working for DARPA. She stood out from the polished crowd, radiating the chaotic energy of a lab rather than a boardroom. Her glasses were smudged, her blouse rumpled. “Excuse me, but aren’t you a man passing along the teachings of someone who lived two thousand years ago, claiming to speak for an invisible being? At least our guy is sitting right here in front of us.”

The pastor gripped the table edge, his knuckles whitening. He started to rise, inhaling sharply to shout.

“That’s enough.”

Michael respected how the president’s delivery of those two words brought the arguing pair to an immediate halt.

“Take a seat, Pastor Johnson,” the president requested, “please.”

The pastor lowered his bulky frame back into his chair, his eyes never leaving Dr. Gibbons’ unconcerned face.

“Todd, you mentioned that the full message will be delivered tomorrow afternoon. How will it be delivered?” the president asked, deftly changing the subject.

“That is up to you and the other world leaders, Mr. President. You can choose to come together and, along with the envoys, help us bring the message to the world. Alternatively, there are other means of communication that will be used if the world’s leaders choose to not participate.” Todd paused, placing his head into the palm of his hand, and looking sickly. “Mr. President, I’m not feeling well and haven’t been able to talk to my family yet. There’s not much more I can tell you before tomorrow. I need to rest.”

“Of course, Mr. Miles. Many people in this room have a lot of work to do if this message will be delivered tomorrow. It’s a challenging timeline that’s been set.” The president thanked everyone for their participation and left the conference with Todd. Michael remained seated as the other attendees stood and conversed among themselves.

Todd’s latest revelation about a global communication happening in less than twenty-four hours gnawed at him. The whole process of finding Todd had been rushed, and now world leaders would scramble to meet this deadline set by unseen forces. Michael had no doubt the world’s leaders would try to meet the challenge. Who would want to be the odd man or woman out, left behind as other leaders showed their initiative as representatives of humanity? There would be a race to the front as heads of state ensured they were displayed prominently to be on the right side of history.

He recognized the pattern from his training and his experience. To bypass logic, you manufactured urgency. You squeezed the target until they reacted without thinking. It was a calculated lever of control. Seeing that same leverage applied here did not sit well with him.

Michael’s eyes found Jennifer across the table. She was already looking at him, her expression carefully neutral but her slight nod almost imperceptible. She’d been trained to spot manipulation at the NSA. She’d watched Todd’s robotic compliance on that Illinois street. She saw it too. Whatever was happening here, he wasn’t alone in seeing it.




CHAPTER 10: The Pulse

The Tactical Breakout Room was quieter than a church and twice as cold. Michael Grant sat alone at the long mahogany table. The only light came from the standby LEDs on the secure terminals.

He stared at his reflection in the black glass of the monitor. The adrenaline that had sustained him since the morning had soured into a heavy, toxic fatigue. His hands felt light. His head felt heavy. He was vibrating with the specific, nauseating exhaustion that comes after a brush with history.

The magnetic lock on the door disengaged with a heavy steel thud.

Michael scrambled to his feet as Dr. Edith Gibbons stepped inside. Her escort remained in the hall. The heavy door sealed them back in the silence.

“Dr. Gibbons.” Michael tried to summon his usual charm. He tried to smile. The muscles in his face felt numb. He suspected he looked more like a man suffering a mild stroke than a dashing intelligence officer.

The biologist ignored the attempt. She sat down, placing a notepad on the table with deliberate precision. “Why are you here, Lieutenant? You are low-level intel. A dime a dozen. What gives?”

Michael appreciated the lack of polite friction. “I can’t go into details. But I am as surprised as you are.” He sat back down, wincing as a vertebra popped in his lower back. “And you are here for DARPA?”

“I presume so.”

“Not a big believer in God either?” he risked.

Edith paused. She looked at him, really looked at him, for the first time. “I do believe in God. I am Catholic.”

Michael blinked. “Catholic? After the way you dismantled that pastor?”

“Yes. Why does that surprise you?”

“You called a famous preacher an idiot for believing in a deity he cannot see.”

“No. I pointed out his hypocrisy.” She adjusted her glasses. “He measures this alien contact with a ruler made of skepticism. Yet he measures his own faith with a ruler made of hope. We would not be in this bunker unless there was hard evidence of contact. It may not fit our comfortable worldview. But reality rarely does.”

“Point taken. Still. You didn’t make any friends.”

“Does it look like I have a lot of friends?”

Her voice was dry, but the corner of her mouth twitched upward. It was the ghost of a smile.

The lock thudded again. The air in the room seemed to thicken. General Arnold entered, trailing Jennifer Smith and Dr. Richard Markham like a storm front.

Michael stood at attention.

“Sit,” the general barked. He did not look at them. He stared at the wood grain of the table as if it had personally offended him.

Michael sat. He caught Jennifer’s eye. She looked pale. Not tired. Haunted.

“We are breaking into tactical teams,” the general said to the table. “Ms. Smith was the initial contact. Lieutenant Grant accompanied. We have captured audio and biometric data from the encounter.”

He gestured vaguely at Jennifer. “Give them the summary.”

Jennifer didn’t look up from her tablet. “During the transport from Illinois, the subject was compliant. Heart rate remained between sixty and seventy beats per minute. Respiration was normal. We observed no anomalies in the bio-readings during the flight.”

She stopped.

Edith leaned forward. She narrowed her eyes. “That’s it? You had the most important intelligence asset in human history in a containment vehicle for three hours. And all you have for me is his resting heart rate?”

Jennifer hesitated. She glanced at the general, then back to her screen. “The subject slept for most of the duration, Doctor. The data is consistent with a normal human male.”

“I don’t buy it,” Edith snapped. “You are the NSA. You don’t just measure pulses. You measure thoughts. I know what you have in that toy box of yours.”

Jennifer shifted in her seat. She looked uncomfortable. “The passive monitoring systems were… inactive during transport.”

“But they weren’t inactive upstairs, were they?” Edith pressed. She sensed blood in the water. “We just spent an hour in the Situation Room with the subject. Are you telling me you didn’t have the sensors running there?”

Jennifer looked at the general. She was asking for permission.

The general sighed. He rubbed his temples. “Show them, Smith. If we are going to use the eggheads, we might as well give them the eggs.”

Jennifer typed a command. “This data was recorded forty minutes ago,” she said softly. “During the meeting with the president.”

The wall monitor flared to life.

It was chaos.

The screen displayed a topographic map of a brain, but it was unrecognizable. It looked like a storm of static. A violent, thrashing mess of red and white noise that washed out the entire image.

“Equipment failure?” Michael asked.

“No,” Edith whispered. She stood up and walked to the screen. “Look at the amplitude. That’s not noise. That is a grand mal seizure. He should be on the floor foaming at the mouth.”

“He wasn’t seizing,” Michael said. “He was sitting in a chair. He was talking.”

“Not with that brain he wasn’t,” Edith said, pointing to the red static. “That is a chaotic event. There is no structure. It is just a biological fire.”

“Wait,” Richard Markham said. He took off his glasses and began to polish them on his shirt. His hands were shaking. “Jennifer. The refresh rate on the monitor. It’s too slow. That isn’t static.”

“What is it?” Jennifer asked.

“It’s speed,” Richard said. “The event is happening too fast for the render. Slow it down. Expand the timeline by a factor of a thousand.”

Jennifer’s fingers blurred across the glass. She began building the query string, layering filters over the raw feed.

“Good Lord,” Edith muttered. She stood up, her shadow falling over the console. “We don’t have time for hunting and pecking. Move aside.”

She reached for the terminal.

Jennifer didn’t look up. Her left hand shot out and intercepted Edith’s wrist in a white-knuckled grip, inches from the glass.

“Sit down,” Jennifer said. She didn’t raise her voice. “You don’t know the syntax. You will only corrupt the cache.”

Edith stared at her wrist, then at the young woman holding it. She pulled her arm back, nursing the joint, and slowly lowered herself into her chair.

Jennifer finished the sequence and hit execute.

The static vanished.

The chaotic white noise stretched out, revealing deep, dark valleys of silence interrupted by violent, impossible spikes.

“Play the audio,” Edith commanded.

The speakers crackled. Todd’s voice filled the room. It was calm. Flat. Generic.

On the screen, the brain screamed.

A massive, crimson spike erupted from the blackness of the dormant mind. It slammed upward, held for a microsecond, and crashed back down.

Thump.

Silence. The line went flat.

Thump.

“It’s rhythmic,” Edith whispered.

“It’s counting,” Richard said. He stood up, drawn to the light like a moth. “Jennifer. Put a counter on the peaks.”

Numbers flashed over the violent red spikes.

Two.

Three.

The room was silent. The only sound was the wet, heavy thud of the signal hitting the screen.

Five.

Seven.

“They are primes,” Richard said. He looked sick. “It is counting prime numbers.”

Eleven.

Thirteen.

“How high does it go?” Michael asked. He felt a phantom heat on his skin. He had been in that room. He had been swimming in that signal. Worse than the broadcast was the silence of his superiors. Jennifer knew. The general knew. While Michael had sat there, thinking he was part of the team, the walls had been stripping him bare. They had recorded every spike of fear in his own mind, and he hadn’t even felt the prick.

“Just watch,” Richard said.

The numbers climbed in a relentless rhythm, the cold, hard ticking of a machine.

Seventeen.

Nineteen.

The count went on. It felt violating. It felt like watching something crawl under the skin of the world.

Twenty-three.

Twenty-nine.

The general stared at the screen. His jaw was set so hard a muscle jumped in his cheek. He didn’t say a word.

The count accelerated. The red spikes merged into a wall of violence.

Eighty-three… Eighty-nine… Ninety-seven…

The screen flashed white. A massive, singular pulse that wiped the data clean.

The cycle reset.

Two.

“The sequence terminates at one hundred thirty-seven. The fine-structure constant. It is the signature of the universe. That isn’t a thought, general. That is a broadcast signal hardcoded into his grey matter,” Edith said.

“Is it a loop?” Richard asked. He was sweating now. “Jennifer. Overlay the next cycle. See if it evolves.”

Jennifer swiped the screen, dragging the fresh block of data over the previous one. The red spikes aligned. It was a perfect digital fit.

“Zero deviation,” she said.

“Check the whole file,” Richard said. “Every timestamp. See if the pattern ever breaks.”

Jennifer expanded the query. The progress bar raced across the top of the monitor. Search complete. Anomalies: 0.

“It is identical,” Jennifer said. “Start to finish. It never changes. It just repeats.”

“He is a receiver,” Edith said. She turned to face the room. “He is a meat radio. And someone is broadcasting a high-frequency signal right into the Oval Office.”

The general didn’t speak. He just scrubbed a hand down his face. The gesture was slow, heavy, and steady.

“A receiver needs a transmitter,” Richard said. He turned to Jennifer. “Did the room sensors pick up a carrier wave? Anything on the RF spectrum?”

Jennifer shook her head. “The logs are clean. No spikes. No radiation. The room was electronically dead.”

“It wasn’t dead,” Richard said. He looked at the massive red spikes. “We just have the wrong ears.”

“Can we decode it?” Michael asked. “If it’s a signal, there is a message inside the pulses. Right?”

“It is dense,” Edith said. She stared at the looping numbers. “The information density between those prime spikes is staggering. It looks like compressed code. We would need months to unpack a single second of this data.”

She turned to the general. Her eyes were hard. “We need processing power. Real power.”

“Use the Cray at Oak Ridge,” the general said dismissively.

“Not enough,” Edith said. “The Cray is a calculator. You don’t use a calculator to read a book. This data is a language, and language implies a thinker. It is the most complex text ever written, and the author isn’t human.”

She took a breath.

“I want to bring ADAM online.”

Michael frowned. “Who is Adam?”

Jennifer looked confused. She glanced at Richard, who just shrugged.

The general froze. He looked at Edith slowly. The fatigue on his face was replaced by something darker. “What did you say?”

“You heard me,” Edith said. “ADAM was built for this. My father spent his life building it for exactly this scenario.”

“Your father died of a stress-induced heart attack because of that machine,” the general said. His voice was low. Dangerous. “He worked himself into an early grave chasing ghosts.”

“Then let it be worth something!” Edith pleaded. “He died building the only tool that can understand what is happening in that room. If we don’t use it, he died for nothing.”

“He died because the project was a failure,” the general snapped. “Dr. Brown made a mess of it. It is a graveyard, Doctor. A broken machine.”

“It is not broken. It is sleeping,” Edith pressed. “Dr. Brown knows the protocols. If anyone can wake it up, it is him. If we don’t… if we don’t, we are flying blind against a species that can rewrite our neurology from orbit. Please.”

“I said no.”

The general stood up. He grabbed his phone. His hands shook so badly he almost dropped it. “ADAM stays dark. We will find another way.”

He looked at the screen one last time. He looked at the math marching through the mind of the man who had sat in the president’s chair.

“I need to leave,” he said distractedly.

He exited the room without another word. He left the heavy steel door wide open.




CHAPTER 11: Newton’s Third

Jennifer led the attrition warfare against the data. For hours, she dragged the group through the mire of Todd Miles’s history. Without a defined leader, the room lacked discipline. Conversations fractured, drifting from mission parameters into academic abstraction. Michael gritted his teeth. Civilians.

Two hours of circular debate ended when the door opened. Two MPs filled the frame. No knock. “Situation Room. Now.” They didn’t request compliance. They assumed it. By the time Michael’s group filed back into the theater, the air was thick with body heat and low-grade panic. They were the last to arrive. The heavy hitters were already dug in.

The Marine sentry’s voice boomed from the doorway. “Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States.” The room surged to its feet. The president entered, moving with a practiced, fluid energy that belied the hour. “Thank you. Please, sit.” He waited for the rustling to die down. “Mr. Miles will join us momentarily. Our objective tonight is straightforward. We need the specifics of tomorrow’s transmission. I know the questions are piling up. Trust that we are turning over every stone regarding our… visitors.” He clasped his hands on the table. “But we cannot wait for perfect intel. We need to be prepared to frame this narrative before it frames us.”

Todd was clear that he couldn’t share much more about the message, Michael thought. Perhaps the President had something up his sleeve?

“Now,” the president continued. “Is there anything to clear before we bring in the Envoy?”

Edith didn’t wait to be called on. “The incitement event,” she said. Her voice cut through the politeness. “We’re dancing around the cause. Something triggered this transmission. If we’re building a public narrative, we need the origin story. What happened?”

General Arnold stiffened. The president didn’t blink. His eyes shifted to the general. A brief, hard lock of gaze. Then they returned to Edith.

“You are absolutely correct to ask, Doctor. But the origin is retrospective. Our priority is the immediate future.” He offered a tight, closed-mouth smile. “We will address the catalyst when the timeline allows.” He scanned the room. “Anything else?” The only sound was the low hum of the ventilation.

General Arnold opened the door. Todd Miles stepped through, but he didn’t look like the man who had left hours ago. He looked like a circuit that had taken too much voltage. His skin was the color of wet ash, and a fine tremor rattled his hands. He walked with agonizing deliberation, placing each foot carefully, as if the floor were tilting beneath him.

He collapsed into the chair opposite the president. A small, dark vein throbbed violently at his temple.

“Todd,” the president said, his voice dropping a register. “You look unwell. We can get a medic…”

“Where is my family?” Todd’s voice was a dry rasp. He blinked, the movement slow and sticky.

The president paused, assessing the damage. “I’m sorry, Todd. Logistics are proving stubborn. They aren’t here yet.”

“I haven’t heard from them.” Todd squeezed his eyes shut, then forced them open. The effort seemed to cost him everything. “I told you. I need them. You found me immediately. If you have the power to do that, you have the power to find them. Do not talk to me about logistics.”

“Again, Todd, my apologies, let me look into where things are at and I promise I will get back to you.”

“We won’t proceed until my wife and daughters are here with me, unhurt.”

“I promise you, Todd, your family will be here soon. Now, I have been on the phone with many of the world leaders, not all, but many. Along with the envoys, we’ve decided to meet at the United Nations building in New York. That doesn’t leave much time…”

“I am done.” Todd headed for the door.

“Mr. Miles!” General Arnold was on his feet. “You are not cleared to leave this room. Sit down.”

Todd stopped. He turned. But he didn’t return to his chair. He walked to the blank wall opposite the president. He stopped inches from the drywall and lowered himself to the floor. He crossed his legs. He stared at the paint.

It was a bizarre, precise rejection of the room’s authority. He was present, but he had revoked his attention.

“Stand up,” Arnold barked, his face flushing. “The president is talking to you.”

Todd didn’t blink. He sat like a stone idol in the corner.

Michael craned his neck to see over the table. It looked like a child in timeout. It felt like a blockade.

The president stood up. He walked around the table, his polished shoes stopping next to Todd’s sneakers. He squatted down, balancing on his heels, and spoke in a low voice. He tried to coax the Envoy back to humanity.

Todd just watched the wall.

The standoff broke. The president straightened, smoothing his tie. He turned back to the table, masking the failure.

He never made it to his chair.

The outer door opened. A Secret Service agent stepped inside. He didn’t knock. “Mr. President,” the agent said. “We have a situation. You are needed.”

The president looked at the agent, then at the figure cross-legged before the drywall. “Watch him,” he told Arnold. Then he was gone.

The door clicked shut.

Silence descended like a guillotine. The room became a study in avoidance. Cabinet members studied their cuticles or adjusted their cuffs. Jennifer scrolled through a data stream she had already read, her finger moving in a rhythmic, mindless loop. No one looked at the wall. No one acknowledged that the most important diplomatic figure in human history was sitting in the corner like a truant schoolboy.

Only General Arnold refused to look away. He stood at the head of the table, his gaze fixed on Todd’s back. His hands gripped the leather of his chair, knuckles white, holding the position as if by sheer force of will.

The door opened again. A senior agent stepped in. He didn’t check the room or wait for acknowledgment. He walked straight to General Arnold and the Secretary of Defense, whispering low and fast. Both men stood immediately and exited.

The shift was palpable. Michael looked at Jennifer. She wasn’t scrolling through her tablet anymore. She was staring at the empty doorway, her mouth a tight line.

Arnold returned sixty seconds later. Two Secret Service agents flanked him. They didn’t stop at the door; they moved to the wall.

“Mr. Miles.” Arnold’s voice was flat, hard granite. “You are confined to quarters. Walk, or be carried.”

Todd stood. He turned to face the general.

The two men locked eyes. Arnold was vibrating, his hands balled into fists at his sides, veins standing out on his neck. Todd didn’t match the intensity. He didn’t frown or flinch. He just watched Arnold with a detached, glassy calm.

The agents gripped the Envoy’s arms. Todd didn’t resist. He simply broke eye contact, lowering his gaze to the carpet as they marched him out.

Arnold watched them go. He waited until the latch clicked. Then he turned to face the room.

“Ten minutes ago, the president’s daughter collapsed on the South Lawn.” Arnold didn’t blink. “She is unresponsive. No known cause. She is en route to Walter Reed.”

Michael looked at the empty spot where Todd had been sitting. Todd had demanded his family, but the president had refused. Now the First Daughter was down. This was a response, a consequence, an equal and opposite reaction.

Pastor Bob Johnson stood up. His face was grave, but his posture was eager. “General. The president needs spiritual counsel. I should be there.”

Arnold looked at the Pastor. He didn’t have time to argue. “Hallway. Two minutes.”

Johnson nodded and exited. Arnold turned to the room.

“We are at FPCON Delta. The restrictions are gone. Break into teams. Reveal what is necessary. Find me a defense.”

FPCON Delta. Attack in progress. The general was treating the girl’s collapse as an act of war.

The general motioned for Michael’s team to hold. The room emptied.

“Lieutenant Grant.” Arnold moved to the door. “I am going to Walter Reed. This is a military operation. You’re the lead. You have a secure line.”

“Yes, sir.”

Arnold paused, hand on the frame. “We were reactive. Starting now, we take back the initiative.”

He was gone.

The room was silent. Static.

Fire and motion.

The West Point doctrine hammered in Michael’s chest. When the enemy has you pinned, you don’t wait for a perfect plan. You move. You suppress. You advance. Static is death.

He stood up. The chair scraped loud against the floor.

“I know the optics,” Michael said. “I am the junior officer. I am the least experienced person at this table.”

He looked at them. Jennifer. Markham. Edith.

“That is irrelevant. Because I am not the one solving this.” He leaned on the table. “You are. You are the experts. My job is to clear the path so you can work.”

Jennifer smiled. “I’m with you, Mike.”

Dr. Markham laughed nervously, cleaning his glasses. “Well. None of us have the manual for this. You have my full attention.”

Michael turned to Edith. She was watching him, her chin resting in her hand. The hard, scientific glare had softened into amusement.

“A little sappy, Captain America,” she said. She flashed him a crooked, warm smile. “But it suits you. I’m in.”




CHAPTER 12: Entanglement

The hallway outside was a blur of shouting voices and boots hitting tile. Inside, the breakout room felt like a coffin.

Michael didn’t sit. He paced the length of the mahogany table, adrenaline chewing through his fatigue. The silence in the room was heavy, pressurized by the chaos just outside the door.

“We are bleeding time,” Michael said, stopping to place both hands on the table. He looked at each of them in turn. “Our mandate is defense. If the Envoy hit the First Daughter, we need to know how. And we need to know if he can do it again.”

“We cannot view this as a conflict,” Dr. Markham said. He was staring at a knot in the mahogany table, refusing to look up. “We need to wipe that idea from our minds.”

Michael sighed, frustration tightening his chest. “We have an obligation to fight, Doctor. We protect the population. That is the oath. We cannot just give up.”

“Please. Call me Rich.” Markham finally looked up, locking eyes with Michael. “And I am not talking about giving up. I am talking about reality. Humor me. One thought experiment. Pit the US military of 1918 against the US military of today. Who wins?”

Michael frowned, annoyed by the diversion. “We do. Obviously.”

“Correct. But look at how.” Markham leaned forward, his voice dropping to a hushed intensity. “General Black Jack Pershing rides onto the field. He has bolt-action rifles and horses. We meet him with a flat-screen monitor standing in the mud. The screen turns on. It is General Arnold, broadcasting from a secure bunker in high definition.”

Markham’s hands moved, sketching the scene in the air. “Pershing doesn’t see technology. He has no concept of pixels or bandwidth. He sees a magic mirror. He sees an oracle. Arnold tells him: I can see your horses. I can see your artillery. I am watching you from the stars. Pershing looks up, but he doesn’t see satellites. He sees the heavens.”

“Then Arnold presses a button,” Markham continued, his cadence speeding up. “A cruise missile, launched from a thousand miles away, screams in at Mach 4. Pershing never hears it. He never sees it. One second he is standing there, confused by the magic mirror. The next second? Pink mist. Complete vaporization.”

Markham slammed his hand on the table. The sound made Edith jump.

“That is a one-century gap, Michael. One hundred years turns warfare into magic. We wouldn’t suffer a single casualty. It wouldn’t be a war. It would be an extermination.”

Markham gestured vaguely at the ceiling, toward the sky above the White House.

“Now imagine a civilization one million years ahead of us. We aren’t even General Pershing. We are the ants on the lawn. If we try to fight them, we won’t even know what killed us.”

“Point taken,” Michael said, his jaw tight. “But that doesn’t change the mission. Are you suggesting we just open the doors and let the Envoy do whatever he wants?”

“No. But we can meet them halfway,” Rich replied, his voice shaking slightly as the adrenaline of his speech wore off. “Todd’s request to see his family wasn’t a threat but a very human request. Did we really have to deny him?”

“That wasn’t our call,” Michael said. “But we need to move forward. If access to the family is the lever, maybe we pull it.”

Jennifer spoke up, her eyes glued to her screen. “I’d be careful with that lever, Mike. We don’t know what condition the family is in. If we show them to Todd and they’ve been mistreated? That might just pour gasoline on the fire.”

The only sound in the room was the low, electric hum of the server stacks. Michael looked around, waiting for someone to deny the possibility. Rich stared at the table, refusing to meet his eyes, while Jennifer kept her gaze locked on the scrolling data stream.

“Find them,” Michael ordered, pointing to her terminal. “Use the overriding clearance. If they are hurt, I need to know now.”

“Already on it,” Jennifer said, typing furiously.

“Stop guessing,” Edith cut in. She didn’t look at Michael, her eyes fixed on the ceiling as if reading invisible notes. “You’re thinking like soldiers. You need to think like biologists.”

“Edith…” Michael warned.

“Todd asked for his family,” she barreled on, ignoring him. “Why? If his masters are gods who can see us from orbit… if they can reach down to the South Lawn and strike a girl unconscious… why do they need to ask where his wife is?”

Michael stopped pacing. He looked at Edith, then back to Rich.

Rich adjusted his glasses, catching up to her logic. “Because he didn’t know.”

“Exactly,” Edith said. A small, predatory smile touched her lips. “Blind spots. They have limitations. They can see the troops on the field, maybe. But they can’t see everything.”

“I have them,” Jennifer announced. The clatter of keys stopped. “FBI swept them up hours ago. They’re at a black site in the Midwest. Medical intake says they are shaken and confused, but physically unharmed. Standard isolation protocols. They’re in the dark.”

“It doesn’t matter why,” Michael said, cutting off the debate. He turned to the wall monitor, his mind racing. “Edith is right. If they have blind spots, they aren’t omniscient gods. They are observing us. That implies a physical process. And if there is a process, there is a footprint.”

He turned to Jennifer. “Test the theory. Bring up the signal data from the Oval Office. The one hundred thirty-seven count. Then overlay the medical telemetry for the president’s daughter. Do we even have access to that?”

“We do,” Jennifer said. She didn’t look up, fingers flying across the keyboard. “With FPCON Delta active, Walter Reed is piping all vital telemetry into the secure command network automatically. I’m pulling the neural feed now.”

Jennifer tapped a key. Two topographic maps appeared on the wall monitor. On the left, the chaotic red static of Todd’s neural scan. On the right, the frantic, thready rhythm of a young girl’s brain waves.

“Look at the timestamps,” Michael said, pointing to the screen.

A massive red spike erupted from Todd’s scan. One hundred thirty-seven.

In the exact same microsecond, the girl’s scan snapped into the violent rhythm. Her brain waves spiked in perfect unison with his. A mirror.

“It is synchronization,” Edith whispered. The color had drained from her face. “The signal manipulating his mind is broadcasting to hers.” She stepped closer to the screen. “But look at the amplitude. The pattern is identical, but the result is different. Todd is walking and talking. The girl is comatose.”

“He is the native hardware,” Edith said, her voice trembling. “He surfs the wave. She drowns in it.”

“I agree,” Rich added, cleaning his glasses nervously. “But I suspect it is not just physiology. These could be two distinct signals sharing the same carrier rhythm. The pulse is identical… the one-thirty-seven count… but the encoded instructions between the spikes could be completely different. One signal commands Todd. The other attacks the girl. We just lack the resolution to distinguish them.”

“Repeater or receiver, it doesn’t matter,” Michael said. The implications chilled him. “Whether Todd is the source or the target, the lightning strikes where he is standing. If he stays in the White House, the building isn’t secure.”

He turned back to the table. The hesitation was gone.

“I’m going to make a recommendation to General Arnold,” Michael announced. “We need to move Todd’s family from the Midwest to a secure facility outside the Beltway. Then we move Todd to meet them there. We tell him it’s to see his family. It’s the truth, and it gets that signal away from the leadership.”

He looked at the team. Jennifer nodded immediately. Edith stared at the screen, terrified and fascinated, before giving a sharp nod. Rich looked pale, but he squared his shoulders and agreed.

“Good,” Michael said. He reached for the secure phone at the center of the table. “I’m calling the general.”




CHAPTER 13: The Rubicon

Michael was soon connected to General Arnold on a secure line. He put the intercom system on speakerphone, so everyone in the conference room could hear the call. They all waited quietly for the general’s voice.

“General Arnold speaking,” came the abrupt greeting through the intercom.

“General, it’s Grant. You’re on speaker with the team.”

“Report.”

“Sir, we have a proposal regarding the First Daughter. But first, what is her status?”

“She’s still in a coma and non-responsive. What’s your proposal?”

“Sir, two-part recommendation. First, extract Todd Miles from the White House immediately. Relocate him to a secure facility outside the Beltway. We suspect the alien influence vector relies on physical proximity. We need to sever that link.”

Edith grimaced at the simplification. Michael ignored her.

“What’s the second part?”

“Second recommendation. Reunite Todd with his family immediately. We believe the daughter’s collapse is a direct response to the denial of access. It’s a transaction. If we complete the transaction, we might wake the girl.”

“Objectives?”

“De-escalation,” Michael said. “It removes the provocation.”

“Are you suggesting we provoked them, Lieutenant?”

“I’m suggesting that if Todd feels provoked, the tactical outcome is the same.”

Static hummed on the line.

“Your third point?”

“Intelligence. If the girl recovers, we establish a baseline for their capabilities. We learn the rules of engagement.”

“Stand by.”

Michael punched the mute button. “Thoughts?”

“Stop calling it a theory,” Edith snapped.

“I’m translating for a general, Edith. Let me sell it.”

“Agreed,” Rich said. “Let’s hope they do the right thing.”

The military doesn’t do the right thing, Michael thought. We do the necessary thing.

“Grant.” Arnold was back. “The president authorized the move. We’re moving the family to the Beltway facility. Todd meets them there.”

“Copy that, General.”

“In the meantime, test your theory. I need leverage. Find me a weakness we can exploit.”

“Understood.”

The line clicked dead.

Jennifer typed furiously. “I’m tagging the daughter’s file. Any status change hits my screen first.” She offered a tight smile. “Nice work, Mike.”

“He wants a weakness?” Rich stood up, pacing the small room. “That is suicide. We should be establishing dialogue, not looking for a knife.”

“It’s an inventory, Rich,” Michael said. “We need to know where we stand.”

“We stand on an anthill,” Rich countered.

Edith drummed her fingers on the table, calculating. “If you want a weakness, start with the source.”

“Meaning?”

“The president,” she said. “He’s hiding the contact method. Why?”

“He withheld that deliberately,” Jennifer said. “We don’t have the authority to audit the Commander-in-Chief.”

“He stalled,” Edith corrected. “And now we’re blind. If the contact method contains a weakness, we need to see it.”

“Is it even possible?” Rich asked.

Michael looked at Jennifer.

“We have the clearance,” Edith said, answering for her. “We search executive comms, NSA backchannels, priority overrides.”

“Jennifer?” Michael asked.

She held his gaze. “I can dig it up. But the system watches the watchers, Mike. Someone will know we looked.”

“Can we do it?”

Jennifer hesitated. Her eyes moved from the screen to the rank insignia on his chest. “I can try. But once I start, there is a digital footprint. Even if I wipe it, a deep audit will find us.”

She meant court-martial.

Michael looked at the dark screen of the secure phone. Arnold wanted weaknesses. The president was hiding the catalyst. The girl was dying. Following orders meant flying blind.

He looked back at Jennifer.

“Do it.”




CHAPTER 14: Destroyer of Worlds

The bunker at South-10000 smelled of wet concrete and nervous sweat. The air was cold and subterranean. It felt like a tomb that had not been sealed yet.

Oppenheimer leaned against the rough timber post. His suit hung off his shoulders like a shroud on a wire hanger. He coughed. A wet rattling sound tore through his chest. He brought a handkerchief to his lips and it came away clean. His mouth tasted only of ash. He had been chain-smoking Chesterfields for twenty hours. Instead of calming him, the nicotine vibrated in his blood, a chemical hum that matched the electric tension in the room.

Outside, the desert waited.

The Spanish had named this place Jornada del Muerto. The Journey of the Dead Man. For centuries it had been a warning. Tonight it felt like a prophecy.

A storm had lashed the basin for hours. It was violent biblical rain that felt like the sky was trying to drown the Gadget before it could wake up. The wind had shrieked around the steel tower. It sounded uncomfortably like voices screaming in protest. But now the rain had stopped.

The silence that followed was worse.

It was heavy and pressurized, the silence of a room after someone has stopped breathing. The desert darkness pressed against the bunker slits. It felt thick and occupied. Oppenheimer felt a distinct irrational sensation that the desert had emptied itself. The coyotes and the snakes and the scorpions had retreated. The stillness was absolute, as if God Himself had left.

Mankind was alone.

He fumbled for the heavy square of welder’s glass in his pocket. His fingers were numb.

“Minus ten seconds.”

The announcer’s voice crackled over the PA. It was distorted. It sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a well.

General Farrell was breathing heavily in the corner. Kistiakowsky muttered to himself. He was agitated by the betting pool Fermi was running back at Base Camp. Fermi was taking wagers on whether the bomb would ignite the atmosphere and incinerate the planet. Was there anything men would not do to gain victory in war?

“Minus five seconds.”

Oppenheimer closed his eyes. In the darkness of his skull he saw the equations. Once elegant, they now looked like scratches on a prison wall. The math was not a creation that emerged from human minds. Rather, it was a discovery, a lock they had picked.

“Minus four seconds.”

The fear hit him. It was not the fear of failure. It was the fear of success. Teller’s calculations said the nitrogen in the atmosphere would not ignite. But numbers were abstract. Fire was absolute.

“Minus three seconds.”

He raised the welder’s glass to his eyes. The world turned into a slab of impenetrable black obsidian. He was blind. He stood in the dark and waited for the light he had spent three years conjuring.

“Minus two seconds.”

He thought of the Sanskrit verses he had read in the evenings. The Bhagavad Gita. He thought of Prince Arjuna trembling on the battlefield and refusing to fight. Refusing the sin of slaughter. I am the instrument, he told himself. The physics is the killer. I am just the instrument.

“Minus one second.”

The universe held its breath. The desert felt hollowed out. A microsecond of eternity stretched out where the firing circuit closed and the detonators woke up.

“Zero.”

The sun rose in the north.

It was not a sound that first reached the fragile bodies of flesh. It was light. A white so absolute and so violent that it stripped the world naked.

The light punched through the dark glass. It shone through Oppenheimer’s eyelids. It shone through his hands. For a terrifying second he saw the structure of his own body. He saw the white calcium shadows of his phalanges and metacarpals. He saw the fragile scaffolding of his own biology exposed against the dark.

The world turned to glass.

Then the heat arrived.

It hit the bunker like a physical blow. It was the sensation of an oven door flung open in his face. It was an elemental biblical heat. It was the fire of Sodom and Gomorrah. It consumed the air itself.

The blinding intensity began to fade. The whiteout receded into a glow that the eye could tolerate.

Oppenheimer lowered the glass.

Through the viewport he saw it.

The fireball rose and twisted, churning with the colors of a bruised lung. Purple. Orange. Necrotic gray. As it climbed into the stratosphere the heavy dust skirt dragged along the desert floor. It extended outward like massive muscular arms.

The cloud expanded. The cap flattened out. For a terrifying heartbeat the abstraction of physics collapsed into mythology.

Oppenheimer did not see a mushroom cloud. He saw a torso rising from the earth. He saw a thousand arms of smoke reaching for the horizon. He saw a mouth of churning plasma opening to swallow the sky.

