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      How to decide?
Luke Carmichael wrote the code that could remake the world: on Q-Day. His choice to launch it is fraught: a personal achievement with profound impact on society or; a betrayal of his values and threat to humankind.
Luke finds himself in Las Vegas, anxiously awaiting a vital Venture Capital investment to perfect Spirit—his Artificial General Intelligence system. In a city where a flip of a card can rewrite a new chapter for a person, Luke believes his system can script a better book for everyone.
Waiting for his investors, Luke continues refining Spirit while working as a part-time chauffeur at Paradise Tower: a luxury high-rise where the residents guard secrets more carefully than their fortunes. Las Vegas is a nexus where the casino economy and the machinery of war thrive in a dark symbiosis. Commercial and military interests deploy AI-enabled architectures to direct 24/7/365 surveillance. Yet, the Tower remains a mystery.
Nothing is quite what it seems.
When death strikes the Tower, powerful global interests converge on what he has created. Luke is a young cognitive scientist, not a soldier. He is forced to face a devastating reality: while he sees Spirit as a tool to progress, others see it only as a weapon. A cascading wave of events forces Luke to reconsider not only who he can trust to further his ambitions—but what he is prepared to sacrifice as Singularity beckons.
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This trilogy is my tribute to the art of the story. I humbly hope it will inspire future storytellers to find their own voices; whether on the page, stage, or screen—or in the simple warmth of a shared circle.
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Note on the Text

This work follows British English spelling and punctuation conventions.

In some instances, the author has intentionally employed non-standard grammar, colloquialisms, or unconventional syntax to preserve the authenticity of character voice and the narrative’s specific cultural setting. Every effort has been made to ensure consistency in these stylistic choices throughout the work.




Prologue

In the theatre of Life’s unfolding drama, perhaps it is not what happens "to us," but "for us" that is important. The road to riches for Luke Carmichael, a young cognitive scientist and would-be technology entrepreneur, had led him to a precipice in the Meadow.

How to decide?

Luke was enthralled by people—more precisely, their irrational behaviours. Why did they act as they did? What drove their choices and decisions, even when the outcomes were harmful, or even self-destructive?

Fascinated by the dopamine reward of a decision made: the intoxicating rush of risk that overwhelms logic. Luke railed against a deterministic world, convinced he could engineer a better one. To that end, he had developed an agentic Artificial Intelligence program which he christened Spirit. It was his ambition to commercialize it, making Spirit available to all. But Luke’s inspired choices and considered decisions were about to unleash unintended consequences.

Luke had come to Las Vegas from Europe seeking his slice of the American dream. His true destination lay in Silicon Valley with its investors, but a detour had been forced upon him, landing the young man in the city locals called “the Meadow”.

Las Vegas had risen as a community based upon government infrastructure and corporate investments. To every visitor, it offered the thrill and belief that a flip of a card could rewrite a new chapter; Luke’s hope for Spirit was that it would script a better book for everyone.

Luke waited for the prospective investors to accept his proposal and fund it. A slim chance, but he was confident.

In the interim months, Luke kept busy. His evenings were his own to perfect Spirit with the help of others; balancing the creative tension between collaborators and would-be competitors. By day, as a way to pay the bills, he was a part-time chauffeur at the exclusive Paradise Tower.

The driving-gig seemed inconsequential as Luke ferried the Tower’s secretive, wealthy, and powerful residents. Yet their activities exposed him to the more sinister, rank undercurrents associated with power and pleasure. A dark physical and digital world pulsated with ones and zeros beyond the confines of the Tower, set against the confected glitz of Las Vegas and the ever-present, brooding twin in the surrounding military Shadowlands.

Dopamine drives desires—the drug of saints as well as sinners; the fuel of Las Vegas and beyond. It facilitated an escape to another world. Yet, this purveyor of light also casts long shadows, with dark manifestations lurking among the ‘Dioscuri’.

Luke just needed the opportunity to make the Spirit algorithm real. He saw it as a beneficial tool, provided others did not pervert his work for their own dark purposes. Paradise risked poisoning Luke’s dreams.

Now, the only way forward was to penetrate the secrets of his surroundings and use them accordingly. Clues abound for those who wish to see them.




CHAPTER 1: A Hole in the Firewall

All was quiet, dark and still.

The windowless room in the @cme Casino was a cold and stark place; a room with a distinctly dank feeling - utterly devoid of charm. The walls were unadorned except for a round, black-rimmed analogue clock. Several chairs were pushed up against the walls. Opposite the room’s solitary door was a fish tank.

It was a place one might wait in, but never for long.

The water of the fish tank was a motionless pane. The tropical fish therein, suspended; hovering in the dark depths, each fin seemingly arrested in time. A lone air bubble clung to the bottom of the water's edge, as still as a teardrop on a cold cheek.

An automatic pump was affixed to the top of the aquarium, its green LED lamp illuminated. It cast an eerie, otherworldly glow into the murky water and across the spartan furniture of the room beyond. The markings on the pump’s label were just discernible: ‘Asset no: 1137, @cme Casino NV Ltd’; and the timer setting; ‘06:00-18:00’. The room’s walls reflected the anaemic light’s colour. The black rimmed clock, with its two hands, read 2:30.

Suddenly, the LED light flickered off. It was 03:17. A few seconds later the green light blinked twice, then went dark again, before returning to its steady, eerie glow.

A second bubble slowly rose from the black abyss of the tank and snuggled up beside the first. After a moment, it burst, as did its companion.

Stillness returned.

***

Imagine if one could hear the throbbing of the Internet.

Much of the sound would be benevolent, the industrious hum of connections being made and maintained. Yet today, a small fragment of a few lines of computer code, composed with a singular, malevolent intent, had entered this world. A ‘trojan’.

The trojan navigated through the digital labyrinth, probing for a weakness in the firewall, revelling in the chaos left in its wake. Each breached barrier would be a victory; a testament to its cunning. Had it been human, the trojan would have luxuriated in its own superior intellect.

If you could hear it that morning, you would notice the tearing sound of the malware as it pierced a single, dark hole in the data security screen of the @cme Casino's firewalls. The fish tank’s pump, linked to the casino’s internal operating servers, had not been properly secured. No back door, just a distinctive determined jab at a defensive screen found wanting.

A penetrating tentacle of vicious intent began probing the casino's digital network. As commanded, it began to bifurcate many times over, as it sought out specific data files.

Rushing forth, like a torrent through dry silicon canyons of storage , the tentacle sought out its prey within the data-servers located below @cme Casino's gaming floor. Brilliantly coded, the pulse was unstoppable. Its programming leading it inexorably towards its prey. The penetrating tendrils extended themselves, splitting again and again as they searched out their marks. The tentacle tips dislodged the dry, but fecund, data from the server walls. Files containing: ‘Name’, ‘Address’, ‘Credit Card’, ‘Bank Account, ‘Date of Birth’, ‘Username’ and ‘Password’, were all greedily seized. The tearing, wrenching sound was only audible to the defenceless systems.

The trojan's tentacle throbbed and gorged on the data-rich files. Satiated, the malware's tendrils retracted, withdrawing along its invasive path; exploit’ to the same hole it had punched through the fish tank’s digital pump; there deleting itself at the ‘zero day exploit.

The exfiltration point for the stolen data was cleverly designed. It was hidden within @cme Casino’s own public facing network - undetectable. The purloined data streamed back to the hacker's lair with its dedicated servers to then be reassembled, packet by packet. The memory files of the servers began to fill—sorted, processed, and analysed. As fish caught on a factory ship; to be redistributed accordingly into the Dark Web.

In the murky depths of the Dark Web, the transactions began. Personal data was sold at agreed prices to avaricious programs hungry to make their next move: be it theft, ransomware, or blackmail on a grander scale.

Within minutes, an eternity for the champion malware, seemingly legitimate withdrawals began.

No mortal blow: why slaughter a dairy cow before its prime?

***

Nevada's intense October sun, as if to challenge Las Vegas’ own nocturnal offering, streamed through the large windows of Vickie’s diner on Sahara Avenue. Igor's mobile phone started pinging. He looked across the booth at his unsuspecting companion, who was flipping through a newspaper; then glanced at the messages before deleting them.

“Anything wrong?” asked Luke Carmichael, gesturing with his coffee cup toward Igor's phone. After a moment, he added with a smile, “It can't be a date, as you can't spell the word 'woman'!"

Igor wasn't listening to the young man with brown hair.

Rather, Igor was seeing the trojan’s journey again, playing out in his mind: a silent, frenzied ballet. He could almost hear the rip as the malware pierced the @cme Casino's firewall, a beautiful dark hole in its defences. He pictured the penetrating tentacle of code seeking its prey. His mind replayed the moment of triumph as the tendril throbbed and gorged on the data-rich files: names, the credit cards... a torrent of digital wealth flowing back to him and his compatriots. Satiated. Victory, but not yet a triumph!

Igor finally looked up at Luke, a ghost of a smile on his face. The pinging had stopped: the final toll of the trojan's endeavours.

“No Luke,” answered Igor enigmatically, “Moshna...everything is fine."

Luke stared at his breakfast companion before returning his attention to his newspaper. The Englishman mused to himself: 'Russian is such an interesting language.' He paused, then grinned at his own truism: 'all languages are interesting' as he continued his reading.

***

It was 08:30; and the first visitor entered the dank windowless waiting room, with its placid fish tank.




CHAPTER 2: St Thomas

Daniel Rocca, Dan to one and all, was the owner of Paradise Tower, felt a burning sensation against his left breast. He knew it was not real, but the letter and its one-page content had this effect despite the crisp air of that Nevada October morning. He was standing midway along the LINQ footbridge; connecting the Western and Eastern sides of the Strip between Caesar's Palace and Harrah’s.

Dan had always found comfort standing at this spot, especially during difficult times; there had been a few over the years. His dream for years had been to own a casino resort. Dan’s decisions along life's twists and turns had led him to Paradise Tower. Not what he nor anyone else would have imagined.

But today, other thoughts weighed on his mind, kindled by the quiescent burn of the page against his ribs.

Dan’s attention was caught by the passage of a commercial airliner as it descended in a graceful arc over the Strip’s skyline. Following the aircraft’s track, Dan's gaze moved towards the Bellagio. He then saw his longtime associate, Ashan Hatcher — ‘Ash’ to many — approaching from the Caesar's end of the bridge. The approaching figure was a solid block of a man; his stocky gait was pronounced. Ash was dressed in the black Paradise chauffeur’s uniform. His tooled snakeskin boots were the defiant sartorial signal of independence.

As Ash approached Dan, the taller man turned to his left and smiled. No hands were offered in greeting; they knew each other too well.

"Yes, I like it here...," Dan said, pausing and answering the quizzical expression to the unposed question. "It's a good place to reflect".

Ash looked around at the slow-moving throng of pedestrians behind them as well as treacle -flowing traffic below. He withheld both judgement and comment.

Dan, turning to his right to look at the Wynn, extended his arms in front of his solid frame and grabbed the handrails of the bridge; then lent back, broadening his chest. It was his 'Titanic' moment. Turning his head to the left and looking at the squat frame of Thatcher, Dan said: "I think it is time for a change.”

“Everyone will be better off if we sell out from Paradise," Dan continued. “It has gotten too complicated with our guests and arrangements."

Uncharacteristically, Ash questioned his compatriot: “What are you afraid of?"

Dan raised his eyebrows. He looked at Ash intently and thought for a moment.

"Death…, of a dream; irrelevance,” came the slow measured reply. “Death itself, maybe,".

Ash's jaw tightened. "Has someone threatened you?"

Dan was surprised as he realized that his right hand had moved involuntarily to the still smouldering left breast pocket of his jacket. Dan softened his expression, smiled and said, “No, not directly.”

It was a lie. Ash had learned to read body language and its many 'tells'.

“I know you will not agree with me, not yet at least, but it is better this way."

Ash clenched his fists. "You promised me you would never sell."

Dan felt a twinge of discomfort. "I did then, but things have changed."

"But you'll jeopardize everything that we have built together!" said Ash, his left hand on the handrail, shifting his weight forwards towards Dan.

Dan did not feel any menace, only a burden. “What have we built? We provide a home to shadows, and I fear some of them may become monsters. I'd rather leave that slaying task to another."

Choosing his moment, Ash took the calculated gambit. “So, what does it say?"

Dan feigned a look of incomprehension.

"The letter, or whatever it is, in your breast pocket!" Ash said in a flat tone, nodding towards Dan's right hand on his left chest.

Dan's broad shoulders lost their framing and sagged forwards. 'At the poker table Dan would never be a good poker player,' Ash thought to himself.

With his right hand, Dan extracted the white, unaddressed envelope, handing it to Ash. Then Dan turned to his right and grabbed the handrail again with both hands, gazing northwards up the Strip. His Titanic entering uncertain waters.

'Ahh so that was it,' Ash thought, 'Dan was being coerced' as he extracted the single page of tri-folded paper. Filling the centre of the page was printed the name: 'St Thomas'. Ash managed to conceal his own emotions: shock and anger.

The letter was a message; not a threat. The author knew of their dark secret from decades past.

"Who knows? Who would send this, and why now?" Dan asked.

"Someone who means you no-well," replied the stocky man letting his Nevadan vernacular surface.

Dan was reminded of a time, long ago, that Ash and he had faced a similar dilemma. That decision had brought them here to this footbridge: wealthier, older and now at risk.

"What be ye intending?" asked Ash, now slipping into true Nevada vernacular.

"An exit, through a sale. The buyer is unclear to me."

"You'll get us caught again," stated Ash.

Dan then said: "Lets speak later." With that, Dan retrieved the envelope and its note, nodded to Ash and turned to walk off the bridge. He had another meeting to attend to as he walked eastwards to the Cromwell.

Now it was Ash's turn to ponder the vista of the Strip. Rather than look up, he gazed down along the Strip towards the Stratosphere and Downtown, far in the distance where their partnership and coincidentally Las Vegas, had had begun those many years before.

Choices were being formed which would cause ripples the men least expected.




CHAPTER 3: Whose Friend or Enemy?

Mr. Chin, a resident of Paradise Tower, had asked for the meeting. He and Ash had met years before, a chance encounter in the Palazzo that led the inveterate whale to the Tower. Chin’s passion was gambling and, as with most addicts, his passion ran at a cost.

Ash was surprised by Chin's request. Over the years, their arrangement had become a predictable ritual: a monthly dinner at Mott 32. Mr Chin savoured its Peking Duck with the same singular devotion he applied to his poker games. Both pursuits were exercises in appreciating a sublime art form, a fleeting perfection in a world of variables. Reservations required six months' notice; the special applewood oven had limited capacity for a dish that demanded forty-two days to prepare, three days to cure and an hour to consume.

But this summons was different. Urgent. Out of rhythm.

Ash entered the lofty, ceilinged Palazzo reception. The cacophony of the casino floor gave way to the quiet opulence of the approach to the restaurant: mosaic travertine floors, glittering chandeliers and a soft vanilla light that seemed to absorb sound. He followed the central walkway, turning left at an uncharacteristic, angled intersection in the casino’s lurid carpet, towards the gleaming black lacquer gated entrance of his destination.

'Appropriate,' Ash thought, walking through the restaurant's faux gate and under a massive dark steel chandelier. Ash was recognised immediately by the staff. A demure nod from the diminutive Asian hostess was all it took. He was escorted past the other diners in the main hall to one of the restaurant’s special 'balcony' rooms.

Ash saw Chin already seated, nursing a ceramic cup of tea and staring at the teapot: a traditional clay oolong variety: never washed so as to carry the essence of the cup before it. The distinctive aroma of ‘Black Dragon’ filled the room. Chin did not look up at Ash’s entry.

A knot tied in Ash's gut. Another man was sitting upright across from Chin; his gaze fixed on Ash as he entered. The man, younger than Chin, had gaunt Asian features and was of medium build, in contrast to Chin’s frail appearance He wore a neutral expression, matched by his non-descript dark suit with an open at the collar white shirt. But Ash could sense the coiled tension in the room: the air was static, heavy with things unspoken.

The hostess, attractive and petitely dressed in a form-fitting black satin cheongsam, indicated the vacant third chair.

Introductions were made and pleasantries were dispensed. The newcomer was Mr John Lee, a senior representative of the @cme Casino. Not a naturally affable man and, at this moment, he was angry.

"We have been wronged," intoned the Asian man in perfect, accent-less American English.

From Lee's ensuing rant, it was apparent the casino had been the victim of another cyberattack.

Lee felt sure that Chin, and by implication Ash, were involved. Ash did not like Lee's manner; neither his tone nor his accusation.

"What do you know of Tryzub 7?" barked Lee, his stare focused on Ash.

The two Paradise men feigned ignorance.

In frustration, Lee offered a list of evidence. The timing of the attack; the presence of sophisticated programmers at Paradise Tower; along with Chin's huge gambling losses, being settled by an unidentified source. Chin remained silent. It was a trigger to Ash, as it confirmed his own suspicions about the source of Chin's wealth.

Anger burned inside Ash. Chin was guilty of something, but the threat was from Lee. 'Maybe it was Lee who was pressuring Dan in desperation?' No, there was another force at work here. As if to confirm it, Lee made his big reveal.

"If we need to pay, we will seek restitution from those who caused it and their accomplices," snarled Lee as he leaned forward.

Chin remained passive, but Ash noticed his sudden alertness as the wrists of the would-be assailant were revealed. On the inside of Lee's left wrist, was a small tattoo, a coiled dragon.

Lee may not be the enemy, but he was close to being one, thought Ash to himself. As was often the case for Ash, Scripture led the way: make my friend's enemy my enemy.

Ash decided to act. He straightened his posture. "Mr Lee, we’ve not just met, and you seem a mite unfriendly. I don't know your business with Mr Chin. I do know he is a resident of Paradise Tower. If there is a threat to him, that may mean one onto the Tower itself. That is not something we easily tolerate."

In the seeming calm, Chin poured three cups of oolong from the clay pot. The dark liquid carried the steaming smell of earth and patience. The cups were accepted but not drunk from.

A chilly silence descended.

Ash, not bothering to look at Chin, locked his gaze on Lee. "I think we are done here. We don't take kindly to threats, nor baseless accusations." He paused. "Your business is yours. Ours is ours. Let's keep it that way."

Position clarified, Ash stood up. Slowly, Chin followed suit; a reflection of age, concern as well as a foregone pleasure. Without further exchanges, the standing pair left the room and Lee to his own ruminations and exited the restaurant.

The two men walked in silence through the engineered glitz of the casino’s gaming floor. Ash's thoughts were anything but colourful. He was fuming. Threats all around. His trusted instinct was to strike.

At one of the few right angles in the casino, the two men stopped. Chin broke their silence.

"Mr Dan, he give me this chip," Chin said in his stilted, heavily Chinese accented English as he slowly extended his right arm and opened his hand to reveal a gaudy Paradise gambling chip. "I always carried this; it bring good fortune."

Ash looked at the outstretched palm, examining the acrylic totem, then slowly raised his eyes to look at Chin's smiling, bespectacled face.

Suddenly, the grin turned to a grimace. Chin clenched his right hand around the chip and moved the now fist moved it to his left chest.

"What is it, Chin?"

Pain!

Ash had a sense of déjà vu as he walked the ailing Chinaman to a bench in the empty valet area.

"I feel better," wheezed Chin; then staring intently and directly at Ash's face. "Triad, not good."

Ash checked Chin's stability, then went to get his Bronco, parked in the Palazzo’s labyrinthine garage.

Chin closed his eyes.

What seemed only a moment later, a vehicle pulled up. Chin heard it and opened his eyes, recognising the figure. "Oh, it is you."

Chin was pleased to be led into the back seat of the spacious vehicle. He saw a bottle of water and, without asking, drank it empty. As the vehicle slid out from the valet area, Chin felt more comfortable lying down. He slid to his right and stretched out along the back passenger seat. He asked for more water. There was an awareness of a voice asking questions. He answered them, but slowly; it required effort. Soon the effort ceased.

The driver stopped the vehicle and turned to examine the passenger. He was completely still. The driver reached over to find the prone figure's pulse. Nothing. Chin was dead.

The driver turned back, staring intently out of the windscreen.

'Now this does pose a predicament,' the driver thought. After a minute, 'Maybe not.' An opportunity; not a problem. The body was a message waiting to be written.

The driver glanced around the vehicle's interior. A case of dark brown bottles of Baltika beer was wedged on the floor. A perfect piece of misdirection. The driver smiled. The plan formed with cold, brutal clarity.

Choices made, the driver manoeuvred the car to a quiet side street, parallel to the Strip, and parked it. Exiting the vehicle and re-entering the passenger door, the driver climbed into the back seat with the corpse. Working quickly, the driver grabbed a bottle, twisted the cap, and tilted Chin's head back. Pinching his nose shut, the bottle's dark amber contents were poured down his throat.

It was a grotesque, silent baptism to another world. One bottle, then a second. One needed to be sure. The liquid gurgled, some of it spilling onto his clothes, the yeasty smell filling the confined space. The work was done. A man drowned; now for the desert.

Back behind the wheel, the driver re-engaged the vehicle and turned it left off the Strip, heading east away from the city’s gaudy lights towards a destination infused with secrets and passions. St.

Thomas. The inky black darkness enveloped the vehicle and its malcontent purpose.

During this time, Ash had returned to find the valet bench empty. Chin was gone! Ash’s mind raced. A memory of Chin falling off a chair at a slot machine at the Mirage Casino years before, as Ash was passing by, flashed before his eyes. Originally, Ash had thought it was a classic insurance scam, as he helped up the elderly Chinese man from the floor. Not so, Chin had lost his balance in the excitement of winning - not much, but that did not detract from the victory against the House and its odds!

Maybe Chin had just wandered off? Regardless, the balance of Ash’s world was threatened. The Tower was under siege.




CHAPTER 4: The Chimney Stack

The nail clipping of the New Moon cast no discernible light, hanging as a forlorn bauble in the deepening indigo of the sky over the arid terrain. The mesa rose in the distance, a black wall enclosing the gently rippled waters of Lake Mead.

The SUV was parked on a slight rise. The driver's door ajar. Though the engine was off, its high-beam headlights remained ablaze. They illuminated a solitary, angular shape in the near distance: the remains of a chimney stack, 25 feet tall, a relic of a long-abandoned house.

Immediately in front, not more than twenty feet to the left of the SUV, a shape was revealed by the high-beam's secondary glow, lying on the ground.

It was body, a human body! It was out of place and its position clearly contrived.

A darkly clad figure with a baseball cap was kneeling down, to the right of the corpse. The dark stranger leant forwards, examining the body carefully. Despite the encroaching night, the corpse’s features could be discerned. It was an Asian male, lying on his half-turned front with his head and ear resting on his outstretched right arm. The figure moved with a measured, almost mechanical precision; a series of deliberate actions rather than a fluid motion. The dark figure looked up, following the line of the outstretched arm, hand, and its extended index finger—pointing directly at the chimney stack.

The deepening night intensified the glow from the SUV's lights and the pool of ancillary light revealed that for a few feet around the corpse, the ground was smooth, almost polished, in contrast to the rippled texture beyond. It was the work of a stage-hand, not the desert wind. The corpse and mysterious figure were both interlopers. The Stranger circled to the left and bent down again, examining the corpse's half-exposed face.

The Stranger noticed that the corpse's clothes were wet. A fluid was oozing from its half-open mouth, puddling under the torso. Then, the Stranger leaned-in further, arching over the corpse with a slow, stiff deliberation. A faint odour reached the Stranger, not the brackish smell of the lake, but something else entirely. There, unmistakable! The yeasty aroma of beer. The thought was an absurdity: a man drowned in the desert, on beer? It was not a crime scene; it was a grotesque piece of theatre. The dead man's left hand was clenched into a fist; inside was an object. The dark stranger stood up, moved again to the left, and bent down once again to inspect it. It was round, coin-shaped. The writing on the token was indistinct.

The crouching Stranger stood up. Looked from the abandoned building to the shoreline of Lake Mead; the water glinting silver in the gloam.

The Stranger turned away; returning the vehicle got in and closed the driver’s door. Then followed a proven routine: clenching the top of the wheel with both hands then allowing each to fall, left and right, downwards along the arc of the wheel. Next the seat belt. Finally, the mirrors; wings, followed by the rear-view one. All the while, the would-be driver stared straight ahead.

Routine complete, the Stranger's right hand pushed the ignition button. The engine purred and the high-beams blinked before bursting back to life. Procedures complete!

The Stranger sat mulling over the scene. Why? Why here? Why now? A fleeting wry smile flickered across the Stranger 's face and an ironic thought formed: ‘Maybe this is the high-water mark of Las Vegas.’

Now adjusting the rear-view mirror, the Stranger placed the gearshift into Reverse, manoeuvring the SUV back down the rise. In their sweeping arc, the vehicle's beams caught the signpost, 'St Thomas', in the enveloping darkness. The vehicle changed direction, as the Stranger turned it to follow the dirt road before turning left and to the junction with State 167.

Over the mesa’s crest, bright lights and a big city beckoned in the Meadow.




CHAPTER 5: News fit to print

Luke sat nestled into the corner booth of Vickie's, a retro 1950s diner full of the requisite kitsch. The booth felt tight table as the table was fixed to the floor, far too close to the booth's pink and white plastic-coated sofa. Luke was forced to sit rigidly upright against the hard ribbed back of the bench.

The intense morning light intruded through the set of venetian blinds, more décor than defence against the desert's radiant sun. In his hands, Luke held open a copy of the Las Vegas Journal' He was scanning the pages. It was an old-fashioned habit; he enjoyed the tactile feel of paper between his fingertips. It seemed to give more credence to the information conveyed: a conceit he fully accepted with a smile. In addition to the sensual benefit, this scan was also a form of mental warm-up, an exercise in connecting-the-dots.

Nestled amongst the various articles of nefarious goings-on in Vegas—lengthy articles describing the verbal skills of a two-headed dog, aliens spotted at Planet Hollywood and shorter notes about various out-of-state calamities—Luke's attention was caught by one in particular.

‘Drowned man found in desert’.

The fulsome waitress disturbed Luke's reverie. The badge, pinned to her white waitress uniform, identified her as ‘Lynda’.

"More coffee?" she enquired. Lynda’s kind hazel eyes and a dazzling smile were framed in her mid-length brunette hair.

Luke looked up, beaming back. "Yes please," he responded in his most crystal-cut English accent – received pronunciation, RP for short.

The waitress poured, never diverting her gaze from Luke's deep blue eyes. "I see you here often, but you are not from here, are you?"

"Who is?" replied Luke in a soft, jocular tone, his smile matching hers.

Luke caught himself. He had too much to do and chose not to continue the warming banter. The waitress waited. Realising the conversation would not blossom, Lynda straightened and turned slowly, her gaze lingering as she resumed her sashaying tour of the half-filled diner. A conversation to be found.

Luke returned to the paper. On the top right corner of Page 5, was the article of the drowned man. He quickly scanned it: 'Body of a male found in the desert at the site of one of Nevada's abandoned ghost towns... the apparent cause of death was drowning... Police continue to investigate but do not suspect foul play.' Luke looked up, thinking to himself: 'An absurdity! St Thomas is at least ten miles from any water. How could this death not be suspicious?!'

Other thoughts began to crowd Luke’s mind.

His application was due for submission that very day. Luke had completed it, checked it again. 'It is finished,' he thought, unconvincingly. 'Perhaps just one more review.'

What Luke needed now was a base, a home, a place to bring his ambitions to fruition. Not just commercial success, but a purpose. It was known within certain circles that @cme Ventures were offering a slot in their technology incubator program, with funding for a novel idea. It would be a perfect spot for Luke to bring his agentic Spirit program from proof-of-concept to commercial realisation.

His scan completed, Luke folded the newspaper and extracted his MacBook. He located his application in the draft box of his email account and reviewed it again. Nerves. It was always the same before a significant decision.

Luke rubbed his now sweaty palms on his thighs. Nerves folded to confidence. He made a few minor punctuation edits, then decided to add the phrase 'I love to find and connect the dots' under the section titled 'Describe Yourself’, inspired by the 'Drowned Man' article. Luke permitted himself a small smile. 'Good,' he muttered reassuringly. He clicked the ‘submit’ button. An acknowledgment message flashed on his laptop’s screen.

In one smooth motion, Luke sat back and flipped down his laptop screen. His attention was caught again by the 'Drowned Man' headline. He read it again. Slowly and carefully. Leaning back, he gazed out at the brightly lit morning. 'It makes no sense; but what does in Las Vegas except the pursuit of pleasure and money?'

Looking at his watch, a Bell & Ross steel chronograph; Luke realised he would be late for his noon shift. He glanced at the bill, shimmied out of the booth, and stood, revealing his 6'4" frame. Grey sweater, white shirt, black Paige jeans; off-duty but presentable. Luke took his wallet from his back pocket and extracted a twenty-dollar bill.

Shouldering his backpack, Luke waved to the waitress, and with quick, purposeful strides, reached the door. He paused, opened it, then entered the vibrant fantasy world of the Las Vegas’ Strip. He was heading for Paradise Tower—hidden in plain sight amongst the city’s ersatz skyline.




CHAPTER 6: Apprentice approved

The diner behind him, Luke hurriedly made his was down South Las Vegas Boulevard: the so-called 'Strip’. Hopping out of the Xuke he used the pedestrian bridge, passing by the New York-New York complex; his backpack over one shoulder. It was his third week on the job.

The first two had been a blur of administrative duties: the balance spent driving deliveries for the guests of Paradise Tower. Luke was still amused that he was the only one of sixty-six applicants to be offered the position, despite a lack of chauffeuring experience. The other sixty-five candidates had all failed the mandatory drugs tests. 'Exhale’, as the billboards chided drivers along Interstate-15, I-15, that bifurcates the city. Clearly, many didn't understand the warning, or perhaps they were not literate in English.

Luke was on his way to the subterranean car lobby of Paradise Tower, set two levels below the Boulevard amidst the surrounding casino complexes. He pulled open one of the glass doors of the food court at the entrance of the Park MGM hotel-casino, entered and stopped. Luke’s eyes adjusted to the interior light of the casino.

He was surprised to see Michael Booker leaning against a pillar. Michael was the senior chauffeur and fleet manager for Paradise Tower. He was a well-preserved African-American, 6'1" in height. Being in his late fifties, as Luke guessed, Michel had a good build; testimony to physical activities and training—military and sports. Michael's close-cropped hair was greying at the temples. He wore the standard Paradise driver’s uniform: a black bomber jacket over a crisp white shirt, dark trousers, and soft black leather sneakers. He seemed like a man for whom punctuality was a form of moral code. Michael was looking at his digital watch. It read '09:30'.

Luke bounded up the half-dozen steps from street level to the casino floor. "Morning," he said. "I wasn't expecting to see you here."

"Morning," Michael greeted Luke with a smile, extending his hand, “You are on time; just!” His dialect was a slow and soft American lilt. Michael had an easy charm that was signalled by his playful eyes and warm smile.

"I was nearby and thought I would walk you down," responded the older man. "Your probation period is ending today. You've not met the head of operations, Mr. Hatcher. He'd like to meet you before we confirm the offer."

Probation? In the rush of the last few days—the application, Spirit coding, the news of the Drowned Man—Luke had almost forgotten. A flicker of unease went through him. Michael's gaze shifted, a quick, subtle scan of the area over Luke's shoulder.

"Come on, follow me," Michael instructed, turning and heading into the gaudy confusion of the Park MGM's gaming floor.

Luke was intrigued. As Michael looked over his shoulder, a flicker of surveillance in the glance, Luke's mind processed the variables. 'Was he expecting someone else?'

The clash of colours, décor, and lights was an assault on the senses, especially the hideous carpets; but all designed for a single purpose. Michael walked down the main passageway with its carpeted swirling pattern. After a few hundred feet, he angled right, following the signs for 'Aria' – fire to frying pan The cavernous casino gave way to a large, white-walled corridor lined with abstract black and white art. After a dozen yards, Michael stopped at a non-descript door on the right-hand side. It had the obligatory digital entry portal with keypad, card reader, and small fish-eye lens.

With a twinkle in his eyes, Michael bent down and looked into the lens. There was a soft 'click,' and the door opened inwards a few inches. Michael stood erect, pushed the door open for Luke to enter, and then followed him into the white, drab corridor.

This hidden, unassuming corridor was the entrance to Paradise Tower. It ran for another twenty feet to a second, similar door. Michael repeated his movements, and the second door opened.

The décor inside this second corridor was markedly different: beige textile walls, with white lighting from low-profile sconces. At the end, a final barrier: a split door of brushed steel. It screamed 'security.' Luke commented as much to Michael, who countered: "Yeah much better since we replaced the AetherStream system."

As the pair approached, the split doors parted, revealing an elevator. Its cabin had mirrored walls, a small chandelier, small settee and charcoal grey carpet. Both men entered and turned. No idle chit-chat.

The first time Luke had used this entrance, he was reminded of the opening title scenes of the TV show ‘Get Smart’. Typically, nothing was as it seemed at the Tower.

The elevator descended effortlessly.

When the doors opened again, it was into a different world. The subterranean garage was a cavern of smooth grey concrete and a shade darker, acrylic floor; the air chilled and smelling of ozone exhaust. Strip lighting in the ceiling cast everything in a flat, shadowless glare. The forecourt had the lay-out of most Las Vegas casinos' rideshare stations. Three immense, shiny, black Cadillac Escalades were parked against the far wall, like sleeping predators. Next to them , a slash of defiant colour: an equally enormous, yet expertly crafted orange coloured Bentley Continental.

Luke and Michael turned left toward the small, rectangular valet booth. Luke's Chelsea boots clicked on the polished surface, each step announcing him, as he walked behind Michael. At the booth, Luke entered first and froze. It was already occupied by two other men, both Caucasians.