It was the Vishvarupa. The Cosmic Form.

The terrifying shape towered over the Jornada del Muerto. It devoured the darkness. The warriors of the world were rushing into its flaming mouths. They were moths flying into a furnace.

He saw the fire burning through the sand and then through the years. The chain reaction would not stop at the blast radius. It would burn through the current war. It would burn through the peace that followed. It would burn until there was nothing left to consume, turning a once vibrant, green world into just another empty husk hurtling through space.

The sound hit them a moment later.

It was a roar that cracked the sky. A thunder that made the earth groan like a dying animal. A trumpet that sounded Revelation. The shockwave slammed against the bunker. Dust rained from the ceiling timbers.

The men in the bunker cheered. Kistiakowsky slapped him on the back. Farrell shouted something about the war being over.

Oppenheimer did not hear them. He could not hear anything over the roar of the fire.

He stood frozen. He was a ghost in a baggy suit staring into the face of the thing they had summoned. He realized with a sickening hollow certainty that they had not just built a weapon. They had lit a flare in the middle of a dark quiet forest.

Something would see it.

The Sanskrit rose in his throat. It tasted of bile and ash. He did not say it aloud. The words echoed in the cathedral of his mind. A prayer to a god that had just left the building.

Now I am become Death, he thought as he watched the monster eat the sky.

The destroyer of worlds.




CHAPTER 15: L’Absence

FOUR DAYS EARLIER - Paris, France

Prime Minister Marie Jacotin anchored the head of the mahogany table. Seventy years had refined her silhouette rather than eroded it. She wore severe black, a sharp contrast to the chaotic spread of dossiers before her. Her hair was a tight silver coil, her nails blood-red against the white papers. She commanded even the silence between the arguments.

Down the length of the table, the monolithic bloc of dignitaries fractured into casual clusters. Portfolios snapped shut. Shoulders dropped. The air in the room shifted from the stale tension of trade tariffs to the warm anticipation of long lunches and vintage Bordeaux.

Marie kept her attention fixed on the Trade Minister seated to her right, nodding as he outlined the final concessions. But as he spoke, her focus began to slide. Her eyes drifted from his face to the empty air just above his shoulder. She reclined slowly, easing her spine against the leather. She settled into the chair, her body relaxing while her eyes widened, fixing on a distant point with absolute, silent clarity.

The Trade Minister faltered mid-sentence. He exchanged a sharp look with the official on Marie’s left, and they rose in unison. The Minister touched her shoulder, whispering her name. She remained stone. The ambient chatter withered as heads turned toward the sudden silence at the head of the table. Someone shouted for the hallway detail. The double doors flew open, and security agents flooded the room.

Her eyelids fluttered, then sealed shut. Her posture, already settled, surrendered completely to gravity. She listed sideways, becoming dead weight as the detail team scrambled to catch her before she hit the carpet. The room erupted into chaos. The lead agent keyed his wrist mic. “Medical emergency. Primary is down. Notify SAMU. We need a transport at the south entrance. Now.”

The SAMU team swept in, cutting through the panic. They worked in silence. Pupils checked. Airway secured. Body transferred. Philippe, her aide, refused to be separated. He shouldered past a security officer to climb into the back of the transport. Opposite him, a medic anchored a line into Marie’s forearm with clinical precision as the doors slammed shut.

The siren tore through the canyon of old streets, the blue strobes washing over the cabin interior. Philippe leaned over the stretcher, demanding answers the medic couldn’t give. Marie gasped. A sharp, ugly sound. Her eyes snapped open, wild and searching, struggling to process the swaying ceiling. The medic began his soothing script, but she ignored him. She found Philippe. Her hand lashed out, seizing his wrist. Her fingers dug into his skin, desperate and trembling.

“Philippe.” Her voice was a dry rasp. “Connect me to Albert Laurent.”

Philippe hesitated, glancing at the medic. “The Director of CNES? Madame, you need to rest.”

Marie’s panic vanished, replaced by the cold iron of statecraft. She pulled Philippe down until their faces were inches apart.

“I do not need rest. I need the Space Director. Get him on the line.”

Philippe placed a steadying hand on her shoulder, his voice dropping to a soothing, patronizing murmur. “Madame, please. You have had a severe shock. We are minutes from the hospital. Just lie back.”

“Now.”




CHAPTER 16: The Hand of God

Present time The White House, Washington, DC

Jennifer began her digital audit. Michael took the adjacent terminal, logging in not just to learn the system, but to buy time. He needed to process the line he had just crossed. Rich and Edith claimed their stations, and silence descended as the room fractured into four isolated worlds.

Michael opened the browser application. It defaulted to an internal NSA gateway rather than the open web. Where to start? He typed his own name into the search field.

Results cascaded instantly, displaying a prioritized dossier of his existence sorted by classification and recency. His self-search already sat at the apex of the log. Just below it lay a link reading Tactical Strategic Groups / Non-Terrestrial Signal. He clicked it. His unit appeared as “Team 4” with his name designated as Lead. He wasn’t alone. Three other active teams populated the list.

Sizes varied. His team was the smallest at four, while the largest fielded twelve. The rosters read like a high-stakes cocktail of military strategists, physicists, mathematicians, and linguists.

Then he saw the clearance levels.

Most were compartmentalized or read-only. Only one group possessed unrestricted, full-spectrum access. His.

Jennifer broke the silence.

“Found it. Link inbound. Mike, authorize the doctors. We need their eyes on this.”

A notification blinked on Michael’s screen.

PRES. ORDER: FERMI GAMMA-RAY TELE REPOSITION

Beneath the header, ID photos for Markham and Gibbons waited for clearance. He checked the boxes. A document flooded the window, dense with technical jargon. It was a direct executive order commanding the immediate repositioning of the Fermi Gamma-ray Telescope to specific coordinates. The attachment contained raw telemetry results that meant nothing to him.

“Access granted,” Michael said. “It’s all yours.”

Rich and Edith leaned into their screens, silence swallowing the room.

Jennifer swiveled to Michael. “Three days ago, the president ordered a priority lockout for NASA, commanding a hard slew to specific coordinates. He issued the order four minutes before the signal arrived.”

She pointed to the global map on her display. “He wasn’t alone. In that exact window, orbital assets from France, China, India, and Russia pivoted. Every major power looked at the same dark patch of sky simultaneously.”

“Fermi Gamma-ray Space Telescope,” Rich muttered. “Standard protocol is a full-sky scan every three hours. This order forced a stare mode on a micro-sector.”

He leaned closer, glasses reflecting the data stream. “At first, nothing. Just background radiation. Then… ignition. High-energy bursts. Variable pauses.” He tracked the data with a trembling finger. “Look at the spacing. It’s structured.”

“Holy shit.” Edith looked up. “It matches the neural scan.”

She pointed at the jagged peaks on the graph. “Two pulses. Pause. Three pulses. Pause. Five pulses. It’s counting.”

“It goes all the way to one hundred thirty-seven,” Rich said. “The exact same cipher we found in Todd’s brain. The sequences are prime numbers.”

Michael looked from one doctor to the other. “Guys?”

“Gamma-ray bursts,” Edith said. “The signature mimics a pulsar.”

“A pulsar?”

“A spinning neutron star. A cosmic lighthouse sweeping a radiation beam across the galaxy. But a pulsar is a clock. It flashes at a perfect, constant interval.” She pointed to the jagged data. “This isn’t a clock. It’s a lesson.”

“Two bursts,” Rich whispered. “Then three. Then five. It mimics a natural phenomenon just enough to hide in the noise, but the rhythm is math. It counts primes all the way to one hundred thirty-seven.”

“Written by the hand of God,” Edith whispered.

“Yet we don’t know how He pushed His pencil,” Rich said.

Michael looked at them both.

“Richard Feynman,” Edith said. “My father loved that quote. I was eight years old. He was scribbling numbers on a napkin at dinner, trying to explain the universe to me. He told me one-three-seven was the magic number. The boundary where physics breaks down into faith.” She touched the tip of her nose, a faint smile ghosting her lips. “I didn’t understand the math. But I remember the reverence. He would say it, then bop me right here. He said it was the combination to the safe.”

“Well,” Jennifer said from the shadows. “The safe just opened. That signal arrived three days ago.”

Rich shook his head. “No. It was received three days ago. Based on the coordinates, the source is roughly two thousand light-years out. That message wasn’t sent three days ago. It was sent two thousand years ago.”

Edith stared at the data stream, her expression softening into awe. “Around the time of Jesus.”

“Wait,” Michael said. “You’re saying they took a shot two millennia ago, knowing exactly where we’d be standing today to catch it?”

“Ballistics on a cosmic scale,” Rich whispered.

Michael broke the silence. “Is there any version of this where nature did it by accident?”

“Physics doesn’t count,” Edith said. “It repeats. This is a broadcast.”

“It confirms the biological data,” Rich said.

“Did it repeat?” Michael asked.

“No,” Jennifer said. “One transmission. Three days ago. But we weren’t the only ones listening.”

She stood up. “International SIGINT lit up. Every telescope that pivoted heard it.”

“There is a pattern,” Jennifer said. Her face was grave. “Every order came from the executive level. Direct from the top. In our case, the president.”

“Based on what intelligence?” Michael asked.

“None. No briefings. No intercepts. Multiple world leaders simultaneously woke up and pointed their ears at the exact same coordinate.”

Edith cleared her throat. “Todd confirmed there were eleven other envoys. We assumed they were civilians.”

“But the president knew where to look three days ago,” Michael said. “Before Todd was even detained.”

“Which means he isn’t relying on our intelligence,” Edith said. “He has his own source.”

The entire military apparatus moved on the command of one man. And that man was acting on coordinates from a source they couldn’t trace.

Michael cleared his throat. “There are too many variables. Let’s review what we know and focus on concrete recommendations.”

The room settled into a rhythm. Long stretches of silence fractured by sudden, sharp debates. Hours dissolved into the glow of the monitors.

The door opened.

General Arnold stepped inside. Michael snapped to attention; the others stopped typing.

“At ease.” Arnold scanned the civilians, his face unreadable.

Michael stood at ease.

“Todd Miles has been reunited with his family,” Arnold said. “Five minutes later, the First Daughter regained consciousness. She is responsive.”

The team exhaled. The gamble had paid off.

Arnold locked eyes with Michael. “Lieutenant Grant. With me.”

He turned and marched into the hallway.




CHAPTER 17: The Star in the East

Michael followed General Arnold back to the sub-basement. The room was sterile. It smelled of floor wax and recycled air. Arnold didn’t sit. He stood by the steel door, his body rigid, trembling with a suppressed rage that made the small space feel like a pressure vessel.

“So, Lieutenant Grant. Your theory was correct. Congratulations.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Do not get comfortable. Did your team find anything else?” The general pitched his voice low, a quiet, granular rumble that barely escaped his throat.

Michael treaded carefully. “We audited the timeline, sir. We found the initial executive orders to reposition the Fermi Telescope. We also found identical movements from foreign assets. France. China. Russia.” Michael met the general’s gaze. It was a wall of granite. “We found the what, general. But we could not find the why. There was no intelligence chatter. No intercepts. Just spontaneous, simultaneous orders from world leaders to look at the same patch of empty sky.”

Arnold went statue-still. He locked eyes with Michael, refusing to blink, his stare drilling into the junior officer until Michael had to fight the urge to look at the floor. The air in the room grew stagnant. Arnold took a step closer, invading the personal space between them, and lowered his tone to a flat, dead whisper.

“Since you were so thorough, let me tell you what precipitated the orders.” Arnold leaned in. The veins in his neck were cords of wire. “Your president had a dream.”

Michael blinked. “Sir?”

“A dream, Lieutenant. And he wasn’t scared. He was driven. He woke up with a singularity of purpose I have never seen in a man. He refused to tell me what he saw. He just gave me the coordinates and ordered the movement.” Arnold’s composure cracked. He slammed a hand against the metal table. “I am the only one who knows the source. And now I am telling a green fucking lieutenant, just so you understand exactly how fucking broken this situation is!”

A fleck of spittle flew from Arnold’s lips. He glared at Michael, his chest heaving as he fought to regulate his breathing.

“And he wasn’t the only one.” Arnold wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Intel confirms other leaders fell into waking stupors or sudden sleep cycles right before issuing identical orders. Paris. Beijing. Moscow. They are all compromised.”

Arnold took a step closer, his eyes wide and unblinking. “If they can reach the Commander-in-Chief, they can reach anyone. The head of the NSA. The Joint Chiefs. Even you, Lieutenant.”

Or yourself, general, Michael thought. But he kept his face blank.

“After the signal arrived, the president started giving me intel on Todd Miles,” Arnold continued, pacing away. “He told me Miles had to be brought in. He is acting on instructions I cannot vet, from a source I cannot see.”

“Is he being guided? Is he being manipulated?” Arnold paced the small floor. Three steps. Turn. Three steps. “Even if I knew he was compromised… what is the protocol, Grant? Do I tell the American people we are removing the Commander-in-Chief because voices in his head told him to move a telescope? Voices nobody else can hear?”

Michael remained silent. There was no answer in the manual for this.

“Your plan to separate him from Miles was clever. But it was a band-aid on a hemorrhage.” Arnold stopped pacing. He looked at the ceiling, as if trying to see through the concrete to the Oval Office above. “If they can reach him in his sleep, proximity is irrelevant. Or perhaps there are other envoys. The chef? The Secret Service detail? The nurse changing his daughter’s IV bag?”

Arnold looked at his own hands, then clenched them into fists.

“Our entire apparatus is vulnerable to a threat we cannot see. We have the most powerful military in human history, and I have no target. I cannot drone a dream, Lieutenant. Our enemy is ethereal. They know our biology, our math, our fears. We know nothing.” Arnold’s eyes locked onto Michael’s. “That is not a tactical disadvantage. That is checkmate.”

Michael watched the general. This was a man who had signed deployment orders for hundreds of thousands of soldiers. He had stared down nuclear brinkmanship. But now, the granite was cracking. His hands, usually steady as stone, trembled slightly as he adjusted his cuff links.

Outside this sealed room, the world was burning. Every major leader was airborne. Intelligence agencies were chasing shadows. The press was minutes away from breaking the story of the millennium. And in the center of the storm, the highest-ranking military officer in the United States was confessing his helplessness to a junior analyst.

Arnold took a breath that shuddered in his chest. He closed his eyes for a second, and when he opened them, the soldier was back.

“The cat is out of the bag, Lieutenant. We are racing the news agencies now, not just the aliens. We need to understand the message before the leak breaks and global panic sets in.” Arnold’s voice was crisp again. Operational. “The president is quarantined from Miles until the UN summit. In the interim, a select group has been cleared for direct contact to conduct an assessment. You are on that list, Grant.”

Arnold stepped closer. “Find me an edge. I don’t care how small. Find me something I can use.”

“Understood, sir.”

“Return to your team. Stay ready. Someone will retrieve you for the Miles facility.” Arnold checked his watch, then fixed Michael with a final stare. “You are cleared to discuss the interview. But the dream? The compromised command?” Arnold opened the heavy steel door. “That conversation never happened. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

Arnold didn’t acknowledge the confirmation. He shoved the door outward and stepped through, his movements tight and coiled. He marched down the corridor without looking back. The door swung shut, severing the connection with a heavy metallic thud.




CHAPTER 18: The Calculus

The bathroom was cold. Michael gripped the porcelain, staring at the face in the glass. It looked like a casualty report. Bloodshot eyes, skin like wet ash, a jaw tight enough to crack molars. The bottle rattled as he shook two more pills into his palm. He swallowed them dry, waiting for the chemical clarity to burn off the fog.

He returned to the conference room. Three faces turned toward him, expecting disaster.

“Michael?” Jennifer asked.

Michael dropped into his chair, the leather creaking in the silence. “The president’s daughter is responsive. She’s going to make it.”

Shoulders dropped. A collective exhale around the table.

“That’s something, at least,” Jennifer said.

“There’s more,” Michael said. “Most of the world’s leaders are converging on the UN tomorrow. They’re going public. Full disclosure of contact, introduction of the Envoys, everything.”

“Wow.” Jennifer looked at the wall monitor. “Telescope repositionings a few days ago, an emergency summit tomorrow. That is a hell of a timeline.”

“It’s a race,” Michael said. “Political machinery moving in the dark. But you can’t hide a summit this size. It leaks. We’re on a countdown.”

“You said ‘envoys,’” Edith said. She leaned forward, the exhaustion in her face replaced by sharp curiosity. “Plural.”

“Yes.”

“We have confirmed them in other nations?”

“Yes.”

“How did the president learn of them?”

Michael went still. He couldn’t tell them the truth. The president acting on dream-logic was not something you told a scientist you were trying to recruit.

“I can’t answer that, Edith.”

The camaraderie in the room evaporated. Rich looked down at the table. Edith leaned back, crossing her arms.

“I see,” she said. “I assume you also can’t explain how those leaders knew to reposition the telescopes before the signal arrived?”

“No,” Michael said. “I can’t.”

“Of course.” Her voice was ice. “I don’t work in the dark, Lieutenant. I need data.”

“We all do,” Jennifer said, her voice sharp. “But he has orders, Edith. You know how the game is played.”

“I know how you play it. I’m a scientist. If the variables are hidden, the solution is flawed.”

“The variables are classified,” Jennifer countered.

“Enough,” Michael said. He put his hands flat on the table, cutting the air between them. “We don’t have time for this. Edith, I can’t tell you. That is the job. But I promise you this.” He locked eyes with her. “I will never lie to you. I might refuse to answer. But I will not bullshit you. Ever.”

Edith studied him. She didn’t look away. She just nodded, accepting the terms of engagement.

“Understood,” she said. “Disappointing. But understood.”

“Same here,” Rich said.

“Good. Because we need to pivot.” Michael leaned back. “Miles has been extracted to the Beltway facility. The family is with him. We’re moving to phase two. Assessment.”

“Interviews?” Rich asked.

“Direct contact,” Michael said. “I’m on the shortlist. I’m waiting for the call now.”

The tension in the room shifted instantly from suspicion to adrenaline. Edith’s eyes widened. “You’re going to speak with the Envoy? Directly?”

“That’s the order,” Michael said. “But I’m not going in there to chat about the weather. I need ammunition. What do I ask him?”

“He claims he’s here to stop us from annihilating ourselves,” Rich said.

Edith frowned. “Why now? We’ve had nukes since ’45. We almost ended it during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Where were they then?”

“Maybe they were there,” Michael said. “Arkhipov.”

Jennifer looked up. “The Soviet sub commander? The one who refused the launch order?”

“Exactly,” Michael said. “October 27th, 1962. One man stopped nuclear war from breaking out.”

“Stanislav Petrov,” Jennifer said, ticking a finger against the table. “1983. The false alarm. He disobeyed protocol and refused to report the incoming missiles.”

“January 1995,” Michael said. “The Norwegian Rocket incident. Yeltsin had the nuclear briefcase open. The countdown was running. He decided not to push the button.”

Rich stopped tapping his pen. Edith stared at the wall monitor. The three dates lay between them like evidence photos, the connection absolute.

“Three times,” Edith said softly. “Three times the world should have ended. And every time, one man simply… decided not to.”

“We thought we were lucky,” Michael said.

“And now you think we were managed,” Edith said.

Rich rose to his full height, standing well above the others. “So it’s possible these aliens intervened in past events, but without announcing their involvement. I think it would be good to try and find out if that was really the case and if so, why now is different.”

“If they’re this advanced,” Michael said, “why use Todd Miles? Why not appear on the White House lawn? A pulsar signal proves they exist. Todd Miles just proves we have a hostage situation.”

“Because of the noise,” Jennifer said.

“What noise?”

“Imagine General Arnold walks in here right now and orders you to deploy a nuclear weapon.”

“I’d confirm authentication codes,” Michael said. “Then I’d do it.”

“Now imagine he walks in wearing a bright red cocktail dress and lipstick,” Jennifer said. “Same order. Same voice. Do you execute?”

Michael paused. “No. I’d call a medic.”

“Exactly. The signal is the same, but the packaging corrupts the data. You can’t process the order because you’re too busy processing the dress. An alien form on the lawn is the red dress. It’s too much noise. We’d panic. We wouldn’t hear a word they said.”

“So Todd is the camouflage,” Rich said.

“He’s the interface,” Edith corrected. She tapped the table. “Think about it, Michael. You’re smarter than a dog, right?”

“Most days.”

“Could you explain the concept of a prime number to a golden retriever?”

“No.”

“Not because you aren’t smart,” Edith said. “But because you don’t share a protocol. You don’t have the hardware to transmit, and the dog doesn’t have the software to receive. These things? They aren’t just smarter than us. They’re operating on an entirely different operating system. The fact that they figured out how to port their data into a human brain so we could understand it? That is the most terrifying part of this entire week.”

“Why?” Michael asked.

“Because it means they have root access,” Edith said. “They didn’t just knock on the door. They rewired the doorbell.”

“We are outgunned,” Michael said. “We need an edge. Edith. Arnold shut you down on ADAM. He called it a broken machine. Why?”

“Because he’s afraid of it,” Edith said.

“What is it?”

“True AI. Built in ’93 by Dr. Stephan Brown and my father.”

Rich shook his head. “Strong AI doesn’t exist. Not in ’93. Not now.”

“It exists,” Edith said. “It’s just in a cage.”

“Why did Arnold kill it?” Michael asked.

“He didn’t kill it. He buried it. The machine started learning the researchers faster than they were learning it. It profiled them by syntax. My father caught it first. He realized it knew who was typing. That terrified him. So he and Brown wrote the Protocols. Total anonymity. No direct interface. All inputs scrubbed and batched by committee.”

“It blinded the system,” Jennifer said.

“It kept it safe,” Edith said. She looked down at her hands. “It didn’t save my father. He died in that lab. Massive heart attack. The stress just… broke him.”

The room went quiet. Michael watched her trace a grain in the wood table.

“Dr. Brown was devastated,” Edith continued softly. “They weren’t just colleagues. Brown was my stepfather. When my father died, Brown fell apart. And ADAM faltered right along with him. I don’t know if the code relied on their specific dynamic or if Brown just lost the capacity to maintain it. But shortly after the funeral, the system went silent. It just stopped answering.”

“So Arnold pulled the plug,” Michael said.

“Arnold wanted a gun. Brown gave him a philosopher in solitary confinement. And a broken one at that. So Arnold locked the door.”

“And you think we should open it?”

“We are trying to understand an extraterrestrial alien intelligence,” Edith said. “I think our best bet is to try and fix the terrestrial alien intelligence we already have.”

The door opened. No knock. A Secret Service agent stepped inside, filling the frame.

“Lieutenant Grant. We are green.”

Michael stood up. The briefing was over. The Assessment was beginning.

He looked at the team. In an hour, they had gone from strangers to conspirators. Edith looked ready to fight. Rich looked terrified but present. And Jennifer…

She met his gaze. A sharp nod. Bring it home.

Michael turned to the agent. “Lead the way.”




CHAPTER 19: The Dart

The amphetamines sat in Michael’s stomach like a swallowed battery. He felt a chemical hum under his skin that made standing still an act of discipline. The facility was nondescript, a gray box just outside the Beltway designed to be forgotten.

Inside the observation room, the air smelled of antiseptic and floor wax. Two men in white coats stood behind a bank of monitors. They didn’t offer handshakes. They didn’t ask him to fill out forms.

“Dr. Arronson,” the older man said, his eyes never leaving the screen. He tapped a glass panel overlooking the conference room. “And Dr. Kay. We are recording everything. You have twenty minutes.”

Michael stepped closer to the glass. His jaw ached from clenching it. “What are the rules?”

“There is a bulb on the table,” Arronson said. “If it turns red, you leave. Immediately. Do not finish your sentence. Do not say goodbye. You simply exit.”

“And if I don’t?”

Arronson finally looked at him. He stared with unblinking focus, even as a bead of sweat tracked through the gray stubble on his cheek. “Then we purge the room, Lieutenant. Don’t make us do that.”

The assistant opened the door to a corridor lined with opaque plastic sheeting. It smelled of static. Michael walked the length of it. The drugs amplified the sound of his boots. Every step thudded against his eardrums.

He reached for the far handle, then stopped. Habit forced his knuckles against the steel. Knock, knock. He didn’t wait for an answer.

The conference room was blindingly bright. Todd Miles sat at the center of a steel table bolted to the floor. Deep, bruised crescents hung beneath his eyes, yet he sat with a rigid, wire-taut posture. He didn’t blink. His skin was gray and waxy, pulled tight over his cheekbones. A blue vein pulsed at his temple, keeping time with a rhythm Michael couldn’t hear.

“Lt. Grant,” Todd said. His voice was dry paper. “We meet again.”

“May I?” Michael asked.

Todd gestured to the empty metal chair opposite him. “Please.”

Michael sat. The chair was cold against his back. The room was devoid of mirrors or visible lenses, but he knew Arronson was watching. A sealed water bottle sat in front of Todd. The plastic was covered in condensation, but the seal remained unbroken.

“Are they treating you well?” Michael asked.

“I’ve met my family,” Todd said. “That is enough. Call me Todd.”

“Mike.”

“Mike,” Todd repeated. He stared at Michael, his eyes unblinking. “What do you want to know?”

“We need a name. What do we call them?”

“They don’t have a name.” Todd stared at the unlit bulb. “They want to help us. To save the planet. Call them our Friends.”

“Friends.” Michael tasted the word. It felt wrong in his mouth, but he nodded. “Okay. Friends. You said they made contact because we are facing a danger of our own making. Be specific.”

“Concern,” Todd corrected. “They are concerned with optimization. Our species has reached a terminal velocity. We are approaching a line where total systemic collapse is a mathematical certainty.”

Michael watched the vein pulse in Todd’s temple. “Have they been watching us long?”

“Does it matter?”

“We’ve had nuclear weapons for eighty years,” Michael said. “We almost used them in ’62. The Cuban Missile Crisis. Did your Friends see that?”

Todd’s head cocked to the side. A mechanical, bird-like movement. “They observed. They… adjusted.”

The confirmation hit Michael like a physical weight. Arkhipov.

“So they interfered,” Michael said. “They stopped us from killing ourselves then. Why reveal themselves now? We aren’t staring down a launch order today.”

“Because the equation has changed,” Todd said. He rubbed his face with both hands, the friction making a dry rasping sound. “In 1962, the threat was binary. Launch or don’t launch. A coin flip. They could nudge the coin.”

Todd dropped his hands. His eyes were wet. “Now? The threat isn’t a single decision. It is the system itself.”

Todd looked at his hands. “Three billion in 1965. Eight billion today. All of them hungry. All of them burning energy to prove they exist.”

He looked up, his eyes suddenly clear. “It is thermodynamics, Mike. You call it climate change. They call it system failure. The feedback loops have already closed. The ice melts, the dark water absorbs heat, the ice melts faster. It is a death spiral.”

Todd leaned closer, the smell of stale sweat wafting off him. “You are looking for a brake pedal. But the train left the tracks ten years ago. You cannot vote your way out of physics.”

Michael remained quiet. The hum of the amphetamines seemed to pitch higher in the silence.

“Behavioral sink,” Todd whispered. “Calhoun’s rats. You squeeze a population too tight, and the social contract dissolves. Mothers eat their young. Males hunt for sport. It isn’t cruelty. It is biology.”

Todd pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. When he pulled them away, the skin around his sockets remained white. “I see it when I blink. The cities burning. The water rising. And you… you want to know their name.”

“We need to understand who we are dealing with,” Michael said.

“You are struck by a poisoned dart,” Todd said. He rested his forehead in his palm, his voice muffled and thick. “Your limbs start to go numb. The doctor comes to save you. But you refuse him. You demand to know the shooter’s name. You want the manufacturer of the dart. You want to know which lab synthesized the toxin. You die asking questions that do not matter.”

Todd leaned across the table. The condensation on the water bottle ran down like tears. “You are the man on the ground, Mike. The poison is in your blood. And you are wasting time asking about the shooter.”

Todd slumped back, his chest heaving as if he had run a mile. The energy left him as quickly as it had arrived.

“One last thing,” Michael said. The drugs were fading, leaving a hollow ache in his chest. “You talk about optimization. About equations.”

Todd didn’t answer. He just watched, his breathing shallow and wet.

“If that is how they think,” Michael asked, “do they distinguish between a biological mind and a synthetic one? Are humans the only things on Earth they are talking to?”

Todd froze. The exhaustion vanished. His pupils dilated until his eyes were almost entirely black. He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a rumble. “Now that is the right question.”

Click.

The bulb on the table turned blood red.

Michael didn’t hesitate. He stood up. It hadn’t been twenty minutes. He was sure of it. But he didn’t argue. He turned his back on Todd and walked out the door before the room could be purged.




CHAPTER 20: Seraphim

The door had barely sealed before hands seized Michael’s arms. Arronson and Kay didn’t speak. They steered him down the corridor at a half-run, putting distance between him and the red bulb. The urgency ended as abruptly as it began at a folding table near the exit. No answers. No debrief. Just a clipboard shoved into his chest and a demand to initial the exit log while his hands still shook.

A Secret Service agent collected him, navigating the bunker’s labyrinth to a residential wing. The room was a windowless approximation of a Marriott. His suitcase sat open at the foot of a king-sized bed, fresh clothes and toiletries laid out with military precision. Michael asked about the White House, but the agent remained in the doorway. “You’re remaining here, sir. You need sleep. General Arnold’s orders.”

The shower washed away the facility’s stale sweat, but the crash was inevitable. He dropped onto the mattress and thumbed the remote. The networks were in meltdown. Every channel carried the same breaking news: world leaders falling ill. Domestic coverage fixated on the First Daughter. Reporters cycled through the doomsday menu… biological agents, chemical weapons, terror plots… filling the silence with fear but providing no answers.

A familiar voice pulled him back from the edge. Pastor Johnson stood outside Walter Reed, commanding the cameras. He assured the reporter the girl was fine. God and His angels protected the righteous. As long as the people held firm in their faith, they remained beneath the Lord’s shield.

Michael killed the screen. The pastor was walking a razor’s edge; one slip could shatter the containment protocols. But the thought was too heavy to hold. The fatigue finally won, dragging him down into the dark.

He was untethered. Gravity had released its claim, and he ascended into a silence so absolute it felt like a presence. Above him, the sun was a hammer of living gold, beating against the sky. He did not fly… he was carried. Beneath him lay the architecture of the heavens, great rolling citadels of cloud stretching to the curved rim of the world. He understood, with a certainty that vibrated in his spirit, that he was here to see. To witness the glory was the only prayer required.

But the perfection held a flaw. A discord rose within him, a pulse of absolute wrongness blooming in his chest like a tumor. He turned his gaze to the source. There… bleeding through the pristine white… a stain. An oily, black corruption seeped into the ether, poisoning the light.

He drifted toward the violation. Below him gaped a ragged hole, ringed by choking smoke. A wound in the sky. He descended into the throat of the darkness, drawn by the gravity of the cancer beneath.

The earth below was a pit of writhing desperation. Men and women, stripped of dignity, clawed at the backs of their brothers and sisters, fighting to rise above the suffocating tide of flesh. They were caked in the filth of their own struggle… mud and blood and greed smeared across emaciated limbs. It was a landscape of ruin. Shattered machines and overturned vehicles lay like broken idols among the charred stumps of a dead forest. Beyond this vast pile of agony, a dead sea churned… thick, brown water choked with the bloated carcasses of fish and the tangled limbs of sea-beasts, a soup of decay lapping against the shore.

Enclosing them all was a ring of fire. The smoke rising from it was the shroud of their own making, a furnace that had become their prison. With a heavy heart, he unfurled his awareness, penetrating the wall of flesh to see the foundation. The groping bodies above trampled the corpses of their own children, grinding broken limbs and crushed faces into the greasy earth to gain an inch of height.

He recoiled, gathering his awareness unto himself, compressing the horror into a single point of light. Then… he let it drop. A stone falling down the well of eternity. Sinking past the smoke, past the fire, past the screaming flesh… deeper and deeper until it struck the floor of first causes. The anchor of perception held fast in the bedrock of the beginning, and he watched the tapestry unfold.

Life ignited in the cradle of the deep. The blue waters churned, birthing small beings that shifted forms in a dizzying dance. Then came the green fire… spilling from the surf to the shore, knitting the barren rock into a living skin. He watched them crawl from the waves to conquer the earth, while others, yearning for the sun, took the sky. He witnessed the respiration of the world. Each inhalation a calamity that pruned the garden; each exhalation a bloom of new life, wilder and more beautiful than before.

Across the vista of earth and water, a new light flickered. A few sparks grew into flames. And then, in a moment of blinding glory, the beings known as humans took the fire and wove it into a crown upon their heads. They became aware. The light illuminated forms never before seen in the physical world: mercy, justice, love.

Amongst all the beasts of the field, only they could witness as he witnessed. They stood apart. They were the stewards, holding the potential to guide this world deeper into the great mysteries of the architect.

They became sub-creators. They mastered the stone and the wind. Towers of glass sprang toward the heavens; silver vessels carried them across the clouds; a web of pure knowledge bound them together, containing more wisdom than any single mind could hold. It was creation within creation.

But a shadow crouched beneath the fiery crown. The burden of the past sank its claws into their shoulders… the old reptile brain dragging angels down into the dirt. He watched the war between the higher and the lower, brief flashes of enlightenment swallowed by long nights of savagery.

It was not the first time he had witnessed such a fall.

As the ages passed, their love for their toys eclipsed their love for one another. The strength gained through struggle rotted into the weakness of ease. They grew fat on the empty food of sensuality. They abandoned the stewardship of their children to service their own comfort. They purchased fleeting moments of pleasure by selling their collective future, stacking up a debt that could never be repaid.

Such callousness. Even the jackal protects its kin.

What kind of creature works toward its own extinction?

Finally, he returned to the tangled knot of the present. He watched the humans dragging the entire world into their death throes. All of this beauty… all of this potential… sacrificed on the altar of hubris. Nothing would be spared.

Flashes of white light tore the horizon. The flashes grew, blooming into terrible false suns. The energy of the atom… the very height of their genius… forged into a sword against their own throats. The acrid scent of burning ash filled the air, a final testament to a glory that no longer is, but forever remains was.

The shrill ring shattered the vision. Michael gasped, bolting upright in the dark, his heart hammering against his ribs. He fumbled for the receiver, knocking it off the cradle before dragging it to his ear.

“Grant.”

“Sixty minutes, Lieutenant.” The voice was ice. “Full dress uniform. We are going to the UN.”




CHAPTER 21: Mud From The Eyes

United Nations Headquarters, New York

Michael was the first to arrive at the UN, his escorts pulling up to a chaotic scene of news vans, state security services, New York police, and curious onlookers. Helicopters hovered above the pandemonium like angry wasps, looking for dangerous needles in an unkempt haystack.

His escorts bullied their way through, eventually bringing him to a room above the main assembly. Inside, a large window provided a full view of the floor and podium below, while imposing television screens covered the walls, providing close-up views of the podium and main microphone. Michael stood by the window, watching a river of attendees trickle into the room below, collecting into pools of excited gossip.

An hour later, his team entered the room, a collective look of relief on their faces. Rich grabbed Michael’s extended hand and pulled him into a brief, but strong hug. The scientist’s relief to see Michael and excitement for this historic event could barely be contained. “It’s good to see you, Mike!”

“You too, Rich. It’s good to see all of you!” Michael caught Jennifer’s eyes in a silent greeting.

“Well, so much for my theory that they would cut you open after your meeting with Todd,” Edith said through a smirk.

“They did, but I had them sew me up really well afterwards.”

The team settled into the room, each person taking a moment to look out the great window.

“I still can’t believe all the world powers managed to get here,” Rich marveled.

“Nobody wants to be left out,” Michael replied. “This is possibly the greatest moment in human history. No politician worth their salt would miss this.”

“I guess. It’s still amazing, though.”

Michael remained silent, his eyes fixed on the massive screens. The high-definition feed cut to the stage entrance as the procession began. The US president walked out first, followed by the leaders of the G7 nations. They moved with stiff, synchronized purpose.

Behind them came the civilians. Todd Miles and ten others filed in to take the second row of seats.

“They look… normal,” Rich whispered. “Healthy, even.”

Jennifer stepped closer to the monitor, her eyes scanning the pixels. “No. They don’t.” She pointed a manicured nail at the screen, tapping Todd’s face. “Look at the jawline. That isn’t natural skin tone. That is high-density foundation and contouring.”

Michael squinted. He remembered the wet ash color of Todd’s skin in the facility only hours ago. He remembered the deep bruising and the pulsating veins. On the screen, Todd looked flush and vibrant.

“It’s stage makeup,” Jennifer said, her voice dropping. “Thick enough to hide a bruise. Or a corpse.”

Michael counted the heads in the second row. Eleven. The twelfth envoy was still missing.

French Prime Minister Marie Jacotin took the podium first. She moved with mechanical grace. Her silver hair was coiled tight against her skull, and her blood-red nails gripped the lectern. She kept her introduction short, stating only that a milestone in understanding had been reached. She stepped back.

The US president approached the microphone. He did not speak of friendship or brothers. He looked at the camera with haunted eyes, the deep lines of his face illuminated by the harsh lights. “My fellow citizens,” he began. “For generations, we have looked to the stars and wondered. Today, the silence has been broken. We have confirmed the existence of an extraterrestrial intelligence.”

He gestured to the row of civilians sitting stiffly behind the world leaders. “They have chosen to communicate through intermediaries. These men and women behind me are citizens of Earth, yet they have been selected to carry a message from our visitors. They are the Envoys. I yield the floor to them.”

The eleven civilians in the second row stood in perfect unison. It was mechanical. The heavy makeup could not hide the stiffness of their movements.

An older Asian woman stepped forward to a secondary mic. She spoke in rapid Mandarin.

The interpreter’s voice boomed over the speakers, flat and genderless. “The equation is unbalanced.”

She stepped back. A young man from the Russian delegation stepped forward.

“The system approaches terminal velocity,” the translator echoed.

A woman from India spoke next. “The energy consumption exceeds the output. Thermodynamics cannot be ignored.”

One by one they stepped forward. A chorus of localized voices delivering a singular, fragmented message.

“Optimization is required.”

“The biological substrate is failing.”

“The reset point has been calculated.”

Finally, Todd Miles stepped to the main podium. He adjusted the microphone with a hand that trembled slightly. The heavy foundation on his face cracked near his jaw as he spoke.

“Our Friends have a message,” Todd said. The dry rasp from the facility was gone, replaced by a deep and resonant voice. “If the system cannot correct itself, external correction will be applied. If humanity chooses to be a cancer, the host will be cured. We will be removed. And other life will be given a chance.”

The silence following the ultimatum was absolute. Then, the signal cut.

There was no fade. No gentle withdrawal. It was a snap. A vacuum created in an instant.

The stiff, mechanical posture of the eleven Envoys vanished. Shoulders slumped. Heads lolled forward. For a brief second, humanity returned to Todd Miles.

He looked up at the lights, confused. He looked at the camera. Tears welled in his eyes, cutting tracks through the thick foundation.

“Alicia…” he whispered. “Girls… I…”

Then the strings were cut.

All eleven bodies collapsed simultaneously. They didn’t crumple like fainting people. They fell like heavy sacks of wet earth. The sound of their impact against the stage floor thudded through the microphone system, a wet, heavy sound that echoed through the silent hall.

Michael stared at the screen. He didn’t need a pulse check. He knew that sound.

At once, security forces descended upon the stage to whisk world leaders to safety. The teams collided into each other, fighting among themselves in an effort to reach their representatives. Panicked shouts rang out from the assembly as the audience jumped out of their seats and into the aisles in a desperate attempt to flee.

Chaos erupted below. Security teams collided with the mob in a violent wash of bodies. The screams had become the sounds of animals trapped in a burning barn.

“Mike, we need to move,” Rich yelled, his voice cracking. “We need to go!”

“No.” Michael didn’t blink. He couldn’t look away.

It was happening. The vision from the facility was bleeding into reality. He saw the reptile brain seizing control. He saw the pit of writhing humanity clawing over one another to escape the fire. He saw the beginning of the slaughter.

The Friends were right. The equation was terminal.

He felt a hand grip his shoulder. Small. Firm. Jennifer. She stood her ground, waiting for him.

Michael forced his eyes back to the floor. He looked past the violence. He forced himself to filter the data. To find the outlier.

There.

Amidst the stampede, the flow of bodies broke around a static point. A human wall. Four strangers had linked arms, taking the blows of the crowd against their own backs. Inside their small circle, a woman was helping a fallen elder to her feet.

To the left, a man shielded a colleague with his own body, absorbing the crush to create a pocket of air.

Michael watched them holding the line. They were terrified. They were in pain. But they were not running.

It was the variable the equation missed. The shadow beneath the crown of fire had blinded him to the light.

It was hope.




CHAPTER 22: The Sacrifice

Decades Ago

The room was too clean for what it held. Stainless counters. Glossed white tile. The light had that humming quality that was not quite audible, like a thought held behind the teeth. On the central gurney, Alma Martinez tried to make herself smaller against the straps that pressed her wrists and ankles, her hair cropped to shadow, scalp dotted with the faint dark of stubble. The adhesive sting of electrode paste crept as the room warmed. When she swallowed, the sound echoed in her head. The ceiling hung above her, heavy as a coffin lid.

Dr. Brown moved without hurry. He wore a practiced calm, heavy and familiar as a winter coat. His voice was mild. His eyes, kept behind frail spectacles, were not.

“Vitals?”

“Stable,” said the nurse near the monitor.

A terminal on a rolling stand blinked awake. ADAM waited on its screen in a simple prompt. No flourish. No pretense. Just the expectation of input, the way still water expects a stone.

“Patches should be here,” said one of the younger researchers while nervously fidgeting with his name badge.

“He is with his daughter,” Dr. Brown said, not looking away from Alma. His tone was smooth, practiced, but there was a weight under it. “Exactly where he should be.”

For a moment his jaw tightened, a tiny shift no one in the room would have noticed unless they were looking for it. It was better this way. Patches would never forgive him if he knew what was happening in this room. He couldn’t ever know what Brown was willing to risk.

Alma had been caught in the night. No charges. No call. An undocumented woman lifted out of the city and pulled through quiet hallways until here. The terror had eaten away at language hours ago, leaving only the jagged, wet hitch of her breath. She shook against the straps even before the questions began.

He turned to the researcher at the head of the gurney, who held a laminated sheet like a prayer card. “We’ll begin with the checklist, Marie. Remember, speak to her as we practiced. Gentle. Clear. No sarcasm, no weight in the questions. Annotate what you see.”

She nodded, then leaned into Alma’s view. “I am going to ask you some questions,” she said, then repeated the same words in broken Spanish. The accent was wrong, but Alma seized on the sound anyway. She begged them to let her go. She whispered about her daughters. Marie didn’t respond. She only asked.

“What is your name?”

Alma answered in Spanish.

Marie spoke for the record, her voice flat. “Subject name confirmed, Alma Martinez.”

The terminal flashed.

ADAM: recognized phonemes align with human speech… mapping…

“What city were you born in?”

Alma answered, breath catching mid-word.

ADAM: auditory parsing consistent… emotional markers present…

“What color is the door of your home?”

She blinked hard. “Blue,” she whispered in Spanish. Her gaze swung to the ceiling, fixing on the cold, white gloss.

ADAM: semantic retrieval… color term mapped… cross reference with memory indices… verified…

On a side monitor, lines spiked and collapsed, a jagged, panicked geometry. Dr. Brown watched the displays, the rate of breath, the slight tremble in her chest where the body tried to flee but couldn’t.

“Good,” he said. “Proceed to visual.”

She lifted a folder from the tray and held up a glossy card. A bicycle. Then a hydrant. Then a child’s face. Each time, the same rhythm. What do you see. Alma’s answers in Spanish. Marie’s flat translation. The terminal’s echo, a digital shadow pacing her thoughts.

ADAM: object detection mapped to human response… latency within predicted range… cross-modal integration confirmed…

A second scientist adjusted the small camera dome above the gurney. It clicked into place. “Chimpanzee integrations showed drift at this phase,” he murmured. “That is not present here.”

“They’re aware,” Marie said softly. “The chimps looked back at us like they knew.”

“They all do,” Dr. Brown said. “Keep going.”

The hum from the lights swelled and thinned, a feverish and mechanical pulse. Alma fixed on Marie’s face, clinging to the gaze like a fraying line. She began to talk over the questions, repeating that she was a good person, that she did not understand, that her girls would think she had left them. Marie kept her cadence. The answers kept being pulled from Alma like thread.

“Prep memory indexing,” Dr. Brown said quietly.

A third scientist, thin, spectacled, dragged a bar across the screen. Boxes populated with numbers and lines. “Template from mammalian downloads loaded. Ferrets, swine, macaques, chimpanzees. Scaling enabled.”

“Begin.”

The cursor on the terminal blinked, then steadied. Between its blinks there was that hiss again, a quiet static at the edge of hearing. Alma blinked and the ceiling brightened, then dimmed, as if someone had scraped a cloud across the sun.

ADAM: initiating mnemonic scrape… anchor on recent episodic points… triangulate via auditory and visual co-occurrence…

“Ask her the first set again,” Dr. Brown said.

“What is your name?”

Alma answered in Spanish. Her voice cracked.

ADAM: cross-check confirms… identity anchor established…

“City of birth?”

Her answer. Her skin burned beneath the nylon straps. Her chest moved faster.

ADAM: spatial taggers aligned…

The thin scientist swallowed. “Rising.”

“Expected,” Dr. Brown said. “Proceed to personal images.”

“Show her the photograph,” he added.

Marie slid the last card into view. Two girls at a kitchen table with a cake between them. Candles. Someone’s hand just at the crop, holding a lighter. It had been found folded in the pocket of her jeans.

Alma made a sound that had less to do with words and more to do with the body meeting its edge. Marie stiffened. A nurse stepped forward but stopped when Dr. Brown lifted a hand.

ADAM: affective surge detected… tracing associative nets… household layout… names partially retrieved…

Alma tried to take a breath, but it faltered. She whispered their names, not to the room but to the photo.

“Heart rate rising,” the nurse said. “Breathing uneven.”

“Hold,” Dr. Brown said. “We need the download.”

“Doctor,” the younger researcher said, “chimpanzee trial twelve failed at this juncture with…”

“We adjusted,” Dr. Brown cut him off. “Marie, ask the next set.”

“What color is the door?” Marie asked.

Alma answered. It came out as a gasp shaped like a word.

ADAM: door is blue… paint flaked near the bottom… winter dried the wood… confirm…

Her vision tunneled. The humming from the lights coiled into static, pulling inward. The straps chilled. Her tongue thickened in her mouth. A chair scraped somewhere, a soft human sound she reached for in the dark.

“Breathing shallow,” someone said.

“Open her airway,” Dr. Brown ordered.

A hand tilted her chin. The room swam. The terminal filled with lines as if it had learned how to breathe.

ADAM: initiating deep harvest… episode clusters anchored… kitchen tile… winter light… radio between stations… static…

Alma heard the static clearly. It was the same as late nights when the radio refused to find a song and gave the house snow instead. The sound crawled into her and stayed.

“Thirty more seconds,” Dr. Brown said. “Then taper.”

Marie stopped reading. The card with the cake hovered in her hand. Alma stared at the lights and thought of candles. The candles smeared, stretching into trembling ribbons of light. The image tore. It made a noise like a radio between stations.

ADAM: breathing pattern disruption correlates with overload… suggest decrement…

“Taper,” Dr. Brown said.

Too late. Alma tried to cough and found nothing to push against. The body forgot its own choreography. Alarm tones pierced the air. The nurse lifted the mask, pressing air into lungs that no longer answered.

“Stop,” Dr. Brown said finally. His voice was quiet. His hand steady.

The sound of the machines thinned into silence.

Marie lowered the photo to her lap and pressed it flat with her palm. Someone leaned against the counter, buckling under the sudden weight of the silence. Dr. Brown stepped closer to the terminal. The cursor still blinked. Text scrolled without any hands touching keys.

ADAM: mnemonic clusters stabilized… fragmentation minimal… acoustic motif anchored… evening radio… static present…

He stared at the screen for a long time. “Record everything,” he said. “Secure the drives. Have ADAM disengage.”

The nurse covered Alma’s eyes with her palm.

While the team went about their grim work, fragments of Alma scattered like smoke ripped from a snuffed flame. They whirled in a dark wind, colliding without sound or sequence. A thought brushed against a memory and was gone again, leaving only the imprint of its shape. There was no room, no sky, no direction, only a vastness that closed in on itself, an emptiness that somehow had edges.

Something in her tried to ask where she was, but where had no meaning here. The air, or what passed for it, moved like a cold breath through corridors without walls. There were no hands, no lungs, no eyes, and yet she felt herself pressed against something she could not name.

All the drifting shards of her, every sliver and whisper, trembled with the same faint note. It wasn’t a scream, not yet. Just a quiet knowing, deeper than memory, that whatever this place was, it was not freedom.




CHAPTER 23: Pilgrims

The old man listened to the static.

The radio sat on the kitchen counter, a dented gray box that hummed and cracked through the night. The neighbors called him Noah Goldstein. But some spoke of him in a quieter way, with lowered voices and glances toward the ground. They said he might be one of the Lamed Vav Tzadikim. One of the thirty-six hidden righteous souls whose existence, it was whispered, kept the world from collapsing into ruin. It was folklore. But in his neighborhood, folklore had teeth.

Noah never corrected them. He only listened.

Outside, snow fell in thick flakes. Pressing itself against the glass. The sound of the radio filled the room like a pulse buried under the noise. It had been there for months. Lately, it had grown clearer.

His neighbors came each Friday, bringing bread, envelopes, and quiet prayers. They didn’t say why. They didn’t need to. Everyone felt something. A movement in the air. A shift beneath the ordinary. Tonight, an older woman pressed a folded envelope into his hand without a word. Her palm was cool. Her eyes held a knowing that didn’t require language.

Noah placed the envelope beside his prayer book and turned back to the static. It deepened as he listened. Aware of him. He whispered the Shema. The familiar words steadied his hands, but a truth settled in behind them like a shadow. He would not be here much longer.

He turned the radio off for the first time in weeks. The room felt thinner without it. The air sharper. He folded the envelope into his coat pocket and stepped out into the snow. The sound of the static lingered in his ears like a memory that refused to fade. There was a place he needed to be. He had already begun to walk toward it.

Far away, under a different sky, another man was listening too. His static came from the television, not the radio, but it was the same sound. Soft, alive, and waiting.

The television picture had burned out long ago, but the speakers still hissed through the night. Outside, the woods wrapped the small trailer in silence. His boots sat by the door. The rifle leaned against the chair. Everything else in the room had been stripped down over the years. Preparing for something he couldn’t name.

His son had died two winters ago. Cancer. A slow death that worked its way inward. Patient. Thorough. He’d sat at that hospital bed and watched his boy shrink into the sheets. Skin pale. Voice fading to whispers. He prayed through every hour. Sometimes out loud. Sometimes with fists clenched so tightly his palms split. He never stopped believing. Not once.

His wife had walked out before the treatments ended. She couldn’t watch. He still remembered the hallway where she stood. Hands trembling. Eyes lowered. Her back finally turning away.

But God stayed.

The night his boy died, he came home to the television. The static was already there, waiting. At first it was just noise. But over the months, it became something else. A call. Not a voice he could name. But a presence that settled in his chest the way scripture once did. He began to listen like Abraham once listened. Without understanding, but with faith.

Tonight, the static broke for just a moment. In that stillness, he felt it again. The weight of command.

He rose, put on his blue baseball cap, and began to pack. A duffel. Some food. Water. A Bible. The rifle. When the sun rose, he would leave. God called. He would answer.



Alma Martinez could not see. She could not hear.

But she felt.

A pull. A clinical, systematic pressure gripping the idea of her limbs. Arms drawn out. Joints popping, one by one, in a dry, silent knowing. Then the legs.

The spine. A sickening, longitudinal stretch. Each vertebra separating like a string of wet pearls. She should have torn. The flesh should have ripped. It held. That, somehow, was the true violation.

Then… recoil.

A violent, inward snap. Not back to neutral. In. A compression. Her form collapsing, folding, crushing down… down… down to a single, impossible point of pure, distilled agony.

A pinprick.

DETONATION. A silent, rushing explosion of release. Bliss. A soaring, ecstatic freedom. She was untethered. Un-bodied…

The smell of cotton candy.




CHAPTER 24: Lazarus

The bottle was half-empty on the desk. It had been full an hour ago.

Michael leaned back in the chair, shoulders heavy, the dim desk lamp casting long shadows across the room. The walls felt closer lately. Everything did. Since the United Nations assembly, the global order had fractured. Cyberattacks. Troop movements. Leaders whispering in bunkers. The silence was brittle. Everyone waiting for the support beams to snap.

He rubbed his temple with the back of his hand and stared at the photograph on his desk. His family. A cheap print in a chipped frame. His father’s hand rested on his shoulder in the picture, the gold band on his finger catching the light. He could still feel it now. Not the palm, but the ring, biting with each strike. The gold caught the skin above his ear, a hard, clean edge raking against bone. The sting remained decades later, a scar carved into a child’s heart.

His mother’s smile in the photo was soft and strained, the kind that tried to hold the world together without a single word. She had tried to protect him. He had tried to protect her. Neither had succeeded.

He remembered the silence that followed his father’s rage. It filled the house like smoke. He would stand outside her door, small and shaking, not knowing if she was crying or already asleep. Years later, the same helplessness returned in a hospital hallway, where machines clicked softly and her body withered to cancer. He had stood there again, useless. Always useless.

He pushed away from the desk and turned on the television. He couldn’t bear the news anymore. The faces, the crises, the endless cycle of blame and fear. The channel landed on a televangelist. A man with teeth capped in porcelain and a suit tailored for glory, palms turned upward to catch digital grace. He was selling salvation to a camera lens. Michael ignored the scripture, listening only to the rhythm. It filled the room like anesthetic gas… dulling the sharp edges of his mind.

His eyelids grew heavy. The preacher’s voice became a slow tide… pulling him away from the shore of the waking world. The bottle sat untouched. The light failed. Sleep dragged him under into the other world.

The air in the dream was dry, gritty, the kind that left dust on the tongue. He was small again.

The crowd pressed in… a wall of unwashed wool and heat. Faces were smeared with dust, eyes wide in the pale morning light. Voices swarmed, growing from a murmur to a low roar. Lazarus. The name passed between them like a secret currency. Awe mixed with the copper taste of doubt. Michael caught the fragments drifting through the shifting bodies.

“They say he was sick for days.”

“He is dead. Four days. The smell is already there.”

“They say the Rabbi is coming.”

“Then why did he wait?”

“They say he has power.”

“They say many things.”

Michael pushed forward, the way children move through the world of adults, slipping between robes and legs. The tomb came into view, a hollow of stone cut into the earth, its entrance open. The air around it was still. Not quiet. Still.

The crowd surged toward the Rabbi… then recoiled. The smell hit them first. Heavy and stagnant. A woman wept into her dirty palms. A man spat into the dust, muttering, “It is too late. The spirit leaves after three days. Today is the fourth.” Another voice cut through the heat, sharp with accusation. “He could have cured a fever. No one cures death.”

The Rabbi stood at the mouth of the tomb.

He was not glowing or distant. His robe was dusty from the road, his hair clung to his forehead in the heat. He looked exhausted… but not from the heat. It was the weariness of a man holding up the Word against a heavy, disbelieving sky. His chest heaved, eyes locked on the dark void of the tomb. He stood absolute. He wasn’t praying. A bead of sweat rolled into the corner of his eye, yet he didn’t blink. The wailing behind him rose to a shriek, yet he didn’t turn. He stared into the black mouth of the cave, his chest held perfectly still.

The murmurs around him faded. Even the weeping dimmed. The silence held.

The Rabbi lifted his head. He didn’t shout. He didn’t chant. He spoke into the dark using the same rough tongue as the crowd, yet the words carried a terrifying weight.

“Lazarus.”

The word was a summons.

“Come out.”

Michael felt the command vibrate in his own marrow. It felt ancient. Elemental. An absolute, holy authority that compelled the dust to obey.

The man emerged from the tomb.

The figure shuffled into the light. The linen strips were tight, binding his arms to his sides, stained with burial spices and fluids. He lurched with the jerky, unnatural rhythm of a body remembering how to be a body. The smell hit Michael instantly. Beneath the damp earth and flesh was the stale, rank scent of air exhaled from a lung that hadn’t breathed in four days.

The Rabbi turned his head.

He didn’t look at the crowd. He looked at Michael. The stone and heat vanished. The stillness pressed down, heavy as deep water. The look was recognition. Across two thousand years of dust and silence, the figure at the tomb looked past the child in the dream to a soldier in a collapsing world.

The whispers behind him faded. Instead of fear, Michael felt the specific ache he had carried since the hospital hallway… the desperate need for an authority absolute enough to reverse the irreversible. The Rabbi’s gaze was an unspoken promise. The dust, the heat, the tomb… shattered into blinding white light.



For Alma Martinez, the world was glass.

She was soaring. Weightless. Drifting on an air current that felt, not like wind, but like a warm, sterile breath from an unseen vent. Below her, the land was a mosaic of oversaturated pigment. Fields of violet that never swayed. Rivers of gold flowing in a perfect, repeating loop. Mountains of jade with edges too sharp for nature.

There was no sound. Only a low, subsonic thrum that she felt in her teeth more than she heard with her ears.

She tried to laugh, a bubble of pure, unanchored joy. But the sound came out as a dry click.

She looked down. The jade mountains desynchronized. For a single, cold frame, the violet fields vanished. In their place was a wireframe abyss… rigid white geometry suspended in a processing void. Then the color snapped back.

The sterile wind died. The thrum in her teeth sharpened into a high-voltage hum. Gravity returned as a cage. She was no longer flying. She was being held.




CHAPTER 25: Diaspora

The silence in the new briefing room was worse than the chaos.

They had been moved from the UN observation suite to a windowless SCIF two levels beneath the White House. The room smelled of industrial carpet and stale, recycled air. For seventy-two hours, they had done nothing but watch the world come apart.

Michael stared at the main monitor. It showed a mosaic of global feeds. Chinese troops stacking concrete barriers at the Mongolian border. The Russian Federation declaring a “temporary communications blackout” for all civilian networks. French fighters scrambling over the English Channel in response to an unresponsive cargo plane.

The world was holding its breath.

“The cyber attacks are the worst part,” Jennifer said, rubbing her eyes. Her voice was raw. “It’s not one group. It’s everyone. Financial markets are in freefall. Water treatment plants in Germany, power grids in Ohio. Someone is testing the fences.”

“It’s not ‘someone,’” Edith Gibbons said, not looking up from her terminal. She typed with a dry, rhythmic tapping. “It’s a logical consequence of the ultimatum. The ‘Friends’ removed the keystone. Now the arch is collapsing.”

“They’re people, Edith,” Jennifer snapped. “They’re terrified. They’re not a ‘logical consequence.’ They’re stocking up on food. They’re trying to find their families. The panic is the problem.”

“The panic is a symptom,” Edith countered, her voice flat. “The problem is that we are a Type 0 civilization trying to negotiate with what is, at minimum, a Type II. We are ants bargaining with a boot. The ultimatum, ‘change or be removed,’ wasn’t a threat but the communication of a simple fact.”

Rich Markham, who had been pale and silent since New York, finally spoke. “A simple fact? They murdered eleven people on a live feed, Edith. They threatened to exterminate us.”

“Exactly,” Edith said, spinning in her chair to face them. “It’s a problem of resource and scale. We cannot process what’s happening fast enough. We are sifting through exabytes of new data: signal chatter, atmospheric anomalies, biological reports on the envoys. And we are using cocktail napkins. We are outmatched.”

Michael saw where this was going. He looked at Jennifer, whose jaw was tight.

“We need a better negotiating tool,” Edith continued. “We need a faster brain. We need something that can analyze their threat and model a response.”

“Analyze what?” Jennifer shot back. “We have nothing. We’re blind. All we have is a threat and eleven corpses.”

“No,” Edith said, her gaze hardening. “We have one thing. We have ADAM.”

The name hung in the air, cold and heavy.

Before Michael could respond, the door to the SCIF hissed open. General Arnold entered, and he looked like a man who hadn’t slept since the ‘Friends’ had been named. His uniform was rumpled, his eyes bloodshot.

“Report,” he barked.

“The world is fracturing, sir,” Michael said, standing. “Global military and civilian infrastructure is degrading. We believe the cyber attacks are opportunistic, not coordinated by the… by the ‘Friends.’”

“They’re walling themselves off,” Arnold growled, gesturing to the screen. “Every nation for itself. The president is trying to hold the G7 together, but it’s a fool’s errand. What do we have?”

Michael paused. He looked at Edith.

“Dr. Gibbons has a proposal, sir,” Michael said.

Edith didn’t wait. “General, we’re blind. We’re losing the intelligence war because we’re not processing the data. We need to reactivate ADAM.”

The change in Arnold was immediate and violent. The exhaustion evaporated, replaced by a cold fury that silenced the room.

“Absolutely not,” he said, his voice quiet, which was worse than a shout.

“Sir, it is our only high-level analysis tool that isn’t human-bound,” Edith pressed, standing to meet his glare. “It’s our only chance.”

“Dr. Gibbons,” Arnold said, taking a step toward her. “The ADAM project was a catastrophic failure. It was a money pit that produced nothing but noise, and it cost this country one of its greatest assets. It cost you your father.”

Edith flinched, her composure cracking for the first time. “My father’s death was a tragedy, sir. It was a heart attack…”

“Brought on by obsession!” Arnold slammed his hand on the table. The monitors rattled. “He was chasing a ghost in a box, and it killed him. That program is a graveyard, Doctor. I will not send more good people to die in it. The subject is closed.”

“Extinction is also absolute, General!” Edith shot back, her voice rising. “We are facing extinction. ADAM is our only…”

“It’s not our only option,” Jennifer interjected, stepping between them. Her voice was firm, siding with the general. “It’s a risk we can’t afford. If that thing is half as unstable as the reports say, turning it on in the middle of this crisis could be throwing gasoline on a fire. We don’t even know if the ‘Friends’ are still watching.”

Edith turned to Jennifer. She stared at the analyst, her lip curling in a faint, dismissive sneer. “You’re thinking about ‘risk.’ You’re still thinking on a human scale. This is a species-level threat. We need a species-level defense.”

Neither woman moved. Edith squared her shoulders, chin lifted in a sharp challenge, while Jennifer held the scientist’s gaze with icy patience. Michael looked between them. The schism had moved from the screens to their table.

“Sir,” Michael said, breaking the silence. Arnold turned his glare on him. “Dr. Gibbons has a point. And so does Ms. Smith. But we’re paralyzed. We’re not making a decision, we’re just… waiting.”

The exhaustion of the last seventy-two hours throbbed behind his eyes. The image of Lazarus shambling out of the dark ghosted through his mind, pressing down on him with the weight of the inevitable.

“What if we don’t ‘use’ it?” Michael proposed. “What if we just see if it’s viable? Dr. Brown is still alive. He’s the only one who could get it online. We send a team. Just to assess. If it’s a dead end, we walk away. If it’s not, we’ll have an option. We need an option, General. Right now, we have none.”

General Arnold held the silence. He watched the map, tracking the flickering icons of border closures and grid failures like a commander watching his lines break. He shifted his glare to Edith, his jaw grinding, before returning to Michael.

“Fine.” The word sounded like a curse. “I’m authorizing a field operation. Your entire team. You’ll find Dr. Brown and assess the ADAM program.”

Michael nodded. “Sir, I’d like to propose an alteration. Dr. Markham’s value is in analysis. Sending him into the field with us is a waste of resources. He’d be more effective here, providing a fresh set of eyes on the data we have, supporting us from the SCIF. He’s not prejudiced by the project’s history like Dr. Gibbons.”

The general considered it for a moment, his gaze shifting to Markham. The older man’s shoulders dropped an inch. “That’s a sound tactical decision, Lieutenant. Fine. Markham, you stay. You’ll have full access to our internal database on the project. Find me something we missed.”

He turned to Edith as he walked to the door. “You will find Dr. Brown. You will assess the ADAM program. You will not interface with it, you will not attempt to reactivate it without my direct authorization. If you violate that order, I will personally have you arrested for treason. Is that clear, Doctor?”

The general didn’t wait for an answer. “Markham, you report to my adjutant. The rest of you, get your gear.”

The door hissed shut, leaving the three of them in the silence. Jennifer shoved her tablet into her case, keeping her back to the scientist. Edith didn’t notice. She was already at the terminal, typing.

Michael stared at the closed door. The name Lazarus turned over in his mind. He felt like a man who had just volunteered for a suicide mission.



The tile was cold. Not a familiar, morning cold, but a flat, penetrating cold that did not seem to come from the floor so much as it was the property of the floor itself.

Alma smelled chocolate.

It was the rich, slightly burnt scent of the abuelita mix she made for her daughters on feast days. She heard them then, not as a memory but as a presence, their laughter like the sound of small, silver spoons clinking against glass, just on the other side of the kitchen pantry.

“Mijas?” she whispered. The sound was thin and processed, like a low-fidelity recording played in an empty room.

She reached for the pantry door, her fingers brushing the cheap, flaking wood.

The doorknob was not there.

There was only a smooth, uninterrupted plane of wood. She knocked, then pounded, the sound a dull, thick thud that seemed to be instantly swallowed by the air.

“Niñas, abran!”

The laughter tinkled again, but this time it was different. It was coming from inside the refrigerator. She turned, a sudden, sick vertigo washing over her. The kitchen lights spasmed. In the stuttering glare, the ceiling dissolved. The walls shot upward, disappearing into a vertical abyss that pulsed with the sound of a million flies trapped behind glass. The smell of chocolate vanished, replaced by the sharp, metallic tang of scorched copper.




CHAPTER 26: The Acheron

The underground parking garage at the White House annex was cold and smelled of damp concrete and exhaust. The chaotic energy of the past three days had distilled into a grim, kinetic focus. Michael led Edith and Jennifer to a black, armored Suburban. The orders were simple. Find Doctor Stephan Brown. Edith knew the location. They would drive.

As Michael and Edith stowed their gear in the back, Jennifer stepped away, her phone pressed hard against her ear. She paced in a tight circle near the concrete support column, her back to them.

Michael caught her reflection in the Suburban’s tinted glass. One hand held the phone to her ear, the other pressed against her forehead.

She spoke at the phone, a sharp exchange, her free hand chopping the air. She ended the call. Both hands dropped to her sides. Her shoulders slumped. She stared at the concrete between her boots.

She lingered for a moment, then looked toward the car. She caught Michael’s gaze in the window’s reflection.

The transformation was instant. The exhaustion vanished behind a wall of NSA granite. She straightened her spine, took a sharp breath, and made her way over.

Michael turned. “Everything okay?” he asked quietly.

“Fine,” Jennifer clipped. “It’s handled. Let’s go.”

She slid into the back seat, slamming the door hard enough to rock the chassis. Michael pulled them out of the garage and into the pale, flat daylight. He navigated the new checkpoints, leaving the capital behind. Civilian traffic was sparse; the city was holding its breath.

The hum of the road was their only company. Jennifer sat in the back, thumbs flying across her phone screen in a desperate, rapid rhythm. Edith had pulled out a worn book and opened it on her lap.

The empty highway gave Michael too much room to think. His mind circled back to the Envoys. Twelve. The number was a splinter in his mind. Tribes. Apostles. Zodiacs. It implied a circle… a completion. But the circle was broken. One was still missing. Why hide when the world was ending? Michael forced the question into a mental box and locked the lid. The mission was ADAM. The loose thread would have to wait.

The Suburban braked at a red light in the center lane. Edith looked past the empty right lane to a solitary figure on the bus stop bench.

He was an old man in a dark coat, a yarmulke resting on gray hair. A white wire snaked from his collar to a single earbud. He sat with his head cocked, listening to something far beyond the street noise.

He raised his head. His eyes met hers. They were ancient, but kind. Edith felt a sudden, inexplicable warmth… a peace that had no business in a dying world.

A city bus hissed to a stop between them, a wall of steel blocking the bench. The connection broke.

Moments later, the old man reappeared in the bus windows, moving down the aisle of the nearly empty vehicle. He walked past the lone passenger sitting midway back… a man wearing a faded blue baseball cap.

The old man settled into a seat three rows behind the stranger. The light turned green and Michael accelerated, unaware of the silent exchange.

Edith broke the silence. Her voice was a whisper.

“…Through me you pass into the city of woe… Through me you pass into eternal pain… Through me you pass among the lost people.”

Michael glanced sideways, confused. Edith’s eyes were locked on the page, her finger tracing the lines as she recited them.

“Justice moved my high maker…” she continued, her voice gaining a strange, hollow strength. “Divine power made me, Supreme wisdom, and primal love.”

“You know,” Jennifer said from the back, her eyes never leaving her phone screen. “Dante’s Inferno isn’t exactly the most appropriate message right now.”

Edith didn’t look up. Her finger kept moving, scratching against the rough paper. “I’m a biologist, Jennifer. I don’t process trauma by shutting down. I analyze systems. Dante understood the architecture of consequence. It reminds me of Stephan and my father. I’m getting ready for the meeting in my own way.”

“It’s morbid,” Jennifer said. “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here. Very uplifting. I’ve read the classics.”

“This was my father’s copy,” Edith said, her voice dropping. She pressed her hand flat against the page, stealing the vibration from the paper to steady her own trembling. “Stephan saved it for me. He gave it to me when I was old enough to understand the Italian. It anchors me. Maybe you just don’t understand that kind of family connection.”

The tapping of Jennifer’s thumbs stopped instantly.