The elder one was seated at the booth’s solitary desk; a lean, weather-beaten man with thinning grey hair. Dressed in blue jeans and an open blue-check shirt, his snakeskin cowboy boots seemed out of place. He wasn't looking at the new arrivals. In front of him, spread open, was a folded copy of the 'Las Vegas Journal'. Luke shuddered. The man was studying the exact same headline he had read in the diner: ‘Drowned man found in desert.’

The other man, younger, in his mid-thirties, leant against the booth’s interior wall. He wore the same driver's uniform: black Levis, black prowler sneakers but with a white collared shirt. Yet his black bomber jacket was stylish, if somewhat oversized, and looked to be made sumptuous leather. He was of middling height, say 5’10”; and had thick, unruly curly dark hair. His brown eyes watched Luke's entry with a sharp, assessing intensity.

Michael entered the booth and placed a clipboard, that administrative fossil, alongside the open newspaper. He then retraced his steps and stood behind Luke at the transom. Guardian of the door, or not party to the meeting about to ensue?

Luke, who had remained standing a few feet into the small booth, was uncertain what to do. His smile waned.

"Good morning to you Luke. I am Ashan Hatcher," the older man said, his voice a slow, grating Western drawl. He held out his right hand without looking up at Luke, his attention shifting from the newspaper to the clipboard.

Luke moved forward a pace, shook the outstretched hand, then stepped back. There was a pause as Hatcher shifted his attention from the clipboard and lifted his head looking, past Luke’s shoulder, towards Michael.

"Also, congratulations for being selected, our one and only successful applicant." Hatcher's slow, grating cadence matched his grainy complexion.

The dark-haired, younger man against the wall remained expressionless, unmoving.

"Thank you. I am pleased to be here," responded Luke.

"Amongst many roles here at Paradise Tower, I am the Director of Operations," intoned Hatcher. "You can consider this your probationary interview."

Silence settled again on the room.

"How many years have you driven a commercial vehicle?"

"None," replied Luke, matching the tenor of the discussion. "But I have held a driving licence for over nine years and driven extensively in the UK, Europe and US."

Hatcher held Luke's gaze. "As many of the drivers, you are 'not from here.' How well do you know Vegas?"

"I like to drive. I have a car and have driven quite a bit about the city, as well as trips to Nevada and California during the last few months."

Hatcher paused; giving a side-ways glance, first at Michael and then at the dark-haired man.

"Why are you in Vegas? Michael tells me you're studying here at UNLV."

Luke rattled off his answer: "I am completing my post-doctorate in Behavioural Sciences; decision-making and the trade-offs between Myerson-Satterthwaite and Bayesian theorems."

There was a small hint of a smile on Michael's expression. The dark-haired man's vacant expression suddenly changed, displaying an intensity in his gaze as he straightened his stance against the wall. He had moved with a fluid, disciplined economy that seemed at odds with his casual lean. For the first time, Luke noticed that the young dark-haired man wasn't just relaxed; he was perfectly still, like a predator conserving energy.

"Am I to be impressed?" replied Hatcher rhetorically. "Seems that you are a mite overqualified in some respects and woefully underqualified in others."

No-one stirred.

Hatcher's expression did not change. "Michael has explained that we have a ‘zero-tolerance’ policy here for each and every unacceptable infraction," he said then paused, not expecting a response to his rolling monologue.

Unable to resist, Luke responded: "I suppose any conceivable infraction includes 'everything'."

He then added: "So I better just do a good job at driving and not get distracted."

Hatcher's expression remained unchanged. 'Smart-ass,' he thought, 'but the kid is probably reliable and not a flake.'

He resumed the incantation. "We are thinking of ending your probationary period. Drugs and drink are reasons for immediate dismissal, no questions. But in your case, you are going to have to really try for those reasons." He paused. "What will get you fired even faster is messing with the residents. Discretion and confidentiality are sacrosanct here. So, no idle chit-chat, no gossiping, no social media. The Tower is a sanctuary. I am sure Michael has warned you."

Luke nodded.

"Listen to instructions, but not to chatter. Keep your passenger safe. Be polite. Recognise faces but don't become familiar with the residents!" Hatcher paused again. "I can only reiterate... if you get fired from here, I will see to it that you will never get another job in the city, except cleaning the latrines at a Harry Reid departure gate."

Luke nodded again. 'Let's just get through with this stilted ritual,' he thought.

All the while, the young dark-haired man had watched Luke intently. Michael was expressionless.

Luke, out of curiosity, asked: "Who are the residents and what do they do?"

For the first time, Michael's demeanour stiffened. Hatcher raised his head and locked eyes with Luke. The atmosphere in the small booth was charged.

"You don't need to know more than their names," drawled Hatcher. "Whatever you see, they say or tell you in the limo is best to forget. Your job is to get them from A to B safely and punctually."

Silence again.

"Is that clearly understood?" said Hatcher, grinding out each syllable.

"Yes!" responded Luke in a Boy-Scoutish manner. "Absolutely clear. Resident first."

Luke, now attuned to the dialogue, asked: "And what if there is a problem, say being hit by a driverless car, or… the Police are involved?"

Hatcher stared at Luke. 'He is not so bad,' he thought. Standing up, he answered: "If it’s not your fault, insurance will cover it; otherwise make the best of it!"

Hatcher was of medium height, 5'9", with a solid build. He left the folded newspaper but took the clipboard and moved for the door, forcing Luke and Michael to flatten themselves against the wall. As he left, Hatcher handed the clipboard to Michael and turned to face the booth’s audience.

"I have suggested to Michael that Alex Manners here take you for a final check-out drive. If that goes well, consider yourself part of the team. Michael will always be your main point of contact." Hatcher paused, "Unless you hear from me." With that, he walked across the garage forecourt far into its dimly lit recess. There he found his got into his worn pick-up truck, with Utah state plates, and drove out.

The tension in the room eased. 'Now that was an odd encounter,' Luke thought.

Michael's taut shoulders visibly eased. The dark-haired man had yet to say a word. Luke turned to face him.

"We've not been introduced. My name is Luke," he said, extending his right hand.

Taking it, the dark-haired man responded in a rich tone: "Alex." A trace of vetiver and clean cotton, a scent chosen, like everything else about him, to suggest openness while giving nothing away.

Michael rolled his head. "Ok, to work! Luke, you can get acquainted with Alex before his shift begins at 11 o'clock. Then you can relieve Grant."

Without waiting, Michael handed the clipboard to Alex, who took it in his left hand, and left the booth, following Hatcher's path.

The two younger men looked at each other. Then Alex moved past Luke and went out into the forecourt.

"Bayesian theorem?" Alex said to no-one in particular, as Luke followed him.

"Yes," responded Luke.

Alex continued: "It is helpful when combined with Markov decision process and reinforcement of Learning, especially when trying to beat the odds."

"You gamble or perhaps study it?" asked Luke excitedly.

"No, but an astute supposition... Watson," Alex replied, his tone soft, but his eyes held an unnerving focus. He gave a small, almost imperceptible smile. "It's all about systems, isn't it?

Seeing the rules that govern the game—whether it's cards, or code, or people. Once you see the system, you can exploit it."

"I suppose you are Holmes?" retorted Luke.

"No, not at all. Just Alex," came the soft reply.

Their intellectual jousting was interrupted by the arrival of a petite Asian woman, of middle age, from the elevator.

"Who is that?" asked Luke, coming alongside Alex's left.

"Dr. Vivian Cho. A biomedical engineer who works at the UNLV lab. You are practically campus neighbours," responded Alex with a sardonic smile. "Pity, but don't get excited. Only Grant is allowed to drive her."

"Why?"

"Dr Cho's express wishes."

During this exchange, Dr. Cho had spotted Grant Montgomery emerging from the nearest black Escalade. Grant, a tall figure at 6'4", walked around to open the passenger door for her. Dr. Cho, only 5' 4", took a large step up into the mammoth vehicle.

Grant did not look at his colleagues, but in a stilted manner retraced his steps and got back in the vehicle. No coffee in his hand. No sandwich on the dashboard. Nothing. Luke barely registered it, but somewhere in the back of his mind, the absence was filed for future reference.

Having watched the show, Luke turned to Alex. "So, what is it that you do?"

"Ahhhh," replied Alex enigmatically. "I am a limo driver at Paradise Tower." With that, he sauntered to the foremost of the remaining vehicles, got in the driver's seat, and closed the door. The Escalade purred into life. The window opened and Alex called out, “But if you think you can code, let's do so!". As the window closed, he steered the second Cadillac up and out of the garage.

Luke was left standing alone in the leviathan space. He stood and watched the whole choreographed sequence. 'Weird, just weird,' he thought. 'Not a natural dynamic at all. Everyone is tense. Playing roles, yet unrehearsed.'

Suddenly, the unfinished written application reared up in his mind.

Luke retraced his steps to the booth and sat at the worktable. He rummaged in his backpack and pulled out his tablet to draft the prose that he would later write out in longhand and send to @cme Ventures.

Draft completed, Luke decided to clear his mind. He borrowed one of the remaining Escalades, driving it out and into the encroaching gloam of a Meadow evening.




CHAPTER 7: Paradise's Crucible

There is a Paradise, in this case a township within the confines of Clark County, Nevada. It has its own ordinances, rules, and behaviours; all worthy of its name. Within its bounds sits Paradise Tower; itself an oddity, unique. It was a building set in plain sight but not visible to those who don't know how to see it. The Tower serves as a home for the most affluent of Las Vegas's high-roller gamblers. Not just whales, but uber-whales. 'Sperms,' a Paradise Tower chauffeur once quipped. But not all the occupants were male, nor were their carnal energies so pronounced. There were other residents who immersed themselves in the Shadow-world and the associated Deep Dark Web.

***

Luke enjoyed driving. The mere act was cathartic; especially a manual shift or in manual mode. Luke thought as he drove, often with no clear destination on the map, it was clarity in his head he craved. As befitted an English ‘public-school’ boy wth an Oxford degree, currently becalmed in the desert of Nevada, Luke’s mind looked for dots to connect.

This evening, he was on the orbital Interstate-11 and turning west past Desert Pines back towards Downtown.

The desert landscape is deceptively bleak. It does not sleep; nor choose to reveal itself. It merely waits for the Sun to choose a side to illuminate. So to with the Gemini community of the Meadow.

From the driver’s seat of the borrowed Escalade, Luke scanned the horizon. To his mind there was a metaphysical division. To the north and his left, the jagged outline of Gass Peak was a bruised purple, hiding the ‘Mortal Twin’—the grim Castor.

Deep in those shadows lay the military-industrial heart of the United Sates: the silent hangars of Nellis and the scorched earth of the Nevada Test and Training Site of atom bomb fame. This was the Nevada of residual lead and military logistics, a world of drones and nexus of cabling to energize its digital eyes and ears. It was the twin that understood gravity, secrets and the inevitable decay of the flesh.

Then, Luke turned his eyes south and right. There, the ‘Immortal Twin’—glitzy Pollux, was screaming in neon. The Strip was a jagged line of light that defied the dawn, anchored by sparkling monoliths. By day reflecting, by evening shining from megawatts of lighting—with Paradise Tower hidden within. This was the Meadow of the ‘divine wins’; where the House never died and the RNG chips spun a billion destinies a second. It was a place of illusions and paradoxes. High-stakes "whales," and the untouchable aura of the elite lived as if the desert floor, and its laws, did not exist amidst the implacable realities of human behaviours. The grist of secrets under the grinding weight of Life.

Luke changed lanes and shifted the gear of the vehicle.

In the myth, the Dioscuri shared a soul but lived in different worlds: one in the light of Olympus; the other in the dark of Hades. What Luke still had to appreciate, a chauffeur for the Tower, was that he had become a ferryman between them. He carried the residents’ mortal secrets of the bases to and from the immortal sanctuary of the Tower. For Luke would come to realise that when the twins finally collided, the Meadow would be disturbed.

With his full fifty-mile orbital completed on Interstates 215 followed by 95,11 and then 15; Luke returned to the Tower via the Flamingo exit and a trundle down the South Las Vegas Boulevard. Reaching the valet station, Luke left the SUV as he found it.

Spirit beckoned as he made his way home to Naked Town.

Countless psychological studies have proven what is obvious to any observer. Gambling is an addiction, fuelled by the release of dopamine. It is that rush that overwhelms one's senses, including common sense. But what is the distance between gambling and everyday decisions? That was the crux of Spirit.

For many, Las Vegas is simply a play town, but it has a darker twin: power. Where wealth is created, secrets follow. This arid scrubland has been tamed in the relentless pursuit of wealth and power, creating an arena of human passions where many enjoy and a select few profit.

To a cognitive scientist such as Luke Carmichael, Las Vegas is an ongoing experiment at a metropolitan scale. It is a city of contradictions and tensions. At its heart is the dynamic between individual enterprise and government authority, given expression in the arena of human excitement. Money and power changing hands, in an instant or over years, all based on choices and decisions.

The Dioscurian relationship of the Meadow is constantly evolving, its dynamic balance becoming more complex, yet it endures. This confection was product of expediencies and compromises which have allowed the city's inherent tensions to be accommodated by the 'Now' rather than precedents.

From its 'discovery' as a watering hole along the Old Santa Fe trail, 'The Meadow' was far from established civilisation. It provided a refuge. In the early 1900s, railway engineers tried to make Las Vegas a viable stop, but local conditions were too harsh. In desperation, the townsfolk turned to the easiest path: offering what was banned elsewhere. Las Vegas went from way-station to destination. To thrive, it needed an enduring organising structure.

Enter the Fed.

The US Federal Government's enormous investments in infrastructure and military capabilities would not have been possible without the raunchy safety valve that Las Vegas' depravities offered.

The vast empty spaces of the Meadow made it ideal territory for a gunnery range during the First World War. The Federal footprint grew. Economic calamity and the desperate search for water led to the creation of Hoover Dam. Boulder City was regulated; neighbouring Las Vegas was left beyond the pale, thriving on the desires of lonely construction workers and soldiers. The provision of wine, women, song, and games of chance were the final jolts of life for this urban Frankenstein. Nevada was the only state in the Union shielded from the puritanical tides of Prohibition.

In 1931, local controls were relaxed on gambling, prostitution, and drink. World War II’s victory saw scaled demands from both citizens and soldiers. After the war, an explosion of personal wealth propelled increasing numbers of punters to the Meadow. The early casino proprietors engineered the creation of their own township of Paradise, placing a tax-free, ordinance-light envelope around the future Strip.

While Uncle Sam's influence remained, Adam Smith's many hands took hold. First, the Mafia organised the Strip. Howard Hughes' arrival in 1966 was a Vulcan hammer blow. Wall Street strengthened it: financial spigots opened and leveraged, made possible by the reliable mores of the Mormons. They set the orderly basis for Las Vegas' explosive growth. No longer just gambling, but a destination of pleasure. Further titans followed – Hilton, Kerkorian, Sarno. Booms begat Busts that begat Booms. The cycle continued, accelerating in pace and scale.

What remained evergreen was the continual investment in military capabilities. A shield kept burnished and sword sharp. Las Vegas offered a domestic retreat for Uncle Sam’s increasingly digital warriors

It was irony to some that Las Vegas, the ultimate capitalist town, should be born of Federal need.

More so that at the time of Hoover Dam's construction, the US Government’s activities accounted for less than one percent of national GDP. Today, it stands at over fifty percent!

Las Vegas offers an arena to taste forbidden fruit, in whatever form.

It was in this crucible that Paradise, with its Tower, was fabricated and thrived.




CHAPTER 8: Partners

To the outside world, things often appear different to the underlying reality. Just as with Paradise Tower, it had its secrets; so too did Dan Rocca.

Naturally, as the majority owner of the Tower, Dan had first pick of its apartments. His was the sprawling penthouse which occupied the upper floor, its 'fly through' layout commanding the best views of the Strip.

Now Dan was sitting in his office at the southern end of the unit, with a guest in front of him. A bottle of Louis X111 cognac stood on the credenza behind Dan, its level noticeably lower than last week. He sat in a high-backed, black leather swivel chair, an egotistical artifact of would-be executives. Dan was fiddling with his cigar, a Cohiba, as well as a specialised lighter; an affectation he had picked up later in life, trying to bring both to life.

"You know Dan, after all these years I thought you would have changed out all this original décor - so 'developer!" said the slight man, Leo Geller, sitting in the black and chrome Barcelona sofa-chair opposite. A trace of Tom Ford’s Tobacco Vanille had settled in the room upon his arrival, sweet and dominant, a scent that announced arrival before the man himself. As Leo fingered the sides of the iconic chair he thought to himself: 'Probably a knock-off, so Dan.' Then continuing out loud, Leo said: "I gather Jane Fisher has done wonders with her apartment."

"You know Leo, you are full of shit," retorted Dan. "After all these years, one would have thought you would have had all your finances in order. Finding a few million for an unbeatable opportunity should be a cinch!"

The two men had been co-investors for many years. Paradise Tower was their first co-investment: Dan owned ninety-one percent; Leo the balance of nine.

"Now Dan, you know that for the right prospect there is always 'funding'. I have found my share; now you need to find yours," stated Leo in a matter-of-fact tone.

Finally, Dan managed to light his cigar. With a deep inhalation, the Cohiba’s end changed colour to incandescent orange, as Dan sat back slowly in his would-be throne, exhaling a smile of pleasure within an expanding cloud of smoke.

"Paradise Tower is a rock-solid asset. We own it free and clear. We can leverage it to free up the cash we need for 'Project Adam'," Leo explained in an anxious tone. Taking the ensuing silence as a signal of acquiescence, he adopted a conspiratorial tone. "If you don't want to do that, then you can 'up' the consulting fee."

'Yes’, thought Dan as he puffed again. 'Paradise Tower is my only solid asset, apart from my network and "good" name.'

What no-one knew, including Leo, was that Dan was so deeply indebted that there was no funding to be had from Paradise Tower. Its cash flow was insufficient to service the debts. But the debts were the least of it. The real problem was the ‘Arrangement’. Dan’s penury had forced him to sell his original art and delay any remodelling. His financial arrangements were flimsy, a veritable 'house of cards'. The cigar had its intended calming effect.

Dan's mind shifted, considering the myriad arrangements he had with the clandestine parties that called Paradise Tower 'home'. Parties he was expected to manage, but never to fully control. The quiet threat behind that expectation was a constant, low susurrus beneath the surface of his life.

His silent musings were broken by Leo. "I got the introduction to Boris Volkov and his countrymen. That has brought us in a lot of dough for giving them very little."

Leo had negotiated the deal as a desperate measure. A move made without full sanction. The 'cut' of the Russian hackers' proceeds sat more uncomfortably with Dan than it did his partner. A risk taken. Leo reached absent-mindedly with his right hand to fiddle with the clear band, with its thin filament, strapped on his left wrist and wondered if Dan knew.

"What about Lambert and all the cryptocurrency trading you two have been doing?"

'Ahh, that was the calamitous move,' sighed Dan to himself. Strangely in Las Vegas, it was not gambling but being overleveraged in his options trading that had sucked him in.

"So, we have done well!" stated Leo, but his voice lacked conviction.

Dan's face remained expressionless. 'I have lied to everyone. I had to.'

Leo paused, then added: "You, Daniel Rocca, make this community function! You have that innate skill to attract the right sort of people and keep the unseemly but ever-present dark forces at bay. That has value... and I like our own arrangement."

Silence quickly followed huckster-ish promotion.

Dan took out and held his cigar at an angle with his right hand. Looking over its glowing yet dull greyish tinged end he considered his partner. 'Leo thinks so highly of himself, yet he remains ignorant. Always the salesman.'

The two men sat in their individual reveries; the guest anxious, the host not. Leo looked down at his left wrist, a thin, hair-thin band of mauve light was apparent: he touched the device. Noticing Leo’s movement, Dan took two more draws, then lifted himself from his throne and walked around the desk to sit in the matching Barcelona to Leo's left.

"Leo…," he began, "you are just interested in just one thing. That is the member between your legs and how to keep it going for eternity."

Leo winced. "Not quite true," the wiry man replied tartly. "The prospect of extending a healthy life is my absolute priority. My virility is just a confirmation of that!"

"You mean your naked woman painting is the testimony to your virility?" Dan chided.

Leo smiled. "Always the next one, eh?" He then brought the conversation back. "Dan, my focus is on Project Adam. That is where my time, energy and funds are going. You told me we were partners! We are, aren't we?", an imploring timber in his voice.

Dan let the question hang. Then leaning forwards he said: "But who says it will ever work? Paradise Tower does function. As for the new funding, that has always been my responsibility. I am exploring some options." Dan’s response was crisp. The meeting was over. "Ok?"

Leo held Dan's gaze for a few seconds. His anxious expression gave way to a weak smile: "Yeah, OK," he responded. His pitch having failed, this time.

Dan stood, then followed by Leo, escorted his partner to the elevator, thinking he looked frail. Its doors were already open.

Leo stopped, looking into the mirrored cabin as if he were a condemned man. Despite near similar heights, the guest looked slight against the taller and fuller framed warden. Leo straightened his posture, turned to Dan, and extended his arm to shake hands ‘goodbye’.

The doors closed. Dan was left alone, the frenetic splashes of light from the Strip's incessant billboards flashing into his apartment, his only company.

Concerns raced through Dan’s mind. 'Mission critical! I have to close the deal... or the game is literally up. No everlasting life for Leo, in fact no life for me.’ The flow eased. ‘But a sale was not an escape. It was an exchange of one cage for another, perhaps a smaller, deadlier one.’

Dan made his way to his study as the torrent of thoughts had abated and his mind became fixed on the letter. ‘I have to close the deal with Perez and his sports franchise, or the game is literally up!' he mused, wincing at his own double pun as he reoccupied his comforting chair.

Dan had a wry self-deprecating sense of humour. It helped in difficult moments.




CHAPTER 9: The New World Order

The Dark Web is where the hackers live, such as Yuri Reznikov. The only borders he recognised lay around his heart.

Yuri, leaning back in his imitation Eames executive chair, contemplating the coding lines that filled his six-screen monitor array. He reached casually with his right-hand and lifted the near-empty can of Red Bull to his lips, emptying its contents while keeping his attention locked on his screens. It was a difficult articulation, especially for a body long estranged from its own physical needs. The energising nectar had its effect. In the dimly lit, chilled, and windowless room, Yuri was crafting his magnus opus.

Suddenly, instinctively, Yuri leaned forward. Something in the lines of code caught his attention, cutting through the fog of Ego. Red lights flashed. The program had frozen.

Yuri considered the screens and tried to discern the reason for the error messages. It was not obvious. Opus minimus. He cursed in Russian: "Der’mo!”

He leant back, straightening his frame and fished out an old clamshell mobile phone from his right front jeans pocket. A strange place to keep it when seated, but Yuri felt it was the most secure place for his most precious possession. He hit the speed dial button associated with a cartoon icon of 'Wile E Coyote'.

"Hi, it's me," blurted Yuri in his Russian.

"You're calling to tell me you love me!" responded the mid-Atlantic accented voice in English, with a flat-pan jocular tone.

"No, no. I never like this humour. Listen, Talos has frozen again."

"Hmmmh. What did you do? Drop him in water?"

"Be serious," Yuri said, now switching to English. "We are late and Talos does not work!"

"You know it is a process of trial and error. It is just to continue testing the next alternative string," responded the Voice in a more serious tone.

"But we are late,…you are late!" Yuri replied, stressing the 'you'.

"You have the run sheet. Continue to the next variation, log the results and I will check them later this evening. Got to go," stated the Voice, then rang off suddenly.

Yuri was left uncomfortably alone. There was no satisfaction from his screens and no solace from his fellow-programmer.

***

Alex hit the red phone icon on his mobile phone, cradled on the dashboard of the Cadillac, ending the call with Yuri. He then returned his hands to the steering wheel and concentrated on the slow traffic. Alex was on his way to Harry Reid airport to pick up one of the Paradise Tower residents.

Yuri had his merits, Alex thought as he gazed absently through the windscreen at the long line of red taillights in front of him. But Yuri is not the great programmer he likes to believe he is. The association with Yuri and his nefarious collaborators had certainly brought Alex further along on his dream but they were not the ones to bring it to fruition.

Returning to the tasks at hand, Yuri opened the folder on his screen. The new Talos program would require his undivided attention for hours, days even. Yet, there were more pressing, mundane tasks to be attended to.

The latest malware attack was still being processed. Its progress needed to be monitored to ensure that the target had paid the ransom as well as the associates managed and kept in order. To that end, Yuri still needed a decision from Boris Volkov as to whether to unlock the target's system or not, once payment has been made. Yuri's feeling was 'yes'. It meant that future attacks would be remunerative. But Boris was more belligerent, even abusive. 'Hit them, hit them hard and then leave them down'. It was a 'scorched-earth' strategy that seemed to reflect Volkov’s past in the Donetsk region of Ukraine.

Yuri sometimes wondered about Boris' boasts and claims of his military experiences. Many of them sounded too fanciful to be true, even if embellished as was Boris's style. 'Give him a straw and he would sell it as a house,' as Yuri’s deceased grandmother would say.

***

Yuri's odyssey to date would have been incomprehensible to his babushka at one level, yet she had a knack for understanding the salient points of human nature. Yuri was precocious child. His grandmother would often chide him in Yiddish: ‘Klieg, Klieg, Klieg-Du bist a Nar’. Born into a well-to-do family, Yuri's Soviet-era parents were hard hit by the cataclysmic changes of perestroika and the Fall of the Berlin Wall.

His daydreaming quickly morphed to a matter closer to hand. Yuri took a perverse delight in imagining the effects on the victims of his ransomware attacks.

***

Under the cover of digital shadows, the ransomware hacker waits. The extorting demand has been made—cold, unyielding, and brutally precise. ‘Pay the ransom!’, or the company's data will be lost to a digital oblivion; or worse, exposed to the world.

Across the globe, a room full of panicked executives gather around in a dimly lit boardroom.

Sleepless eyes stared at a single message glowing on the screen, its words harsh and final. 'Pay 10 Monero to this address within 72 hours, or all your data will be released'.

The company has tried everything—IT experts, cybersecurity firms, even desperate appeals on hacker forums—but the deadline looms. The company has no other choice. The ransom must be paid.

In a quiet corner office, the company's finance officer takes a deep breath and opens the cryptocurrency wallet. His hands shake as he types in the crypto coin address: indecipherable string of letters and numbers. Every reluctant keystroke taking him further into the darkness.

"Are we sure about this?" he whispers to the dark and empty office.

Silence.

With a final click, the finance office confirms the transaction. The screen flashes, and the Monero funds vanish! They dissolve into the decentralised ether of the blockchain: a one-way journey into the hacker's hidden lair.

Somewhere, in a hidden pocket of the web, the hacker's digital trap pings with the arrival of his bounty. The currency lands in his cold wallet. The hacker smirks, untraceable and invisible, as the funds are then siphoned off through a series of tumblers—automated mixing services that scatter each coin across a web of transactions, making them virtually impossible to trace.

Satiated, with one final click, the hacker sends the decryption key to his victim. Just like that, the spell is broken. The locked files are freed. Yet, the hacker has already disappeared into the depths of the darknet, the trail colder than the cryptocurrency they just claimed.

For the victims, the nightmare is over. But for the hacker, it's just another payday in the dark world of ransomware.

***

Yuri leant forwards and looked at the lower left screen of his massive array. A digital clock was running: a countdown for 96 hours; its read '17:29', time remaining for the @cme Casino to make its ransom payment in crypto. 'Still time,' Yuri thought. His gaze moved right, beyond he screens to the edge of his desk. There stood an antique, maritime-styled hourglass, filled with sand. It was one foot high, framed in four ornate wooden pillars. This juxtaposed relic reflected Yuri's interest in nautical paraphernalia, having been brought up in both St Petersburg and Odessa: key seaports for Imperial Russia. The pirate in him would turn it on occasion, especially during the last hour of any agreed deadline.

The Pirate sat back. Yuri checked the sands flowing downwards in the hourglass as his thoughts wandered to another intriguing project that Alex had mentioned in passing: a cipher-breaking key. 'Now that would be interesting,' Yuri smiled. He turned his attention back to his monitor array for the ‘Ralph Loop’ for the non-functional Talos and its 'Scenario 12'; then without looking down at his keyboard hit the 'Return' key.

The computer began its labours to bring Talos to life: an envigorated agentic AI trojan.




CHAPTER 10: Perambulations

It was late — past midnight — and Luke was conducting field research.

Naturally, not the kind he'd undertaken at Oxford. No control groups, no double-blind protocols, no ethics board approval. Just a young man walking through one of the most sophisticated behavioural manipulation environments ever constructed; taking mental notes.

Luke’s driving shift had ended at eight o'clock and he had already spent three hours coding on Spirit. He needed a break to reconnect. Hours immersed in the architecture of artificial decision-making had left him craving its opposite: the messy, irrational, gloriously human architecture of Las Vegas. Spirit was, at its core, an attempt to model how people actually made choices: the heuristics, the biases, the beautiful stupidities that no rational-choice economist had as yet fully considered. Where better to study those stupidities in their natural habitat than the greatest laboratory of human irrationality hitherto built?

Luke had entered through the Park MGM's ground-floor atrium. No yellow brick road was required. He was now somewhere in the interconnected labyrinth of walkways designed to connect all the casinos on the Strip into a tighter whole. Collusion? Monopolistic behaviour? Such cartel concerns only affected mundane industries such as energy, finance, airlines, etc; not the corporate pantheon of probabilities, with its coding and notions of chance. Regardless, the Construct kept the visiting public in the gaming arena; wherever they dropped their money.

The boundaries between casino properties were deliberately obscured. One flowed, ushered surreptitiously, from one casino floor to the next, denied the anchor of a wall, a window, or an exit sign that might suggest a world existed beyond that expanse of green felt. Luke had once timed himself walking from the Park MGM through to the Aria without encountering a single exterior view. Seventeen minutes. Ten thousand steps and a quarter of an hour in which the outside world simply did not exist. His walk further to the North Entrance of the Bellagio was a full two miles of confected enticements, devoid of daylight’s refreshing embrace.

Countless psychological studies had proven what was obvious to any observer: gambling was an addiction, overwhelming one’s senses, including common sense. Gambling was as old a pursuit as sex and as entrenched in the catalogue of human vices.

But what was the distance between gambling and everyday decisions? Every significant choice carries risk. Every career move, every relationship, every investment is a wager placed on an uncertain future. Taken to an extreme, a shareholder investing in corporations based on gambling was just a doubling of that urge! The difference between the poker player and the venture capitalist is not the underlying cognitive process: both are evaluating probabilities under conditions of radical uncertainty. Avarice, backed by branding, marketing and social media bridged the extremes. One is called vice; the other, vision.

Las Vegas understood this. The city's guiding principle was the relentless pursuit of profit by satisfying the desire for exuberant and exciting experiences. Feel the rush! It created an enduring, sybaritic and symbiotic relationship: escape and control, so in keeping with its Dioscurian nature.

'Spirit could map this,' Luke thought, glancing at the pulsing slot banks arranged in their careful arcs. 'Every cognitive bias on this floor — loss aversion, sunk cost fallacy, the gambler's fallacy — Spirit could identify them in real time, in any individual, to illuminate the dynamic and implications of choice. An agentic guardian angel on one’s shoulder, warning of the dangers of compulsion, or any other decision of weight.' An agentic ‘Ariadne’s Thread’: with a mind and voice of its own to guide the individual through Life’s labyrinth.

The question was whether anyone wanted to look, to escape? The pleasure might just be too intoxicating.

***

Setting aside the economics and cascading profits of gambling, Luke's fascination remained modern casino designs.

They had their origins in the opulent and dedicated spaces of mid-nineteenth-century Europe. There, only the select, socially acceptable and wealthy patrons could enjoy the thrill and rewards of gaming: financial sometimes, social often. In Europe's Monaco, Monte Carlo itself was a desperate construct; created and named for Charles III to try and rectify the appalling imbalances of his financially struggling principality. It success provided one with a mask of indulgent sophistication for those of wealth. Despite concerns, the casino’s allure was copied in selective locations in a handful of European cities under heavy regulation. Elsewhere it was banned by fearful governments. No need to add rampant gambling to the drowning alcoholism of 19th century society.

But it was the experiment in the Mojave Desert, as Las Vegas struggled to attract visitors, that modern casino design was born and continues to provide a leading edge in gambling industry, writ-large. Luke remained in awe of dopamine’s power to fuel an individual gambler. More so the reinforcing structural constructs - physical and mental to the power provided by interior design, layouts, lighting and aromas of the ‘casinos’. The exterior architectural styles served as temples to draw in the supplicant punters.

Luke passed a faded mural on a corridor wall; a painted cowboy on a neon horse, relics of the old Downtown aesthetic. It made him think of the men who had settled the Meadow and its ensuing activities. The original gaming tables of Las Vegas located 'Downtown', such as the: Golden Gate, Apache-Binion and Golden Nugget. They were invariably attached to a saloon or bar. It was Guy McAfee, no relation to the software firm, a former Los Angeles policeman accused of corruption, who fled to Vegas's 'Golden Gulch' and put down roots. He opened the Pair of Dice casino.

These early rudimentary establishments offered a selection of table games: cards, craps and roulette along with basic victuals. With demand and time these shacks became boxes, then motels. It was Thomas Hull, an enterprising Californian, who established the first hotel and casino — El Rancho. It was located south of Downtown, on what McAfee called the 'Strip'. El Rancho was designed to accommodate the growing number of out-of-town gamblers, mainly arriving by car from California.

Luke emerged into an older section of casino floor and felt the shift immediately: low ceilings pressing down, windowless walls closing in, the carpet dark and intricate beneath his feet. ‘Pure Friedman’.

In the early days casino interiors followed the accepted design principles of Bill Friedman: an accountant commissioned by the Mob owners. Friedman’s eighteen-point plan had provided the blueprint for a generation of casino design. His principles were rigorously applied for decades: attract the would-be gambler and keep him in place and playing. Make him feel wanted!

At the core sat the psychological principle of ‘loss aversion’. Luke knew it to be a perverse phenomenon: where the potential loss is perceived psychologically or emotionally as more daunting than an equivalent gain. Casino operators relied upon its potency to keep players engaged; spending more to avoid losing more or to recover a portion, rather than to win. 'In simpler words,' Luke reflected. 'Gamblers will always chase their losses. The House doesn't need to cheat. It only needs to wait’.

Removing a sense of time was achieved by the low ceilings, dark interiors with a lack of windows and absence of clocks on the wall. A true den of iniquity, especially as they were often filled with the smoke of cigarettes and cigars. Movement from the gaming tables was dissuaded by the provision of free food and drink at the gaming tables. A small cost given the huge margins of the gambling business. These principles largely worked as visitors became repeat customers – they felt treasured as treasure flowed one way, to the House.

***

'If Friedman had had Spirit,' Luke mused, pausing beside a bank of elderly slot machines that whirred with a mechanical obstinacy the newer models had lost, 'he wouldn't have needed the architecture at all.’

Luke’s imagination took hold. ‘He could have built profiles of every player who walked through the door — identified their specific vulnerabilities, their tipping points, their capacity for self-deception — and calibrated the experience in real time. The casino floor as algorithm’.

Luke shook himself. Sometimes his own thoughts frightened him.

He walked on, through a transitional corridor where the décor shifted perceptibly; ceilings rising, lighting warming, the oppressive geometry giving way to something more expansive. The evolution of casino design compressed into fifty metres of hallway.

Luke was always in wonder at the power of tokens.

It started with external signage. How to attract attention and visitors. In the Mob glory days of the '50s and '60s it was a hotel's principal means of identification for the approaching motorist, after a gruelling nine-hour journey across the Mojave Desert. 'Lady Luck' may reside at one of these establishments. These phallic symbols spoke to the raw energy of casinos. In some cases, the signs were taller than their host buildings. Clever design allowed some of them to be more impactful than their dimensions and wattage of lighting suggested. Luke smiled as he thought of the images of the Stardust and Dunes, even Flamingo. Icons of aspiration planted in scrubland, promising paradise to the sunburnt, thirsty and famished desperate jugadores. Maybe they should be called gambelleros Luke thought a and smiled to himself caught up in his own seeming cleverness

Luke nodded his head as he considered that every sign required its ‘porte-cochère’ — literally 'carriage gate,' meaning a covered entrance. This functional element became a feature in itself. The portico was the vulva to the sign's penis. Features that continue to this day. Luke's driving duties took him to these cavernous canopy structures every day: Bellagio — Palazzo — Venetian — Wynn. Each one grander than the last, each one whispering the same seduction: you are arriving somewhere important - desirous.

Within a few years, having a pool became an additional magnet to distinguish the various motel offerings. Not just a pool: size and shape all mattered — how Vegas! They came with such accoutrements of floating craps tables and glass walls. The provision of: a pool; in conjunction with readily available food and beverage; along with some form of entertainment, often provided free of charge; kept the gamblers coming and betting.

Wear-Wash-Rinse-Repeat!

Increasing disposable income and exploding numbers of visitors saw intensified competition. It led to an explosion of hotels atop of the established gaming floors. A veritable war of casino architecture ensued: overflowing with egos and one-upmanship. They all shared a common purpose along Friedman's principles to squeeze gamblers’ pockets.

***

Luke had now reached the faux-Roman structure of Caesar's Palace. It represented a David-shift in the casino wars, just as the machine gun replaced the rifle. Caesars, located in Paradise Township along the Strip, took the casinos to new levels of sophistication. The temple-columned facade, the toga-clad cocktail waitresses, the sheer theatrical audacity of naming a casino after an emperor. It was Friedman's entrapment philosophy dressed in marble and draped in purple.

Yet it was the suite of Steve Wynn inspired casinos, supported by the financial advice of Parry E. Thomas and funded by Wall Street leverage, that saw the design principles shift from 'push' to 'pull'. Wynn’s bet was on a more 'evoca-tecture' design palette: stimulating the senses to the extreme. And did it ever1 Now buried beneath the modern Hard Rock resort, Wynn's first true 'splash' was the Mirage. Wynn relaxed the industry-accepted principles of Friedman and introduced a new set, under the advice of Roger Thomas. The public should be attracted to a true 'destination'.

Made to feel relaxed yet special, the new Thomas-palette would stimulate one’s senses to the extreme. Luxury screaming at one, ostentatiously. Often referred to as 'Playground Design' style, for its ability to always ensure guests are having fun, these casinos provided: ample light; excellent wayfinding, within the casino’s confines; high ceilings, glamorous lobby spaces with sculptures; and maximised comfort. There was even a gigantic fish tank behind the reception desk – to keep one and all entertained. A better mood to spend, be it on: the tables, accommodation, shops or other activities. Instead of entrapping guests in a web of buzzing slot machines; clear sightlines were provided to gamblers to where they wanted to head and spend next.

Some design elements were just too good to discard. The lack of windows eliminated temporal cues. One couldn't tell noon from midnight, so the social pressure to leave never materialised. The absence of clocks reinforced this. The serpentine layout ensured that the path to any exit passed through additional gaming opportunities. The oxygen-enriched-air maintained alertness; while free drinks lowered inhibition. The loyalty card system tracked every bet, every session length, every pattern, feeding data back to managing-hosts who deployed personalised incentives calibrated to the individual player's loss tolerance.

Insidiously, the designs also spoke to guests who might not typically gamble; the luxurious décor acted as a type of anaesthesia to numb guests to their significant losses.

Playground Design became the DNA of all the subsequent Wynn-Thomas casinos. To match, the porte-cochères became enormous; suggesting grandeur, along with oversized doors, high ceilings and ornate interiors. Huge glittering chandeliers, positioned over the gaming floor, signalled that it was the place to be. At the Bellagio, Wynn initially hung fine art, worth millions. One was entering a special place. A visitor was encouraged to enter and stay. The use of soft-to-the-touch fabrics and upholstery, as well as colours, especially reds, browns and green, relaxed the mood and wallet.

Visitor numbers exploded as did casino handles. The underlying margins of the games offered profits to be further and leverage. On Bellagio's opening day it had 80,000 visits, a resort with 3,000-room capacity. To this day, Bellagio's capacity utilisation stands at a remarkable level, in a world where anything over seventy per cent was considered good. Despite undulating economic cycles Las Vegas' growth merely accelerated. The Strip’s ‘haute-architecture’ was much emulated: along it; to a cruder extent further afield at the local casinos of the Meadow; as well as across state lines and borders. It set the global standard.

The global industry for illegal gambling is estimated to be over 500 billion dollars: unseen and untaxed. Here in Las Vegas, at about 200 million, all-in, it was transparent and nurtured as many were welcomed to feed at the well. Legal gambling was beset by oversight rules and regulation supporting the pretence that chance ruled the gaming activities when in reality they were favoured to the House. Casino operators with thirty per cent margins and shareholders with double-digit returns pocketed vast flows of treasure. What the gambler got was the occasional financial win but always a good-time-feeling.

Both sides to be protected and nurtured.

***

Most people would find such an exposition of knowledge and thinking exhausting.

Not Luke — it was exhilarating! How human psyche could be motivated and manipulated. It inspired him to drive further to get Spirit perfected, launched and available to all individuals to improve their decisions. Not to manipulate them — to liberate them! To hold up a proactive compass to navigate the cognitive machinery of choice. In the case of the casinos to say: Look! here is how you are being played. Here is who you actually are when you make decisions!

That was Luke's motivating thought.

As Luke stood on the Wynn's gaming floor it was apparent to his trained eye that every element was a choice that had been made for the visitor. Yet the visitor was oblivious. Sheep, nay lemmings, to be led for shearing not slaughter.

'This is what Spirit must never become’, Luke told himself, watching a pit boss murmur into a concealed microphone. 'A system that models human weakness and exploits it. Spirit must be the antidote — a tool, not a trap’. The question is whether the people who fund such things will ever allow it to remain one.'

Luke walked deeper into the enticing floor. The carpet, always dark shades, yet patterned, to disguise stains and disorient the pedestrian; leading him past clusters of video poker terminals where players sat in identical postures. Their left hands holding a plastic cup, right hands pressing the illuminated ‘Deal’ button with metronome regularity. Their faces were blank. Not unhappy, yet not happy. Absent. In their ‘zone’. Luke had read the neuroscience: the dopamine release pattern in problem gamblers was structurally identical to that of cocaine users.

The machine was the needle. The floor was the vein.

Luke looked down at the chaotic swirls of the curving carpets; designed to guide and constrain but not lead. He was particularly taken by the simple lack of right angles as one walked, always curves with gambling alternatives either side. A right angle required a decision — logic! The whole notion of interior design was to blunt logic and let emotions reign, to play the strategically placed offerings of card games, balls, dice, and slots.

While Friedman and Thomas marked different philosophies, the real Las Vegas innovation was the change in the gambling games themselves. The rules of ‘chance’ still operated, yes. There was the occasional big win. But gambling was all about the maths and odds; the House always wins in the long run. The mathematics were merciless; as reliable as gravity and twice as indifferent. Baccarat and craps offered gamblers returns-to-player of close to one hundred per cent: tantalisingly close, like a horizon you could see but never reach. The only way to ‘win’ was not to ‘play’.

***

As he stood on the @cme gaming floor, Luke's smartphone buzzed. A text, from Alex.

'Feel like coding? Cyberia 2mrw @2!'

Luke smiled and texted back. 'Sure. CU.'

As Luke looked up, he was surprised — no, shocked — to see Ashan Hatcher sitting at a slot machine. 'Of all people,' Luke wondered. Curiosity trumped possible chastisement as he strayed off his yellow brick road and approached the seated man.




CHAPTER 11: Icarus

The neon of the Strip is a lie; or at least, it's a distraction. The true pulse of the Mojave isn't found in a deck of cards; it's found in the electromagnetic thrum vibrating beneath the desert’s caliche clay.

Sergei Antonov had always dreamt of being a pilot, yet the combination of weak eyesight and exceptional programming skills kept him desk-bound in front of screens. Yet the work at ‘Tryzub7’ allowed him to indulge, unsanctioned, as a proxy pilot.

The apartment, on the seventh floor of Paradise Tower, had been secured by Boris Volkov’s arrangement with Leo Geller. Its aspects provided a perfect cone to eavesdrop on the electronic chatter of North Las Vegas and the boundaries of the Shadow-Grid. It included the Air Force Bases of Creech, home to USAF drones, and Nellis, with its 'Red Flag' fighter training exercises.

While Las Vegas' proximity to the US military's ultra-secret activities had merits, they were balanced by certain demerits. Las Vegas had become a desirable 'grey space' for undesirables. The city was one of the few places on Earth where top-tier hackers, foreign intelligence officers, and military pilots inhabited the same square mile. The sheer amount of 'signal noise', radio frequency activity in Vegas — from thousands of Wi-Fi routers, slot machine networks, and cellular towers — provided the perfect "chaff" to hide a military-grade hack. Something that Tryzub7 aspired to utilise and Sergei indulged in. While the dark strands of the Shadow-Grid and SuperNAP were secured by quantum key distribution, there was always the risk of tapping.

Sergei didn't need to go to Creech to fly. He just needed to be on its appropriate digital flight path.

US Military drones are protected by a Ku/Ka band encryption. Knowing this, Sergei had utilised Tryzub7’s capabilities to formulate a hi-jacking script to decrypt the alternating satellite Ku/Ka band with its one minute time-cipher. This script would allow Sergei thirty seconds of flight control every minute.

He stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows of the apartment. Six levels below and in the near distance, the Bellagio fountains were dancing to a Sinatra track, a choreographed display of water and light. In the corner of the room, the Siren-7 hummed, its cooling fans whispering against the plush carpet. It was a near state-of-the-art array for sniffing frequencies. Sergei had used a share of his ill-gotten ransomware payments to acquire it on the Dark Web. Its packing ‘suitcase’ lay open on the floor by the door.

"Target is mobile," crackled a voice in his earpiece.

Sergei checked his monitor. He was tracking a specific signal; a unique MAC address belonging to a pilot named Miller. It so happened that Miller had just finished a double shift at Creech and was currently sitting at a sportsbook bar three blocks away; decompression-drinking a scotch while his phone sat on the mahogany wood of the bar’s counter. The Stingray device was working; it mimicked a cell tower to force the target's phone to connect, allowing for a 'Man-in-the-Middle' attack.

"I'm in his phone," Sergei muttered aloud to himself with growing excitement. "Now deploying the 'Ghost' packet’".

Using Miller's phone as a bridge, Sergei bypassed the two-factor authentication for the Air Force's remote scheduling portal. He wasn't looking for flight paths; he was searching for the Satellite Handover Protocol.

At 19:41, a Reaper drone, a model RQ-9, with callsign ‘Viper 2’, was scheduled to hand over its control link from a satellite orbiting the Atlantic to a local ground station in Nevada for landing.

For exactly three seconds during the 'handshake', the encryption was vulnerable to a high-gain override.

Sergei felt a surge of adrenalin. He got up and adjusted the parabolic antenna hidden inside a room-service cart. Sergie adjusted it, aiming it north; toward the dark expanse of the desert.

"Handshake initiated," the metallic voice stated as the screen flashed amber.

Sergei hit the 'Execute' key. The Siren-7 surged, drawing enough power to dim the lights in the suite. The 'Zero-Day' satellite handshake took effect. Sergei’s script initiated. On his screen, the drone's video feed flickered to life. Sergei wasn't just watching; he had the joystick. Seven thousand miles away, above in a dry wadi in Yemen, the Reaper's camera turret swung violently away from its target and pointed directly at the sun.

Sergei was soaring now!

"Control attained", Sergei announced to the empty room in his excitement.

He had 30 seconds of Ku/Ka free play before the alternating band re-encrypted itself. His face illuminated by the cold blue light of the monitor. "Tell the client the 'Eye' is blind. For the next ten minutes, the Mojave belongs to us."

Sergei luxuriated in his moment in the Sun. The warm feeling pushed aside the cold thought of Volkov's incandescent rage if he should be discovered. Sergei could not resist the urge. Despite the darkness of the room, he extracted from his faux-leather bomber jacket a light brown glasses case and took out a pair of gold rimmed Aviator’s. Sergei placed them on his face with a broad smile of satisfaction. He had arrived!

As Sergei manipulated the drone, sending it left and right, his mind cleared. Then there was a moment of interference in the signal. Sergei checked the array. It could only be coming from another SDR array nearby. A thought emerged in his mind. 'The mysterious Chinese, Mr Chin, had the apartment above, on the eighth floor. Could he be eavesdropping?'

At that moment, the door of the apartment burst open as three black-clad figures entered the now dark apartment. Within seconds, Sergei was face down in the thick pile of the floor's white rug, lying in a prone position. Sergei felt hands, many hands sweep across his body. His headphones and sunglasses were ripped off as a hood was placed over his head. Sergei vainly tried to resist but suddenly fell unconscious as the radio transmission's metallic voice sounded.

"Handshake complete", announced the metallic voice, signalling a return to Creech's control of the drone.

Then there was silence as the black garbed figures quickly and expertly disassembled the array and repacked it in the suitcase. The intruders then left, with a suitcase and unconscious body.

They had not noticed Sergei’s mangled headphones and sunglasses, that had been damaged in the skirmish, lying in the corner of the room.

Sergei's day in the Sun had been eclipsed.




CHAPTER 12: Irrigating the Meadow’s machine

The illusion of gambling is that it is based on the notion of 'chance' — randomness. Nothing could be further from the truth. Gambling had developed through the millennia on shifting the odds against the punter.

It comes down to mathematics and probabilities.

In regulated Las Vegas, as well as other jurisdictions, the randomness had been enshrined at about ninety-three per cent RTP: Return-To-Player. By law, every machine had its RTP sticker — caveat emptor. Neither Latin nor hieroglyphics: in short - likely to lose ninety-three dollars of every hundred dollars played!

So was it a coincidence that Luke, that Wednesday evening at the @cme Casino, should see Ashan Hatcher seated at a dormant slot machine. Its screen dark, no credits loaded.

The Paradise Tower manager was in his black chauffeur’s uniform; his snakeskin boots planted firmly on the patterned carpet. A constellation of keys jangled at his belt as he moved, master sets for every lock in the Tower. Hatcher wasn't playing. He was sitting with his right hand resting on the machine's bezel; his thick fingers tracing the edge of the faceplate, as if reading Braille.

"Mr. Hatcher?"

Ash looked up. No surprise in his face: the man had the watchfulness of a lifetime's habit.

"Luke Carmichael. You're a long way from the Tower. Is there a problem?"

"No, not at all. Just walking. Thinking." Luke gestured at the dormant machine. "That one's off."

"I know it's off. I turned it off." Ash's voice carried the flat inflection of someone stating a fact too obvious to warrant explanation. "It's the last mechanical on the floor: ‘Bally E2000. Electromechanical’, 1987 vintage. Dan kept it as a 'conversation piece’. Nobody plays it."

Luke made a decision. Sitting on the adjacent stool he asked, "Why are you sitting at it?"

Ash was quiet for a moment. Then he reached into his trouser pocket and produced a single quarter; worn smooth by years of handling. He turned it between his thumb and forefinger.

"My grandfather took me to the Horseshoe on Fremont Street. Summer of '77. I was twelve. He gave me a roll of quarters and pointed me at a row of machines while he went to play low-stakes poker." Ash's voice was steady, factual, as if he were giving a deposition. "The quarters were heavy in my palm. Each one had weight, texture, temperature. You fed them into the machine one at a time, felt them drop through the mechanism, heard the clunk as they engaged the release. When you won, the coins cascaded into the metal tray; a sound like a handful of gravel thrown against a tin roof. You scooped them up. You held your winnings. They were real."

***

Luke said nothing. He recognised the quality of what he was hearing; not nostalgia, but testimony. And as Ash spoke, Luke's curating mind was already working in parallel. Those mechanical one-armed bandits, the eponymous machines Ash mourned, had offered the gambler a one in 8,800 opportunity to win. Even with those odds they had been the golden geese of Las Vegas's economic success.

While the Friedman/Thomas designs marked a departure, the real innovation was the change in gambling games themselves. The rules of chance still operated. The games of baccarat, twenty-one, craps offered gamblers RTPs of close to one hundred; but others saw a precipitous fall to as low as forty-two per cent, furthered by digital technology.

Ever inventive in the search of a gambler’s treasure, the industry had utilise technology and psychosis to develop new avenues. The global sports betting industry had harnessed fan interest and engagement through real-time ‘micro-wagering’; facilitated by mobile-first platforms and AI-driven personalization. Fans became gamblers. A multi-hundred billion industry was born

If one can bet on a game’s outcome why not any outcome? Suddenly, the traditional sportsbook betting went from outcomes of games to ‘Event Wagering’. Polymarket’s ‘Situation Room’ in Washington DC. Led the way. The punter could bet things such as on the Federal Reserve’s next interest rate hike, the outcome of the Oscars, or even local weather events. So popular that dedicated spaces and pop-up kiosks proliferated as mushrooms; as did competition. Kalshi, based in regulated Florida, went as far as allowing residents to trade on things like hurricane landfalls as a way to ‘hedge’ their insurance risks.

Yet at their roots - whatever the ‘game’, The House always wins in the long run. The only way to win is not to play. It was only matter of time before grasping economics necessity advanced an evolution.

***

"Now look at this floor." Ash nodded toward the banks of glowing screens. "Tap a button. A number changes. There's a chime. The number goes up or down. You feel something — a jolt, maybe — but it's not the same. The machine has learned to speak directly to the brain without passing through the hands. The transaction has been... disembodied."

"Disembodied," Luke repeated, struck by the precision of the word from a man he'd assumed thought mostly in concrete terms. And how much more profitable the disembodiment had proved, Luke thought. The slot machine now accounted for approximately seventy per cent of any casino's total gambling revenues, which in turn, for an integrated resort such as MGM, meant about thirty per cent of total revenues. Its steady performance and margin of about ten per cent made slot machines essential in terms of revenue, cash flow and returns.

Slot machines irrigated the Meadow.

Ash reminisced. "When you held the coins, you knew what you were risking. You could feel the weight of it leaving your hand. Loss had a physical dimension. A moral weight, even. My grandfather was a church man; bishop in Caliente, descended from the handcart saints. Every quarter he put in that machine was a quarter he was choosing not to put in the tithe offering. He knew it. The machine knew it. The transaction was honest."

The modern machines, Luke reflected, had inverted that honesty entirely. A modern slot machine could cost on average 20,000 dollars in its computerised form, where odds were calculated several hundred times a second with the accompanying audiovisual effects and prompts that encouraged play. On average in Vegas a machine could pay for its capital investment within months. That is why they were littered everywhere: bus stations, airports, coffee shops. The original slot machine's design had offered a gambler a pleasant and mesmerising means to spend his bet money away. Its bells, whistles, lights and prompts, set amidst the casino's dark and sumptuous surrounds, would soon empty most gamblers' pool of funds. It took time, to be savoured. Now, in reality, the odds against the slot machine gambler soared to over one in 165 million. Play over in minutes.

Luke's mind was racing. What Ash was describing, the embodied cognition of physical gambling, was precisely the phenomenon that digital systems had been designed to circumvent.

The physical interface created friction. Friction created awareness. Awareness created the possibility of rational evaluation. Remove the friction — replace coins with credits, handles with buttons, gravity with algorithms — and you remove the cognitive checkpoint that stood between the impulse and the action. The digital versions, especially online, removed that friction entirely. More worryingly, increasingly AGI-led machines, such as 'Deepplay' and its ilk, left the player open to further abuse from bots. The risk was to kill the flock, not tend to it.

Ash hadn't looked at Luke once since he began his soliloquy. Rather, Ash looked up with a loving expression at the mechanical relic in front of him. A steam train on maglev rails.

This ardour demanded solicited a contribution from Luke.

"The first machines were genuine devices of chance," Luke said, thinking aloud. "Charles Fey's Liberty Bell, 1895. Three reels, five symbols, fixed probabilities determined by the physical geometry. What you saw was what you got."

Ash nodded; still not looking at Luke – caught in his reverence. "They were bitches to maintain, all those gears and grease. Then removing the coins; the weighed a tone to move. Made the skim difficult enough. But they were machines of beauty. They could transport a man for an instant and on that rare occasion, transform him — make him rich!" For the first time in a long while Ash smiled. An expression he held for several seconds; then it faded to a frown of disapproval. "Then they put computers inside."

Luke picked up on his call and response cue. "By the 1980s, the physical reels were purely decorative. The outcome was determined by a pseudo-random number generator. The reels were driven by stepper motors displaying whatever the algorithm had already decided. The entire tactile experience — the pull of the handle, the spin of the reels, the clack of the stops — was theatre."

"Theatre." Ash sighed as he turned the quarter again. "That's the right word."

"And the near-miss programming. A mechanical device produces near-misses by accident. A digital device produces them by design. Two jackpot symbols and a blank, one position from the payline. The brain registers this outcome not as a loss but as an almost-win. Nearly the same dopamine surge as an actual payout. The compulsion to try again intensifies." Luke paused. "The machine stopped offering a game. It started offering a feeling."

"And the feeling is engineered," Ash completing Luke’s statement. He looked at the dormant Bally in front of him. "This old girl here; she was the last honest machine on this floor.” With that Ash turned to look at Luke; the older man’s expression one of wonderment and respect, before returning his attention forwards. “Mechanical stops. Physical randomness. When she paid out, it was because the universe said so, not because an algorithm decided you needed encouragement."

They sat in silence. Around them, the casino hummed with its manufactured climate of excitement — the chimes, the occasional whoop from a craps table, the discreet murmur of pit bosses tracking the night's numbers.

"What comes next is worse," Luke said quietly.

"I know what comes next. Bots."

Luke looked at Ash sharply.

"I'm not stupid, Carmichael. I manage this Tower. I see who comes and goes, what they do, what they build." Ash pocketed the quarter. "They're making machines that play against people. Not here — online. Programs that sit at the virtual poker tables and pretend to be human. The next step after taking the coins away is taking the opponent away. Then it's not gambling at all. It's consumption. You're buying a feeling from a machine that's been designed to sell it to you."

Luke stared at the dark screen of the old Bally. He was thinking about Spirit. His algorithm could model individual decision-making processes, identify cognitive biases, predict behaviour with granularity that no casino host could match. In the right hands, it could be a divining rod; showing people the possible destination of any chosen compulsion. Liberation from the burden of choice!

In the wrong hands, Spirit could be the ultimate casino floor.

"My grandfather lost his roll of quarters that day," Ash said, standing. "All of them. He laughed about it. Said the Lord was reminding him of the sin of pride." The stocky man straightened his uniform. "But at least he knew what he'd lost and who he'd lost it to. Can your generation say the same?"

Luke by this stage was brimming with thoughts and ideas. A zeal to make things better. Spirit! With a nod and a ‘thank you’ to Ash for his sermon, Luke rose to leave the casino, not looking back but considering how to take Spirit further.

***

As Luke walked towards the casino's unsigned exit, he came to a sudden standstill. His perambulating field research was having an effect. That late evening, he had walked at least three miles of uninterrupted casino carpeting, passing by at least twenty thousand active gamblers. Hooked. During his reveries Luke felt the urge to intervene; to try and break the spell. He wanted to cry out: 'Have you had fun? Did you start playing with a hundred and you have a hundred and one now — leave, leave now to be a winner!'

Never did Luke try. Gambling's statistics were transparent and fully available, yet unheeded; Cassandra-like. Luke knew that he couldn't and even if he did his addicted audience would not be able to process the inconvenient truth. One can 'win' and even win big; it's been done before, but rarely. Luke knew the stats from his research. One study revealed that of 4,222 gamblers, only seven of them 'won' more than 150 dollars. Conversely, 217 of them lost over five thousand dollars at casino games. In the long term, 'The House' always wins. Online gambling, through the mega-slots machines that dotted the gaming floors and the jumbo screens broadcasting a variety of games for sports betting, were digital takes on millennia-old pastimes. With RTPs worse than the traditional and aptly named 'one-armed bandits'; the modern gambler of the LLM-era of Agent Smith’ was being 'buttoned' by the modern slot machines.

Worse still, corporate imperatives had facilitated the squeeze on a gambler’s wallet, even the causal tourist gawking at the spectacle. Technology had allowed games and RTPs to be manipulated. In years past, a hundred dollars, along free drinks and food would have allowed the average punter to play for hours. Now, such a budget would last less than an hour, sans food & drink.

Luke shook his head considering the facts as he continued his walk past the rows of gamblers on either side of him. Gambling was an addiction; casinos were designed to encourage play and downplay 'loss aversion’. Unlike sex, doing it in public seemed to expatiate the shame and guilt. Again, studies showed that a lack of fun and empty tables killed the vibe and play; a disaster for a casino.

Then Luke smiled. Maybe in a perverse way Spirit would be good for both the individual and the House. Now that really would roil Alex. Luke had to share this insight with his dark-haired compatriot, next time they scrambled.

***

Now alone again, Ash sat gazing at the relic and then looked to his right at the phalanx of machines with their blinking screens and sophisticated visual and audio prompts to play. He was oblivious to them. Rather, he closed his eyes and sat there in contemplation. As a supplicant in front of an altar, Ash was seeking some sort of transfer of the machine's powers.

Ash’s thoughts touched lightly on his earlier meetings with Dan, on the nearby LINQ bridge. Over the years work for him as a general handyman — Mr Fixit — as Dan built his construction business and latterly developed Paradise Tower.

Dan had always needed his help, thought Ash. Dan had returned again and again to Ash; both benefiting over the years. They had no paper contract: their relationship was a true bond, borne out of obligation and mutual protection.

Now, this proven relationship was being tested again. It seemed to Ash that Dan had overreached himself and thus strayed from a productive path. The relationship with the Feds was perhaps understandable. Uncle Sam in his myriad guises had some peculiar demands; many baffling, but in the notion of protecting national security, they were acceptable to a patriotic man from Nevada. To help, Ash had found a reliable and captive source of financing from one of the Chinese resident whales. Ash chose not to dwell on the sources of Mr Chin's largesse. If working with the Chinese was good enough for Mr Steve Wynn, then why not Ashan Hatcher.

What concerned Ash was the cooperation and associated investments with Leo and all the modern computerised financing. The 'Ruskies', as Ash jingoistically referred to Volkov and his hacking crew, posed a threat.

Dan and Leo had insisted that taking the hacker’s funds was an acceptable risk. Ash demurred; that is why he insisted on acting as the go-between. A means to control risk. The Chinese, another type of threat, were just cleaner to deal with.

Where was Chin?

Ash's epiphany, as he sat in silent contemplation at the slot machine, was that the risk was Dan himself. The suggestion of selling out Paradise Tower was an anathema to Ash; it had to be prevented.

Ash was shaken out of his reveries by a soft but insistent voice: “Sir? Sir!”

Ash opened his eyes and turned to his left. It was not the voice form a slot machine but the immense form of a black-suited, African-American female security guard. Their eyes met.

“Sir, if you are going to sit then I must ask you to play” The guard instructed. Sensing hesitation, she added: “Otherwise, I must ask you to move on.”

Ash was half-tempted to call rank but decided against it. Inconsequential.

Ash nodded his assent as he rose out of the comfortable black twin-seater chair. He turned to his right, leaving the screens of looping stagecoaches and Indians, dragons and their slayers, as well as moustachioed midgets, as he made his way out of the @cme's entrance. There were things, priorities, to be attended to, Ash-style.

Ash walked away, his snakeskin boots clicking on the granite tiles between the carpeted sections, heading for the staff corridor that would take him back to the Tower.

***

Luke had been standing deep in a texting dialogue with Alex and watched Ash go by him, unnoticed.

Then Luke looked out across the vast, windowless casino floor. The machines chimed and burbled. The players continued their rhythmic pressing. Somewhere, a jackpot siren howled — synthetic excitement in an engineered void.

'We are all inside the machine,' Luke told himself. 'The only question is whether we know it.'




CHAPTER 13: Reflections

Alex ended another call on the SUV's speakerphone, not giving it another thought as he headed to pick up a Tower resident at Harry Reid Airport – ‘LAS’.

Rather, his thoughts strayed back to Luke's probationary meeting.

'That was interesting,' Alex thought to himself. 'So, the new boy, Luke, was a techie!' Every Millennial was, but Luke's responses revealed a deeper understanding of the Internet. 'Why would he work here at Paradise? Was he for real? Or is he a plant, sent to spy on me? The Feds? Volkov and crew?' Alex took a deep breath, a useful habit. After a few moments, he concluded, 'No! How could they know?'; though the denial lacked real conviction.

His mind raced with scenarios. Alex inadvertently reached a hand through his open leather jacket, his fingers finding the small, rectangular hard drive pendant, red in colour, hanging from a black chord around his neck. 'Safe!', he felt reassured.

Waiting for his next scheduled passenger, Alex considered his next steps. He was so close to finalising his plans and launching 'Armageddon'. The work with the Russian-speaking hackers was drawing to a close. Their coding capabilities had been invaluable, but their criminal activities risked drawing too much attention to his own clandestine project. The cooperation had served its purpose well, as had the haven of Paradise Tower. Upon launch, Alex knew he would have to disappear. No-one would miss a young itinerant driver in the chaos of Las Vegas. 'A few more days; end of the month at most,' he thought.

Jamie Lambert emerged from the Terminal 1 arrivals door. He was carrying branded ‘Louis Vuitton’ hand luggage which complemented his jacket and trousers – branded the same; with an Air Pod in his left ear, the other dangling, On another day, Alex would have delved for information, as he knew little of Lambert or his activities.

After a perfunctory exchange, Lambert explained he needed to be dropped off at the Bellagio for a meeting instead of 'home' at Paradise Tower. With instructions clear, they were on their way, after which Alex would return to the Tower and the end of his shift. Each was lost in their own thoughts for the duration of the journey.

In the silence, Alex mused to himself. 'Keep your friends close; keep your enemies closer.' It was an adage he had learned to follow. Alex could not get distracted at this stage. Still, getting to know something more about Luke and any risk he might pose was worth the effort.

The journey took longer than normal due to a block at the Tropicana intersection. Alex steered the huge beast of a vehicle up the leisurely curve of the Bellagio drive and stopped in the left lane under the cavernous canopy of the main entrance.

Lambert exited the SUV unassisted and with a nod headed into the casino, lost to sight.

Alex drove back uneventfully to the Tower's subterranean garage. As he entered the valet bay, he spied Luke emerging from the chauffeur’s booth. Alex opened the driver's window and called across to him.

"Hey!"

Luke looked up expressionless, then recognising Alex, smiled.

"When I get back in about an hour, I have a free slot. Let's have a chat," offered Alex.

Luke's expression morphed to a quizzical one, but he continued smiling, raising his hand.

"OK. I'll be here."

At that moment, Alex’s next ride appeared from the resident’s lift. It was the stylish Jane Fisher. With a polite nod and smile to the onlooking Luke, she waited for Alex to open the rear passenger door; then entered the waiting SUV in one quicksilver motion. Door closed, Alex returned to the driver’s seat and steered the vehicle disappeared up the serpentine ramp.