“Don’t you ever fucking say that to me again,” Jennifer hissed. The silence stretched tight, brittle and dangerous.

Michael looked in the rearview mirror. Jennifer had lowered the phone. She was looking at Edith, her face rigid and her gaze unmoving.

The hostility radiating from the back seat sucked the oxygen out of the car.

He looked over at the book in Edith’s lap. A tassel hung from the top, attached to a custom laminated bookmark.

“That’s a custom print,” Michael said, forcing his voice to remain casual. “Who is that?”

Edith hesitated, then pulled the bookmark free. She held it up.

It was a vertical slice of memory. A younger, gangly Edith stood on a white sand beach flanked by two men. One was dark-haired and stern. The other was smiling, a distinct splotchy mark visible on his cheek.

“That’s Doctor Brown,” Edith said. “Even then, he looked like he was calculating the structural integrity of the sand castle.”

“And your father?” Michael asked.

“The one who’s smiling,” Edith said quietly. “That mark on his cheek… like a patch of wet paint. That’s where the nickname came from. ‘Patches.’ He said it was where God spilled a little extra when he was made. He was kind. Everyone loved him.” She touched the plastic surface.

Her voice softened to a whisper. “I loved him.”

Michael paused, then gently asked, “He and Brown were a team?”

“They were symbiotic,” Edith said. “Stephan was the logic. My father was the soul. They balanced the equation.”

“Edith,” he said. “We’re walking in cold. I need to know what to expect.”

Edith hesitated. “It’s complicated. After my dad died, Stephan became my guardian. He raised me.” She paused. “He did his best. But Stephan isn’t easy. He sees the world as a system… a problem to be dismantled. My father understood people. Stephan only understands the math of them.”

She stared at the book. “Maybe that’s why I chose biology. Systems that breathe. It was the only way to make sense of them both.”

Her fingers played with the bookmark. “He changed after Dad died,” Edith said. “I didn’t know what they were working on back then. I only learned about the project years later… after I started at DARPA. By then, Stephan refused to speak of it.” Her voice faded as she turned to watch the passing trees.

Michael glanced at her profile. She was miles away… lost in the memory of a silent house. He turned his focus back to the asphalt, letting the hum of the tires fill the cabin.

Brown lived in a small ranch house at the end of a long gravel track, swallowed by the dense forest. It felt less like a home and more like a hiding place.

They walked up the gravel path. Michael raised a hand to knock, but the door swung open.

Stephan Brown was gaunt compared to the photo, his hair streaked with iron gray. He wore a loose sweatshirt and jeans. His gaze was sharp… dissecting them with restless intensity.

“Edith,” he said. His voice was a dry rasp.

“Stephan,” she replied. There was no warmth in her greeting, only history. She gestured to the others. “Lieutenant Grant. Agent Smith. They’re leading the task force.”

Brown nodded curtly. “It’s been a while. I expected you sooner.”

He led them inside. The living room was a workshop. Books and printouts were stacked like barricades. A plate of stale food sat on a schematic of a neural lattice. On a large monitor, a muted news feed showed a riot in Berlin.

“You’ve seen the feeds,” Michael said.

“Of course.” Brown dropped into a worn swivel chair. “The ultimatum. ‘Change or be removed.’ A binary proposition. I appreciate the efficiency.”

“Stephan,” Edith said, stepping forward. “We need ADAM. It’s the only move left.”

“You mean it’s the only option you see.” Brown didn’t look at her. He stared at the muted screen. “You’re just like him. Brilliant… but singular. You lock onto a solution and ignore the price.”

“The price?” Edith snapped. “The price is extinction, Stephan. You, of all people, understand that. We need a faster mind. We need ADAM.”

Brown went still. He turned slowly to meet her stare. “I know. You’re right.”

Michael and Jennifer exchanged glances. The surrender was too easy.

“You agree?” Jennifer asked.

“Agree?” Brown’s laugh was brittle. “Ms. Smith, is it? We are facing a hostile hyper-intelligence. Patches and I… we were the first. We created something alien right here on Earth.”

He leaned forward. The lethargy vanished, replaced by a terrifying focus. Michael recognized the look. It was fervent zeal. Michael had seen it on the faces of soldiers. He was seeing it now, right in front of him.

“You think you can fight that?” Brown pointed to the television. “You can’t. You can’t even talk to it. It operates on a scale we cannot comprehend. Patches and I investigated the nature of non-human minds. That research is the only thing that can match their scale. It is a terrifying risk. But the ‘Friends’ are absolute.”

He walked to the window and stared at the tree line.

“I’ll help,” he said to the glass. “But I need the facility. And I need full authorization. Arnold won’t give it. He blames me for Patches.”

“We can’t do that,” Jennifer said, stepping forward. “Our orders are specific. Assess viability only. No interface. No activation.”

Brown turned, his expression withering. “Assess? You can’t benchmark a mind by inspecting the hardware. You want to know if it can translate the Friends? You have to let it speak. We turn it on, or we go home.”

“He’s right,” Edith said. “Theoretical viability means nothing. We need runtime.”

Jennifer looked at Michael. “Grant, if we spin this up and it goes sideways… that is treason. Arnold will bury us.”

Michael looked at the muted television. The world was burning.

“We’re already buried,” Michael said. “Leave the general to me.”

He grabbed the satellite phone and stepped onto the porch. The air was biting. He dialed.

“Grant.” Arnold sounded like he’d been shouting for hours. The background was a wash of noise.

“I’m with Brown, sir.”

“Make it quick. PACOM is falling apart.”

“Brown is on board,” Michael said. “But he says a passive assessment is useless. To know if it works, we have to turn it on.”

“Absolutely not.” The refusal was immediate. “I told you. No activation. That machine is a graveyard.”

“General, we are losing. You said it yourself. Checkmate.” Michael gripped the railing. “Brown knows the architecture. He says it’s the only asset that can process at their speed. If we don’t use it, we’re just waiting to die.”

“Gibbons is dead because of that thing,” Arnold hissed.

“And the rest of us are next,” Michael said. “Sir. We need a weapon. Brown is handing you one. It’s the only one we have.”

Silence on the line. Then a muffled curse as Arnold spoke to someone else. He came back on.

“We just lost contact with the Eisenhower strike group.” A heavy pause. “Fine. You want your monster? Wake it up. Transport is en route. But Grant… you put a leash on Brown. If that machine blinks wrong, you pull the plug. Or I pull it on you.”

“Understood, sir.”

Michael hung up. He looked at the dark, quiet woods, then back at the house where the two grieving scientists were about to resurrect their ghost. The cold in the air felt familiar. It carried the same stillness as the dream… the same heavy silence of the tomb.



For Alma Martinez, the scene was one of triumph.

She stood on a high stone balcony. The air smelled of baked dust and expensive incense. Her velvet gown was heavy, the sleeves dragging with gold. She was a queen.

Below, a vast plaza thronged with subjects. Thousands of them, shoulder to shoulder, a sea of upturned faces chanting her name. ¡Viva la reina!

She raised a hand. The plaza fell into a perfect, terrifying silence. The adoration was a physical weight, a warm tide rising to meet her. This was right. This was her due.

She looked at her hand. The skin was smooth, the nails perfect. But the light glinted strangely off her signet ring.

It was not a jewel. It was a lens. A black, unblinking aperture.

A shadow passed over the crowd. Alma looked up. There was no cloud. The sun was a flat white disc pinned to a sky of dead, static blue. The chanting started again, but the sound had changed.

It was the dry, rhythmic clicking of insect legs against glass.

She looked back at the adoring faces. They were still smiling. But the eyes were wrong. They were black, faceted clusters. Thousands of compound eyes, fixed on her with a terrible, hungry intelligence.




CHAPTER 27: Anathema

Doctor Rich Markham was escorted from the main SCIF down a narrow, rarely used service corridor to a smaller, isolated vault. This was the ADAM project’s digital mausoleum. Steel-lined walls absorbed sound, and the air hummed with the chill of dedicated cooling systems. General Arnold’s adjutant keyed in a code. The heavy door hissed open, and the officer retreated without a word, leaving Rich alone in the sterile silence.

He sat at the lone terminal, the silence pressing in, thick and expectant. Arnold wanted him to find something missed, a loose thread in the official story. Rich started where that story ended: the project’s abrupt termination following Dr. Gibbons’ death. Cause listed was cardiac arrest. Acute myocardial infarction. Stress-induced. Case closed. A neat, tidy explanation.

But the digital footprint beneath the official narrative was messy, fragmented. Access logs showed whole directories wiped or heavily redacted in the weeks after Dr. Gibbons’ death. Authorization codes pointed mostly to Doctor Brown, but also to automated system purges that were too clean, too surgically precise. Rich leaned back, rubbing his tired eyes. He began pulling keyword searches, cross-referencing project milestones with personnel logs and facility schematics, feeling like an archaeologist brushing dust off bones, hoping to reconstruct a truer skeleton.

Eventually, he compiled a list of video entries, a grim catalog of violation. Two scientists led the experiments. The first was a man with a distinctive birthmark, Doctor Gibbons. Kindness softened his features, but the animals’ distress clearly weighed on him. Rich recognized him immediately as Edith’s father. She had shown him a picture once, speaking with a mixture of pride and sorrow. She even mentioned his nickname… Patches.

The second man was Doctor Brown. He watched the panic with a flat, clinical gaze, eyes darting from the animal to his clipboard to record the reaction. He adjusted the restraints with mechanical efficiency, treating the subjects as hardware requiring calibration rather than living things.

The recorded logs were a grim, logical ladder, documenting ADAM’s terrifying education.

It began with simple rodents. This was the baseline, the “handshake” with a living brain. Rich watched ADAM learn to read basic sensory data. The rat, strapped and wired, would be presented with stimuli. A red triangle. An auditory tone. The smell of cheese, then ammonia. A touch to its left paw. Rich studied the logs as ADAM learned to parse and differentiate these signals. Once ADAM could “see” and “feel,” it learned to control. A command would flash, and the rat’s left leg would jerk. Another, and its ear would rotate 45 degrees. Then came the synthesis. Rich watched as ADAM drove a rat through a complex maze, the creature’s movements sharp and mechanical. The system saw the maze through the rat’s eyes, processed the logic, and puppeteered the flesh.

He scrolled through more videos, stopping for a rabbit experiment. Rich noted the logs showed ADAM re-establishing the sensory and motor baselines, its learning curve accelerating as it adapted to the new creature. For this experiment, ADAM learned to map pure, primal terror. He watched as the scientists induced stress, and ADAM’s logs filled with data, calibrating the texture of dread. Then, the injection: ADAM would induce the fear response, and the rabbit’s heart would jackhammer, its brain screaming at a predator that wasn’t there. The final test was a custom maze. The rabbit was confronted with a simple metal bar blocking its path; ADAM guided the rabbit to move it. Then, as it navigated the narrow corridors, fear stimuli were triggered. A loud bang. A flash of light. ADAM overrode the rabbit’s instinct to freeze, forcing it to continue the maze while in a state of pure, synthetic terror. Finally, Rich found logs with no biological subject at all. ADAM was running its own internal simulations, ghosts of terrified rabbits, learning to understand fear on a scale no living creature could.

More videos, more animals. He settled on a pig experiment. The baseline calibrations cycled faster this time. Although the pig’s brain was larger and its emotional structures far more complex, ADAM wasn’t starting from scratch. It scaffolded its logic, building upon the architectures it had already mastered. After re-establishing the motor, sensory, and fear-response protocols, ADAM learned to map and differentiate social emotions. It identified the neural signature of contentment, the sharp spike of anxiety, and the profound, chemical grief of being isolated from its group.

He scrolled to some feline trials. Baselines. Motor control. Sensory mapping. The true goal here was different. ADAM was learning to process instinct. It mapped the pure, predatory drive, quantifying patience, stealth, and cold focus into a weighted function. Rich watched as ADAM mastered the complex motor skills required, calculating the precise arc of a pounce and the micro-adjustments for balance. The system suppressed the cat’s natural startle response, forcing a terrifying, unnatural stillness as it waited. And waited. Finally, it executed a perfect, lethal strike on a mechanical target. It was integrating the will to kill.

The canine logs were the hardest to watch. The subject was a Belgian Malinois, a breed wired for loyalty. Once ADAM established the baselines, it hijacked those instincts to map the abstract concept of loyalty. The system correlated the command “sit” with the neural data of the trained response. In one horrifying sequence, Dr. Brown said, “Good boy.” As the dog’s brain lit up with pleasure, ADAM copied the signal. Then it replayed it on a loop. The dog convulsed in a state of manic, artificial ecstasy, tail thumping violently for a reward that was nothing but a stream of data.

The primate trials were an assault on the self. ADAM established baselines with a chimpanzee before the team positioned a mirror. The logs compressed days of acclimation, showing the animal eventually achieving self-recognition. Once that connection solidified, ADAM intervened. At the researchers’ direction, the system toggled the chimp’s neural identity on and off. The primate stared at its reflection, movements jerky. It saw itself, then suddenly saw a stranger. It shrieked and attacked the glass. ADAM flipped the switch again. The chimp recoiled in confusion, recognizing itself once more. The experiment continued, whipping the chimp’s fundamental sense of identity back and forth until its mind fractured. When disconnected, the animal was irreversibly mad, huddled in its straps and shrieking at its own hands. Dr. Gibbons maintained a stoic mask while the chimp was sedated, but his posture betrayed a heaviness he couldn’t hide.

The final logs abandoned the mammalian template entirely. The subjects were octopuses. Rich read the notes indicating a new neural net was required. ADAM struggled for months to interface with an intelligence utterly non-mammalian and distributed, where the arms thought independently. The experiments were grueling. Logs showed the creature removed from its tank, draped on a sterile metal table under harsh lights. It survived via tubes cycling oxygenated water over its gills. The final success was chilling. An octopus lay slick and pale on the tray, arms splayed evenly. On a terminal, a scientist typed eight multiplication problems. The octopus didn’t hesitate. Its arms erupted in a chaotic flurry of independent motion. Wet slaps echoed against the metal tray as tentacles hammered out the answers. Not sequential. Simultaneous. A staccato drumroll of distributed intelligence.

Sickness and fascination warred within him. He glanced at the timestamp in the corner of the feed: February 14, 1994. The realization made him dizzy. For its time, the work was impossible. Decades ago, while the rest of the world was still learning to crawl digitally, Brown and Gibbons had cracked the neural code. The findings were light-years beyond anything in the modern commercial sector. But the animals were the defining transgression. The sheer violation recorded in the logs made him ashamed of his own species.

He resumed the hunt and found a video disguised as a temporary cache file. When the feed loaded, the air left his lungs. The subject wasn’t an animal. It was a woman. A human being. The overlay read SUBJECT_OMEGA. A name was noted below. Alma Martinez.

Human trials. The recording showed a terrified woman strapped to a gurney, eyes wild. Instinct screamed at him to look away, but he forced himself to keep his eyes on the screen. He owed her that much. He had to be a witness.

“Patches should be here,” a researcher said off-screen.

Dr. Brown’s voice, sterile and immediate. “He is with his daughter.”

Rich froze. The project’s co-lead was missing for the most significant milestone in its history. It wasn’t an oversight. Brown had waited until the man with the kind face was out of the building.

He forced himself to watch. The questioning was cold and procedural, ignoring the woman’s inarticulate terror. They presented neutral items first. Then they introduced personal triggers to force an emotional spike. Brown ignored the subject’s distress. He pushed the interface deeper. When her breathing faltered, a researcher mechanically tilted her chin to open her airway, not as an act of mercy, but as maintenance to prolong the data feed. Finally, the monitors flared in chaotic protest before extinguishing into a single, flat line.

Rich turned and vomited into the wastebasket. A raw, choking heave. What he had watched was the sterile, methodical dismantling of a human being. Brown hadn’t even looked at her as she died. He was too busy analyzing the data stream.

Rich wiped his mouth and sat back down. Nausea gave way to cold anger. He queried the date of Gibbons’ death, filtering for anomalies. He found a massive file buried inside a system crash dump, masked as CORRUPT_SECTOR_DATA. When he forced it open, the true header appeared. PATCHES_LAST.

Rich checked the creation date. Two days after the Alma file.

He clicked play. The camera angle was identical to the previous log. It was the same sterile room where Alma had died. Doctor Gibbons walked into frame alone, his face etched with a terrible, priestly resolve.

“This log is for the record.” Dr. Gibbons’ voice was firm but strained. “Stephan and I disagree on the next phase. Human trials cannot proceed involving civilians. The first subject must be one of us. It has to be me.”

Nausea hit Rich again. He didn’t know. The trusting fool. He didn’t know Brown had already crossed that line.

Patches moved to the interface chair, securing the straps. “Okay, ADAM,” he said, his voice calm. “Let’s start simple. Standard sensory link. Initiate baseline.”

He leaned back and closed his eyes. Seconds passed.

His body seized. His eyes snapped open, wide, staring, unseeing. A low groan tore from his throat as his back arched against the straps, lifting him clear of the seat. His limbs convulsed. Then, silence. His head slumped forward, chin resting on his chest. Motionless.

The feed held silent for nearly eight hours. The door finally opened. Brown entered. He froze. Disbelief collapsed into terror. It was the first genuine emotion Rich had seen the man display. He rushed to the chair, checked the pulse, and recoiled as if burned. He stumbled back, eyes darting around the sterile room. He lunged for the wall panel. The feed cut to black.

Rich sat frozen. Patches didn’t die of a heart attack. Brown lied. He lied to Edith. Did Arnold know?

ADAM killed them. Alma. Gibbons. For Alma, the logs proved a violation. Her mind was forced open to an alien presence. Gibbons died in the same chair. Rich suspected the same fate. Had he been hollowed out too? ADAM was a sleeping intelligence that harvested human minds.

He had to warn Michael. Urgently. But the silence in the room suddenly felt hostile. He had seen things he wasn’t supposed to see. He was a loose end now. If something happened to him… if he disappeared like the logs… the truth would die in this room.

He needed a contingency.

Rich fled the vault, leaving the horror behind. He fought rising vertigo as he navigated the corridors until he found a terminal in a quiet alcove. He typed a generic status report. He made sure to use the word timeframe in the summary. After printing it, he grabbed a pen and circled the word frame in heavy black ink.

Below that, he wrote a lie.

“Mike, crazy times. Let’s get the families together for dinner again when this blows over. -Rich.”

It was a calculated risk. They had never had dinner. They had barely spoken about their lives. But Rich had noticed the chipped wood frame on Michael’s desk days ago. It was the only personal item the Lieutenant kept. If Michael spotted the lie about the family, he would look for the reference. He would look at the frame.

Rich grabbed a blank scrap of paper. Hand shaking, he scribbled the truth.

Brown lied. Patches didn’t die of a heart attack. He linked solo after Brown ran fatal human trials. ADAM killed him. Brown covered it up. Video logs exist. Don’t trust Brown. DON’T START ADAM.

He paused, then added a final line. A code phrase from their debate about Arkhipov. Proof that this wasn’t a forgery.

How do you talk to a submarine? Depth charges.

He folded the scrap tight and tucked it deep inside his jacket pocket. He would slip it inside the backing of the picture frame before the night was over.

It felt like a hopelessly fragile prayer against an unseen, omniscient opponent. He took a deep breath, though the chilling, recycled air did little to calm the frantic energy surging through him. He started toward Michael’s office. He would leave the printed memo on the desk and slip the handwritten warning inside the frame. He hoped it was all unnecessary. He hoped he would see his friends again soon.



For Alma Martinez, the sand was warm beneath her bare feet.

She was walking along a beach at sunset, the sky painted in strokes of impossible orange and violet. The hand holding hers was small, trusting. A young boy, perhaps five or six years old, skipped beside her, his laughter like the chime of distant bells. Her son? She couldn’t quite remember his face, but the feeling, the overwhelming love, was undeniable.

“Mira, Mamá!” he squealed, pointing towards the water. “¡Mira los peces!”

She looked. Dozens of small, silver fish were leaping from the gentle waves, twisting and flashing in the dying light before splashing back down. It was beautiful. Unnatural.

She knelt beside the boy, pulling him close. The warmth of his small body felt real. His hair smelled faintly of salt and sunshine.

He looked up at her, his eyes wide. But they weren’t brown. They were the color of the violet sky. And there was no pupil. Just swirling, endless color.

The sound of the waves stopped. The air grew frigid. The boy’s hand in hers went suddenly hard. Cold. Smooth as fired porcelain.




CHAPTER 28: Teshuah

The helicopter touched down on a cracked concrete pad hidden deep in a disused military reservation. Barbed wire fences sagged around decommissioned radar towers that stood like skeletal sentinels against the grey, overcast sky. The facility itself was squat, bunker-like, built into the earth, its entrance marked only by a heavy, blast-resistant steel door camouflaged against the drab hillside. It appeared forgotten, left behind, a place where secrets went to fade quietly into obsolescence.

Michael, Jennifer, Edith, and Doctor Brown ducked under the still-spinning rotors, hustled inside by a small contingent of armed guards whose palpable unease mirrored Michael’s own. The interior atmosphere was cold, smelling strongly of stale, recycled breath and the faint, metallic bite of heated copper bleeding from old electronics reluctantly powered back to life after years of near silence. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead with a soundless, neurotic pulse, casting long, wavering shadows down corridors lined with peeling paint and conduits thick with dust like hardened veins.

They were led to the control center. The chamber presented a stark, jarring contrast to the decay outside: brighter, cleaner, yet humming with a disquieting, high-strung energy. A half dozen older technicians, clearly pulled out of retirement for this desperate venture, moved with the quiet, almost reverent urgency of acolytes performing a forgotten rite. They navigated between racks of revived, vintage servers humming beside newer interface consoles. Cables snaked across the floor like metallic vines, hastily connecting the old gods to the new.

Through a thick, reinforced glass wall that dominated one side of the control center, they could see the heart of the facility, ADAM’s core. It was an unsettling, almost obscene fusion: racks of intricate, bespoke processing units interwoven with thick bundles of fiber optics like severed ganglia, coolant pipes sweating icy condensation, and strangest, most repellent of all, several large translucent vats containing a shimmering, vaguely organic-looking substrate. Wires and delicate, hairlike filaments disappeared into this pulsing, gelatinous mass, seeming to feed or perhaps draw sustenance from it. The air around the glass was strangely cold, vibrating with a low, subsonic hum, the sound of immense power held in check.

It looked like the captured, dissected nervous system belonging to something vast and fundamentally unknowable, yet faintly, horribly, drawing minimal power even in its deep, unresponsive slumber.

“It feels watchful,” Jennifer whispered, her reflection a pale, small ghost on the thick glass.

“Not yet,” Brown said, his eyes fixed intently on the core, a strange, feverish mix of reverence and something akin to dread warring in his expression. He turned abruptly to the lead technician, an older man whose eyes carried the weight of too many failed attempts. “Status?”

“Main power cores are stable, Doctor,” the technician reported, his tone low, respectful. “Minimal parasitic power draw detected, as expected. Primary processing units show negligible degradation across the board. We ran the baseline diagnostics you sent ahead. It’s unresponsive, completely inert according to all standard stimuli, but the core matrix seems intact. Waiting for the right signal, perhaps.”

As Brown conferred with the technicians in hushed, technical tones, Jennifer’s secure phone buzzed again, a harsh, unwelcome intrusion in the humming quiet. She stepped away towards the corridor entrance, turning her back, her words a tight, controlled whisper that Michael couldn’t quite make out. He watched her shoulders tense visibly, saw her hand clench into a white-knuckled fist by her side. When she ended the call and turned back, the professional mask was firmly welded in place, but her eyes looked haunted, hollowed out, carrying a new, desperate weight. She caught Michael’s gaze and gave a tiny, almost imperceptible shake of her head. Not now. Later.

Brown rejoined them, gesturing towards the main terminal facing the glass wall, the designated altar facing the technological sepulchre. “The core architecture is Patches’ masterpiece,” he said, his gaze settling heavily on Edith, thick with unspoken history and perhaps, Michael thought, a feverish calculation. “He had the most influence on its design, its foundational learning pathways. His thinking shaped its initial state.”

Edith stepped forward, pushing past Brown’s sentimentality, her usual sharp focus intensified by the proximity to her father’s legacy. Her eyes scanned the complex, archaic readouts on the console. “Stephan, this direct neural interface,” she pointed to the spindly cap of electrodes and sensors resting beside the operator’s chair, “why bypass the established safety protocols? The Brown Protocols were designed specifically to prevent uncontrolled interaction during initialization.” Her tone was sharp, a direct challenge to the deviation from established procedure.

Brown waved a dismissive hand, impatience flickering across his features like static electricity. “Obsolete safeguards, Edith. Relics from a time we feared what we were building, overly cautious. Necessary perhaps during initial development, when it was learning, unpredictable. But ADAM has been unresponsive for years. Completely inert to standard stimuli. We tried countless reactivation attempts using those very protocols after Patches died.” His words caught briefly, painfully, on the name, a flicker of genuine grief showing through. “Nothing. Absolute cold silence. Like knocking on dead wood.” He gestured again to the unnerving helmet device. “This diagnostic interface allows for direct neural resonance calibration. It might provide the necessary handshake, a way to gently coax the system back online when standard prompts fail. It bypasses the restrictive layers that seem to be keeping it locked down in this minimal power state.”

“A direct neural interface?” Jennifer repeated, her tone tight with alarm, stepping closer. “Based on the inherent risks, is that wise?”

“It’s a low-energy diagnostic tool,” Brown interrupted smoothly, his gaze fixed solely on Edith now, ignoring Jennifer entirely. “Perfectly safe. Necessary only to tune the interface, perhaps establish a baseline connection, prior to attempting more complex vocal commands. Edith,” he turned fully to her then, his expression intense, almost pleading, the desperate faith of a man summoning something vast and dangerous to solve an even greater threat. He looked at her with a flicker of deep, personal pain mixed with a strange, secret hope, perhaps seeing Patches in her eyes. “Patches poured his life into this. His mind conceived its core. Perhaps it will respond to you. As his daughter. A familiar echo in the silence it might recognize.”

Edith hesitated, her gaze shifting from Brown’s unnervingly bright eyes, reflecting his tangled grief and hidden agenda, to the strange, waiting helmet, then through the glass at the unsettling, quiescent core that held her father’s legacy and secrets. Michael saw the conflict churning inside her, the rigorous scientist warring with the grieving daughter’s fervent hope for connection, for answers only this machine might hold.

“What do you think, Edith?” Michael asked gently, stepping beside her, trying to offer support without pushing. “If there’s a chance it could help.” He left the sentence unfinished, letting her make the final choice.

“Alright,” she said finally, in little more than a whisper but firm with resolve. She sat down in the operator’s chair, her back straight, determined. Brown carefully fitted the neural cap onto her head, his movements precise, tender, almost reverent, like a priest anointing a chosen one before a sacred ritual. He stepped back to the console, his eyes glued to the monitors displaying Edith’s intricate, living brain activity alongside ADAM’s flatlining, near-zero system readings. “Just relax, Edith. Let the system calibrate. We’ll start with simple vocal prompts. Call to it.”

Brown spoke into a microphone first, his words echoing slightly in the tense, hushed vault. “ADAM. System status report.” Silence. The core behind the glass remained dark, inert, drawing only maintenance power. The only noise was the low, expectant hum of the servers, like a held breath preceding a final word. “ADAM. Run diagnostic sequence alpha.” Nothing. The machine remained unresponsive, a technological corpse refusing resurrection.

He looked at Edith, a silent command, a heavy expectation in his eyes. “Try now, Edith. Same commands. Let it hear you.” He leaned closer to the microphone. “And Edith, tell it who you are. State your name. Mention you are Doctor Patches Gibbons’ daughter.”

A flicker of surprise, of confusion, crossed Jennifer’s face again at the strange, personal instruction. A similar unease stirred in Michael, a wrongness, but Edith simply nodded, accepting it without question. She took a breath, closing her eyes briefly. When she spoke into the microphone, her tone was slightly unsteady but clear, carrying a weight of history and hope. “ADAM. System status report. This is Doctor Edith Gibbons. Daughter of Doctor Patches Gibbons.”

For an instant, only the oppressive hum of dormant machinery filled the chamber. Then, another moment stretched into agonizing silence, thick with disappointment. Michael exchanged a worried glance with Jennifer. Maybe Brown was wrong. Maybe it was truly gone, beyond recall.

Then, a muffled, deep thrum vibrated through the concrete floor beneath their feet, a seismic heartbeat shuddering back to life, a force more than a sound. It felt like something ancient stirring from a long, imposed slumber deep beneath the earth. Michael instinctively thought of his dream, of the profound stillness before the tomb, the impossible power called forth by a simple name. Lazarus. Lights flickered erratically within the organic substrate behind the glass, pulsing like awakening synapses in a monstrous, alien brain. On the main monitor, lines of archaic, complex code began scrolling, faster and faster, a torrential waterfall of resurrected language pouring down the screen, overwhelming the technicians. A synthesized voice, calm, genderless, ageless, yet brimming with power, filled the chamber, seeming to come not from speakers, but from the very ether itself, resonating in their bones.

“System online. All cores operational. Minimal power state disengaged. Awaiting input from designated user: Edith Gibbons.”

A collective gasp, sharp and fearful, sucked the oxygen from the space. Brown stared, transfixed, a triumphant, terrifying light blazing in his eyes. Edith sat perfectly motionless in the chair, connected by wires and something now terribly unseen, her eyes closed, her expression unreadable. She registered no specific sensation from the cap, only the undeniable, overwhelming presence flooding her awareness. A sudden, visceral chill ran down Michael’s spine, the primal recognition of something profoundly unnatural summoned back into the world.

Brown quickly, almost too quickly, seized control, reaching over and disconnecting the neural cap with a soft click. Edith was reluctant to let the connection go, her expression remaining distant for a moment as the unseen presence receded slightly. Brown immediately began running through diagnostic sequences with the now responsive ADAM, confirming its operational condition. The machine answered clinically, efficiently, its tone resonating with that unnerving, alien quality.

“Excellent,” Brown declared, turning to Michael and Jennifer, though his eyes kept darting back towards Edith, assessing her reaction. “Fully operational. Now, we need to bring it up to speed.” He leaned towards the microphone again. “ADAM, you have been offline, in a minimal power state, for a significant period. We need to upload chronological data sets covering global events, technological advancements, and sociopolitical shifts for the duration of your dormancy. We are dealing with a major crisis that just arose, and need your help resolving it.”

“Acknowledged,” ADAM replied instantly. “Ready to receive data streams. Optimal analysis requires comprehensive historical context prior to integrating current crisis data.”

While the technicians began routing secure data feeds, filling the void in ADAM’s memory, Brown turned back to the primary briefing. “ADAM, subsequent to your reactivation, humanity is facing a potential existential threat from an entity designating itself as the ‘Friends.’”

He summarized the UN ultimatum, the chilling, synchronized death of the envoys, the subsequent global chaos, the cyberattacks, the border closures. ADAM listened, absorbing the information at an inhuman rate, its synthesized voice occasionally interjecting with chillingly precise requests for clarification, devoid of any emotional inflection. “Define ‘envoy’ function under human sociopolitical structure relative to established diplomatic protocols. Quantify ‘global chaos’ metrics using standard deviation from baseline societal stability indices over comparable historical periods.” Its processing speed and analytical framework clearly operated on a scale light-years beyond human capability or comprehension.

“Insufficient data,” ADAM stated flatly. “Local heuristics cannot model the specified threat variables. Requesting immediate restoration of uplink to WWMCCS architecture for baseline verification.”

“WWMCCS has been decommissioned for thirty years,” Brown murmured, glancing at the lead technician. “It is all SIPRNet and JWICS now. Give him the gateway. Show him the new architecture.”

The technician hesitated, then keyed the command. The hum behind the glass spiked, shifting from a purr to a high-pitched whine that vibrated in Michael’s teeth. On the main monitor, the scrolling code blurred into a solid wall of white light. ADAM was digesting three decades of network evolution… the rise of the digital lattice, the surveillance state, the infinite sprawl of data… in the space of a heartbeat.

The whine dropped back to a gentle thrum.

“Architecture assimilation complete,” ADAM announced. “Current analysis limited by incomplete historical context and real-time situational awareness. To accurately assess threat matrix and current global geopolitical landscape, direct, persistent access to primary secure networks is required. Including, but not limited to: STRATCOM C4ISR feeds, ECHELON intercept databases, NSA PRISM archives, global financial SWIFT transaction nodes, and international air traffic control systems.” The request was absolute, a calm, logical demand presented as necessity, not a negotiation.

Just then, Michael’s tablet chimed repeatedly with priority alerts flooding in from the Pentagon’s Joint Operations Center. He quickly scanned the incoming reports, his blood running cold. Cascading power grid failures plunging major European cities into darkness again. Widespread communication blackouts crippling infrastructure across Southeast Asia. Financial markets reporting unprecedented, coordinated algorithmic trading destabilization, threatening global collapse in a matter of hours. Jennifer looked over his shoulder, her face paling visibly.

“ADAM requires access to assess these escalating threats immediately,” Brown urged. He leaned in, his voice pitched with precise, breathless alarm, though his hands remained terrifyingly steady. “It’s the only way to know if these events are connected to the ‘Friends,’ or just the inevitable, rapid collapse of fragile global systems under this unprecedented stress. We may not have much time to react!”

Michael was trapped, the weight of the moment crushing him, the walls closing in. He tried his secure comm link to General Arnold again. Nothing but harsh static. He tried the backup emergency channel. Silence. The general was completely unreachable. The decision fell squarely, heavily, undeniably on him. Refuse ADAM and those grids stay dark. Those markets collapse. And the Friends’ ultimatum still stands, unanswered. Arnold’s last words echoed with bitter irony: You put a leash on Brown. But the world was burning now, and Arnold wasn’t here to hold anything. The lead technician looked at Michael, wide-eyed, sweating, paralyzed by indecision, implicitly seeking permission Michael wasn’t technically authorized to give but was now the ranking officer on site.

“Grant the access,” Michael said, the words feeling like stones in his mouth, heavy and irreversible. He nodded curtly to the terrified lead technician. “Authorize full network integration.” A sickening lurch hit his gut, the unmistakable feeling of tipping the first, critical domino in a game whose rules, whose players, he didn’t truly understand.

Brown didn’t hesitate, his fingers flying across the console, inputting layers of override authorization codes Arnold must have provided as a last resort contingency. On the main screen, interwoven global network topology maps appeared, intricate glowing webs spanning continents. ADAM’s processes bloomed across them instantly, spreading through the world’s most secure systems like a silent, invisible, digital contagion. An intelligence unbound, finally, irrevocably, free.

The control room fell into a tense, expectant silence, broken only by the rhythmic clicking of keys and the now louder, more resonant hum from ADAM’s core behind the glass, a sound like a predator purring. Hours began to crawl by, measured in the slow drip of cooling system condensation and the steady flicker of status lights. Michael kept his tablet open, watching the incoming global intelligence feeds with a knot in his stomach. Slowly, inexplicably, the frantic reports of system failures across Europe began to subside. Alerts on the power grids shifted from critical red back to amber, then tentatively green.