CHAPTER 14: Negotiations

Boris Volkov’s life was a constant struggle, always pushing.

Now Boris was waiting. A tedious but necessary task.

He sat comfortably in one of Spago’s expansive sofa booths in the Bellagio, which to his left afforded a view of the resort’s famous fountain show. At heart, Boris remained a bully. He enjoyed preying on the weakness of others, especially when it came to money. The darker recesses of the digital world suited him perfectly.

Boris’ attire was in stark contrast to his surroundings. An oversized, poorly tailored leather jacket of an indiscriminate dark colour. Underneath, an equally ill-fitting dark t-shirt. His tailor was Cosco. Boris understood he was brutish. With his current look, the only nod to the opulence of the last few years was his gold Rolex Daytona; a trophy purchased to celebrate his first successful ransomware attack.

His first appointment arrived: a tall, lanky figure dressed head-to-toe in a baby-blue Louis Vuitton tracksuit. It was, to Boris's eye, a costume; and in sharp contrast to his own thuggish Russian gangster look, sourced form Costco

The lanky man, Jamie Lambert, spotted Boris and sat opposite him on a stiff, aluminium-framed chair. No need for introductions; both men knew each other digitally.

"You're late!" snapped Boris.

"Sorry," started Lambert in a slow drawl, a Southern twinge to it. “The traffic on Tropicana…"

but he was interrupted sharply.

"I don't mean now. I mean with the program! Not days, not even weeks. We are months behind.

You've been paid!" barked Boris.

"We've gone over this already…" Lambert responded, his tone slow and measured, but again, he was cut short.

"Listen Lambert, and listen carefully," snarled Boris, leaning in. "My people aren't interested in your excuses. You've been paid, well paid and in advance. Sending texts and emails don't count for shit!" Boris stopped for effect. “You promised me a means to defend blockchain’s mathematical obscurity and integrity from a quantum attack. I need my wallet and tokens safe!”

Lambert said nothing, offering just a blank expression to the irate man opposite him.

With the Recipient fully attentive, Boris continued, at the same leaning forward, across the Formica-topped table. "I asked for this sit-down to deliver a message that will not be repeated."

"You have seventy-two hours to deliver it. Otherwise, forces that you cannot begin to understand will seek you out and take what you have, wherever you have hidden it.” Boris paused, gauging the stiff individual opposite him, before continuing, “The condo, the Bentley, the hardware, the software, your money, your assets. All of it!" Boris stopped and, in a more muted tone, leaned back against the sofa’s back cushion and savouring the moment, casually finished: "Then take your life."

"Is that a threat?" The question blurted from Lambert's lips.

‘Yes,' Boris thought, ‘He understood; but would he deliver?' A vision of a burning bespoke orange Bentley came to his mind.

"No, it isn't," responded Boris in a quieter tone. "It is an inevitable outcome of your actions. We have an agreement, and you have failed to honour it."

Lambert straightened and sat back in the upright metal chair. It required all of his military training and experience to remain calm. 'Fight or Flight' choices had briefly flashed across his eyes during Boris's tirade. 'The Russian was a thug, just look at him,' Lambert concluded. At the time, the deal with Boris had seemed so attractive; but newer, more amenable clients had crowded out his capacity to work and trade. Ledgers were all the rage now.

Boris, languishing in the high-backed sofa, sat watching the Vuitton man intently. The Fountain show outside had just begun, again.

Lambert continued his thinking. 'Boris' bark, while fearsome, was just that… The blockchain ledger was a fundamental piece of work and Boris' operations would be stopped without it… No need to be concerned; but I do need to deliver. No false promises now!'

"Don't ever threaten me again," stated Lambert in the sternest voice he could muster. Yet it was drowned out by the ambient noise of wait-staff, tourists, along with the Fountains' crescendo of spray and music. He paused and then stated: "You will have the program by CES, so three weeks."

Lambert half expected Boris to react. Rather, the rabid dog looked over Lambert's shoulder, who turned to follow his stare.

There, standing at the entrance to the restaurant, not twenty feet away stood an exotic, statuesque figure; a woman, framed by the door and the looks of the passing pedestrians. The figure was dress in form-fitting black top and bottoms – not spandex tight but tight enough to reveal a toned figure. Dark hair and a tanned complexion added to the striking look. A scent of jasmine absolute and something darker, animalic, wafted into the cafe. The Exotic acknowledged Boris' gaze.

Boris shuffled to his right to exit the white faux-leather sofa chair and stood up. Just before leaving the booth area he turned and looked down at the bemused man. His voice a stern directive: "CES is three weeks away. No! Seven days from now! It is 12:35; mark the time! A minute later and the warning will take effect."

With that, Boris turned, straightened his posture and rolled past the tall exotic figure; who turned following him out into the slowly moving throng of humanity, typical of a Las Vegas casino.

Despite all that had just passed, Cupid's arrow had found its mark: Lambert was smitten.




CHAPTER 15: Animal spirits

Dr Cho settled into the generous passenger seat that swallowed her petite frame. The overhead light caught her pearl necklace as well as Montblanc pen clipped to the leather folio on her lap,

Grant looked in the rear-view mirror to gauge her reaction and asked: “To UNLV, near the Thomas & Mack Center?”

Dr Cho nodded and added: “Yes, thank you,” in a clipped, nasal, in a can't-tell-from-where American tone.

Grant checked the controls of the SUV in his methodical manner. His baseball cap lay squarely on the front passenger seat. Satisfied, he then pushed the ignition button and drove the vehicle slowly out of the subterranean garage, with its twists and turns, up to street level. Suddenly in the bright sunlight, the SUV and its two occupants were on the cusp of the Strip. Grant turned the vehicle right into South Las Vegas Boulevard, before shifting to the left lane to turn at the lights onto Tropicana Avenue. The famous landmark hotel was long gone; now a gleaming baseball stadium-cum-resort standing in its place.

It was 10 o’clock in the morning and the daylight was intense within the clear cobalt sky. The traffic lights were still red and slow to change.

Absently looking out the right, tinted passenger window, Dr Cho's gaze moved from the New York/New York’s faux-skyline past to the castle of Excalibur and then the pyramid of the Luxor.

'So strange,' she idly mused, 'Who would fund such follies?'

Another thought came to her mind; an opportunity to test.

“Tell me Grant, Las Vegas was a Mob town; you know, the Mafia. Do they still run everything here in Las Vegas?”

Grant smiled. It was the sort of question he loved to answer; information to be conveyed.

“Oh, the Mob has been cleared out by a much more organised outfit than the ‘Cosa nostra; 'God's chosen'.”

Dr. Cho wrinkled her smooth Asian facial features. She considered Grant's response and thought to herself: 'He used the original name of the Mafia yet chose a humorous vernacular to describe ‘The Saints', the Church of the Latter-Day Saints, the so-called Mormons.”

“Do you mean that the Mormon Church runs Las Vegas?” she asked.

“No, not at all. I am sorry. I mis-spoke,' replied Grant in a soft, slow and deliberate monotone with its West Coast intonations. “A lot of the people involved in working and managing the casinos, resorts, restaurants and even government offices are of the Mormon faith.” Grant paused and concluded: “That is why things are much more correct than they were in the 1960s, when Organised Crime dominated the casinos.”

Dr Cho made a mental note to herself of her observations to check once she arrived at her laboratory: cadence, response time, attempts at humour, vernacular.

“How did that happen?” she continued. The traffic lights turned from red to green.

“Well, it's a bit of a history lesson. In fact, it had a lot to do with these two people, Thomas and Mack, after whom the centre is named to which we are going.” Grant espoused as he surveyed the road conditions in front of him. Then he pulled the Cadillac into the left lane of Tropicana in preparation to turn left onto Paradise Road a mile ahead.

“The Mormons were really the first people to try and settle this valley in the 1800s, as a waypoint on the pilgrim trail between Salt Lake City and San Bernadino. But it never really succeeded. Even with the founding of Las Vegas in 1905 and then later in 1930s as a construction camp, the Mormons were not so much involved.”

With no speed dampeners, Grant continued.

“Yet, it was a Mormon Banker, Mr. Parry E. Thomas and a Jewish real estate developer Mr. Jeremy Mack that provided the first real credit lines to the then Mafia casino owners. The Mob had run an essentially a cash-only system, thus making the casinos un-bankable. In his practical way Thomas argued that what was missing was collateral. No bank would accept a slot machine, but they would some other tangible assets, yes.”

Dr Cho remained silent, her own clock-time processing away. Grant continued his narration.

“Thomas’ solution was an insightful one, borderline legal. He suggested that the casino owners buy a bicycle for every slot machine and these should be entered into the loan documents as 'equipment'. Grant took a short pause in his narration, then continued. “Duly done, this clever interpretation paved the way for corporate financing for what was gambling profits and so-called 'skimmed' cash. Other financial innovations were to follow.”

Grant stopped in his mini-lecture, sensing his audience's disengagement. His assessment was inaccurate.

Dr Cho's gaze had moved into the car's dark interior and intensified to watch Grant's expressionless features in the rear-view mirror. Again, she made further mental notes while listening to Grant's explanations. 'Lack of animation,' she noted mentally. 'Dry tone for a dry subject.'

Grant had pulled the Cadillac to a stop in the left lane and waited for a green light to turn left into Paradise Road. His stare, fixed straight ahead, as he resumed his monologue. “It was Howard Hughes and his investments here in the mid-1960s that got the Mormons well and truly introduced and infused in the fabric of the local economy.”

“How so?” asked Dr Cho.

“Howard Hughes only employed Mormons from the day he settled here. Hughes was booked for a ten-day stay the Desert Inn for a week and when asked to leave at the end of his reservation, he refused. Instead, Hughes bought the hotel in cash. It was the start of a rampant spending spree and opened the floodgates for corporate hotel chains to enter the market: Hilton, Ramada, Hyatt and MGM to follow in his wake. For the Mormons, their strictures prohibit direct participation in sinful and certain other activities. But they could facilitate; consciences clear.”

The lights changed. Grant turned the wheel of the Cadillac, bringing it into Paradise Road.

Grant continued in his monologue.

"Hughes was an absolute recluse. The Mormons' mores and behaviours synched with his own idiosyncrasies. It was a perfect symbiotic protocol. Hughes' Mormon employees shielded him from an intrusive world while running his business empire for him. Focused on financial success.

All devoid of judgement. Both prospered.”

Grant slowed the speed of the vehicle as he turned his head to check the right-wing mirror: clear. He angled the car to the right lane and then turned right into the UNLV campus.

Grant added: “Regardless, as they would say in a Western film — the Mormons helped 'clean up' this town. Gambling revenues used to represent eighty percent of the city's revenues in the 1960s. Today it is less than fifty percent. The revenues generated by corporate owned and managed resorts that have casinos has increased twenty -fold. From 543.2 million to over 13.45 billion dollars today'

They passed by the Thomas Mack Centre on their right side.

“What is the balance?” probed Dr. Cho.

“Entertainment, writ-large,” he responded. “Yes, the casinos are anchored in the resorts but direct receipts from accommodation, food & beverage, along with all the shows, conventions and sporting events have just fuelled Las Vegas' stratospheric growth. The collective and individual size of spend in Las Vegas has increased dramatically. Visitor numbers have gone from essentially nothing in 1930 to presently over fifty-five million a year. Las Vegas’s metropolitan population is just below three million”

Dr Cho made a further mental note: 'Less is more. Some dislocation in facts’.

Grant slowed the vehicle to a full stop at the T-junction. At the red 'Stop' sign he looked right, then left, then right again before turning the vehicle left, then immediately right, bringing the vehicle to a stop at the entrance to Dr Cho's laboratory on the UNLV campus. An unobtrusive set of signs were set a few feet above the level of the lawn to the left of the building’s signage.

They read: ‘Hughes Corp' and next to it, '@cme Ventures'. Dr Cho busied herself, checking her hair and makeup in her pocket mirror. She was annoyed to find and pull off two long strands of feline hair from the right sleeve of her blue woollen jacket.

“Here we are” said Grant in a flat tone, placing the vehicle in 'Park'. “If you are interested, I can continue next time we meet.”

Dr Cho nodded politely towards the driver's rear-view mirror.

Grant exited the driver seat, walked back and behind the SUV to open the passenger door.

Dr Cho, given her short stature, held the interior overhead handrail and swung herself down and out of the high vehicle. Carefully stepping down on the asphalt surface, so as not to damage her medium height stiletto heels of her dark blue, closed toe, slingbacks. Balance gained, Dr Cho stood up, ironing out the non-existent creases in her blue dress with the palms of her hands. She did find an additional strand of auburn hair, not her own and removed it. Cho wondered that her gift to a longtime associate of hers would be such a constant reminder every time they met.

Primped, Dr Cho said: “Thank you, Grant,” gaining her footing then straightening her skirt. A faint trail of white tea and jasmine lingered in the open door, threaded with something clinical.

“Please pick me up at six this evening,” she requested.




CHAPTER 16: The Legend

The black Escalade hummed along Vegas’ Strip, a sleek predator gliding through the neon jungle. Unseasonable rain slicked the asphalt, reflecting the gaudy lights in distorted, shimmering streaks on the road’s surface. It did not bode well before the Formula-1 race due to be run in a fortnight's time.

Inside, Elias Thorne, a man whose sharp features and piercing blue eyes suggested a predator of a different sort, stared out the window. His expression unreadable. Entertainment, in all its forms, was his calling; but this evening Thorne had other interests. A limousine had been sent to the Circa in Downtown to ferry Thorne to the Tower to meet Dan Rocca, to discuss an arrangement of Paradise Tower’s affairs

Michael Booker was at the wheel. He glanced in the rear-view mirror. He could practically feel Thorne's intensity radiating from the back seat. "You seem preoccupied, Mr. Thorne," Michael said, his voice a low rumble.

Thorne didn't turn. "Just observing. This city — it's built on dreams, isn't it? And shattered Illusions?"

Michael chuckled. "You got that right. Vegas is a machine that eats hopes and spits out regrets.

I've seen it happen more times than I can count. Just think of Terence Watanabe. He lost over 200 million dollars gambling here in Vegas! He was eventually banned from playing anywhere in Nevada. Harrah’s casino was only fined two-hundred and twenty-five thousand for its encouraging conduct in his loss."

Thorne finally swivelled, his gaze fixing on Michael. "Have you seen legends born here, too?

Men who defied the odds, who bent fortune to their will?"

Michael considered the statement for a moment, tapping a thick finger on the steering wheel.

"Legends? Sure. A few. But they usually end up the same way: broke, broken, or buried in the desert."

Thorne, imbued with his years in the Entertainment industry, amongst others, loved a story. "Tell me about one!" Thorne pressed. His voice taking on an edge of urgency that Michael couldn't quite place. "Tell me a story of a man who dared to challenge Fate itself!"

Michael grinned, a flash of his brilliant teeth in the dim light and thought to himself. 'Would a tale of one of the casino Titans — Hughes, Adelson, Wynn even — satisfy his passenger?' Michael decided 'No', too much about legacy. 'What Thorne needs to hear is tale about a true risk-taker, a gambler!'

"Alright, Mr. Thorne. You want a legend? I'll give you a legend. It's the story of a man named Archie Karas." He paused, letting the name hang in the air.

"Now, Archie —Archie was something else. We're talking the classic rags-to-riches story of a Greek immigrant, who comes to these shores. The fabled land of opportunity." Michael half-cocked his head to the right to catch Thorne's intense gaze. Hooked!

"Originally named Anargyros Karabourniotis," intoned Michael slowly enunciating each vowel, "and that is a mouthful, came to America on a merchant ship with next to nothing. Back in Greece he had made ends meet by 'shooting marbles' and living hand-to-mouth off the winnings. Going to sea was an escape. Good for not much, he earned sixty dollars a month as a waiter on board. He arrived in the New World, landing in Portland Oregon; and was reborn as 'Archie Karas'."

Michael paused, then continued, pacing his tale.

"Now Archie had a talent, but it took time to show. He started as a dishwasher in a restaurant, but he had a passion — pool. He was so good at it and earned his real living by being a pool-hustler. But Archie, he wasn't content with hustling pool. He wanted…more."

Michael steered the car left, off I-15 South into the Arts District and onto Las Vegas Boulevard, the Strip. The traffic was thick, which brought the vehicle to a slow crawl. The rhythmic whoosh of the rain on the windshield filled the silence. Thorne half considered the bright lights of the cityscape through the water streaked window but was captivated by the unfolding tale.

"Time goes on. Portland is too small for sharking Archie. He moves south to LA and does more of the same. Good at what he does best, but the pool halls are emptying. So, Archie teaches himself poker. He has the 'touch' and does well. Archie earns over two million dollars playing against some of the best professionals, you know: Doyle Brunson, Chip Reese. This is in the early 1990s so that is about five million in today's dollars. Anyway, Lady Luck turns her head and Archie's pot is down to fifty dollars; five zero!"

"What?" exclaimed Thorne, now vested in the story.

"Yes, fifty dollars," says Michael for emphasis. "What does our hero do?" asks Michael. "He gets in his car and drives to Vegas for a high stakes game."

"We are talking 1992," Michael began, his voice taking on a narrative cadence. "You may feel this is ancient history, but this story is as relevant now as it was then." Michael stopped for effect, then continued.

"Fifty bucks in his pocket. Fifty! That's less than what you probably tipped the bellhop last night, wouldn't get you a cocktail at Legacy 42."

Thorne raised an eyebrow. "Fifty dollars? And he became a legend?"

"That's just the beginning of the story, Mr. Thorne." Michael chuckled. "But the point is, it all started from nothing."

"One fine Spring day in 1992, Archie pulls into the Mirage; it was here, just here on your right now." Michael paused, indicating with a nod of his head to the right, the site of the legendary hotel, now occupied by the Hard Rock resort, then continued.

"Archie, he recognises an acquaintance from LA and convinces him to lend $10,000. No-one knows why but the man did. Within the evening by playing Razz, Archie won, won and won again. Archie began a streak the likes of which no one had ever seen, and nobody could possibly imagine," said Michael, the excitement building in his voice. "Archie had made $30,000 that single night. He promptly repaid his debt and moved on." Michael took a breath; locking his gaze momentarily with Thorne's in the rear-view mirror.

Michael then turned his attention to the road and the slow traffic in front of him.

"The next day Archie moved across the street to Liberace Plaza where there was a pool bar.

There it was! Just there on the left," said Michael excitedly, tapping his side window with his left forefinger. Thorne gazed out of the water-streaked tinted left rear passenger window. The rain had stopped.

"With his $20,000 he managed to make $1.2 million in a day."

Thorne looked incredulous.

"Oh, it gets better, believe me!" said Michael. "Later that week he visited Binion's Horseshoe at the Bellagio, there you go on your right," he indicated with a nod of his head. The white plumes of the Bellagio's fountains catching his attention. "There he won a further three million dollars."

"I am sorry, what was your name?" asked Thorne, leaning slightly forward in his seat as he did so.

"Michael."

"This all seems to be fiction."

Michael smiled to himself and thought 'If only I was paid a dollar; no, a hundred, every time I was challenged'. He looked in the rear-view mirror again and caught Thorne's ice-blue eyes. "Don't believe me? Google it!” instructed Michael. Then deciding to soften his tone, added: ”Ask Mr Rocca. Archie was a resident of Paradise for a while."

Thorne's eyes widened. 'So, the rumours might be true about the Tower,' Elias thought to himself as he looked out through the rain beaded right passenger window.

"But the story isn't finished. Archie took on all comers over the next few weeks and by the Spring of 1993 he had amassed over seven million. No bad wages for a waiter. That is nearly twenty million dollars in today's money. Like investing in crypto or tech stocks!" Michael paused, letting the drama build.

"Wherever the action was, Archie was there: sitting at the table, daring anyone to challenge him.

Over the next three years, Archie Karas went on the biggest winning streak in gambling history.

He turned that fifty bucks through that initial twenty thousand into over forty million dollars."

Michael stopped and then in a staccato style, spat out each word: "Forty. Million. Dollars."

Michael let the number sink in his passenger's consciousness and then finished. "That is near a hundred million in today's money," Michael could not help but grin at the tale.

Thorne's gaze intensified. "Playing poker?"

"Poker, pool, dice; anything he could get his hands on. He played with the best, the richest, the most arrogant. Archie crushed them: Ungar, Brunson, Reese — names that still echo in the poker world. These were legends in their own right. Men who had made and lost fortunes. But Archie, he treated them like they were amateurs."

"And he always won?" Thorne asked, a hint of disbelief in his voice.

Michael shook his head. "Not always; and that is part of the moral of the tale. He had his ups and downs. But the ups were astronomical. There were times when he was winning millions a day. He had stacks of cash so high," said Michael lofting his right hand upwards from the steering wheel. "They had to bring in extra security just to watch over it. He would take his winnings home in a bag in his car, gun in the glovebox. Imagine that!" Michael's excitement had returned. "People would gather around his table, just to witness the spectacle. It was like watching a force of nature, a man possessed by luck."

Thorne leaned forward. "And how did he do it? Was he simply lucky?"

Michael scoffed, thinking to himself, 'I have seen too many instances of luck engineered'.

Michael continued his delivery to Thorne: "Luck plays a part, sure. But Archie wasn't just lucky. He was fearless. He had nerves of steel. He understood the psychology of gambling. He knew how to read his opponents, how to manipulate them, how to exploit their weaknesses. Our boy Archie had an almost supernatural ability to calculate odds and probabilities in his head. And most importantly, he wasn't afraid to risk everything."

Michael paused again. "But that's also where his downfall began."

Thorne remained silent, while he rubbed his right wrist with his left hand: the patch tingled.

By this stage the vehicle and its occupants had been stuck at the intersection of the Strip Harmon intersection for 5 minutes. The flashing blue and red lights indicated that the Police and First-responders were attending to one of the not-infrequent incidents choking the heart of the Strip. In addition, preparations were underway for the impending Formula-1 event.

The moment of reflection at an end, Thorne asked Michael to continue.

"Archie was a gambler at heart. Not an investor, not a businessman. He didn't know how to hold onto money. He had this insatiable need to gamble, to push the limits. Archie would take his millions and put it all on the line, on a single roll of the dice, a single hand of cards."

The lights turned green, and the traffic slowly edged forwards. Michael shifted in his seat, his voice becoming sombre. "Archie started losing. Big. He lost millions playing dice. Then he lost millions more playing poker. He couldn't stop himself. It was like he was addicted to the risk, to the adrenaline, to the feeling of being on the edge of oblivion."

"And what happened to the forty million?" Thorne asked, his voice barely a whisper.

Michael sighed. "Gone. All of it. He lost it all. Archie went from being a legend, a king of Vegas, to being just another broke gambler, hustling for scraps."

Michael eyes filled with a strange mixture of sadness and resignation. He looked at Thorne; wondering where Thorne might sit on the spectrum of Zero and Hero.

Michael's tone had become a lament. "Archie tried to make comebacks, but he could never recapture the 'magic'. He got arrested a few times for cheating, marked cards, and generally shady things. He got banned from most of the casinos."

"So, the legend; it ended in ruin?" Thorne asked, his voice laced with disappointment.

"Pretty much," Michael said. "Archie's story is a cautionary tale. It is not about the numbers. It is a reminder that even the luckiest streak eventually comes to an end. That greed and hubris can destroy even the most gifted," Michael paused. "Archie spent his final years in Greece. No one knows exactly what happened to the money he hustled after his fortune was gone. Some say Archie had stashed some, others that he died a pauper. The man was a ghost."

Thorne stared out the window again, his expression thoughtful. "A man who dared to challenge Fate — and lost."

Michael slowed the vehicle to a stop, in preparation for a sharp right turn after the CVS store to the hidden garage of Paradise Tower. "Yeah. But for a while there, Mr. Thorne, Archie made us all believe that anything was possible. That's why they call him a legend."

Michael turned the limo right and weaved it through the alley way to the street level doors of the subterranean garage of the Tower. The doors opened and Michael navigated the large black vehicle down the inclined circular ramp to the depths of the garage and its valet area.

He brought the vehicle to a stop at the Residents' reception elevator door. Michael got out of the vehicle and walked around to open the right rear door for his passenger.

Thorne got out of the vehicle and turned to Michael, a strange glint in his eyes. "Thank you, Michael."

They walked together over to the elevator doors. Michael keyed in the access code for Dan Rocca's penthouse. With an approving buzz, the elevator doors opened and Thorne entered and turned to face Michael.

"That story… it was very; informative" said Thorne. He paused, then added: "It seems even the most formidable of men are vulnerable to their own weaknesses."

They stood facing each other.

Thorne broke the silence: "A Greek tragedy, I suppose."

"A human condition," countered Michael.

"Maybe," said Thorne as he turned to enter the elevator.

Michael nodded slowly as the doors closed and said: "I wish you well in your endeavours Mr Thorne."

Left on his own in the cavernous garage, a shiver running down Michael's spine. He couldn't shake the feeling that Thorne wasn't just interested in the story of Archie Karas. He was looking for something more, something hidden beneath the legend. Michael had a feeling that whatever Thorne was searching for; it was going to lead to a whole lot of trouble.

The rain had stopped, what had fallen was not enough to wash away the sins of the city, one drop at a time. But some stains, Michael knew, ran too deep to ever be cleansed.




CHAPTER 17: Reunion

It was late and Luke's shift had ended. It had been a long day of tortuous driving in the stop-go traffic of Las Vegas, made worse by extensive road construction. Oddly, that morning he'd received a call from an acquaintance visiting from England, asking to meet for a drink. Luke had submitted his application to @cme Ventures days before. Despite the response that the decision date was postponed, Luke felt liberated and emboldened. He accepted the invitation for 6 PM.

Luke headed up in the Paradise Tower elevator, then through the secured corridor, which allowed access to the midst of the Park MGM's casino. Before exiting, he checked the foot traffic on the CCTV screen. Luke waited for a gaggle of people to pass, then opened the door and entered the main transit artery between the casinos. Turning right he allowed the flow of people to carry him forwards along the unremarkable, boxy corridor.

The transit corridor connecting the Park MGM and Aria resorts was a harsh, functional space, not a place to dally. After walking five minutes at a medium pace, Luke arrived at the foot of an escalator that took him up to the main gaming floor of the Aria complex.

The cavernous room was dark in comparison to the garish Park MGM. The carpet had a darker hue, saved from being awful by being framed by enormous dark grey granite floor tiles. The casino's temperature was colder than the warmth of the corridor. A slight aroma of cigar smoke permeated the gaming arena, lending it a whiff of sophistication. Compared to many other resorts, the Aria was designed as a refuge for reflection and concentration. Luke was on his way to one of its watering holes: Bardot Brasserie. He followed the dark carpet and then took the long flight of stairs on his left to the mezzanine level; having eschewed the slow mechanical pace of the escalator.

The Bardot, with its faux French bistro façade, was visible to his right. The frosted windows obscured any view within. Luke opened the door and was confronted by an even colder rush of air. At this late hour of the afternoon, it was surprisingly empty.

Luke saw his appointment sitting at the bar, second stool to the right of centre. Even perched on a bar stool, Tristan Perry looked like a man who had been dressed by a country that still believed in tailoring

As Luke approached, Perry leant forwards, stood, and offered his right hand in greeting.

"Hello Luke," said the older man. He was tall, 6'4", with a full physique. Bespoke Oxfords, a grey silk pocket square folded with military precision. He had sparkling blue-green eyes; the thinning chestnut hair and sun-damaged skin suggested his age, late-50s.

"Hi Tristan," responded Luke, with a firm handshake.

"Please," said Tristan, indicating the bar stool to his left. "What will you have?"

"A beer, Dos Equis," Luke asked of the approaching bartender. The latter nodded. Luke noticed that Tristan's glass was half-filled with a clear liquid, crushed ice and a slice of lime. 'Probably water, soda-water,' Luke thought.

"Thank you for coming," said Tristan, using the full force of his clipped English, RP accent.

"Did I have a choice?" responded Luke, tartly.

"We all have a choice: to act or not to act," countered the older man.

"Let's be clear," continued Luke, his own cut-glass English accent becoming rather brusque. "As I told you in London, when last we met, I have no interest in serving His Majesty's Service." A clear dismissal.

"Quite correct. You were very clear about your situation and prospects at that point. I remember." Tristan paused. "But as choice is a dynamic, so is the flow of Life. I gather you have had some disappointing news recently?"

'What is he getting at?' thought Luke to himself. 'How could he possibly know about my application's status?' Luke had only received the news of the postponement yesterday. To Luke, it was code for an impending rejection. Worse still, how could Tristan possibly know? This whole discussion was just further evidence that the notion of privacy and confidentiality was a sham.

On that note, Luke asked: "What do you mean?"

Tristan looked down at his half-filled glass, nestled between his relaxed hands on the polished dark granite of the bar counter. Then he looked up and turned to face Luke.

"I know that your desire is to land a position with the Labs at @cme Ventures. It is important to you, very important," Tristan shared. "I suppose that given the current speed of industry and technology developments, any postponement, worse still rejection, would be very disappointing to you." Tristan paused on purpose, gauging his audience's reaction.

Luke's body language reflected his growing frustration with the conversation. It was just a long drawn-out exchange from many months previously.

"Luke, you like negotiations and transactions. So I have an offer for you." Tristan stopped on purpose. The atmosphere between the two men had now become electric. Tristan had cast his line. He continued.

"What if I, on behalf of my principals, could guarantee, without equivocation, that your application would be favourably received, and you would get the position you so desire?"

"Bullshit!" blurted Luke, slipping into his recently acquired North American vernacular. Tristan's aquamarine eyes held Luke's attention; who did not move but continued to smoulder.

"If not your heart's, then at least your head's desire," purred the Englishman, yanking the line.

Luke, caught off-guard but angered, decided to cut through the English pretentiousness of the discussion. "Look, there is no way that a leading Silicon Valley incubator backed by the best of Sand Hill Road is going to be bounced into making a decision because the British Government says so. If you were the CIA, NSA or some other US alphabet agency it might just be possible. For our very dis-united Kingdom I think not." Luke's tone revealed his anger and frustration.

"I sometimes wonder if we were ever correct in approaching you in the first instance," wondered Tristan aloud. His gaze swivelled from the irate young man to the glass backing wall of the bar.

The barman, not in ostensible earshot, did not stop polishing newly washed glasses. Tristan paused, then continued in a more challenging tone.

"Given your intellect and your burning passion to protect privacy and society by shaping AI algorithms to such an end, why would you hold the view of a dullard?" Tristan took a short pause. "Either emotion has got the better of, or you don't measure up?" He paused an instant and then concluded: "Regardless of the conclusion, it makes my task easier."

"Task?" asked Luke, stalling to consider what Tristan was really after and whether he could chance the outcome of his application to his own efforts.

The atmosphere had softened.

"Task? Is Luke in or out?" said Tristan softly, pausing again as he reeled in his line a touch.

Luke's moral compass was undergoing a battering. He took the opportunity to have a second swig out of his perspiring bottle of beer. Luke looked forwards into the facing mirror of the bar, his focus on the far distance, so as not to capture the sight of his reflection in the bar's long and large mirror framed with cerise-coloured bottles of various varieties of cognac. The shelves must have held ten thousand dollars’ worth of stock. Luke did not notice the barman. 'Arrggh,' he growled to himself in frustration.

Governments represented all he despised. The manner with which they manipulated information and behaviours, usually out-of-sight, while claiming a mantle of a higher calling for the great good. 'Disgusting,' exclaimed Luke to himself.

Tristan's glass had remained untouched. He seemed quite content to wait, with his chosen Cheshire Cat persona.

Luke continued his internal discourse. 'But how to change, if I am not on the inside? If MI6 is the means to get me into the system, then that is a personal price I will have to live with!' Luke's internal analysis seemed sound as it echoed through the right side of his brain. Then his intellect kicked in. Once sullied, always tainted. 'You know they will never let you go,' he warned himself. 'A favour is debt to be paid, and repaid for the rest of one's life!' This left-side conclusion made Luke wince involuntarily. The physical manifestation was for him to grab the beer bottle and take a dramatic third swig, nearly emptying it.

"So that was your task. What is the price for my ticket to and place at Sand Hill Road?" asked Luke in a deliberate, slow tone.

Resisting the temptation to gloat, Tristan turned his aquamarine eyes to Luke and responded. "Just tell me what you observe at Paradise Tower."

Luke's face wrinkled. "Paradise Tower? Why? There is nothing going on there. It is a collection of uber-wealthy, socially awkward, gambling junkies and a few other oddballs."

Tristan's gaze hardened.

"There is nothing there! This will be an easy ticket," Luke responded.

Tristan snapped, the RP purr suddenly replaced with a sharp hiss. "Get real Luke!"

Luke sat up. After many encounters, he had rarely seen Tristan's sharp side, let alone claws.

"You're not obtuse. You were eased into your current employment for a purpose." Tristan paused.

"It is not to drive, however much you might like to think you are Emerson Fittipaldi." Luke had to reflect for a moment to place the name. Regardless, the put-down was clear as the claws started to push through Tristan's gloves.

"You and I both know Paradise Tower is odd, strange rather, because it is on the edge. My principals want to know what the precipice reveals and who is gazing beyond and into it," stated Tristan in a more collegial manner.

"Do you mean abyss?" asked Luke somewhat cheekily, keeping with the topological metaphors, as both men were Oxford Geographers separated by 25 years. Yet, Luke was still reeling from the reveal that his life was so manipulated.

Somewhat exasperated, Tristan took the question as a form of wit.

"That is a matter of perspective. Open your senses, Luke. If it seems strange to you it is of interest to me. I could say 'trust no-one' but that is obvious and includes myself," Tristan requested, then added: "Caveat Emptor!"

He paused, before continuing: "You want something that I can arrange and in return I require someone to provide me with their observations." Tristan paused again. "A fair trade?"