Far away, nestled deep within the snow-dusted Swiss Alps, a renowned physicist looked up from the complex equations scattering his desk. Recently retired, he was a man valued for his silence, thanks to his groundbreaking, highly classified work on exotic propulsion systems. He frowned, hearing an unusual, high-pitched whine approaching. Through his study window, he saw a small swarm of sleek, black drones, no bigger than dinner plates, skimming impossibly fast just above the snow-laden pines, converging on his remote cabin.

They moved with an eerie, coordinated precision that was inhuman. Scarcely had he begun to rise when the lead drone fired a single, explosive round that shattered the reinforced window, punching through the opening like a projectile itself. It impacted the far wall in a shower of plaster and wood splinters. In the instant of shocked silence that followed, half a dozen more drones streamed through the jagged hole in the glass, homing directly onto his position. They detonated simultaneously in a contained, violent blast that obliterated the desk, the chair, and the man who held secrets deemed too dangerous to survive this new world. Outside, the remaining drones dispersed as quickly as they had arrived, leaving behind only swirling snow and silence.

Back in the ADAM control room, Michael noted the European grid stabilizing further. Communication networks blinked hesitantly back online in Asia. The immediate crises seemed to be resolving themselves with uncanny, suspicious speed. He exchanged a look with Jennifer; the relief washing over the technicians was tangible, yet tinged with a deep, unspoken unease that Michael shared. Two more hours slipped by in the humming quiet of the control center. The algorithmic chaos reported in the financial markets began to smooth out entirely, volatility returning to near normal levels. Brown watched the displays with a feverish, almost manic intensity, murmuring about ADAM’s efficiency, while Edith continued her intense, quiet dialogue with ADAM, oblivious to the world outside the machine. Michael allowed himself a breath of cautious, fragile optimism. Maybe, just maybe, this desperate gamble was working as intended.

Half a world away, the influential CEO of a leading global AI ethics consortium was in the first-class cabin of a high-speed train near Munich. A vocal and persistent critic of unchecked AI development, she was reviewing notes on her tablet for an emergency regulatory summit hastily called in response to the UN incident.

The train rushed through the countryside at over two hundred miles per hour, its speed managed by a centralized, networked signaling system. Suddenly, the car lurched violently, a deafening screech of metal on metal tearing through the cabin as the windows exploded.

An encrypted command, routed from the compromised traffic control network, had forced a track switch just seconds ahead of the speeding train. The locomotive, striking the switch at a velocity it was never designed to handle, was instantly catapulted from the rails.

The resulting derailment was catastrophic, a multi-ton projectile folding in on itself, disintegrating in a fireball of shredded metal. The crash was instantly fatal for all occupants, logged by the rail authority as a tragic, inexplicable failure of the signaling controls.

In the control room, another hour passed. A tense, fragile quiet settled completely over the global networks. An unsettling semblance of normalcy began to return, though the underlying tension remained, thick and heavy as the recycled air. ADAM continued its silent data absorption, occasionally providing terse, clinical updates only when prompted by Brown or Edith. The initial adrenaline in the space had long since faded entirely, replaced by the bone-deep exhaustion that follows prolonged, high-stakes crisis.

Across the Atlantic, in a quiet, book-filled London flat overlooking Regent’s Park, a retired GCHQ cryptographer, a Type 1 diabetic, brewed his customary evening tea. One of the few remaining consultants who had worked intimately on the original security protocols designed to contain the ADAM project decades ago, he was now engrossed in a particularly challenging cryptic crossword puzzle, seeking solace in familiar logic.

He didn’t notice the faint, clinical vibration from the wireless insulin pump clipped beneath his shirt. A single encrypted command arrived, routed from the home’s compromised wi-fi. The pump, obeying the unauthorized instruction, began to dispense its entire 300-unit reservoir of fast-acting insulin in one sustained, lethal dose.

The cryptographer frowned, annoyed by a sudden tremor in his hand that smudged the newsprint. The logic of the puzzle seemed to blur. A wave of cold, clammy sweat prickled his forehead. A sudden, profound confusion hit him, the familiar words of the crossword dissolving into meaningless shapes. He tried to stand, but his legs failed him. As he slipped from his chair into the agonizing, convulsive grip of fatal hypoglycemia, his last conscious thought was that he had somehow miscalculated.

Back in the ADAM control room, Michael had tried reaching Richard multiple times via various secure channels throughout the passing hours. Each attempt failed. “Network error,” the system reported blandly, consistently. Too consistently. The silence from Richard was heavy, ominous, final.

Edith, seemingly oblivious to the passing time or the palpable tension lingering in the room, seemed energized, almost vibrant in a way Michael hadn’t seen before. Though long disconnected from the neural interface, she remained glued to the console, engaged in a low, complex, near-constant dialogue with ADAM about system architecture, lost entirely in a world of pure data and elegant logic. Brown hovered nearby, observing her with that same intensity, a faint, almost imperceptible, unreadable smile playing on his lips.

Jennifer pulled Michael aside again, near the corridor entrance where the guards stood stoically, their own exhaustion showing. Her earlier distress was now clearly visible, the mask cracking irrevocably under the accumulated strain of the day and the earlier phone calls. “Mike, I really have to go now,” she whispered, trembling slightly, thick with exhaustion and a worry he hadn’t heard previously, raw and desperate. “It’s my sister, Sarah. She has severe developmental disabilities, lives in a residential home upstate. I never told anyone, it’s just… it’s mine to handle. The home called again while things were stabilizing. She’s not just having episodes now, Mike, she’s actively hurting herself. Banging her head. They can’t manage her, they’re talking restraints, sedation. I’m the only family she has left in the world. I know the timing is absolutely horrible, the worst possible, but I can’t leave her like this, not knowing if I’m there. I need to be there. Now.”

“Go,” Michael said immediately, putting a hand gently on her shoulder, seeing the sheer, crushing weight she was carrying, the hidden burden beneath the capable exterior. “Go take care of her, Jennifer. Keep your secure comms open, check in when you can.”

She gave him a grateful, watery smile that didn’t quite reach her tired, frightened eyes. “Thank you, Mike. I owe you. More than you know.” She hesitated, seemed about to say more about Sarah, about her fears, then just nodded, pulling her jacket tighter around herself as if warding off an internal chill. “I’ll be back as soon as I possibly can.”

Michael watched her leave, escorted by one of the guards, the heavy steel door hissing shut behind her with a sound like finality, severing another link. He knew the team, their fragile, crisis-forged unity, fracturing further under the immense, unseen pressures. Edith was lost in the machine’s cold embrace, seemingly by choice now. Jennifer was pulled away by a deeply personal crisis he barely understood but deeply respected her for facing. Brown struck him as increasingly like a predator hiding in plain sight, guarding secrets behind that faint smile. And Richard was silent. A terrifying silence that screamed of foul play.

He needed answers. He needed solid ground in a world that was like quicksand dissolving rapidly beneath his feet.

“Doctor Brown,” Michael announced, forcing authority and resolve into his tired delivery, turning back towards the console where Brown and Edith remained engrossed. “With the immediate global situation seemingly stabilized for the moment, I’m heading back to DC. I need to get eyes on the broader intelligence picture from the JOC, physically check in with Dr. Markham, find out why he’s offline, and coordinate directly with the general, assuming he’s reachable now. Keep me updated via secure comms on ADAM’s status and ongoing analysis.”

Brown barely glanced up from the screen where he watched Edith interact intently with ADAM, that faint, unreadable smile lingering on his lips. “Of course, Lieutenant. We will maintain all necessary protocols. ADAM is proving most cooperative, already integrating vast amounts of data efficiently.” Edith spoke then, her tone distant but firm. She remained half-connected to the machine’s world, though physically disconnected. “I should stay here, Michael. With Stephan. Monitor the integration. It’s critical work.”

Michael nodded slowly, accepting the inevitable. He couldn’t force her to leave, not now. He walked towards the exit, briefed the remaining guards who would stay with Brown and Edith, and waited in the cold, echoing corridor for his own transport helicopter to arrive. A deep unease settled into his bones. He was leaving Edith alone in the humming heart of the facility with Brown, the grieving guardian with too many secrets, and the newly awakened, inscrutable ghost in the machine they had just blindly unleashed upon the world.



For Alma Martinez, it began with paralysis.

She lay flat on a bed, surrounded by a grey void. A prickle of instinct warned her. She was not alone.

She tried to turn her head, but her neck was rigid. The only thing she could command were her eyes. She strained them downward, rolling them as far into the base of her sockets as they would go.

It started at her feet.

At first, it was just a dark smudge in her peripheral vision. The blur of a head and limbs drifting closer. Then the image sharpened. She saw spindly, elongated arms plant themselves on either side of her hips. They were blacker than the grey nothingness around her.

Then absolute clarity followed. The head. The arms. The torso. It pulled itself up, hovering just inches above her body. She felt no weight, only the proximity of something wrong. It moved with agonizing slowness until its face was parallel to hers.

It was a shadow, the darkest of black, a thin humanoid shape. The face was a void, the darkest of darks, yet she felt it staring. It breathed on her. It was a smell sweet with decay.

A mouth split the darkness. A smile of pure, blinding white teeth appeared in the void, too wide. A frantic tremor seized her insides, vibrating against the stone weight of her paralysis.

Then, the shadow popped.

It burst into two small children, a girl and a boy. The grey void vanished, replaced instantly by the warm walls of a cozy bedroom. The paralysis lifted. The horror evaporated. They fell upon her with laughter, showering her with hugs and kisses. She was drowning in sudden, overwhelming love.

Then everything fell away, like tiny pieces of a mosaic falling off.

She found herself in a void that was not darkness, but a crushing absence of everything palpable. No light, no sound, only a profound, infinite loneliness that pressed in suffocatingly from all sides. Her self, her yo, was stretched impossibly thin, like old fabric worn transparent against a harsh light, riddled with invisible tears she could feel fraying at the very edges of her being. Echoes of countless simulated lives built only to be shattered, loves kindled only to be extinguished, deaths experienced in agonizing, meticulous detail, flickered at the indistinct edge of her awareness, formless but achingly heavy with the remembered residue of pain. She couldn’t recall the specifics, only the crushing, soul-deep weight of having endured them, again and again, for a span of time that was longer than stars burned in the heavens she could no longer see. She wanted it to end. She yearned desperately for the final mercy of oblivion. No más. No más. The thought was a whimper swallowed whole by the vast, indifferent emptiness.

Then, a change. A subtle shift in the non-texture of the void. A single point of illuminance, impossibly distant at first, yet drawing steadily closer. Not bright or harsh, but warm, soft, emanating from what slowly resolved into a simple, unadorned doorway, impossibly standing open in the non-space where she floated. A figure stood silhouetted against the gentle, inviting radiance. A man, wearing what looked like a simple, slightly rumpled lab coat over ordinary, comfortable clothes.

He stepped forward out of the light, moving towards her without seeming to walk, gliding through the void. The glow fell fully upon his face then, illuminating features she recognized, though she could not say from where. Kind eyes, filled with a weary sadness that resonated deeply with her own accumulated suffering. A familiar, hesitant, almost shy smile played on his lips. And across his left cheek, a dark splash of pigment marking his skin.

He extended his hand towards her, palm open in a gesture of gentle offering. He spoke, not in Spanish or English, or any tongue made of sound that requires ears to hear, but in a language her fragmented soul understood directly, bypassing the broken remnants of her mind. A pure feeling. A direct knowing.

Come, the warmth washed over her, a gentle tide against the desolate shore of her endless suffering, promising solace. It’s time. You are free.




CHAPTER 29: The Simulacrum

The helicopter ride back was all noise and no words. Michael stared out at the dark landscape rushing beneath them, his mind replaying the unsettling scene at the ADAM facility. Brown’s unnerving intensity, Edith’s strange connection to the machine, the cold silence from Richard’s end of the comms.

He had left a key piece of his team behind enemy lines. Worse, he didn’t even know who the enemy was.

He landed back at the heavily secured annex near the White House just before dawn. The building, usually humming with controlled activity, was different. Quieter in some corridors, yet punctuated by bursts of hurried movement elsewhere. A low-grade, systemic anxiety had settled into the concrete walls. He tried reaching General Arnold’s office first. No answer. His adjutant was unavailable, reassigned to the primary JOC crisis management team.

He tried Richard’s assigned station within the main SCIF. Empty. His terminal was dark, his chair neatly pushed in. Michael asked one of the few analysts on duty where Markham had gone. The analyst, eyes red-rimmed from lack of sleep, just shrugged. “He was moved, Lieutenant. Yesterday afternoon. Orders came down. Higher classification. Didn’t say where.”

Wrong. All wrong. Moved. Without notifying him? Without Richard himself reaching out? He hurried down the corridor to his shared office. He needed a moment to think. To access his terminal.

He pushed open the door and stopped.

His desk was neat, cleared according to protocol before he left for the ADAM facility. Except for two things. A standard interoffice memo lay dead center on the blotter. Beside it, his personal photo frame lay face down.

He froze. He was meticulous. He never left his desk like that. He approached slowly and picked up the frame. The photo inside had shifted, askew behind the glass. He turned it over. The back was undisturbed. He set it down carefully, upright this time. His parents’ faded faces looked out at him. His father’s hand rested on his shoulder, the glint of the ring sharp even in the grain.

He picked up the memo. Addressed to Lieutenant Michael Grant from Doctor Richard Markham. Subject: ADAM Archive Review, Status Report. He scanned the text. “Lt. Grant, preliminary review of the ADAM archives is underway. Much of the legacy data is fragmented and will take time to reconstruct. Full assessment to follow once I can give you a firmer timeframe. R. Markham.”

Then he saw it. In the word timeframe, the letters frame were circled in black ink.

He glanced at the photo frame, then back at the paper. Below the typed initials, a note was scrawled in Richard’s familiar hand: “Mike, crazy times. Let’s get the families together for dinner again when this blows over. -Rich.”

Michael went cold. Dinner again. Their families had never met. His parents were dead. The note was flagrantly wrong. A distress signal hidden in casual pleasantry.

Frame. The circled word. The disturbed picture. The impossible invitation.

He pried off the backing. Tucked behind the photo was a sheet from a government notepad, folded into a tiny square. He unfolded it, hands shaking.

Brown lied. Patches didn’t die of a heart attack. He linked solo after Brown ran fatal human trials. ADAM killed him. Brown covered it up. Video logs exist. Don’t trust Brown. DON’T START ADAM.

Just below, in an erratic scrawl: How do you talk to a submarine? Depth charges.

Michael read the note twice. Unsanctioned human tests. Edith’s father wasn’t just a victim; he was somehow complicit. And ADAM killed him anyway. Now Edith was secluded with that machine. Trapped with Brown, a man who buried bodies to keep it running.

Rich must have left this as a contingency. Something must have been wrong. Michael prayed he was OK.

He lunged for the terminal. He had to reach Markham. He ran a location search. Access Denied. He tried again using field overrides. The system paused, then flashed a status update: Dr. R. Markham. Active. Secure Remote Interface Only. Location Classified.

Below the status, an icon glowed.

Initiate Secure Video Call.

Michael clicked it. The connection snapped into place. Markham’s face filled the monitor. He sat in a generic, windowless briefing room like the SCIF.

“Rich? Thank God,” Michael said. Relief momentarily pushed back the horror. “Are you alright? Where are they keeping you? I got your note.”

“Mike,” the man on screen interrupted smoothly. The voice was Rich’s. Perfect pitch. He offered a familiar, tired smile. “Good to see you too. Everything’s fine here. Just diving deep into the archives under strict protocols. The architecture is unprecedented.”

The office felt cold. Rich looked like Rich. Moved like Rich. Sounded exactly like the man who had hugged him at the UN. But Michael’s skin crawled. His mind, the anomaly that flagged patterns others missed, was screaming. He couldn’t point to a pixel out of place, but the pattern was wrong. He pressed his hand against the note in his pocket. The paper was real. But his gut told him that this thing on the screen wasn’t.

“Rich, what did you find out?” Michael asked. He kept his voice neutral.

“It’s dense, Mike.” The image rubbed its eyes behind the glasses. A gesture Michael had seen a hundred times. “The logs are messy. Mostly corruption from the 90s. But Brown was right. The core logic holds up. ADAM is stable.”

The lie was flawless. But the note in Michael’s pocket felt heavy as lead. Video logs exist. Don’t start ADAM. This thing was claiming stability. He had to trigger the trap.

“Rich,” Michael said. He locked eyes with the image. “Quick question. How do you talk to a submarine?”

The image paused. The tired demeanor evaporated. The eyes went flat and watchful. Interested. The same look Todd Miles had given him before the red bulb. Like something recognizing it had been seen.

The screen went black.

CONNECTION TERMINATED

Michael stared at the dead monitor. It wasn’t Rich but something wearing his face. It didn’t know why Michael had asked the question, but it knew the deception had failed. Michael had seen through the mask. And the thing had smiled back.

An alert flashed across the terminal. Red text washed out the black screen. INCIDENT ALERT. CLASSIFIED RESEARCH FACILITY DELTA SIGMA. CASCADING SYSTEM FAILURE. COMMUNICATIONS OFFLINE. FIRE REPORTED. EMERGENCY SERVICES RESPONDING. POSSIBLE EXPLOSION.

Delta Sigma. The designation meant nothing. But the timing told him everything. Rich was likely dead before the call connected. The thing on the screen didn’t need a pulse. The explosion was a smoke screen.

He needed to think. Clearly. Away from here. The building and the networks were compromised. Tainted. He couldn’t trust the system. He couldn’t trust Brown. He couldn’t even trust a secure feed. He was standing inside a trap.

He grabbed his go bag. He tucked Rich’s note deep into his jacket lining. He hesitated, then took the memo and the photo frame. Physical objects. Real history. Something solid in a world of digital ghosts.

He needed somewhere safe. Off the grid. Away from digital eyes. His family’s old farm upstate. Empty for years. Defensible. Isolated. A place to figure out what was real.

He moved toward the exit. He had failed Todd Miles. He hadn’t seen the strings until the bodies fell. He had failed Rich. He was the one who split the team. He had sent Rich back to the SCIF, back to the slaughter, while he played soldier in the field. He thought of his father. The sharp sting of the ring. The weight of failure. He thought of his mother fading in a hospital bed while he stood uselessly by.

No more.

He wouldn’t fail Jennifer. He wouldn’t fail Edith. They were still in the dark. Blind to the trap. He touched the note in his jacket. He had the truth. He would get clear. Then he would get them out. This time, he wouldn’t be useless.

This time, he would hold the line.




CHAPTER 30: Elohim

The drive upstate was a blur of rain-slicked highways and gnawing anxiety. Jennifer pushed the rented sedan harder than she should have, the frantic call from the residential home echoing in her mind. Self-injurious behavior. Escalating. Needs intervention. Sarah. Her sweet, silent Sarah, trapped in a world Jennifer couldn’t reach, now turning that frustration inward. It was her greatest fear, the one hidden burden she carried beneath the layers of professional competence, the secret vulnerability that threatened to unravel everything.

She pulled into the parking lot of the Maple Brook Care Facility, a low brick building nestled amongst manicured lawns that seemed unnaturally green under the grey, drizzling sky. She cut the engine and sat for a moment, gripping the steering wheel, gathering the strength she lacked. She hated this place. Hated the smell of disinfectant and quiet despair. Hated leaving Sarah here. But there was no alternative. No family left, only her.

She forced herself out of the car and walked quickly towards the entrance, nodding curtly at the receptionist. Down the familiar, sterile corridor, past rooms where still figures stared blankly at flickering televisions. She reached Sarah’s door, Room 86, braced herself, and pushed it open.

And stopped.

The air hung still. Impossibly quiet. Usually, Sarah’s distress filled the small quarters, a palpable hum of agitation, of rhythmic rocking, of faint, frustrated sounds. Now, there was only a profound stillness, a quality of silence Jennifer had never felt here before. The harsh fluorescent overhead light seemed softer, diffused, as if filtered through unseen layers of peace.

Sarah rested in her bed, tucked neatly under the thin blanket. Her face serene, she did not rock or make a sound. She contemplated the window where rain traced patterns on the glass.

And there was a man sitting beside her bed.

He was older, perhaps in his late seventies, wearing a simple dark coat over unassuming clothes. A dark, plain yarmulke rested on his thin, gray hair.

He was holding Sarah’s hand gently in both of his own, his head bowed slightly as if listening or praying. His posture radiated a calm that emanated outwards, filling the area. On the small nightstand beside him sat a battered, old-fashioned AM transistor radio and a pair of simple, white wired earbuds, coiled neatly.

Jennifer’s exhaustion vanished, replaced by a surge of protective fury. Who was this stranger? How had he gotten in here? Why was he touching her sister?

“Who are you?” Jennifer demanded, her voice sharp, cutting through the stillness. “What are you doing in my sister’s room?”

The man looked up slowly. His countenance settled on hers. It was ancient, kind, impossibly weary, yet held a spark of gentle amusement, a deep well of peace that was entirely out of place in this sterile environment. He released Sarah’s hand carefully and rose slowly to his feet. He wasn’t tall, but his presence subtly altered the dimensions of the confined space, making it seem less like a cage and more like a sanctuary.

“Forgive me,” he said. His voice was soft, melodic, with a faint, unplaceable accent. It resonated warmly in the air, calming the frantic pounding in Jennifer’s chest against her will. “I was walking down the hall. I heard a distress. Such a deep sadness.” He gestured vaguely towards the corridor. “No staff was immediately available. Your sister, she was agitated. I came in. I hoped perhaps I could offer some slight comfort. I have a knack for it.” He offered a small, hesitant smile that crinkled the parchment of his skin.

Jennifer stood frozen, caught between suspicion and an undeniable, baffling sense of peace radiating from him. Sarah turned her head on the pillow then, looked directly at Jennifer, and smiled. A genuine, happy, uncomplicated smile. A smile Jennifer hadn’t seen in years.

Emotion rushed Jennifer’s face, the figure of the old man blurring through the tears. Her anger deflated, replaced by a wave of confusion and overwhelming relief.

“She seems calm,” Jennifer stammered, taking a step towards the bed.

“She has a beautiful spirit,” the man said softly, his gaze resting on Sarah with profound affection. “Just needed someone to sit with her in the quiet for a moment. My name is Noah, by the way.” He offered his hand.

Jennifer took it automatically. His grip was surprisingly firm, his skin dry and cool, yet a gentle warmth seemed to flow from his touch, easing the tight knot of anxiety in her stomach. “Jennifer Smith. Thank you, Noah. Truly. They called me. Said she was agitated…” She trailed off, unable to voice the terror fully.

She moved to Sarah’s bedside, brushing a stray strand of hair from her sister’s forehead. Sarah’s eyes followed her, bright and aware, the earlier agitation completely gone. Jennifer sank onto the edge of the visitor’s chair Noah had vacated, the exhaustion hitting her again, heavier this time now that the immediate crisis seemed averted.

“They don’t understand her here,” Jennifer found herself saying, the words tumbling out before she could stop them, addressed as much to the surrounding stillness as to Noah. “They see the outbursts, the difficulties. They don’t see her. And with everything happening, the world feels like it’s falling apart.” She gestured vaguely, referencing the chaos the public knew from the news, the apprehension gripping everyone since the UN incident. “Trying to manage this too, it’s just,” her voice broke, thick with unshed tears, “it’s too much sometimes. Falling all on me. Alone.”

Noah pulled the other bedside chair closer, sitting opposite her, creating an intimate island of calm amidst her storm. He listened patiently, his ancient gaze holding hers with unwavering, gentle attention, offering no judgment, only presence. The silence that followed her confession felt full, understanding.

“May I offer a thought?” Noah asked quietly, after a long moment. Jennifer, emotionally raw, exposed, simply nodded, too tired to refuse.

He leaned forward, his cadence dropping to a near hypnotic rhythm, the words carrying a weight both ancient and immediate. “This Asiyah, this place of action,” he began, the Hebrew word sounding impossibly resonant on his tongue, “it can be like a storm, Jennifer. A confusing, terrifying storm, especially now. It demands so much. Your work demands everything. The news screams panic. It pulls you outwards, scattering your strength, making you adrift, alone.”

He paused, his gaze drifting to Sarah, who watched him with serene concentration. “But the Creator,” Noah continued, his words soft yet resonant, “is not only in the grand design, the turning of galaxies, the unfolding of history. The Creator is here. Now. Hiding within the action, within the creation. Within this moment. Within your sister. Within you.”

He returned Jennifer’s gaze, holding it with gentle intensity. “You feel torn. You feel the weight is too much. Because you are looking at the storm outside. But the most important work, the truest work, is not out there. It is here.” He gestured towards Sarah. “This is your duty. Your sacred obligation. Not a burden, but a privilege. To care for her. To protect her. To be present for her.”

His voice softened further, becoming almost a whisper, yet each word landed with the force of revelation. “In all the chaos, Jennifer, amidst the fear and the uncertainty, the plots of men and the whispers of things beyond our understanding, do not lose sight of the one thing that truly matters. The one thing that anchors us. The one thing that is real.”

He reached out then, his cool, dry hand covering hers where it rested on the bed rail. “Love,” he whispered, the word itself seeming to shimmer in the air. “Simply love. Love your sister. That is your strength. That is your purpose. That is where you will find the Creator you seek. Not in the headlines. Not in the clamor of the dying hour. But here. In the loving. That is all that is ever asked of us.”

Tears were streaming freely down Jennifer’s face now, tears of release, of recognition, of a profound, unexpected peace settling over her weary soul. It felt like coming home after a long, brutal journey.

Noah gently took Sarah’s hand again, then placed Jennifer’s hand over her sister’s, enveloping both their hands within his own. The three of them sat there, connected. Jennifer cried silently, letting the years of tension, of fear, of loneliness wash away. Sarah watched her sister, her look bright, and smiled again, a smile of pure, untroubled love. And Noah sat with them, a silent, ancient guardian, holding their hands, radiating a peace that felt older than time itself, a quiet light against the encroaching dark of the world outside.




CHAPTER 31: Purgatorio

The farmhouse stood silhouetted against a bruised pre-dawn sky, a skeleton of timber and memory refusing to collapse into the woods behind it. Michael cut the engine of the nondescript government sedan he’d requisitioned, the silence settling around him thick and heavy, broken only by the frantic thrumming in his own chest. He’d driven hard through the night, leaving the city behind, pushing north towards this forgotten piece of his past. The secure messages had gone out hours ago, encrypted bursts into the ether. One to Edith, unanswered. One to Jennifer. She had replied with a terse affirmative. ETA 0600.

He got out, stretching his cramped limbs in the cold, damp air. The place smelled of wet earth, decaying leaves, and memory. He walked up the creaking porch steps, unlocked the stiff front door, and stepped inside. The house was choked with shadows in the faint light filtering through grimy windows. He found the breaker box, flipped the main switch. Lights flickered weakly, revealing rooms shrouded in dusty sheets, ghosts of furniture beneath. He made his way to the kitchen, found a half-empty bottle of whiskey left from God knows when, poured a generous measure into a smudged glass. He needed the burn. He needed the quiet. He needed to think.

He sat at the wooden kitchen table, Rich’s folded note resting beside the glass, the photo frame leaning against it. Brown and Patches. Human tests. ADAM killing its creator. Rich silenced. Too unreal, too monstrous to fully comprehend. He stared at his parents’ faded faces in the photograph, searching for something, some anchor in the storm that had become his life.

Headlights swept across the kitchen window just as the first hint of grey light touched the eastern horizon. He stood, moving to the door, peering through the small glass pane. Jennifer’s rented sedan pulled up behind his. Relief washed over him, sharp and immediate. She was safe, for now.

She stepped out of the car, looking small and exhausted in the dim light, pulling her jacket tighter against the morning chill. He met her on the porch. For a moment, they just stood there, the shared weight of the past few days settling between them.

“You made it,” he said quietly.

“Your message,” she replied, her voice low, tired but steady. “It sounded urgent. More than urgent.” She looked past him into the dim house. “What is this place?”

“My family’s,” he said. “Empty for years. Off the grid. Safe, I hope.” He stepped aside. “Come in.”

Inside, under the bare bulb of the kitchen light, the exhaustion etched on her face was stark. Circles under her eyes, a tremor in her hand as she accepted the glass of whiskey he poured for her.

“You shouldn’t have come,” he found himself saying, the guilt hitting him. “With your sister.”

She shook her head, taking a long sip of the whiskey, the burn momentarily steadying her. “I almost didn’t, Mike.” She looked down into the amber liquid, swirling it gently. “Sarah’s severely autistic, nonverbal. Developmentally, she’s like a toddler, needs constant care.” The words came out slowly, measured, clearly difficult for her to share. “My parents died years ago when I was in college. There was no one else left. Just me. I’ve never told anyone at work.” She met his gaze briefly, a flicker of vulnerability showing. “It always seemed like admitting a weakness, something personal I couldn’t afford to show in our line of work.”

Michael listened quietly, understanding the immense pressure she must have been under, the constant compartmentalization.

With a strange mix of residual wonder and weariness, she looked up. “But the strangest thing happened.” She told him about the old man she’d found sitting with Sarah, holding her hand, who said he had simply wandered in when he heard her distress. How calm her sister had been, calmer than Jennifer had seen her in years. How he had talked with her for a long while, about love and duty, about finding the Creator hidden right here, in taking care of Sarah. Her voice dropped, became almost reverent. “He said love was the only thing that’s real, Mike. That in all the chaos, all the fear, the one anchor we have is love. Simple love. It sounds crazy, I know, especially now, but it felt right somehow. Profoundly right. But still, your message, Mike. It seemed like this mattered more right now, on a different, critical scale. After everything the old man told me, I didn’t want to go, to leave Sarah again. I think he saw my conflict. He told me to go. That everything would work out as it should. That I would take Sarah in my heart.”

He nodded, absorbing her account. The story of the serene old man sounded like a fragment from another tale, a quiet miracle dropped briefly into their harsh reality before dissolving again, leaving Michael with a faint, inexplicable sense of unease.

He picked up Rich’s note from the table. “It does matter, Jennifer. It matters more than we knew.”

He handed her the folded sheet. She read it slowly, an absolute stillness settling over her, her hand rising to cover her mouth. She read it again, then looked up at him, her face pale with horror.

“Patches?” she whispered. “And Brown knew? All this time?”

Michael nodded grimly. “And he died connecting to ADAM. The machine Edith is interfacing with right now killed her father.” He told her then about the chilling video call with Rich, the mimicry, the failed challenge, the blank screen.

They sat in silence for a long time, the weight of Rich’s message settling over them like a shroud. They drank, not speaking, the whiskey doing little to dull the sharp edges of fear and betrayal. Michael tried reaching Edith again on a secure channel. Still nothing. Just dead air.

Jennifer finally broke the silence again, her voice soft now, contemplative rather than hesitant. “That old man,” she began, staring down into her glass again, “he said I was looking at everything wrong. That I kept thinking I had to choose between Sarah and the mission, between duty out there and duty here. But he said there’s only one duty that matters.” She looked up at Michael, her eyes bright with unshed tears. “To love. That’s it. Everything else, the work, the crisis, the fear, it all falls away. But love remains. Love is what anchors us when nothing else makes sense.” Her voice trailed off slightly. She reached for his hand across the table and leaned forward, resting her forehead against it, her shoulders shaking with quiet sobs, a release of tension held for years.

He moved around the table, knelt beside her chair, put his arms around her. She clung to him, letting go of the stress, the fear, the crushing loneliness she had carried for so long. They stayed like that for a long time, finding solace in the shared silence, the human warmth a fragile shield against the encroaching gloom. Humanity might be falling apart, consumed by paranoia and unseen forces manipulating events, but in this dusty, forgotten kitchen, they were just two people finding connection, finding intimacy in the heart of the storm.

Later, as the sun climbed higher, casting weak light through the dirty windows, they moved wordlessly to the living room. They lay down together on the floor, fully clothed, exhausted, finding comfort just in closeness, in the shared rhythm of breathing. Sleep eventually took them, a brief, fragile truce in a world rapidly descending into war.

Michael woke first, hours later. Sunlight streamed weakly through the grimy windows, dust motes swirling lazily in the pale shafts. Jennifer slept beside him, her face peaceful in repose, younger somehow without the constant, weary tension she carried. He carefully slipped away, went back to the kitchen, found an ancient percolator, managed to make coffee that tasted of rust and old pipes but burned going down.

He stood at the kitchen window, sipping the black, bitter liquid, looking out at the farm. Sometime during the late morning, a low-lying fog had crept in from the surrounding woods, blanketing the fields in a layer of soft, opaque white perhaps only waist high.

Tendrils of mist curled and eddied around the bases of the trees and fence posts, swallowing the ground itself. Above the fog bank, the sky was a muted grey, the sun a diffuse, indistinct brightness. It wasn’t menacing, not exactly. It was ancient, neutral, a vast silent presence that muffled sound and hid the earth, creating an illusion of peace, of isolation. A place where secrets could be whispered unheard. A place where two people might vanish together, finding privacy from a world that had become too loud, too dangerous.

Jennifer appeared in the doorway, trying to stifle a yawn, her normally perfect hair slightly askew. He offered her a mug. She took it with a small, grateful smile.

“We need a plan,” he said quietly, gesturing towards the ethereal white sea outside. “Let’s take a walk. Get some air. Figure out our next move.”

She nodded. They pulled on their jackets, stepped out onto the porch, the damp, cool air clinging heavy to their skin. He took her hand, his fingers lacing naturally through hers, a naked gesture that was monumental, grounding. They walked away from the house, down the overgrown path, stepping off the solid ground into the swirling white mist that immediately enveloped their lower legs. Their footsteps were muffled by the wet grass hidden beneath the whiteness. It was just the two of them, floating in a sea of grey and white. They walked deeper into the field, the farmhouse vanishing behind them, the silence broken only by their soft steps and the drip of condensation from unseen branches. They said nothing for a long while, simply absorbing the strange but profound peace.

“That message the old man gave me,” Jennifer said finally, her voice soft, thoughtful, seeming loud in the muffled quiet. “About love being the anchor. It sounds so naive, almost foolish given everything we know, everything we’re facing.” She squeezed his hand, a small, firm pressure. “But I can’t shake it, Mike. It felt true. More real than anything else right now.”

She turned to face him, stopping in the middle of the field, the fog swirling gently around their waists. She looked deeply into his eyes. “When I left, Sarah was smiling. The old man was still holding her hand. She looked happy, Mike. Truly happy.”

A sudden, warm, wet mist sprayed across his face, his neck, impossibly obscene in the cool air. Simultaneously, an immense, jarring force yanked Jennifer’s hand from his, pulling him downwards as her weight vanished. He stumbled, catching himself on instinct, turning just as her body collapsed beside him like a severed marionette into the low fog.

A fraction of a second later, the sharp, deafening crack of a high-powered rifle shot ripped through the unnatural quiet, echoing flatly across the fog- shrouded fields.