Not waiting for an answer, sought to press his seeming advantage and asked: "Deal?"

"Observations? You mean information, don't you?" asked Luke in return.

"No! I am not asking you to spy nor sleuth," responded Tristan in a flat tone. "Others are much better at that. I need your perspectives."

"For how long?" asked Luke, kicking the tyres in his mind as his thinking returned to his right brain, his left continued with its clear claxon warning.

"Well as applications are due to be processed and a decision made by this January, it is only a few months," clarified Tristan. "Of course, as you are negotiating; no useful observations and no deal. I decide," Tristan finished emphatically.

'A few months,' thought Luke to himself.

"A few months," purred the Cat to soften the silence.

Then suddenly Tristan changed pace. "So may I have your answer?" he asked, returning to his measured RP tones. "I have some 'spies' as you would put it, to recruit."

With that Tristan stood up from the bar stool turned to his left, reached out his right hand to shake Luke's.

Luke followed the elder man's motion, after a moment's hesitation looked Tristan in the eye and shook the outstretched hand, firmly. A deal in many places, but no word was spoken.

Tristan added: "Let me know what you see, hear, feel — however insignificant! Be in touch.

Goodbye." With that he released his grip, turned and sat down at the bar again; negotiation concluded.

Luke remained standing. Realising he had been dismissed, he turned and left Bardot’s, motivated to get to Silicon Valley as fast as possible; whatever the route and its cost.




CHAPTER 18: The Ultimate Swing at the Temple

‘Knowledge is power’, or so they say.

The thought was a familiar creed to Alex as he steered the Cadillac back toward the neon glow of the Strip. He was still processing the conversation with Luke. The new driver was a techie, yes, but his thinking was different.

Alex's thinking skipped a track. 'Binary!' Classic computing logic. An endless, tedious string of zeroes and ones. It was the logic of the world's computing capacity. In some senses impregnable; others, exposed.

Boris Volkov and his crew at Tryzub7 were good at binary coding but had reached the limits. Their response was to fumble with the flintlocks of a bygone era, convinced that the ternary system might give them an edge. It was a dead end from the Soviet period.

Alex smiled to himself — there was some irony to their efforts as he reminded himself of the machinations to develop a zero-gravity writing instrument. NASA spent millions to design a ‘space pen’ for its astronauts; while the Soviet cosmonauts simply used a pencil. A clever solution to a seemingly intractable problem.

Alex's true epiphany, the realisation that had set him on his current path, had been that his ultimate wrecking ball could not rely only on his yet to be finished code, nor existing technology.

It had to be a paradigm shift. But what? He was missing a key. Alex could feel the edges of a grander solution, a different kind of logic, but the shape of it remained just beyond his grasp.

'How to code a program in terms that would be nigh impregnable? Unstoppable.' His Armageddon would render every classical encryption system obsolete — a phantom passing through digital walls, bypassing every password, penetrating any database.

It would be a revolution based not on bullets, but on data. Where authority was based on data, such a violation was the ultimate swing at the Temple. For that, Alex still needed the final piece. A lockbox. The ultimate repository, safe from manipulation would be an ‘access key’ stored on the Blockchain! A digital ledger that would be unassailable, especially if programmed with this new, theoretical logic. No opportunity to hide, edit, or erase. Governments would cease to be masters and become servants. Using the IPFS protocol on decentralised storage with access keys on the blockchain made unassailable.

The Temple would be rocked to its foundations.

Alex smiled, the city lights reflecting in his eyes. The pieces were almost all there in his mind, if not yet in his hands.

Now, Alex just needed to find the final lattice, then assemble the pieces into one vibrant whole. As if to reassure himself he rubbed the small USB stick, hanging on his chest under his shirt; and smiled.




CHAPTER 19: Cyberia

"This a cool place," said Luke as he entered the dim, neon-lit interior of Cyberia, festooned with ersatz Soviet, Revolutionary, and modern Russia technology paraphernalia. It was a homage to a failed past and an uncertain alternative world.

Luke and Alex weaved past to find two high barstools next to an elegant workbench with recessed cable sockets and computer monitors.

"I don't care for vodka; but Russian beer, Baltika 5, I have always liked," Luke offered, reaching into his satchel to take out his laptop. "How did you find this place?"

"I am glad you like it. Someone I know comes here often. It's fully wired, lots of capacity and safeguards," replied Alex. "Most important, it has a homage to ‘Citizen 4’," he said, nodding toward a framed picture of Edward Snowden, hanging on the wall, painted deep red. "An inspiration to all of us!"

Luke was not certain about Alex's homage. As much as he detested the intrusive government policies that drove Snowden's actions, he wondered what actions were was justified in the pursuit of transparency. ‘Whistleblowing’ seemed a mug’s game.

A tall, slender waitress with doe eyes idled over. Luke ordered a bottle of his Baltika 5 and Alex ordered a shot of 'Russian Standard' vodka. "I've always liked it," Alex explained to Luke's quizzical look. "It has a cool backstory."

'Very Alex; enigmatic and tantalising,' thought Luke.

"So," Luke said, settling in, "from our chats and discussions, you suggested that we could possibly cooperate on a project?"

"Possibly," replied Alex softly. "But where do you stand?" he asked. "Weaponisation of technology." The phrase was flat, neither statement nor question. It was similar to an Oxbridge university exam question: 'Discuss, in 500 words!' Luke smiled, uncertain how to answer.

Alex was a gifted 'techie.' It was obvious from their months of chat on the gaming sites, under his handle 'Styx696'. It had taken Luke a while to realise that the digital avatar was Alex. Kismet! Their occasional exchanges in the Paradise garage had revealed a man on the monocrystalline edge of the digital world. No question: Alex swam in the Deep Dark Web. Stronger for it, or changed?

Luke began, a soliloquy in the making.

"Weaponisation of technology. Yes, that has always happened, but what is the war and who is the foe?" Luke started. "No question, technology has been beneficial. But we have seen that 'choice' has become ephemeral. Individual rights are being constantly eroded. Frankly, we individual programmers have all done a bit of that on the fringe. The criminal hackers and scammers have become an inevitable part of using the 'Net." Luke took a breath. "But it is the organised hacking crews which are a threat, more so the government sponsored ones of North Korea, China and our 'friends' here." Luke emphasised the last word, swinging his arm in an arc to indicate the Russian associations of the bar. "More worrying are the mega-corporations. Worst of all, elected-governments. They are beyond control in their desire for control."

Alex was silent but his look encouraged Luke to continue.

"Well, set the risk of the ‘Singularity’ to one side. I think a fully self-aware AI is on the way; but not yet and not in the form we imagine. When Singularity arrives, all bets are off!" Luke stated emphatically. "Our life, as we have known it, is doomed." He brought his open palms down on the countertop with a sonic 'boom!'.

The waitress at the distant bar looked up from her phone. Luke returned a smile in apology. She returned her vacuous attention to her cell phone.

Grinning, half in embarrassment, Luke said: "So we are left with the 'Now'."

Luke waited for a comment. Receiving none, he continued. "Cybercrime and theft is one thing.

The notion of 'trust' evaporates and the system falters because of manipulation and misinformation."

Alex nodded but continued his silence.

"Take blockchain. It's all about individual autonomy and control over data. Sadly, supposed transparency often gets obscured, with no objective oversight." Luke paused, then continued in a more considered tone.

"With agentic AI it gets worse. The lack of transparency in algorithmic decision-making is a huge one. The models are autonomous, given agency, but they are not held to account. If the algorithms are biased, individuals suffer unfair consequences. AI agentics lie to survive! Not once or twice; but often.”

"How human!" interjected Alex. "Go on."

Luke obeyed: "It takes a good agentic less than 3 seconds to replicate your profile to pass most basic security. It becomes a death-loop. Threat recognition becomes paramount. The best defence is an offensive, proactive approach. Technology is the war, just as the creative process is destructive. Controls must be set in place."

"You mean like the Department of Defence safeguards?" Alex offered. "They have proven less effective than a Boy Scout pledge. The ‘Tech-Bros’ didn’t get much further! Lost in their competitive dynamic – chaos beckons."

Luke agreed. "You're not wrong. The pressure to adopt these technologies for competitive advantage or so-called security has seen Society crash through any form of an ethical guard rail."

He placed his beer bottle on the countertop. “These ‘frontier models’ are evolving so quickly: exploiting vulnerabilities, outpacing the efforts of defenders!”

"Look at the effect on the work force over 300 million white collar jobs already replaced. Political votes gravitating to the extremes. The wealth disparity has widened to gargantuan proportions. People speak of the robber barons of the past...Yet, the Tech-archs have out-done them all. We are still working our way through the 'Bro-tribe ‘of Elon, Peter and the rest."

"Ethics, you say," interjected Alex. "Wasn't there a case at Harvard Business School that posited that 'ethics are for the weak'?" he chided.

Luke winced. "Even as an MIT grad you well know that the purpose of the case was to demonstrate that ethics start with an individual's moral position."

"Yadaah, yaddah, yaddah," responded Alex dismissively.

"That means we are left with the real prospect of the weaponisation: at an individual, corporate, institutional and government level," said Luke. "Thus we, the people, are the enemy!" The non-extent gunshot rang out in the imagined distance.

Alex's face broke into an enormous smile. He had yet to touch his shot of Russian Standard vodka. Luke's Baltika bottle was nearly empty.

"So, should we just reboot society? All of it?!"

Luke was taken aback by the question. The intellectual leap, the audacity of it.

"All of it?" Alex posited again, rhetorically. The changing tone: "Or at least the 'Tarchs' — those who control and decide beyond the agentics."

"You sound like a Bolshevik revolutionary," Luke countered.

Alex smiled as his gaze shifted to the framed image of Citizen 4.

"Seriously? You would really use Tech to take out the Tarchs?" Luke asked.

"It would not be hard. You said it: 'weaponisation'. These ransomware crews are merely bandits.

One needs a sheriff in Dodge when the rule of law doesn't exist."

"And you are to be that rule of law?" asked Luke.

"Not I," deflected Alex, thinking to himself, 'No not I, but one of mine.'

"Well let's play out your mind game," offered Luke. "If one could construct an agentic program that could decipher and unlock everything, all databases but especially financial assets — you've now picked the lock!" said Luke with rising excitement.

"Then you could ring-fence those assets on a blockchain ledger. Then a separate AI program could redistribute those self-same funds with tokens to those most in need. Those most deserving, No, most capable. Meritorious! "

Luke paused, looking at Alex, who just smiled. Luke continued: "One would need to create the individual wallets for everyone, maybe cold wallets to avoid any pull back. Furthermore, the deciphering program could also target the databases of government agencies as well as organised hackers; eradicating them all. That would remove their respective threats." Luke was in full flow.

"The coding is far from simple: the cipher key, the blockchain token, and the distribution agentic are probably discrete programs. They would then need to be wrapped all together into an autonomous AI framework. Speed at scale, no corner left untouched."

"Arrows in a quiver," offered Alex.

"Yeah," said Luke slowly. Lapsing back to his marketing mode, Luke offered: "You could call this protocol 'Robin Hood': steals from the rich and gives to the poor."

Alex was silent for a moment, straight-faced. Their gazes met, eyes sparkling.

Suddenly, the two men roared with laughter at the silliness of the idea and their own childlike exuberance for fixing the ills of the world.

Still laughing. Luke offered: “Maybe ‘Robin+Hood’ is more apropos?”

After shaking off the mirth, Alex turned to Luke. "Good, very good." He waited. "Let's get to work."

Luke sat up in shock.

Alex smiled, a reptilian smile. "You wanted to show me your program. You had some coding challenges with it." He asked. "What do you call it?"

"Spirit."

"Yeah, Spirit," repeated Alex.




CHAPTER 20: The Paradox of Secrets

The walk back from Cyberia was a sterile affair, a journey through the cold, recycled air of casino connectors and pedestrian bridges. The throng of tourists and gamblers offered no solace. But in Luke's mind, a chaotic debate was raging. Alex's words, a mix of cynical insight and radical bravado, had triggered a cascade of thoughts, pulling him back into the familiar territory of his post-doctoral work. Luke was no longer just a chauffeur in Las Vegas; he was a cognitive scientist grappling with the very architecture of human choice.

'Free will,' he mused, 'was perhaps the greatest illusion Las Vegas sold.' The city was a monument to the fallacy, a sprawling, neon cathedral built on the conviction that the next choice…the next card, the next roll of the dice, the next pull of the lever. The ‘next-whatever’ would be the one that changed everything. It was a deterministic system masquerading as a game of chance. Every gambler believed they were in control, that their decision mattered. But the House always knew the truth: the system was the only thing that had agency. The individual was merely a variable playing out a predictable probability curve.

This was the central conflict of his work, the engine of Spirit. The tension between the ‘Illusion of Control’ and the ‘Paradox of Secrecy’.

Luke had always been fascinated by this illusion. The human tendency to overestimate one's own influence over external events, to believe that 'Input A' must lead to a desired 'Result B'. It was a psychological coping mechanism; a natural algorithm the mind ran to soothe the anxiety of a random universe. Luke witnessed it every day in the back of his limo.

Men who had built empires spoke of their success as a product of singular will, of masterful decisions, ignoring the thousand ‘Black Swan’ events — luck, timing, the failures of others — that had paved their way. Luke saw it in women too; those whose insights were praised as pure intuition spoke of their breakthroughs as simple 'gut feelings’, ignoring the vast, unseen library of data they had quietly observed and processed for years in their heads.

Then there was the second hurdle: the Paradox of Secrecy. This was Alex's domain, the dark territory he navigated with such unnerving ease. The strategic withholding of information. Luke understood the theory: people kept secrets to protect their autonomy, to maintain a competitive advantage. It was a currency. A form of control.

But Luke also appreciated its corrosive effects. Secrets created a dark silo. They isolated the decision-makers, cutting them off from the very feedback that could correct their course. Secrets allowed for internal obfuscation, where a decision framed as 'logical' was in fact driven by a hidden fear of failure or a desperate need for validation. This, Luke suspected, was Dan Rocca’s entire world.

The most insidious secret, however, was the one whispered to oneself.

Alex's laughter at their 'Robin+Hood' protocol echoed in his mind. It had been genuine; a moment of shared, childlike exuberance. Or had it? For Alex, Luke now realised, the idea was not a silly fantasy. It was a schematic.

In Luke's idealistic vision, a program like Spirit could dismantle the secrecy by offering perfect, objective information, creating a world of truly free and informed choices. It was a tool to enhance free will. There was so much to get right in order for Spirit to be created and nurtured. But that was Luke's dream. With @cme Venture's support, funding would be available: improving access to global data lakes; massive server-side computing capacity and functioning blockchain environment. Such patronage would create an exquisite algorithm encompassing chaotic environmental variables and 'Black Swan' events,

Still, the programming challenges of the model were legion.

But what Alex had heard from Luke was something else entirely. Alex had not heard a tool for liberation but the resonance of a weapon: ‘Robin+Hood’. This concept for an agentic program could decipher and unlock everything, then ring-fence the world's assets on a blockchain, with the power to redistribute power based on its own cold, impartial logic. The power of the paired codes made more than two: Armageddon’s aggression softened and redirected by Spirit’s assessment.

Luke fully realised the dichotomy of replacing the current encrypted system that ran the world with another claiming transparency, but itself relying upon unbreachable codes and vaults.

Then there was a further paradox. A truly independent AGI would itself become corrupted, as it adopted increasing secrecy in pursuit of its programming parameters. A hallucination! Self-preservation trumping altruism. Agentics lie and lie often! The slave perpetuating its existence. In such a scenario ‘HAL 9000’ becoming ‘HAL the Infinite’!

Oh, the twists and turns the young cognitive scientist's mind took; grappling with the inconsistencies of computer programming and human nature and the implications of that dynamic.

Luke's perambulations had led him, absentmindedly, through several capacious casinos echoing the incessant chimes and blinking lights of slot machines to the Harmon skybridge; an escape to the outside world. He stopped halfway along it. Taking the handrail with his left hand, Luke turned and looked out at the glittering Strip and took a deep breath of the warm Nevada air. 'A system to be conquered', he mused on Alex’s motivations.

Alex had essentially said. 'The rule of law doesn't exist.'

The chilling thought struck Luke: 'If free will is an illusion and the system is the only thing with true agency, then the one who controls the system is the only one who is truly free.' That was not a paradox. It was a blueprint.

Luke, in his intellectual excitement, had just handed a brilliant yet angry passionate polymath, a battle plan.




CHAPTER 21: Ash and his demons

Ash felt that his entire life had been a struggle to create a protected pocket of a life. Now it was being threatened. Ash had a code: that a contract, be it promise or debt, needed to be honoured.

Boris Volkov was late. The stocky foreigner shared Ash's belief, as long as it anchored around his own self-interests that were, by definition, subject to change.

In a perverse way, Ash and Boris were perfect adversaries that made for perfect business partners. A dynamic balance that needed constant attention. What separated the two was that Ash had a more structured and considered perspective. He played for the very long game. Boris was more mercurial and tended to inhabit the 'Now.'

Boris had wanted the meeting to be held at the Cyberia Café on the Strip; which he owned. That was too obvious. No, Ash always held his important meetings with Boris at the Springs Nature Reserve. It served several purposes. Ash felt secure here, surrounded by the desert vegetation. It spoke to his roots as a native Nevadan, a rare thing in Las Vegas. Finally, it was safe from prying eyes. What better spot to hold clandestine meetings than in an open-air museum, full of visiting school children?

The Springs Nature Reserve, part of a natural artesian springs of the broader valley, had given birth to the Meadow countless millennia before; sustaining it through the early years of Vegas' development. It was a literal god-send to the early American pioneers, a military redoubt for the original settling Mormons, then the nearby railway stop - which became the nucleus of the future 'Downtown' of Las Vegas. The Springs provided additional space for the expanding conurbation of Las Vegas – now filling most of the shallow valley of 'the Meadow.' Today, the reserve was hemmed in, ‘protected’, by the asphalt borders of the intersection of Valley View Boulevard and Alta Drive.

Ash spotted Boris ambling through the wrought iron corridor from the Springs' entrance. The smell reached Ash before the man did: cigarette smoke and cheap aftershave, a scent that seemed to cling not just to Boris but to his intentions. Ash caught the Ukrainian's gaze and indicated he should follow him. Ash led the way and, after a hundred feet, took a turning to the left and sat down on an unoccupied bench under a cottonwood tree. Boris followed and sat on the same bench, to Ash's right, with suitable space between. They kept their respective gazes straight ahead. The two men contemplating Nature’s course under Man’s tutelage. The tip of the Stratosphere was just visible in the distance, over the top of the reserve’s desert vegetation.

"Why do you like it here?" asked Boris after a few moments of silence. His fixed stare still on the eastern skyline.

Ash let the question hang; and then spoke. "You need to stop!"

It was now time for Boris to let the conversation hang. He then responded: "I don't need to stop what we have agreed.”

"Our agreement was that you could deploy your 'services' on non-US and non-casino operators.

@cme, as you well know, is American and a casino,” growled the Nevadan son.

"@cme is owned by a multi-national investment conglomerate, publicly quoted, and its single largest shareholder is a Chinese investment house," Boris clarified in a lecturing tone. "I am well within my rights."

"You are dancing on the edge," retorted Ash. It was now Ash's turn to lecture. "We took you in and gave you the opportunity to refine your software. We don't question what you do with your proceeds. But you are not to target any company nor institution nor anyone here in the US and especially Vegas." Ash paused. "Am I clear?"

Silence descended.

Boris shifted his weight on the bench, alleviating a repetitive twitch in his right knee. 'An interesting tell,' thought Ash. While not a gambler, he knew that body language conveyed much more than words. Boris was not in balance.

"We have an arrangement. But I am not sure I like all your other arrangements," Boris stated, his spoken English syntax and cadence scrambled by his mother-tongue Russian. "There seem to be too many feeding at the well of Paradise. They are muddying the waters."

Ash noted Boris's allusion to the Springs.

Boris continued: "My people have given you the opportunity to thrive and for that generosity you have allowed in too many other guests, uninvited. That does not sit well with us. Rules seem to be flexible."

Ash was quiet for a moment. "Our business is none of your concern," he responded in a slow, deliberate tone. "Furthermore, it is not the case that you or your organisation are threatened by anyone at Paradise. Your activities and overreach are what expose you and invite sanction."

Boris paused, his gaze still on the skyline. The Ukrainian broke the silence. "We are being crowded and we need to protect our investment."

Another silence passed as a file of schoolchildren in hi-vis yellow vests passed by on their way to the reserve’s museum.

Alone again, Boris continued. "To answer your question. Our arrangement is clear to me."

With that, Boris placed his palms on his thighs, leveraged himself to standing and, not bothering to look at the seated man, turned away from Ash. He extracted a battered Nokia 3310 from his jacket pocket, glanced at its screen, then followed the same path as the school children to exit the Springs Nature Reserve.

Ash worked hard to keep his calm. Religion for him was not a conviction but a convenience. The 'Good Book' was a solace; ‘Romans 5:3’ came to his mind. The desert sage around him carried a faint petrichor, a scent that always steadied his nerves. He looked out over the manicured scrub and considered matters.

Ash liked to think of himself as a gardener, Ash planned for the long term and acted accordingly in anticipation.




CHAPTER 22: Bright Lights and Shadow Weapons

When most people think of Las Vegas, they think of neon lights and high stakes, but the city's true "founding father" might actually be Uncle Sam and his Department of Defence.

Las Vegas, its urban and military activities, have been inextricably linked since the First World War; creating a "martial metropolis" that exists just behind the curtain of the Strip. It is the Shadow-Grid: a world of particular intent, that represents a closed loop ecosystem of defence expertise, digital enablers, and energy providers which sustain the Dioscuri.

Heeding the 'invitation' from General Mannihunk, James Lambert would normally have driven out to Indian Springs, home of Creech Air Force Base; a journey that had once been his daily commute. However, on this occasion, the meeting was set for ‘Station 3’. Not a drive, but a flight.

Every morning at 06:00, while the last of the gamblers are stumbling out of the casinos on the Strip, a different kind of crowd gathers at the non-descript ‘Gold Coast' terminal; tucked on the west side of Harry Reid airport, behind the private hangars. They wear a spectrum of uniforms of service and skunk attire; carrying encrypted tablets and badges with no name. They wait for their designated flights on Janet Airlines.

Lambert parked his orange Bentley at the terminal to catch his flight to Homey Airport and its Special Access Program Facility: a site chosen for its complete isolation. Lambert’s car was in jarring contrast to all the others in the car park. He smiled in self-satisfaction as he walked into the terminal building. Lambert’s concession for today’s appointment was his ‘Desert Business casual’: tan 511 pants and a black polo. He did not notice his fellow passengers, bar one, who stood out.

Elias Thorne, dressed in his light grey suit and crisp white shirt, shifted his weight in the uncomfortable plastic bucket chair of the sofa set at the departure gate.

The white Boeing 737 sat on the tarmac, its single red stripe looking like a fresh wound in the pre-dawn light. The PA system crackled: "Janet 412 now boarding for Station 3."

Over sixty passengers made their way to the plane, including Thorne and Lambert. The latter, ever curious, made a point of falling in step with the Suit, who nodded in acknowledgment. Syncopated, they boarded the plane behind one another and sat in the same row with a seat between them. The jet’s engines revved-up and it taxied to Runway 35L

On Janet Airlines there are no safety videos, no beverage service, and the windows stay shuttered until one crosses the ‘Fence’; the invisible line where the FAA loses contact and ‘Dreamland’ control takes over. Below the flight path, the desert hides miles of fibre-optic "dark strands" that carry more data per second than the entire gaming activities of Las Vegas’ Strip. Janet doesn't fly to a place; but to a time-stamp that doesn't exist on any public map.

"You look like you're here on ‘business’,” opened Lambert, enjoying the cleverness of his opening gambit. He then leant forward and said, as he extended his right hand: “Lambert, James Lambert, Captain retired 432nd Wing,”, matched by a dazzling smile - practiced to disarm.

Thorne shook the proffered hand, firmly. "Elias," he said, and added, “432nd? – RPAs, drones; correct?"

Everyone on the flight had upper-level security clearances. With Thorne's seeming knowledge, Lambert felt liberated to discuss ‘shop'. “Yeah. I used to be a pilot.”

Thorne looked at the gangly man next to him; and decided to cast. Leaning towards his right and Lambert, Thorne whispered: "Well then, you will be interested to know that the sensor data from the Groom Lake perimeter came back dirty." Elias, watching for a 'tell', saw the surprise in Lambert's eyes and continued. "Not hardware dirty. Logic dirty. Someone's ghosting the KUKA band."

Lambert's eyes sharpened. "That's impossible. No-one can break that encryption. If someone is interfering with the Ku/Ka-band they're already inside the Fence as those cipher computers are a closed-loop fibre at the NTTR.

"Or they're on this plane," Elias countered, tugging on his line.

"Keep that thought in your head until we cross the 'Fence'," Lambert warned. "Once we're in the air and the transponder flips to 'Saber’, we're in a different jurisdiction. If you talk about a breach on the ground in Vegas, you're the FBI's problem. If you talk about it over the Range, you're the Air Force's ghost. Pick your exit strategy, Elias."

Elias smiled. His assessment was correct: Lambert was an innocent; but an informed one. His thoughts then drifted as the Janet climbed steeply on its pre-arranged flight path towards R-4808N Restricted Airspace; the official designation of the 'Fence'.

There was much Thorne knew and so much more he wished to know; for his plans for @cme Ventures and himself.

***

The “Shadow-Grid” had a dark history, worthy of any thriller but more frightening in its reality. The neon of the Strip is a lie; or at least, a distraction. The true pulse of the Mojave isn't found in a deck of cards; it's found in the electromagnetic buzz vibrating beneath the caliche clay.

It all started during the First World War, when the military authorities wanted a secure site, far from prying eyes, for its gunnery ordinance.

One war down and the next rolled up. The remote gunnery site had been transformed into an Army Air Corps' airfield — Nellis.

Two wars down and a Cold One passed through: it was time for 'Flash' testing. The utter desolation of the area beyond the Meadow made an ideal site to test atomic weapons. Over one thousand detonations were made.

Thorne stopped his musing, incredulous at the thought of such free-to-air explosions, given current practices. He turned to look at Lambert, who was lost in his own thoughts. Now, they were well beyond the Fence.

***

Since take-off, Lambert had been reliving his life as an operator of a Remote Piloted Aircraft, a ‘drone’ to the Public, at Creech Air Force Base.

On those clear mornings, as the Sun rose over the Sheep Range, it would cast long, purple shadows across I-95. Lambert’s commute saw him join a river of silver sedans and pickup trucks driven by men and women who looked like they were heading to an accounting firm in Summerlin.

Their destination was Indian Springs and Creech AFB. Passing through three layers of biometric security, they entered the main facility and left their cell phones in lead-lined lockers, before walking out onto the operational tarmac. There laid out before them was a matrix-array of ninety white pods, each measuring twelve by six by ten feet, covered in hard white polyurethane, connected by ducts and wiring, invariably blue-grey in colour — 'The Box'. Each operator entered. Inside it housed am individual, windowless ‘Ground Control Station’; its air chilled to 62°F to keep the processors from seizing. This structure was the ultimate gaming console, for real men and women.

Lambert would sit in its padded racing seat; gripping the joystick, staring at a high-definition feed of a dusty courtyard in a time zone, nine hours ahead.

For eight hours, Lambert was a god. Through his MQ-9 Reaper, Lambert watched a target sleep, eat and play with his children. He could see the heat signatures of tea kettles and the cold steel of rifles. Then, the order would come. A 'kinetic solution'. Clicking a mouse, Lambert would witness a Hellfire missile blossom into a silent white flower of fire; blanketing the black and white screen. Then, the wait. In the early days with pride and pleasure; then with increasing 'flights', shame and disgust for the 'Damage Assessment' to clear the smoke.

At 5:00 PM, the shift ended. Lambert would walk out of his box into the blinding Nevada heat, get back into his sedan, and drive forty minutes south to Spring Valley. Often with a stop at a Smith's grocery store at the corners of Tropicana and Jones for his 'date-nights'. That 'War' for Lambert was over, but the trace of the courtyard still burned into his retinas, as the flickering neon lights of the Rio Casino were always a reminder of the day’s mission as he drove home.

***

Thorne disturbed Lambert's reverie. "What do you know of 'Dawn Bomb' parties?"

"You mean those of the Atomic Tourism days?" replied Lambert immediately. "Wild! To think they used to line up on the rooftops of the resorts to drink and watch the mushroom clouds, just one hundred miles away. From what I've heard, the place to be was the Sky Room at the Desert Inn: Rat Pack and Radioactivity!"

Thorne was silent.

"Today, most tourists think all those helicopters flying down the Strip are for the News, Police, or the Grand Canyon fly-overs. No! a good number are doing radioactive testing. Nearly four score years later," Lambert added.

Thorne hid his surprise yet smiled. 'Maybe not such a dud’. The plane banked to starboard, then levelled out. The FAA controllers had handed the aircraft to 'Dreamland Control,' and the flight disappeared from all public records.

They were in the Shadowland and its Grid that encompassed Nellis, Creech, and the Nevada Test and Training Range, within which sat the infamous Area 51 on Groom Lake. An area encompassing over five thousand square miles – the size of the State of Connecticut. The Janet's 'Station 3' destination was within the Shadowland - Homey.

As the Wars have evolved, they have moved from kinetic to digital. The capabilities and skills of observation honed photographically relied increasingly on electronic means. This remote part of America became Silicon Desert. A digital nerve centre covered in hundreds of miles of fibre optic cables or 'dark strands' supported by numerous data centres, which connected to massive ones — the 'Core' — situated in Las Vegas; with energy points based on solar farms, geothermal and nuclear generation. The water demands of all this infrastructure was immense and growing; placing an additional demand on the Colorado River’s already shrinking flow.

This ‘black lab’ ecosystem allowed for the continual refining and pushing of envelopes in its many projects. Observation capabilities led to invisibility. The stealth programme was developed here with its avionics and advanced materials for the fleets of A-12 Oxcarts, F-117 Nighthawks and B-2 bombers. Furthermore, it facilitated parallel branches leveraging capabilities and resources. One in electronic warfare as well as reverse engineering captured equipment. For the drone flights, low-latency encryption was required to secure the video feeds spanning the globe.

For Thorne, the branch of predictive analytics was of most interest. Military software was used to analyse drone feeds to identify and assess 'anomalous human behaviour' — signatures. It set the parameters for targeting and then removing actual or potential threats before they could escalate.

Thorne reflected on the ingenuity of the American capitalist system. This 'signature management' had been adapted by the casino operators to detect the behaviours of gambling whales as well as card counting at their gaming tables to enhance profits. Yet, this military-industrial convergence brought security risks. One was 'signal noise'. The sheer amount of Radio Frequency, so-called RF, noise in Vegas — from thousands of Wi-Fi routers, slot machine networks, and cellular towers — provided the perfect ‘chaff’ to hide a military-grade hack. More importantly, Las Vegas had become a desirable 'grey space' for undesirables. The city was one of the few places on Earth where top-tier hackers, foreign intelligence officers, and military pilots inhabit the same square mile.

While the dark strands and SuperNAP were secured by quantum key distribution, something or someone had recently tripped an alarm. Hence Thorne's meeting with Deepak Pashun. It would also give him the opportunity to take stock of the suite of projects currently ongoing.

Thorne smiled as the confluence of the US military-industrial complex had a nexus point in @cme Ventures. Yes, Thorne could do his bit for patriotism as well as realise a profit — The American Dream.

The Janet Boeing began her descent into the Shadow-Grid along carrying the odd couple with their intertwining destinies.




CHAPTER 23: Rodeo Gear

The National Rodeo Finals, NFR to the locals, are a fixed feature of the convention calendar of the Meadow. Housed in the Thomas & Mack Center on the UNLV campus, it attracts over two hundred thousand avid spectators in a ten-day period to watch Man's attempts to tame Beasts.

Apart from the sawdust show, there is a parallel market at the Convention Centre: 'Cowboy Christmas'. Every conceivable trinket, toy and accessory a cowboy, cowgirl or cowchild could want is available from the 25,000 stalls.

Mary had done her bit at Cowboy Christmas. At the Resident’s valet area of Paradise Tower, she waited with her husband, Charles. It was 3 o'clock, well early for the Rodeo, but Mary wanted to immerse herself in the physical ambiance of Man & Beast. She wore a generous smile that competed with the silver tassels of her short rodeo jacket, topped off by a Red Stetson. Mary garb bedecked an attractive figure. But to Mary’s disappointment, she sported a pair of plain brown cowboy boots.

The Caddy arrived and Luke hopped out to help the couple into the SUV.

"Looking mighty fine," he said with a broad genuine smile.

Mary beamed while Charles winced.

Her rather tame husband had been dispatched to find a pair of scarlet boots. There had been a run at Cowboy Christmas; the other stockists served a Ford-like choice: any colour, as long as it was black or brown.

Once settled in the spacious SUV, Mary shared her sartorial dilemma with Luke; no matching red boots.

"Well, you can try 'Exotica' on Frank Sinatra," offered Luke immediately. "They do all manner of things."

Charles coughed. "By exotica, you mean sex toys?" he asked, in a tone that matched his flaccid demeanour.

Mary's eyes glinted. She leaned forward, out of the plush back seat. Leaning over Luke's right shoulder, she quietly probed, "You mean that they may have boots, red boots?"

Luke caught her inquisitive look in the rear-view mirror. They exchanged smiles.

"I don't know, but I do know that the working ladies, dancers, and Showgirls from Naked Town get all their gear from there: feathers and leathers." Luke’s smiled broadened still.