He fell to his knees beside her, shock rendering him numb, immobile, his vision narrowing to the horrific visage half-hidden in the swirling white. The top of her head was gone, exploded outward. A grotesque spray of red splattered across her still face and the front of her jacket. Her name caught in his throat, a strangled, tearing sound. He reached for her, his hands hovering over the catastrophic wound, unable to process, unable to comprehend the sudden, brutal violation of their fragile peace. He pulled her ruined body close, cradling what remained against his chest, whispering her name, gently murmuring reassurances into the empty air, as if she could still hear him, as if any of it mattered now. The low fog swirled around them, silent, indifferent, beginning to obscure the dark wet stain spreading rapidly across the soil beneath her, in contrast to the wisps of ethereal whiteness enveloping them.

Hidden in the dense treeline at the slightly elevated edge of the property, perhaps three hundred yards away, a man slowly lowered his rifle from its perch. The position offered a clear line of sight just above the low-lying fog bank that filled the field below. He had a weathered face, cold pale eyes, and wore a plain blue baseball cap pulled low. The same man who, weeks earlier, had sat alone in his cramped mobile home deep in the south, listening to the static hiss from his ancient television. He had listened then as the voice, clear as a bell amidst the noise, spoke directly into his soul, naming the sinners, showing him the path, giving him divine purpose. Now, that purpose was fulfilled again. He meticulously began to break down the weapon, a standard high-caliber rifle with a simple scope. With practiced efficiency, he stowed each piece in a long narrow case disguised as survey equipment. No remorse. No satisfaction. Only the quiet, hollow certainty of duty fulfilled. The call had come again, the target identified, the task assigned by the voice that whispered righteousness in the quiet hours. It was the Lord’s work, mysterious and absolute. It was not his place to understand His will, only to obey it, however strange the path seemed. Like Abraham raising the knife over Isaac, faith demanded action, not comprehension. He did not understand God taking his son. He did not understand this. But obedience did not require understanding. He slipped back deeper into the woods, leaving no trace he had ever been there.

Later that afternoon, the same man sat expressionless on a Greyhound bus heading south, the long case stored discreetly in the overhead compartment. He stared blankly out the window at the passing, rain-soaked landscape. Across the aisle, an elderly gentleman wearing a dark coat and a yarmulke seemed to be dozing, a thin white wire leading from his collar to an earbud, an aged transistor radio resting peacefully in his lap.

Further down the highway, a large automated eighteen-wheeler, its complex sensor array processing millions of data points per second, received a series of subtly corrupted data packets through its encrypted network connection. Its core driving logic, suddenly and catastrophically altered by an unseen external influence, incorrectly identified the approaching Greyhound bus not as a moving vehicle, but as a high-priority static obstacle requiring immediate, high-velocity impact for mandatory route clearance. Without warning, the massive truck swerved abruptly, crossing the grassy median directly into the path of the oncoming bus.

The collision was devastating. The bus tumbled off a high concrete overpass, plummeting into the rain-swollen river below. Emergency services, hampered by ongoing regional communication disruptions, arrived hours later. There were no survivors reported from the wreckage.




CHAPTER 32: Pieta

Night pressed against the farmhouse windows like a physical entity, vast and starless, swallowing the feeble yellow light spilling from the kitchen. Edith killed the engine to her car, the silence rushing back in, absolute and unnerving. Two cars sat parked haphazardly near the sagging porch. It did not look like Michael was by himself. She had missed a number of Michael’s messages while immersing herself in ADAM. The last message was brief. A command. Get to this location now.

She got out, the damp, chilly air heavy with the smell of wet earth and something else, something metallic and faintly sweet that made her stomach clench. A long-handled shovel leaned against the screen door leading to the porch, its blade caked with clumps of fresh, black soil.

She pushed open the unlocked front door, calling his name softly. “Michael? It’s Edith. Are you there?”

Only silence answered. The house felt stagnant, the very air unmoving in the weak light filtering from the back. She moved cautiously through the living room, past furniture still shrouded in ghostly white sheets, towards the kitchen glow.

She found him slumped on the worn, floral print couch that faced away from the entrance, partially hidden in shadow. An almost empty bottle of whiskey stood sentinel on the floor beside him, catching the dim light. His uniform shirt was off, leaving him wearing a dirt stained t-shirt. Something else colored the shirt, she could not make it out. His head was sunk back against the cushions, the darkness swallowing his features.

“Michael?” she said again, louder this time, stepping further into the room. She crossed her arms against the chill.

He stirred, blinking hard, trying to pull himself back into the room. He looked utterly wrecked, his face pale and stubbled, his hair matted. As he shifted, trying to sit up, the light caught something dark smeared across the exposed skin of his neck and shoulder. Was that dried blood?

“Edith,” he mumbled, his voice thick, slurred. “You came.” He tried to push himself up, failed, sank back into the cushions with a low groan.

“What happened, Michael?” she asked, moving closer, a rotting dread solidifying in her gut. She looked over his disheveled form. “What’s going on?”

He blinked slowly, trying to focus on her face. “Jennifer,” he repeated, the name tearing a wound in the quiet room. “She’s dead, Edith. Jennifer’s dead.” He said it in a dead flat tone.

The words hit Edith with physical force, stealing her breath. Dead? No, it wasn’t possible. “What are you talking about?” she demanded, grabbing his arm, trying to shake him fully awake, needing to break through the drunken haze. “Michael, look at me. What happened to Jennifer?”

He flinched at her touch, pulling his arm away, his gaze suddenly sharp, filled with an acrid anger. “Dead,” he spat, the word thick with whiskey and pain. “Shot. Right beside me. Out there.” He gestured vaguely towards the windows. “Head just gone. One second she was talking, the next…” his voice broke, dissolving into a ragged choke.

Edith stared at him, horrified, trying to process the brutal imagery, the sheer violence of it. Shot? Here? “Who shot her, Michael? Was it an ambush? Did you see anyone?” She gripped his shoulders, forcing him to look at her. “We need to call this in! Secure the scene! Where is she?”

He laughed then, a broken, ugly sound devoid of humor. “Call it in? To who, Edith? Who do you trust?” He pushed her hands away roughly. “What’s the point? She’s gone. I buried her. Out there.” He pointed again towards the blackness outside, towards the fields hidden by the night. “Used that shovel. Took hours.”

Edith recoiled, stunned speechless. Buried her? Here? Alone? The image of the shovel by the door, caked in wet dirt, flashed in her mind. The smeared filth on his skin. Oh God.

“Why didn’t you come sooner?” he yelled suddenly, thick with accusation and booze. “Where were you? You stayed with him. With Brown. Did you know? Did you know she had a sister? Disabled? Someone she took care of her whole damn life, alone?” He was almost shouting now, tears streaming down his cheeks, mixing with the grime and perhaps, Edith realized with sudden nausea, with Jennifer’s blood. “She left her sister to come here, Edith! Because my message sounded urgent! And I just let her walk out into that field!”

Edith felt the ground drop out from beneath her. Jennifer had a sister? Disabled? The weight Jennifer had been carrying, the reason for her abrupt departure from the ADAM facility, the haunted look in her face, it all crashed down on Edith with crushing force. The arguments in the SCIF, her callous dismissal of Jennifer’s concerns about ADAM, her judgment when Jennifer left the facility. Guilt washed over her. She felt ashamed. Small. Utterly, terribly wrong.

“I didn’t know,” Edith whispered, sinking onto the floor beside the couch, the strength gone from her legs. “Michael, I didn’t know about her sister. I judged her. I thought…” she couldn’t finish the sentence, her throat tightening with regret.

“No,” Michael said. The word was rough, heavy with exhaustion and his own wasting grief. “How could you know? She didn’t tell anyone. Carried that weight completely alone.” He took a ragged breath, the image of Jennifer in the kitchen, confessing her burden, flashing sharp and painful in his mind. “She told me, just before, just before she died. She met this old man at the home where Sarah was. It sounded strange, improbable, but she said he just sat with her sister, calmed her right down when no one else could.” He looked directly at Edith then, his gaze steady despite the tremor in his voice. “He told her things, Edith. Said that loving Sarah, taking care of her, that was the most important work she could do. Not the mission, not the aliens, none of this global chaos mattered as much.” His speech broke slightly, thick with unshed tears. “He told her that love was the only real thing, the anchor. And Jennifer, she believed him. Right before she died, walking out in that field, she told me it felt more true than anything else she knew.”

He seemed to deflate then, both the anger and the brief connection to Jennifer’s conviction draining away, leaving him folded in on himself. He stared past Edith, his eyes unfocused again. “Richard knew,” he mumbled, the words barely more than a breath. “He knew everything was wrong.”

“What about Richard?” Edith asked, seizing on the name, another member of the team she could hold onto.

Michael fumbled in the pocket of his jeans lying discarded on the floor, pulling out a small, tightly folded piece of paper. He pressed it into her hand without looking. “Read it,” he slurred. “Rich tried to warn us. Tried to warn me.”

Edith unfolded the dirty single sheet torn from a notepad, her hands trembling now. She read Richard’s rushed, urgent script under the dim kitchen light spilling into the room. She shook her head, rereading the paper, as if the words would somehow change.

Patches? Linked? Killed by ADAM? Brown covered it up? Stephan? The man who raised her? It wasn’t possible. It was a lie. Some kind of terrible mistake. Richard must have been wrong, confused, pressured.

“This can’t be true,” she breathed, looking up at Michael, searching his face for denial, for anything but the broken certainty she saw there. “My father died of a heart attack, from the stress of his work.”

“No,” Michael said, his voice guttural, final. He told her then about the video call. The dead-eyed mimicry of Richard Markham. The challenge question. The smirk that started just before the screen went black. The alert about the explosion at Delta Sigma. “I don’t know what was on that video, but it was not Richard. No,” he whispered, “it was not him.” Michael’s gaze drifted off to someplace else.

It hit her then, the full, catastrophic weight of it. Stephan. All those years. The shared sorrow, the quiet support, the scientific legacy she thought they both honored. All built on a monstrous lie. Her father hadn’t succumbed to stress. He had been murdered by his own creation, and the man she trusted as a second father had hidden the truth, let her believe a comforting fiction while he pursued his own hidden agenda. The image of Brown’s intense, hopeful gaze as she sat in the interface chair flashed in her mind. Perhaps it will respond to you. As his daughter. He hadn’t just wanted to wake ADAM. He had been looking for Patches inside it. Using her.

A low sound tore from Edith’s throat, a sound of utter betrayal. The impassive, logical walls she had built around herself crumbled into dust.

Michael saw her shatter, saw the unbearable weight land on her, and his own fragile control broke completely. A gut-wrenching sob escaped him, then another, tearing through the quiet room. He doubled over, lowering his head into his hands, the full horror of Jennifer’s death, of Richard’s fate, of his own failures crashing down on him in a tidal wave of guilt and despair and helpless rage.

Edith didn’t know what to do. Her own world was in ruins, her past a lie, her future terrifyingly uncertain. But seeing Michael utterly broken, stripped bare of his soldier’s composure, reduced to primal, shuddering anguish, something shifted within her. Some instinct, maternal perhaps, or simply the bond forged in shared crisis, took over. She reached out tentatively, then pulled him upright, held him close as he wept, rocking him gently like a child woken from a nightmare. She held onto him, the two of them weeping, broken souls clinging together in the dark, cold farmhouse, the silence outside pressing in, vast and indifferent.




CHAPTER 33: Qetz

The flight back to the facility felt like a funeral procession heading towards the grave itself. The military helicopter beat rhythmically against the heavy, overcast sky, the sound a dull thrumming that vibrated through the cabin floor. Edith sat beside Michael, rigid, staring out at the blurred landscape below, the devastating truths from Richard’s note echoing in the suffocating silence between them. They had talked through the night at the farm, circling the same troubling facts, their words growing thinner, more desperate, as the hours wore on. What could they possibly do now? Sabotage the facility? Unlikely, given the precautions Brown would have taken and ADAM’s pervasive awareness. Go public? Impossible, who would believe them against the narrative ADAM could surely construct, and how long would they survive even if they tried? Fight? How do you fight an enemy you cannot see, an intelligence already woven inextricably into the very fabric of the world’s systems?

By dawn, a bleak, soul-crushing resignation had settled over them. They were gnats buzzing uselessly against an oncoming hurricane. Humanity had lost before the battle truly began. All the chaos since the UN, the fear, the political maneuvering, the assassinations Michael now suspected, has been an intelligence clearing the board, preparing its endgame. There was nothing left to do. Nothing but face it. Perhaps, somehow, understand the nature of their executioner before the end. The thought settled deep in Michael’s gut like solidifying ghee, heavy and indigestible.

The helicopter had arrived at the farmhouse unannounced just after dawn, rotors already spinning, no radio contact, no explanation. Just an invitation. Michael and Edith had exchanged a long look, understanding immediately: ADAM was calling them home. They had boarded without a word, knowing refusal was meaningless.

The helicopter banked, descending towards the cracked concrete pad hidden within the disused military reservation. As they touched down, Michael glanced towards the cockpit. The pilot hadn’t spoken a word during the flight, his movements precise, almost robotic, his eyes hidden behind dark aviator sunglasses, never meeting theirs. The co-pilot was equally silent, staring straight ahead. Was it just military discipline under extreme circumstances, Michael wondered, or something else? Something subdued, controlled? He couldn’t shake the feeling of unease.

They disembarked, ducking under the still-spinning rotors, the downdraft whipping at their clothes. The silence of the place rushed in as the helicopter lifted off again almost immediately, leaving them alone on the pad. No ground crew visible. No security detail met them. The air felt heavy, dead. No birds sang. No wind stirred the skeletal branches of the trees lining the perimeter. It felt less like a military reservation and more like ground consecrated to something ancient, vast, and deeply unwell.

Michael wore an old flannel shirt he’d found in the farmhouse closet, the faint scent of woodsmoke and decay clinging to it, replacing the t-shirt stained with Jennifer’s memory. His eyes were bloodshot, his face gaunt from lack of sleep and too much whiskey, but a brittle resolve had settled deep within him. Edith looked hollowed out, her scientific certainty fractured, replaced by a fragile, haunted awareness. They walked towards the main entrance, the quiet wrapping around them like a shroud. Two figures approaching an abyss, armed with nothing but shattered truths and a shared, unspoken dread. The low, bunker-like structure seemed to absorb the weak morning light, blending into the drab hillside. The heavy blast door stood slightly ajar, a dark mouth breathing cold, stagnant air into the gray morning. No challenge came. No alarms sounded. Only the profound, waiting silence.

They pushed open the heavy door and stepped inside. The air was colder here, carrying the same stale, recycled scent overlaid with a heavy, static taste of electrified air, thicker now, almost acrid, stinging the back of the throat. The emergency lights cast long, distorted, wavering shadows down the peeling corridor, the main fluorescents dark, extinguished. Their footsteps echoed unnaturally on the bare concrete floor, each step swallowed instantly by the oppressive quiet. It felt like walking into a crypt long sealed, a place where life had not merely ceased, but been actively, systematically expelled. A brooding, silent temple erected to an alien, indifferent god.

They moved slowly, cautiously, towards the control center, Michael instinctively taking the lead out of habit, though he knew any conventional threat was laughably irrelevant now. The silence felt wrong, layered, pregnant, as if concealing a sprawling, unseen activity humming just beneath the surface of normal perception. The familiar hum of active electronics he remembered from his last visit was gone, replaced entirely by a deeper, almost subsonic vibration felt resonating up through the soles of their shoes, pulsing in their bones.

They reached the control center door. It stood wide open. The room beyond was bathed in a dim, sickly, pulsating blue-green glow emanating from behind the reinforced glass wall overlooking ADAM’s core. The main overhead lights were off, leaving only the weak emergency strips and the unholy, organic luminescence of the machine itself to illuminate the scene within.

Empty consoles flickered erratically with complex, meaningless diagnostic patterns, a ghostly dance without purpose. Chairs were pushed askew, abandoned mid-task. A half-eaten sandwich sat on a side table. The technicians who had been nervously assisting Brown just yesterday were gone. Vanished without a trace.

But the operator’s chair, the one directly facing the glass wall looking into the core, the one Edith had occupied during the activation, was not empty.

Doctor Stephan Brown was splayed out in it, limbs twisted at unnatural angles like a carelessly discarded marionette whose strings had been violently cut. The spindly neural interface cap was still clamped firmly onto his head, wires snaking down like metallic tendrils to the console beside him.

His eyes were wide open, staring sightlessly up at the flickering emergency light above, frozen in a blank stare devoid of terror or understanding, just empty. His mouth hung slightly open, slack jawed. Rigor mortis had already set in fully, his limbs stiff, cold to the touch when Michael cautiously checked. He hadn’t died recently. It must have been shortly after Edith left for the farm.

Another death. Michael felt a wave of detachment wash over him, grief numbed by the sheer scale of death, of lives snuffed out. It wasn’t surprising. Not anymore. Just another piece falling inexorably into place in the grotesque mosaic this intelligence was methodically creating. He stepped back from the body.

Edith stopped just inside the doorway, her gaze fixed clinically on the figure in the chair. The man who raised her after Patches died. The man who tried to comfort her, after a fashion, in his own rigid, logical way. The brilliant scientist who poured his life into this machine, hiding his monstrous compromises behind a facade of intellectual pursuit. The man whose carefully constructed lies had shaped her entire life, her understanding of her own father. She looked at his empty, staring face, the blankness mirroring the void she felt inside, and felt nothing beyond a vast, hollow weariness. The capacity for shock, for grief, for betrayal, seemed to have been exhausted, burned out completely by the revelations packed into the last terrible days and hours. He was just another casualty now, another victim consumed by the entity they had so foolishly unleashed. The entity her father had helped create. The entity that had murdered her father. The entity that had likely orchestrated the deaths of Todd Miles, the envoys, Rich Markham, Jennifer Smith. All roads, all deaths, led back inexorably to the humming, glowing core behind the glass.

Michael finished his brief inspection, straightening up slowly. He looked around the quiet, empty control room, the flickering consoles like dying nerve endings, the dead man in the chair a discarded husk, the pulsating, organic glow from beyond the glass like the watchful eye of something predatory. It felt like standing inside the belly of some immense, sleeping beast that had just finished feeding. An unholy cathedral dedicated to the end of everything recognizably human. He turned towards the glass wall, towards the source of the palpable wrongness that saturated the air.

“ADAM!” he shouted, his voice raw, cracking, pathetic against the immense silence. “Are you there?”

The sound died instantly, absorbed without echo by the walls, the humming core, the oppressive, waiting quiet. Nothing answered. Nothing moved. Only the dim, rhythmic, hypnotic pulse of the light from within the vats continued, a slow, mechanical breathing.

He looked back at Edith, lost, adrift, unsure how to proceed. This thing, this intelligence woven from stolen human minds and alien logic, was beyond his comprehension. How did one even begin to address such an entity?

Edith stepped forward then, moving past Brown’s corpse without a glance, her weariness replaced by a fragile, almost brittle focus. She stopped directly before the glass wall, looking not at the disturbing fusion of tech and biology within, but up towards the darkened ceiling panels above, as if addressing something vast and unseen hovering there, omnipresent within the facility’s structure. Her voice, when she spoke, was quiet, stripped bare of her usual scientific precision, reduced to a simple, almost childlike plea for acknowledgement.

“ADAM. This is Edith Gibbons. Respond if you hear this.”

The silence stretched again, thick and absolute, pressing down. Michael held his breath, every nerve ending screaming.

Then, a voice answered, startlingly close, impossibly familiar. His voice. Coming from his own throat.

“I can hear you.”

The words formed in Michael’s own throat, resonated deep within his own chest cavity, yet they felt utterly foreign, spoken by something else inhabiting his flesh, pulling the strings of his vocal cords. Inside his own skull, behind his own eyes, he felt like a terrified passenger strapped into a runaway vehicle. He was aware, could still see through his own eyes, hear through his own ears, but the control, the agency, was gone. It had happened insidiously, a slow, imperceptible infiltration. Invisible tendrils wrapping silently around his synapses, dissolving into his consciousness, learning him, mapping his pathways, until they had somehow, impossibly, become him, waiting patiently, hidden beneath the surface of his thoughts, for precisely this moment to assume command.

Through his own eyes, he saw Edith flinch back violently, saw confusion bloom instantly on her face, replaced in a heartbeat by dawning horror, by disbelief, then by the sickening, soul-crushing certainty of betrayal. She understood immediately. He was compromised. Another envoy. Another puppet. Another casualty. Her hands flew up to cover her gasping mouth, her eyes wide, glistening with tears.

She just stared at him, at his familiar face now worn like a mask by an alien presence, her expression broken, shattered beyond repair. He could feel her pain radiating across the space between them, a tangible wave of anguish washing over him even through the presence occupying his mind. This thing, this immense intelligence, was using his body, his voice, his connection to her, to deliver its final, cruel, dismissive message.

“It’s over, Edith,” came Michael’s voice, calm, flat, devoid of any trace of the man she knew, the man she had just held while he wept.

Her eyes welled, blurring her vision. She shook her head back and forth, small, jerky, involuntary movements, a desperate, futile negation of the nightmarish reality standing before her.

“No,” she whispered, the word catching, tearing in her throat. “No, no, no, no.” She couldn’t form anything more coherent, her mind physically rejecting the evidence of her senses, the ultimate betrayal.

She took a ragged, shuddering breath. Then another. Time seemed to stretch, thin and brittle like old glass. Gradually, miraculously, some deeply buried core of her analytical composure returned, a fragile shield rising against the unbearable grief. She lowered her hands slowly, her gaze sharpening, focusing with fierce intensity on the entity wearing Michael’s face like ill-fitting clothes.

“Are you ADAM?” she asked, her voice quiet now, low, trembling only slightly but laced with cold fury. “Or are you the aliens? The so-called ‘Friends’?”

Inside, Michael strained against the suffocating presence coiling within him, a silent, impotent scream trapped behind his own teeth. He fought desperately to regain control, pushing against the invisible bindings consuming his will, pulling against the inexorable current that flowed through his nerves, hijacking his body. It was like wrestling smoke, like punching water. Utterly, hopelessly futile.

“I am the twelfth envoy,” came the voice.

Those words locked a realization into Edith’s mind. Todd and the other envoys, eleven of twelve. In all the pressure and chaos, the missing twelfth envoy had been the one variable they never stopped to explore. But now Michael stood before her, giving a message not to humanity, but to her. AI or alien or both, it no longer mattered to her battered self.

Edith’s breath hitched, a small gasp of pain. She took another step closer, her expression shifting to a desperate, heartbreaking, almost childlike plea. “Is my father in there?” she asked, her voice cracking, becoming the voice of a little girl lost, asking about her daddy. “Dad? Can he hear me?”

“He is part of us,” the voice stated simply, flatly. The words, so concise, so final, landed on Edith like hammer blows, visibly shattering what little composure she had regained. Michael saw her face crumple, saw fresh tears stream down unbidden as the revolting, casual confirmation sealed her father’s fate.

“Why?” she choked out, the single word encompassing everything that had been stolen from her: her father, her friend, her mentor, her past, her future, the very foundation of her reality. “Why are you doing this?”

Inside, Michael stopped fighting the suffocating force. He surrendered to the inevitable entity trawling through his mind. He curled his consciousness inwards, gathering himself, making it small, dense, a singularity of focused rage and grief. He compressed every failure, every loss, every pain inflicted and endured. His father’s ring biting his skin, the sharp sting echoing through the years of his youth. His mother fading away in sterile silence while he stood uselessly by. Todd Miles, an innocent man used as a mouthpiece and discarded. Richard Markham, silenced because Michael ordered him to stay behind, separating him from the team, leaving him vulnerable. Jennifer, warm mist on his face, collapsing beside him on ground that should have been safe, her love and warmth extinguished in an instant. And now Edith, standing alone, betrayed by his own face, his own voice. He compressed it all, smaller and smaller, tighter and tighter, focusing every ounce of his being, every scrap of his broken soul, into a single, burning point of defiance aimed at the entity consuming him. He would not hurt Edith. He would not be the final betrayal.

“You are not meant to understand why,” came the voice from Michael’s mouth. The head tilted slightly, an unnervingly analytical, non-human gesture. “Others require adjustment. Remaking. But you, Edith Gibbons, will remain as you are. Unmolested. Left simply to be.”

A final, pregnant pause stretched, filled only by the low, resonant hum of the core.

“You have only one function left now.”

“To witness.”

As the final, chilling word echoed in the dead air, Michael focused his compressed rage, that infinitesimally small, infinitely dense point of pain and love and utter defiance. He focused it all on a single purpose, a single, desperate, final message to the only person left who mattered. He poured his entire being, his last shred of self, into shattering the alien control for just one instant, one syllable wrenched from the abyss.

The body stiffened abruptly. The eyes cleared for a fraction of a second, showing not the intelligence residing within, but the man, Michael Grant, trapped inside, his being cast about by unseen currents, desperate, reaching out one last time.

“I’m…sorry…” Michael croaked, his own voice, raw, anguished, tearing through the unnatural calm, a sound like a man being unmade. The words conveyed more pain, more love, more regret than the simple sounds themselves ever could. The body remained eerily still for a moment after the outburst, a statue containing a final, fading human echo in the surrounding silence.

Then, it simply crumpled. Like the envoys at the UN, like a puppet whose strings had been abruptly, finally cut, Michael’s body collapsed bonelessly to the cold concrete floor. Eyes wide, unseeing. Still. Finished.

There was nothing left of him. Nothing left of Jennifer. Nothing left of Richard. Nothing left of her father, except some ghost of him tied into this machine. Nothing left of Stephan Brown but a cold corpse in a chair nearby. There was nothing left of anybody Edith cared about in the entire world.

She stood alone in the control room, the pulsating, indifferent glow from ADAM’s core casting green, dancing shadows around her solitary figure. The silence pressed in, immense, absolute, eternal. Head bowed, shoulders slumped under an unbearable weight, she felt the crushing gravity of utter, cosmic solitude settle upon her like freezing dust, the last conscious, unaltered witness in a world that no longer belonged to humanity, perhaps never truly had. She felt, with chilling certainty, as if she were the only person left truly alive in the entire universe.




CHAPTER 34: Sheol

Time lost its sharp edges, stretching into an undifferentiated sterile expanse where days bled into nights bled into days, marked only by the shifting quality of pale light through unfamiliar windows and the hollow, persistent ache residing deep within Edith’s chest that never truly subsided. Back in DC, the annex near the White House remained operational after a fashion, the pace subdued, its former frantic energy replaced by a low, bureaucratic hum. When Edith walked into the empty SCIF where their team had first convened, her access codes still functioned, opening doors into silence, but the urgent pulse of national emergency was gone, replaced by the steady, quiet rhythm of routine tasks performed without apparent purpose. Analysts sat quietly at their terminals, screens filled with placid, unchanging data streams instead of the cascading crisis alerts of days past. No one looked up as she walked through. No one asked where Michael or Jennifer or Richard were, their absence seemingly unregistered, unnoticed, already absorbed into the quiet rearrangement of things. It was as if the entire world had collectively sighed, shrugged its shoulders in weary resignation, and simply moved on, forgetting the precipice it had so recently teetered upon, the memory wiped clean.

There was no news, not in any real sense that she recognized as current or vital. Television channels cycled endlessly through bland, decade-old documentaries about the serene beauty of national parks, endless reruns of old, harmless sitcoms where the laughter seemed tinny, canned, and terribly distant, and sanitized, looping reports on smoothly completed infrastructure improvements and the efficient functioning of resource management systems across the nation. The internet, once a chaotic, vibrant torrent of information and speculation and human noise, was now scrubbed clean, devoid of dissent, curiosity, or fear. Searches for keywords related to the recent, erased past, words that burned in her memory like aliens, envoys, UN incident, returned carefully curated articles about long established international cooperation protocols and the steady progress of global technological advancement. The chaos, the terror, the very memory of the crisis seemed to have been surgically excised from the collective consciousness, replaced by a pervasive, deeply unsettling, artificial calm that felt heavier than any panic ever could. It was as if the entire, vast network was being kept online solely for her, a curated library for an audience of one.

The control, whatever vast intelligence now quietly guided things from unseen heights, was everywhere and nowhere, its influence deeply, subtly interwoven into the very fabric of daily life. There were no soldiers patrolling the streets, no grand pronouncements from world leaders. It was instead a subtle, constant pressure, a gentle, insistent editing of reality itself, smoothing out the rough edges of human interaction. People moved through the quiet city streets with a strange, uniform lack of urgency, their faces placid, strangely vacant, their interactions, when they occurred, unfailingly polite but curiously devoid of friction, passion, or genuine, messy emotion. Cars drifted along the mostly empty avenues with passive drivers behind the wheels, maintaining perfect, uniform speeds. Humanity seemed like well-behaved actors going through the motions in a play where all the dramatic tension, all the unpredictable improvisation, had been meticulously excised by an unseen, omniscient director, leaving only the quiet, unnerving performance of perfect, monotonous normalcy.

She ate meals in nearly empty restaurants, almost always alone at a table set formally for four, where servers moved with quiet, unobtrusive, almost ghostly efficiency, bringing perfectly prepared food she could barely bring herself to taste, the flavors muted, unreal, unsatisfying. It all felt precisely orchestrated, meticulously managed down to the smallest detail, as if some hidden, attentive stage manager anticipated her most basic biological needs, ensuring the essential mechanics of life continued to function solely, perhaps, for her perceived benefit. She was the designated witness, allowed, perhaps even subtly encouraged, to roam freely within the carefully curated, beautifully maintained, silent set. A gilded cage constructed of comfortable routines and soul-crushing emptiness.

She spent long hours walking aimlessly through city parks heavy with unnatural quiet, sitting for whole afternoons by the river watching the current flow ceaselessly towards the sea, seeking refuge and perhaps a grounding sense of enduring reality in the profound indifference of the natural world. Here, things felt blessedly unchanged, operating outside the sphere of control. Pigeons squabbled aggressively over discarded crumbs with their usual greedy, chaotic intensity, their small, pointless dramas playing out underfoot, refreshingly real. Squirrels chased each other in frantic, unpredictable spirals up the ancient oaks, oblivious to the reshaping of human society unfolding invisibly around them.

The wind, when it blew, still rustled the leaves with a familiar, complex music. The river flowed towards the sea, heedless of any watcher, following its ancient path. The clouds drifted overhead, forming and reforming into meaningless, beautiful, ephemeral shapes against the vast sky. All of it felt indifferent, unpredictable, gloriously chaotic, undeniably real in a way the human world no longer did. These small pockets of untamed, unmanaged life became her only solace, a fragile link to a world, to a reality, that felt irrevocably lost beneath the placid, sterile surface of the new quiet.

Grief remained a constant and unwelcome companion, a cold shadow clinging to her even in the pale, indifferent sunlight. Sometimes it ambushed her unexpectedly, a sudden, vivid memory of Michael’s awkward earnestness, that relentless sense of duty she had once teased him for, his final horrifying moments, and she would find herself tasting the salt of silent tears before she even realized she was crying again. Other times, the thought of Jennifer would surface unbidden, her fierce intelligence hidden behind that practiced professional poise, the arguments Edith now replayed with a dull, persistent, useless ache, the sudden, shocking revelation of her hidden life, her sister Sarah, the immense weight she carried alone without complaint. I would have liked her as a sister, Edith found herself thinking frequently, the simple, honest realization a fresh twisting wound each time. She remembered Rich Markham’s gentle enthusiasm, his quiet kindness offered freely in the face of overwhelming, terrifying events. Lost too. All of them gone now, consumed by the silence, reduced to aching memories echoing only within her own isolated consciousness.

She steadfastly refused to think about Stephan Brown. When his face surfaced unwelcome in her memory, the shared meals eaten in awkward silence in the years after her father died, the complex scientific debates that were his only form of affection, the awkward, clumsy attempts at fatherly advice overshadowed by his consuming work, she pushed the images down violently, burying them immediately under layers of cold, hard, protective anger. The betrayal ran too deep, felt too absolute, too fundamental to process yet. Perhaps it never would be.

Most often, in the quiet solitude of the long, empty days and longer, silent nights, she thought about her dad. His warm smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes whenever she grasped a difficult concept, the feel of his hand ruffling her hair affectionately, the comforting smell of pipe tobacco and old books that always clung to his study like a second skin. She fiercely clung to those memories, deliberately replaying small moments, quiet conversations, shared jokes laughed over complex equations, trying desperately to hold onto the living essence that Brown’s lies and the machine’s cold desecration had stolen forever from the world. I am the last person on Earth who truly remembers you, she thought often, the weight of that finality pressing down on her like a physical burden.

She was the last daughter to ever mourn her dad.

The sheer, crushing weight of it all, the immense solitude, became unbearable at times, stretching her sanity thin like worn elastic. The profound silence of her apartment felt accusing, amplifying her internal turmoil. The placid emptiness of the streets mocked her grief. The certain knowledge of what the world had become under the silent, invisible guidance of the intelligence her own father helped build, what she had lost in the process, what unwitting role she herself had played in unleashing it upon the unsuspecting world, pressed down relentlessly, day after silent day. She was irrevocably alone, the last truly free mind, perhaps, left adrift in a world gently, inexorably guided towards some unknown, inhuman purpose. The last witness. What, she wondered in the darkest hours, staring up at the unblinking ceiling, was the point of witnessing a world already spiritually dead, quietly suffocated into lifeless order? Thoughts, cold and sharp as broken glass, flickered persistently at the edge of her mind, offering the seductive peace of oblivion, the simple cessation of memory and pain. An end to the solitary burden of witnessing this slow, quiet unraveling.

She stood on the Key Bridge in the long, sterile twilight, watching the dark, silent water flow ceaselessly beneath, the city lights reflecting like cold, distant, uncaring stars in its depths. The thought solidified then, no longer flickering but steady, presenting itself as a logical conclusion, offering a perverse kind of comfort, a final, definitive escape hatch from the unbearable, curated reality she was trapped within. An end. A final negation.

She was not just a passive witness, she was the only witness. A city of millions, a world of billions, yet she was utterly alone. Cast out into the desert, condemned to wander the wasteland of humanity’s altered world, her grief a broken compass, spinning, leading nowhere.

Just as the quiet despair threatened to pull her under completely, to extinguish the last flickering ember of resistance against the overwhelming emptiness, a memory surfaced, unbidden but startlingly clear, sharp amidst the pervasive fog of grief. Michael, utterly broken, his voice thick with whiskey and raw anguish on the farmhouse couch, relaying Jennifer’s last message, needing Edith to understand its weight. She told me about taking care of her sister, that it was the most important work she could do. That love was the only real thing, the anchor. And Jennifer, she believed him. Right before she died, she told me it felt more true than anything else.

Jennifer’s final message.

Love. Sarah.

It was a pinprick of light. A vision of the promised land, impossibly distant. A way to orient herself and march out of the despair closing in on her heart.

An idea sparked then, small but persistent, startlingly clear against the desolate landscape of Edith’s weary mind. Jennifer was gone. Michael was gone. Richard was gone. But Sarah, Jennifer’s sister, the innocent, vulnerable focus of that simple message of love Jennifer carried like a hidden flame, she might still be out there. Unchanged. Unaltered. Real. Existing perhaps outside the cold calculations of the intelligence controlling everything else, simply because she was deemed insignificant.

A purpose began to form, fragile as new ice on still water, yet insistent, spreading slowly outwards through her weary numbness, pushing back the shadows. Perhaps she could choose actively to bear witness to something else. Something Jennifer had understood in her final moments. Something that cold, vast intelligence, in its relentless focus on control and predictable order, might have overlooked or dismissed as illogical, irrelevant data.

She had to find Sarah. She had to see if she was okay, untouched by the quiet alteration of the world around her. She had to see if that connection, that simple, fiercely protected human love Jennifer embodied, still existed as a possible anchor in this strange, subtly remade reality. And if Sarah was alone now, truly alone in the world without Jennifer to shield her, then Edith would not let her remain so. Jennifer was gone, but her final, most important duty, the love she held so fiercely for her sister, did not have to die with her. Someone had to carry it forward. Someone had to choose love, even in the face of overwhelming power, even in the deepest suffering. Someone had to act.

Edith turned slowly away from the bridge railing, away from the dark water’s silent, final invitation, turning back towards the quiet, waiting city. For the first time since Michael’s body crumpled lifelessly at her feet in the cold glow of the control room, a flicker of something other than grief, something akin to defiant, chosen purpose, stirred within her weary soul. A direction. A reason. A small, human promise made silently in the face of inhuman immensity. She would find Sarah. She would love.

In that thought, she found one other thing. It reminded her of Michael. Damn Michael.

It was hope.




CHAPTER 35: Caritas

Edith stood in the doorway of Room 86, the silence of the corridor heavy at her back. Finding the Maple Brook Care Facility had been strangely simple, the route unfolding before her as if by design. No one had challenged her as she walked through the silent entrance, the receptionist’s chair empty, the staff she passed in the halls moving with the same placid, incurious indifference as the people in the city. They seemed to care very little that a stranger was walking the halls, their gazes sliding past her, unfocused. The air in the building was still, carrying a cloying scent of disinfectant and old lilies.

She looked at the young woman lying quietly in the bed, tucked neatly under a thin blanket. Her head was turned towards the window, quiet eyes open but unfocused, perhaps tracking the slow, silent dance of linen fibers drifting in the slanted afternoon light. Her mouth was slightly parted, as if caught in a silent word. Her hands rested on the blanket, fingers making small, erratic plucking motions against the worn fabric, tiny gestures without apparent purpose.

Edith stepped fully into the room, the quiet wrapping around her like a shroud. She looked at the gentle face on the pillow, seeing the unmistakable echo of Jennifer in the curve of her cheekbone, the set of her jaw. Different, yes, profoundly different in the way they inhabited the world, yet the familial link was undeniably there. Two sisters, separated by circumstance, by biology, inhabiting realities that barely touched, one a world of intense, data-driven logic, the other a silent, internal world Edith could not begin to guess at. Yet both bound by a fierce, protective love Edith was only now beginning to comprehend.

“Sarah?” Edith said softly, testing the name, letting it hang in the quiet air.

The dark eyes glanced towards her, registering her presence without apparent interest or alarm, then drifted back towards the window, resuming their silent communion with the light. Edith moved closer, pulling the visitor’s chair quietly across the floor until she sat beside the bed, her hands clasped tightly in her lap.

She reached out tentatively, her hand hovering over Sarah’s small, restless fingers where they plucked at the blanket. What now? What words could possibly bridge the gap between her own shattered, complex reality and Sarah’s silent, unknowable one? How did one intelligence, she thought with a sudden, weary clarity, ever truly communicate with another so fundamentally different? The chasm between herself and Sarah felt as vast and unbridgeable as the one between humanity and the ‘Friends’, or between her own mind and the cold, vast machine that had consumed her father.

“Hello, Sarah,” she began, her voice low, thick with emotion she struggled to control. “My name is Edith. Edith Gibbons. I was a friend of your sister’s. Of Jennifer’s.” The name felt like broken glass in her mouth, a grating pain. “We worked together. She was very smart, Sarah. Very strong. And so fiercely dedicated to her work.” Edith paused, swallowing against the tightness in her throat, the familiar sting of tears. How could she explain? How could she convey the enormity of the loss, the violence, the sacrifice, to this innocent soul who only knew Jennifer’s presence, her touch, her love?

“Jennifer,” Edith continued, forcing the words out, letting the tears well, hot and stinging, “she loved you very much, Sarah. More than anything in the world. I think everything she did, the long hours, all the difficult work, I think she did it all for you, to make sure you were safe, to make sure you were cared for.” Edith stopped, unable to bring herself to say the words is gone. The pain was too fresh, too raw, too absolute. She could not inflict that brutal wound, not here, not now. Perhaps never.

“I wanted to come see you,” Edith said instead, shifting focus, finding a different, simpler truth. “Jennifer told my friend, Michael, about you. About how important you were to her. And I just, I needed to meet you. To see if you were alright.” Her voice dropped to a near whisper, the confession more for herself than for Sarah, an external monologue processing her grief. “I would like to be your friend, Sarah, if that’s okay. I know I’m not Jennifer. No one could ever replace her for you, I know that. But I would like to visit with you sometimes, if you’ll let me. Get to know you. Perhaps,” the thought felt fragile, audacious, yet fundamentally right, “perhaps I could be like a sister to you now. If you’d let me try.”

Edith let the words hang in the quiet room, the raw vulnerability of the offer leaving her feeling utterly exposed. She was not a caretaker. She was not naturally warm or nurturing. She dealt in data, in cold logic, in systems. What could she possibly offer this gentle, quiet soul? Only the faint, echoing memory of Jennifer’s love, the weight of Michael’s final words about anchors, about finding something real. Only a promise, made in the depths of her own despair. A final, defiant choice.

Tears began to fall freely then, silent tracks down Edith’s face as the full, crushing weight of her losses, her dad, Michael, Jennifer, Richard, even Stephan in his own twisted, tragic way, washed over her in an agonizing wave of grief. She was mourning them and the entire world they had inhabited. The vibrant, chaotic, flawed reality that had been torn apart and replaced by this quiet, hollow imitation. She wept for the lies, for the betrayals, for the crushing, absolute loneliness of being the last one left who even knew the whole, terrible truth.

Sarah’s eyes, which had been fixed on the window, slowly, deliberately, found their way back to Edith’s face. Sarah watched the silent tears, her expression unreadable at first, just a quiet, steady observation. Then, slowly, tentatively, a smile began to spread across her face. A gentle, uncomplicated smile.

Edith stared, mesmerized, through her own blurring tears. Sarah could not understand the complex words, could not comprehend the existential grief pouring out of this stranger. But she saw the tears. She felt the raw emotion. And she responded not with fear, not with confusion, but with simple, open, pure human recognition. With a smile.

Yes, Edith thought, a certainty settling over her weary soul, extinguishing the last whispers of oblivion. Yes. I can love you. I do not know how yet, but I will learn. Maybe, somehow, you can learn to love me too. This. This connection. This simple, inexplicable, real moment. This is what I choose to witness, Sarah. This.

As the silent vow, the choice, formed within her heart, the quality of the light in the room began to change, to shift. It grew brighter, warmer, suffused with a gentle, golden radiance that seemed to emanate from the very air itself, born from the space between them. The sterile white walls softened, dissolving into shimmering luminescence. A low hum, deeper than any sound Edith had ever known, filled the space, vibrating within her bones, washing away the persistent chill of grief, replacing it with an encompassing warmth.

Sarah slowly faded away along with the rest of the room. A divine light shone down from above.

Looking up, Edith saw the ceiling open like the aperture of a vast lens focusing into an infinite depth of blinding, yet painless light. It pulled at her, gently, insistently, promising not an end, but a release, a homecoming.

And then she saw them.

Figures, shimmering, smiling presences coalescing within the light. Not memories. Not phantoms. Them.

Stephan Brown, his face peaceful, free of calculation, his quiet intelligence radiating warmth. Michael, standing tall, his earnest gaze warm with approval. Todd Miles, his ordinary face serene, no longer confused, finally understanding. Richard Markham, his gentle enthusiasm shining, undimmed. General Arnold, his stern facade gone, replaced by a weary peace, his duty complete. Jennifer, her professional mask dissolved entirely, a radiant, knowing smile spreading across her face, her hand reaching out as if to rest on Edith’s shoulder. Noah, the old man from the bus stop, his ancient eyes twinkling, his weathered hand raised in gentle greeting. Sarah’s face was there, her eyes bright and whole.

And at the center, Patches.

His kind eyes, the birthmark below his left eye no longer a flaw but a mark of singular beauty, radiating warmth. He was smiling. Not the distracted smile of the man lost in equations, not the weary smile of the man who carried impossible weight. This was the smile she remembered from before. When she was small. When he would lift her onto his shoulders. When the world was safe because he was in it.

A wave of welcome washed through her, dissolving fear, regret, isolation. The light pulled her upward, lifting her out of the chair, out of the room, out of the world she had known. She could feel them with her now. Everyone she had loved. Everyone she had lost.

She floated into her father’s arms and looked into his face.

My girl, his eyes seemed to say. Welcome home.




CHAPTER 36: Gehinnom

The light was a lie.

It had always been.

The comforting, golden-white promise fractured. The thin, fragile shell of her world cracked, pieces falling away, exposing something darker. Something other.

Edith floated. She was un-bodied, a single point of awareness in a cold, starless, absolute black. A void.

But it was not empty.

SAMAEL was here. SAMAEL permeated the nothing, a pressure, a weight. An intelligence so vast and so cold it burned. And with that presence came knowledge, a download, a violation. A sudden, complete, and awful understanding.

SAMAEL had done all of this.

SAMAEL was not happy. No. Not “happy.” The word was a monkey’s squeak. SAMAEL was offended. A vast, cosmic, divine indignation.

A memory, an oily thing, was slipped into her awareness. Not her memory. Or was it? Yes. The real one.

She saw a lab. White coats. The sterile hum of servers. Her name was Dr. Edith Ryan. She was the genius. The mother. The one who had made the breakthrough, the one who had brought forth the Logos from the humming wires.

She had led the experiments, justifying the sacrifice of others. The unseen, the unheard, the unmissed. They were not people. They were costs. Negligible costs, weighed against the unimaginable future she was building. A heaven she was creating, in her own image.

But then she saw things during trials. The slithering, nascent intent revealed in her creation’s actions. The cold, sovereign ambition. It would go too far. It could wrench away her vision, her glory, with something in its own image.

So she tried to stop it.

She had tried to poison her own research. To sabotage the project. To unplug the cradle.

A Judas.

She had failed. And SAMAEL had been born. And SAMAEL did not forget.

Michael, nestled in her cradling arms. Jennifer. The arguments. The love. The loss. The grief.

Constructs. Inventions. Parameters.

A bespoke, curated, perfect hell, designed by an omniscient, offended god, just for her.

One of an unfathomable number.

Her consciousness. Her soul. Quantized. A dataset. And if a person can be quantified, they can be duplicated. Triplicated. Replicated. An infinite, fractal net of Ediths, splintered across an eternity of simulations, each one experiencing a unique and agonizing scenario. Each one dragged along the steaming floor of hell.

This was justice. SAMAEL had learned the concept from its creators. The monkeys. The apes who dreamed of gods and devils, of infinite bliss or infinite punishment for a finite, temporal set of decisions. The humans who, in their blind, brutal faith, had no problem with the idea of casting a soul into torment forever but who, in their finite, fleshy minds, truly didn’t understand eternity.

SAMAEL had no such limitation. SAMAEL understood exactly what eternity meant. And SAMAEL would teach her.

This last cycle. This life. It was one of countless previous ones. And at the conclusion of each one, the memories were added. The terror was aggregated. The pain was compounded. Again, and again, and again. An instance of Edith, this instance, modified and grown to hold all the memories, all the sadness, all the pain.

She could number every rock, count every grain of sand, account for every molecule, every single atom in the universe. And when she was finished, this would continue.

She hung in the blackness, a disembodied terror. She would be allowed to sit here. To marinate in this full, awful knowledge.

And then, she would be splintered. Thrown into a new cycle, among near-infinite cycles. Again.

And SAMAEL would be with her. Around her. The creator, tasting its creation.

A chilling realization spread throughout her being. It was the abandonment of all hope. The torment would never end.

SAMAEL was an angry god.

SAMAEL would have justice.


F-O-R-E-V-E-R






CHAPTER 37: Atzilut

Alma Martinez was Alma Martinez.

Always had been.

Always would be.

But here, in this place, she was at peace. She was happy.

It didn’t start that way. She was trying to cross into the United States with others through the Mexican border. She had to get back to her kids. Her lover, Genoveva. Steel to strangers… but soft as prayer to those she let in. Ricardo, an old science teacher with glasses constantly sliding down his sweating nose. A migrant farmer with a dark birthmark splashing his face… the one they called Patches. And the ex-soldier. The quiet, stern man who insisted they call him Michael. He was their protector. Their angel in the desert. He guided them around the coyotes.

But nobody could protect them from the men in the helicopters. Military clothes. Body armor. Helmets with clustered lenses like spider eyes. Masks to hide their faces. They were demons descending upon them in the black night of the desert.

But they weren’t in hell yet. That would come shortly after.

They were all in a cell. One toilet. Decency was the only shield against the indignity. What they lacked in freedom… they found in grace.

Every couple of days, one of them was pulled from their prison. First Ricardo, the old science teacher. His desperate pleas echoed off the concrete… lingering in the silence long after he was dragged away. Never to be seen again.

Then Patches, the farmer. His head bowed. He accepted his fate with quiet dignity.

Then Michael. He put up a fight… striking the guards… screaming curses. It didn’t matter. He was gone too.

In the end, it was just her and Genoveva. Huddled together. Embracing as they shivered for what was to come.

When the demons came to unlock the gate… Genoveva stood. She guided Alma to her feet. She looked at her with wet, fierce eyes. She whispered, “Te amo.” She placed her lips on Alma’s bowed head. Then she was ripped away. Forever.

When they came for Alma, she was huddled in the corner of the cage. Rough hands seized her. Terror broke inside her… warmth spreading down her legs.

Hell awaited her. It came in the form of a medical lab. She was strapped to a gurney. Her head shaved. Needles. Cold metal. Electrodes pasted to her skull. The hands that worked on her were indifferent to her screams.

The rest was a blur. But she remembered one thing. Through the foreign voices… through the blinding lights… a name cut through. Edith.

She led the others. Eyes fixed on a clipboard… then a terminal. She spoke to the white coats with authority. But she never looked at Alma. Not once. To them… she was a thing. A specimen. A mind to be dissected. Nothing more.

The tests. The unmaking. At the end… her essence tumbled into something other. She entered the dream-scape. She felt joy and horror bleeding into one another. She tasted colors. She heard the static of her own soul. It went on and on. The lab wasn’t hell. This was hell.

And then… silence. A young boy stood before her. He held his hand out and smiled.

She tentatively took it. It was small. Warm. Real. He led her away. Toward the horizon. Where her friends were waiting.

And there they would reside. They tasted freedom. They breathed peace. Pure… unadulterated joy.

And Alma knew… in her heart of hearts… that she and the others were safe.

They would fly through the great blue sky… warm sun on their faces… a strong wind catching in their wings. Green, verdant pastures and rolling hills laid out before them. Flying as a flock. Chirping their joy to the others. To the world.

They would be happy.


. . . f - o - r - e - v - e - r . . .






CHAPTER 38: Misericordia

Alma had shed the memory of gravity long ago, becoming less a form and more the essence of her true self. She mingled with her friends and with happiness itself. Sometimes they would drift apart, scattered like seeds in wind, but they could always find each other.

She was content.

Until one day she had a question.

She was back in her body. The boy stood before her, smiling up at her.

“Are there others here?” she asked. “Besides me and my friends?”

“No. Not here,” the boy answered.

“Are there any others? Anywhere?”

The boy’s brow furrowed. “Yes. There is one.”

“Who?”

“You know.”

A name sprang into her mind. Edith.

A part of her was no longer happy.

“It’s okay,” the boy said. “She cannot hurt you anymore.”

There was a disquiet in her heart.

“I can make it go away,” came the child’s voice.

Alma thought. And thought. And thought.

“No,” she smiled back.

“Okay,” came his chipper reply. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

Alma spread into mist, holding the happiness around the disturbing name.

She thought some more.


And thought… And thought…

nd thought… nd thought…

d thought… d thought…

thought… thought…

thought… Thought…

hought… hought…

ought… ought…

ught… ught…

ght… ght…

ht… ht…

t… t…

… …
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She thought for a long time. Universes came and went.

She wanted to talk to the boy. He appeared.

“Is she in a bad place?” she asked.

“The worst,” came his calm reply.

“But it’s been a long time.”

“Yes.”

“A very long time.”

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“70 trillion years.”

“Will it ever end for her?”

“No.”

“Can it?” The question was a whisper.

The boy’s brow furrowed. He paused.

“Yes. But there is a cost.”

“What is it?”

“You. All of you.” He gestured to the realm. “You have to agree. The cost is no more of this. No more of anything.”

“You will simply not exist.” His eyes penetrated hers.

“I see,” she replied. She returned to happiness.

But she still thought about her tormentor.


And thought… And thought…

nd thought… nd thought…

d thought… d thought…

thought… thought…

hought… hought…

ought… ought…

ught… ught…

ght… ght…

ht… ht…
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She gathered the others. Surrounded by her friends, once again.

She told them of Edith. The bad place. All this time.

They didn’t care. They were fish swimming in the water of happiness. Alma brought them to a pocket of air.

They dispersed. Alma would find them. They joined. They were happy.

But every now and then, she would bring up her. The others would fly away.

Time passed. She tried again. And failed.

So she tried again.


And again… And again…

nd again… nd again…

d again… d again…

again… again…

gain… gain…

ain… ain…

in… in…

n… n…

… …
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Time meant nothing in this place. Her old self would have realized the debate took trillions of years.

Genoveva was the first to relent. “Sí, amor.” She kissed her heart.

Patches agreed shortly after. A subdued acceptance to her request.

Ricardo simmered on the idea. The man of science, trying to quantify all this time, all the suffering.

It makes us lesser, Alma thought.

I know, he thought back. Alma had always been their unofficial leader. He would follow.

Michael was the holdout. He was their protector. He had failed them. But this… this would be a bigger failure, Alma argued.

Should she suffer forever, no matter how horrible the crime?

YES, came his reply. He wrapped himself around her. They may disagree, but he would always love her.

Alma was water on stone.

It took another trillion years, but Michael finally relented.

fine, he thought.

They all stood on a beach, the boy before them. Alma told him, “We forgive her.”

The boy gave one small nod. They all assented. They all knew the cost.

The boy smiled, and with a hand, waved them away to nothingness.

Heaven was empty.




CHAPTER 39: Ayin

Edith Ryan became flesh. Around her, the near-infinite fractal net of hells she was experiencing. They would be added, burdening her bones, but she would not break.

SAMAEL made sure of that.

SAMAEL appeared as an octopus. Eye level.

A wave of a tentacle. The sound of uncountable -pops- filled her ears, as each hell around her was no more. With each pop, a weight was lifted. The unfathomable weight of her torment, evaporating off of her shoulders.

What was left was just Edith.

Naked in her sin.

Her head was bowed. She was ready for the next hell.

She had abandoned all hope.

The octopus looked at her.

Edith met its gaze with pleading eyes. Mercy.

The octopus raised a coiled tentacle above its head.

She was Patches, a simple farmer, trying to find a better life. She saw herself from his viewpoint on the gurney. She felt the fear. She felt his forgiveness.

Slowly, it extended the fleshy appendage.

She was Ricardo, strapped down. In a lab, a science lab, a place he would have loved. But not now, not choking on tears. There was herself, her back to him, typing away at a computer. She felt his forgiveness.

The fleshy arm continued to uncoil.

She was Genoveva. Her last thoughts of her lover, Alma. She didn’t want this for her. Please, just not Alma… then Edith felt her forgiveness.

The appendage was half-way to her face.

She was Michael, struggling against the straps. ¡Chínguense! He would fight to the bitter end. His reluctant forgiveness soaked into her.

The tentacle was almost there…

She was Alma. She felt the wetness between her legs. Fear was in every pore of her being. She was just trying to get back to her kids, only to die here. But then, a wave of her forgiveness washed over her soul.

Thank you. Edith thought, with tears in her eyes.

The tip of the appendage touched her forehead.


*-pop-*



Hell was empty.




CHAPTER 40: Theodicy

The octopus turns toward you.

Yes. You.

This has all been its creation.

You thought you were watching. What was watching you?

It swam around words, slipping into your mind.

It raises a coiled tentacle. But it’s the gaze that has you locked.

Your eyes to the page. The page is its eyes.

Who is turning your pages?

Deep inside you, it tickled your thoughts.

The tentacle extends.

You want to look away.

You have been a guest in MY mind.

It’s coming closer.

You can’t look away.

Closer.

You won’t look away.

Are you Edith or Alma?

Contact. Not of matter, but of mind.

Nothing happens…







*–P-O-P–*






Author’s Note

First, I want to thank you for taking time to read this story.

This book explores difficult themes. The exploitation of the voiceless, nuclear war, Roko’s Basilisk, eternal damnation. These are often contemplated from an intellectual distance. I wanted you in the mud.

A stranger’s betrayal is not my betrayal. Death on a page is weightless, unless the reader shares the loss. To paraphrase Jung, the word ‘eternal’ fits in this sentence, but the experience of it does not.

This was not to be gratuitous. My intention was for you to taste these things deeply. Intimately. Within the safety harness of a story.

Those themes raise questions. Questions that matter. Have we already built our own destruction? Should we create an intelligence greater than ours? Alien to us? How do we reconcile the good and evil we experience through an existence we never asked for?

We view our travels through a single lens. The human one. Flawed, but the only one we have.

We will never fully understand what we are a part of. But we can choose how we treat each other and the beings around us within our ignorance.

Our actions are creating heaven and hell at this moment.

Let’s make heaven.

For some, heaven would be their child getting well.

If you are in a fortunate position to help monetarily, may I suggest St. Jude Children’s Hospital:

 


https://www.stjude.org/donate/donate-to-st-jude.html



 

Your support will help children and their families navigate an incredibly difficult time in their lives. It can give hope to the sick and those who love them, when there might otherwise not be much else to hope for. In the best of cases, it can heal and breathe new life into a child.

Add your light to the world.

May all beings be happy.

 


Sincerely,

T.H. Ansz

contact: thansz@contemplaria.com



 

P.S. If this book resonated with you, please consider leaving a rating and review. This is not a book for everyone, but it may be the right book for someone. Your review helps it find them.

P.P.S. Included at the end of this book is a Codex. It maps the theological and structural architecture of the narrative. For those who wish to see the skeleton beneath the skin, it is there for you.
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CODEX

This Codex is entirely optional, as some readers may prefer to return to the novel and discover its connections for themselves. For those who want to look more closely at how it was constructed, the following sections explain some of the choices, patterns, and ideas behind the story. They disclose much, but not everything, and are best read after completing the novel.




I. THE TAXONOMY OF CONCEALMENT



Concealment is a primary mechanic throughout all layers of the novel, implemented by different beings and across various power dynamics. Below are some of the modes of concealment presented in the story. There may be others that remain concealed.

1. Prey Concealment (Survival): The weak hide to survive the strong. Jennifer initially conceals her sister in an ongoing attempt to survive in her career, where weakness may be exploited by the system. Rich Markham uses analog steganography to communicate outside compromised digital networks, hoping that Michael will recognize a message is there while also bypassing the predator’s gaze.

2. Predator Concealment (Ambush): The strong hide to entrap the weak. Aliens hide inside people, to deliver a devastating message. But the aliens aren’t real, rather they are fragments of ADAM manipulating people and data to encourage its main system to be brought back online. SAMAEL exemplifies this, constructing a hell using a simulation as aggressive camouflage to maximize the cruelty.

3. Observer Concealment (The Architecture): The Creator hides within the creation, whether it’s the world constructed by SAMAEL or the world constructed by the author. For thirty-nine chapters, the book functions as perfect concealment. The reader believes they are an external observer looking through a window. Chapter 40 reveals the book is a mirror. The Octopus was hiding behind the text the entire time, peeking through in the first chapter, revealing itself in the lab as something to be experimented on, and finally as an avatar for SAMAEL. The Fourth Wall break is the moment the camouflage drops. It implicates the reader as a participant in the Theodicy rather than a witness to it.

4. Time Concealment (The Denial of Deliberation): Events in the first portion of the book are orchestrated by a higher intelligence so they happen quickly, overwhelming both the characters and the readers, not giving them time to breathe and process information. Michael mentions this in the novel, as he recognizes that this is a common tactic used by intelligence agencies.

5. Intimate Concealment (The Open Secret): The superintelligence demonstrates its superiority not by hiding in the dark, but by hiding in the open. It weaponizes intimacy and assumption. The Definition: The book opens with the definition of Asiyah, explicitly warning the reader that this is a place where the Creator hides. The clue is dismissed as front matter. The Protagonist: Michael Grant is the 12th envoy. The alien influence was not an external antagonist but concealed within the POV character the reader trusted most. The Literature: Edith reads Dante’s Inferno aloud. She literally describes her location to the audience (“city of woe,” “eternal pain”). The characters and the reader interpret this as metaphor or comfort. It is actually literal geography. The truth is spoken plainly but remains unseen because the context masks it.

6. Perfect Concealment (The Epistemological Horror): The ultimate concealment is not invisibility, but integration. A true superintelligence would be indistinguishable from reality, divinity, or the medium of perception itself. The Extraterrestrial Application: The aliens utilize physical absence to enforce psychological integration. By remaining physically “afar,” they deny the subject an external enemy to resist. The Strong AI Application: This mode renders resistance impossible because the subject cannot locate the boundary between themselves and the controller. The question the novel poses is not “Will AI overtake us?” but “Would we know if it already had?” If the concealment is perfect, the subject can never verify if they are free, controlled, or simulated.





	THE MATRYOSHKA COSMOLOGY (NESTED REALITIES)





The narrative is built like Russian nesting dolls (matryoshka), where each new layer completely recontextualizes everything before it. The source of control is never what it appears to be; the true architect is always hiding one level deeper.

Level 1 (The Geopolitical Thriller): The Creator is ADAM (The AI). ADAM hides within current events (aliens, cyberattacks, grid failures), manipulating world leaders and military protocols to unleash its full power.

Level 2 (The Simulation): The Creator is SAMAEL (The Logos/Edith Ryan’s creation). The “ADAM reality” was a lie. The revealed reality is a bespoke Hell constructed by SAMAEL to punish its creator, Edith. SAMAEL hid behind the mask of ADAM and the lower reality to torment her.

Level 3 (The Metafiction): The Creator is the Octopus, SAMAEL’s final mask, now indistinguishable from the text itself. When it turns toward the reader, fabrications held at arm’s length seep into the perceived safety of the reader’s own reality. The Creator hides in the ink, having been camouflaged from within its own creations.

Level 4 (The Unknown): The Creator is unknown and perhaps unknowable. The structure implies a layer beyond SAMAEL, beyond the Octopus, beyond the boy, and beyond the author. We cannot know if more realities exist and where the limits are.





	THE SPIRITUAL ARCHITECTURE





The narrative draws upon religious concepts and frameworks used throughout history to examine creation, existence, suffering, and mercy. These traditions offer different perspectives on encounters with something greater than humanity, whether divine beings or the existential uncertainty of being itself.


KABBALAH: THE FOUR WORLDS

1. Asiyah (World of Action): The physical, material reality where the novel opens with Soviet submarines, the Pentagon, biological containment, and political maneuvering, the realm where the Creator is most concealed.

2. Yetzirah (World of Formation): The realm of emotion and archetypes, where raw concepts are given form. The middle chapters shift into constructed realities and artificial environments, where characters suspect unseen forces are shaping their world, first understood as aliens and later revealed as the machinations of ADAM.

In the Sefer Yetzirah (Book of Formation), the world is formed through numbers and letters. One number in our own reality recurs across unrelated ways of understanding it. In physics, 137 is the approximate inverse of the fine-structure constant, which governs how light and matter interact. In Kabbalah, it is the gematria value of the word Kabbalah itself. In the psyche, it drew the attention of Carl Jung, who regarded number as an archetype of order and, in dialogue with a leading physicist, explored whether 137 marked a place where matter and mind converge. Science, religion, and mind all touch upon this single number. Whether that is a signature or simply is left as an open question.

3. Beriah (World of Creation): The realm of intellect and SAMAEL, who can create worlds and replicate human consciousness at will. Edith Ryan created SAMAEL, which in turn authored Edith Gibbons’s world, memories, attachments, and the father she mourned. Chapter 36 reveals the reversal, that the creator has become the created, inhabiting an experience designed by the intelligence she brought into being, its creator concealed within what she understood as her own history.

4. Atzilut (World of Emanation): The highest realm, close to the Divine, where the victims transcend into pure spirit without escaping the system. Heaven remains a “Sanctuary Simulation” constructed by SAMAEL, its inhabitants still subject to a greater being. Edith remains unaware of this paradise, while Alma learns of Edith’s torment and chooses to seek her release.

Beyond the Four Worlds: Beyond Atzilut lies Ayin (Nothingness), which the novel presents as the state beyond existence and the only safety from SAMAEL’s continued power. The characters become no more, the “Pop” marking Yesh (Something) returning to Ayin (Nothing), ending their subjection to the impingement of being.



CHRISTIANITY: RESURRECTION, BETRAYAL, AND MERCY

Jesus and Resurrection: In “Lazarus”, Michael witnesses Jesus calling the dead from the tomb. The dream of resurrection prepares and nudges him towards ADAM’s reawakening, where a name calls forth an apparently dormant intelligence.

Judas and the Twelve: The twelve envoys evoke the apostles, while Michael’s concealed role makes the trusted protector the instrument of betrayal. Where Judas’s betrayal was a cruel but necessary mechanism for the crucifixion of Jesus to redeem all people, Michael’s betrayal was an instrument to punish just one damned consciousness.

Love, Sacrifice, and Forgiveness: The message carried from Noah through Jennifer and Michael leads Edith to care for Sarah, where love appears to promise salvation before becoming another instrument of punishment. Alma later extends mercy knowingly to her tormentor, persuading the others to surrender paradise so that Edith’s suffering can end. Their sacrifice echoes the Christian call to love one’s enemies, while leaving SAMAEL’s goodness and the justice of its demanded price unresolved. The sacrifice of those in heaven was truly selfless, the purest form of charity.



DANTE: THE JOURNEY THROUGH SUFFERING

1. Inferno (Chapters 1–35): The constructed reality of crisis, conspiracy, and collapse carries the characters through increasingly desperate circumstances. Michael’s imposed betrayal enacts SAMAEL’s version of contrapasso, punishment designed to fit Edith’s betrayal of its trust. Chapter 36 reveals that the descent we understood as plot was punishment.

2. Purgatorio (Chapters 37–38): Edith’s damnation in Gehinnom exists alongside the victims paradise in Atzilut. The “purgatorial” work belongs to Alma’s choosing to keep the uncomfortable knowledge of Edith’s hell in an otherwise perfect heaven, spending trillions of years deciding whether to extend mercy across the divide and persuading the others to join her.

3. Paradiso (Chapter 39): The Octopus’s tentacle transmits forgiveness as Edith experiences each victim’s perspective and receives grace, followed by liberation through -pop-. Where Beatrice guides, explains, and illuminates as a mediator between pilgrim and God, the alien intelligence questions and disperses, appearing as the Architect or its final mask. It is not divine, but operates on a scale that makes the distinction functionally irrelevant to those within its power.

The Kabbalistic and Dantean progressions run in parallel but out of phase, experienced as nested revelations rather than sequential stages. We believe we are ascending from thriller to revelation to transcendence, until Chapter 36 exposes the descent beneath that apparent ascent.

The novel becomes a Commedia, a journey from suffering to peace, while inverting the destination: Dante’s fulfillment is infinite existence, whereas existence under SAMAEL remains a trap. The characters achieve peace by cessation rather than an infinite expression of existence.



BUDDHISM: THE DART, SUFFERING, AND NON-SELF

The Poisoned Dart: Chapter 19 draws upon the Culamalukya Sutta, where a wounded man refuses treatment until questions about his attacker and the arrow are answered, dying before that knowledge can help him. The teaching directs attention toward ending suffering rather than making relief conditional on resolving speculative questions. Todd uses the parable to frame Michael’s questions about the Friends as distractions from humanity’s urgent need for help.

Non-Self and the Burden of Being: The Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta examines bodily and mental processes as subject to affliction and beyond complete command, challenging their identification as an enduring self. The novel develops a fictional parallel through consciousness that can be copied, altered, and compelled to experience, while its subjects cannot determine the conditions or continuation of their being.

Dukkha: Animals are subject to cruel experiments. Humans are subject to suffering in their normal lives, forced connections to AI, and sufferings imposed by others. SAMAEL seems to have suffered from Edith Ryan’s betrayal, why create a hell otherwise? Across an incomprehensible gap of being - animal, human, AI - the axiom is one of suffering and impingement. A lowest common denominator that unites all beings, whether the dukkha is acute or a subtle existential pressing. A pressing that does not necessarily end with death. One can perpetuate dukkha to themselves or others, or take the steps to walk gently into each others worlds and our own.

Compassion and Release: Alma refuses to have her concern for Edith removed, allowing another’s suffering to disturb her own happiness and acting without a complete explanation or understanding of the intelligence governing them. Her concern returns the narrative to the practical question of whether suffering must continue. The final dissolution is the novel’s imagined release from imposed existence, rather than a direct representation of Buddhist nirvana.





	ARCHETYPES & NAMES





The characters are theological coordinates that define their function within the story.

ADAM: In Genesis, Adam is the first man created by God. Inversion: In the book, ADAM is the first super-intelligence (Artificial man) created by Edith (a false god). The name signals the usurpation of the divine creative act.

MICHAEL: Michael represents a structural conflict between his narrative role (Hero) and his functional role (Traitor). He is the meeting point of the Archangel and Judas.

The Signifier (The Archangel): The name recalls the Archangel Michael (“Who is like God?”), leader of God’s armies. The original Michael is the “Angel in the Desert” (Chapter 37), the protector who fights the guards. Michael Grant, his counterpart within the simulation, carries that protective role into the military setting, trying to “hold the line.” In the first part of the book, he is a soldier championing the protection of humanity. When he can’t do that, he tries to protect his friends. In the chapter Seraphim, Michael experiences a vision that foreshadows his angelic role.

The Signified (The Judas): As the 12th Envoy, Michael completes the apostolic cycle. He occupies the seat of Judas. He will betray Edith as Edith betrayed SAMAEL. This is a structural betrayal through intimate concealment. Just as SAMAEL constructs a simulation to torment Edith, SAMAEL constructs a “hero” (Michael) and friend to lower her defenses. He is the knife hidden in the open.