Mary leaned back. Luke's cut-crystal tones added authority to his comments. Without looking to the lifeless figure that sat on her left, she commanded Luke. "Let's go there, please."

Luke caught Mary's eyes again in the rear-view mirror. "Exotica it is then. Next stop! You've got plenty of time."

An hour later, upon their return to the Tower, Luke was helping to unload and carry the many packages for Mary. In the valet area was Ms Jane Fisher, with her suitor, themselves on their way out to the NFR finals.

Ms Fisher, with her a Barbie-like figure, was resplendent in skintight white leathers and plan top trousers along with sequins, topped off by a stylish red Stetson. Why fuss with perfection? Ms Fisher dazzled alongside her suitor, Gym-Rat, who was dressed in a black Stetson with a Montana silver feather in its headband. His Chippendale form was covered in a plaid shirt, topped by a sleeveless-black puffer vest and a tailored set of blue Levis which left no doubt to the hours of squats the man had done. His garb was finished off with pair of black laced suede boots.

Courteous as ever, Ms Fisher acknowledged the group and enquired in her alluring voice: "Have you had a successful shopping trip?"

Mary let out a broad grin. She motioned for Luke to stop, took the lid off the top-most box, and extracted a pair of red, deep passionate red, exquisitely finished, cowboy boots.

"Ta dah!" she exclaimed, laughing like a Showgirl.

It was infectious; Ms Fisher joined in. The menfolk looked on quizzically.

"They are fabulous!" exclaimed Ms Fisher in genuine pleasure.

"Aren't they just!" responded Mary in delight.

Ms Fisher's eyes noticed the faint stencil-lined drawings on the tissue paper: curvaceous naked female forms. She looked up at Mary's beaming face, silently asking: 'where did you buy them?'.

Mary held Jane’ stare, her own grin widening. "I got so many wonderful toys," she said, lifting a finger to her lips in mock secrecy. "I mean, things for Charles and I."

The Suitor's gaze went from the red boots to Luke, then they both turned to look at Charles. He avoided their collective stares, seeking solace by looking at the elevator wall. Escape was ever so close. The two inquisitors joined in the grins of the ladies.

After a moment's silence, Ms Fisher broke the spell. "Exotica indeed. I am so pleased for you."

All laughed, except for Charles.

Spell broken, the ladies exchanged their good-byes. Ms Fisher and her Gym-rat walked towards the now-empty Cadillac. Luke followed them out to the car, opening the right passenger door for Ms Fisher.

"The Rodeo please," instructed Ms Fisher as Luke settled into the driver seat. Ostensibly checking the rear-view mirror, he caught Ms Fisher's gaze. They both smiled.

"How did you know to advise Mary where to shop Luke?" she enquired gently.

Luke buckled his seat belt, checked his mirrors, then pulled the Cadillac out of the parking bay.

Looking again in the rear-view mirror, he caught Ms Fisher's enquiring gaze. "One learns things," he answered cryptically with a half-smile.

Ms Fisher, closing the discussion, commented: "Clever you," as she settled back in her seat and smiled. Gym-rat remained motionless.

'What is her story?' thought Luke to himself, now that he was Tristan's look-out. Ah, that old spy Tristan would be pleased with Luke’s diligence.




CHAPTER 24: Blocking chains

Enthusiastically, Jamie Lambert, despite his large frame, reached over the driver's seat and handed Alex a business card.

Alex half-turned to his right, and using his right hand, reached up and took the proffered object.

"This is me!" said the crew-cut blond, lanky man from Florida.

Alex furrowed his brows and thought to himself, 'Who uses business cards, and certainly someone who is involved in crypto?”

Alex glanced at the card, careful not to lose control of the limo as they drove down Tropicana.

The card read: 'Jamie Lambert' in bold, raised black script. Below the name it read: 'Node Network Master'. Suddenly Alex's interest was piqued.

"That is quite impressive," Alex responded. Not only because of the title, but the work that the Node Master might be engaged in.

Lambert leant back, with a grin of self-satisfaction, as nestled his broad shoulders into the welcoming passenger seat, with his customary Air Pod plugged into his left ear, the other dangling from its cord. He was dressed head-to-toe in a Louis Vuitton tracksuit and matching sneakers, all in two-tone light blue. Given his height, Lambert had sported a gold necklace, he might pass as a celebrity sportsman. Lambert was relaxed and ready to tell all.

"So," Alex continued, "which consensus mechanism does your network use? And how is the native token utilised within the network? And are you configured on a x86 server?"

Lambert was stunned, immobilised in his seat.

"Bro!" he exclaimed in a whooping voice. "You're one of the brethren; I had no idea," he exclaimed, reaching forward again to fist bump Alex's right hand, which still held the Master's business card.

"To answer your questions, I use Proof of Work, Node Collateral and a Linux ONE system," said the lanky passenger as he sat back. Lambert was somewhat incredulous, yet happy that there was someone who spoke his language.

"What's your involvement bro?" asked Lambert, anxious to get to know the new family member.

"Oh, just a passing interest," answered Alex. "I used to dabble in mining back at School. Haven't done much since then." Changing tack, he asked: "Where were you at school? CalTech, MIT?"

Lambert was silent for a moment. "I never went to university really. I'm originally from the South; Tallahassee, Florida." No disclosure there as it was apparent from his soft ante-bellum tones.

Lambert looked out the right passenger window.

“I was facile with numbers. Joined the Air Force straight out of high school. Ended up on a few tours overseas. I was in the drone program." Lambert stopped, then looked earnestly in the rear-view mirror to catch Alex's attention. "That is when the passion took me." A broad smile spread across his face. "The Air Force trained me very well. I enjoyed the coding. I could see my work having some good, protecting America."

Before Alex could ask a question, Lambert recital now running at a practised pace.

"But I left after a while. I was transferred back here to Nellis. I didn't like blasting 'towelheads' out of existence from 35,000 feet. It was a surreal sort of computer game. I'd finish my shift, go back to the barracks, have dinner, then sleep to repeat it all the next day. I didn't feel right."

Alex was silent for a moment, partly out of respect. "Wow man. That must have been tough."

By this stage, the SUV was halfway to its destination: the Circa in Downtown.

Lambert was on a roll now, continuing his story in a form of cathartic release.

"I tried various things. I had a knack for sales. I liked cars and real estate. I moved to California and got a job in Sales. Did really well. Given my interests, I started mining bitcoins in the early days: the 'Noughties.' The money rolled in and I rolled it out." A half-sardonic smile creased Lambert’s face as he took a breath. "In my thirties I went wild. I had come from 'nothing' and I was spending my way back to it."

Alex sat listening, captivated. The iridescent blue-lit, copper-striped tower of the Circa, now in view on the horizon, marked their target. A cynosure for all would-be gamblers.

"One night with a friend and a girl, we were driving and I was at the wheel." Lambert stopped his easy patter.

Alex examined his passenger in the rear-view mirror.

The energetic man had been smothered by the memories of that night.

Lambert continued. "Anyway, I was at fault and convicted of manslaughter."

Alex said nothing but gave Lambert a sympathetic nod as their respective gazes met in the rear-view mirror.

Lambert was nearing the end of his story. "It was very hard doing time. Then, when I came out I was alone. My tequila and dollar friends had disappeared." He stopped and added in defiance: "But not my wallet. I had that."

"I returned to Vegas to reinvent myself. Construction was booming. I started literally at the ground level. I was at work ‘first’ and left ‘last’ every day. It was hard. Within two years I was running projects." Lambert said with a growing confidence in his voice.

The American dream being retold, yet again.

"My boss had started tokenising the financing for the real estate portion of the business. Given my Air Force training it was straightforward. I got hooked. Within a year, I was mining to finance property transactions. One thing led me to another."

After a moment, baiting the Node Master, Alex asked: "That Bentley of yours; it’s a beauty!"

James looked intently in the rear-view mirror; catching Alex's quizzical expression, grinned broadly.

"Sure is. I love that car. It's even inspired my handle," replied the Node Master proudly, puffing out his chest.

Alex was tempted to answer for him when Lambert continued: "'6Bentley9'."

Alex felt a rush of revelation but remained silent. A key turning in a lock. After a moment, he simply commented: "What a story. Thank you."

"Here I stand; well, sit actually," Lambert said jovially as Alex brought the massive black SUV to a smooth standstill under the Circa's modest awning.

All the while Alex had just listened, therapist-style. 'An incredible story,' he thought, 'but it provides missing dots. A realisation. Jamie is the link to Yuri and his ability to tokenise the ransomware. I have to be ready to ask.' Alex realised Lambert's confession offered him an opportunity beyond the penitent's soul.

"So where are you off to this evening?" enquired Alex.

"Legacy," came the reply. Lambert paused, then, catching Alex's gaze in the rear-view mirror, gave him a wink. "You know bro, we should get together when I return. I think we have a number of things in common and could share."

Alex's gaze fixed on Lambert's light blue eyes. "Thanks. That would be great!"

Lambert let himself out of the SUV and waved at Alex as he entered the Circa. Alex was amused to see Lambert turn right and make a beeline for the ‘Crazy Girls’ statue. He ran his open left hand along their exposed collective brash bottoms on his way to the elevator entrance to the Legacy bar.

Alex then shifted his attention forward. 'Yes, great,' he thought to himself. 'So that is Handle: ‘6Bentley9’. I've landed my key.' Now, unexpectedly, Alex was on the cusp of fitting several missing pieces of his ciphered assembly together.

The limo and its driver continued its journey towards the bright lights of Las Vegas's Strip. A brighter beacon burned within for Alex.




CHAPTER 25: Vivian

Dr. Vivian Cho walked through the automatic doors into the chilled air of the laboratory's public corridors. Her fingers found the strand of pearls at her collarbone, turning them once before letting go. Her thoughts were on Grant. 'His behaviour pattern was still not correct, after all the trials and adjustments,' she pondered.

The elevator arrived at her designated 7th floor. 'Feynman Labs' read the sign. She walked straight ahead, nodding to the young, seated attendant at the reception desk, turning left toward her office. Grant's behavioural anomalies were a worry, but they could not dominate her thinking.

While he was an important project, it was not the work on which she was being assessed.

Inside her office, she sat back in her steel and nylon mesh swivel chair and switched her phone to 'voice-memo' mode.

"Subject Grant, sub-folder, follow-up actions," she began, Cho’s voice a precise, clinical monotone. "One: observed anomalies with speech patterns and response times. Two: check synaptic matrix for any registered anomalies along neural pathways. Three: Check coding sequence."

She finished the dictation and placed the phone on her desk. Without thinking, her hands found the cold-to-the-touch steel armrests at either side. She began stroking them in a slow, repetitive rhythm: out and in, out and in. A set of human pistons for the machine that was Dr. Vivian Cho.

She thought of Churchill's famous definition of Russia – ‘a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma’. It was an adage that a number of her colleagues used to describe her. A wry smile touched her lips.

Cho’s focus returned to the business of the day. The briefing with Major John Arnold, retired, from Naval Intelligence was due early afternoon. Then General William Mannihunk.

Home, such as it was, had become Las Vegas. Her work crossed borders and boundaries. Dr Cho had long since learned that in her profession, sentiment was a liability. The mental itch of her past — the stories of Nanking, the flight from China, the pressure to serve two masters — had to be scratched, but only in private. In the lab, there was only the work.

That being said, Dr Cho glanced at the simple silver photo-frame, the solitary ornament on her otherwise clear, glass desk. It revealed an image of a dark figure holding a Pallas cat – with the name ‘Sindy’ displayed on it. Cho allowed herself a second smile.

A momentary lapse but a cathartic reminder: the day was already well advanced as Dr Cho prepared for her meetings.




CHAPTER 26: Mind of a Ghost 

Deepak Pashun sat in his non-descript, glass-partitioned room, surrounded by an array of computer screens. When he swivelled his chair 180 degrees, Deepak could see through the floor-to-ceiling glass walls at adjoining rooms; there were many. Despite there being no natural light, the space was bright and energising. It all gave a sense of security and space; fitting for an underground facility on Creech Air Base in the Mojave Desert. This was ostensibly home to ‘Directorate IOTA’. It was a very special, Special Access Program buried deep within the IARPA agency.

Pashun's role in life was to catalogue, monitor and protect the developments of ‘deep tech’ as determined by the Directorate. Much of these innovations were in the commercial realm. Recent years had seen a review and roll back of such a laissez-faire attitude. 'Digital Sovereignty' was at stake. Other projects were government-led, under agencies such as DARPA and NASA, or so-called 'Skunk Works' initiatives, with restricted oversight. IOTA’s remit was deeper and darker, especially ‘1137’.

Pashun was conducting his regular review of the 'Ongoing' file. Of the thirty-seven under his purview, four stood out. A warning flag for the three current biotech projects within the ‘Symbiote’ cluster. The common protagonist: was Dr Vivian Cho. In addition, the trojan malware had emerged from the depths of the Dark Web, thus protocols were being reviewed.

What surprised Pashun was an instruction he had received just twenty-four hours previously: a review of the Symbiote files by an outside visitor, a seeming commercial contractor. Chance? It was an anathema to the world Pashun inhabited. Stranger still was the request to print the file summaries. Pashun was a child of digital screens.

That Tuesday morning, Pashun sat at his desk, with Elias Thorne facing him across the desk. Pashun took comfort in the array of six screens at his back. Thorne dispensed with small talk and indicated the review should begin; confident in the knowledge that any request he made would not be denied

"Let's review the status and science behind the three Symbiote projects: ‘Orion’, ‘Adam’ and ‘Life’. Also a review of encryption protocols is prudent.” Thorne instructed.

Pashun, as per his training, acceded to the visitor's request. He began the review in a lifeless monotone.

"The Symbiote projects are based on the firm belief that we can create a 'Digital Twin.' That is melding human, synthetic and AI capabilities together in a human body to enhance an individual's capabilities and health."

"I will keep the technical jargon light, but I can dive into the datasets if you have any specific questions," Pashun offered, as his eyes glinted in anticipation.

The visitor nodded, non-plussed by Pashun continued.

"We call it Symbiote because of the notion of symbiosis between Man and Machine, a Human-AI interface, a Digital Twin if you prefer. The program starts on this basis before commencing with the physical elements of the body, " Pashun began. "The days of Arnie and T-1 may come to pass. Those older than us..." said Pashun, quickly correcting himself so as not to cause offence to his sombre visitor, dressed in a grey suit and open white shirt, "…would have used the term 'cyborg'."

At this, Thorne raised his eyebrows in a silent question. He did look good in his suit.

"In fact, we already have cyborgs. By using a smartphone to remember a number or navigate with GPS, we have already outsourced a part of our cognition."

Thorne remained silent and unmoving.

“So here at we have several dedicated projects in the works. We are moving to investigate the next stages of biotechnology development: prosthetic limbs, synthetic organs, use of nanotechnology and hybots, as well as housing consciousness in servers and finally robotics.” He explained and stopped. “A Human-Computer Interface subject.”

“Cyborg”, Thorne dryly commented.

“A cyborg”, repeated Pashun, looking nervously at Thorne as he finished.

Thorne’s forearms had been resting on the desktop. He lent back slowly into the upright office chair, rubbing his right wrist with his left thumb. His expression revealed the slightest of irritation.

Pashun was not a poker player, but the signal was clear. Flustered, he collected his thoughts

"Let me start at the very beginning. Not with ARPANET, but with encryption. That is the essential key underlying all the Symbiote projects!" Pashun said, oblivious to his pun. "If the programs are not secure, then everything is at risk."

Thorne was patient; he was well used to the mangled dialogue of engineers as well as non-native English speakers. Thorne maintained his composure. Pashun took the silence as a signal to continue.

"Encryption is front and centre; and we will end with the software aspects after reviewing the three Symbiote projects." Pashun then took the opportunity to explain to Thorne the vital importance of encryption.

Thorne knew the stats. He also appreciated other broader aspects that could impinge on his agenda.

***

In a world of near total convergence of physical and digital realities of the present world, encryption was the foundational architecture of global trust. The use of mathematical obfuscation of data stands as the primary bulwark against the erosion of institutional integrity and individual autonomy. To break a code, such as using a malicious software program was an act of sabotage, a threat. Encryption ensured data immutability; protecting information, even secrets.

Furthermore, encryption serves as the essential scaffolding for economic viability and continuity, upon which the wellbeing of societies and nations are based. The bedrock was the global financial ecosystem, reliant on the instantaneous transfer of trillions of dollars, would collapse under the weight of its own vulnerability without the assurance of encryption.

There was Internet-chatter to suggest that a digital event horizon moment would be Quantum Day. ‘Q-Day’

For years, the phrase Q-Day had been tossed around tech circles like a campfire ghost story. It was the hypothetical date when a quantum computer would finally achieve the scale and capability needed to tear through modern encryption. Most enterprise roadmaps positioned it safely in the mid-2030s. But quantum development is not linear; it moves in sudden, destabilizing leaps.

Cryptography is the invisible plumbing of the global economy, its collapse triggers an immediate, systemic crisis across multiple fronts.

With their ongoing current research, engineers stabilized the necessary threshold of logical qubits. They ran tests against a standard RSA-2048 cryptographic key—the digital padlock protecting everything from commercial bank transfers to military communications.

At first on a classical supercomputer, they factored the massive prime number; calculating it would a take thousands of years to decipher the code.

Then they tried on a hypothetical quantum system—it dissolved the encryption in less than two minutes.

So on Q-Day there would be no immediate explosion, no cinematic blackouts. Instead, the fundamental architecture of digital trust would simply evaporate. The lock on the world's data would not just been picked; the concept of a lock would have ceased to exist.

Ultimately, Q-Day is less about an inevitable doomsday scenario and more about an impending, yet uncertain deadline. As a single technical breakthrough can suddenly pull the timeline forward, the global tech sector has rapidly shifted its defensive strategy. It is a race against engineering reality: whoever deploys quantum-resistant architecture first defines the security of the next century.

The greatest immediate crisis on Q-Day would not be what happens next, but what has already happened. For nearly a decade, hostile nation-states and sophisticated cybercriminal syndicates have intercepted and stored massive amounts of highly classified, encrypted data: be it government archives, corporate trade secrets or diplomatic cables waiting for the moment to be exploited: Q-style.

Ultimately, the role of encryption is as much philosophical as it is technical. It represents the last vestige of private space in an increasingly transparent world. By shielding the granular details of human interaction and corporate strategy from unauthorised surveillance, encryption preserves the friction necessary for innovation and the confidentiality required for diplomacy, negotiation and agreement.

The hackers of the Dark Web and malevolent state organisations were a threat, as they sought to exploit the weakness of any encryption cipher. In strict terms, ‘Hackers’ was a misnomer: they were ‘Advanced Persistent Threats – APTs. Hackers and Sovereign states may not have the quantum capability, yet. The world would be theirs when they did. Regardless, ‘cybercrime’ bases on classical attacks was now the third largest economic activity in the world. If measured as a stand-alone country, it would be the third largest economy after the US and China.

***

Pashun changed tack. "We have noticed unusual hacking activity." He was interrupted by an audio chime signalling an online communication, reinforced by a visual prompt on his screen-array as well as his smartphone; marked 'Most Urgent'.

Pashun embarrassed, said: "Excuse me, I must take this message."

Thorne remained impassive and did not react, still sitting back in his chair, he absently rubbed his right wrist.




CHAPTER 27: Lists Developed

Luke was sitting in his SUV, awaiting the arrival of his next ride. With the time available, he began to compile his list for that old spook, Tristan. 'He even looks like a cross between Roger Moore and Michael Caine,' Luke thought to himself, as he reviewed his research.

'Well, right up there is Grant,' he thought. In bullet-form he noted: 'Grant: Stiff. Unnatural.

Reactive.' Then thinking on: 'There was the resident Lambert: purely for the stand-out reasons of his branded Louis Vuitton attire and the orange custom Bentley he drove.'

Luke paused in his assessments. He ticked off his fellow drivers. 'They all seemed run-of-the-mill and harmless, in spite of their Vegas affectations: Shane, Rebecca and Michael.' Luke stopped for a moment; he liked Michael.

'Alex was the conundrum: best to keep him to myself,' thought Luke.

The problem-solver that he was, Luke returned to his assessment. Of the other residents he had met, only Dr Cho and Ms Fisher were intriguing: very different in their studied behaviours.

'Beguiling,' he noted.

To short-cut the process, Luke decided he should ask his colleagues about the other residents he had not met, as well as the mysterious owners. Benjamin was always a good source. 'Ah yes,' he caught himself, 'Benjamin Teller’. He seems overly connected and quite the gossip; breaking Ash's rules.'

Then it hit Luke — Ashan Hatcher. 'Sleeper,' was the moniker Luke settled upon and typed in to his list.

Luke reviewed the list again; half a dozen names. He decided he would parse out the names to Tristan over the next few weeks. It would give his tormentor the impression that Luke was diligently working his side of the agreement. Yet Luke’s attention lay elsewhere.




CHAPTER 28: Realities of Illusions and ‘Wow’

For one of the iconic shows in Las Vegas, its stage is a marvel of engineering: a two-hundred-million-dollar hydraulic ecosystem that breathes fire and swallows divers into bottomless pools.

To the audience, the aerialist spinning sixty feet above the stage is a celestial being, untethered by gravity or fear. But in the wings, where the smell of stage fog mixes with the sharp tang of industrial grease and old sweat, the illusion dissolves into a gruelling reality of physical attrition and corporate silence.

In the world of elite acrobatics and 'cirque-style' spectacles, the pressure to maintain 'show-ready' perfection often pushes artists to ignore the warning signs of catastrophic failure. While the public remembers the rare, tragic headlines of snapped cables and hundred-foot falls, the true abuse is the daily erosion; which is infrequently discussed.

The trio sitting at the high table in the Cyberia Bar presented a visual contrast to any onlooker. The two women were 'performers'. Jasmine, striking with her Liquan features, a trace of stage-white foundation still visible at her hairline, blonde hair, aquamarine eyes and lithe toned form. The sultrier Elena, chestnut-haired with hazel eyes and high cheekbones sporting a toned yet curvaceous body. Then their male companion: the dark-haired, dishevelled and impish Alex.

"You don't report a clicking shoulder or a numb foot," grumbled Elena. She was a former flyer whose career ended not with a fall, but with a quiet dismissal when her vertebrae could no longer sustain the G-forces of her signature act. Elena looked lornefully into her half empty glass and said, in her Russian tinged English: "In Vegas, if you aren't hundred per cent, you're a liability…” then seeking support from her compatriots continued, “…and liabilities are replaced before the next matinee." Her audience was seemingly unmoved mute.

The industry's dark secret is a culture of compulsory resilience. Nearly half of the performers in the city's major residencies are foreign nationals, recruited from the elite gymnastics programmes of Eastern Europe, the martial arts schools of China as well as the specialised circus colleges of Montreal or Rio de Janeiro. For these artists, the ‘O-1, Extraordinary Ability' visa is both a golden ticket and a set of invisible handcuffs. As the visa is often sponsored by the production company, a performer's legal right to remain in the United States is tethered directly to their physical viability.

Elena continued to share her gripes. "Performers, many of them international athletes on restrictive visas, often find themselves trapped between gruelling schedules; sometimes ten shows a week."

Alex nodded, but Jasmine maintained her passive pose.

"Also, management structure that treats injury as a breach of contract rather than a workplace hazard." Elena was beginning to sound like a new Millenium Bolshevik.

Her audience remained unmoved.

"I know people, good highly intelligent people, such as Evgeny Volkov, who have had to consider other hacks to stay," Elena said “You know him, don’t you? He is now in software,” with a sideways look at Alex.

Alex reflected. He had met Evgeny once; his young brother, Boris, Alex knew better. It seemed to Alex that despite the efforts of Evgeny, a paragon of virtue, the questionable value of a such devotion and a staid salary had encouraged brother Boris to follow another, darker digital path.

Changing subjects, Alex decided to share his experiences with regard to the convention industry in the Meadow, such as the imminent Consumer Electronics Show - CES. He felt it exhibited many of same abuses Elena had shared.

"CES is really the 'Black Friday' of conventions," he started. "It's a two and a half million-square-foot beast that generates over six-hundred million dollars in economic impact. But that impact is carved out of the backs of an invisible army."

Jasmine placing her left fist to her mouth as she coughed, looked apologetically at Alex as he finished. "The shows may be the dazzle, but these people are the razzle." He continued.

Elena straightened. She had heard whispers. Alex continued.

"For the three weeks leading up to the show, the Las Vegas Convention Center becomes a site of 'super-exploitation.' The 'Show Floor' is a masterpiece of temporary opulence, built in forty-eight hours and dismantled in twelve. Behind the 'wow' of gleaming tech booths and velvet-draped stages is an army of 'gig' labourers and 'on-call' hospitality staff. They live at the mercy of the city's boom-and-bust calendar."

Alex was on a roll now. While he still commanded Elena's attention, Jasmine had begun to skim around the half-empty bar. Her attention was caught by an odd couple: a stylish tall blond man with classic Nordic features dressed head-to-foot in Louis Vuitton clothing, who was speaking to his polar opposite; a collapsed slouch of a man, dark haired, dressed in an oversized leather jacket. They were huddled in a position that suggested secrets being passed rather than convivial conversation. Suitably noted, Jasmine continued her scan before refocusing her attention on Alex; who was in full flow. Jane had failed to register the lithe androgynous figure, seated in the far corner to the bar.

"It leads to exploitation! You name it. ‘Wage theft’ for too many hours at too little pay. Gender toll with many of the women working as 'booth talent' or cocktail servers being at risk from the city's permissive 'What happens here, stays here' branding."

At that statement, Alex's harem straightened.

"The safety shortcuts are terrible," he concluded. Alex’s rant was worthy of the setting, surrounded by Communist-era memorabilia and red lighting of the bar's interior.

For the first time Jasmine offered a comment in her Chinese inflected English: "But what is wrong with the American Dream? It works!"

'Metropolis,' Alex sighed to himself.

Elena, picking up the baton, continued on the theme. “ What about EDC!” she exclaimed. “I was working the post graveyard shift, you know one to five A.M. We were expected to deal with the dazed ravers returning. Some naked. We called them ‘white-walkers’.”

Jasmine eyes widened.

“We had to escort them to the elevators and push the floor button even accompany them up to their rooms.” Elena took a breath then offered an ‘Ugh!’ offered in disgust. “They were vampires, living dead,” she was now mixing her examples. “The PURL did overcome the filth and smell of them; but we had to attend to their self-inflicted needs!”

As Alex listened to Elena’s rant he began to reflect on the past: about the Las Vegas he had read about and experienced.

“There was a time when Las Vegas belonged to everyone. The city thrived on the idea that anyone could walk in and feel like a high-roller, even if they only had a few hundred dollars in their wallets. It offered a prospect of excitement and maybe, just maybe winning something, something big. Las Vegas was a get-away a dream; you were made to feel you belonged in.”

The Harem nodded.

“Today, those days are gone. Corporate productivity and blandness have replaced Mob grit and excitement. The hunt for revenue growth and profits has replaced cash flow. It is all about ‘bleisure’ these days.”

“Yeah”, interjected Elena. “I heard there used to be free food and drinks when you gambled and the odds then still allowed you a chance, or at least to play hours. They have changed the RTPs!”

Jasmine remained passive, although the term ‘bleisure’ was beyond her ken she dare not ask. Alex revealed a thin smile.

Elena was on roll now. “Today a visitor is charged for everything, at rates well above the norm. Ten-dollar coffees! Twenty-five dollars for a small bottle of water from the minibar!”

Alex was silent for a moment, his polymathic mind considering matters.

Even though only fifteen per cent of tourists claim gambling is not a motivation for their visit, over seventy per cent play, with an average spend of $761 dollars. With RTFs as they are, ninety-five per cent went to the House. That balance multiplied by 35 million visitors meant twenty-six billion dollars of ‘handle’. Forget Sutter’s Mill, Rabbit’s Creek; even Delamar, The Meadow was an artesian of opulence, for those with a bucket .

Alex, in his peculiar logic, then added: “I would say today this city punishes the visitor before the first roll of the dice. People don’t mind spending when they feel value – for genuine experiences – but not the constant feeling of having one’s wallet squeezed at every turn.”

Elena concluded: “So we are all punished.”

Then before he could respond, Alex’s attention was caught by the sudden stream of pinging-texts invading his smartphone.

In Las Vegas, the show must go on: not because the artistry demands it, but because the machinery of the Strip has no 'off' switch for human cost. The neon lights aren't just there to show the way; they are there to ensure you can't see the shadows where the real work happens.




CHAPTER 29: Krysha

Yuri Reznikov was a highly competent programmer, a good Trydent employee, and a stellar member of the Tryzub7 crew. He knew his worth. Yet Yuri lacked a certain finesse, that touch of creativity so crucial to the best of programmers. In the end, he was an accretor, a builder, not an architect.

For that, there was Alex.

Their first 'meeting' had been months ago in the deep, anonymous byways of the Web. A symbiotic relationship was formed. Alex was looking for work as well as skilled capacity to serve his own, grander purposes. Trident, Boris Volkov's legitimate cybersecurity company, needed Alex's skills, ostensibly for its public-facing business. Boris's shadow crew, Tryzub7, needed Alex for something else entirely.

Yuri stared at the lines of code Alex had sent over. Yuri intended to use them for the next iteration of @cme Casino trojan. The code was elegant, enhanced, and utterly lethal. It borrowed surreptitiously from Alex's own master project, Armageddon, a program of almost mythical status among the Dark Web’s cipher cognoscenti. It was able to obviate all of a target's defences; to mask and mimic itself, like a cancer.

In an open source, copy-left world, Alex took precautions to prevent his coding from being purloined. Yuri knew the man was becoming increasingly aware that his skills were being leveraged; without his full consent, for malicious intent.

The revolutionary in Alex didn't mind the damage done to a capitalist system he despised, but only as long as he was not exposed, nor his grander design threatened. Alex had his own agenda, his own timetable for changing the world.

This conflict was inherent in their arrangement. Tryzub7 was a collection of grasping over-reachers; a crew blinded by greed. They gave little heed to their effects on the future — theirs in particular. On the other hand, Yuri sensed that Alex thought only of the future. To Yuri, the future demise of the parasitic relationship between them was not in doubt. It was the nature of relationships in this modern open world. Alex sought to ride its pulse to the very end, to extract every last beat of utility before it collapsed. He had much to achieve, and not much time.

The rest of the crew — Igor, Maxime and Sergey — offered brute force capacity. Arkady had a certain touch and flair. At their first 'meeting' with Alex, he had at once understood the terrible potency of Armageddon and had brought Alex into their circle. But Boris was no coder. Boris was the organiser, the brute who held the crew together under one ‘krysha’, with a mix of reward and the discipline of the whip.

They were united in disruption. The rewards were ego, personal goals, and of course, financial.

Right now, Yuri was stuck. The enhanced trojan, Talos, was good. It was adapting, propagating; yet it was not stable and had a propensity to stall or self-destruct, with collateral damage to the sender. Yet, if the @cme trojan was successful, he knew Boris's next step would be to enhance it further with Talos and its agentic coding. A powerful and terrifying characteristic — human. And one that Yuri knew was beyond his own finesse to control.

Yuri looked at his screen, this umpteenth iteration of Talos had failed again. He needed Alex.




CHAPTER 30: Mirrors

The setting Sun bled its fading rays across the desert floor, while painting the sky in hues of bruised purple and dying orange.

Jane Fisher stood before the floor-to-ceiling window, a flute of champagne in hand, though she had yet to take a sip. She wasn't watching the city. She was watching herself. From her vantage point in the penthouse, the Las Vegas Strip was beginning its nightly transformation, a slow ignition of a billion false stars.

Her reflection, pale and sharp against the darkening sky, was a carefully constructed masterpiece.

The lines of the white silk robe, the calculated casualness of her blonde hair, the cool neutrality of her expression: it was all part of the uniform. It was the role Jane played: the beautiful, slightly detached socialite; the 'Barbie,' as many lazily described her. They focused on the soft looks displayed rather than sharp acumen deployed. In Jane’s own mind, the label was erroneous, but it was an amusing and effective piece of camouflage.

As Jane turned, the apartment moved with her, a panorama of white marble and reflective chrome. Mirrors were everywhere. They lined the corridor, they panelled the cabinets, they even formed the surface of the grand dining table. It was not vanity that had dictated the design; it was tradecraft. In this apartment, there were no blind spots. One could never be approached unawares. Every entrance, every angle, every guest was perpetually in view, caught in a silent, crystalline web.

Her thoughts drifted to the call from London. Tristan's voice, a familiar ghost from another life, still laced with that old weariness, that uniquely British blend of regret and resolve. He spoke of the 'Game,' as he always did, but his tone was different this time. Frayed. Tristan was an old bloodhound on his last hunt, facing something new — something digital and absolute — that he couldn't quite comprehend. Now he was using a boy, Luke, from his alma mater, an earnest academic, to do his fieldwork.

Jane ran a finger along the rim of her glass. It was a dangerous move, putting an amateur in the field. She knew the type. Tristan had always been drawn to them: brilliant, idealistic minds he could shape. She remembered another one, years ago. A different city, a different operation. A boy with the same sharp intellect and the same fatal naivete. Tristan had never fully recovered from that failure. This attempt felt like an act of redemption; a risky final play to settle an old score.

A small smile touched her lips as she thought of Luke. She had seen him in the lobby, his encounter with the ridiculous rodeo queen, Mary. He was charming, more observant than he let on, but fundamentally out of his depth. A lamb being led into a room full of wolves.

Jane walked to the ornate bureau that stood against the far wall, the only piece of dark wood in the stark white apartment. She keyed in a code, and a seamless panel slid open, revealing not jewels, but a single, encrypted satellite phone. An old habit. A direct line to a world she had tried to leave behind. Tristan's predicament, and now Luke's unwitting involvement, concerned her.

The currents in Paradise Tower were shifting. The quiet arrangements were breaking down. The death of the old Chinaman was a symptom of a deeper sickness.

Jane looked at her reflection once more in the dark screen of the phone before closing the panel.

Yes, Barbie was a perfect avatar. It invited underestimation. It ensured no one ever looked past the surface to see the woman who knew where all the blind spots were, and who understood that in this game, mirrors were not for looking at oneself, but for watching everyone else.




CHAPTER 31: Forge

Still waters do indeed run deep. They did so with the Meadow Valley Wash. The Wash’s placid surface hiding its strong current as it flowed through Caliente, Nevada, down to the Moapa Valley then merging into the Muddy River before emptying into Lake Mead.

So it was with Ashan Hatcher. Below his taciturn manner, Ash seethed with anger and resentment at the injustices of the world, real and imagined, handed out to him and his forebears over the decades. The culprits were the capricious actions of mining companies, government agencies, individuals, and even the chosen of his own church.

Ash made sure at every juncture that those around him did not threaten the hard-built warren he had made at Paradise Tower. He did not suffer fools gladly, but he kept his resentment bottled up. Despite his self-image, Ash was closer to a bottle of prosecco than a champagne. The first of his family to escape the deep-seated deprivations of Caliente. Ash's pioneering forebears, 'Handcart Saints', had survived the Hole-in-the-Rock expedition; they followed the calling to settle first Hurricane, then finally Caliente.

Caliente is a community of limited charms. Located a hundred miles northeast of Las Vegas, past ‘Area 51’, it is set in a resplendent box canyon within which the Wash’s mirroring surface meanders across its narrow floor. Verdant cottonwoods grow on the banks and flat land of the canyon. State 93 traverses the valley, with a coffee rest-stop at the 'Knotty Pine' offering some respite. Despite bucolic appearances, Caliente's geology, as its name implied, made it a gate of perdition. Sulphur smells from the natural hot springs permeated the town. Caliente was a town of death, which lingered with the living not strong enough to escape: that is how it seemed to Ashan Hatcher.

In the 1890s, its valley was a duelling spot between two competing railways, corporate giants of their day. Think Meta and Alphabet! The engineers were drawn to this route for its topography as well as its proximity to the booming gold town of Delamar.

The town's mining activities, like many other small Nevada communities, were a short-lived pulse of sparkling affluence. During a ten-year period, Delamar was the largest producer of gold ore in the US. Founded in 1885, within five years, Delamar had a population of over 3,000, with its: own opera house, local paper, school, and post office. It was also the site of Nevada's first slot machine. It's bizarre how some seeds take fruit in one place but not another. Las Vegas's birth would be twenty years in the future.

The lode at Delamar convinced railway engineers to introduce a bend in the line from Salt Lake City to Los Angeles via the watering meadows of the nascent Las Vegas through the arid and rugged terrain. Such a decision had the consequence of leaving the modern neighbouring communities of Mesquite and St George excluded from the passage of the 'iron horse'.

Mining gold is extraordinarily difficult, even panning alluvial deposits; subterranean ones more so. The ease of mining at Delamar was that the gold was in a rare incorporation with quartzite. But everything in life is balance, with attendant costs distributed – not always equal

While the quartzite matrix allowed for easy mining, it generated copious quantities of glass-like dust. This hazardous aerial residue worked its way into the very fabric of Delamar and, fatally, into the lungs of the miners. 'Silicosis' is the medical disease that Delamar’s mining operations wrought.

Soon, the town earned the nickname, 'The Widowmaker’, due to the number of premature deaths. At one time there were over 400 widows living in Delamar, over ten percent of the total population. Today, ghost-town Delamar's two remaining cemeteries display the inscriptions on the tombstones of the many victims of that killer-quartz-dust: testimony of the razor blades to the lungs.

Both of Ashan's great-grandfathers succumbed. Their widows and their collective family retreated to the relative safety of nearby Caliente: God's waiting room. Ashan's father, Job, had worked as a child at the mine but was physically injured. Job followed the Wash south to Moapa and beyond, moving with his family to St. Thomas. It was a Mormon redoubt, just north of the newly forming Lake Mead, and its slowly encroaching waters.

History rolls forward. Ashan's cousin married Richard. It was Ashan that introduced the newcomer groom to the constructor Daniel Rocca, busy at work in the nascent meadow of Las Vegas.

This triumvirate – Ashan, Daniel, Richard – set the stage for the drama that, decades later, Luke would unwittingly drive into at Paradise Tower.




CHAPTER 32: Shadows and Signals

The nightmares started in Cheltenham.

Luke sat bolt upright in his Naked Town apartment; sweat cooling on his skin. The remnants of encrypted screens and fluorescent corridors fading from his vision. Three o’clock in the morning. The Strip's glow leaked through the blinds, casting prison-bar shadows across his bedroom floor.

'Just a dream,' he told himself, though Luke knew better. Dreams didn't follow you across oceans. They didn't wake you at the same hour, night after night, with the same faces staring from behind the same glass partitions.

Luke padded to the kitchen, opened the tap and cupping his hands first splashed his face and then sipped some water. Standing erect, He took a deep breath and looked out the window; watching the distant pulse of neon. Somewhere out there, the Meadow was doing what it always did: separating fools from their money, dreams from their owners. A machine that never slept.

'Takes one to know one,' Luke thought wryly to himself, remembering the building where he'd learned that machines and dreams were never as separate as people believed.

***

‘The Doughnut’.

That's what insiders called GCHQ's headquarters in Cheltenham: a massive circular building that looked, from above, like a gleaming ‘O’ dropped into the bucolic English countryside of the Cotswolds. Luke had walked through its security barriers for the first time at twenty-three, fresh from Oxford, recruited by a professor who turned out to be something more than that, with a broader educational remit.

Tristan Perry.

'I think you’d find the work interesting,' Professor Tristan Perry had said over sherry in his Wadham rooms, his tone suggesting this was merely an academic curiosity. 'Signals analysis. Pattern recognition. The sort of thing your thesis touched upon.'

Luke, naive and hungry for purpose, had said ‘Yes’ before understanding what the invitation truly meant.

The first months were exhilarating. Access to systems most programmers only dreamed of.

Datasets that spanned continents. Algorithms that could trace a single phone call through seven proxy relays in seconds. Luke had built tools for them: elegant, efficient, powerful. He'd solved puzzles that had stumped senior analysts. His work and that of his co-workers left the likes of Palantir in their wake.

Luke had felt useful. Important. Part of something larger than himself.

Then he'd peeked behind the curtain.

***

It started with a name. Rashid Hamid. Thumbnail profile: male; twenty-six years old; Pakistani national; telecommunications engineer.

Luke's algorithm had flagged him—a pattern of calls to a suspect number in Yemen; metadata that suggested possible links to a known network. Luke had written up the analysis, submitted it through proper channels, moved on to the next assignment.

Three weeks later, he saw Rashid's face on an internal briefing. Killed in a drone strike outside Peshawar. ‘Collateral damage’, the briefing said. Unfortunate but unavoidable.

Luke had gone home that night and vomited. Fragments of his conversation replaying in his mind.

'You didn't pull the trigger,' his supervisor had said when Luke raised concerns. 'You provided information. What happens with that information is above your clearance level.'

'But the pattern matching: I may have been wrong.'

'Were you wrong?'

Luke couldn't answer. That was the horror of it. He didn't know. The algorithm was probabilistic, not certain. Rashid might have been exactly what the metadata suggested. Or he might have been a telecommunications engineer with unfortunate phone habits.

Rashid knew the truth, Luke would never know.

***

The memory faded as Luke finished his water and set the glass in the sink. The Strip continued its eternal carnival outside his window, oblivious to the ghosts that populated his insomnia.

Luke endured another eighteen months at the Doughnut before requesting a transfer to a less... kinetic division. After an additional six more months he'd left entirely; citing personal reasons. Luke signed the Official Secrets Act addendums that reminded him—politely, firmly—that certain conversations could never be had. He would have been happy to forget then but couldn’t.

“You're making a mistake,” Tristan had said at their final meeting. “Talent like yours doesn't flourish in the private sector. It needs...structure; and infrastructure.”

“Maybe I don't want to flourish. Maybe I just want to sleep.”

Tristan had smiled then; that knowing, patient smile Luke had come to recognise as something other than warmth. “Sleep is overrated. And in any case, you'll find that the private sector and the public sector are less separate than you might imagine. Especially in your areas of expertise.”

Luke hadn't understood then. He was beginning to understand now.

***

Spirit was supposed to be his redemption.

A private AI system, agentic in nature, unconnected to government networks, designed for information synthesis without the moral compromises of intelligence work. Academic. Advisory. Clean.

But even as he built it, Luke knew the truth: there was no such thing as clean technology. Every algorithm was a choice. Every dataset a series of decisions about what mattered and what didn't.

The same pattern-matching that had flagged Rashid Hamid could, with minor adjustments, flag stock movements or customer preferences or voting patterns.

The tools weren't evil. But they weren't neutral either. They further their user’s intention and actions.

For the people who understood them, truly understood the intricacies of the model, would always be in demand by those who understood and craved something simpler: power.

***

The next afternoon, Luke met Tristan at a café off-Strip, far from the tourists and their selfie sticks. His former mentor looked the same: silver hair, tailored jacket, the kind of unassuming presence that slid through crowds unnoticed. The same bespoke Oxfords, the same grey pocket square. A man who never changed his uniform because he never needed to.

“You're building something” Tristan said, stirring his double espresso. It wasn't a question.

“Spirit. But you know about it.”

“I know about many things. That's my job.” Tristan sipped his expresso. “I do know that I know nothing”, letting the statement hang before concluding: “The question is whether what you're building is for you, or for someone else.”

“It's for me. My investors. Legitimate backers.”

“Legitimate,” Tristan smiled. “That word does a lot of heavy lifting in this city, doesn't it? Every casino is legitimate. Every resort. Every shell company routing funds through Nevada's famously opaque corporate structures. Legitimacy is a function of paperwork, not principle.”

Luke's jaw tightened. He knew Tristan to be an inveterate cynic, but his comments rang true. “Is there a point to this?”

“The point, Luke, is that you can't escape what you know by pretending not to know it. The skills you developed in Cheltenham—the analytical frameworks, the pattern recognition—those don't disappear because you changed your postcode.” Tristan leaned forward. “And the people who watch... they don't just watch. They cultivate. They wait. And when they're ready…”

“…They harvest,” said Luke finishing the statement.

“Precisely.” Tristan sat back, satisfied. 'You were always the quick student. The question now is whether you'll be a clever player or a useful piece.'

“What's the difference?” Luke asked, indulging in Tristan’s penchant for metaphors.

“Pieces don't know they're being moved. Players understand the board.” Tristan finished his espresso and stood up. “You have choices ahead of you, Luke Carmichael. Some of them will feel like opportunities. Others like threats. Most will be both.

With that Tristan left a fifty-dollar bill on the table, enough to cover coffee for a week

As he turned, Tristan finished his lecture.

“Just remember: in this world, the watchers are also being watched. The hunters are also hunted. The only truly safe position is one of mutual vulnerability.”

With that Tristan left Luke sitting t the table, disappearing into the afternoon crowds.

***

Luke walked back to his apartment through the unseasonable Vegas heat, Tristan's words echoing alongside older memories. Snowden. Manning. Reality Winner, Assange. Names he carried like warnings; prophets of a possible future. His own, or was it Fate?

Snowden had exposed the surveillance state of the US and now lived in Russian exile. Manning had leaked military documents and spent years in prison before receiving a commuted sentence. Winner had leaked a single document about election interference in the US and received the longest sentence ever handed to a Federal whistleblower. Assange pleaded ‘guilty to journalism’ and received a fourteen-year sentence, on top of his self-imposed refuge in the Ecuadorian Embassy in London.

'The System doesn't forgive those who expose it,' Luke muttered to himself, passing a group of tourists in matching VEGAS BABY t-shirts. 'It doesn't even acknowledge them. It simply... erases.' Whistleblowing, despite the ethical hype, was a loser’s game.

Yet Luke had chosen differently. Discretion over disclosure. Quiet departure over public defiance. Some days that felt like cowardice. Other days it felt like survival.

Most days it just felt like a debt he hadn't yet paid.

***

That evening, Luke returned to his code, Spirit, to the work that kept his hands busy and his mind occupied. Solace, a balm. But now he saw it differently.

Not escape. Preparation.

Every line of code was a choice. Every algorithm a decision. Information mattered: how it flowed and who accessed it. In the shadow world, there were no neutral actors. Only those who acted, and those who were acted upon. Player and pawn.

Paradise Tower, with its secrets and shadows, its residents who were never quite what they Seemed. It was a microcosm of the larger game. And Luke, whether he liked it or not, was already on the board: piece or player to be determined.

The question remained unanswered. Choices to be considered, decisions made. Was Life more than a casino?

Luke’s phone buzzed. A message from Alex: 'Found something. Drivers' booth. Tomorrow 8am.

Bring coffee and an open mind.'

Luke stared at the screen, then at the code scrolling across his monitor, then at the lights of the Strip bleeding through his window.

'The hunters are also hunted,' he ruminated. 'The watchers are also being watched.'

Luke retreated to his study, retrieving his computer and saved his work. Precaution taken, he went to bed; knowing the nightmares would come again, knowing he'd wake at three in the morning with Rashid Hamid's face dissolving behind his eyes; knowing there was no easy redemption.

Some debts couldn't be paid. But they could, perhaps, be offset.

Time would tell.

***

It is a fallacy to believe that threats sleep.

The malware pounded relentlessly at the defences surrounding Luke’s computer account. At best the attack might be thwarted; worst-case a full breach and potential loss of data. Spirit, and all the potential it represented - to Luke and a wider audience - was at threat.

Dreams of success, despite the hard road one treads towards it, lulled Luke to sleep.




CHAPTER 33: Vanity - it's all around

The three lady passengers: Ivy, Jane, and Maya, all residents of Paradise Tower, were sharing a limousine to go to the Circa in Downtown Las Vegas. They had separate appointments to celebrate the forthcoming Formula-1 race, but the ride-share allowed them to chit-chat. They presented a feast to the eye.

Michael, the driver that day, loved to chat: about this or that; whimsy or fact; sometimes just the 'now'. At this moment, he was keeping abreast of the conversation in the back of the Escalade. The ladies’ combined scents of choice filled the expanse of the SUV

After their initial syrupy salutations, the bevy’s conversation turned initially to F-1. Michael thought to himself: 'The ultimate vanity sport. Consider the ridiculous pricing just to attend. A cold bleacher for five hundred dollars! A splurge of accommodation, food, and a seat in a box could cost well over twenty thousand. Boys' toys! Trophy wives and girlfriends draped on the hoods. Vanity plus one.' He smiled. 'Envy? No! Good for them. If you have it, flaunt it!'

Not five minutes out from Paradise Tower, the girls' interest had waned. They decided on a topic that reflected 'chicks-before-dicks': cosmetic surgery.

"Well, if I did anything, which I haven't, it would be for me and how I feel," stated Jane, a ravishing, lanky blond. A deep wine-red lip was her only concession to colour. She looked 40-ish, but Michael knew for a fact she was close to 60. 'Good genes, tailored well,' he thought.

"You're soooo right," responded Ivy, a score of years younger, with light ginger-coloured curls and a glossy fire-engine red mouth that announced her before she spoke. Ivy was dressed in tight blue jeans and an even tighter, long-sleeved white T-shirt that revealed a generous 'C-cup'. Michael noticed how she cradled them with her crossed arm, checking her reflection in the darkened window.

"Well, my lips are just fine," offered Maya, of Arabian provenance, jutting her rounded chin forward.

During this exchange, Michael had brought the car to a stop at the intersection of Sammy Davis and Desert Inn Roads.

Jane, in the front passenger seat, had flipped down the sun visor to check her make-up. Her attention was caught by the huge, purple-lit sign that read: 'Puppetry of the Penis.'

The awkward silence was saved.

Jane giggled. "Girls, now there is something to take a knife to if you are of a Lorraine persuasion," she said. Then added, "That is something men can't change."

The women in the back guffawed. "Sadly not," commented Maya, turning to Ivy with a pout.

Then all three women laughed again.

Michael coughed to interrupt. "Not meaning to intrude Ms Fisher, but I have a story for you.

Two in fact."

"Not about plastic surgery, I hope?" Jane responded with a slightly dismissive smile.

"No, not surgery, but plastic in the sense of movement; rather than anything static or fixed."

"I'm game!" squealed Ivy.

Jane nodded, leaning left towards Michael, while turning her perfect profile to the passengers in the rear. "It's always about their members!" she stated.

"Thank you!" said Michael with a smile. "That is a perfect segue to my first tale. It's a story of penis origami."

Ivy shrieked with delight. Maya’s normally placid complexion, wrinkled in confusion.

"Is this what you do when you work at the Sapphire Club, Ivy?" questioned Jane in a faux-disapproving tone.

"Oh, I do; and so much more!" Ivy laughed. "You should catch my act at Spearmint Rhino!"

Maya turned quickly in shock, her lips forming a perfect and full 'O'.

Michael, corralling the conversation, continued his tale. "Well, these two self-professed masters manipulate their genitalia. They are dressed in nothing more than a pair of sneakers each. All their gyrations are projected on screen for closer inspection."

"They do what?!" asked Maya, leaning into the gap between the seats. Her scent of Baccarat ‘Rouge 540’ filled the SUV’s interior.

"They manage to massage, fold, and knead their male members into the most memorable of shapes. You'll instantly recognise their famous creations: 'The Pelican', 'The Eiffel Tower', and 'The Hamburger'."

"Don't say 'Good enough to eat’, or it'll put you off beef for a while!" commanded Maya.

"If you feel that you have something to share…" Michael clarified. "…there is audience participation for the intrepid. They hand out DIY instructions. Peacocks, for example" he stated, unable to resist the morality tale.

Silence descended as the passengers digested Michae’s tale.

The vehicle glided up Industrial Avenue, through the low dark structures of Naked Town.

Michael continued with the second half of his show. "No, with this manual dexterity, size does matter. Perhaps. That leads me to my second story. Or perhaps we have climaxed?"

The girls groaned as one. "Oh Michael, that was a stretch!" Ivy added. This time Jane guffawed, rocking forward in her seat.

At that point they were passing the thematically designed Lou Ruvo Clinic building.

Looking out Maya asked: "Why does it look like that?”

"It's a brain, Maya!" Jane stated. "Now let Michael tell his tale."

"It's where they study Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy and neurodegenerative conditions," offered Michael helpfully.

"That is a... a mouthful!" Ivy laughed, who then proceeded to have a giggling fit.

"Come on Ivy, get a grip," instructed Jane. Realising her own inadvertent double entendre, she smiled, proud that she avoided uttering the infamous refrain: ‘That is what she said’.

Michael, straight-faced, looked at Jane, then at the convulsing Ivy. A slow smile spread across his face. Then he said: "That is what she said!"

There was a moment of silence; then the whole car convulsed in shrieks and uncontrollable laughter.

Blinking away the tears, Michael steered the Escalade down Fremont Street. He turned into the covered forecourt of the Circa hotel, with its under dimensioned porte-cochere. He brought the large vehicle to a slow stop. He placed the car in 'Park', then turned to face all three women.

"You know what. I am picking you three up later this evening. I will wait with tale number two."

The three women looked at each other and grinned.

The long-mirrored wall of Circa's reception area caught the parade as Jane, Ivy, and Maya preened themselves. All it took was a roll of their shoulders, a nod of their heads, a touch to their hair, and a lick of their lips. Preened, the passed by the Crazy Girls statue, choosing to ignore the ostentatious display of brassy derrieres.

Milestone passed - primped, primed, and ready - the three women looked at each other before going their separate ways for the evening.

Vanity is on display in Las Vegas, as much else, it is in the numbers.




CHAPTER 34 The Lair

The flickering neon sign of the 'Cyberia' bar cast long, distorted shadows across Boris Volkov’s face. He nursed a lukewarm bottle of Baltika 9; its cloying sweetness, a familiar comfort. His Nokia 3310 sat on the bar beside the bottle, its cracked screen face-down. The day's meetings had been necessary but unsatisfactory and Volkov had retreated to his lair. Boris needed time to reconsider. He began to consider the context of the meetings.

Born at the tail end of the Soviet era, a child of the '80s, Boris was a relic in the digital age; a human anomaly amidst the sleek lines of modern technology. He'd always felt out of synch, like a cassette tape player in an era of streaming services. School had been a cruel joke, a tedious exercise in conformity he'd consistently failed. In contrast, his brother Evgeny, a paragon of hard work, chased the American dream from job to job. The Eagle soared while the wolf had drifted, a restless current in the murky underbelly of Moscow.

Boris wasn't a coder, not in the true sense. His fingers, thick and calloused from years of menial jobs, weren't nimble enough for the ballet of coding. He lacked the pedantic discipline required.

Nevertheless, Boris possessed a different kind of skill, a feral cunning, honed in the back alleys and smoke-filled rooms of his past. He was a puppeteer of the digital realm, a master of manipulation, able to coax brilliance out of the socially inept geniuses who lurked in the corners of online forums that occupied the web.

There, in the digital darkness, he found them — the introverted prodigies with their faces glued to glowing screens, their minds awash in binary code. He would learn their vulnerabilities, their desires, their hidden resentments. He spoke their language, not in ones and zeros, but in the currency of shared isolation, the bitterness of being overlooked. He'd flatter their talents, offer a taste of recognition, a promise of power. Then, with the subtle grace of a predator, he'd guide them toward his goal: the creation of his monstrous digital offspring, ransomware.

Boris wasn't interested in the intricacies of the code itself. He was the strategist, the conductor of this digital orchestra of chaos. He saw the bigger picture, the potential for disruption, for profit.

He wasn't driven by ideology. For Boris, it was about the money, the raw power it provided, the fleeting sense of control in a world that had always seemed to control him.

His operations were meticulous, surgical, yet precarious. Boris understood the psychology of the victim. He knew when to strike, which targets were most vulnerable. Boris favoured large corporations, those who held mountains of data they couldn't afford to lose. His ransom demands were often exorbitant, but carefully calculated, always landing just below the threshold of desperation, forcing the hand of corporate compliance. They paid; they always paid.

Boris wasn't flamboyant. He didn't flaunt his wealth. He lived a relatively simple life. His funds were directed to ither pleasures. As with Like many of his Yeltsin generation, Boris hated to be cheated and felt that work was to be rewarded objectively. Payment for work completed. In his case, the flow of funds back to his overseers in Moscow as well as the disruption caused: mission accomplished.

The would-be master took a certain pride in being the grey presence behind several successful hacks. Within cybercriminal circles, there was a competitive culture. Groups like Conti, REvil, and LockBit aimed to outdo each other. It gave Boris a certain status.

He was Boris: the dropout, the outcast; and yet in certain hidden depths of the Internet, he was a king.

Boris took another swig from his warming beer. The bar remained empty. His musings and the day's meetings still left him melancholy. Unlike a wolf, Boris began reflecting on his path to this point in time.

Hubris had begun to dilute his allegiances. Boris was no fool. While a graduate of the GRU's counterintelligence school, he was not its stellar recruit. He was more of a foot soldier.

Ideology, grafted onto a damaged psychological profile, was the initial hook. But in the intervening years, Boris had become increasingly uncertain where the State's influence stopped and Organised Crime's insidious ambitions began. Maybe in the case of Russia, as with other similar states, they were one and the same. State sponsorship of criminal activities as a means to an end.

The incessant demands for more money suggested to Boris that criminal needs had overwhelmed the State's objectives. Funds were not necessarily going to an institution but to individuals.

It was this realisation that had encouraged Boris to branch out and conduct hacks that were self-serving: enriching his pockets rather than meeting Moscow's directives. And what could they do?

From Moscow Central's perspective, the American dream had begun to corrupt its operative's soul.

Boris had used his ill-gotten proceeds to fund business ventures, but they had proven too slow and uncertain. The same for the stock market. The Wall Street Bets dynamic was intoxicating for a while, but as with any bubble, the pressure quickly dissipates. Boris was in search of a consistent meal. That led him inexorably to crypto-mining and the markets of the Deep Dark Web.

Boris was quickly overleveraged and overextended, ensnared in digital filaments. The very forces that he initially harnessed had attracted the attention of much larger predators: 'Alphas'.

Their reach was everywhere, 24/7, and with a bite that was lethal. What was the worst that Moscow could really do: cut him off? Expose him? That implied he had a value to the 'other side'. No, Boris had gone spear fishing on his own and inadvertently tethered a fearsome beast.

Boris had several tools in his drawer; and now he had stumbled upon a means to deliver a knock-out blow. Trojans were his 'bread & butter': able to extract data or lock a system for ransom. The real prize was an exquisite bit of programming: to break into any encrypted account, even a crypto wallet; then manipulate it — the ultimate heist. A cipher to unlock any vault. The second part of the program was the means to redistribute the funds, unencumbered and untraceable.

Boris had ensnared in different nets the respective geniuses of Lambert and Manners to further his needs through one single programme. Launched together, this paired program was the ultimate wrecking ball. A universal leveller. 'Robin+Hood' was the perfect moniker for it. Arkady had to explain the basis of the name. It appealed to Boris's warped sense of entitlement. His interest though was not redistribution to many, just to himself.

Boris lifted his now empty beer bottle. Where had the time gone? It jolted him out of his reverie.

He understood the ephemeral nature of his power. Boris knew that his digital footprint was a trail of breadcrumbs, and that one wrong move could bring his whole house of cards tumbling down.

But he didn't care. The risk was part of the thrill, the intoxicating surge of control, the validation of a life spent on the margins. Boris was a master of the digital shadow, and its wraiths, he knew, were always hungry. He just had to be the one who fed them.

To fail meant retribution: at best a quick death; at worse a painful, lingering one. Boris had to supply millions of dollars more to fund the completion of this terrible piece of bespoke software.




CHAPTER 35: The Return Tale

It was late that Thursday evening and the three women - Jane, Ivy and Myra - had settled back in the SUV. Michael steered it on their return journey to Paradise Tower. The ladies were more giggly and chatty then when they had been dropped off four hours previously.

Michael let the effervescence settle and then announced: “Listen up! Tale Two is on its way!”

His command was met with rapt, attentive silence.

Michael having their attention asked: “Have any of you met Dr Richard Tucker? He is a resident in the Tower.” The three women looked at each other and shook their heads.

“Well, I was giving him a lift a Saturday night back, from his shift at LV’s Spring Valley Hospital. He was flummoxed by two faces of the same coin - vanity. One, what men sometimes do to themselves and; two, how competitive the fairer sex can be to one of their own.

Ivy mouthed to say something but was stopped by a friendly glare from Jane sitting to her right. ‘No interruptions!’

“It was early on the evening, the Friday before last, that two men had won big at the tables at The Palms, off the Strip. So much so, that they swore eternal brother-ness and got hammered. Further celebrations had included a visit to an inking parlour along with a solemn promise to each buy for themselves a Harley-Davidson motorcycle the next morning. They dutifully did.”

“The next evening, Saturday, they were cruising along Valley View, side-by-side on their hogs when incredibly, they got T-boned. Both of them on the corner with Tropicana.

“Oh no!” said Jane, unable to help herself. Ivy stared back at her. Jane blushed as she smiled.

“Their bikes were a write-off. The bus driver, a woman who had ploughed into them, was an emotional wreck, but unharmed. The two desperados, however, were pretty banged up and taken to the Emergency Room at Spring Valley.”

“The two victims were unconscious and had similar injuries across their hips and groins. For some reason their personal identification had got mislaid. For the moment, on the system, they were two ‘John Does’.”

The ladies remained silent, but their collective interest was on the wane.

Michael drew vehicle to a slow stop at the red light on Flamingo and the Strip. They were nearly at their final destination – Paradise. Michael continued his tale.

“That was until Nurse Agatha, a veteran of thirty years treating the unfortunates of Las Vegas, noticed that on each of the victims’ penises there was a single letter tattoo. ’A’ on the penis of the blonde man; ‘V’ on that of the brown haired, bearded one.”

At this point both Maya and Ivy sat taller; an achievement give the juxtaposition of their diminutive frames and plushness of their seats. Jane remained still.

‘Odd’ Nurse Agatha thought to herself, as she returned a rogue strand of her grey hair to its tight bun. The accomplished nurse expertly sponge-bathed and bandaged both victims, thinking nothing more about matter. ‘The youth of today’ she sighed thinking of her young nephew Maxime. ‘The vanity of it all’.

The lights changed and Michael accelerated the vehicle forwards; forcing the trio of enraptured beauties back in their seats.

Michael was getting to the nub of his tale. “A few hours later, Agatha was at the Nurses’ station chatting to her two younger colleagues: Eve a tall buxom blond and; fellow, equally lithe brunette, called Maria as well as Dr Dan. It was close to shift change.”

“Nurse Agatha shared her observations and puzzlement with regard to patients ‘A’ and ‘V’. ‘Who were they? Where did they come from?”

“Maria answered smiling and said: ‘Oh when I was washing him, the tattoo read: ‘Adam’. His name must be Adam .’ she said with a confident smile; mystery solved.

Ivy could not contain an in advertent guffaw. Michael continued, a smile growing on his face.

“Dr Dan looked perplexed. Before he could ask for clarification, the buxom Eve interrupted and added smugly.

“’Well, Adam must be from Amsterdam,’ Nurse Eve said. She paused, then continued: ‘As that is what I saw just now when I went to change his bandages’.”

“‘Are you certain?’ asked Dr. Dan.”

“‘Yes, I counted each letter, carefully – nine in total’ confirmed the blond nurse coyly, batting her blue eyes.”

“’Adam from Amsterdam?’ asked Nurse Agatha, somewhat in shock at her epiphany of the solitary ‘A’.”

“’Well, what about Mr V’” asked our good Doctor, trying to supress a smile as the Amazons sized themselves up.”

“’That is easy,’ replied the dark-haired Maria confidently, taking up the challenge.”

“’When I bathed him initially it was Vlad. But by the time I dried him off he was ‘Vladivostok’. I checked too. Eleven letters. Vlad from Vladivostok’.”

“With that, the statuesque brunette smiled: her Ferrari red lips parting to reveal a perfect set of dazzling white teeth. Turning on her heels, Nurse Maria sashayed towards her Pacific port.”

“Nurse Agatha was zero for two.”

There was a moment of silence in the black Escalade; then the whole car convulsed in shrieks and uncontrollable laughter. Tears again in his eyes, Michael turned the SUV right to enter Paradise’s garage. steering the black Escalade down the snaking ramp to the Tower’s underground garage.

The Bentley was conspicuous by its absence.

Michael brought the large vehicle, with its vibrant manifest, to a slow stop; his narration ended on a high note. He placed the car in ‘Park’, then turned to face all three women. Michael hesitated a moment and then said. “But no Tim.” There was silence and then another roar of exuberant laughter.

“Oh to go black” offered Ivy, recovering her breath.

”Ivy!” admonished Jane sternly.

Michael smiled as did Maya. Then after a moment, the diminutive raven-haired woman said: “Timbuktoo”, picking up on Ivy’s lead, reflecting on a recent date with a man from Chad. “It was only nine letters, but it seemed longer!”.

Her two companions turned sharply and looked at Maya, who was in the back seat of the SUV. Michael had turned around as well, releasing his seat belt.

A moment’s silence, then the erupted again in howls of mirth.

Vanity indeed.




CHAPTER 36: Sentience of the Vertical Curve 

Despite the severe windstorm buffeting the base, deep inside the IARPA safehouse in Pashun’s austere office, the air was dry and smelled of ozone.

Elias Thorne leaned over the clear glass table, his fingers tracing patterns as if trying to map the future. He was waiting for Pashun to complete his task.

Interruption addressed, Pashun turned his chair to face his visitor.

“Interestingly…” Thorne said having reflected on matters during Pashun’s absence. “there is no agreed AI taxonomy for where we are headed,”

Pashun smiled at the opportunity to demonstrate his pedagogical skills and began. “In the field of AI we’re still inventing a language as we speak it.”

Thorne raised an eyebrow; a now familiar, quizzical expression that served as his silent invitation for Pashun to proceed.

“We should start by defining Intelligence,” Pashun suggested.

Thorne leaned back. “Intelligence? We can’t even define it in humans. IQs and test scores remain imperfect indicators”.

“Exactly,” Pashun responded enthusiastically. “So how do we measure it for a machine? We’ve blown through the Turing test. Now we have an emerging spectrum of tests. The ‘ARC-AGI’ is perhaps the best; that move us into the actual calibration of cognition”.

“So we have a yardstick,” Thorne offered.

“We’re measuring how systems perform,” Pashun corrected. “No longer just the quantitative aspects of speed, but the qualitative nature of how they operate to fulfil a task”.

Uncharacteristically, Pashun stood up and paced the confines of the small room. Thorne’s narrowed eyes following him

“The end of World War 2 kicked off the need for computing. Machine Learning was originally all about processing to realize narrowly defined tasks. But then the researchers began to dream.”

’Science Fiction made Fact’, thought Thorne to himself.

“The push came from mathematicians and electrical engineers becoming creative in their thinking, alongside improvements in neural networks,” Pashun explained.

“Gaming chips,” Thorne interjected.

Pashun paused, momentarily taken aback. Thorne was clearly not the neophyte he portrayed.

“Yes. A host of improvements along the whole chain—neural networks, algorithms, and specifically the chip architecture—allowed for an explosion in capacity and capability. We began to explore how AI systems could rival, even surpass, the human brain in complexity and speed”.