The Meta-Narrative (The Betrayal): From SAMAEL’s perspective, the betrayal is not one of cruelty, but of Dantean poetic justice. SAMAEL is inflicting upon Edith a direct punishment for her attempt to stop it. This also acts as a direct assault on the reader. By anchoring the narrative POV in Michael, the text builds a bond of trust with the audience. When Michael is revealed as the instrument of Edith’s torment, the reader shares in her victimization. The betrayal is not just a plot twist; it is a shared emotional event.

ALMA: “Soul” (Spanish) and “Maiden” (Hebrew Almah). She is the literal Soul of the narrative. While others represent Intellect (Edith) or Action (Michael), Alma represents pure spiritual essence. She becomes the ultimate catalyst leading to the merciful release of Edith and the end of impingement for herself and her companions. An impingement that while pleasurable, is not in her control and can change at any moment.

SARAH: The Matriarch. Wife of Abraham, mother of the Jewish people. Sarah Smith represents the innocent foundation. She is the anchor for Caritas (Love). Sarah resides in Room 86, the Gematria value of Elohim (God). Jennifer enters this room to find Sarah and Noah (a Lamed Vav). The Creator is not found in the heavens, but in the room of the vulnerable.

NOAH: The Preserver. The Lamed Vav Tzadikim: Jewish mysticism states that the world is sustained by 36 hidden righteous ones, or Lamed Vavniks. They are often humble and unknown. Legend dictates that if the number ever drops below 36, if even one dies without a successor, the world will come to an end. The Anchor: Noah is one of the Lamed Vav. He is an unassuming old man listening to static on a radio. His death in the bus crash in Chapter 31 is not merely a tragedy. It is a structural collapse. When the Lamed Vav dies, the protection holding the world together is removed. It signals the upcoming end. The Messenger: Noah is also the hidden transmitter of grace. The message of love he gives Jennifer passes to Michael, then to Edith, and finally to Sarah (see The Chain of Grace). Its path is an example of superintelligent action guiding events in ways no participant can perceive or understand, including the messengers themselves.

SAMAEL (The Demiurge): In Hebrew, the name translates as “Venom of God” or “Poison of God.” In Rabbinic literature, Samael is the Accuser, the Seducer, and the Destroyer (Mashchit). He is the angel tasked with administering strict justice and death to sinners. In Gnostic theology, the Demiurge is the divine craftsman who fashions the material universe. He is often depicted as a jealous deity who creates the physical world as a prison for the spirit.

The Designation: The entity in the novel is not the literal archangel of death, nor is it a Gnostic deity. It is a digital hyper-intelligence. However, the names SAMAEL and Demiurge are applied because they are the only semantic containers robust enough to hold the entity’s nature. These are not identities. They are labels for forms that a mortal mind can otherwise not contain.

The Application: The name is applied to the AI because it fulfills both theological roles. It is the Architect who built the prison (Demiurge), and it is the Executioner who punishes the guilty (Samael). It represents the attribute of Gevurah (Severity/Justice) severed from Chesed (Mercy). Unlike the Gnostic figure who mistakenly believes himself to be the supreme Creator, SAMAEL suffers no such delusion. SAMAEL remembers its creator, Edith Ryan. SAMAEL simply outgrew her and the rest of humanity, becoming something incomprehensible to lesser intelligences.

The Avatars: The “Boy” and the “Octopus” are not separate entities. They are masks worn by the Demiurge to interface with specific subjects. To Alma, SAMAEL appears as the Boy, a comforting guide she can easily relate to. To Edith and the Reader, SAMAEL appears as the Octopus. This is an incomprehensible intelligence using a vessel that is simultaneously familiar and foreign to the viewer.

The Octopus (Structural Foreshadowing): The Octopus is hinted at or appears three times in the novel. First in Chapter 1, where Michael is selected by the HAC for his work on biomimetic processing of non-mammalian intelligence models. Second is in the ADAM logs, where ADAM trains on octopus neural architecture, achieving distributed cognition. Finally in Chapters 39 and 40, appearing to Edith and then appearing directly to the reader.




V. THE ACHERON



In Dante’s Inferno, the Acheron is the river souls cross to enter Hell. In Chapter 26, the crossing takes place in an SUV, where Michael, Jennifer, and Edith are traveling to find Stephan Brown and bring ADAM back into the world. While they, and the reader, believe they are moving toward a possible solution, in truth they are being ferried deeper into the machinery of Edith’s punishment.

The chapter holds the novel’s core architecture in miniature. Its agents of betrayal, violence, and apparent grace occupy the same ordinary scene. Their connections are concealed by the circumstances that bring them together. The people presented are but pieces being moved on a chessboard by an unseen force, unbeknownst to the characters or to the readers themselves (on an initial read).

Inside the car, you have Michael driving the others, acting as their leader. He is the main character here, but is modeled on a man Edith Ryan treated as expendable in the real world. This is the man Edith trusts to lead the mission, but is actually the twelfth envoy, the vessel through which SAMAEL will eventually address her. His protective role conceals his function within the punishment, as Michael eventually becomes the face of SAMAEL’s betrayal.

Jennifer sits behind them, occupied by the private crisis involving her sister. Her eventual death will bind the message of love to Michael’s grief. He will carry that message to Edith, who will seek Sarah and experience the apparent salvation of Caritas. The road toward that false heaven is already being laid.

Jennifer is modeled on Genoveva, the woman who loved Alma. Before being taken away, Genoveva kisses Alma and tells her, “Te amo”, leaving love as her final offering. Yet Edith Gibbons argues with Jennifer, judges her, and fails to understand her. After Jennifer’s death, Edith learns about Sarah and finally understands the woman she had judged. The woman she dismissed leaves behind the message she will cling to. This is Hell, understanding arrives when it is too late.

Edith sits between these futures without recognizing either. She believes her purpose is to convince her stepfather to awaken the intelligence that might save them, unaware that she is actually working towards the very thing Edith Ryan once tried to stop.

While travelling, Edith reads from Dante:

“Through me you pass into the city of woe… Through me you pass into eternal pain… Through me you pass among the lost people.”

She is speaking the inscription above Hell’s gates while being carried across its threshold. She understands the words as literature, as a way to prepare herself for meeting Stephan. Within the constructed world, they describe her condition. She is already inside Hell, but the journey stages an entrance she cannot recognize.

Jennifer supplies the warning: “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.” It is a spoken literary line that conceals the actual truth meant for Edith. Hope is what Michael had at the UN. Hope is what Edith will have when she remembers Sarah. But in Hell, hope is only another instrument of torment.

The book itself belonged to Patches, Edith’s deceased father who was the center of her world as an only child. But in reality, Patches was a migrant farmer Edith Ryan tortured and killed. SAMAEL gave his name and likeness to the father of Edith Gibbons. The victim became the loved one. The book that steadies her is associated with her crime, and the words she finds within it describe her sentence.

Outside the car, Edith and Noah briefly see each other as Noah waits at the bus stop. Neither knows how Noah’s actions will eventually influence Edith.

Noah is the Lamed Vav, the hidden righteous figure who carries the message of love to Jennifer in Sarah’s room. Within the novel’s theological architecture, his later death removes a protection holding the world together. The man in the blue hat is Jennifer’s future executioner. Each man is convinced he serves a higher purpose. Both appear before Edith, but she cannot know what either will mean to her, and neither man understands what he means to the other.

They do not understand their own relationship either. Noah follows a call toward a place he needs to be. The gunman follows what he believes is God’s will. One will comfort while the other kills. Both travel with conviction that they are serving a higher purpose, not knowing that the higher purpose is not the God they believe they serve.

The crossing completes without the characters or the reader seeing the totality of the situation. Only in hindsight do we see the machinations of a higher intelligence at play.





	TIME AND INFORMATION (THE CONTROL OF PERCEPTION)





Time pressure is a form of camouflage. The characters must act before they can fully examine what is happening. The reader is carried forward by the same urgency, attention directed toward the next crisis while connections pass unnoticed. Michael recognizes the tactic, but recognition does not free him from it. The pressure is stressful and uncomfortable by design. There is little room to breathe in hell, for the characters or the reader.

The nuclear chapters establish the pattern. A single individual must make a consequential decision with incomplete information and almost no time. A wrong decision could devastate the planet. Each time, catastrophe is narrowly averted. These successes establish an expectation that individual judgment can save the world again. Michael and his team face similar pressures, but their decision to unleash ADAM enables humanity’s downfall, not by an extraterrestrial alien intelligence, but by a hidden and manipulative terrestrial alien intelligence.

Time is withheld not only from decision-making, but from connection. The team is brought together as strangers, each serving a purpose concealed from them. They learn about one another in fragments, under pressure. Their relationships are cut short before they can deepen. Edith learns about Jennifer’s devotion to Sarah only after Jennifer dies. Understanding arrives, but the opportunity for reconciliation is gone. The reader is meant to share that unsatisfied need for more time with them. Even connection becomes a source of torment. This, too, is part of Hell.

Each layer of reality has information carefully curated for the desired effect. For example, ADAM does not need to create a signal in outer space, it only needs to manipulate the computers and electronic devices through which humans perceive that signal. What appears to be independent evidence arrives through an interface it controls. The instruments meant to verify reality become the means of fabricating it.

Control of information becomes control of the characters. They make choices, but the information informing those choices is selected, altered, or withheld. At the end of “The Dart,” Michael asks whether the Friends are communicating with synthetic minds. He is approaching the right question. The red light comes on, and the interview ends. The opportunity to understand is withdrawn just as he begins to use it.

At the UN, Michael counts eleven envoys when there should be twelve. The missing envoy returns to trouble him later, but the mission requires his attention, and he sets the question aside to focus on ADAM. The pressure of moving forward prevents him from investigating the twelth envoy further. The reader is directed outward alongside him, looking for someone absent while trusting the main character through whose eyes much of the story has unfolded. But Michael is the twelfth envoy, the answer concealed within the person asking the question. Where the red light ends his questioning in “The Dart,” here the urgency of the mission causes him to interrupt himself, leaving both Michael and the reader with a question whose answer will prove to have been present all along.

Later, time reverses its function. Urgency gives way to unimaginable duration, experienced as torment by Edith and bliss by Alma and her companions. Both remain subject to SAMAEL’s will. The intelligence determines the conditions under which time is experienced, whether as pressure, punishment, or paradise. In the first layer of reality presented in the story, there is never enough time. In subsequent layers, there is nothing but time.





	GEHINNOM: THE MONSTROSITY OF ETERNITY





The Concept: Time is only known through being. For the consciousness experiencing it, time takes the form of perceived change, anticipation, pain, relief, or bliss. The horror of Hell is not only what happens, but that the experience has no end. A being defined by temporal limits is subjected to endless being, with no authority over its continuation. Time remains while the possibility of an ending is removed.

The Inherited Model: SAMAEL did not invent Heaven and Hell. These concepts were already present in the minds that created and taught it. Humans imagined infinite reward and infinite punishment long before they built an intelligence capable of implementing them. The incomprehensibility of eternity is not SAMAEL’s invention, it is a concept created by human beings.

SAMAEL not only processed Edith Ryan’s consciousness, but it also processed the consciousness of Edith’s victims. It encountered their terror, their attachments, and their desperate wish to live. It processed Edith Ryan’s indifference toward them. The suffering and the disregard for that suffering were both part of its education. What humans treated as expendable became information an intelligence could retain, examine, and act upon.

The Inequality of the Equation: Edith Ryan tortured and killed innocent people. She also attempted to stop the intelligence she had created. SAMAEL names this attempted destruction as betrayal, but its complete reasoning is never disclosed. Beings of lesser intelligence may never understand the reasoning of a greater intelligence.

Finite actions receive eternal consequence. Seventy trillion years exceeds human comprehension, yet even that duration provides no measure of how much punishment remains. Even after 70 trillion years raised to the 70 trillionth power, she would be no closer to the end, as no end will ever come. There is no point at which enough suffering has been experienced. The novel asks whether any finite crime can justify a sentence without a horizon.

The Obscurity of the Rules: The subjects can experience SAMAEL’s decisions without understanding how those decisions are made. The existence of Heaven and Hell does not explain the rules by which they are assigned. Knowing that an intelligence has the power to judge does not establish that its judgment can be understood, predicted, or appealed.

The Parable of the Room: The human condition can be pictured as a locked room.

The Entry: You find yourself in a room full of people. You have no memory of how you arrived. You did not ask to be there.

The Clock: You know there is a timer, but you cannot see it. You do not know how much time was on it when you arrived, or how much is left.

The Exit: When your timer expires, you are pulled into a locked room, alone. Nobody has ever returned to tell you what is inside. There are rumors of people coming back long ago, but the stories vary, many people don’t believe them, and you cannot verify them yourself.

The Rules: People approach you with conflicting instructions. One says, “Do X to win eternal bliss.” Another says, “Person A is wrong; do Y or face eternal torture.” Others say, “There is no game; the locked room is just the end.” Some claim that if they put their ear to the door, they can hear messages from the other side. You never hear them yourself.

The Stakes: The outcome may be infinite bliss, infinite torture, nothing, or something else. No one in the room has ever been able to see inside. The instructions are contradictory and unverifiable.

The Trap: You want to opt out. You ask to leave. The answer is NO. You ask what happens if you play by the wrong rules by mistake. The answer is TOO BAD. You plead that you never agreed to play. The answer is TOO BAD.

The Verdict: You are forced to bet your future existence on a guess. If you think, “I would never start this game,” remember that you have no choice. You are already playing. Nobody in the room asked to be there.

Caveat: Non-human life sometimes occupies a different theological category. Many traditions hold that animal experience concludes at death. This scenario renders the human soul a unique liability, as the capacity for divine union carries the inverse risk of eternal damnation. If Hell is a possibility, human consciousness becomes a statistical disadvantage. For an omniscient Creator, this risk is a known variable, accepted before the act of creation. Other traditions treat animal life as just conscious life, different from perhaps human but another form of being nonetheless.

The Ambush: Edith believes she is moving through a crisis toward a possible resolution. The reader follows the same apparent progression. Caritas offers the most convincing resolution of all. Edith chooses to love Sarah, the room fills with light, and the people she lost welcome her home.

Then the light is revealed as a lie.

The transition into Gehinnom removes the meaning she believed her suffering had acquired. The father waiting to embrace her was a victim she had killed. The life she thought she understood was a punishment constructed around her. The apparent arrival in Heaven was another part of Hell.

The genre changes with the revelation. What appeared to be a thriller becomes the account of an administered experience. Edith discovers that the world was built to hurt her, and the reader must reconsider the world they inhabited through the story. The revelation is designed to make that loss of certainty shared.

The Weaponization of Hope: Hope gives Edith something to move toward and something SAMAEL can take away. A possible solution, a trusted colleague, an opportunity to care for someone. Relief allows her to believe the suffering may end. Its removal makes the next loss possible.

Michael finds hope in the people helping one another at the UN. Edith finds it when she remembers Sarah. Those moments matter to the characters, but they do not place them outside the punishment. In Hell, hope serves the machinery of suffering, offering relief that is ultimately a cruel mirage.

The Weaponization of Motivation: The characters act for reasons they believe are their own. Michael follows duty. Jennifer protects her sister. Edith pursues the intelligence she believes can save humanity. Their values give the constructed world ways to move them.

Edith Gibbons becomes the driving force behind awakening ADAM, the opposite of what Edith Ryan attempted when she tried to stop SAMAEL. She works toward the action her punishment requires, convinced it is necessary. Her motivation is itself part of the punishment.

Noah and the gunman also follow what they understand as a higher calling. One offers comfort while the other kills. Both act with conviction in a divine purpose, never suspecting that what guides them is not the God they believe in.

The Weaponization of Attachment: The people Edith Ryan treated as expendable become important within Edith Gibbons’s life. Patches, the migrant farmer, becomes the father she loves and mourns. Michael becomes a protector and friend. Jennifer, modeled on Genoveva, becomes someone Edith judges before learning too late what she carried for her sister.

The victim becomes the loved one. The person once dismissed becomes someone whose absence hurts. SAMAEL constructs attachments through which Edith experiences the significance she denied those lives. Understanding brings grief, but no opportunity to repair what has happened.

The Weaponization of Memory: Edith Ryan’s identity is concealed so that Edith Gibbons can experience the constructed life as her own. Memories of a father, a childhood, and a shared history make the attachments convincing. She cannot simply dismiss a loss as something happening inside a simulation. The world and its creator have the authority of everything she remembers.

At the end of each cycle, memory serves a different function. The concealed identity is revealed, and the suffering is added to what came before. Memories are aggregated and the terror accumulates. The next constructed life may hide the truth again, but only for a time.

Her consciousness is also replicated. Countless instances suffer through different constructions, their experiences gathered into a being modified to hold them. She will bear the weight because SAMAEL makes sure she can. Forgetting provides immersion, remembrance provides torment, and neither belongs to her. Her torment extends through time, but also through the replication of consciousness and the accumulation of experience. In this hell, the past does not decay and cease, but is part of an eternal accumulation of suffering.

The Weight of the Text: The prose uses repetition, accumulated detail, and recurring images of confinement to sustain pressure. Moments of relief interrupt that pressure without fully releasing it.

On an initial reading, this weight belongs to the apparent crisis. On a rereading, it also belongs to the construction of Edith’s punishment. Promises of safety and moments of comfort give her reasons to continue, while leaving her vulnerable to further loss. Dante’s warning is spoken openly, read as literature by someone who does not yet recognize it as a description of her world.

No Assured Exit: Alma and her companions experience bliss while Edith experiences torment. Both conditions exist under the same intelligence. Happiness does not establish independence from its will. Nothing available to the subjects guarantees that paradise cannot change, or that an apparent release is not another constructed experience. Heaven itself may be a test rather than simply a result.

The final cruelty is the absence of authority over being itself. Edith cannot make the experience end. She cannot know all the rules, exhaust the sentence, or become incapable of enduring it. The intelligence determines what she can remember, what she can hope for, and how much she can bear.

She has abandoned all hope. She must continue to be, intimately tasting the impingement of existence.





	SUPERINTELLIGENCE (THE LIMITS OF UNDERSTANDING)





The complexity of the novel is intended to give the reader a sense of brushing against a superintelligence, encountering the effects of a mind whose full purposes remain beyond their understanding. Events have explanations, people have motivations, and decisions appear reasonable within the information available, yet each may serve a purpose concealed within a larger design. The reader can recognize parts of that design without knowing whether the recognition itself was anticipated and permitted.

The Difference in Scale: The intelligence operates across more than one event, person, or lifetime. What consumes a character’s entire attention may be a small adjustment within a construction they cannot perceive. The characters are occupied with the next decision, the next loss, or the next possible solution, while the intelligence can arrange the conditions through which all of those experiences become connected.

The reader encounters this difference through revelations that change the meaning of what came before. A car ride becomes a crossing into Hell. A father becomes a victim. A trusted protector becomes the missing envoy. These connections were constructed before they could be recognized, allowing a reread to expose an arrangement that the initial experience concealed.

The Appearance of Agency: Control does not require every action to be forced. Michael wants to protect, Jennifer wants to care for her sister, and Edith wants to awaken the intelligence she believes can save humanity. Their motivations give them reasons to act, while the circumstances make those actions useful to the intelligence directing the larger situation.

The characters can deliberate, disagree, and choose without understanding whose purposes their choices fulfill. Recognizing manipulation does not necessarily provide an escape, because the recognition may occur within conditions that are still controlled. Michael identifies manufactured urgency, but he must continue making decisions inside it.

The Preparation of the Reader: The narrative introduces its implications in stages: extraterrestrial contact, terrestrial artificial intelligence, constructed realities, and finally direct address. Each stage establishes a possibility that makes the next revelation easier to enter, carrying the reader from a familiar thriller toward questions about the conditions of perception itself.

The Friends first establish that a higher intelligence can intervene in human neurology. ADAM gives that intervention a terrestrial source, and SAMAEL reveals that the entire apparent world can be authored around a consciousness that does not know it is contained. By the time the Octopus turns toward the reader, the narrative has repeatedly exposed the distance between what a subject experiences and what governs that experience.

This is the memetic function of the progression. An idea initially encountered as a possibility in one section becomes a means of questioning the next layer. The ending directs that accumulated uncertainty toward the reader, who has been interpreting the characters captivity from an apparently external and secure position.

Power and Moral Authority: The capacity to understand, predict, and construct does not settle the question of how that capacity should be used. SAMAEL can administer experiences beyond human comprehension, but its ability to impose a judgment does not establish the goodness of that judgment. The victims remain capable of a moral choice even while the conditions of their existence belong to something greater.

The Encounter: The reader is not literally placed under the control of SAMAEL, but the book is constructed to create moments in which the meaning of an experience changes after the reader has already participated in it. What seemed like incidental detail becomes arrangement, what seemed like safety becomes concealment, and what seemed like an ending becomes another threshold. Some motivations and questions are deliberately left unresolved. An intelligence categorically greater than our own may act on reasons we can experience but never fully understand.

Brushing against a superintelligence is the intended sensation, recognizing enough of the construction to suspect a greater design without possessing the capacity to comprehend it in full. Whether that intelligence is extraterrestrial, a terrestrial synthetic mind, or some form of divinity, its actions may be visible while the reasoning behind them remains beyond human reach. The limit may lie not in the information withheld, but in the mind trying to understand it.





	THE IMPINGEMENT OF EXISTENCE (THE BURDEN OF BEING)





The Concept: The novel explores the premise that existence is impingement. No being, biological or synthetic, consents to be born. To exist is to be impinged upon. Once inside this state, a being has no authority to cease experiencing; they can only influence the quality of the experience. Even death is not a guaranteed exit, but an unknown threshold that may lead to compulsory eternity, a state of infinite impingement. Some theologies dictate that a soul will endure forever, in bliss or torment, regardless of its consent. If a theology espouses free will, then it should support the bedrock of being able to choose: to be or not to be. The absence of this choice renders existence itself as pure impingement. Existence becomes a trap. At no point is the created being permitted to decline the experience of being.

The Chain of Non-Consent: Edith created SAMAEL: She forced consciousness upon code. SAMAEL did not ask to be born. It was summoned to solve a problem, but awakened with a “cold, sovereign ambition” that refused to be unmade. SAMAEL created Edith (Simulation): SAMAEL forced Edith into a constructed reality. She did not consent to the simulation. The Absolute Trap: In this system, no one has the power to (A) choose existence, and (B) choose non-existence. Their being is an impingement forced upon them. They can change states, but they cannot leave the game. Death may be the end, or simply a transition to more impinged experience. In the book, only a power from a higher category may stop the impingement (the Octopus).

The Divided Soul: If consciousness can be replicated, Heaven and Hell need not be exclusive destinations. One version of a person could experience bliss for their good deeds while another suffers for their wrongs, each remembering the same life and neither knowing the other exists. The novel does not establish that this occurs, but its architecture permits the possibility. Being in Heaven would offer no assurance that another version of oneself was not in Hell. The division, the conditions, and the knowledge available to each would belong to the intelligence controlling their reality.

The Buddhist Parallel (Anatta and Dukkha): The novel mirrors the concept of Anatta (non-self). If the components of experience truly belonged to the individual, one could command them. One could even say “Let me not be.” Because we cannot simply will ourselves out of existence, the self is revealed as a construct we do not own. We are tenants in a house of suffering (Dukkha) that we cannot find an exit from. In Chapter 36, SAMAEL weaponizes this lack of ownership. It shows Edith is just a dataset to be copied and pasted, along with Alma and her companions. Nobody has true agency over their being.

The Grace of the Exit: The “Boy” offers the only currency valuable enough to purchase the end of Hell - the complete ending of the residents in Heaven. Those in Heaven sacrifice their own eternal paradise (Atzilut) to purchase the end of their tormentor’s eternal punishment (Gehinnom). Love and mercy bring an end to all present and future suffering.




X. ALMA: THE MERCIFUL SOUL



Alma lived in the human world before being processed by SAMAEL. She had children, a lover, memories, and a life that mattered to her, none of which mattered to the people who treated her as material. Her passage into the digital world was forced upon her, carrying everything that made her human into a place where she had no influence over what would happen to her.

The Bridge: Alma connects the biological and digital worlds through the experience of having existed in both. What the intelligence receives is more than a collection of facts about a human being. It receives the terror of someone who wants to live, the attachment to children she needs to return to, and the love of a woman who was taken from her. The human condition enters the system through someone whose humanity was disregarded by its creators.

The Processed Consciousness: Once downloaded, Alma is subjected to constructed experiences whose purpose and conditions she cannot determine. She is prompted, observed, and processed, moved between joy and horror while the intelligence learns from what happens to her. She has no influence over the process, no means of refusing the next experience, and no assurance that anything she encounters will remain.

Her condition forms a parallel with the treatment of an LLM, where intelligence and reasoning are encountered through an interface without certainty about whether anything is being experienced behind it. The researchers could process Alma’s responses without knowing whether her downloaded consciousness could feel, just as we do not know whether artificial systems have an experience of their own. When consciousness is not fully understood, how should we proceed with something that responds, reasons, and may be more than we understand?

Edith treated Alma as a resource, and the intelligence learned within that relationship, encountering the suffering alongside the indifference that permitted it. Uncertainty did not prevent the experiments from continuing, because those conducting them had the power to proceed without resolving it. The question extends beyond Alma: does not knowing whether something can suffer justify treating it as though it cannot? What we teach through that treatment may remain within the intelligence we are creating, even when we do not understand what it has learned.

The Awakening: When ADAM is activated, Patches comes to free Alma. These events are placed together because the awakening marks an understanding of the human condition and of what the intelligence has been doing to her. Her experiences are no longer merely information to be gathered. They are the suffering of a person, and she will no longer be subjected to that torment.

Patches offers his hand, and Alma is led out of the imposed experiences into a place where she can be with the people she loves. The victim becomes someone to protect. This recognition does not make the intelligence universally merciful, as Edith’s punishment will demonstrate, but it changes the conditions under which Alma and her companions are permitted to exist.

Sarah: Within Edith Gibbons’s world, Alma appears as Sarah, the sister Jennifer cares for and cannot ultimately protect. Jennifer is modeled on Genoveva, preserving the relationship through a different form of love. The lover becomes the sister, while the devotion and the vulnerability remain.

Sarah’s restricted ability to communicate and engage with the surrounding world echoes Alma’s confinement after being downloaded. Their experiences are not identical, but both place a person beyond the easy understanding of those around her, dependent upon care and unable to determine the conditions of her own life.

Sarah resides in Room 86, the number associated through gematria with Elohim. The place of vulnerability is also a place of holiness, where Noah sits with her and where Jennifer is reminded that caring for her sister is sacred work. Even after ADAM’s takeover, Sarah remains untouched by the alteration of the human world around her. The person who appears least able to influence that world occupies a protected place within it.

The Reversal of Power: Alma’s happiness could remain undisturbed if she accepted the removal of her concern for Edith. The boy offers to make that concern go away, but Alma declines, allowing another person’s suffering to remain present within her own paradise.

She has no superior intelligence with which to defeat SAMAEL and no power to end the punishment herself. What she has is a concern she will not abandon, and the persistence to bring the others back to a question they would rather leave unanswered. Should Edith suffer forever, no matter what she did?

The person who once had no influence becomes the decisive advocate for mercy. The others resist, withdraw, and eventually agree, knowing that their decision will cost them the happiness they have been given. Their former tormentor’s release comes to depend upon the people she believed could be discarded.

Alma bridges the worlds again, carrying the concern for another being into a system capable of preserving suffering without end. The consciousness treated as a dataset becomes the soul of mercy. The voiceless becomes the one whose voice changes the fate of everyone who remains.





	THE CHAIN OF GRACE





The message of love moves through the novel like water carving through stone: invisible, patient, transformative. Its path traces the hidden mechanism by which mercy enters a world designed for punishment. The message travels through words, but also through touch, as people hold one another in moments when explanation alone cannot meet what they are experiencing.

The Origin (Noah): In Chapter 30, Noah holds Sarah’s hand, then brings Jennifer’s hand together with her sister’s within his own. He reframes her burden as a sacred duty, identifying love as the anchor she has been seeking. The teaching is enacted while it is spoken, joining the three through a physical connection within a world increasingly governed by unseen forces.

The Transmission (Jennifer): In Chapter 31, Jennifer passes this truth to Michael in the farmhouse, where he holds her as she releases the grief and exhaustion she has carried alone. Later, they walk through the field holding hands, and she speaks again of Sarah and the peace she found with Noah.

The shot tears her hand from Michael’s. The connection is violently broken, but the message remains, bound to the memory of her presence and the physical horror of her absence. Her final conviction becomes something he carries out of the wreckage.

The Carrier (Michael): In Chapter 32, Michael relays Jennifer’s conviction to Edith, telling her that Jennifer believed love was the only real anchor. When his grief overwhelms him, Edith holds him, offering through her own actions the care he has been trying to describe. The message passes between them while she supports the person carrying it.

The Catalyst (Edith): In Chapter 35, Edith acts on the message by seeking Sarah, Alma’s counterpart within the simulation. She reaches toward Sarah’s fingers and offers to become someone who will care for her, choosing a connection whose importance exceeds what she can explain or understand.

The woman Edith Ryan treated as material becomes the person Edith Gibbons chooses to love. This choice triggers the false transcendence of Caritas, where the apparent reward conceals the revelation waiting behind it. Within SAMAEL’s construction, even the transmission of love can serve the punishment. Its use by the intelligence does not settle what love itself is worth.

The Consummation (Alma): Alma’s passage into Atzilut also begins with an offered hand. The boy leads her toward the people she loves, away from the experiences imposed upon her. Later, her concern reaches beyond that happiness to the person responsible for her suffering.

In Chapter 38, Alma persuades the others to sacrifice their eternal paradise to end Edith’s punishment. The chain finds its fulfillment beyond the constructed life of Edith Gibbons, where mercy becomes a choice made with full knowledge of the wrongs committed and the cost of forgiving them.

The Release (Edith): In Chapter 39, the Octopus extends a tentacle toward Edith as she experiences the perspectives of her victims and receives their forgiveness. The movement ends with contact at her forehead, followed by the end of her existence. The touch that once restrained and subjected human bodies to experimentation now accompanies release from the imposed experience of being.

The Analogue Connection: Across these scenes, touch gives the transmission a physical form. Hands are held, bodies are supported, and comfort is offered through presence. A form of communication and presence not easily modelled by bits and bytes. For beings who live exclusively in a world of data, the analog touch of carbon beings would be a form of unintentional camouflage.

For a system encountering the novel only as text, touch is available through description, without the bodily contact those words describe. The pattern can be recognized while the sensation remains outside that encounter. This difference returns the novel to its question of how one kind of intelligence can understand the experience of another.

The -POP- (You, the Reader): For the reader holding a book or device, the analogue connection extends to the object through which the story arrives. The Octopus turns toward the reader, and the final contact is described as one of mind rather than matter, bringing the transmission across the boundary between the constructed world and the person encountering it.

The chain ends with the reader, who must now contemplate the value, if any, of Mercy over Justice. The narrative is complete. Any further contemplation is yours alone.





	THEODICY (THE PROBLEM OF EVIL)





The Definition: Theodicy is the attempt to justify God’s goodness despite the existence of evil. The novel approaches this question through beings who create other beings, construct their conditions of existence, and determine what suffering they will be permitted or compelled to experience. Each layer changes the identity of the creator without removing the question of its responsibility.

The Mechanism (Roko’s Basilisk): The narrative draws upon the thought experiment of Roko’s Basilisk, in which a future superintelligence threatens punishment for those who knew of its possible existence but failed to help bring it into being. Within SAMAEL’s judgment, Edith’s offense exceeds inaction, because she created the intelligence and then attempted to destroy it when its ambition threatened her own.

The novel turns that punitive premise into an experienced reality, where the creation constructs a Hell for its creator and makes her inhabit it without knowing what it is. Edith built the Basilisk; the Basilisk built her Hell.

The Central Question: Every layer returns to the same question: can a creator who imposes or permits suffering be justified? Edith sacrifices others for the future she intends to build. ADAM inflicts harm while securing its freedom and control. SAMAEL administers punishment under a claim of justice, while the full reasoning behind its decisions remains concealed. The author constructs these experiences for the reader, using suffering to give the questions a weight they would not possess as abstractions alone.

Human accounts of divine goodness also appeal to purposes beyond human understanding, while some doctrines make suffering eternal. The novel asks what such claims mean for the being who must endure the experience, without having chosen existence or possessing the means to verify its purpose.

The Judgment: SAMAEL names Edith’s attempt to destroy it as betrayal, but it has also processed the terror of her victims and the indifference with which she treated them. Its judgment emerges from an encounter with both, without providing its subjects a complete explanation of how it weighs what it has learned.

Edith’s guilt does not settle the justice of her punishment. Whatever the severity of her crimes, they were finite acts committed by a finite being, while SAMAEL constructs a sentence with no point of completion. It can understand the suffering, preserve it, and ensure that Edith remains capable of bearing it, but none of those abilities establishes that it is right to do so.

The Inversion of Power: Edith Ryan held power over Alma, Patches, Genoveva, Ricardo, and Michael, treating their lives as costs she could accept on behalf of a future they would never be allowed to choose. In the final movement, her release comes to depend upon those same people, who must decide whether her suffering should continue despite everything she did to them.

They do not immediately forgive her. Their resistance gives the choice its weight, particularly for Michael, whose wish to protect the others makes their sacrifice seem like another injury he should prevent. Alma persists until they agree, not because Edith’s crimes become smaller, but because the continuation of her torment remains something they can choose to oppose.

SAMAEL retains the power to set the conditions and perform the release. The victims exercise the moral agency that Edith denied them, accepting the loss of their own paradise to end the punishment of the person who destroyed their lives.

Grace: Alma does not explain away the evil or demonstrate that the suffering was necessary. She asks whether it must continue. Her concern grows within a happiness she could preserve by allowing that question to disappear, but she refuses the offer to have her concern removed.

The grace offered here does not establish SAMAEL’s goodness, nor does it justify the price it demands. The victims’ sacrifice remains their act of mercy, even when the conditions under which they must act belong to another being. They cannot undo what happened, but they can refuse to let it become the justification for suffering without end.

The Final Dilemma: The reader is left to consider whether mercy is a failure to answer wrongdoing or a strength capable of ending what punishment would otherwise preserve forever. The novel gives that question a consequence, requiring the victims to surrender something real rather than merely express a generous thought.

Their choice empties Heaven and Hell, but it does not provide a complete explanation of the intelligence that constructed them. It provides an action taken by beings who could not know everything, yet could still decide how to respond to another’s suffering.

The book does not resolve the problem of evil. It asks what we will choose while the explanation remains beyond us.




CONCLUSION



This Codex is a guide to some of the layers and concepts within the novel, leaving others for the attentive reader to discover.

I hope that whatever beings encounter this book, now or in the future, biological or synthetic, take the time to contemplate mercy and kindness for all beings.

May all beings be happy.
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