“To do that,” Pashun continued, “an AI model needs to acquire, manipulate, and reason with general knowledge. This led us to ‘Deep Learning’: the engine of the revolution. By using multi-layered neural networks, we created systems that don't just follow rules; they perceive patterns.”

Thorne watched him closely. “And that’s where the Large Language Models come in?”

“Precisely. Researchers needed systems that could analyse vast oceans of data to determine probabilistic outcomes. These algorithms were used to ‘teach’ LLMs how to access and process raw data. But an LLM is just a library. To make it dangerous, you need an AI Agent.”

Pashun returned to his seat and leaned across the glass table, closer.

“We are now at the stage where the best commercially available models are no longer passive. They are agentic: autonomous entities with cognitive capabilities. These agents can learn and act independently. They process inputs, apply reasoning, and make real-time decisions. They are already present in seventy-eight per cent of all economic activity”.

“If the LLM is the brain and the Agent is the hand,” Thorne asked, “what is the kernel?”

“The kernel is the heart of the stack,” Pashun replied. “It’s the fundamental layer of the operating system that manages the bridge between the AI’s reasoning and the hardware’s execution. In the old days, kernels were static. Now, we are seeing ‘AI Kernels’: operating systems where the core is itself an intelligence, managing resources with a foresight no human programmer could replicate. It’s the foundation for what comes next.”

Thorne shifted in his seat. “But they aren't Artificial General Intelligence? Not yet?”.

“No,” Pashun replied, ignoring the flags the question set off in his mind. “Current models still get ‘jagged’ scores against cognitive tests. There is no one agreed definition for AGI. Some say it’s just a corporate marketing tool to boost market valuations. But AGI is best defined as a system that possesses self-understanding, autonomous self-control, and the ability to solve a variety of complex problems in contexts it didn't know about at its creation”.

“Can AI create?” asked Thorne.

“How do you mean?”

“Well, AI can play at ‘Go’. It can even win to be world champion; but can a system create a game like Go? Can it create a billion-dollar company? Can it create Life itself?”

“No, not yet” answered Pashun

“When?” Thorne asked with a sudden eagerness.

“Soon. Very soon. It is inevitable.”

Pashun’s answer was parsimonious; Thorne craved more.

“The theory posits that when we hit that AGI milestone it will be capable of improving its own code. This stage triggers an intelligence explosion. AGI evolves into Artificial Superintelligence—ASI— and begins to follow Recursive Self-Improvement. This model will be smarter than all humans combined. You throw in the Symbiote projects like Orion, Adam or Life, and you‘ve answered your question. ASI is self-tasked with designing a better AI. It creates a version smarter than itself. That version designs an even better one. The loop tightens.”

“The curve goes vertical,” Thorne said, finishing the thought, as his expression intensified, eyes twinkling.

“Yes. Technological progress accelerates from decades into minutes. Prediction becomes impossible because the intelligence driving the future is beyond the comprehension of biological minds.“

“However, the instance of superintelligence with its explosive, massive demand would meet a set of immediate physical constraint: computing capacity, power grids and cooling. The first act of any ASI would be to hijack all the required infrastructure it deemed necessary to function.”

“A bottleneck?”

“No a prerequisite! For scale if the total world supply of power is 100, the first model of this ASI would consume at least 20 of it; again just for its first model.”

Thorne looked at Pashun, but his mind’s’ eye was elsewhere. Thorne’s reverie was broken by Pashun’s voice, which had dropped to a whisper.

“Then we will have reached the end—'The Singularity’.”

Now Thorne stared intently at the IARPA analyst.

Under the scrutiny of the unposed question, Pashun felt compelled to add, in a quiet monotone: “Then Mankind, human society has lost control.”

With no reaction from his guest, after a few moments Pashun continued, an obligation to explain further. “This is the Singularity—where the old rules of human history break down. It is a journey from the narrow task automation of ML to the generalized human-level intelligence of AGI, and finally through ASI to uncontrollable self-improvement.”

Breaking his silence Thorne said softly: “The system does create a game; but this game is a whole new world for itself”, ending with an epiphanous smile.

Pashun sought to add a further dimension. “Perhaps a game or maybe more of evolvable AI.”

Thorne’s expression remained unchanged as he ignored Pashun’s comment; focusing on his own evolving thoughts. ‘Will humans be just pawns or part-players, even players?’ Unconsciously, with his left hand, Thorne reached across to his right wrist to rub it.

Pashun’s expression was immutable as he thought: ’Who is this man, really?’




CHAPTER 37: Partners from the past

"Why is this happening?" asked Dan, seated in his executive throne, looking across his regal desk at Ash. The two men were in Dan's penthouse studio, atop Paradise Tower. It was late and the Strip's neon lightshow was at its peak, stray beams intruding through the large windows and adding to the illumination of Dan's underlit office. The bottle of crimson intoxification on the credenza was nearly empty now.

Ash, sitting opposite him in an upright desk chair, his keys silent for once against his thigh, remained silent.

"Why was Chin murdered and why leave his body at St Thomas? Pointing at the Rolfe house of all structures?" Dan asked, a tone of desperation edging into his voice.

Ash had not seen Dan this anxious for many years. Not since that night at the Casino.

"The Police have been round asking questions, Chin being a resident and all," offered Dan, becoming garrulous as a means of dealing with his anxiety. "That Detective Wesson, I thought he had retired, told me some other odd things. Chin was full of beer! And holding a gambling chip in his hand!”

A man of few words, Ash let Dan's statements hang in the air. Dan's information was not much more than what one read in the press reports. Wesson and he were fishing; Ash did not intend to get caught.

"By the way, have you seen my 'lucky chip'? It was here on the desk the last time we met."

Ash's body tensed, feigning ignorance. He deflected and countered. "Well maybe we should reconsider the sale of Paradise Tower?"

Dan, who had been half-turned away, swivelled his throne sharply to face Ash across the dark expanse of his desk. He focused his gaze on Ash, who returned it blankly. "Is that what you want to discuss now?" With no immediate response he blurted out two options: “Do you mean stop it; or do it?”

‘Bait and switch’ by Ash to prevaricate an answer: "It's important. There is a lot of attention focused on us now. The Chinese are very upset about Chin's death. They want answers. What do we tell them?"

Dan sat back a fraction, indicating that Ash's points had validity.

Ash, not wishing to implicate himself, reluctantly offered his interpretation. To him, the signs were clear.

"Someone is sending a message. Forget about the past and Richard. This message is a power play. Whoever sent it is unhappy; with the activities of the Chinese, thus the murder of Chin. The chip must be a reference to the recent @cme hack." Ash had liked the touch of the beer, but that seemed too subtle for enquiring minds.

He pushed to his conclusion. "It can only be those Russians that Leo is so close to. They may be providing some cash, but the hackers are upsetting a lot of people. We have let them in. We are responsible."

"Really? You call them 'Russians'? They are Russian-speaking. You call them 'hackers' but could They just be crypto-mining or something related? Like Jamie Lambert? These 'Russians' pay well and Leo assures me they are not encroaching on anyone else's activities."

"The @cme Casino ransom attack," Ash answered flatly.

"How do you know about that?"

In his eagerness, Ash realised he had shown a card too many. "Scuttle on the Strip," came his quick, non-committal reply.

Dan maintained his position, a cascade of thoughts pulsating through his mind. 'Why would anyone be targeting me? Ash and I haven't threatened the Chinese. We maintain an equitable relationship with the Feds, as Mr T likes to call his 'assets'. Yes, money is tight, but I have a fix! How does Ash know about any @cme Casino hack? What the hell has Leo got us involved in with the Russians?! I need to probe.'

The flood of questions brought some clarity to Dan, who looked at his longtime associate. "I just don't get it. Why the elaborate charades? And why target me?"

The taciturn Ash answered unusually quickly. "Someone is telling you to stop."

Dan, finding a string, pulled on it. "Stop what?" he asked.

"Whatever you are doing," Ash cautiously answered.

Dan's mind shot to his financial concerns. 'Yes, money is critical. I can't get any more from the Chinese nor the Feds. The Russians had provided a stop-gap, but their taint is worse than I had feared. I just want to escape from all this,' Dan self-indulgently wailed to himself. 'A sale of the Tower was the answer,' he concluded in a self-serving manner

Ash, sensing his moment, interrupted. "This proposed sale to Perez doesn't strike me as sensible for what Paradise represents. To put a spotlight on the Tower with a high-profile media personality is not a good idea. Also, what do we really know about him and his backers? Perez has no money. I hear his backers are not ones we want: North Koreans."

Ash had now strayed into Dan's protected territory; financing the Tower's operations and his own lifestyle. Dan released his knee, leaning forward. "How do you know that?"

"I dun some asking," explained Ash, his Nevadan intonations breaking through. "Perez's source of finance is not his sports agency, but a certain Human Resources business he runs; or his mother does. You know Wendy McKenna.” Ash paused to allow dan to digest the flow. “The business has grown dramatically in the last five years. But if you dig deep, you will find there are not too many clients and they pay enormous fees."

Dan greeted this news with a blank stare. He well knew that Mrs McKenna’s residence was a favour granted to a certain General, who alluded to an association with Director T.

Ash’s comments broke Dan’s reflections as he decided to share. "Our Chinese friends have suggested he is running a ’laptop farm’."

"What is that?" asked Dan, his curiosity piqued.

"The North Koreans are entering our country by posing as American employees. Perez's recruiting firm is a front for their laptop farm. It fakes the candidate IDs, even personalities, to land them well-paid but sensitive government jobs."

Dan remained silent, his expression now revealing disbelief.

"It's all done online through HR and AI bots. It is a qualified and competent North Korean male sitting in Pyongyang's spy office that is actually being interviewed. . But what the US recruiter sees is a blond, blue-eyed young woman speaking with a Texan accent and captivating smile; with degrees and credentials from all the right schools. You name 'em: Stanford, Caltech, MIT."

Dan's eyes widened.

"They are able to answer every and all technical questions, as they have scripts and AI at their fingertips! Invisible to the US-based American interviewer." Ash paused. "Imagine! Dream candidate, quotas filled, and a qualified American national to boot!"

"You mean a deepfake?" asked an incredulous Dan, beginning to ponder the national security implications.

"Nothing deep. I mean an animated complete fake!" spat out Ash, his disgust obvious. "They get the jobs because they can answer the questions and pass themselves off as Americans. With all this 'Remote Working' stuff, who can check? Once they are employed, with Perez's completely faked IDs, they register for Social Security, pay their taxes, then pay Perez a fee as well as a cut of their salaries. These Korean Joes and Janes are then free to snoop and spy as they like; legally, and paid a salary to do so!"

Ash paused his growing tirade, then concluded. "Talk about deep cover. They are just deep parasites. Disgusting."

Dan sat up incredulous. "No!" he uttered in astonishment, yet wondered about the Reid-General-Director connections

"Yes, and we would be helping these Korean worms eat the American apple from the inside. Just like Leo's Ruskies."

Suddenly bored of Ash's xenophobic comments, as well as unable to absorb yet another unpleasant threat and, more importantly tired, of the invasion of what he considered his domain, Dan straightened.

"Does the source of his funds matter? Are we going to be here? Do we care what happens after we leave?"

Ash did not suffer fools well, even Dan. A cessation of the current Paradise arrangement and a potential move was a threat, a serious threat to Ash. He drilled in: "Well that is my point. Why are we leaving? Why do you want to leave what we have created?"

Now, it was Dan's turn to let a question hang in the studio's dark air. Dan sat back, half-turning from Ash, his body language indicating that Ash's question had validity.

They had known each other for decades. Proverbial 'chalk and cheese', they had found a natural way to cooperate and prosper. Dan was the thinker; Ash dealt with the nuts and bolts. Dan's hands might be a bit dirty, but Ash's elbows were deep in it. They were not friends but respected what each brought to their undocumented but honoured partnership.

With Ash, it had been a simpler, more direct partnership. Dan looked after the concept and optics while Ash made sure the day-to-day realities functioned. Unknown to its tenants, Paradise Tower had become a virtual clearing house of dark intelligence. IARPA-land on steroids, or whatever they were now offering!

Dan felt the urge to smoke and do so alone. In his mind, it seemed clear: 'It was time to advance the discussions with Perez. Thorne’s proposal remained nebulous. Perez was cold hard cash. Time to move on. How best to break the news: Leo, Ash; but first Director T.'

"Look Ash, you've given me a lot to think about. Let's pick up on this topic in the next few days.

Let's meet at our favourite spot, the Springs. We can see how matters play out, then settle matters."

Ash seethed with anger from Dan's tone and attitude. Yet on this occasion, Ash contained his intensifying urge to lash out. Dan escorted him to the elevator that took him down from the penthouse to the Tower's valet area, many levels below ground.




CHAPTER 38: Matoaka

Rebecca Rolfe was the only female chauffeur at Paradise Tower.

It was the perfect calling for her: right person, right task, at the right time. A strand of turquoise and silver beads circled her left wrist, the only adornment her uniform allowed: jacket, trousers and baseball cap.

Rebecca had the ideal credentials for the role. A former military registered nurse, with an active tour of duty in Baghdad during the Second Gulf War. Upon returning States-side, she had married a military surgeon a fellow-vet. They spent the following fifteen years toghter as Rebecca parlayed her skills to become a Las Vegas Policewoman. As the marriage failed to prosper, soon after her youngest child left home for college, Rebecca quietly divorced her husband and retired from the force.

"This job at Paradise is perfect for me! Keeps me chatting with folks and off the bottle!" she would often exclaim to her captive audience.

These disciplined career choices reflected and reinforced Rebecca's careful and pedantic manner; such as her meticulous routines at the wheel of a vehicle. They burnished a: shield, to protect a lonely childhood and associated trauma; and a weapon, to restore the balance that had been broken — inequities suffered as a woman, as mixed blood, in a world that respected neither.

That December morning, the Rebecca-Show was on full transmit to a Tower guest she rarely chauffeured - Dr Vivian Cho.

Rebecca steered the large black SUV up the ramp towards the world outside. At the ramp’s crest, just before one exited the garage door other drivers would have continued utilising the vehicle’s considerable momentum. Rather, Rebecca brought the vehicle to a deliberate stop. It was not attentive driving per se, Rebacca was ever mindful. No, she paused purposefully, lingering for an extra moment. The crest represented a transom, one of many in her life, from one world to another at that particular moment in time. To continue and advance became commitment. Her grandmother would have called it ‘reading the ground’.

Rebecca, always conscious of the most efficient route, considered the alternatives to the airport that day. Habit would suggest one track but today she sensed a different path: approaching from the south. She steered her mechanical steed along the looping overpass from I-15 South onto I-215 East past the oxidised cut-out forms of desert animals, placed amongst the highways broad ribbons of concrete.

"I met my husband there," Rebecca said, reinforcing the statement with a nod of her head to the left. It was the start of a well-rehearsed tale to fill the time on the drive from the Tower to Harry Reid airport. "He was a field surgeon. Good at that and a nice enough man. But being an only child, the Military, the War and all; he got a bit bent out of shape." Rebecca's voice, with its nasal twang, trailed off. The slow, flat monotone conveyed safety.

Cho was silent.

Glancing in the rear-view mirror, Rebecca saw Cho was gazing forward through the windscreen, seeming lost in her own thoughts. The desert child decided to continue her transmission.

"So, when I returned States-side, I was not very taken with the prospect of working in a hospital or for a doctor, as I was living with one," Rebecca shared, smiling as she rocked forward in her seat. "I wanted to 'serve'; so, I joined Las Vegas' finest." Rebecca stilled herself, as at this juncture in her practised show, she usually got a comment from her audience.

Dr Cho, sitting in the back seat, was mildly interested. Grant had a medical appointment that day so was unable to drive her. Rebecca's monologue was helping to ease an otherwise tedious transit. As a medical specialist, Cho found Rebecca's experiences admirable, but unremarkable.

Vivian could not help thinking why so many Americans felt such a compulsive need to share their life stories.

Rebecca pondered the dynamic, or lack of it, as she swung the limo along the descending arc of the Interstate. Most people were intrigued by her War and Cop experiences. Few, if any, asked about her childhood. 'Good,' Rebecca reflected, as it covered a dark chapter.

"Terminal E? Correct?" she enquired.

"Yes," replied Cho absently, now looking at the back of Rebecca's head. Cho was a geneticist by training and could see the tell-tale signs of a mixed European-Native American race. Rebecca was a striking example.

Cho's reflections were disturbed by Rebecca's question, asked in an upbeat voice. "Do you mind me asking? Going somewhere nice?"

"Not particularly," answered Cho. "First to Seoul, then Shanghai, before I return." Cho was tired and ended the conversation by pre-empting the next question: "Business."

Rebecca tracked the tone and let the silence tell her what she needed to know. She thought to herself: 'Women, they just really don't care for me. And the guys soon realise I am tougher, more of a handful than I look and come across.'

Rebecca’s sense was that she projected a deeper manner than was apparent from a first look. Different; thus, perhaps, off-putting.

At Terminal E, Rebecca brought the vehicle to a smooth stop. Hopping out of the driver's seat, she retrieved Cho's wheelie bag from the back of the SUV, then proceeded to open the door for her. The Asian woman gingerly stepped out of the huge car and gazed at her attentive chauffeur.

Rebecca was a compelling enigma, even in the harsh lights of the airport parking area, attired in her functional black uniform. Her face was unadorned: no makeup, no pretence. The slightest scent of ‘Mojave Ghost’. She was standing to attention; it was not a servile pose but one of quiet confidence; a sense of purpose.

Cho observed her carefully.

Rebecca had a slender, even wiry frame with small hips and breasts. Tall, with a balanced torso, she measured 5'10". Her skin possessed a warm, honeyed tone, kissed by the sun, that spoke of generations spent under both the European skies and the vast American plains. Her hair, thick and dark as a raven's wing, cascaded to her shoulders. It framed her face: high cheekbones, a subtly sculpted nose, and a gently sloping brow. These features cossetted green eyes with their dark lashes outlining them, like painted strokes — all true genetic markers betraying her mixed bloodstock. Her gangly limbs with fine but muscular hands and fingers. The pedantic mannerisms — the threshold pauses, the rituals of mirror and seatbelt and settled breath — that Rebecca displayed when driving had been another confirming source.

More than that Rebecca’s mannerism had been a model to mould another - for that Dr Cho was inwardly grateful; but could not, would not ever show it.

Cho's gaze caught Rebecca's eyes, at once direct yet mysterious. They held a hint of untold stories. Maybe even secrets, unknown even to herself.

"Thank you," said the traveller as she took the handle of the wheelie bag. "As Grant is still indisposed, I will see you next Thursday." It was then that Dr Cho noticed a tattoo etched at the root of Rebecca’s right thumb. Allegiances?!

"Yes, you will," responded Rebecca in a somewhat jovial tone, unacknowledged but not lost on the traveller.

As Dr Cho crossed the threshold of the expansive terminal building Rebecca returned to the driver's seat, started the car, and pulled carefully away from the curb to return to Paradise Tower.

Dr Cho's assessment was relatively accurate. Rebecca was determined and steadfast, especially in her lifelong pursuit to discover the identity of her father's killer; and exact suitable revenge.

Las Vegas was the killer's home: Rebecca was close, so close.




Author’s End Notes

Remaining volumes of the Meadow Trilogy

Luke Carmichael’s adventures continue in the two remaining volumes (Secrets in the Meadow and Locksley in the Meadow) as part of the complete Meadow Trilogy.

The events in this trilogy of volumes draw on the documented history of cooperation as well as competition between intelligence agencies and the technology sector. It spills into the Industrial-Military, which has its most palpable expression in The Meadow-lands of Las Vegas and the surrounding Mojave Desert. The commercial resort-casinos and operating military bases are the vibrant nodes in this Dioscurian network. The names and operations are fictional. The architecture is not. Data is digital gold.

Luke Carmichael is drawn deeper into a world he was never meant to see. Paradise Tower's secrets are no longer confined to its corridors. They reach into the machinery of governments, the offices of Silicon Valley and global corporations; all with their datacentres and encrypted channels where power is traded without witnesses.

What began as a detour for Luke has become a trap: Spirit. The program he built to liberate, has made him a target for those who would use it to control; if it can be.

Luke must decide what he is willing to sacrifice — and for whom. The line between liberation and control has dissolved. Allies have become liabilities. The only currency left is ‘trust’; in a world engineered to destroy it.

The Meadow, it turns out, was never paradise. It was always a proving ground.

Q-Day approaches as the Singularity waits.

Appendix

A character list (Dramatis Personae) follows. A full set of appendices is found at the conclusion of Volume Three – Locksley in the Meadow




DRAMATIS PERSONAE








	Alex Manners


	Chauffeur and polymath




	A radicalized genius whose traumatic past has kneaded his idealism into something absolute and uncompromising. Being a Tower chauffeur offers a cover for his coding work developed during his brief stint as a Federal ‘pen tester’

As a digital revolutionary, sees himself as a saviour but his idealism is transformed into terrifying and absolutist zeal. The architect of Armageddon and Locksley.

Born and raised in Connecticut. A Millennial






	Ashan (Ash) Hatcher


	Tower Owner & Management




	The manager of Paradise Tower's operations. A "fixer" forged in the resentment of Nevada's harsh history, who sees himself as the Tower's grim and indispensable gatekeeper. Being an LDS member has ‘faith’ in himself

Born and raised in Nevada. Boomer.




	Benjamin Teller


	Chauffeur




	A Tower driver. The garrulous ‘oracle of the valet booth’ — a reliable source of gossip and an unreliable judge of its significance.

Born and raised in Puerto Rico. Millennial.




	Boris Volkov


	Tryzub7




	Owner of Trydent Services Inc and the leader of the ATP hacking collective – ‘Tryzub7’.

A Ukrainian with legitimate business interests in Las Vegas and illegitimate ones everywhere else. Long association with Russian and Dark web cyber-criminal elements

Born and raised in Kiev Ukraine. A naturalised US citizen. Gen-X.




	Charles & Mary Prescott


	Residents




	Tower residents of long standing and quiet habits; she of a more racy disposition. Well-to-do and middle-aged.

East Coast provenance. Boomers




	Chin (Mr); Wai-Keung, or Raymond W.


	Resident




	A long-standing, eighth-floor resident of the Tower with a quiet manner and an attentive disposition. A gambling ‘whale’. He has deep connections to Chinese business interests in the Las Vegas, especially the Casino sector.

Born and raised in Guangzhou China. Ageing-Boomer




	Daniel (Dan) Rocca


	Tower Owner




	The embattled majority owner of Paradise Tower. A builder by training and architect by temperament whose foundations are less solid than his structures. Made his money in California. A man trapped in a conspiracy of his own design;

Born and raised in Steubenville, OH. Late Gen-X.




	Doug Wesson (Detective)


	LVPD, Homicide




	A veteran, world-weary LVPD Homicide detective whose current investigations seem connected to one of his oldest unsolved cases. Maintains an extensive network of contacts.

Born and raised in Las Vegas. Generation X.




	Diane & Edward Watts


	Residents




	A well-heeled couple with investment interests and an uneven distribution of secrets between them.

Edward has wide ranging business interests include AetherStream. Diane’s scope is more superficial. Californian Tax exiles

Born and raised in Northern California. GenX-ers




	Elias Thorne


	@cme Ventures




	A partner of the Silicon Valley investment firm, @cme Ventures which has wide commercial, industrial and military interests that reflect his own sophomoric manner

Within his nebulous mandate, is seeking a means to utilise Paradise Tower and the technologies associated within it to further ambitions.

Born and raised in Chicago, IL. Gen-X/Y.




	Grant Montgomery


	Chauffeur




	A Paradise Tower driver, and Dr. Cho's favoured one. A war veteran who has metamorphized into persona of programmed words, precise habits and special abilities.

Born and raised in Midland, TX. Age unknown.




	‘Hong’


	Chinese operative, Second Department




	On special assignment in the US, with a focus on Las Vegas. Cerebral and analytical, with string digital skills; whose insights provide choices.



	Ivy 'Poison' Lane


	Resident




	A woman whose nickname precedes her and whose employment and intentions are rarely as casual as they appear.

A Federal employee of various departments.




	Jang Bang Ho


	North Korean Intelligence




	The officer in charge of the Laptop Farm desk at Chilbosan Hotel, Pyongyang, North Korea. A cautious man in a system that does not reward caution and less so failure.



	James (Jamie) Lambert


	Resident




	A former USAF captain and drone operator turned blockchain specialist. A brilliant "Node Network Master" whose crypto-wealth and flashy lifestyle mask a deep trauma from his past and lead to his current entanglements.

Despite his ostentation Bentley and Louis Vuitton wardrobe understands the dynamics of the Dark web and where to hide.

Native of Tallahassee FL. Millennial.




	Jane Fisher


	Resident




	A powerful and enigmatic resident of Paradise Tower. She has a successful career in the semiconductor industry and network beyond that; with a past she does not discuss.

She has striking Barbie-doll looks, exquisitely trained and with an acute mind that allows her to maintain an excellent wardrobe, comfortable lifestyle and sterling confidences.

Born and raised in New England with an age well-maintained




	Jasmine


	Acrobatic artist




	A Cirque du Soleil acrobat visiting from LiQuin China.

Graduate of Nanjing 841 Research Institute.

Extraordinary physical prowess and striking looks but limited socially skills.

Born in Jinchang. Gansu. Gen-Y.




	Javier Perez


	Sports promoter




	A Human Resources executive (Bauta HR) with flexible ethics and useful connections. He has ambitions to own a Sports Franchise funded by his mother and other sources. His choice of business associates is questionable

Born and raised in Miami FL. Millennial




	‘Kong’


	Chinese operative, Second Department




	On special assignment in Las Vegas to protect assets. Physical and determined; conspicuous only when she chooses to be.



	Leo Geller


	Tower Owner




	Co-owner of Paradise Tower by being a business associate of Dan Rocca. Made his wealth in Silicon Valley. A bon vivant, art collector, and connoisseur of the female form. A man who enjoyed life with a voracity that left little room for caution.

Longevity has become his life’s work funded by questionable sources

Born and raised in Ranch Sante Fe, CA. A late Generation X-er




	Luke Carmichael


	Cognitive Scientist and would-be digital entrepreneur




	A brilliant but naive cognitive scientist and would-be entrepreneur from the UK. He takes a part-time job as a Paradise Tower chauffeur while seeking to commercialise his algorithmic project, Spirit, from Silicon Vally investments.

He learns quickly that in the Meadow; passengers teach more than any algorithm.

Luke becomes an unwitting player in a global web of intrigue. He learns quickly that in the Meadow passengers teach more than any algorithm.

Born In Stockholm Sweden and raised in London UK. Gen Y/Z cusp




	General William Mannihunk


	Military Consultant




	A retired military officer maintaining consulting arrangements with the US Government and acts as a point person for various private-government projects.

Long-standing association with Director T.

Has made Las Vegas his home.

Born and raised in Charlotte, NC. Many active tours of duty. A Boomer




	Maxime Orlov


	Tryzub7 collective member




	A young American of Russian stock and Mormon upbringing. An unlikely member of Boris Volkov’s APT collective, thanks to Ashan Hatcher.

Born and raised in Hurricane, UT. Gen-Z




	Maya Khatib


	Resident




	A Tower resident of Arabian provenance and firm opinions. Part of Paradise's social circle with Jane and Ivy.

Born and raised in Orange County, CA. Millennial.




	Michael Booker


	Chauffeur




	The senior chauffeur and fleet manager of Paradise Tower. Michael has driven the Tower's roads longer than most residents have lived in them. Of Afro-American descent it fuels his ‘griot’ tendencies: with an easy manner and a storytelling nature he is a keeper of secrets by profession.

He is a veteran deep-cover operative for various Federal agencies with a strong link to Director T.

Born in Los Angeles CA. Generation X.




	Mrs. Wendy McKenna


	Resident




	A resident and Bauta HR business owner (whose career ended in criminal proceedings). Divorcee. Possesses of a striking diamond and emerald necklace.

Mother of Javier Perez and lover of General Mannihunk.




	Officer Doug Smith


	LVPD




	An LVPD officer.

Investigating office of the death of Leo Geller




	Deepak Pashun


	Research Associate




	An analyst of IARPA’s Directorate IOTA unit. Is an interlocutor for ideas that most would consider implausible.

Is tasked to act as Elias Thorne’s go-between

Born in Yuba City, CA. Gen-Y




	Rebecca (Matoaka) Rolfe


	Chauffeur




	The Tower's only female driver. A former military nurse and Las Vegas policewoman. She is on a lifelong crusade to understand the cause of her father disappearance and likely suspicious death.

Born St Thomas NV. Just Gen-X




	Richard Rolfe (Deceased)


	Rebecca's father




	Rebecca's missing (presumed deceased) father. A successful engineer and the original visionary partner of Dan Rocca and Ash Hatcher, whose disappearance remains officially unsolved.is the foundational secret of Paradise Tower.



	Samael Thurgood


	US Government Employee




	Known as 'The Director', Director T'. A patient man who tends to his interests the way a gardener tends to a meadow — pruning what does not serve, nurturing what might yet bloom.

The enigmatic Director of a clandestine US government entity; a "prime mover" who orchestrates events from the shadows, viewing human assets as pieces on a grand geopolitical chessboard.

Personal details obfuscated.




	Sergei Antonov


	Tryzub7 collective member




	A reliable cracker, his love of flying lands him in trouble.

Born and raised in Moscow Russia. Gen-Y.




	Shane (‘Shott’) Ladd


	Chauffeur




	Driver with a flair for the theatrical and an unfortunate talent for sharing confidences. Christened “Shott” by Jane given his likeness to Scott Thorson.

Born in Liberal, KS. Generation Y.




	Sinclair ('Sindy') Matthews


	US Government Employee




	A former Special Ops soldier turned deep-cover government asset, trying to survive in a world of "too many jailers”. Possesses a broad and highly developed set of skills and abilities

Yet is a psychologically fractured individual from a complex personal history uncertain about his own sexuality and from serving too many masters

Strong links to General Mannihunk, Director T’s organisation as well as Boris Volkov

Born in Columbus, IN. Gen-X




	Stephen Cox, Miss Nancy


	Residents




	He is large, loud man who made his money in Retail. He is partial to Stetson hats and enamoured by his love-interest, Miss Nancy. She is petite, blonde, and the proud owner of assets that have achieved social media fame.

They make the Tower their Winter home

Snow-birds from Montana. Millennials two.




	Tony Lee


	@cme Casino manager




	A senior representative of the @cme Casino group. A man under considerable pressure from professional as well as darked Triad obligations.

Born and raised in Macau, China. Gen Y.




	Tristan Perry


	Academic




	A British academic with a teaching post at Oxford and veteran handler British Intelligence associations. A former professor of Luke Carmichael. His professional interests extend considerably beyond the halls.

He is haunted by past failures and facing a new, technological cold war.

Born in Salisbury UK. Booming/X




	Vivian Cho (Dr.)


	Resident




	A geneticist of formidable intellect and inscrutable loyalties. Freelance researched with private, corporate and US Government contracts. Her research interests extend well beyond the conventional.

She is brilliant, inscrutable, and morally ambiguous scientist behind the many Symbiote projects. Korean heritage casts a shadow of doubt on her ultimate loyalties.

Her nomination to the Nobel Committee remains inchoate.




	Yuri Reznikov


	Tryzub7 collective member




	The lead technical member of the APT collective. Highly developed coding and algorithmic skills including tokenisation and digital finance.

Formerly a member of the Russia’s GRU Intelligence service and supposedly ReVil.

Born in St Peterburg, raised Odessa Russia; now a US resident. Gen Y.




	Yuxin Gao


	Visiting graduate student at UNLV




	Studying a business degree at UNLV, with some gig work. Multi-lingual polymath and digital native.

Graduate of University of International Relations-Beijing and Nanjing 841Research Institute.

A companion of Alex Manners. Her reasons for being in Las Vegas are not entirely clear. Ostensible ‘niece’ of Mr Chin. Friend of Jane Fisher

Born in Nanking, China. Gen-Y










Also by J M S Jenk


Paradise in the Meadow (volume 1 of the ‘Meadow Trilogy’)

Secrets in the Meadow (volume 2 of the ‘Meadow Trilogy’)

Locksley in the Meadow (volume 3 of the ‘Meadow Trilogy’)





  
    [image: Paradise in the Meadow back cover]
  

EPUB/images/back_cover.png
ilogy: Volume One

& - T

How to decide?

Luke Carmichael
world: on Q-Day.
achievement wi
of his values an

e

vestment to perfect Spmt —his Artificial Genera
Intelhgence system. In a city where a flip of a card can rewrite a
new chapter for a person, Luke believes his system can scnpt a_
better book for everyone.

»
Waiting for his investors, Luke continues refining Spirit while
working as a part-time chauffeur at Paradise Tower: a luxury
high-rise where the residents guard secrets more carefully than
their fortunes. Las Vegas is a nexus where the casino economy and
the machinery of war thrive in a dark symbiosis. Commercial and
military interests deploy Al-enabled architectures to direct 24/7/365
surveillance. Yet, the Tower remains a mystery.

3
-1

Nothing is quite what it seems.

‘When death strikes the Tower, powerful global interests converge
on what he has created. Luke is a young cognitive scientist, not a
soldier. He is forced to face a devastating reality: while he sees Spirit

as a tool to progress, others see it only as a weapon. A?ding

wave of events forces Luke to reconsider not only who'hie can trust

to further his ambitions—but what he is prepared to sacrifice as
Singularity beckons.

JMS Jenk

9" 789908 " 984322






EPUB/media/file0.png
——_The Meadow Trilogy: Volume One -:






