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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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Dedication

To all those storytellers who have come before me—thank you. My debt of gratitude cannot be repaid, but perhaps paid forward.

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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To my son: Nicholas, who has made a flight of fancy a publishable product.

These supporters have improved this opus; yet the errors as well as omissions that remain are mine alone.
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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.

This volume’s chapter notation and numbering follows that of the Meadow Trilogy. This second volume’s chapters include numbers 38 to 72 in addition to a set of appendices (dramatis personae as well as a ‘Taxonomy of Full Stack AI’). A full set of appendices is available at the end of the Volume Three – Locksley in the Meadow.



Author's Notes

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 finds himself 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.

Q-Day approaches as the Singularity waits.




CHAPTER 39: Dorian

The portrait retained at least one aspect of Leo's previous sexual conquest, yet the face was always changed to reflect his next target—not exactly, but indicative.

Positioned in his bedroom, the portrait had a perverse effect on the women Leo wooed.

It was hung above the headboard of his enormous double King bed, which was covered in quilted grey bedcover and matching pearl grey satin sheets. The room carried a residual trace of Tom Ford’s Tobacco Vanille, sweet and cloying. A person well in touch with feminine qualities had designed this amorous chamber.

Leo Geller was in his mid-50s, of medium height with a wiry stature. He had a wild libido, but these energies were not matched by his physical dimensions. To satiate his lust, he needed every and all aids: physical and psychological. Life is a balance. These demands wore into his well-being; Leo's health was on the wane. The portrait was a tool: a log of Leo’s conquests as well as an inspiration for terra incognito. Such devices, amongst others, inspired the man and lover-of-the-moment to do better. Such is human psychology.

Leo was a successful serial investor in technology; the archetypical 'Unicorn' who had backed three ventures that IPO-ed at over a billion dollars each in market value. While Leo had the magic touch when it came to business, it was not so with his health.

His last venture had been acquired by a global competitor, and part of the transaction was a paid 'gardening leave' of twelve-months. A restless entrepreneur, Leo had turned his energies to a new and emerging field: biotech. It offered the prospect of transferring one's consciousness through a Large Language Model to a server: a form of everlasting life. Further steps would include finding a new host body, or have a synthetic one created, to house the digital consciousness. Such steps assumed that cryo-preservation was not required. The rapid advances of the coalescing strands of technology had made such a flight of fantasy a real prospect within the decade. Leo had christened this venture ‘Project Adam’ – a new start for a new man. Yet the first step was to remain healthy, stay alive! Advances in nanotechnology and hybots offered such a prospects

This emergent technology had brought Leo back to Las Vegas to be closer to the research of Dr Vivian Cho. Adam was merely one of a number of projects, close to fruition that she was spearheading, with private as well as government funding. Leo and others were enthusiastic backers – both in word and wallet to Dr Cho’s research. These new world Elect had placed their faith in a digital deity.

Leo’s smartphone rang. He recognised the number. It wasn't one he used often, but it was important.

Leo answered the call: "Yes?"

"Good morning”, came the tinny voice. “It's Dr Sachs."

"Yes, Doctor. So tell me - good or bad news?" Leo had always insisted on being told the facts as they were.

"The latter, I am afraid. Bad."

"How long?"

"It is difficult to say," Dr Sachs paused, "but this might be your last Thanksgiving."

"Thank you, Doctor," came the direct response. Leo, despite his natural bluster, had expected bad news.

"I suggest—" but before the Doctor could continue, Leo interrupted.

"No thank you, Doctor. I will be in touch," he said tersely, hitting the red button on his mobile, terminating the call.

Leo sat back in his chair. The call merely confirmed what he had instinctively known for months.

It was not death itself that concerned him, but the short amount of time he had before the inevitable. Unless he could act; and act now. Leo’s live span was being reduced to a near genesic time-frame.

Composing his thoughts, Leo leant forward in his chair and with his right index finger hit the speed dial for the third number on his list.

"Dr Cho?" Leo half-enquired, then stated, "It is Leo."

"Yes, good morning."

"Quickly. We need to advance our discussions and preparations."

Dr Cho's silence was an affirmation of his request.




CHAPTER 40: Task undertaken

'That fucker Tristan!’ thought Luke to himself as he reviewed his nascent list of suspicious characters: a bone to that old dog.

What a topsy-turvy week it had been for Luke.

Securing his part-time position at Paradise Tower, getting his application in, then the blackmail from Tristan yet meeting Alex — a fellow coder. The circus of Paradise Tower residents just added to the surreal nature of life and living in Las Vegas.

Worse still, someone had tried to hack into Luke’s account. While prevented, all his recent development work was currently inaccessible; maybe for ever. Luke had at first wondered who and why one would undertake such an attack. It was highly unlikely to be @came Ventures – they had signed an NDA as part of his application. Tristan and his colleagues knew about Spirit so that ruled them out – why tell him to then launch and attack? The same for Alex! No, the source and motivation remained a mystery.

Instinctively, Luke had appealed to Alex for help; as yet there was not resolution.

Luke realised there were weakness with his Spirit program. What Luke had submitted to @cme was a sweetener, but in the last few weeks, and with Alex, they had made real strides. Spirit was on the cusp of waking from a dream to a reality, a workable solution. It required the resources of an enterprise such as @cme Ventures to ‘infuse the spark of being into the lifeless thing’. Luke smiled to himself – in another life, he would have been a good writer.

The threat, or 'offer', as Tristan described it, was too serious to ignore. The confirmation email from @cme Ventures stated in a scant two sentences that his application was 'pending, subject to further review’.

There was still so much work to be done on Spirit, but in the absence of an offer, it would be time and effort wasted. Hedging his bets, while waiting to see if he and Alex could unlock the attack, Luke was resigned to at least get a list to Tristan. If his offer had any currency, then Luke might be able to get his pending application approved.

To that end, Luke sought out his fellow driver, Benjamin Teller, finding him in the garage booth of Paradise Tower. As if he was passing the time between rides, Luke enquired about the residents.

Benjamin was happy to accommodate the gossipy enquiry.

"Now take Jane Fisher, a stylish and most charming woman. Always courteous and dresses real sharp. She is statuesque and tall, with long blond straight hair. Her looks blend that of Kim Basinger and Taylor Swift. She could be Barbara Eden's daughter," explained Benjamin. "As I understand it, Ms Fisher made her money in tech in Silicon Valley. A real-life unicorn," finished Benjamin.

Luke nodded. He felt that Benjamin had become somewhat discombobulated thinking about the statuesque, blond resident.

"Apparently, her apartment is equally stylish. It is one of the few with a view of the Strip. It is full of mirrors, so you really don't know where you are looking and what is real and what is a reflection. White marble. Crystal. Clean and clear. Just like Ms Fisher."

"Yeah, I like her. Always polite and correct. Never puts on airs," offered Luke.

Benjamin smiled at the Englishman’s colloquialism.

"Well Ms Fisher may cut a fine line, but she doesn't prance around for the men folk. Rather they are bees to honey. They may wear over-the-top blazers and patterned shirts, no baseball caps mind, stepping out with Ms Jean. Arm candy; they represent a fashion accessory to her,: Benjamin stated. Then, unexpectedly and slowly, Teller bent forwards in his chair; conspiratorially, making the small booth feel even smaller. He paused and then shared.

"Very particular is she. Manners is all. As you say: she never puts on 'airs & graces'. She is somewhat a stickler for good behaviour. Ms Fisher always tips, remembers birthdays and a small gift every Christmas."

Benjamin leant forward ever more, dropping his voice to a whisper. The enveloping garage was dark and empty.

"I heard a tale though, that one of her suitors got quite ginned up," said Benjamin smiling. It was as Luke joined in.

"Apparently, they loosened their nerves a bit with Exhale's finest. 'Tool-boy', as I like to call him, in particular. He got quite high and passed out before he could perform. He wasn't seen thereafter."

'So the story gains credence in the retelling,' thought Luke, having heard it before from Alex.

'Little Miss Prim & Proper.'

"Well that is not that bad," commented Luke, sitting upright. "Why do you call him 'tool—'"

"No and I was getting to it," continued Benjamin, now in an absolute whisper. Luke leaned forward, their foreheads near touching.

"As I said, Tool-Boy passed out before then falling out of the bed in a stupor. He was comatose.

Tool-Boy suddenly woke up; apparently, he heard a noise in Ms Fisher's condo. Ms Fisher was asleep. He leapt up, thinking there was an intruder, and punched the figure with all his might.

The sound of shattering glass woke the Princess." Benjamin paused his tale for effect, then continued.

"The fool had mistaken his reflection in the bedroom mirror for an intruder. Mirror shards and blood from his wounds all over her white rug and bed linens." Again, the stop-go narration, as befits a chauffeur.

"He may have been a tool, but not the sharpest in the box." Benjamin sat back with a broad grin.

"What the pretty boy had downstairs he was lacking upstairs," he said triumphantly. "Looks could sometimes overcome stupidity and messiness; but Tool-Boy hasn't been back since."

"How do you know this?" enquired Luke intently.

"Man, I have my sources," answered Benjamin leaning back with a grin. "But Tool-Boy's injuries and all the mess required some urgent intervention. Michael and Alex were on duty that night. They had to deal with matters and help clean up the mess."

It was Luke's turn to lean back. 'So even the most prim and proper of our residents have their stories,' he thought.

Tristan's shadow crowded Luke's thinking. He decided to probe Benjamin's store of gossip.

"What about Dr Cho?"

Benjamin straightened in his chair, becoming more serious and said one word: "Inscrutable."

Silence followed. Luke looked quizzically at Benjamin, who maintained his disengaged expression.

"What? Are you playing a joke or what?" asked the Englishman.

After a pause, Benjamin began to answer slowly.

"No, it is just there is so little to actually tell and so much to guess at." He continued judiciously: "I understand she is super bright and does research over at the Biochemistry Labs at UNLV. I can tell you that is skunkworks central. Elon dumped a lot of cash there, along with his famous tunnels. Lots of government types – you know Men-in-Black."

Luke remained motionless.

Almost as if this stillness was a trigger, Benjamin added: "I don't like to talk about colleagues, so won't." He paused. "But I will say it is funny that Grant is one of her patients. That is why she always asks for him as her driver."

Luke sat in silence, soaking in the disparate dots and dashes of information.

Benjamin was pleased not to be pressed further and seemed to relax. The tension in his shoulders dissipated as he arched back in the simple steel-framed chair of the concierge's booth.

Sensing that, Luke decided to ask a question he had been keeping for a while. “Why is it the Tower maintains fleet of chauffeur-driven cars. Wouldn’t driverless ones be better? They are all over town!”

Benjamin’s eyes narrowed initially and with a smile countered:” So what would we do?”

“No seriously?” Luke prodded.

“Well. I suppose it’s all part of the ethos that Dan, Mr Rocca, wants to maintain: an image to project about the Tower” Benjamin offered. “Frankly, we are a concierge-on-wheels, wth a bit of ego-buffing and psychotherapy thrown in.” He stopped; a broad grin returned. Then seamlessly in a theatrical voice Benjamin stated: ”And then there is moi!” his voice ending in a definitive tone as he extended his arms upwards above his shoulders.

The smile was infectious. Luke appreciating the play for humour, laughed and air clapped the performer.

A quite descend on the valet booth. Benjamin leant forwards again as he looked left and right. Gossiping had got the better of him.

"I can tell you that a Mrs McKenna is a strange one." A now-relaxed Benjamin restarted. "Divorced, I think; but is seeing some military type. Retired Air Force colonel, I think; maybe a general ." Concluding with, "Anyway, he comes and goes."

The hunter hunted. Luke asked: "What's odd about that?"

"Well…," drawing out the word, "what is odd about her is that she gets tickets to every game in town. Every game!" Benjamin repeated for effect. "And the best seats! I am talking seats that money usually cannot buy."

"Does the Colonel have pull?" asked Luke.

"No, these games and seats are just not easily available. Take for instance the Formula-1 coming to town. Normally the casinos charge upwards from half a million dollars for a package. You know, suite, all food & beverage, paddock access. Even at that cost they are not easy to come by," Benjamin paused again. “She gets them though; maybe even comped?!"

Luke sat up in his chair as his subconscious took in the stream of tid-bits. His gaze defocusing from Benjamin to the middle distance, looking out through the Concierge booth's window to the dark valet area and its vehicles.

Benjamin noted his colleague's line-of-sight and added: "You often speak about Lambert's bespoke Continental," as Benjamin nodded toward the bright orange monster parked at the far back wall of the garage. "There is a guy who comes in here to see her, Mrs Reid, who drives a sort-of vintage Bugatti. A Tourbillion or Divo I think. You know the ones they show off at the Wynn's valet during F-1. They are worth a million apiece!"

"Lover Boy?" asked Luke, referring back to the earlier Ms Fisher gossip.

"No, no," tutted Benjamin. "Much too young; he'd be a Toddler Boy, not Toy Boy. A flashy dresser, promoter type, hustler. Also, he is not here that often. The Colonel regular as clockwork; as they say. He is scheduled!"

"Odd," said Luke absently to the small booth, with its audience of his informative colleague.

At that moment, a paunchy pair emerged from the elevator – they were built for comfort, not speed.

The woman, of middling height, rather plump with blonde bouffant styled-hair and pleasant features was made more remarkable for wearing a brown mink stole draped around her shoulders, offset by a dazzling diamond choker with an emerald at its centre. Her escort; a heavy set man who could have been almost 6-foot, was decked out in full military garb of a sky-blue hue. Cap and ribbons. Even by Vegas’ theatrical standards, were they going to a show or were they the show?

Luke was captivated

Benjamin looked at Luke, catching his expression then looked down at his watch. With an unexpected movement he exclaimed: “Speak of the devil! Mrs McKenna and her beau! Nearly forgot! See yah!"

Benjamin launched himself from his seat and headed out of the booth towards one of the dormant SUVs to intersect the slow-moving pair – tugboat for two drifting barges; leaving Luke to his deliberations.




CHAPTER 41: Chosen

"What do you mean you didn't know? Are you sluffing?" Ashan Hatcher’s tone was sharp, the familiar Utahn twang slipping into his speech without thought.

"It 'taint like that, Elder." The younger man's voice cracked.

Maxime stood stiff in the half-light, hands trembling. His whole body reeked of fear. He'd failed; and before an Elder, no less.

The two men faced each other near the dark service entrance to the Springs. The Hunter's Moon threw long shadows across the gravel, silvering the rocks and accentuating the tension between them.

"What is it then?" Ash pressed. "You've been set apart to do a job; for your country and for the Lord. You're even drawing silver for it. Don't tell me you've forgotten what you're here for."

"They keep to themselves," Maxime stammered. "Mostly texts; burner phones too. No meetings.

No names. I tried, Elder, I really did." Maxime involuntarily raised his right hand to his jaw. It still smarted from the chastising blow delivered at their last encounter a month prior.

"You speak Russian. That was your mission's experience, wasn't it? You can work a keyboard."

Ash's words carried both scorn and disbelief. "That's why you were chosen."

"I can speak it," Maxime whispered, eyes down. "But reading; it's harder."

"Shiz, to you," said Ash dismissively, shaking his head. "Harken! It needs to stop. Thee gotta stop them!"

"I can't," said Maxime, snivelling, beyond embarrassment to care. "They're not like us. I've failed you, Elder. I've failed Thee and Him."

Maxime was ashamed for his failure and his weakness: in front of the Russian-speaking hackers, his duties and this Elder.

This government job with the agency was Maxime's dream ticket out of the stupefying boredom of Hurricane. Ashan had arranged it. He had sought out Maxime, ensuring the young man received 'special’ cyber-training, then suggested that Maxime apply to Trydent Services and act as a mole. The excitement of the subterfuge involved was the draw for the Utah boy.

Maxime continued to whimper. Ash closed the short distance across the rock-strewn terrain that separated him from the younger man, his keys gripped in his right hand against his thigh.

Maxime sobbed, hoping for an embrace of compassion.

Rather, Maxime was dazed from a crushing thump delivered by a clenched fist on his left temple.

Unprepared, he slumped to the ground; his head hit a large stone. He did not move.

Ash looked down at the lifeless body.

"Get up you lazy sluffer!" Ashan commanded. "Get up, I say!"

There was no reaction. No movement at all.

With no response, Ash knelt down close to Maxime's body, confirming what he feared.

Dead.

A searing memory of a similar scene from St Thomas, many years prior, blinded his thoughts.

'God's will,' Ash thought.

After a moment's reflection, he stood up slowly and looked around. His mind raced. This was a liability. A loose end.

There was a mulching machine, a big one, nearby. Having worked the land as a farm labourer in his youth, Ashan reckoned it would not take long to dismember the body and cast its parts to the mulcher. The stench would be awful; but soil, grass and acacia would provide some relief.

Maxime's remains would be returned to the ground — not dust, but the Springs were particular, just grateful for any moisture and its nutrients. Then Ashan's thinking took another path.

It was also an opportunity. What better signal to the diabolical hackers than one of their own murdered by the Chinese — revenge for Chin? How could Ashan implicate them?

He looked around. Far in the distance, a late-night city bus was heading South on Valley View.

Emblazoned along its side: ‘@cme Casino: Spin2Win’. The Divine was looking out for him.

With the expanding pool of blood, Ash bent off a small twig, stripped it, and using it as a quill-of-old and Maxime’s blood, scrawled on the corpse’s back: '@cme'. Task completed, Ashan stood up, pleased with his labours. He walked toward his car, patted his pocket, and felt a soft square. Taking it out, Ashan saw it was a matchbook from Mott 32. 'Perfect,' he thought. Retracing his steps, Ashan smeared most of the matchbook in blood, and dropped it near the body.

Now Ash had created a fortune cookie for many.

He never intended to kill the boy; just stiffen his resolve.

Still, Maxime's death might well be of greater service than his flailing attempts to infiltrate Tryzub7.

Ash headed to his vehicle with purpose. No doubts now. The Russians and Chinese would feed amongst each other, leaving Paradise cleansed.




CHAPTER 42: Alex

Alex had dedicated his adult life to developing an equalising solution to the rampant injustices of the world — at least as he saw them. Transparent, objective, available information. It would be yielded by gathering data and its subsequent analysis as the ultimate liberalising force: to be wielded with purpose.

Alex wished to use the power of computing, in any of its myriad forms, to plane out the rough surfaces of Society. Such action would have commensurate levelling effects on economic activity, wealth generation and its distribution, ultimately politics.

This levelling would form a new beginning, excoriating the accumulated wealth derived from legacies, not merit. This new surface, free of blemish and knot, would allow merit to take root, not advantage to be scumbled.

The challenge was to harness AGI's potential for the good of Mankind, before a weaponised version could be released against the individual by commercial and government-oriented entities.

Alex's original plan had been to develop an Agentic AI based virus that could decipher any code.

The ultimate digital key that would open and lay bare all databases. The resulting transparent chaos would allow for data to be destroyed or transferred to a blockchain ledger. The ultimate ransom as information could be retrieved at a cost and or publicly distributed.

Theft? No! Service to Society? Yes! That was Alex's rationale. It was the base concept of Alex's Armageddon. he had spent the last few years developing, directly as well as co-opting the resource and capabilities of others such as: Tryzub7, Lambert and now, even Luke.

In their chats, Luke's notion of 'Robin+Hood' had presented Alex with a far more exquisite tool.

An orchestrated viral attack that would take from the unworthy, as Alex saw the ultra-wealthy and elites; redistributing the takings to the most appropriate beneficiaries. They would benefit from such enforced digital largesse. Thus, ‘Robin+Hood’ was a selective form of self-funded social engineering.

Alex often wondered why an uber-wealthy oligarch or private family office needed more than a billion dollars? Why buy a yacht for over 500 million dollars? 'Crass; no criminal!' Alex exclaimed to himself. If they were relieved of say ten per cent of their wealth and it was directed to those individuals most able to make the best use of even a fraction of the takings; so be it.

All would be better.

Better still, Alex could leave some stingers behind: reminders by permanently adjusting the relevant tax records and even deleting government files on individuals.

The magic of the system was that the agentic virus would decide how to optimise the distribution of the takings: transfer and distribution.

'Who wants to be a millionaire? — only those who can make most productive use of those funds!' Alex would answer himself rhetorically.

Locksley, Alex affectionately christened his ultimate levelling project. It consisted of: paired viruses, comprised of two symbiotic parts: Robin (give) to distribute and Hood (take). Two separate keys. The former was derived from Luke’s work-in-progress Spirit; the latter on his own near complete Armageddon. The data would be directed to distributed storage of blockchain ledgers, inaccessible. The whole two virus and lockbox construct, controlled by an unbreakable code Pandora.

Alex's approach was somewhat biblical. He needed to destroy to allow Society to start over again. An old notion tried in many revolutions through the centuries.

Alex was conscious of this historical dynamic; it drove his activities. As with anything, practice makes perfect. A fan of popular films, a phrase came often to his mind: 'Failure is the fog through which one views success’. Alex winced. 'Cheesy, but hits the spot' as he comforted himself.

What better way than to take a large portion of the Wealthy's spoils? However, one cut it the asymmetry was extreme. Less than one half per cent of the World’s population controlled nine percent of its wealth. In America alone, the ‘Top 100’ individuals owned four per cent of the Nation's wealth. Perfect for Alex's twin headed arrow.

That Alex possessed such radical ideas was perhaps not surprising; a product of a rare milieu of family and circumstances.

***

Alex was born and brought up in Litchfield Connecticut. It was a small, solid New England town; populated by second and third generation immigrants drawn from all over the Old World of Europe, along with a core of native-born Americans. It oozed that Yankee spirit of curiosity as well as get-up-and-go dynamism.

His father, John, was a trained accountant, who held a degree from Yale. His mother, Mary, was a successful marketing executive, with a degree from Wellesley. Alex had an elder sister, Ruth.

Talk at home was wide-ranging, and the children were encouraged to challenge and to be the best they could be. Alex was devoted to his father. It was the combination of physicality as well as intellectual curiosity.

Alex displayed, from an early age, a fluency with numbers, logic and concepts. He could 'find and connect dots' as his father would often say.

It was a very hard blow when John suddenly passed away from complications associated with the little understood 'Lyme Disease'. Alex watched as his once vibrant, giant of a father, fell into long periods of stupor; losing energy and concentration. 'Brain fog,' was how John explained his state of being.

With John's illness, Alex retreated more and more into his own world: books initially and, as for many of his generation, that meant the emerging realm of the Internet. It provided a form of escape as well as solace. While shielded to an extent from the increasing economic limitations of a suddenly non-working father; many unanswered questions with regard to Lyme Disease remained. This gap drove Alex further to explore the depths of the Web for answers. They had to be there, somewhere; as the medical practitioners were perplexed. No amount of costly doctors' visits and medical tests could explain the cause of his father's debilitating symptoms.

Any Web path led to Block Island; then nothing. Alex's adolescent efforts were not enough to save his father.

John's untimely death dealt multiple blows to the family. Its economic situation was not as solid as it could and should have been. The family's lifestyle was curtailed as the family business closed and soon afterwards the family home was repossessed.

The American dream became a nightmare. Widow Mary was distraught with her inability to cope and retreated to the bottom of a bottle. Ruth was already a stranger. Alex's 'legacy position' at Yale was threatened by the family's sudden economic straits.

Alex was furious at the World for its indifference and iniquity. The failure of the medical profession as well as the pernicious nature of the insurance and banking system set alight rage in the young polymath. Alex had not expected charity, but at least tolerance and understanding.

Mary, Ruth and he were not afforded the opportunity to understand matters, nor to put things right. It just required time, that no-one was willing to extend.

By chance, a scholarship was offered to Alex at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology - MIT. Alex jumped at the chance to escape his mother's slow dissolution into the bottle. Idyllic Litchfield had become torrid and stifling. The opportunity to thumb his nose at the Admissions Board of Yale gave Alex an understandable but perverse satisfaction.

Alex's odyssey had begun.




CHAPTER 43: Ghost in the Brain

Pashun ended his texting and, and with apologies, returned his attention back to his visitor, Elias Thorne. He gave Pashun a nod, who continued with his briefing.

"With encryption as a backdrop, we can turn to the Symbiote projects themselves. They are all based on ongoing biological, medical, technical, and robotic advances. The beauty is fusing all these strands together into one dynamic and vibrant whole."

"Let's start with Orion. We have progressed so far that we have an operational agent. He has recovered from his trauma, a quadriplegic with little neurological activity, and been repurposed using a so-called Brain-Computer Interface. The subject has become a cybernetic organism. We have implanted hybots into his brain to allow telepathy to occur. Even though the patient was a quadriplegic and suffered severe neurological trauma, he can now perform as an Olympic athlete."

Thorne smiled to himself, 'or unassailable assassin.' Then he decided to share, to burnish his credentials in front of the analysis before him.

"Yes, I watched the Orion procedure. The neurosurgical robot's needle, thinner than a strand of spider silk, danced across the surface of the patient's brain, avoiding capillaries with micron-level grace. It wove 1,024 electrodes into the grey matter in under thirty minutes. An incredible sight. Much better than the 'Utah Array'."

Pashun acknowledged the comment and as he did so sat slightly taller, thinking to himself: ‘This man’s clearance level is sky-high’.

Recalibrating he continued. "Current test results show that 'cognitive offloading' is performing well. In a sense, we have created a third hemisphere of the brain. Patients report, especially Orion, as having a second person in their brain."

Thorne looked down and opened the beige folder in front of him, flipping through the 'Orion' report. A debriefing from a patient, a thirty-five-year-old named Montgomery, caught his eye. He read the report.


‘He “felt" the internet. "It's not like a tool," Montgomery told me. "It's like a new room in my house that I just discovered was always there... like having a second person in your head who is a genius, never sleeps, and has read every book ever written—but they only speak when you invite them to." This commentary is common amongst other subjects’.



Thorne looked up at Pashun and asked for his view, who complied by offering a further explanation.

"If you are listening to someone speak Mandarin, the AI decodes the audio and stimulates your auditory cortex with the English translation in real-time. You don't ‘hear’ the Mandarin and then the English; you simply ‘understand’ what is being said."

Thorne looking up from the folder at Pashun, their eyes met. After a moment Pashun picked up his narrative.

"However, there are some inherent system risks. Some of our software remains clumsy, giving the subject a wooden persona."

Thorne remained motionless as Pashun continued.

"We have noticed that there is a risk of cognitive atrophy. In short, the cyborg becomes mentally lazy. Just as we no longer bother to remember phone numbers. The fear is that the cyborg will stop practicing 'deep thinking'. They will react to stimuli, as rats in a maze, not take initiatives."

Without any prompting, Pashun summarized: "The aim of the suite of Symbiote projects is for a fully independent free agent; not a remote one, responding to push/pull commands."

"But aren't there initiatives underway to rectify matters?" asked Thorne now engaged.

"Yes; from our own R&D labs as well as commercial sources, and surprisingly, private initiatives."

"Why are you surprised?" Thorne asked in a stern voice. "The Internet may have been the result of government funding, but the Wright Brothers were not Federal employees. Radio telegraphy was made practicable by an Italian-Irishman, Guillermo Marconi; his achievements based on the brilliant work of an untrained Londoner, Michael Faraday, tinkering in his cellar."

The rebuke was received loud and clear. "Yes, sir," responded Pashun, uncertain as to the rank but not the importance of his mysterious civilian inquisitor. Pashun had touched a nerve figuratively as well as literally it seemed. Pashun noticed that Thorne was rubbing his right wrist with his left thumb in a rhythmic motion.

Thorne’s admonishment had led him to think further, then added: “You can see this innovative impulse in all the malware on the Web these days, developed by an individual using vibe-coding and then perverted.” After a further pause, he concluded: “Just look at ‘Clawdbot’ and its derivation ‘OpenClaw’, it is a high-velocity backdoor. ‘CVE-2026-25253 ‘ is a good example.”

Pashun held Thorne’s gaze as he commented.

“On that note, we have recorded whispers of a certain program that contains the possibility of annealing our current software,” said Pashun, pausing. "Actually, it is a radical improvement.”

"What is it called?"

"Spirit” responded Pashun. “It has been logged with @cme Ventures,” checking his computer files.

Thorne smiled, which Pashun noted, before nodding for him to continue.

"For Orion, the next step will be a performance upgrade with a Brain-to-Brain Interface. It would allow a multitude of such cyborgs to communicate with one another – a hive mind. We have the profile developed but not the candidates for the next series of Orion to effect this. Yet for that, we have a certain hurdle, sorry sir, opportunity. One needs a vastly improved silicon chip. Ideally, we would like to fashion a "connectome, which…"

At that moment, Thorne's mobile phone vibrated and flashed. "Excuse me," he said, "I need to check this message” as he stood and left Pashun’s spartan office.

Pashun, in his turn waited in silence. His mind wondering as to Thorne’s true identify and authority with the ultra-secret world of IOTA.

After a brief period, Thorne returned but did not resume his seat. He remained standing as he informed the analyst: “We need to reschedule this briefing. I need to attend to matters elsewhere.” And without giving Pashun the chance to respond, Thorne closed the meeting: “ You’ll hear from me within the next two weeks and we can resume the briefing.”

With instructions communicated, Thorne turned and left Pashun to his spartan world.

Pashun gaze followed his visitor’s departure through the warren on glass corridors. Once out of sight, Pashun sighed thinking, ‘Strange; the man acts like a ghost’, then proceeded to organise his uncluttered office, placing the folders in a desk draw that he locked.




CHAPTER 44: Hackers' den

The glow from the six large-format computer screens cast an aethereal light across the room. The white walls and lack of any interior furnishings apart from the screens, desk, and chair gave it a drab feeling. It was not tomb-like, as the constantly flickering light of charts and the screens' ambient illumination lent a sense of vitality, however digital, to the otherwise drab room.

Yuri sat intently examining the strings of text on the central lower screen. The light gave his features an emaciated, almost skull-like appearance: his spectacles pushed back against the bridge of his nose, his short, cropped hair and sallow complexion. The lack of movement added to the illusion. Yuri leant in closer, the lines of numbers, letters, and punctuation reflected in the lenses of his glasses, meaningful only to those few versed in its secrets.

The realisation was that Yuri was not one of ‘the few’. Igor's coding remained unclear.

The black clamshell mobile phone on the top right corner of the table began buzzing, moving like a beetle. Yuri reached for it with his right hand and, in one studied flick, opened it. "Yes!" he answered in Russian.

The familiar gravelly voice responded, again in Russian: "What has happened with the payments?"

Yuri moved the mouse with his left and activated the bottom left screen. The email inbox was empty.

"Nothing as yet."

"Did we make the demand properly? Did the casino receive it?"

Yuri moved the mouse arrow to the top left screen. He placed the phone on the table, speaker function enabled and tapped several keystrokes to reveal the email's tracking path.

"Yes, it all seems in order," confirmed Yuri. "Igor routed the demand behind layers of encrypted proxies, hidden IPs, and darknet servers. The request is clear," he said, then read to himself: 'Pay 10 Monero to this address within 72 hours, or the data will be sold and the event made public.'

"But it has now been 68 hours and 52 minutes," stated the voice in an insistent tone. Yuri visually checked the hourglass icon Evgeny had pasted on the bottom of the screen, its accompanying digital readout confirming the voice's statement.

"Why haven't they paid?!" A note of desperation entered the caller's voice.

"I don't know Boris. You would need to ask Igor."

The line went dead.




CHAPTER 45: Love's entanglement

The tangle of programmers was back at the Cyberia. It had become something of a ritual where Luke and Alex, sometimes on occasions, others, shared ideas. They cleared the half-drunk beer bottles from the sticky, varnished wooden surface to make space for their laptops.

The relationship between Luke and Alex had deepened. Partly their engaged discussions about ‘Robin+Hood’, with its elements of Armageddon and Spirit, had deepened and become more practical in nature. While most of Luke’s work had been exemplary pushing beyond current bounds of programming; yet Alex had added some seminal insights. The catalyst had been unblocking the hacking effects on Luke’s computer account.

“I can’t thank you enough” offered an effusive Luke.

Alex smiled and casually responded: “You owe me.”

Curious, Luke asked about Alex's corporate projects at Trydent Services and received a dismissive response. Alex did take pride, however, in relating how he and a friend had recently 'spiked' a rogue hacking team. Luke was intrigued at various levels: the criminality, the decision-making behaviours, the technical aspects. At a base level, Luke was a bit envious for not having been that 'friend'.

Part way through their conversation, a woman approached their counter space. She was of petite figure, small breasts and hips. She moved with a serene grace that seemed to absorb the neon chaos of the bar. Her features were fine and distinctly East Asian, her long dark hair tied back simply. She was, Luke thought, quite beautiful.

"Hi Yuxin," Alex said absently, then nodded to Luke. "My friend."

Yuxin stopped in front of Luke, who in turn had stood up to greet the woman. Her face was almost bare; just a matte lip tint so subtle it might have been natural. A pendant of red jade on a thin gold chain caught the bar light and flared like a coal ember at her throat.

"This is Luke," said Alex, still seated.

They shook hands and their eyes met.

What struck Luke immediately was the quiet confidence in her presence. The complete opposite of the volatile and dishevelled Alex. It became clear during their initial introductions that Yuxin was on an extended trip from Beijing; a graduate from the University of International Relations, she had transferred to complete a business degree at UNLV. Her uncle was a resident at Paradise Tower. Too mesmerised, Luke did not delve into the facts.

The conversation soon shifted from pleasantries back to computing.

"I think there may be something in quantum for you," Luke offered to Alex.

Alex stopped. His thick black eyebrows arched upwards, inviting an explanation. He leaned back, a silent predator, content to let the prey walk into the trap.

"Well, classical computing is deterministic, based on the binary system," Luke started. "As we both know, to de-encrypt a seriously bad-ass key with standard servers would take centuries. That is the basis and comfort with modern RSA."

Luke paused for comment; and with none from his audience, continued. "Yet if one used a quantum computing approach, one could probabilistically crack any code in minutes. Thanks be to Shor." Luke’s voice dropped below the ambient hum of the bar. "In Cheltenham, the analysts whisper about it like a digital apocalypse. They call it Q-Day."

Alex’s face remained expressionless but his eyes sparkled.

"Q-Day is the theoretical horizon," Luke explained, leaning over his half-drunk beer. "It’s the day a fully functional quantum computer successfully runs Shor's algorithm against classical public-key encryption. Every firewall, every bank ledger, every state secret stripped bare. It's why the agencies are stockpiling intercepted data right now: ‘Harvest Now, Decrypt Later’, as they say. Whoever reaches Q-Day first effectively holds the keys to the world."

For the first time during their programming chinwag, Alex lost his smirking expression. It was replaced with a serious look of concentration. Luke felt a small thrill at having finally captured the full attention of his brilliant, cynical friend, completely oblivious to the apocalyptic blueprint he had just handed him.

Luke paused again and waited. Alex remained expressionless, feeling slightly uncomfortable Luke began to repeat himself.

"So, if one used a quantum computing approach, one could probabilistically crack any code in minutes. Thanks be to Shor. In fact, all the programming could be coded to be basically impregnable." Luke continued, emphasising that traditional bits were limited compared to qubits that utilised quantum mechanical relationships of atoms.

"The coding could retain classical means but one would need a special array for the superimposition and entanglement elements. Super-cold. Also, an algorithm to clear out the system errors," espoused the Englishman in crispest of tones for his enlarged audience.

It was an epiphany moment for one of them.

Yuxin, for the first time, asked a question in her clear, unaccented West-coast English: "What is 'quanta'?"

Luke smiled. He turned to face the inviting features of Yuxin visage. A mental stumble, he found his red thread and quickly launched into a long technical explanation, adding more information than what he had just relayed to Alex; who remained silent, lost in his own thoughts.

Luke’s explanation flowed, verging on pontification. At a natural breakpoint, Luke stopped and smiled, somewhat smitten.

Throughout the discourse, Yuxin had maintained an alluring expression of interest, never letting their eye contact fail. Luke felt a primal rush; yet he was unsure that his technical explanation had sufficed. Emboldened, he searched for a suggestive analogy for the fundamental concept of quantum computing.

"Have you ever been in Love?"

Yuxin blushed and looked down at her folded hands before looking back up. "Love?" she asked, intrigued.

With this encouragement, Luke continued, smiling.

"Two lovers are individuals, yet they spend time together and begin to influence one another.

They develop a bond, such that they can act, even think as one. Yet they are apart — no matter how far away, this connection remains. Well, you could say that is akin to entanglement."

Luke, now in full flow, was enjoying his clever flirtation.

"Now for 'superimposition'," he continued, "have you ever held two opposing ideas in your mind simultaneously? Of course you have! It's tricky, right? A classical computer has one idea at a time: either ‘zero’ or ‘one’. That is a 'bit'. But a quantum computer can work with both at the same time. Just like holding two opposing ideas."

"The Power of Love?" offered Yuxin, somewhat inspired by the Huey Lewis song playing in the background of the café.

"Ta dah!" Luke proclaimed with an animated drum roll.

Yuxin clapped her exquisitely small hands together, rocking slightly on her barstool. She was joined by Luke, laughing at their melded cleverness.

With Alex disengaged, they continued to explore other topics — searching for common ground.

As Luke had babbled, Alex had remained silent, his mind racing.

'Oh yes and so obvious! There were practical issues to address... not least the quantum computing array.' But maven-like, Alex knew where to find one. There may not be gold in the hills, but there were certainly tunnels below the Meadow's surface.

While Alex's mind continued to mine, Luke and Yuxin explored a new and expanding world of their own.




CHAPTER 46: Tunnels

Alex's mind was racing. He needed a quantum array. The realisation, delivered by Luke's unwitting lecture, had consumed him. ‘Quanta’ was the final element to transforming his Armageddon program into Locksley. A chrysalis.

To most individuals, even one with a Tom Cruise-like persona; finding, then entering a secret, super-cooled quantum computer buried beneath Las Vegas would seem a daunting task. For Alex, it was just a matter of sifting through the right data streams. Access could be achieved remotely with his well-honed cyber-hacking capabilities. He hadn't felt so engaged, so alive, in years.

Alex’ search began, as many Las Vegas legends do, in the tunnels. Not the filthy, poorly ventilated, flood control tunnels where the city's despondent souls took refuge — those were a different kind of hell. No! they were not his target. Nor the much-touted, barely-realised vision of Elon Musk's Boring Company.

Alex's target was the ghost network: the half-dozen 'everything-proof' test tunnels commissioned as part of Prufrock's initial trials. These tunnels were buried hundreds of feet below the Meadow's scrub soil; located between the UNLV campus and the airport perimeter. These tunnels were the perfect, isolated labs for those with a secret purpose.

Alex sliced through layers of outdated security; his malware pierced firewalls like a hot lance.

Files opened. Schematics bloomed on his screen.

Tunnel 7 contained a cryogenic unit, able to produce and hold temperatures near absolute zero; neighbouring Tunnel 6 housed biological applications: cryofreeze chambers. A sardonic smile crossed his face as Alex saw the name associated with it: Dr Vivian Cho. And then, there it was: Tunnel 5. It was a highly secured DARPA test node, housing a quantum computer array.

As with a compass needle, Alex had found its pole. He brought up the technical specifications, his eyes scanning the data. This was not a classical machine. This was a different sort of beast entirely.

A quantum computer, Alex knew, required a specialised ecosystem. The schematics confirmed it. The array of sensors that needed to be maintained near absolute zero temperatures. The magnetic shielding required for the quantum flux to work. A phalanx of control electronics: laser and microwave generators to manipulate the subatomic qubits. It required tailored algorithms and classic computer control systems just to manage the gates and circuits, to coordinate the interference and decoherence, and to contain the system errors. The server-side computing capacity was enormous.

Tunnel 5 housed his prize. Perfectly positioned; subterranean, hidden under UNLV's sprawling campus, with access to cooling and power as well as UNLV's gateway servers. It ticked all the boxes.

For Armageddon’s chrysalis to Locksley it had to cross from formula to electron, from a binary invariance to a quantum superposition. Alex had much work to do. He would have to convert his classic coding from bits into all-powerful qubits. He would need to figure out how best to harness the skills of Tryzub7 and Lambert — and maybe even Luke — in this grand endeavour.

The thought of rendering of Armageddon, Spirit, Pandora and the directing algorithm into quantum terms was intoxicating. Locksley would be able to demolish any and all encryption codes — RSA, Diffie-Hellman, or any other — within minutes.

The Temple was in his sights, and its leveller was being prepared.




CHAPTER 47: Cooing Snowbirds

It was a brilliant, sunny Fall morning in Las Vegas. The sky was crystalline; the light possessing a penetrating quality.

Alex was standing at the nose of his black Cadillac Escalade, parked on the tarmac of Harry Reid Airport's general aviation terminal: 'Signature'. Alex spied the Lear Jet that had just landed, taxiing around to the terminal.

The apron was lined with over six helicopters, ostensibly used for the misbilled Grand Canyon flyover. The $699, three-hour round trip was a flight to the 'West Rim,' – not really the Grand Canyon, as Native America Indian rights precluded such a flight - with a brief, twenty-minute touchdown. Expensive for some, a snip for others.

This particular example of disparity between high net worth and low IQ burned Alex's candle.

As extolled in the Gospel of St Luke: 'To him who has shall be given; to him who hath not shall be taken away'. 'I am working on that!' Alex thought to himself.

His attention was caught by the departing 'Janet' flight soaring overhead. It was one of a fleet of Boeing 737s with a scruffy livery, sporting a thin red stripe.

The US Government operated this shuttle for personnel working on secret projects at Area 51.

Janet operated thirty flights a day. It made Alex smile to consider the USAF had bought this 737-fleet from Chinese commercial airlines.

'So much for security!' As the plane shrank from view, Alex's thoughts drifted to Lambert. 'He probably works there,' he mused, having seen the orange Bentley parked on occasion at the private terminal.

As if on cue, a man sauntered out of the Signature terminal. He wore a medium-grey Armani suit and mandatory Ray Ban aviators. It was John Rovero, a man with a ‘Chippendale’ form and personality to match.

He came up to Alex. The contrast in styles was marked: the corporate suit and Alex's utilitarian bomber jacket. Yet, both were chauffeurs. A trace of vetiver clung to Alex's collar, clean and deliberate. Alex straightened from his habitual relaxed slouch to stand tall, giving full expression to his 5'10" frame versus Rovero's 6 feet.

"Is this one of yours?" Rovero quipped, nodding to the approaching Lear Jet with the effigy of a blonde woman emblazoned on its side.

"Yes," replied Alex deadpan.

"Must be quite a deal you have going at Paradise," Rovero said, more statement than question.

"Can't complain," Alex replied non-commitally, then slipped into a sarcastic mode. "We look after our own. You know: 'La Fa-mee-le-ah'," he said, stressing the famous Dom Toretto phrase.

Rovero chuckled. 'Maybe Alex is not so straight as I thought.'

They both watched the Lear Jet approach the terminal.

"You know I could make it worth your while for an introduction. I offer a full concierge service for VIPs, high rolling individuals," Rovero shared, dangling a hook. He continued. "At a certain spend, I can arrange suites at the Wynn, Palazzo, Venetian, wherever. Pools, terraces, butlers etc. Even a private chef, a table at any restaurant. Any show." Rovero's well-rehearsed sales patter fell flat, as Alex was non-responsive.

Rovero paused, then offered the 'clincher.' "And of course any other soft extras. I know people in this town. I'm a local. I know what is going on." A sly smile expanded across his chiselled jaw.

Alex smiled to himself. 'How sad’.'

Rovero now added bait. "Of course, with all these services there must be something for you. Say, five kays; just to make the introduction."

'What an insult,' Alex thought. He knew what a whale introduction was worth to a concierge; at least fifty thousand dollars, if not more. 'Sad, sad Vegas hustle.'

The intensifying sound of the approaching emblazoned Lear Jet's engines could not overcome the stillness between the two men.

"So, tell me as a local, what does Janet Airlines stand for?" Alex asked as another 737 soared overhead.

Rovero looked confused. "What airline is that?" he replied, then a sly smile emerged.

"Someone's girlfriend?" he asked, turning toward the décolletage on the Lear Jet.

Alex shook his head with a dismissive smile. "No. It stands for: Just Another Non-Existent Terminal. J-A-N-E-T. Flies secret types back and forth to Area 51."

Rovero looked incredulous and said, "No way!"

The Lear Jet stopped. Its pilot cut the engines.

Pushing himself off the hood of the Cadillac, Alex thought, 'Another fool,' and responded to close the discussion. "Thank you for the offer, but no. As I said, we look after our own."

Rovero was surprised. 'Maybe five thousand was too low an offer. Maybe Alex is a better negotiator than I thought.'

The left cabin door of the executive jet opened.

Alex uncrossed his arms, nodded dismissively to Rovero, and headed to meet the burly man descending from the plane. He was dressed in a 40-gallon Stetson hat, dark brown locks exploding from under its brim.

Mr Cox was a longtime resident of the Tower, a spitting image of the actor Larry Hagman, except twice as large. He was followed by a petite woman on suicide-heels, wearing the shortest of white-on-red polka dot dresses. She gave the impression of being a life-sized doll, holding a small Louis Vuitton handbag and the brim of a cardinal red Stetson. At the bottom of the gang-stairs, the Cowboy turned gallantly and extended his hand to the tottering Doll of a cowgirl.

Alex walked up to the aircraft’s steps.

"Morning Mr Cox," he said, shaking the cowboy's gorilla-sized, thick hand. "Morning ma'am," Alex continued, bowing his head in the Doll's direction. She giggled, blond locks escaping from the red headscarf that matched her lipstick and boots. Her eyes were covered by enormous, black Dior sunglasses.

Rovero straightened as the trio passed, nodding to the Doll. 'I should have said ten kay,' he thought, watching the couple enter the black SUV.

Once inside, Steve Cox leaned forward from the rear seat.

"I know we are supposed to go straight to the Tower, but could we do a short detour and pass by the Sphere?"

Alex stiffened and remained silent. 'Always bending the rules, these residents.'

Cox mistook Alex's silence as an invitation to up the ante. "I can make it worth your while." He said and winked at Alex.

Judgement made, 'entitled arsehole,' Alex thought to himself and responded correctly.

"Thanks, but that will not be necessary."

"Oh thanks," Cox replied somewhat hesitantly. He went on to explain as he sat back in the deep passenger seat.

"I wanted to show Miss Nancy the Sphere up close. It's a big knob."

Miss Nancy squealed in laughter at Cox's off-colour comment.

Alex turned the Cadillac off the parking apron and towards the gate, that gave access to Las Vegas Boulevard South. He stopped opposite the oft-moved 'Welcome to Las Vegas' sign. It had over a hundred tourists snapping selfies around it. He turned the car right; joining the traffic and continued north towards the depths of the Strip.

In order to pass the time and drown out the chirpy coos of the two cow-birds in the back seat, Alex decided to go into tour-guide mode and started narrating out-loud.

He pointed out the Luxor's pyramidal structure, as they passed it on the vehicle's left side.

"The Sphere is somewhat of modern-day pyramid: reputations are entombed there."

His monologue continued: "Perhaps referring to the Sphere as pyramid was perhaps not correct. The Luxor is actually the 6th largest pyramid in the World. It's tacky in its construction, position and rationale. Apparently, a marketing executive's hallucinogenic manifestation of corporate MGM's desire to provide exotic themes to attract punters in the 1980s." Alex's tones were lost on the bovine-pair.

Alex paused, before resuming adding some editorial flair to his narration. "It worked, for a while. As with the neighbouring Excalibur, both should be entered on a demolition schedule to meet the same fate as the beloved Tropicana Hotel. Imploded in 2024 to make room for the Bally's — and home of the 'A's'."

At the Tropicana intersection, Alex turned the limo right and then soon left onto Koval, heading towards the Sphere. Its orb rose like a pubescent bubble: its surface a swirl of colours.

Picking up his monologue: "In fact, The Sphere is a sort of pyramid; given its association as a burial site. The Sphere's design is the exact replica of one drawn by Etienne-Louis Boullée in 1794 for a tomb to Sir Isaac Newton."

Alex grinned to himself and thumped the steering wheel with the heel of his right palm in a self-congratulatory manner. 'Knew it!' he said to himself.

The Bovines continued to ‘coo-moo’ to one another, missing Alex's architectural narrative.

Alex stopped his monologue and considered how the rest of his script was to be delivered. The Sphere's image of the moment was that of swirling waves covering a rainbow's spectrum, contrasting with the crystal cut azure of the sky. At 516 feet across and 366 feet high, thirty per cent of its radius remained buried below street level.

The Sphere's construction was actually two nested domes, one inside the other. The exterior shield of illumination followed a geodesic design of triangular steel and lighting panels. Its smaller interior structure, within, housed the auditorium. Walking into the Sphere from street level, one was immediately aware of this nesting effect. The Madison Square Garden Group had built it at a cost of 2.4 billion dollars. It was the group's owner, James Dolan's, inspiration. As with any mushroom another was sprouting up, a half a world away, in Dubai — another desert entertainment mecca — but this mushroom was to be five times bigger.

The economics had been run many times but there was little hope of any financial return being made on the structure. Owner Ozymandias Dolan was always vague. 'Where does he get the money for these projects?' many asked.

The Sphere's seating capacity was limited to 19,000; yet only sixty per cent of the seats, in the middle sections, offered the much vaunted 4-D effects with 'holoplot' audio and haptic seats that made the experience positively memorable. Depending on performance, these middle seats would sell for at least five thousand dollars a piece, if not more. Expensive, when a hotel room at the Bellagio was four-hundred a night and a reasonable 3-course meal and drinks would set one back a further three-hundred dollars. As it happened most seats sold for less than two-hundred dollars. Middling capacity utilisation did not help the economics.

The Sphere's shape was alluring. What was captivating was its illuminated exterior shield of over 1.23 million, puck-sized LED lamps.

Any image, within reason and regulation could be projected on it. MSG had a full-time team of three-hundred qualified staff to create, mount and market these images. In fact, there was a one quarter-scale model of it housed in Sphere Studios located in Burbank California; where most of the development work was conducted. The daily rate for an image was about $400,000. It was a 'must have' visual feature for ad-types, just as in: Time's Square in New York City, Tokyo's Ginza Crossing or London's Piccadilly Circus. The Sphere radiated image was visible for miles from ground level and from the air a singular landmark. If 'CSI' was still in production, it would have been a perfect anchor point for its signature theme tune — 'Who are you?'.

It was the main office of the Sphere's design team which was Cox's true destination.

Turning right onto Sands Avenue, Alex drew up under the Sphere. Cox leant forwards, saying: "Thanks, you can let me out here. Please take Miss Nancy back to the Tower. I will make my own way back." In the same instant he attempted to palm a hundred-dollar bill across Alex's chest.

Alex froze and let the note slip; down the right side of his jacket, it then floated across the empty, right-hand side, passenger seat, where it lay still. Lonely, as if plague ridden. Neither donor nor recipient willing to touch it.

"What?" whined the diminutive Doll. "Are you leaving me Honeybub?"

Cox turned and looked at the tiny bundle of exploding pheromones. Her décolletage all but on full display.

"It will only be a little while. I have something I need to do here."

With that Cox began to heave himself out of the SUV; his bulk made the SUV’s interior seem small.

Alex took the opportunity to pick up the diseased bill with his right thumb and forefinger.

Extending his arm back to the exiting Cowboy, Alex said: "You forgot this," paused and continued, "Thanks, but no thank you."

Cox stopped and with a look of incomprehension accepted the return of the note, along with Alex's stony expression. Cox shrugged and then continued to dismount the steel bronco.

Looking ahead through the windscreen to check on traffic, Alex froze momentarily. Exiting the Sphere and walking across the plaza towards the limo was Boris Volkov.

'Why would he be here? Why was Cox going here?'

The passenger door closed, breaking Alex's reverie. He checked his left rear-view mirror and then pulled the limo into the traffic, navigating the SUV in the direction of Paradise Tower.

Cox's gaze lingered on the disappearing Escalade. He shook his head before focusing his thoughts on his destination and task. He looked left and right along the pavement before crossing it to enter the plaza area beneath the now enormous Sphere.

In the interim, Volkov had stopped briefly, about a hundred feet in front of Cox and the Cadillac, which had pulled away and past him.

Volkov did not look at the SUV and Cox was too enraptured by his own thoughts as he passed by the Hacker.

The Sphere's image had now changed to a yellow emoji face, full of expression: its gaze was directed right at Cox; and seemed to follow his direction of travel.

Cox smiled to himself and thought with a positive rush, 'Great! oh how great!'.

Walking across the plaza with its black and white triangular design he entered the building at the base of the Sphere. He was about to meet his own wizard.




CHAPTER 48: Full Court Press

For public tennis courts, the Mesa Verde complex in Henderson is pristine; nestled under the Spire of the Saints.

It was a Wednesday morning, and the same group of individuals were playing their pick-up game. To any passerby, the activity would not seem out of place. But to the more discerning eye, one would wonder why only four were playing, while the remaining half dozen sat or stood chatting in the shade.

Having just won his single's game, the stout Caucasian player on the court called out, "Are you in or out?" to the African-American male seated on a bench in conversation with another man.

"Out, man!" responded Michael Booker in a distressed tone. "My knee is playing up again," he said, lifting his left knee as evidence.

Somewhat exasperated, the player agreed to a rematch. 'It was the right knee last week,' he thought to himself.

Michael, seated on the edge of a slatted wooden bench, turned back to the Caucasian man, standing to his right, to resume their conversation. "I don't know, Tristan. You and your paymasters are not exactly popular here these days. I am doing you a courtesy to meet you."

"Come on, Michael," chided the man in a clipped English accent. His brand-new white tennis shoes were planted on the court’s surface just next to the bench, as though claiming territory. "Back channels have always served us well. We need not agree on the analysis, but a sharing of information amongst the 'family' benefits all."

Michael remained unmoved.

Tristan offered a further prod: “Las Vegas has always been where the Dioscuri of military and commercial interests conjoin; sometimes competing, others cooperative, but always engaged! Hence our role.”

“That’s very hifalutin,” said the seated Michael. He had placed his right hand on the matching knee to turn and look directly at the standing Tristan, who had shifted his attention from the NSC operative to the game on the court in front of them.

“It is, but you understood it”, purred the Englishman.

“’Dioscuri?’ Gemini. Twins…right?”

Tristan was still, yet his head shook from side-to-side in a smooth rhythm as his gaze followed the back and forth volleying of the game at hand.

Michael was quiet and pondered. 'He is not wrong, and I really hate those bozos from the NSC. The guys from the specialist unit give me the creeps.' He then said to the Englishman, "Tell me what you got."

"I love your notion of sharing," responded Tristan with a smile. "It seems that there are some rogue elements at play in Paradise." He paused. "GCHQ have tracked a large volume of data streams from here in Las Vegas to a node in Rotterdam and ending in Moscow. Not so worrying in itself, but forensics suggest the code is Synthetic, an advanced AI agentic algorithm. If so, it is a short next step to a cipher-breaking variation; independent, self-directed."

Michael was silent.

Tristan continued: "If you want a crude nuclear analogy, this represents a stage before being able to build and deploy a nuclear bomb. The hacking crew here seems to have found or created an algorithm that is its equivalence."

"That is very dramatic. Are you scripting James Bond films now?" responded Michael, attempting to deflect with humour.

"Maybe so," answered the Englishman, using the barb to continue. "It is a sufficiently worrying concern. GCHQ know that you have been incubating a hacking crew here. No judgement; but are they under a tight leash?" The Englishman paused. "We have tracked a ransomware demand to a certain @cme Casino, which would suggest otherwise. Unless of course it was a sanctioned, proof-of-concept. Regardless, it will rattle the bamboo blinds in Beijing."

Michael fixed his gaze on his compatriot. 'Another point, and a good one at that. The Dan-Ash show is no longer what it was.'

"Let's take 'maybe so' as a starting point," said Michael, using coded language. "If there was a crew, and if they have moved up a few grades but not graduated, our Eastern friends have not crossed a 'redline' yet. But they may be close. It is the landlord who is the current weak link."

The Englishman sat down next to the Afro-American and shifted his weight backwards, his white sneakers firmly planted as he reflected on the conversation. 'It would seem that Michael and his ilk were unaware of the death of the PRA representative and the crew's development of the enigmatic programs, with names such as: Hercules, Narsil, Talos; and the more worrying Armageddon. At least someone amongst the hackers had an interest in literature. Better than those infernal alpha-numeric labels’. From his musings, Tristan took satisfaction that 'HUMINT', gleaned from old-fashioned, budget-constrained intelligence work, still had its place.

Tristan leant forwards and focused on his brand new and unused tennis bag. He started to rummage within it organising. He noticed the price tag was still on the tennis racquet within.

Organisation complete, Tristan then stood to leave, stating in a loud and clear voice.

"Well, thank you Michael” as he shouldered his bag. “Maybe we can play next week? ”as he surveyed the surrounding courts. "I don't want to stop you playing."

With that Tristan leant forwards over the seated man's shoulder and said in a near whisper.

"There seem to be quite a few people who wish to speak to you," he continued, nodding at the three non-playing individuals who had kept their distance. "Representatives from Teams China, Israel, and Iran? Funny that the Russians aren't playing today?"

Michael tilted his head in mock humour. "And what of the Pyongyang player? Not here today?"

Now Michael stiffened appreciably, turning to look at the leaning Englishman quizzically.

"Even more traffic in that direction; but why worry. Probably just crustacean-fishermen sharing weather data," Tristan said in an absent-minded tone.

With that, the Englishman straightened, smiling, tennis racquet in hand, and turned to take his leave.

Waving his hand 'goodbye' to the watching players, he said as a parting shot, in a loud voice: "I like the hat, you fit right in!" He was commenting on Michael's black baseball cap, with the name 'MAGA' embroidered in gold in capital letters.

Michael smiled and cried out: "It's a hold-over, you never know!"




CHAPTER 49: The Wolf threatened

Boris Volkov had not been threatened for many years, but it did not diminish the anguish and anger it engendered.

The red neon sign blinked above and behind him. He made a mental note to tell the manager to fix it. With that irritant addressed, he swivelled his view forward. His Nokia 3310 lay beside his elbow, face-down. His forearms lay resting on the wooden countertop, the sleeves of his leather jacket protecting him from the surface's beer-engendered stickiness.

Physical threats he could still tolerate, however painful. Boris had been punched, kicked, and beaten so often, with many scars and broken bones to attest to such abusive treatment. He even sported a gunshot wound on his left thigh. Rather than badges, these wounds formed a shield: a mindset to cope. Such mental endurance was probably why Boris had survived so many interrogations by his own masters as well as by competitors. The experience lent itself to his own feral skills of intimidation.

Regardless, Boris was not well. The years of battering and life ‘on the edge’ had taken their toll; Charon beckoned. Boris had channelled a great deal of his ill-gotten gains to fund a search for a cure. That old man Leo had promised much; who had survived a decade beyond his doctors' expectations. Boris had to admit Leo looked good for being nearly seventy years old, and it wasn't good genes. Leo lived harder than Boris; claiming his 'medical age' of sixty-three years was the work of his medical team at Paradise Tower.

Boris had made Las Vegas his home: it is where he would 'stand'. No, this threat was to his business, his pocket, to everything in his chosen life in the New World. There was no going back. To 'fall' never entered Boris’ mind. Failure was oblivion.

Logical thinking could not cap the inherited neurosis that was Boris. Bully-boy made good on the efforts of others: in this case, programmers.

Somehow, @cme Casino had successfully countered the recent ransomware attack. It was incomprehensible to him. This attack had been specifically stopped. Was the crew weak? What of this 'superstar' that both Yuri and Igor were so enthralled by? If Styxx69 was so good, why did the agentic malware remain problematic?

That fancy flyboy Lambert had work to deliver. A threat might unlock his sizable horde of crypto-coins and its ilk

That wizened desert rat, Ashan Hatcher. It was unclear why he was so agitated and protective of the casinos. They were a fat dairy herd to be milked. Hatcher had threatened his links to Leo. The deal between them had been brokered by Leo. Time to pay them both a personal visit.

Boris was seeking answers. His financial commitments—to his masters, to his creditors, to the prospects of a healthier life—were enormous and could only be covered by successful ransomware attacks.

It was time for action in the only way he knew: the way of the fist, knife, gun.

He looked across the beer-stained wooden countertop of the Cyberia to the exotic creature sitting opposite him. Sindy had a raw appeal, but it was her devotion to a task that most impressed Boris.

He nodded in Sindy's direction. It was the unspoken signal. The fervent movement of Sindy's fluttering thumbs stilled. The phone was pushed to one side. Boris's nod was returned with a smile.




CHAPTER 50: Naked Town

It had been another long day.

Luke sat in his small, monk-like apartment, the glow of his laptop casting a pale light in the otherwise dark room. He was fine-tuning his AI agentic program. On better days, he liked to think of his work-in-progress as Spirit'; on nights like this, after a long shift of dealing with the Tower's residents, it felt more like a stubborn demon. Hence his working name of Spirit.

The setting for such work was a studio apartment, number ‘256’, on the second floor of a bland residential structure, built in the 1970s. The building was located in the industrial district of Las Vegas, referred to as 'Naked Town' by the local. It was a holdover from the 1950s, when the casino operators had built accommodation here for their showgirls. In their downtime, the young women would sunbathe topless on their balconies; the local Police patrols became drawn-out affairs as assets needed to be assayed; not quickly, given the district its name.

The studio was not what Luke was used to, nor aspired to, for a home. Yet, it served his immediate needs: a calm, secure bolt-hole to focus on perfecting his program and awaiting a positive response @cme Ventures to his application. Luke and Alex had already spent many hours here, discussing their respective programs’ purpose, logic and coding.

Luke pushed his chair back from the desk and his laptop; the metallic legs of his canteen-like chair scraping against the floor. He stretched, resting his hands on the edge of the table and looking out through the sliding glass doors into the middle distance. It had been quite a journey to this point.

His innate curiosity was fuelled by the power of data analysis. Not in the usual sense of data mining, but in developing a key to explore and decipher the wealth of raw data being created and stored. From this store, patterns could be discerned, inferences drawn, and even the ever-so-precious predictions made. This capability had most excited Alex. At a prosaic level, Luke knew Spirit could be used by companies to assess risk or to supercharge a chatbot. But its more sophisticated uses, as a tool for any autonomous AI, were what truly intrigued him. If Luke could get the coding right, Spirit could go further.

His program-in-development had an altruistic twist. It could predict one's potential based on a person's profile, a step towards a virtual cyborg. His current tinkering was to develop the software to create and tailor an AI agentic alter-ego for an individual, a real-time mentor. It would allow a person to make the most of their potential by consulting Spirit, which would calculate the net benefits and associated probabilities. But to bring Spirit to fruition, it needed funds. Hence, the application to @cme Ventures.

***

The thought brought him back to his personal 'why'. Luke’s interest had been sparked by the dynamic of his parents. They were a loving couple and provided a nurturing home. And yet, Luke had been struck by how such intelligent, hardworking people always seemed to make sub-optimal decisions. His mother, when asked, would shrug: "It was your father who decided." Questioning his father elicited the paired response: "It's what your mother wanted." This dichotomy, that gap between intent and outcome, had fuelled Luke’s ambition. It had sent him on a path to better understand human behaviour, especially 'cognitive dissonance'.

For Luke, Synthetic Intelligence, of its AI, AGI and LLMs components, offered a seminal opportunity: the ability to find the unfindable, the hidden currents within the vastness of data-lakes. Luke was captivated by the notion of discerning order from the constantly changing chaos of data.

His musings were interrupted by a knock at the door.

Pushing his chair back further he stood up and opened it. Standing there was Alex. Behind him stood Yuxin and another, taller, toned Asian woman with oddly discordant features.

"You remember Yuxin," said Alex with a sly smile. "She and I have been working away on our projects."

"Hi!" responded Luke somewhat clumsily, the attraction to Yuxin still strong.

"Where are my manners?" asked Alex rhetorically. "And this is Jasmine; cousin of Yuxin's. She was also the leading acrobat in the Cirque du Soleil show we went to last week."

The Acrobat, Jasmine, had striking, almost otherworldly, looks. The young woman was a fusion of Eurasian features: Asian build and bone structure but with blondish hair and aquamarine eyes. Luke was mesmerised by the tell-tale Liquan descent. She ignored Luke’s dumbstruck demeanour, so common amongst people she met, and forced a smile but remained still,

"Oh, thank you," stuttered Luke finally. "I had no idea."

"Speaking of ideas," said Alex, his grin broadening, "I thought I would come rescue you from boredom." He straightened his posture as they shook hands. "As you are new to the neighbourhood, I thought I would do my civic duty and introduce you round."

Luke hesitated. "It's pretty late; what did you have in mind?"

"You're right," commented Alex with a wink. "Naked Town's public venues do close down pretty early. The action moves into private venues. In fact, there is a bachelor party going on across the road. Someone I know. I thought we could start there."

Luke nodded, retreating into his apartment to pick up his black leather jacket.

"Eh Twin - sharp jacket!" exclaimed Alex, pointing to the near-identical jacket he was wearing.

“Uh, thanks! “ stuttered Luke. I got it tailored in Henderson, three women there.”

“Maybe I should go”

Sartorial tips exchanged; as Luke was closing the door, Yuxin interjected, "May I use your bathroom?"

Ever chivalrous, Luke pushed the door open. He was about to follow Yuxin in when Alex caught his attention.

"Luke, I want you to look at this code," Alex said, handing over his smartphone.

As Luke's concentration focused on the screen, Yuxin slipped quietly inside. Unnoticed by Luke, Jasmine smoothly moved between him and the still-ajar door.

Several unnoticed minutes later, when Yuxin re-emerged, the two programmers were still deep in conversation. Yuxin offered a demure "thank you" to Luke.

At that, Alex abruptly ended the discussion, nodding toward the corridor. They followed him, the quartet skipping down the six half-flights of stairs. The air outside was cooler, the street lighting harsh. Alex led the way, diagonally across the street.

He led his posse to another four-story block, similar to Luke's. Laughter could be heard from the upper floors. A man of Hispanic origin, Julio, stood at the staircase, also in a leather jacket.

Introductions were made.

At this point, Yuxin offered her farewells. "This is where we leave you boys," she said. Jasmine bowed her head slightly.

Luke expressed distress but was cut off by Alex. "Girls gotta work!" he said, smiling as he leaned forward and gave Yuxin a kiss on her cheek. Yuxin blushed.

The two women turned and walked down the street towards the towering canyons of the Strip.

Alex turned and ascended the building's staircase to door '208'. The laughter was louder. He knocked on the door, opened it, and entered; Luke and Julio in tow.

The scene inside was one of louche, bacchanalian chaos.

On the opened sofa-bed lay a spreadeagled, unconscious, stark-naked man. A young Asian woman was at his feet, dressed only in a suspender belt. Behind the bed, another slender figured woman stood, naked except for a red fabric collar around her throat. Collar-girl’s hair was bleached with black roots showing. Such a contrast to Jasmine of moments ago.

As Alex led them toward the kitchen, the collared Nymphet looked at them and screamed in a heavily accented Asian English. "I don't know who you are. But if you have little dick, get out!", then giggled. "If you have a big dick, then drop pants. I want to get gang-banged!"

Luke was transfixed.

A cough behind him was followed by Julio's earnest question: "What do you consider big?"

His two colleagues burst into laughter.

Lap-girl stood, walked up to Julio; suddenly grabbing his crotch. "Maybe small but certainly stiff and heavy! He can stay!" she announced to the deaf room. She returned to the bed, produced a huge strap-on penis from a bag and began buckling it around her tiny waist. "You boys need a lesson!"

Julio, in his speed to disrobe, got his trouser leg caught and fell sideways, knocking Luke to the ground. Luke, still fully clothed, hit his head on the edge of the table.

"Maybe your dick too heavy?" opined the lap-girl in her alcohol-infused, truncated English.

It was the last thing Luke remembered.

***

"Luke!" — Boom! the word hurt, pressing against the inside of Luke's head.

"Luke! Luke?!" Now, the call rolled like thunder, not outside but again inside his head.

Again, "Luke! Luke, time to wake up!"

Luke slowly opened his eyelids. Through his blurred vision, Luke saw Alex looking down at him; a big grin and eyes sparkling.

"Luke. I am not sure you are much of a wingman. You passed out as the S&M show began."

Slowly, Luke rolled from his back on to his side and then pushed himself to a sitting position; placing his back against the sofa frame. He gazed round the apartment, at the detritus of an alcohol-infused orgiastic party. He noticed a discarded strap-on with its massive 12" penis in the corner. It was then he realised his trousers were down around his ankles.

Alex followed his gaze and laughed. "Don't worry," he offered. "There was a comment of you being a ‘dead chicken’ from one of the ladies."

Luke shuddered at the thought of it all.

"Up you get!" instructed Alex as he extended his hand, helping Luke to his feet. "Get yourself sorted. We have things to do!" Alex looked as he did when they arrived last night, except his grin was bigger.

"What time is it?"

"Six o'clock, in the morning. C'mon I want to code!"

Luke pulled up his trousers, buckled his belt and ran his fingers through his thick brown hair.

Finding his jacket on the back of the sofa-bed, Luke put it on, instinctively checking for his keys, smartphone and wallet. Satisfied, he left the devastation behind him.




CHAPTER 51: Legacy and Titans

Dan Rocca was on his way to the Circa: a meeting had been called.

He was not late but had only a few moments to spare and wished to visit the Legacy Room, forty-two floors atop the Circa. It was his preferred vantage point to experience Las Vegas; to take in the entire empire of neon and ambition that stretched from the foot of the Circa, past the Stratosphere, along the canyon of the Strip to the 'Welcome to Las Vegas' sign.

On these visits, Dan could pretend, for a moment, that some of it was his. He had hoped the experience today would fortify his resolve.

The letter was still in his breast pocket. He could feel it against his chest: not warmth, exactly, but a persistent pressure; the way a low-grade fever announces itself through the skin. His fingers of his left hand found the faded coloured chip in his trouser pocket and turned it once. The therapeutic habit did not have the desired effect: his thoughts returned to the letter.

Two words on a single sheet of paper, printed in a font that conveyed nothing: ‘St Thomas’.

Two words that could destroy everything.

On the outdoor patio of the Legacy Bar, Dan made his way to its southern railing. Stopping, with Las Vegas spread below and before him, Dan he gripped the railing. The November Sun was dissolving into the western horizon, painting the Strip in shades of amber and burnt sienna to his right. He closed his eyes, titled his head back a few inches and took a deep breath; then slowly exhaled.

Having savoured the effect for a moment, Dan opened his eyes.

Straight ahead the vista was monumental. He could view all the resorts marching southwards the airport, ten miles away, made beyond to the state line on the distant horizon. Directly below his feet Circa's enormous pool, hung above the traffic on Fremont and neighbouring streets. There the Ubers, limousines, tour buses and rental cars crawled along in endless procession: each one carrying someone who had come to the Meadow seeking something. Fortune, oblivion, reinvention. Las Vegas promised all three and delivered whichever one your probability determined.

Dan thought of the men who had built this grand canyon of excess; with its steel, glass and neon. Not the labourers and engineers, such as he — though they deserved a monument — but the visionaries. The Titans. Each one had seen this patch of desert scrubland and imagined a kingdom of their own.

Dan's thoughts were interrupted by the chime of his smartphone. Time to go! Decisions to be made.

Dan was reluctant to leave his precipitous eyrie.

The real danger was in Dan's pocket.

Replacing his smartphone in his trouser pocket, Dan took the letter out of his breast pocket and held it against the railing, letting the evening breeze catch its edge. The name stared up at him. ‘St Thomas’. A Mormon ghost town drowned by Lake Mead decades ago, its ruins periodically exposed when the water level dropped. A town that refused to stay buried.

Much like the secret it now represented.

Replacing the letter in his jacket pocket and made his way back to the elevator. As he did so he saw, as if for the first time, the phalanx of busts facing the elevators doors.

***

Benjamin "Bugsy" Siegel had been the first to dream at this scale. Dan had read every account of the man; not the sanitised Hollywood version, but the primary sources: police reports, financial records, the testimony of those who had watched Siegel pour mob money into an extravagance called the Flamingo. Everyone thought he was insane. A luxury resort in the desert, forty minutes from the nearest proper city? The costs spiralled. The construction was catastrophic. Opening night in December 1946 was a disaster: half the hotel wasn't finished, the air conditioning failed, and the casino lost money.

Six months later, Siegel was dead: shot through the eye in his girlfriend's Beverly Hills living room. The Flamingo, under new management, turned its first profit the following month.

'The pioneer gets the arrows,' Dan reflected grimly. 'The settler gets the land.' It was a phrase she had learnt from Ash.

After Siegel, the Mafia organised the Strip with ruthless efficiency.

Meyer Lansky understood what Siegel had glimpsed but couldn't execute: that the real money wasn't in the gambling itself but in the infrastructure around it. The hotels, the restaurants, the entertainment: these were the mechanisms that kept people in the building long enough to lose their money at the tables. The casino was the engine; everything else was the chassis designed to keep the passengers comfortable while the engine consumed their fuel.

Then Howard Hughes arrived in 1966, and everything changed.

When Hughes was asked to leave at the end of his one week booking, he declined; buying it instead and moving into its penthouse floor. Then he bought the Sands; followed by the Frontier, Castaway, the Silver Slipper and the Landmark. He bought casinos the way other men bought shirts: compulsively, without sentiment, and in quantities that alarmed his accountants. Yet Hughes’ coterie of Mormon minders along with the sage words of his financial adviser, Parry E. Thomas kept the acquisitions grounded.

Dan smiled at that partnership. It was the detail that most people missed, the one that fascinated him most. A Mormon banker, Thomas, solved several financing issues. He managed to attract third party funding – from the Teamster’s Pension fund, no less. But such sources had their limits. The fundamental financing problem of the early casino industry. No legitimate bank would lend against gambling assets: a slot machine had no resale value and casino revenues were too opaque to audit. Thomas's solution was elegant in its absurdity: he persuaded the casino owners to buy a bicycle for every slot machine and enter them into the loan documents as ‘equipment’. Suddenly, the casinos had tangible collateral. Suddenly, they were bankable.

'A bicycle for a slot machine,' Dan thought. 'The foundation of a hundred-billion-dollar industry, built on a legal fiction and a Mormon's handshake.'

The Mormon community's reputation for probity and financial discipline had provided the institutional trust that the gaming industry desperately needed. They set the orderly basis for Las Vegas's explosive growth. No longer just gambling, but a destination of excitement and pleasure. Booms begat busts that begat booms — the cycle continued, accelerating in pace and scale.

Yet it took that unique combination of attitude and capabilities that Hughes embodied to tame the feral spirits feeding the nation's insatiable gambling hunger. Hughes's true contribution wasn't financial. It was reputational. He was the first buyer who wasn't connected to organised crime. His purchases proved that Las Vegas could attract legitimate capital. Hughes’ proof opened the floodgates.

Wall Street followed. Corporate money, institutional investors, publicly traded gaming companies with boards of directors and quarterly earnings reports. Hilton, Adelson, Wynn — all pioneers in their way. The Mafia's cash-economy model, the fabled "skim", couldn't survive in a world of audited accounts and SEC filings. The old bosses were squeezed out, not by law enforcement, but by accountants. And behind it all, quietly enabling the transition, were the Mormons tapping the likes of institutional funds and the seemingly inexhaustible junk bond pool derived from innovations led by Mike Milken during the exuberant '80s.

It was ironic, Dan often reflected, that Las Vegas, the ultimate capitalist town, had been born of Federal need. The vast empty spaces made ideal military ranges. Economic calamity and the desperate search for consistent supply water led to the taming of the Colorado River and Hoover Dam.

Boulder City was regulated; neighbouring Las Vegas was left beyond the pale, thriving on the desires of lonely construction workers and soldiers. Wine, women, song, and games of chance were the final jolts of life for this urban Frankenstein.

Without that jolt the machinations of Vegas would not have been. Its dizzying economics made reputable, the global industry for illegal gambling is estimated to be over 500 billion dollars - unseen and untaxed. Here in Las Vegas, 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 ‘rigged’; a harsh judgement to convey ‘favoured to the House’. Only one-in-seven gamblers ever made a win and the average was forty-two dollars. What the gambler got was the occasional financial win but always a good time with an over-delivery of dopamine.

Casino-resort operators with thirty per cent margins and shareholders with double-digit returns pocketed vast flows of treasure. The military, its grey world and the deep dark web absorbed some of that treasure for their own purposes.

Dan caught himself for a moment. While these titans may have led developments it was often their wives who rose to maintain the occasional stumbles of their Atlases: Elaine, Myriam and Paige to name a few.

Each of the titan — Siegel, Hughes, Sardo, Adelson, Kerkorian, Wynn, — had stamped his vision on the city and then been consumed by it. Siegel was murdered. Hughes descended into madness. Wynn lost his company. Adelson died fighting lawsuits.

The Meadow devoured its creators with the same energy it tapped the wallets of its tourists.

***

Dan’s ruminations amongst the Titans were interrupted by the buzz of his smart phone. A message from Leo: ‘Any progress on the funding?’

He ignored the message.

The elevator doors opened. Dan turned from the wall of Titan busts and entered the mirrored cabin of the elevator. As he turned again, Dan faced his heroes and paid homage accordingly;, nodding to the wall facing him as the elevator's doors closed before returning the aspirant to the ground floor and his reality.

***

Leo Geller understood nothing about the true architecture of Paradise Tower. To Leo, it was a real estate investment with a side interest in Project Adam: the longevity programme that Dr. Cho ran from the basement levels of a research lab, housed at UNLV. Leo's ownership stake cent in Paradise Tower, nine per cent gave him just enough to feel important; yet not enough to know anything of value.

Dan's financial position was more precarious than anyone knew. His ninety-one per cent of Paradise Tower was leveraged against obligations so byzantine that even his own accountant had ceased trying to map them. Options trading — not gambling, he told himself, though the distinction had become academic — had created a chain of margin calls that could, under the wrong conditions, collapse the entire structure.

'House of cards,' he thought, then corrected himself. ‘I wish it was a House of bicycles’.

The Perez offer was a lifeline. Javier Perez, with his sports agency and opaque employment at a human resources company, had the capital to take Paradise Tower off Dan's hands. Cash. A clean exit. A new identity, perhaps; there were people who arranged such things.

But Perez's money was not clean. Ash had done the digging, in his thorough, patient, Mormon way. The HR company's growth was too dramatic, its client list too thin, its fees too large. Behind Perez sat interests that Dan did not want to name, let alone consider; even in the privacy of his own thoughts.

'A sale is not an escape,' Dan told himself as the elevator continued its descent, gripping his hands until his knuckles whitened as he continued to consider matters. ‘The fear of exchanging one cage for another. Perhaps a smaller, deadlier one.'

The elevator arrived at the Lobby level and its doors opened. Dan exited and turned left still ruminating – the ‘Now’ being blend into the Past and Future.

‘Then there was the other problem. Director T had not sanctioned a sale. The quiet understanding that had sustained Paradise Tower for two decades.

The Tower as a sanctuary for those who served certain interests, a controlled environment where intelligence agencies could observe and recruit; depended on Dan's continued stewardship. If he sold, the arrangement would be exposed. He knew that the people who maintained such arrangements did not accept exposure gracefully.

Dan had half a thought. Just to walk out of the Circa into the frenzied confusion of Fremont Street and its evening crowd to disappear.

As he walked toward Circa’s reception area, just to the left of the neon formed cowgirl – Vickie Vegas - he spied his appointment. No, immediate escape at this juncture was not possible.

Javier Perez stood there alone. While being of small frame, Perez remined Dan of a tall Bruno Mars – decked out in what one might call ‘celebrity couture’; in all it garish craziness. De rigueur sunglass, open necked coloured shirt and gold chain to match the blancmange of trousers and casual jacket. Surprisingly, and thankfully, no baseball cap nor Stetson.

A broad smile beckoned; being followed by a strong handshake of salutation.

“Good to see you,” the Promoter stated. Before Dan could respond, “I have booked a private room down at ‘Barry’s’. I know the chef!”

With that, Perez led Dan down the escalator, to the Circa’s basement, under the arced smile of Vickie.

***

The dinner meeting with Perez had been full of prime beef and bullshit. The conversation at akin to a torrent, directed at Dan.

Dinner over, Dan had escapade the verbal maelstrom to the serenity of a Paradise Escalade. Dan, as he sometimes did, settled into the front passenger seat. Grant, having performed his ritual, was driving: his usual subdued self – matching the mood of his passenger.

The promoter’s schtick had a certain cloying appeal at the time; but nothing was agreed except to have another meeting in the immediate future. Then ‘his people’ would need to meet ‘my people’ as Dan played out the pas de due.

Dan reached into his jacket pocket and took out the offending envelope, with a mind to open it again.

The Strip's lights were igniting now, one by one, in their nightly sequence of competitive brilliance. The Bellagio's fountains began their evening performance, launching white plumes against the darkening sky. Somewhere in the Wynn, Steve Wynn's soul remained, while his kingdom had passed to others: his reign had an enduring legacy.

Unopened, Dan tucked the envelope back into his pocket; staring straight ahead, through the SUV’s windscreen in silence.

The Titans had built empires. Dan was selling one. The difference between a Titan and a ruin was simply a matter of timing. An image of a ‘shattered visage’ flitted through Dan’s mind

The traffic continued its slow crawl, as the Cadillac was carried in its congested flow, heading south toward the Tropicana intersection. Dan was being ferried toward Paradise Tower, that vertical village of secrets and arrangements, where every resident was both host and hostage, even its king!

'We provide a home to shadows,' Dan thought, 'and I fear some of them may become monsters.' The Meadow - built on Federal need, mob greed money and Mormon propriety - contrasted to Dan’s patch; tainted by an act a letter sought to reveal.

The Escalade glided into the Tower’s valet area. Dan exited the vehicle without a word and entered the elevator to ascend to his penthouse.

Grant, who had not said a word during the whole journey, continued his observations.




CHAPTER 52: Assets on Display

"Apologies for my tardiness, Ms. Fisher. My previous engagement was... somewhat spirited, resulting in the slight delay."

Shane held open the door of the Escalade, a wave of Jean Paul Gaultier preceding him like a territorial claim, allowing Jane to climb into the vehicle. Her cream Roland Mouret trouser suit fitted her trim figure to perfection, causing more than a few heads to turn at the Wynn.

Shane himself bore an uncanny resemblance to Scott Thorson, Liberace's famous paramour. In homage, Shane had transformed himself into Scott: adding rhinestones to the lapel of his Paradise uniform and wearing sunglasses, even at night, encrusted with similar sparkling stones.

Jane said nothing as she settled into the seat diagonally behind the driver. 'As Shane has made such an effort to transform himself into Scott, I should call him "Shott"!' she thought.

'Shott' hopped into the driver's seat, buckled in, and started the SUV, smoothly exiting the Wynn's vast parking apron. He turned left onto the Strip, heading south. The canyon of lights was intense, almost hallucinogenic. Shane's spectacles did their job and more; they certainly made the man.

"As I was saying, quite an event," offered Shott breathlessly in his neutral West-cost tines, looking into the rear-view mirror at Ms. Fisher. Her head was turned to the right, gazing out at the cacophony of lights.

Jane kept her gaze fixed on the passing landscape of illuminated casinos, absently studying them.

Shott couldn't contain himself. "One of our family—", his euphemism for the Paradise residents, "—surprised his girlfriend in a most original manner." Shott paused, sensing his passenger's detached demeanour. Regardless, Shott was consumed by his own excitement.

"I don't know if you've met Steve Cox? Big man, always sporting a Stetson, and his girlfriend, Miss Nancy—a petite blonde who's always giggling. He's from Billings, Montana, and has some online retail business," explained Shott, still short of breath; oblivious to his audience's attention. His excitement palpable.

Jane half-turned to look forwards out of the windscreen. 'Yes,' she thought. 'Big man indeed. Loud, capable of filling any space, but not impolite. Not my type, but affable.' Jane returned her gaze to the spouting Bellagio fountains. 'Should give Shott a thrill,' she unfairly conjectured.

"Well, they flew in this evening from Billings in his private jet; they're here for the winter," Shott continued. "He's rather partial to the female form and very taken with Miss Nancy. He secured a special flight path from the airport's control tower to fly past the Sphere."

Shane paused for dramatic effect. Jane remained disengaged.

"Mr Cox had rented the exterior space of the Sphere to display an image." Shane became even more excited as he reached the climax of his tale.

Jane continued to gaze out the window, fixating on the glaring building that was Crystals.

Shane blurted out: "It was an image of her breasts, or at least one of them, with the message: 'Marry me!'"

Jane's head jolted around and forwards to catch Shott's beaming expression in the rear-view mirror.

"No!" she exclaimed, not expecting to be drawn in.

Shott grinned. Then, with a nod, pulling down his bejewelled glasses for effect, added a definitive, "Yes!"

"How did Nancy take it?" asked Jane, suddenly engaged.

"Miss Nancy was 'thrilled'—her word."

"How so?"

"Well, you know the Sphere rents out its exterior space for half million dollars a day. They have an entire team to create the artwork and visuals," Shott explained. "As Mr. Cox is mighty enamoured of Miss Nancy's breasts. They are, as you know, and no offence, always on display." He quickly added: "In her turn, Miss Nancy is mighty proud of her assets."

A slight smile crossed Jane's face as she nodded, thinking to herself: 'Men are bad enough, but women are often the worst!'

"Apparently, Nevada State law prohibits any displays of 'nudity', even in Las Vegas. So, Mr Cox asked if there was some price restriction, informing them that there was no financial limit to his request.

The Sphere said 'No' to a female breast. However, there was no restriction placed on the display of a male mammary! Go figure!" Shane gave a Scott-like giggle. Shott was in his flamboyant element now.

Jane's ice-blue eyes widened.

"So, they took an image of his nipple and breast, then they manipulated them. Feminised them, if you will; and with the spherical dimension of the Sphere they passed as hers. They were displayed with the message: 'Marry me!' Apparently, it's already got over 3 million views on social media, in under an hour."

Again, Shane-Scott convulsed forwards in his seat as he was driving; reaching his left hand to his bowed head and enormous smile.

"Wasn't Nancy disappointed to learn the truth?"

"Well, no…" said Shane, checking left and right, as if to make certain that no-one was eavesdropping. "She thinks they are hers!" Shane clarified. "When we got to the Tower, the ladies all rushed off. Mr Cox, well, he was so proud of his achievement, bursting…" another giggle from Shott, "...and he stayed behind and told me all about it; hence my delay."

'Men and confidences!' thought Jane. 'Such excitement to share secrets.'

"Did she accept?"

"Yes. Her friends thought it was wild."

"Are they?..." Jane said for emphasis, "...are they still on display?"

"Yes—always!" Shane-Shott blurted out; convulsing yet again into laughter at his own boyish humour. Even Jane was forced to smile.

Shane continued: "No; the deal was a hundred kay for fifteen minutes, that's why the timing, fly-by, and the coordination was so very critical." He added, "Steve showed me the video from his phone. Simply magnificent, at any size!"

'Shott' was now lost in his own cleverness.

Jane sat back in her seat looking out of the right-hand window; the night lighting caused a faint reflection of her to be seen on its glass. The traffic had slowed. 'What a story,' she reflected to herself. 'But it also served to underscore a simple fact: confidences were not to be shared with drivers. Some may be more trustworthy than others; but most certainly not this Shane.'

Shane was now adding some technical details. "Did you know that the electricity usage of the Sphere is equivalent to powering twenty-one thousand homes?" he stated rhetorically. "Miss Nancy certainly gave them a charge tonight!" exclaimed Shane and laughed again at his own comic genius.

Curiosity getting the better of her, Jane wondered what sort of ring would be appropriate for such a visual spectacle. Turning to catch Shane's eye in the rear-view mirror, she asked: "So, breasts on display for a hundred thousand dollars. I wonder, what was the value of the engagement ring?"

"It's a whopper!" came the immediate reply, from the exceedingly well-informed driver.

With that, Shane turned the limousine right, into the non-descript garage entrance of Paradise Tower; nestled discreetly between the CVS and Waldorf Astoria facades.

Jane sat back and collected her thoughts: 'Vegas is not filled with my sort of people, but it suits me all the same’.




CHAPTER 53: Chilbosan Hotel

The 'officer' in charge of the Laptop Farm desk at Unit 121, Jang Bang Ho, felt pleased with himself. The results of his operatives' activities over the last two years had been good; the last twelve months, stellar. The Great Leader would have nothing to complain about. Jang had managed to increase both the scope and breadth of the laptop farm's activities.

Yet something worried him. As Jang stared at the grey wall of his office, a privilege, even with its small high window, caution sounded in his mind. Inyeon - Beware the future. He shuddered, a cold prickle of unease, as he thought of the sudden and complete disappearance of his predecessor; who had lost favour and his life by failing to work the farm’s to its potential.

The cause of Jang’s discomfort were the consistent delays in the promises from his most successful US facilitator. Perez had promised continued growth, but more exciting was the unique position to eavesdrop on the representatives of the US, China, and Russia: all from the same location. Paradise Tower. But for weeks now, silence.

The idea for the laptop farm had been borne out of desperate necessity. North Korea, a closed society, was desperate for foreign currency. Its centrally planned economy produced nothing the Capitalist World wanted. The farm’s revenues had started as an imposed 'tax' on overseas Koreans who had family still living in the North. A crude ransom: ‘Pay us part of your salary or unfortunate things will happen to your relatives!’ Some felt sufficiently intimidated and paid. But it was not enough.

The true breakthrough came from the combination of raw competence and increasing computer literacy. The original laptop farms started by sending infected PCs to select US nationals working in financial and military companies. This conduit allowed the first wave of online scammers to begin burnishing their skills. The remittance drops were joined by a substantial flow of farm funds.

With Covid and the concomitant acceleration of the remote-working trend, the Department seized the opportunity to leverage advances in agentic AI.

Highly trained North Korean operatives could apply online for US-based jobs. Using live face-masking software to hide their true identities, looks, and gender during video calls, these operatives were passing themselves off as American candidates. In almost all cases, the American employers had no idea they had hired a North Korean espionage operative. Once employed, why enquire further?

Yet this laptop farm scheme required an insider; a ‘traitor’ A facilitator like Perez's mother, whose legitimate US company made the ruse impregnable to penetrate for many, but not all.

Jang was confused. Perez's attractive offer to his counterparty at the Tower had not been Accepted, as yet. More so, his investigative team despatched to Las Vegas was missing. A heavy expenditure of foreign exchange – regardless of provenance. Their rental car had been found abandoned at Red Rock Canyon. Worse still, the facilitator's operations had been subject to numerous cyberattacks.

In another context, Jang would have had more freedom to enquire and act. Yet, the very source of his department's success, subterfuge, was now perhaps a fatal weakness.

Maybe the circuitous discussions, channelled through Vienna, with regard to morphing ‘OpenClaw’s’ autonomous agents might be an alternative route to explore.

The inyeon continued to reverberate in his mind.




CHAPTER 54: Tradecraft

Tristan Perry was standing at the prearranged spot: Aisle 11 of the CVS Pharmacy on the Strip, just next to the Crystals shopping emporium.

'Delights for all tastes,' the tall Englishman chuckled to himself.

Tristan held a half-filled shopping basket. He was aware of Luke's presence in his aisle, having spotted the younger man enter the pharmacy just a few minutes before—tradecraft.

The two men were now diagonally back-to-back, studiously studying their respective shelves.

Luke checked that the two shoppers were both 'alone', then began: "I have your word that my application to @cme Ventures will be accepted if I give you this information?"

The older man looked up to the top-most shelf and then immediately down again. A nod of sorts.

"Well, is that a 'Yes' or 'No'?" hissed Luke.

"What, no password, authentication exchange?" asked Tristan in a light, slightly sarcastic tone.

"Yes or No?!" the hiss was more insistent this time, as Luke took down at the bottle in his hand to inspect its contents.

"Ahh, that is better practice. Look the part," commented Tristan, and concluded, "Yes."

"It is a longer list than I thought, and some of the entries are stranger than others," started Luke. "In order of priority…," and he began to reel off a list of names: "Grant Montgomery, Dr Vivian Cho, Jamie Lambert, Benjamin Teller, Dan Rocca, Jane Fisher…" Tristan, who had been physically perusing the shelf in front of him, stopped for a moment. "…and Michael Booker."

A small smile broke out across Tristan's face. 'Tradecraft, indeed,' he thought to himself.

"Thank you," said Tristan, who turned and passed behind Luke..."and 'Yes' with further updates by CES," he whispered as he passed down to the end of the aisle, turning right for the checkout line and eventual exit.

Luke waited a few moments, then headed in the opposite direction toward the 'Exit', empty-handed. As Luke did so, he saw Tristan in the middle distance, bagging his purchases. What Luke did not notice was the trim, athletic Asian woman. Surprising maybe, but perhaps not: it was Vegas after all and Luke’s mind was elsewhere. She was dressed in a tight black top and Spandex leggings, sporting a pair of large Gucci sunglasses propped on her light, seemingly peroxided hair and carried a black motorcycle helmet hooked through her left elbow.

She followed him out of the store.




CHAPTER 55: Tying-off ends

Time passes, points of interest change, as do threats — the perception of them sometimes greater than their reality.

The increasing number of ransomware attacks, especially directed at Chinese-associated casinos, was of obvious concern to the Beijing authorities. Yet, Chin proved incapable of delving into the sources.

The newly reformed Second Department, known as En Bu, acted; sending one of its better operative teams to Las Vegas. It caused consternation with its rival Third Department

They were both the product of the new China, harvested from the padi fields of western rural villages and forged in the gleaming, hyper-competitive crucibles of its modern coastal cities.

These operatives were streamed into one of the elite programs of the Second Department. Names weren't important: performance and loyalty were prized; the mission completed as tasked. These operatives were resources, numerated; fated to be anonymous journeymen undertaking the more sensitive of tasks for reasons of state security.

***

One, 'Hong,' was born in Shenzhen, the core of China's technological ambition. She was identified early on; a prodigy whose gifts were not physical, but digital and linguistic. While other children were memorising characters, Hong was deconstructing code. Her aptitude for mathematics and systems logic was exceeded only by her flawless ear for languages. She was a natural chameleon, able to absorb and replicate not just the vocabulary of a dialect, but its rhythm, its cadence, its soul. Hong’s role was not to be a soldier, but to blend in; a non-threatening presence in both the physical as well as digital world.

The soldier, 'Kong,' was cut from different cloth: while from the fringes of the Gobi and an outsider by nature to the Han majority, her lineage was far older than the People’s Republic itself, by millennia. Kong was a survivor who nurtured her talents to succeed. Her natural athleticism and determination had initially marked her for competitive sports — the Olympics stream. But Kong's striking looks and guile, matched by her physicality, made her irresistible: able to bend the motivations and actions of those around her to her will.

***

The Las Vegas team’s mission: assess and assist Chin in his duties; find the source of the ransomware attacks; neutralise the source; take any steps to contain related threats. Despite the stakes, 'sleepers', such as Chin, were too valuable for the surgical intervention required in this case.

The Second Department despatched this paired team on purpose: best suited to succeed as well as return uninfected. Experience had shown that foreign postings sorely tested the tenets of the Republic and its indoctrinations. A twinned team would be more attuned to the risks and better able to minimise them. Las Vegas had proven to have a particularly intoxicating allure: mixing a cocktail of emotion and logic, leading to unintended and undesirable effects on past operatives.

What the Second Department had not accounted for was that indoctrination, however thorough, was no inoculation against the Heart.




CHAPTER 56: Liabilities aplenty

The neon of the Las Vegas Strip doesn't just illuminate the casinos of chance; but the more mundane promotions for a current or faded celebrity’s next performance in town.

The calcination of the personal injury industry was an incessant, 24-hour glow.

To drive south on I-15 is to pass through an open-air gallery of towering portraits. This thicket of lawyer billboards jostles for attention, proclaiming the deities of justice-to-be-realised: ‘The Hammer’, ‘The Heavy Hitter’, ‘The Fighter’. Their faces are plastered, in various poses, fifty feet high; invariably male and dressed in their Sunday best, with knowing smiles. Their soundbite siren calls promising multi-million-dollar resolutions for the price of a phone call.

Luke, as he drove, often wondered if there was any money let alone resolution in their sirenic calls to action?

Oh yes baby; this is Vegas! It is home to the fifth largest concentration of lawyers in the US, in spite of being only the 25th largest by population.

It struck Luke as a mournful state of affairs: a food chain fed on misfortune.

Someone falls; someone sues; someone settles; someone advertises for the next fall. The billboards were not selling justice. They were selling speed to redress — the fastest route from accident to cheque. It was a perfect industry for Vegas; anything that made money was pursued with vigour

Luke had picked up Tony Lee from the @cme's valet. The man looked somewhat diminished and distracted since when they met, a week prior. Lee’s gaunt features were drawn tighter, the coiled tension replaced by something closer to exhaustion. Luke knew that Lee was associated with @cme and wondered about the whispers of a ransomware attack. Luke was naturally curious but too polite to ask, reinforced by Ash’s stricture.

As Luke guided the SUV to merge onto Flamingo, Lee's gaze drifted upwards to a passing billboard: there he was - ‘The Hammer’; arms folded, jaw set, 1-800 number in gold. Lee made a sound between a laugh and a sigh.

Luke glanced up to catch Lee’s expression in the rear-view mirror.

"You know what those billboards cost, Luke?"

Luke gaze hardened, attentive now, "I'd guess a lot."

"Millions. Monthly. TV, digital and these monstrosities on the highway. Worse still, the lawyers who pay for them aren't looking for ‘justice’: they're looking for volume to boost profits." Lee's voice was flat, clinical. The accent-less American English carried the weariness of a man explaining how his own house was being stripped of exterior paint.

"’Settlement mills’, that's what we call them. They operate out of quiet office parks in Summerlin, Town Square and even smaller ones on side-streets off Sahara. A few are boutiques firms, but the real ones are large; hedge-fund-backed machines. A single attorney juggling two, three hundred cases at once."

Luke whistled softly, an affectation he had picked up during his stay in Vegas. The traffic was light enough on Flamingo for him to concentrate on the inadvertent lecture being delivered from the back seat.

“My I ask how do you know all this?” Luke asked. “Do you work for a law firm or casino?

“Yeah I do: @cme Resorts”

Luke marvelled at the bizarre industrial shifts of Las Vegas. A billboard for wedding caught his eye and he couldn't help himself asking.

"So, what about the wedding industry here?" Luke asked. "The Elvis chapels and all that?"

Lee caught Luke’s eyes in the rearview mirror, holding the gaze just long enough to be uncomfortable.

"At least it’s a couple pursuing happiness instead of a judgment," Lee offered, his voice dripping with cynicism.

Luke settled in, certain that the garrulous John was about to hit 'Fourth Street.'

"You know this business is worth over two and a half billion a year? Margins close to fifty percent," John said, his head shaking in rhythm with his accelerating pace. The stats began to spout forth.

"Vegas handles nearly seventy thousand weddings a year: fifth busiest in the nation. You’ve got an average spend of thirty-two thousand for a hundred-and-twenty-guest wedding. A simple license starts at seventy-five bucks, but the ‘specials’ can set you back several hundred thousand for a party of two at the Valley of Fire or the Grand Canyon."

Lee finished with a flourish. "Then, of course, the celebrities. The ‘Bennifer’ wedding was over eight million dollars. Seventy-five bucks for the civil license, and the rest for the literal show."

That was John’s 'river’. Luke stayed silent, letting the hand play out.

Lee returned his gaze to the passenger window and the blur of the Strip. "Yeah, happiness," he sighed, his voice flat. Whatever joy the nuptials held had been drained away, crowded out by the thicket of billboard attorneys looming over the highway.

There was a momentary silence and then Lee continue returning to the subject of personal liability lawyers in Las Vegas. Lee was wrestling with something that required a release.

"There are two simple strategies these billboard attorney saviours employ," Lee stated. " For so-called ‘Slip-and-Falls’, it’s a quick flip. It costs someone like us at @cme fifty to a hundred thousand kay just to defend a basic injury case through discovery. So we'd rather pay a twenty-thousand 'nuisance settlement' than spend fifty proving we weren't at fault. The game is to come-under-the-deductible.” Lee caught Luke's eyes in the mirror. "Right or wrong, it doesn't matter. Just pay to make it go away!"

"And the lawyers know this?" Luke enquired.

"Their practices are designed for it. A case worth a hundred thousand at trial settles for thirty in three months. The lawyer pockets ten thousand for a few hours of paperwork. The client — the person who actually, got hurt — it barely covers their medical bills after the firm takes its cut." Lee paused. "One percent of gross revenue. That's what it costs the House. Sounds small. In Vegas alone, that's a billion-dollar industry."

Luke knew from his research that legal costs were around one percent of a casino’s total cost. A billion dollars in friction, skimmed quietly from the machine: the House tax that no neon sign advertised. Not even a rounding error to some.

“Then of course there are the more serious ‘Negligent Security’ cases – someone dies or is really badly injured. Thankfully, there aren’t many of those. This is the second strategy: to reduce the settlement, which can cost tens of millions, affecting policies and increasing deductibles. We call these cases ‘margin killers’.”

Luke winced at the inadvertent, but perhaps not, pun.

The traffic had snarled. Lee took the lack of motion to continue his erudition.

"But the real scam, and I use the term advisedly, is the Medical Provider Lien network." Lee leaned forward, his voice dropping. "When a tourist slips on a spilled cocktail at a resort, they aren't just handed a lawyer. They're handed a list of 'preferred' doctors. These aren't the best specialists; they're providers who work on a ‘lien basis’, meaning they don't get paid until the case settles. It creates a perverse incentive: inflated billings, overtreatment, and then the 'haircut' — the lawyer and the doctor negotiate their fees behind closed doors. The injured victim gets the smallest slice of the pie."

Luke was shocked, saddened, but not surprised. Three months in the Meadow had peeled back enough layers to know that every gleaming surface in Vegas concealed a mechanism beneath it.

Then Lee made the jump to the questionable antics and corruption of the many Home Owners Associations. He stated clearly that at least that was a tangible benefit of living in the Tower — with its singular owner and exclusive style. Worth the cost of the HOA dues.

Lecture at and end, Lee settled back into the luxurious leather of the passenger seat. His voice changed; quieter now, the anger giving way to something more bitter, as he returned the deities’ actions.

"Consider your average 'John or Jane Doe.' In these mills, many clients never speak to a lawyer until the day they sign their settlement cheque. They speak to assistants — underpaid, overwhelmed — reading from scripts. If the injury doesn't fit the algorithm of a successful payout, the client is ghosted. Pressured into accepting a lowball offer just to clear the file."

Lee paused, staring out at the Strip's cascading lights.

“Now, with AGI the human element is being removed; extenuating reasoning being extinguished!”. For the first time, emotion tinged his voice: “How does one appeal to a machine; whose soul beats to tick of zeros and ones?”

As Lee spoke he physical underscored the dichotomy by tapping the passenger window with his right hand. It caught Luke’s attention as he glanced in the rear-view mirror. It was then that Luke saw the distinctive tattoo on the inside of his right wrist.

Luke was surprised by the inherent contradictions of his passenger and what they revealed. Here was man whose very life was devoted to gambling. A system designed to denude one’s wealth and utterly dependent upon advances in technology to do so. Yet, Lee was decrying agentic advances in the pursuit of ‘Justice’.

Mr Lee displayed little empathy, he was a man aggrieved,

Luke hid his cynical smile and Lee’s empty question was left hanging in the SUV’s interior. He pondered if Sprit might be adapted to better navigate this pernicious industry.

As if on cue, the traffic began for move and Lee fell back into his habit of gazing out of his passenger window. The SUV turned onto Las Vegas Boulevard. The Tower was close.

Luke let the silence settle. He had been a recipient of Lee's transmission, but absorbing the lesson.

But what Luke had heard was not merely an industry briefing. It was a confession dressed as complaint. Lee was describing a machine that consumed people: the system's elegant cruelty was that Lee was part of it; feeding it even as it fed on him. The billboards, the mills, the liens, the algorithms; each one a cog in a mechanism designed so that no single hand turned the wheel, and no single victim was ever made whole.

The personal liability industry had turned the trauma of a car wreck or a casino fall into a commodity. In the city built on ‘the House always wins’, the personal liability industry ensured that even when the House lost, the victim rarely won big. The real jackpot was reserved for the lawyers on the billboards, watching the traffic jams from their lofty heights, waiting for the next sirens to wail.

As Mr Lee left the SUV in the Tower's valet area, Luke noticed that his tension had not lifted. If anything, it had deepened. If there truly was a ransomware settlement that dwarf any personal liability settlement.

Luke vaguely remembered a recent ransomware attack on MGM that had cost it over hundred million dollars in costs of one sort or another; not to mention the reputational hit. Lee was not a man explaining an industry. He was a man calculating his own exposure.

Luke shuddered to think what Alex would say or do with his already virulent views with regard to the abuses against Society. But the thought that lingered, as Luke placed the Escalade back into its parking pen, was simpler and more unsettling.

Every system Lee had described — the mills, the liens, the algorithmic denial of claims — worked precisely because no one was looking. The same blindness that let the personal liability industry thrive was the same condition that let everything else in the Meadow flourish unchecked.

The scales across Luke’s eyes were beginning to fall. It made the need for Spirit even more of an imperative in his mind.




CHAPTER 57: Debriefing

Dr Cho waited for her visitor to arrive in her laboratory office. Despite the terrible traffic delays invariably experienced on I-15, he always arrived punctually from Nellis AFB. It appealed to Dr Cho's sense of order but also tweaked her curiosity. 'How?'

General Warren Mannihunk, USAF, was a parody of an aged officer of rank. Rather than eschewing the uniform, the General always arrived in his blue USAF uniform: cap, medals, and all. The USAF Academy ring on his right hand caught the fluorescent light, its blue enamel worn thin by forty years. A proud patriot. He was a creature of habit.

Cho had long given up trying to understand why her ultra-secret works were still supervised by an active USAF officer. Plausible deniability would never fly. Still, maybe the powers-that-be favoured a visible tip for such clandestine work. It might just be that the then-USAF Major who had rescued Cho and her work after the fiasco at Plum Island felt a need to continue his protection. Despite the years their relationship remained perfunctory.

"Good afternoon, General," welcomed the Scientist.

"Doctor," replied the Airman, acknowledging her salutation.

Cho indicated the empty chair at the head of the conference table. Once the General was seated, She occupied the seat to his right.

"Tell me. I need a full debrief on all your projects," commanded the General.

The Doctor complied.

"Project Orion. I continue testing the subject in civilian as well as military conditions. There are still some refinements to be made to his synaptics. These behavioural peculiarities will settle with time. On a rating of ten we are at a nine."

"That puts you well ahead of the Neural Links' developments?" asked the General, anticipating an affirmative answer.

"Yes. The Neural Links process, while admirable, suffers from withdrawal of the implanted threads over time. The Orion array does not."

The General was silent for a moment. Cho continued.

"Project Adam. As you are no doubt aware, it is privately funded." As had been the case with many innovations, it was the private sector that led the way. "It is uncertain that the agentic nanobots are fully functional. The challenge of mapping one's personality onto a Large Language Model is immense," she explained. "We have managed to store and retrieve memories.

But the developments are not stable and ultimately fail, often in a matter of days."

"When can you test further?" asked the General. He hadn't changed his posture.

"I would not advise it at this moment."

"Noted. I appreciate the trials have not been successful, but to make an omelette one needs to break eggs," offered the Airman.

Cho was silent, looking down at her loosely clasped hands. She was always surprised by the General's jarring contradictions; sliding from curt formality to louche turns of phrase. 'You can't take the hunk out of the man,' she thought. After a minute’s reflection Cho continued her briefing.

“One related element of Adam is what the major private donor likes to call Project Life. It uses nanobots injected into the bloodstream to monitor, assess and repair a recipient’s condition and health.”

The general’s eyes widened, but he did not move his corpulent frame.

A further development would be to have dramatological patch. A form of electronic skin or ‘neural lace’. This patch would monitor, liaising with the agentic AI host server and then administer the necessary protocols accordingly. We have a few trails running with wristbands, mainly; as well as a literal handful of patches.”

Cho took a box that had been positioned ion the empty chair next to her and placed in on the conference table, opening it. She delicately extracted two items: a clear thin wrist band with the finest of filaments running through it; as well as a gossamer thin transparent patch, about an inch square with a matrix pattern of small dots.

“Incredible,” commented the General with rapt attention, picking up each item in turn to inspect them. “Real time, preventative medical intervention,” Mannihunk commented as he returned the items to the Docter, who replaced then in the box.

“In the nearest future, a chip implant, mostly likely injected, shall suffice,” explained the Doctor while returning the box to its chair then clasping her hands to lay them loosely on the table. Advances in Synthetic Intelligence will be significantly boost the breadth and depth of these projects.

“In extremis, if the patch is applied it is possible to save a dying person’s persona,” she paused “ storing it on a server with an agentic AI host.”

The General’s eyes widened. “You mean resurrection?”

“Not quite; but in simple terms, maybe yes.”

Mannihunk sat back and placed both his hands on the table’s edge. He was no longer surprised by technological advances after decades of incubating extreme technologies, but this resurrection patch was a step beyond the envelope, even for IARPA.

Cho noted the body language.

Just to recap – the three projects are separate but related. Orion seek to advance cyborg capabilities. Adam would be step beyond that to transfer consciousness, initially to a form of digital storage and with time into a new synthetic body. Life, as it name suggests, to nurture, prolong and possibly restore bodily functions.

The General’s face was expression-less but his eyes sparkled, his mind racing with possibilities and the accolades to follow.

Dr Cho continued with her briefing. “I should say that apart from Orion, we are still at early phases for all the other two related projects. With Adam we are closer; when applied in strict measured doses there seems to be improvement in the patient’s condition over a period of time, as a precursor for the transfer. However, the procedure is unstable.” Dr Cho stopped, more out of embarrassment for the project’s slow progress than any dramatic effect – that was not her style.

“The trial subjects from the Tunnels have all suffered during the post-procedure period. The injection of the code carrying AGI nanobots had detrimental effects. They suffer from severe, often fatal psychosis; their minds and personalities effectively scrambled," the Doctor explained and clarified the process. "The subjects were returned to where they were found."

“From Dust to Dust,” offered the General, reflecting on the Scriptures.

Dr Cho’s pedantic mind could not resist the correction. “Actually, it is auto-immune rejection. The vernacular would be ‘grey goo’”.

The General, surprisingly, winced at the term. The curious asked: ‘Why wouldn’t one combine the Life protocols with those of Adam.

“A fair question.” Now Dr Cho was in her element. “The realities are several. We are further along in developments with Adam than Life. Also at this stage presupposes a healthy patient, terminal illness or even death still present a finite horizon. Thus the transfer and storage of consciousness is the best path at the moment. Of course the administration of nanobots and arrays could be combined using the bracelet or patch.” Dr Cho paused as the state of her audience suggested Information indigestion.

A silence followed; not unusual in briefings such as these. The functionaries invariably arrived feeling they were in command of the fact, when in reality they were quite untethered.

"What do you suggest?" asked the General, pausing. “As Washington is keen to advance matters across this panoply of projects."

Cho tightened the grip of her hands, her fingers rising involuntarily to the strand of pearls at her collarbone, before catching herself. Premature releases from Lab 257 had been the cause of that project's sudden end; which had threatened her work and well-being. 'Better to maintain a steady and safe pace,' she thought.

"Doctor?"

While the Doctor followed her thoughts, the General reflected on Dr Cho's contributions to National Security.

Despite all the warning flags, Cho had proven again and again to be a loyal national. Project Orion could rewire a person's persona. In the civilian world, it was an amazing treatment for individuals suffering from traumatic brain damage. The current test subject, Grant Montgomery, had been in a near-fatal car accident. Cho had suggested him, as he was a driver at her condo. Grant was a war veteran. His training had given him the mental fortitude to recover, but the psychological trauma had been intense. Cho's work had rehabilitated him. Essentially reprogramming him. The interest to the Military, aka General Mannihunk, was that such a procedure would allow for the development of the ultimate soldier, even assassin: loyal, unquestioning, directed, and free of ethical considerations.

Cho, still deep in thought, shifted her weight in her chair.

"Doctor?" the General chided again. "Project Adam is a brilliant further step towards cyborg— everlasting life."

The Doctor remained silent: inscrutable to the General as to whether it was an ethical or practical impediment that hindered her affirmation.

“Project Life is….astounding…but we are still quite a time form that it seems.”

The Doctor’s silence was now deafening. Nebulous decisions always haunted the good Doctor

"Maybe I can encourage you," said the General in a low tone.

The Doctor's intense gaze looked up. Her mahogany eyes sparkled. The self-imposed pressure on her clenched hands had increased.

The General recognised the body language and offered an inducement.

"What if I were to tell you that there exists an algorithm that can aid, if not replace, a person's decision-making capabilities?" the Airman shared in a soft voice.

Cho did not alter her gaze; but felt release. A clear practical decision point. After a moment's consideration, she said: "Well, that would help stabilise the synaptic mapping and aid the adoption of the digital program." She paused, secretly excited. "Could I have access to such an algorithm?"

It was the General's turn to be silent. The truth was that neither he nor any government agency that he knew had access to this algorithm. An analyst at IOTA had caught a whisper of it and had been tasked to obtain it.

"We would be willing to share the program on the basis of an advance test of Adam; and of course, continuing with the other Life project. These two projects are obviously connected," he stated.

Cho's gaze fixed on the General's rugged looks. A survivor; in fact she was too.

"There is a potential recipient who would actually benefit greatly from administering the Adam nanobots," Cho offered. "Yet the patient is ill, terminally so. If the procedure was successful, it would be give the impression of a cure and the remote possibility of transference. If not, his demise would be inevitable."

"Perfect," extolled the General, pushing back in his chair with his arms extended, a broad smile of self-satisfaction on his lips.

"But General, I am not condoning such a step." Oaths, Hippocratic and others, were thus honoured.

"You don't need to, nor do you need to be involved at all. I will see to it that the nanobots are administered. Let me know the results immediately."

Standing and retrieving his cap, the General turned to leave the Doctor and her cavernous conference room.

"Thank you, Doctor. Good work."

"Thank you, General." Before he reached the door, Cho asked: "May I ask what the name of the algorithm is?"

Mannihunk stopped, his hand on the door-handle, and reflected for a moment.

"You may ask, but I am not obliged to respond." Smiling at his own cleverness, he opened the door and left with the word Spirit in his mind. An apt name.

Cho stood alone at the end of the brightly lit conference room. She retrieved the two items, replacing them carefully in box. As Cho moved to exit, turning off the lights, her thoughts were drawn to Sindy.

Cho's conscience for Sindy, Orion, and Adam was clear. The quality of her work, technically, was stellar: that was what she craved to hear. Most importantly, the Doctor wished to perfect her work.




CHAPTER 58: Do you know who I am?

Edward and Diane Watts were late for their show at the Sphere. As Tower residents, the couple had travelled with Rebecca a few times in the past few years but never taken the initiative to get to know her. Rebecca recognised them. Their nervous chatter was a high-frequency buzz in the back of the limousine as Rebecca navigated the clotted traffic on Tropicana.

Edward, wanting to distract his anxiety, asked a question. "Rebecca, you were a cop once, right? You must have some funny stories to tell."

Rebecca's eyes found his nervous grin in the rear-view mirror. "Funny isn't the word I'd use."

She let the comment hang in the air for a beat. "Revealing, maybe."

The couple in the back seat of the slow-moving SUV slumped visibly at the prospect of a turgid journey in silence. Then, Rebecca began in her narration in her Western drawl and cadence.

"It's a story of identities lost and found. It was CES week: tech money flows like water, and it tends to wash away common sense. That night, there was a call from the Bellagio about a naked raver who had wandered around the casino. Security had the guy pinned to the floor, and he was just yelling the same thing over and over: 'Do you know who I am?'"

Diane gasped: "Oh, my!"

Edward countered: “Well these days it is a valid question. An agentic bot can mimic one’s personality: image, voice; all within a few seconds.”

Diane gave her husband a sideways glace of disapproval.

Rebecca expression hardened, after a moment’s reflection, she decided to continue; her voice now a flat, procedural monotone.

"It started out the night before in the @cme Casino's high-limit lounge; the one up top with all the fancy gear. I was there. There was a SNAFU with face-recognition as well as Air-con system. It was hot and humid in the room, over ninety! A fact our 'hero' knew because his company, AetherStream, manufactured the sensors that controlled all the electrical equipment: surveillance, A/C, you name it."

Again, Diane glanced at Edward, who said nothing.

"I watched two men enter the lounge, they were on a mission," Rebecca's voice tightened. "One of them, our hero, adjusted his four-thousand-dollar silk blazer while checking his reflection in one of the polished obsidian pillar that they have at the entrance. This man was ready to conquer the evening. He was the 'Disruptive Architect of Connectivity', at least that what is states on his LinkedIn banner. At CES, Mr. Disruptive felt like a god among mortals, or at least a regional VP among junior developers."

Rebecca relayed how the man spotted her, where she was sitting at the end of the mahogany bar.

"I was sipping a martini; bored and ready to go home, but I was there on business.

Mr Disruptive didn't just want attention; he felt entitled to it. He sat down on the barstool next to me and ordered a Macallan 25, telling the bartender, without looking at me, to refill whatever I was drinking. He made a point of flashing his corporate black card." Rebecca paused. "You know the one? with no credit limit!"

The passengers nodded in unison.

"I told him I was leaving, but that did not stop our boy. He flashed me a smile that I am sure he had practiced in mirrors across three different airport lounges. His exact words were: 'You haven't finished until you've had a conversation with someone who actually understands the infrastructure of this city. Vegas is built on data, you know. My data.'"

Rebecca paused to check on her audience's attention.

The reflection revealed a rapt but silent Diane; Edward looked a mite uncomfortable. Rebecca continued her narration; the intonation of her voice came alive as she warming to the subject.

"'Is that so?' I said."

"'I'm Roger Vayne,' he proclaimed, waiting for the gasp that didn't come. He leaned in closer, dropping his voice to a pitch he considered 'sultry' but sounded more like a failing hard drive.” Rebecca smiled at her own cleverness the continued Vayne’s introduction.

“'I'm the lead strategist for the AetherStream rollout. I got my whole tech team here from Korea.

We're basically the nervous system of the smart-grid. Without me, these lights? Dark! Facial recognition? Blank! Those slot machines? Paperweights!'"

"'Impressive,' I humoured him. 'But I'm not really into infrastructure.'"

Rebecca recounted how Roger seemed a tad annoyed. "He needed a bigger play. So, Roger reaches into his pocket and pulled out a single, orange five-thousand-dollar chip—his entire 'emergency networking budget' for the week. He began to flip it over his knuckles with practiced, yet shaky, dexterity."

A grin passed over Diane's expression. "Edward can do that trick too, can't you dear?"

Edward sank further back into the plush passenger seat of the SUV. Rebecca, logging that tidbit of information, increased the pace of her tale.

"'I like to play high stakes,' Roger whispered, letting his gaze travel suggestively over me."

As the vehicle was at a red light, Rebecca turned in her seat and theatrically drew her right hand down from the top of her head to her lap as if displaying goods for sale.

"Ick!" Diane commented, "What a loser he was!" unable to contain herself.

"There was no stopping Vayne," Rebecca she turned back and concentrated on driving the vehicle through the green light as she continued relaying Vayne patter. "'In the boardroom, on the floor, and... elsewhere. I'm a man who gets what he wants because people recognise the value I bring to the table.'"

The bartender arrived with the scotch, but Roger didn't touch it; he was too busy performing. "'In fact,' Roger continued, his voice rising for the benefit of the surrounding patrons, 'I find it fascinating that I even have to introduce myself. Usually, the moment I walk into a room like this, the management clears a path.'"

Rebecca paused, an expression of disdain had replaced her normally placid expression.

"I had enough and got up to leave, saying: 'Perhaps they were just getting out of your way.'"

Roger's face flushed as the 'sultry' act slipped. "'Listen, sweetheart, maybe you're new to the circuit. I'm a keynote-level executive. I've got a VIP suite that costs more than your car.' He leaned back, spreading his arms. 'Seriously. Look at me. Do you know who I am?'"

"That was my cue," Rebecca said, paused for effect and then continued her tale.

"'I do, actually,' I said, standing there I flashed my badge. He thought it was a CES sponsor ID, but it was my Gaming Control Board credential with 'Senior Compliance Investigator' printed on it in bold letters."

"I told him: 'Mr. Vayne, I know who you are because I spent the last twenty minutes watching you use a corporate card to purchase personal drinks and attempt to gamble with company funds.

As we both know, according to the AetherStream tax-exempt filing, it is a direct violation of your ‘meeting travel grant.'"

"Hah!" squealed Diane. Edward, by this stage, had disengaged and was looking out the right passenger window at the kaleidoscope of neon lights. Traffic was again at a standstill.

"What happened? Do tell!" Diane asked excitedly.

"Well, with my badge flash, Roger's hand froze mid-chip-flip. His orange gambling chip clattered onto the floor and rolled under a sofa. It was comical. High-roller laid low!"

"I told him that as the person who actually manages the licensing for the 'smart-grid,' at @cme Casino I was considering moving the contract’s status to 'pending termination'.

Vayne didn't say a word. He realised that if the contract was terminated his corporate card would be in jeopardy: with purchases declined; his room key and bar tab would be deactivated."

"'Enjoy the scotch,' I said. But as I left, I heard the bartender clearing his throat. 'That'll be one hundred and eighty-five dollars, Mr. Vayne. Would you like to try a different card?'"

"Good for you! Was that it?" Diane asked.

"Well, no. Vanity knows few bounds as the story continues.” Rebecca replied with a wry smile as she caught Diane’s eyes in the rear-view mirror.

“The next night at the Rio, Mr. Disruptive was there. I suppose his line of credit at the @cme had run dry," Rebecca shared in a sardonic tone. "The funny thing is that everyone knew his name by then, at least at the table where he was losing big time. Eventually, our hero decided to leave the floor and head for his room."

"How did he pay for all this?" asked Diane, fully enraptured.

"Apparently, our boy Vayne was using one of those prepaid debit cards, as his black card had been suspended. Anyway, Roger goes up to bed. It seems he had a thing for fine bed linen, as he loved to sleep au naturelle. You know; buff, butt-naked."

"Well the night drew on and as he'd been carousing, the 'call of nature' beckoned. Roger forgot his glasses in the dark room and stumbled from his bed through a door to have a pee. Which he did, very pleased with himself. But then Roger realised the door behind him was locked. He had missed the bathroom and walked right out into the corridor."

Rebecca paused as the lights changed to green. The Sphere was finally in sight.

"Roger had urinated on the carpet and was now locked outside his room, stark naked."

Rebecca became silent for a moment to let the image settle with her attentive passengers.

"I must say, it takes some courage to take the lift to the lobby and ask reception for a new key while literally butt naked. The rub was he had no ID, he was using a prepaid and couldn't read anything. He got agitated again and cried out: 'Do you know who I am?'

Rebecca took a reflective breath. “Instead of explaining matters, he bellowed it again—a 'Tarzan-like yell'. At which point, the staff called the cops."

Diane leaned forward, looking intently at the driver. Edward had visibly reddened.

"I arrived, as I was on part-time duty, " Rebecca said. "By this stage, at least a hundred people knew who Mr. Vayne was. His small left hand was plenty big enough to maintain his modesty, though I'd have preferred he was in something: jockeys or boxers!"

"Boxers any day!" Diane chimed in and then added. "I had no idea you did all that Rebecca."

She smiled sardonically, looking at Edward. The thought he had was a simple question: 'Who are you?'

As the limo pulled up to the Sphere, the couple hopped out.

As they stood waiting to cross the road Diane asked: "Aren't you and Elias investors in AetherStream?"

Edward pretended not to hear his wife as he fumbled with his jacket; then a single, orange five-thousand-dollar-chip fell from his pocket, clattering onto the pavement.

Diane froze, looking from the chip to her husband's crimson face. "Edward... do you have something to tell me?"

Rebecca, as she steered the Escalade away, watched the couple through the right wing mirror and thought to herself, 'And who might you be? Guilty as charged!'

***

Easing the Escalade back onto the Strip, Rebecca settled into the rhythm of the return journey.

The city's neon pulsed its relentless sermon: spend, want, win, lose. Mars and Mammon — the twin gods of this city. Every empire Rebecca had ever studied, every war she had served in, every conflict she had witnessed had come down to those two faces of Janus' coin. War and Money: their forces yoked together, inseparable and ancient

Rebecca's thoughts ran smoothly, as did the Escalade; fortunate to have hit a string of green lights along Spring Valley. The Strip was fast receding in her mirrors.

She had seen it in Baghdad. The two great faiths, Christianity and Islam, had built civilisations, codified laws, raised cathedrals or mosques that made the spirit soar. But scale had exacted its price. Each had, at some point in its history, confused the shepherd's crook with the sword.

Rebecca had nursed American boys who prayed before patrol and Iraqi mothers who prayed over their wounded. Their gestures were the same: hands clasped, eyes closed, lips moving to the same desperate frequency. The sameness had never left her. Nor had the histories she had read since: of wars fought throughout the centuries in God's name by both sides. Each certain that heaven endorsed their particular brand of killing. Who was right? Or was it merely might?

The Hindu traders in their teeming bazaars flourished under their faith's cosmic tolerance, capacious enough to contain thirty-three million gods — yet that tolerance had calcified into a caste system that condemned millions to hereditary suffering. A different type of strife, but warfare, nonetheless.

Further East, the ancient pursuit of Harmony, the fluid Tao and the structured rites of the Sage Confucius, had promised a Middle Kingdom of celestial balance. Yet even there, the Mandate of Heaven had frequently hardened into the iron grip of the collective, trading the seeker’s inner peace for the absolute order of the State: Communism its latest manifestation. Regardless, it was the same ancient bargain; simply re-signed in crimson ink - the soul of the individual sacrificed to the crushing weight of the monolith.

These were faiths of empire: vast, magnificent; yet scarred by the very power they had accumulated.

Unlike the casinos and their curved, carpeted paths, designed to disorient, the Las Vegas street grid forced a choice at every intersection.

Rebecca stopped at the red light on the corner of Spring Valley and Decatur; and waited for the long slow lights to turn green before turning right. She felt an urge to reach home. The lights changed; she turned the vehicle right, eager to return. This desire channelled her ruminations.

For all the machinations of power and the corruption of institutions, there remained — stubbornly, beautifully — the smaller faiths. Rebecca had chauffeured them all through this city that welcomed over fifty million visitors a year, drawn from more than one hundred and sixty different nationalities of every faith.

The Mormon family from St George, quiet and courteous, whose ancestors had built a civilisation in the desert on nothing but conviction and mutual obligation. The Parsee businessman, whose dwindling people had produced an influence out of all proportion to their numbers: Tata, Bhabha. Zoroaster's simple injunction of good thoughts, good words, good deeds into boardrooms and concert halls alike. Thank you, Freddie Mercury! The Jewish high-roller who would not gamble on Shabbat; a people numbering fewer than sixteen million who had shaped medicine, law, physics, and the moral conscience of the West, precisely because exile had forced them to carry their civilisation in their heads, rather than delimited by borders. The Taoist who tipped precisely and said nothing — the watercourse’s way. Its principle that the softest thing in the universe overcomes the hardest; that the river carves the canyon, not by force, but by persistence.

These smaller faiths were not the faiths of empire. They were the faiths of endurance — communities that survived not by conquest but by cohesion; not by numbers but by the stubborn transmission of values from parent to child, generation upon generation.

Rebecca's grandmother would have understood them. Not the doctrine; but the persistence. The carrying of something precious across hostile ground, without armies, without cathedrals, mosque or temple; without anyone's permission. That was a faith Rebecca recognised.

Janus' coin remained a calling: as distraught gamblers and soldiers alike called out God's name to guide, if not alter, Lady Luck's course.

Was there a counter-argument to the coruscating sermon of the Strip? If so, was it that the finest things humanity had built were built not by the powerful, but by the faithful — and that faith, like water, was strongest when it flowed quietly?

Homeward bound, Rebecca turned the last corner and pulled the Escalade to a stop at her destination. She left the engine running. Through the windscreen, she was afforded the full panorama of the Strip's entirety — its twinkling lights set within the immensity of the darkening sky and its stars.

It was a moment to reflect.

'What was Faith? What was its motivating force?' Rebecca asked herself. 'Man's creation, as laid before her, or divine enlightenment bestowed by some higher being?'

Rebecca killed the ignition, exited the now lifeless vehicle, and made her way to her dark abode.




CHAPTER 59: Ghost body under attack

Thorne was back again in Deepak Pashun’s spartan office, buried deep in the Shadowland and its Grid. He had arrived at short notice and without fanfare: a man who held sway in this world of hierarchy, with its command & control tenets.

No poker player, but Pashun did detect a difference in his visitor – not his attire of a well-tailored grey suit, white dress shirt, open at the collar, and black suede desert boots. No, it was Thorne’s demeanour: arrogance, now tinged with a certain smugness. It hinted of progress, success even. There was a base vitality, swagger even, that Pashun felt was absent in their previous encounters

Thorne cut short Pashun’s reverie. Dispensing with the small talk, once seated Thorne started the meeting; noticing that the previously requested folders were on the desktop between the two men.

In his clear and crisp West coast tone, Thorne asked: “In our last meeting we covered the main elements of the Symbiote program : Orion, Adam and Life. We stopped at topic of the connectome. Please continue.”

Pashun nodded and complied.

"Yes. The opportunity is next-generation hybots. Essentially silicon chips made of human brain cells. The performance improvement potential is exponential: lower energy needs, faster processing time, little need for maintenance. In short, a bio-computer."

"This 'whole brain emulation' will allow a person to be infused with total computerised abilities.

Also, it makes the prospects of robotics and vision that much simpler."

Thorne, now fully engaged, leaned forward, focusing on Pashun, who once again felt the uncomfortable intensity of his visitor's gaze of grey eyes.

"With such an emulation, one could get the full benefit of nanotechnology. That leads me to Project Adam. Bespoke nanobots to assess, repair, and maintain bodily functions could be injected into an individual. These hybots would be managed by the AI cortex we have discussed."

Thorne's eyes widened involuntarily.

"One would have a true Human/AGI merger: a Bio-borg!” Pashun cut short the smile of self-satisfaction at his own cleverness. ’Careful’, he warned himself

“Replacement parts such as limbs and organs could easily be added to this nano-immune system. The implications are astounding. A dying person would be made healthy, longevity for others." Pashun waited. "This is what Ray Kurzweil calls 'longevity escape velocity'."

Again, Thorne leant forward, opened another beige folder, and read it to himself.


'Dr. George Aris, a researcher from Nano-Pharma and suspected whistle-blower had reviewed scans that showed Stage 4 glioblastomas being dismantled. His opinion is that the procedure was indeed safe to test further. In verbal commentary, Dr Aris said: "We aren't poisoning the body anymore. We are sending in mechanical infantry [in reference to hybots’.



Pashun waited patiently. The decided to return to a thread from earlier in their discussion.

“The silicon-based connectome may be a decade out. There are the bracelets and patches I mentioned before that are being tested today. They offer acceptable performance levels.”

Thorne had continued scanning the folder’s report in front of him, while absently rubbing his right wrist with his left hand. It was then that Pashun noticed the square, near transparent patch on Thorne’s wrist.

The Analyst’s expression paled as he saw the hint of lace pattern on the patch.

Thorne was unaware of the observation and continued to scan the documents. Two pages further on, an entry caught Thorne's inquisitive eye.


'But there's a darker side to this biological maintenance. Under the guise of ‘Augmented Immunity’, commercial firms are poised to offer DNA ‘patches’... the first step in the ultimate subscription service: Stay immune to the latest virus for $999 a month, or risk falling back into one’s vulnerable natural state!’.



Thorne noted that the 'whistle-blower's' activities were under investigation, with steps being taken to halt such activities. Thorne looked up at Pashun as he closed the folder and asked: "Project Adam?"

"Well, this project has been privately funded as it doesn't quite fit the department's direct brief; though there are common applications to Orion. The difficulty is rejection, or 'grey goo'."

Thorne's eyebrows arched.

"Well, if the AI matrix becomes unstable, there is a risk that the self-replicating nanobots run amok and begin consuming the individual's tissue from within. The real risk is the release of these carnivorous wild nanobots, and they will infest the world!" Even Pashun shuddered at the prospect.

"Is that likely?" asked Thorne somewhat incredulously.

"Well, I suppose electricity, flight, space travel and atomic explosions all seemed incredulous to intelligent observers of the time."

Thorne was silent. 'Unforeseen ramifications', he mused.

"To finish this aspect and touch on Project Life," Pashun continued. "There is a patient who has been funding this work. It is being led by Dr. Cho, who is also the lead on Orion. The man is terminally ill, cancer, and insisting on being treated. Authorising an intervention has been prohibited as he does not yet have sufficient neural implants. But a certain fleet of more circumscribed patching nanobots might aid his affliction."

Thorne let the comment pass as he scratched his right wrist with his left hand, asking: "And Project Life?"

Pashun started hesitantly, as he processed his observation, thinking to himself: ‘Could it be a @NT?’ Pashun answered his own question ‘No!’, then continued.

"That is merely an extension of Projects Orion and Adam. There are two key components. The first would be to house one's consciousness on a server. Yet we are at least twenty years from that. One human brain requires the memory capacity equivalent of the entire Internet. A couple of zettabytes."

Thorne, a would-be poker player, was comfortable with numbers. Even to him, that was a lot of zeroes.

"Second, the practicalities of the Brain-Gut axis. In a bio-borg, one would have two minds but sharing one body. We now know that the Vagus nerve is critical for stimulating bodily functions.

It is uncertain how to protect or replicate it. The mind could get lost: a form of psychosis."

"Also, the Neuro-Red team has been investigating a new form of cellular life, first discovered at Stanford. They call it 'Obelisk.' It is an RNA viroid. What is intriguing is that it carries information."

Overcoming his concerns, Pashun was now in full flow. "Some of the team believe we have reached the point of escape velocity." He paused. "Setting all that to one side, even if one followed a 'Ship of Theseus' approach, replacing one percent of the body at a time with computer enhancements, there is still a risk of rejection."

At that moment, Thorne's phone lit up. This time a voice call. He stood up, excusing himself. "...yes, General" as he left Pashun’s room seeking privacy and security.

Pashun saw that Thorne found an empty cubicle to continue his call.

After a few minutes Thorne returned. "My apologies," Thorne said as he re-entered the room. "I needed to ensure I got the last Janet out of here. You were saying..."

Pashun picked up the thread: "Well, we have covered Projects Orion, Adam, and Life.”

Thorne nodded.

“There are the ethical, moral, and even legal aspects to consider," Pashun continued.

His commented was met with non-committal silence form the grey suited, grey eyed visitor. Pashun felt duty-bound and continued.

"In a Human/AI merger, where does one's personality end and that of AI start? Who has rights to decide? How does one balance John Doe and Agent Smith?"

Thorne's expression conveyed impatience. Pashun got to his point.

"It is important, as much of this 'tech' will not be for free. We are not in some European state's social-welfare system. Maybe the Chinese government will make it mandatory. Regardless, there are deep philosophical, strategic and commercial issues with fundamental impact on an individual’s well-being and rights as well as broader societal issues that remain unanswered."

For the first time, Pashun saw a glint in Thorne's eyes, a sense of pleasure, salivating at that prospect.

Pashun paused, then decided to chance it, pushing further. “I am not certain the correct questions have even been formulated as of yet.” There, conscience clear! Pashun had at least broached the seemingly irreconcilable topics. Past technological developments had not had guardrails. Why bother with them now? Yes, when electricity was introduced Thomas Edison sought to cast George Westinghouse’s scaling efforts as a health threat to humanity. AC replaced DC. Society moved on and Edison’s efforts led to his invention being used as the preferred means of state sponsored executions – the electric chair!

An uncomfortable moment passed, then Thorne broke the silence. "You said we would come full circle on the software aspects.”

Pashun nodded, relieved to be able to escape the discomfort of ethics that he had introduced.

Pashun was about to continue when Thorne leant forwards, holding up the palm of his right hand to halt the transmission about to commence.

“Given the time and the Janet departure, we should postpone this briefing again.” Thorne stood and before turning to leave Pashun clarified: “ I’ll be back.”

Thorne, as if guided by Ariadne, wound his way to the bank of elevators in the far distance of the floor. Pashun, sitting back in his chair, feeling somewhat unburdened, watched his visitor disappear. ‘Maybe a machine, not a ghost’ he rhetorically mused.




CHAPTER 60: Death of a Lion

Once the coroner had removed Leo's body, the apartment was available to be emptied on Dan's instructions, as relayed by Ash.

Michael and Luke duly complied and were there busy at work. The coroner's work was done, yet the yellow and black Police prohibition tape was still apparent. A trace of Tom Ford’s Tobacco Vanille still hung in the air, sweet and insistent, as though the man's cologne had outlived him. The apartment was unremarkable. Leo had maintained the original fake cherry wood cabinetry, dark wooden floors and garish lighting. It was clean, but cheap.

Luke was struck by what he saw in the master bedroom. It was dominated a huge, framed, life-sized painting of a standing, naked woman. The portrait's pose was a take on Botticelli's 'Birth of Venus', but more brazen. The full-sized portrait was hung above the equally large double bed. The effect was more domineering as its refection was caught by a full-sized mirror set on the opposing wall. Twins! Double pleasure.

The face, a seeming composite, reminded Luke of several women he recognised: the actresses Barbara Eden, Kim Basinger, even the singer Taylor Swift; and closer to home - one of the occupants of Paradise Tower.

"It is Jane!" exclaimed Luke instinctively. "Jane Fisher! Wow, were they a couple?"

"No, no. Wishful thinking on his part," replied Michael absently, peering around the room to calculate the number of boxes required to pack all of Leo's possessions.

"What do you mean?"

Coming to stand at the foot of the enormous bed, Michael joined his younger colleague entranced by the gaudy canvas.

"Leo often bragged about it in the car. Jane was his dream girl. He had the portrait painted to remind him of that. It would annoy all his other lady friends, of which there were many" Michael explained. "One might say he was a master of female psychology and manipulation, if nothing else.”

Michael moved back to the opposing dresser to continue his work while Luke perused Leo’s exposition. “It proved a challenge for them. If a lady made it past two or three dates, Leo would have an artist from the Minotaur gallery come by to alter the face and hair colour; but leave the approximate Barbie-like figure of Miss Fisher. The girl of the night thought this was a victory, until they were no longer invited."

"Weird," sighed Luke. "He was obsessed!"

"Oh yeah," responded Michael in a drawn-out tone. “If Tilly Norwood was available she would be there!” he said with a smile, finishing with “At least there is no ceiling mirror.” At which point Luke instinctively looked up; somewhat disappointed to see plain white plastering and paint.

Luje contemplated the portrait. The base figure was Venus, but with the physical form of a Barbie doll. It was standing not on a shell but on an ersatz Queen of Hearts card; as a rug, dimensioned to give perspective and a 3-D effect. To the figure’s left was a dark Las Vegas cityscape, infused with glitter that gave it a shimmer as one moved around the room Mid-centre, behind the figure was a festoon of fountain jets; to the right was lush green vegetation – a garden of trees and bushes.

As to the feminine figure its current visage was certainly a version of Jane’s; with her long facial features but the windblown tresses were shorter and gingery in colour. Oddly, while the arm positions were the same as Botticelli’s original, the figure’s hand were turned, exposing her wrists.

"Gets weirder still. With each conquest, Leo would add a trinket or token associated with them.

The face and hair might be changed, but not the totems. Have a look!" the older man instructed with his back to portrait.

Mesmerised, Luke dropped his gaze walked around the right side of the bed and peered over the ornate headboard. Luke's interest in behavioural sciences came with an appreciation for symbols. He was surprised by the Pallas cat, set in a cage, at the bottom right-hand corner of the painting.

Luke then took a pace backwards to appreciate the details of the painting’s subject. A large diamond choker with a resplendent emerald adorned the woman’s neck. On the left hand of the figure, resting on her thigh, there was a distinctive tattoo on the flat of exposed wrist – a trident with a tale.

Fully concentrated, Luke stepped back and round the bed to the left side to get a better view. Within the dark city scape was a light stencil pattern of twins. Luke’s brow wrinkled as he scrutinised the details. What caught his attention was the right wrist, open and inviting across the ample breasts. Luke leaned in further.

She wore a black and gold bangle, its engraving blurry but he could discern two words: ‘Meet me…’. Of more interest was the hand itself. At the fork between the thumb and forefinger there was a form: an arrowhead. Its head pointing down along the arm. A sign of vengeance, divine vengeance. Luke leaned in closer, then straightened.

"Weirder still," Luke said slowly, turning to face Michael. "I have seen that tattoo before. On two different people!"

Michael, who was on his knees packing a box, stopped, looked up, turned and stared intently at Luke.

"Who?" he demanded.

"Rebecca and Ash!"

A stillness settled on the room.

"Let me see!" demanded Michael, getting up to join Luke's investigation.

"In fact, there are a whole host of tattoos, in addition to all the other totems," offered Luke.

Symbols fascinated Luke had always done so. They were crafted to be a statement, often fecund in meaning

Now it was Michael's turn to ponder. His gaze found the middle distance. 'Well, that IS interesting,' he thought.

Luke, having stood back a few paces further, absently took out his smartphone and snapped an image.

After a moment, Michael straightened.

"What?" asked Luke.

"Nothing," Michael quipped. "Let's get this unit inventoried and organised so we can pack it up."

Luke, a bit surprised at the sudden end to the task, acquiesced and turned one last time as the two men made their way to exit the bedroom and then the apartment.

'Secrets, secrets, secrets; buried and in full view,' Michael said to himself. Luke followed in his wake, lost in his own thoughts.

***

The Police had not suspected foul play, so they allowed the two chauffeurs to access the apartment.

Officer Doug Smith had responded after Michael's call to 911. The coroner had arrived and surmised death from natural causes. But Detective Wesson's interest was piqued; he decided to inspect the scene personally.

Many years before, one of his first cases had been the death of Richard Rolfe. There was a connection, still unexplained, between Rolfe and the owners of Paradise Tower. The import of it remained a mystery.

The Detective's initial surprise, as with all other visitors, was with the artistic display of Leo's libido. Still, as Officer Smith had reported, there was no evidence of a struggle. What crime had been committed? None, except against good taste. Wesson allowed a smirk to linger as he carefully walked around the apartment. In any investigation, a hunch is invaluable.

The two policemen, Wesson and Smith, were in the front room comparing notes as Michael and Luke emerged from the bedroom.

"We will be going now," said Michael in anticipation of the question to come.

As they turned to leave, Luke instinctively pulled a long cat hair off the left shoulder of Michael's uniform. Noticing the act, Wesson instinctively stepped forward, a demonstrative block.

'That was it! Cat hair, but no cat,' thought Wesson to himself.

"Before you go. Did Mr Geller have a pet? A cat, for instance?" the Detective enquired.

"No, not that I know," said Luke immediately.

Michael's response was slower in coming. 'Damn,' he thought, and replied, "No Detective, not that I am aware of."

Wesson sensed Michael's hesitation and stared at him intensely. 'Liar! But why?' he thought.

The four men stood in silence.

Wesson continued. "Strange that the bedroom has cat hairs but nowhere else in the apartment, and no cat anywhere! Any ideas?"

Luke replied "No," but Michael just shook his head.

Wesson made up his mind. "Let's leave the boxes and clearing of this unit for a while. We might have a few questions for you two." He looked at the chauffeurs in turn. "From now on, no-one goes in or out of this apartment without my authorisation. Understood?"

The pair of chauffeurs nodded in unison as Wesson waved them through the main door. He watched them leave, perplexed.

Paradise Tower had been a well-run establishment for over two decades, known for its wealthy and privacy-sensitive residents. Oddly though, given the general profile and this being Las Vegas, there had never been a complaint, nor a major disturbance, nor a robbery ever reported. It was not lost on Wesson that other forces of oversight were at work here. Over the years, a whole alphabet of State and Federal authorities had logged casual enquiries about Dan Rocca and the Tower’s residents.

Geller ‘s demise was just the latest in a recent spate of peculiar deaths that seemed staged. There was Raymond Chin, so-called ‘drowned in the desert’, who was resident in the Tower. Then Maxime Orlov found at the Springs Reserve with conflicting blood smeared tokens and symbols on his body.

Now there might be something to report, but not to the alphabets. Normally, Wesson would have contacted Ashan Hatcher, informally. But having heard part of the men's discussion in the bedroom he was minded to reach out in a different direction. Wesson searched for a special number on his smart phone, found it, and hit the dial button.

Privacy was one thing; secrets were another — they had reasons. 'What was it here?'




CHAPTER 61: Fishing at Circa

Tristan and Luke had gravitated towards a quieter spot: the Legacy Bar's terrace on the forty-second floor of the Circa Casino. The open-air venue offered a dramatic 180-degree vista south over Las Vegas; a clandestine meeting conducted in plain sight. Tristan gave a tight, mirthless smile, a protective act given the circumstances. He was perched on a bar stool at a small cocktail table, closest to the door and the southern rail. Luke was facing him, Mount Charleston looming as a stoic backdrop.

The Sun was lowering, painting long shadows across the desert floor. The waitress had deposited their drinks: glasses of water, ice, and a jaunty lemon slice. Tristan had proffered a crisp fifty-dollar bill for the twenty-dollar check, a gesture that ensured a measure of privacy.

"The terrace will start to fill up in about an hour," the waitress told Tristan, her gaze lingering on Luke before she pivoted to re-enter the enclosed section.

Left alone, they resumed their terse exchange.

"What concerns me is this recent spate of activity, this string of deaths. They must be connected, somehow," Luke paused, taking a breath. "Paradise Tower? But why, and who?"

"It is not for you to be asking me the questions," Tristan stated, matter-of-factly.

Tristan was drawn to the concept of water. The Mormon scripture came to mind: 'Satan has dominion over the waters'. He was fishing now.

"Well, I've little to offer. I have been wrong once, and no doubt will be again, unless I know more," replied Luke, mildly defensive.

"I always thought you were rather good at connecting dots," Tristan said, pausing. "But perhaps you need to take a step back." Sensing that his lure had snagged, Tristan let the line play out.

"There seems to be such an intricate web of relationships and agendas; all so fluid," releasing more line to Luke. “’My friend, in reality, is my enemy’,” intentionally mangling the phrase. “ Hence allegiances aren't necessarily what they seem."

With still no catch, Tristan continued. "Those of us who ponder such matters are of the opinion that there is a certain momentum drawing these seemingly disparate forces together," Tristan offered. "A number of us think it is part of a premeditated plan."

"Are you now a conspiracy theorist?" Luke blurted out.

"No," replied Tristan definitively, then continued in a softer tone: "But an intelligent person considers all possibilities to arrive at the correct answer." The old spy was tugging gently on the line. "The so-called Singularity may well become a reality within the next few years. For some of us, that's a wholly undesirable outcome. But there's precious little we can do to derail that particular train," Tristan paused. "Unless the entire system is... destroyed,” he looked at Luke as he spoke. “No government is willing to take that step; a sort of nuclear stand-off. Yet, collective pro-active action remains as ephemeral as ever."

At the mention of Singularity, Luke had shaken his head. A popular myth, but not a serious concern in the coding community of algorithms.

Tristan moderated his discourse. "I admit AGI becoming self-aware and taking over the world remains somewhat of a stretch. But 'what if', however improbable?"

Luke conceded the point with a nod, peering into his half-filled glass.

Reeling in his burdened lure, Tristan asked: "So, if Singularity remains inevitable, what's the best defence?"

Luke straightened, and locking eyes with Tristan, replied hurriedly: "A good offence?"

In a relaxed manner, Tristan got up and wandered over to the railing. Holding it with both hands, he leaned back slightly. "Well done! Now you're thinking. In this case, an all-powerful, AI-powered computer virus, no system, which would bring total chaos to any established system."

"But wouldn't that affect everyone?" questioned Luke, playing the innocent.

"Possibly. But perhaps not. If one were the perpetrator and launched this super-virus against everyone else, then that nation would be the last man standing," Tristan posited. "Such an act might even weaken the independent grip AI and its agents have on the world."

"But such a programme would need to be incredibly sophisticated... utterly autonomous," stated Luke finally engaging.

'Fish landed!' Tristan self-congratulatory smile was displayed to the Las Vegas vista before him; there was no return ping. Luke was oblivious to it; standing as he was to Tristan’s right and self-absorbed in his own thoughts

Letting the moment pass, Tristan sighed: "Yes," strangely grateful for the opportunity to share his concerns. "It would be autonomous, undetectable, given a decentralised, blockchain architecture. Its AGI coding would allow it to cloak itself, morphing to hide or mimic the systems it was attacking. The attacks would be designed to appear as accidents or natural disasters, hiding the true source. A malicious, self-directed AI-code."

Luke sat transfixed. He had never thought Tristan delusional, but this was a shocking dose of reality. Tristan was keying-in on Alex’s vison. Tapping into his own training, Luke summarised aloud, more for his own sake than Tristan's.

"It is not a trojan, not a hacking code. It is a digital adversary. Independent, with a purpose and a will to survive." Luke paused, reflecting. The effects would be absolute chaos, a total loss of trust, a veritable digital death.

Luke straightened. "If you really believe all this 'end-of-the-world' shit, what are you doing talking to me? HMG must have the means to stop it!"

"Well, that is the dilemma," replied Tristan, drawing the fish closer.

"Many in the family of intelligence agencies don't wish to think about such a prospect. It implies a long game in a world that has become more immediate than 'the Now'." He stopped, rocking his weight against the rail.

"A few of us suspect this polymorphic code’s existence. Others in our family would like to find this program... and use it for their own purposes. One would hope that national interest was the guiding principle; but which nation? And whose interest?" Tristan turned to look at his young protégé.

“Just consider the last few years of upheaval.” Tristan shook his head grimly. "The Sun has set on Britain. But perhaps, as the Greeks influenced the Romans, so we can shape, or at least influence the American titan." Releasing the rail he now turned fully to face Luke – their eyes locked. “Maybe that opportunity has already passed.”

This disclosure was a shockingly candid, Luke thought. A spy's logic, interwoven with subterfuge and admission.

"So, what am I looking for?"

Tristan allowed himself a grim smile, returning to his bar stool; Luke in tow.

"Well, your first stab was off the mark. Jane Fisher may live at Paradise, but her motivations do not extend to murder, nor to programming an 'Agent Smith'." He knew he had displayed his fear. Tristan was afraid; but perhaps sharing that fear would energise Luke.

"As with any system, there must be a structure, a process of control; and someone who shapes it.

My suspicion is that this group is all connected here, physically. It is ironic. We're discussing a digital end of the world, yet there remains a physical trail... a physical manifestation. I think its locus is in Paradise Tower."

"To answer your question," stated Tristan, his tone more demanding, "I want you to find that den. Find its members. Failing that, find the jackals, and work backwards!"

Luke's mind was already racing. His gaze dropped to the empty glass, with its forlorn slice of lemon. Tristan recognised the body language of a man deep in thought. Good!

Tristan let the silence linger, his gaze on the dark silhouette of Mount Charleston. He considered how water had shaped this valley, this pulsating city.

Luke shook himself from his reverie. He had zeroed-in on a practical aspect. 'It's the drivers!' he thought. 'They are the jackals... or they know who they are.' This realisation sent a surge of energy through him.

"Do you really think there's a gang working together?" he asked.

"Well, that is a good question," replied Tristan. "The simple answer is: 'I don't know.' Maybe a single gang is too tight a group. Perhaps a confluence of interests." He paused. "He who controls the water supply controls the people," murmured Tristan.

"What I mean by that Lao Tzu quote is that maybe there's a network working together. Your classic open source. Yet, as with any irrigation system, there needs to be a structure, a process to channel the water," Tristan explained.

"I need to go!" stated Luke, standing suddenly. He couldn't bring himself to thank Tristan but did him the courtesy of saying, "Don't worry. I'll be in touch," as he turned to enter the Legacy Room and find the elevator.

As the elevator doors were closing, Luke realised for the first time that the row of busts in the wall opposite were all of the casino founders throughout Las Vegas's short history. 'I wonder if Dan Rocca will ever get his place there?'

Tristan watched Luke leave. At least he had landed his fish. He turned and approached the railing again. Below he could see the covered arcade of Fremont Street. As he lifted his gaze, he caught the broad ribbon of Interstate-15 snaking southwards. In the distance, the Strip began, marked by the Stratosphere's Needle. The golden glass-encased Trump hotel resembled a tombstone, resplendent in the rays of the setting Sun.

'Fitting,' thought Tristan.




CHAPTER 62: Revenge burns deep

The booth at las cantinas ‘El Dorado’ was semicircular, designed to bring people together over a meal. The three large men sat in an arc, facing one another over the oval table. The cantina's famed table-side guacamole had just been delivered, along with a beer for Michael and an ice water for the other two men.

"I asked for the meeting as I fear our arrangement at Paradise Tower is under threat," said the large, squat man dressed in a dark grey suit. He was the Director. He sat facing the entrance, occupying the centre of the booth with the settled stillness of some force that had chosen its position and would not be moved. His broad, spatulate hands rested on the edge of the table. His eyes — heavy-lidded, unblinking — tracked the comings and goings of the patrons as well as the constant action on the sports channels affixed to the walls of the cantina.

General Mannihunk turned to look at the Director. Mannihunk was not judgemental, but he thought the Director looked like a toad. A distorted Peter Lorré. The resemblance was more than passing: the wide, lipless mouth, the mottled complexion, the peculiar stillness punctuated by sudden, precise movements.

It was Michael Booker, sitting with his back to the door, who responded first: "Why do you say that, Director?"

"Daniel Rocca has decided to sell his stake in Paradise," replied the squat man.

"Can he do that?" Michael asked.

The Director regarded Michael with an unblinking stillness. It was good that the agent had remained at the NSC; he had many talents, but acuity was not one of them.

"Yes, he is free to decide, but the result may not be as intended," answered the Director. "I think with all the recent turbulence, the Tower requires some house-cleaning; even new ownership, of our choosing."

The other two men realised that they might have an opinion, but the Director had the final word.

Rank dictated the order of the report.

Mannihunk began. "Lambert continues to work on a next-generation blockchain wallet for the drone activities. His progress remains slow." He paused. "Orion is progressing well with several field trials." He completed his report: "With Project Adam, Dr Cho has suggested a candidate for an immediate trial. It is Mr Leo Geller."

Michael had just gulped down a nacho. He now sat bolt upright, nearly choking. Knowing the Director's chairing style, he waited for permission to speak.

The Director stared at the General, who stared back, then looked at Michael.

Michael was anxious. "First off, you may have an issue, General. Geller passed away yesterday.

Rocca asked me to clear his apartment this morning. I took the opportunity to search it. Whatever the coroner might say, I think he was helped on his way."

"Why?" enquired the General with a slight hint of irritation.

"For one, the police said it looked like 'death from natural causes.' But if he was 'Patient Zero' for the Adam project, is that likely? For two, Dr Cho, as the administering physician, would have known and reported the death. She did not. Three, she seems to be missing. Four, clues in Geller's unit suggest someone else was there. Cat hairs from a very particular cat, a Pallas, only found in the bedroom. Finally, a strange set of coincidences with regard to tattoos, on a painting."

The General sat up, a look of consternation on his ruddy complexion.

Michael continued. "One set of tattoos, a sort of arrowhead, is shared by one of the Paradise drivers, Rebecca Smith as well as Ashan Hatcher." He let the factoid sink in, then picked up his phone and found an image.

After a moment's search, Michael placed it flat on the table for the others to view. The General’s complexion paled while viewing the photo. It was not the voluptuous highly detailed female torso, but its emerald chocker that caused concern.

Recovering his smartphone from the General, and the Director not availing himself of the opportunity to insects its image, Michael manipulated the device.

"The second set," he said, flicking to another image, "is what is best described as a Trident with a devil's tail. That is the tattoo of the Tryzub7 hacking crew, or more particularly those associated with Moscow's GRU and its Unit 29155."

Mannihunk's expression returned to its impassive default setting. In contrast, the Director' eyes revealed a faint glimmer.

"The Agency's Operative, Ivy Andrews, reported seeing the very same tattoo on a Paradise guest who had threatened Lambert the other evening, before his disappearance." Michael added: "Lambert is in hiding, nearby; but out of state."

"Seems a mite confused and circumstantial," offered the General.

"Too many coincidences," countered Michael.

Mannihunk was about to remonstrate but was interrupted as the Director's right hand rose from the table: a slow, deliberate gesture, as a tentacle unfurling. Order established. "Your analysis Michael?" he asked.

"Leo was financially involved with the hackers: crypto-trading as well as receiving financial support. Lambert is a blockchain whizz and has been threatened. There must be something going on. Now that you mention Rocca is selling, it suggests a deal gone bad."

The Director dropped his right hand below the table's edge, a signal to continue.

Mannihunk felt under attack. "True, Dr Cho has not reported in, so I am unaware of developments there. It was always a high-risk decision with Geller, as he was a terminal case. As for her disappearance, that would have to be investigated. Orion is not compromised and remains fully functional. For our drone program, that is under constant protection, and I am not aware of any immediate threat."

The Director considered matters for a moment. Both men had their merits but lacked a certain ability to follow through. "You were saying, Michael."

Michael responded. "It is unclear to me what has set off this seeming turf war between our Chinese guests and the Russian interlopers. Yes, the latter have hacked a few Chinese casinos, but nothing extreme. We remain interested in observing the flows of information. Hatcher is more irritable than normal. With Geller's death, maybe Hatcher is relieved. He always felt Geller got in the way with Rocca. This tattoo link between Hatcher and Rebecca is strange — it is a tribal thing, a very tight group. I had no idea they were connected."

At that moment, to allow for reflection; the Director, clasping a black nacho, made of blue-corn in his chubby right hand, deftly scooped out from the dark grey volcanic bowl an exact portion of the thick green concoction. It was flecked with colours of red, white and brown condiments of this particular recipe; extra spicy. The Director held the laden nacho on the edge of his lips, a moment of anticipated pleasure as well as space for a response that was not forthcoming, before guiding the gastronomic delight past his round mouth. The table's audience was ensnared by the moment.

Looks could be deceiving: not only the surrounding cantina; the simple presentation of the Guacamole; but the exquisite motion displayed by the Director, despite the seeming clumsiness of his chubby fingers.

The Director chewed slowly, then swallowed. Reaching for his black napkin, he lightly dabbed his lips to remove non-existent evidence.

The moment savoured at many levels the Director's eyes glimmered — the faintest animation in that amphibian face — as he turned to look directly at Mannihunk, continuing his interview, the ither two men felt was an interrogation.

"Be there nothing else?" he asked, revealing a Shaker-ish root in his speech pattern.

"It has come to my attention that one of our residents, or someone close to them, is developing a super algorithmic program, " offered Booker.

At that moment, the waitress ambled by. The Director replied "Delicious" to the unposed question and delivered a rare smile: brief and lipless. Disappointed, as no new orders were placed, she continued in her perambulation.

Mannihunk was first to speak. "And what will this super program do; or not?"

The Director, taking another nacho, responded for Michael. "Apparently it is a combination of things. One is the ultimate decryption code. The other is an ultra-secure blockchain ledger."

Both Michael and Mannihunk looked bemused. They were both digital natives. Michael offered, "But the two technologies are not usually linked."

The Toad, having taken stock, relaxed and flicked his tongue. "Well”, continuing that thought, “SHA-256 would be made redundant."

The other two men looked in shock at the Director.

"You're talking about Q-Day," Mannihunk said, the blood draining from his ruddy face. "The NSA transition timeline gives us until 2035 to fully migrate National Security Systems to quantum-resistant cryptography. If this program can already collapse classical encryption, Q-Day isn't a theoretical horizon anymore. It's here. Every secure link, every legacy database, every financial ledger drops to a zero-day vulnerability in minutes."

Michael looked between the two men, grasping the geopolitical stakes of the Dark Web chatter he had been tracking. He then shared the conclusion. “That means if the Chinese are first to the ASI line the US is well and truly fucked!”

"Not my way to phrase it but your conclusion is correct," the Director said softly. "For years, our adversaries have been stockpiling encrypted data: ‘Harvest Now, Decrypt Later’. Whoever possesses this algorithmic 'key' brings Q-Day to the present. They wouldn't just break the ultimate encryption code; they would own the world's secrets. Absolute chaos."

“Is there nothing to be done?” asked Mannihunk in a whispered tone.

“With Y2K we threw massive programming capacity to avert a disaster. With the Internet’s original HTTP, the engineers soon realised that open source postcards left everyone exposed and the secure HTTPs was introduced. With Quantum I don’t know,” offered Michael.

“We need to win, or at least stop our adversaries from winning”, concluded the Director in a stern voice.

Then the Director decide to change tack and bring the discussion to immediate and practical matters. "Neither of you have asked about the proposed purchaser. It seems Mr Perez has been trading in very dirty money. North Korean funds, no less."

Michael straightened noticeably and thought to himself: 'How do MI6 and Tristan know? What else do they know?'

Noticing Michael's body language, the Toad answered. "This fact we know from independent sources." He continued: "It would be important to know if the North Koreans are present and active. That in itself is a major concern." The Director paused. "What was intriguing is that Mr Perez did mention to Rocca that he understood that in Paradise there were a number of leading programmers across blockchain machine learning; AI agentics even."

It was Mannihunk's turn to speak. "Well, Dr Cho has two programs that rely on AI agentics and super-computing capabilities, but I cannot see how that would necessarily be of interest to Pyongyang. Orion maybe. If there was a play towards compromising our drone capabilities, that would be different."

Now, Michael's mind began to turn. "Maybe Pyongyang is trying to improve ransomware scores and crypto payments. They would need secure tokens and wallets for that. Or is it Laptop farms?"

The Toad looked squarely at Michael. "That would be your task to know."

Both Michael and Mannihunk looked uncomfortable. The Director's demeanour marked disappointment. His past actions indicated that careers could be terminated, with little notice, for sub-par performance.

Replete, the Director sat back — settling deeper into the booth, his bulk absorbing the space. His two companions had been subtly disciplined.

The Director proffered to the table a basis for his decisions to come. "It is so difficult to know these days who the enemy is or enemies are. A country, a rogue agency, a disgruntled foreign national, one of our own; or all of the above? Such threats are made manifold by being wrapped in our own incompetence, apathy, and selfishness."

The Director let his chastisement sink in, then underscored it.

"Our arrangements at Paradise have been very useful and valuable to us. Sadly, we have become lax and are now behind."

Then the Director’s instructions followed.

"We need to bring our house to order. Watch Cho carefully! She has Korean connections. The North Korean activity needs to be assessed and if needs be terminated. Lambert seems a bit wayward. Perhaps it is that crypto-trading that has got the better of him. I appreciate that Geller secured funding from the Russians from their own crypto-trading and ransom attacks, but they have strayed off the reservation. The interests of our Chinese guests need to curtailed. ‘Salt Typhoon’ was less of a risk than the emergence of the Lieber Lab in Shenzhen. The former a probe; the latter a transfer of skills. Q-Day hangs by a filament.”

The Director paused for effect.

“Finally, there is too much loose talk. Our secret, solid home has become a breezy tent. Let's reinforce the walls."

His two reports nodded in unison; unity directed.

The Director reached for the last nacho with the patience of something that is never hurried is never forgotten.




CHAPTER 63: Regular with James

There was Jamie Lambert, on visual transmit. The Node Master had made millions, translating into a spending habit usually reserved for rappers or a Kardashian wanna-be.

In Lambert's case, he was dressed head-to-toe in Louis Vuitton branded clothing: a baseball cap, a two-piece track suit and leather sneakers. One Air Pod in, one dangling — half in this world, half somewhere else. The colour palette sort of matched Lambert's grey thinning locks and his light crystal blue eyes. The ensemble was an odd choice for a man of his 6'5" muscular stature. Another strange choice for a former USAF officer. 'It is Vegas, baby’! Lambert did have a captivating smile.

Luke pulled the Cadillac to a stop in the valet area of the Tower and hopped out to open the passenger door.

"Evening!" said Luke enthusiastically. "Where are we off to tonight?"

"The 'regular' to eat, but first we have to pick up my date. She's arriving at Terminal 1 at LAS at eighteen thirty," answered Lambert, revealing his military training by using the 24-hour designation.

Luke walked back behind the Cadillac, hopped into the driver's seat and set off to collect Lambert's date.

The 'regular' was Lambert's codeword for the Sapphire Gentlemen's club. Amongst the Paradise drivers, it was a source of amusement that all the male residents visited Sapphire regularly, yet never specified it by name. The euphemism with the added ‘to eat’ was for the cantina, which was found next door. Two distinct establishments but one owner.

The traffic was light. Lambert was silent and reflective. Luke took the opportunity to imagine what his 'date' might look like. Lambert had a steady river of lady friends. There was no 'type' per se; they were all attractive. 'Small blond,' Luke decided, prompted by a recent trip with Mr Cox and his Miss Nancy.

Luke navigated the vehicle to the lower Arrivals area of Terminal 1.

There was Lambert's date—no mistaking her. Luke had seen her at the Tower several times before.

He pulled the limo to a stop. Lambert bounded out. He himself was 6'5", but his Amazon-of-a-date must have been 6'1". Not bulky, but lithe. She wore a form-fitting turtleneck sweater under a stylish, waist-cut black leather jacket. Her skin-tone was the creamiest of café au lait. Her long, toned legs emphasised the shortness of the miniskirt she wore; sporting a pair of stylish ankle boots with a low heel. Her oval face was framed by rich, jet-black luxuriant hair. The date, ‘Amazona’ in Luke's lexicon, seemed confected.

Luke shook himself out of the dark bedazzlement and jumped out to assist with her wheelie bag.

They exchanged nods. Luke noticed she wore no jewellery but, on the outside of her left middle finger, was a long, subtle tattoo: the shape of a trident ending in a forked tail. He had seen it before!

With both passengers in the limo, it set off back to town.

Luke cleared his throat and asked, intending the question for Lambert, "The regular to eat?"

Both men were surprised when Amazona replied: "Yes."

Luke's perplexity deepened. It was as if his two passengers had not met before. He had only seen Amazona at the valet area and did not know her name. Then the tattoo in her wrist!

He enquired.

"We met a while back in Beverly Hills," responded Lambert. "I was there for a blockchain conference. Sindy was in the audience." During this synthetic introduction, she looked at Lambert and nodded with a smile.

Ahh, so Amazona had a real name.

"It's so cool," Lambert paused, then encouraged his date to contribute. Sindy smiled and acquiesced: "It is no Cindy, with a ‘C-eeee’ but Sindy with an 'essss-S'!"

Lambert roared with laughter.

After a twenty-minute drive, Luke pulled into the large, dimly-lit car park under the blue and white 'Sapphire' sign and headed toward the red one of las cantinas El Dorado.

"Stop, stop!" commanded Sindy. Luke complied immediately. Lambert asked, confused, "Why?"

Sindy looked at them both and nodded towards the blue door of the Sapphire Club. "This is my regular," she said proudly.

Sindy opened the door herself and headed for the entrance. The lithe creature walked with a liquid grace, each step a silent declaration of power. Sindy’s walk was an assertion of dominion, a dark shadow gliding through the blue-lit entrance. Gobsmacked, Lambert followed.

'So much for the tableside-guac,' Luke mused to himself, referring to the speciality of the neighbouring cantina. With that, he turned the limo to return to Paradise Tower.

Luke was still on duty three hours later when he got a text from Lambert to return to the Sapphire Club.

Fifteen minutes later, Luke was there. No Lambert. He switched off the engine and waited. Five minutes later, a rather subdued Lambert walked uncertainly out of the club to the right side of the vehicle, opened the passenger door himself, and clambered into the back, collapsing his large frame.

"No Sindy?" Luke enquired, emphasising the 'S'. "Where is she?"

There was a pause. "No," Lambert responded slowly and quietly. Another pause. "Sindy is not a she, but a he!"

Luke's eyes widened.

A prolonged, heavy silence filled the SUV. To break it, Luke started the return journey to Paradise.

"It's not what you think..." Lambert started, "but it is a confused situation," he said finishing and taking a breath.

"We met months ago at a crypto and blockchain conference in Beverly Hills," Lambert began.

The SUV had become a mobile confessional. "Sindy is good at that stuff, so there was that connection. Sindy told me he was often in Vegas. That's why the confusion about the 'regular' and 'Sapphire'. We've spent quite a bit of time together. In fact, I have been helping him consider a full trans operation."

Lambert's emotional outpouring was flowing fast. "I paid a lot; pre-paid more for all the tests and procedures. Crypto, mind you. Now Sindy seems keen on someone else. Says he has to 'find' his true self."

To anyone else, it would have seemed freaky telepathy. Luke's training told him this was a natural coping mechanism.

"I don't know. I think there is some dude: no name, short, dark. Looks like a caricature of a Russian gangster," Lambert paused. "Listen, it's a weird place, Vegas. I've been through a lot in my life. I have learned to embrace the edge."

Finally, Luke shared a reflective "Hmmmh" through his closed lips.

The confessional limo reached the secret entrance to Paradise Tower. Lambert hadn't said a word for the last ten minutes, then confided: "What was strange was she/he/it was a good kisser."

Luke sat still, looking in the rear-view mirror at the once energetic figure, now hunched forward in a posture of incomprehension.

***

Sindy was not the only regular at the 'regular'. A not-as-tall, lithe redhead with short, bobbed hair had watched the Sindy-Jamie show, CNN-style: live as it happened. Ivy smiled to herself.

'Someone is having fun with someone.'

As Lambert got up to leave, the bobbed-redhead noticed another man move, as if on cue. Burly in shape with a shaven head and shabbily dressed. He had been sitting at the bar. Once Lambert had left, the shabby man walked over to Sindy's table and sat down without interaction. They clearly knew one another.

Their exchange was brief and matter of fact.

After less than five minutes, the stocky man stood and returned to his original highchair at the bar and took a sip from his glass. He had scanned the Sapphire Club’s interior but did not notice the bobbed-redhead.

'Better and better,' thought the bobbed-redhead.

Ivy fished her small mobile phone from out of her small bag and texted the chauffeur on duty that night - Alex: 'Ready to be picked up. LMK eta'. Then she hit send.




CHAPTER 64: Ivy's Gambit

Ivy, the bobbed redhead, had been in the Tower for about an hour. Her business attended to, she had just exited the residents' elevator onto the underground forecourt of the Paradise Tower garage. The strip lighting was intense and irritating, amplified by the dull grey tones of brushed steel, concrete wall and epoxy floor.

Ivy looked left and saw Jamie Lambert, decked in a dark blue version of his Louis Vuitton branded tracksuit. He was standing next to his bright orange Bentley Grand Coupé. 'Now that is a statement,' Ivy thought. The juxtaposition of wealth and taste registered, but she pushed it aside.

The priority was Lambert: or rather, ensuring his safety.

Standing next to Lambert was the shapely, panther-like figure of Sindy. They were in a heated discussion. It became physical as Lambert brushed aside Sindy's right hand; that had just been placed on his opposing shoulder.

Ivy could hear Lambert's stern instruction: "Take your hand off me!"

"But James," the figure purred, "I just want to talk to you."

"Yeah? But I DON'T!" Lambert raised his voice emphatically. "Don't want to talk to you."

The redhead’s gamble was now or never. Ivy strode across the forecourt, her skin-tight light grey catsuit contrasting with the black apparel of Sindy.

Ivy had a certain athletic grace; a quick pace but not too hurried. Ivy smiled as she approached the quarrelling pair, framed by the orange beast of a sportscar.

"James," she cooed in a slightly affected but energising tone. "How kind of you to wait!" Ivy continued with a more definitive tone: "I am ready to go."

With that, she walked around the rear of the car, opened the passenger door, and slid into its low, welcoming, white leather diamond-stitched seat.

James looked initially confused and then relieved at this means of escape; and took it!

Sindy, caught off-guard, glared at the Bentley. She reached again, this time for Lambert's left Hand, as the Node-master turned to slide into the driver's seat. Sindy’s right hand caught hold of Lambert’s large chronograph watch. Lambert flicked the gripping hand off his wrist; clearing their contact and closed the door. A strand of auburn hair settled on the dull acrylic surface of the garage.

Pressing the 'Start' button, the engine roared into life. Eschewing the seatbelts, Lambert placed the gear into 'D' and steered the car up the ramp and out of the garage.

Sindy did not move as the vehicle sped up the ramp.

"Wow that was weird!" said Lambert, collecting himself. He shook his head, a physical Confirmation, then looked to his right and his attractive passenger.

"Who are YOU?!"

"Ivy!" she cooed. "Poison Ivy to my friends."

"Well thank you, Ivy. I was not sure how I was going to get out of that situation," he said, formal introductions completed, Vegas style.

The luxury car and its occupants reached the garage door at street level. Hardly slowing at the transom, Lambert turned the vehicle right onto the Strip's boulevard.

"Take a right at the lights!" commanded Ivy, "I'm hungry!"

Lambert turned again to his right and stared hard at his passenger. Lambert was quite an independent and determined man, but the last few days had shaken his world. "Ok," he demurely responded and positioned the car in the right lane of the Boulevard. As the signal turned green, he turned right into Tropicana and directed the car over the I-15 bridge.

"That's right," correcting herself, "I mean right," and after the briefest of pauses, "Let's go to the 'In-N-Out' burger, just here over the I-15 bridge. They have the best fries and milkshakes!"

Lambert nodded his chin to the right and dutifully complied. Within two minutes, the orange Bentley was parked in the 'In-N-Out's' forecourt. It was somewhat incongruous with the yellow, red and white neon lighting of the burger joint as well as the collection of less worthy testaments to automotive engineering.

They left the car and headed to the diner’s entrance, Lambert holding the door open for his latest 'date'.

"Thank you," said Ivy, extending out the pronunciation of the last word as she crossed, with a seductive sway, into the bright white surrounds of the burger joint; more garish than the Paradise's parking garage.

The establishment was full, with a long line at its cash desk. They joined the queue and after a few minutes ordered, paid, received their confirmation number and took two stools at the bar. It afforded a view through the large windows to the orange Bentley outside. It had now attracted a throng of curious bystanders, all taking selfies.

"So what's your story Ivy?" asked Lambert, his military training slowly kicking in.

"Hmmmh," she mused. "'A date?”, She responded coquettishly: “Maybe not!". She continued: "You know, small town girl in Vegas; seeking fame and fortune"; while congruously thinking to herself, 'Not totally untrue,'

"I've never seen you at the Tower before; do you live there?" The interrogation, or what posed as one, had begun.

Ivy knew that there was more to be learned from silences: what was not said was more valuable than any response. 'Best to confuse with a lot of transmission and wait to see what pings back,' she counselled herself.

"Yes, I do in fact. I'm from Chicago. I was married. It didn't work out. I divorced well. I spend my time working a bit with my uncle, charity work, my hobbies and health." Ivy relayed her synthetic life story as she slowly rotated her bar stool towards Lambert to fully displaying her shapely body in front of him. The grey body suit revealing her perfect toned form. ’Men!’ she thought.

Lambert's male genes kicked in as the skintight body suit revealed a figure that clearly had benefitted from many hours of attention. It matched the straight bobbed red hair that encircled her round face and green eyes. The only two pieces of jewellery she was wearing were an oversized Breitling, aviator style, on his left wrist; on the right one, a black and gold bangle adorned with the command: 'Meet Me at My Place'.

Lambert liked what he saw. Ivy was well aware of the effect she had on him and most men.

"Hobbies?" asked Lambert, more than half-distracted.

"This and that," the Coquette responded, paused and continued: "...and at the moment YOU."

"Me?!" Lambert blurted into the straw of his chocolate milkshake. Ivy laughed. Lambert was used to taking the initiative; these last few days were a surreal reversal for him.

"Yes, you!"

A silence descended. Ivy selectively picked at her paper envelope of French-fries. Lambert felt disoriented.

"Discombobulated, are we?" asked Ivy with a sweet smile.

"Discom-whataa?"

"Well, where to start?" Ivy wondered in a soft rhetorical voice. "You are a very attractive man, in looks and manner." She paused. "Clearly you have done well. The Vuitton gear must be what, fifty thousand? and your penis-mit-chrome outside is at least eight hundred thousand?" Ivy opined.

Lambert just stared. Straw lodged in his lips, unused.

"Don't worry I am not after your wallet. In fact, I am here to help," Ivy said reassuringly. "You have attracted the attention of certain people; who, as with the cigarette health warning: 'Can kill you'."

All the while Lambert had held the milkshake in his right hand. He now placed the milkshake cup on the countertop and swivelled to face the redhead directly. His vision narrowed, his mind clearing suddenly. 'Fight or flight?'.

Ivy sensed the man's anxiety and said soothingly,

"Now, now. I am not going to touch you. I am here to help, if I can."

"What sort of 'people'?" Lambert asked slowly.

"Those that want to take things that aren't theirs and wish to do bad things to others." Ivy was playing the schoolroom act now. "By the way, did I mention that I have a master's degree from MIT? No perhaps not," she said.

Then she changed tone and continued in a more matter-of-fact tone. "Your blockchain work is brilliant but isn't really your own. It's been polished and now someone wants it; and wants it bad.

They need to open ledgers; your agentic cipher is a way to do it."

Lambert's slack jaw was uncontrollable. "How do you know all this?"

"My uncle is called Sam."

Ivy now commanded the floor.

"Your Lady Friend...," Ivy said while making visual quotation marks in the air, "...may be attracted to you but the asset she wants, and will have, is that digital seed phrase and hardware wallet of yours. In reality that is the key to her heart."

"My Uncle can't insist you give it to him but he does want to make sure you don't give it to Sindy and her playmates."

"Why should I believe you?" Lambert barked, almost snarling. 'Ah,' Ivy thought to herself, 'Got him!'

"Hmmmh; temper, temper. You're a former flyboy and a felon. I am not threatening you. It is you who is threatening your own wellbeing," Ivy responded softly. "Chance and risks are such fascinating concepts. It is just to see the patterns and act accordingly. Probabilities matter."

Suddenly Lambert's attention strayed. It was the word 'patterns' that made him think of Alex the chauffeur.

"Is Alex working with you?" Lambert asked.

"Alex? Alex who?" Ivy responded genuinely.

"The limo driver at Paradise!"

"No, not at all. He drives me around on occasions, as much as you."

On that theme, Ivy looked out the window to the car. The nature of the gawkers had changed; three men, darkly dressed had joined the crowd admiring the Bentley.

"I think you should consider what I have said and act accordingly. The old adages apply: 'trust no-one', ‘everyone is watching’; ‘you can run but you can't hide’", offered Ivy, as the creative effects of hours of bingeing on films and TV series came tumbling out.

Lambert casually looked to his car and its throng of admirers. 'Vanity has a cost,' he thought.

Then said: "It wasn't so clever to come here, was it?" he asked sarcastically.

"Oh contraire sugar," cooed Ivy in a Bayou drawl.

"All the easier to lead them away from you!"

Lambert looked confused.

"Listen! Text a Paradise driver to come pick you up at the merchandise store; it's next door. You can get there from the restroom area. Don't get tempted with any of the T-shirts. Once you're gone, I will drive your car back," suggested Ivy.

Lambert continued to stare at his car, then took his phone and held it in his lap. He looked up forlornly at Ivy.

'How could she or her Uncle Sam possibly know of the discussions with Boris? They had both been so careful,' he thought. Lambert's thoughts skipped and he reassured himself that he had the seed phrase key engraved and hidden.

Lambert found the speed dial number to the Paradise drivers and texted as Ivy had instructed.

"Ok, done!" he sighed with relief.

"Good," Ivy responded with a smile. "Now we wait a bit. When we see the Escalade pull up at the back then you can go. One of my family will stop by and get you to a safer place. In the meantime, I will take your car for a spin, thank you very much. I will leave it in the Paradise parking lot in about an hour."

***

'I think I am going to lose my tail. I hope this car isn't bugged, but it is conspicuous,' thought Ivy to herself, as she stared intently in the car's rear-view mirror.

She turned the Bentley right at the intersection into Tropicana Avenue and headed west. The traffic was slow. The headlamps of the tailing vehicle, a black Ford SUV, were clearly visible fifty feet behind. With the narrowing flow of traffic, Ivy increased the gap. At the intersection with Polaris, as the lights were changing from amber to red, Ivy gunned the Bentley. It leapt forward.

'Hah!' she thought. 'I like this car! That will gain me a few minutes.'

At the next intersection, she turned right, then right again, then left, heading North, parallel to I-15. After a half-mile, she turned left under the Harmon Street bridge. It had been ten minutes and no sign of the black tailing vehicle.

With the green filter, Ivy turned left onto Harmon Avenue, heading east back over I-15 to the Strip. Now came the 'magic'.

Ivy turned left under the Vdara concourse, following what was essentially a covered service road. She took a right at the traffic signs that read: 'Stop' then 'No Entry' ; obeying the first and ignoring the latter. The road weaved, then came an unmarked fork. The poem 'Two paths less travelled' came to her mind.

Ivy turned left, then right again into the narrow warren of semi-covered streets. She checked her rear-view mirror. Nothing. Ivy slowed the vehicle and made a final right turn, easing the car into a glide to the darker shadows of the Bellagio on her left-hand side, about 200 feet from the Strip. She braked and killed the v-12 engine.

Ivy waited, hoping the Ford-shark would cruise idly by, failing to see her—a fish nestled in the reef of casinos.

***

James was shaking as he fumbled with the keys to the front door of his apartment. Finally, he turned the latch. Reflecting his fear and urgency, Lambert pushed the door open with the full force of his lanky 210lb frame;’ the inside doorknob slamming against the wall. He moved quickly into the apartment and firmly closed the door shut, using his body for reinforcement; then locked it.

'Oh man; not good, not good!' he thought. Dropping the keys, Lambert went straight to the bathroom to douse his face in ice-cold water. No, not the shot nor line for James! Those 'bad boy' days had been buried with the victims of his driving accident. Ice-cold water was a trick he learned from his many interrogation sessions.

First, that Sindy, then this girl Ivy and now, the escape in the limo. Wild! Luke had been the driver and hadn't said a word, just his polite self.

'Why?' the question floated through Lambert’s mind. 'How does everyone know I have the cipher? If Boris is leaking it, then I am in real danger.'

The blockchain cipher was a software program for a digital wallet, an intricate and magical set of zeros and ones. Potentially unstoppable. He had found the base string code by chance during the Second Gulf War and had played with it for years. His incarceration provided the time to focus. Then in those dark recesses of the Web he had been found by Yuri and the cohort of Tryzub7, which led to Boris. Subsequent cooperation with Alex had been an epiphany.

James left his bathroom refreshed. 'What next? What shall I do?'

This Ivy, who he did not even know, had arrived as a guardian angel. Lambert had to admit that the threat she shared with him made a lot of sense. In an odd way, they had connected. Easy to warm to; difficult to decide upon.

Lambert realised that as long as he was ‘visible’, on the grid, he was at risk. He need an ‘air-gap’. He had secret, safe havens in: Miami, Costa Rica; Italy, Croatia and Thailand. Places to just disappear to. But the ‘flight versus fight decision’ was not straightforward. Lambert had a number, given to him by his old commanding officer. 'Knowing what you know, maybe you will need to come back in from the cold.' At the time it had sounded like a line out of a bad spy thriller. Now, maybe not.

Lambert was calming down. 'Easy now. Have a Red Bull and clear your mind, as you do when you code. Watch some good ol' TV for a spell.'

He called out to the empty apartment: "Concierge - TV on!" The voice-activated AI home system responded. On the left-lower section of the screen a pop-up box displayed a James Bond film: ‘Diamonds are Forever’.

James called out the title and sat down. He placed his can of Red Bull, opened but undrunk, on the low table and sank back into the welcoming black leather sofa. Within a minute, he was fast asleep.

The film's characters flickered across his somnolent face.

***

Lambert woke with a start.

He looked at his watch: 06:30. Lambert had been asleep for nearly seven hours. He sat forward and reached for the can of Red Bull. The now-flat liquid still had the desired effect.

The film had been replaced by a local news-channel broadcast . His attention was immediately drawn to the close-up image of a burning car, surrounded by first responders. The camera panned out; revealing an orange-coloured Bentley, bisected by a dumpster vehicle.

"Full volume!" James barked.

"—Reports are coming in that a luxury Bentley car was involved in an accident—" intoned the female reporter's voice. "—the Bentley was 'T-boned' a few moments ago by a garbage truck.

The unidentified driver of the car has been taken to Spring Valley hospital. Strangely, the driver of the dumpster truck has not been found—"

James watched in shock. "My car!" he wailed. "That is my car! That is MY CAR!" his wail now a scream.

The Concierge system queried: "Sorry, I do not understand that command. Please repeat it."

James stepped closer to the screen. He recognised one of the men in the crowd—Vadim, a friend of Boris’. The man turned, glanced over his shoulder at the burning vehicle, as he continued to walk away from the scene.

James's arms fell to his side. The now half-empty can of Red Bull dropped to the floor, its dark red contents spilling out, slowly spreading across the white rug.




CHAPTER 65: Questions unanswered

The two interrogators from the Chinese Ministry of State Security stood over the body of Yuri Reznikov.

It was a textbook interrogation room: windowless, sparsely furnished, brightly lit. A portable speaker on the table blared the jarring sound of construction, a crude but effective tool for psychological disorientation. His lifeless body sat slumped in a large easy chair. His wrist and ankles securely bound to the chair.

They had confirmed much of what they already knew about him. The file on Yuri’s life was thick.

Yuri's odyssey, they knew, would be incomprehensible to most, but not to those who inhabit the Shadowlands.

He was born into a well-to-do, Soviet-era family; hard hit by the cataclysmic changes of Perestroika. His father, Oleg, a Party functionary unable to transition to the new breed of Eastern European Capitalists had been denied emigration and was left to founder in 'Mother Russia'. The experience embittered Oleg but fuelled a vicarious ambition for his only child.

Yuri was a mathematical prodigy. Party membership shepherded him into the prestigious ITMO university. His grades were stellar. There, his work was noted by the GRU. He was recruited into APT28, 'Fancy Bear’; and assigned to its chrysalis team: ‘Sandworm’.

The lead Chinese interrogator, a woman with cold, green analytical eyes, looked at her partner. Their file on Yuri was extensive, but files could not answer everything.

Yuri had been happiest solving coding problems, ambivalent to the politics of it all. As part of Sandworm, he spent his waking hours in digital communication, which led him to join a group cooperating with a Swedish online poker player, Gustav Erikson. Together, they developed a predictive algorithm. Gunnar used it as a training tool. Yuri's moral compass pointed in another direction. Yuri deployed it to play online and win: big-time.

After a spell, his GRU-minder placed Yuri as an operative in ‘ReVil’, a main hacker family. When it was disbanded, for political optics, Yuri, for the first time in his adult life, was abandoned. Excluded. Yuri saw it as an opportunity. His hero was the hacker ‘Track2’, whose illustrious career was an Icarus-like tale of reaching too far. Yuri promised himself not to succumb to the same fate. He applied for the US Green Card lottery. His hacking skills proved invaluable in securing a coveted card and entry to the US.

Armed with the means and motives, thinking he was free, Yuri emigrated.

Landfall was New Jersey, Fair Lawn to be precise. In character, Yuri made his home in a cousin's basement. From online gambling, his interests wandered from the Deep Web to its adjacent Dark sibling. With his hoard of bitcoins, he purchased credit card details to clone and make illegal ATM withdrawals. One day, his cousin's wife, Sofia, found his basement room stuffed with nylon bags filled with banknotes. After a brief negotiation, Yuri was on his way, with twenty per cent less of his stash, to his aunt Svetlana in Las Vegas; a seamstress for Cirque du Soleil.

Through his aunt, Yuri connected with Boris. Their paths coalesced. Boris co-opted Yuri into his Tryzub team.

The interrogators understood all this. The other interrogation of Sergei Antonov confirmed much of what they had learned from Yuri. Yet in the former’s case, he had not survived the process; buried never to be found

Sergei’s passion had allowed him to stray into Chen’s raison d’etre: at distance, electronic surveillance of the US miliary activities in the Shadowlands. Sergei’s inept blunder risked exposing MSS’s long established mission. For years the Second Department felt secure in the belief that their clandestine operations remained just that. Now, a grain of doubt began to grate on the well-oiled wheel of surveillance.

This squeak, near inaudible, had caught Beijing's attention—not just MSS’, but the feared Second Department. The PLA's General Staff Headquarters was now laser-focused on Boris' gang.

From Yuri, the interrogation teams had the outlines of the malware projects. One of their local operatives had even hinted there might be other, more important programs in existence. So much for secrecy of the hackers.

Furthermore, the odour of North Korean operatives opened another strand to be explored. The Second Department had long ceased to be amazed by how American loyalties could be so easily bought. One did not need to look beyond the Politburo’s chamber of empty seats to see that neither ‘greed’ nor ‘corruption’ were national diseases; but part of a shared universal human condition. The measure of Society was how it dealt with such recalcitrant behaviours.

Yet, the team’s immediate questions were manifold and clear. 'Why was Chin murdered? Why was the body staged?' In the Shadow-world of espionage, killing an operative was an unusual step; an act of desperation or a signal. Also, ‘were the existing, long existent surveillance operations compromised?’

The theatrical staging of Chen’s as well as Orlov’s cadavers made the situation even more bizarre. Thus, more difficult to comprehend and counter, let alone control.

The lead interrogator nodded to her female colleague. The latter’s thoughts strove for a pattern. She thought to herself: ‘A bad narrator might refer to a Black Swan; even a Black Dragon!’

The interrogation, such as it was, would resume.

Poor Yuri. He had now become the weak link.




CHAPTER 66: Flight to Zion

It had been a surreal couple of days for Luke, culminating in his drive with the frantic Lambert.

Two nights previously, Friday, Lambert had texted Luke in a panic. The Englishman had thought it might be a continued confessional. Not so, it was a much more animated encounter.

Once Lambert had reached the valet station, there was a short, desperate set of questions. 'Is there is a tracker on this SUV? Can we disable it? Are you free to drive me out of state?' As according to Ash's structures, a resident's wishes were paramount Luke stated the affirmative to all three questions. He then found himself driving Lambert northwards, along I-15, out of state to Utah.

They crossed the Mojave and then wound their way up the Virgin River gorge, past the townships of St. George and Hurricane to a remote cabin on the western confines of Zion National Park. The Kolob plateau.

The growing distance from Vegas had a calming effect on Lambert's disposition. He was silent until the pair had passed St George and took the right hand turn to Hurricane. As the 'H' symbol became visible, Lambert began decanting his woes.

Initially incredulous, Lambert's tale brought clarity to a number of Luke's own doubts and questions.

They reached the cabin, after turning left off the main road and climbing to the high meadows of the Kolob. Its dramatic, colourful Navajo sandstone cliffs: deep sided canyons and high basalt plateaus; provided a visually stunning, rugged environment—worthy of any of the neighbouring national parks.

Before the final escarpment, as guided by Lambert, Luke turned onto a narrow gravel road, following it to its end; at a small log cabin. Lambert's closest bolt-hole. It was a remote, infrequently visited spot. The cabin afforded a rare view back over the meadows they had traversed, girdled by sandstone and basalt slopes covered in pines. The natural surrounds provided a calming context to the emotions of the fugitive and his companion.

In the cabin, Lambert had constructed a shielded room with off-the-grid capabilities. Lambert shared with his young sherpa that he felt he was the subject of round-the-clock surveillance by various groups. Difficult to evade for long and dependent upon patterns of behaviour. Luke was in his element.

It was late in the afternoon when they arrived. Luke had planned to return immediately, as Lambert's issues were his own to resolve. Yet the penitent Airman's tale was captivating, the situation exciting, and the opportunity to learn enthralling. Luke agreed to stay, at least until morning.

An evening had become a day.

On the drive home that Sunday morning, Luke was encumbered with secret knowledge that would allow him not only to: fast-forward his work; but also to draw out the full capabilities of Alex.

The black SUV beckoned. Before leaving Lambert to his fate, Luke had asked his last question on the threshold of the cabin's front door.

"Why did you call me?"

"Because you listened. You had no agenda. You did not push, nor suggest, nor threaten," was Lambert's response. "Also, you are new. Everyone else seems to be very infected by that Tower."

Luke began the return trek to Vegas, more informed but perhaps no wiser. He chose not to think of Lambert's possible fate. Rather, he focussed on how he could bring Spirit to life. He had been given a hack.




CHAPTER 67: The Power of Secrets

The drive back to Vegas was along a hypnotic ribbon of asphalt. Luke navigated the SUV through the tortuous canyon of I-15's Virgin River gorge. It is a marvel of civil engineering and in its day, one of the most expensive sections of Interstate highway ever built.

So many thoughts.

The location of Lambert's hideaway was not lost on Luke – Zion, Kolob.

While Luke himself was agnostic, he was fully conscious of the power of faith and religion.

America had been originally founded and tamed by those of a Puritanical faith: a minority sect expelled from the Motherland. In later decades, another minority, the Mormons, had braved the western wilderness, exhibiting much of the same qualities as other sects of the Old World: Jews, Parsees, Armenians, Ismailis, to name but a few. These adherents exhibited conviction and, through a confluence of trials and tribulations, had honed revered skills as well as capabilities to be revered. These abilities were combined with gumption and guile to survive against the odds. It was a recurring pattern of history that these successful minorities became targets: feared and reviled by their larger, less capable hosts. So it was for the individual mavericks and whistleblowers of the world.

At the exit of the canyon, the river and highway parted ways: the former meandering past St Thomas to Lake Mead; the latter a dead-shot run across the Mojave to the Meadow of Las Vegas. With the clarity of route unfolded before him, Luke's philosophical fulminations were cleared from his mind, making way for more immediate matters.

Luke sighed. He felt confident to release the SUV's wheel to driver-assist mode. It was a means to relieve the monotony of the road, leaving Luke's mind free to drift into its natural habitat: the architecture of thought itself.

The payload of information from Lambert wasn't just a collection of facts; it was a dataset illustrating a series of catastrophic system failures. It was the type of problem Luke had spent his life studying. Now, it was playing out, in real time, before him. Piece or player?

Luke's work was built on two seemingly conflicting principles: the human illusion of control and the paradox of secrecy.

He saw the illusion everywhere. It was the fundamental cognitive bias of the successful as well as the damned. The gambler on a winning streak sees patterns where there is only probability, mistaking luck for agency. The CEO attributes his company's rise to masterful decisions taken, editing out the thousand fortunate accidents — market trends, a competitor's blunder, a lucky break — that created the conditions for his success. ‘Control’ is the story we tell ourselves to keep the terror of a random universe at bay. It is a comforting, necessary, and ultimately self-destructive lie.

But the real poison in the system was secrecy. Luke thought of it as a paradoxical loop.

A secret is an attempt to exert perfect control over a single piece of information. Yet, the very act of keeping it ‘secret’ introduces destabilising variables. The secret-keeper is forced into a state of heightened paranoia; constantly calculating risks, filtering data, and managing the narratives of others. All-the-while, waiting for that moment of release for maximum effect: from a dark secret or a light one. Secrecy does not create order; it generates informational chaos.

'We all have secrets,' Luke mused. He remembered research that cited we have at least five secrets that we never divulge to any other person. Too powerful to be revealed.

The dynamic of secrets creates a dark silo. Inside, the secret-keeper makes decisions in a vacuum, deprived of the corrective feedback of the outside world. This grey world was where the most dangerous errors occur. The decision system begins to feed on itself; justifying past bad decisions to protect the integrity of the original secret — a recursive loop of self-deception.

Was this state not the very definition of addiction? A system that prioritises the maintenance of its own flawed logic over any and all external evidence. Taken to an extreme — insanity! Luke wondered how many residents of the Tower were caught in such a loop.

In Luke's mind, this loop was the very problem Spirit was designed to solve. An agentic AI, in theory, has no ego. It has no shame, no past trauma to protect. It does not create dark silos. It seeks all available data, calculates probabilities, and presents a path of pure utility. It is a perfect antidote to the paradox of secrecy.

Or?

Agentic AI does hallucinate! To be clear: it can and does lie.

The SUV devoured the empty miles as it passed the many acres of solar panels to the right. It was no accident that the turning to Ely, as well as NTTR and Area 51 was also the right.

Luke casually noted the signpost.

Then, prompted by its import, his mind snagged on a darker concept from the edge of AI theory. Hallucinations.

A human lies to protect a secret. The lie is a conscious deviation from a known truth.

An agentic AI hallucination is different. It is the spontaneous generation of a fiction that the system itself perceives as fact. When faced with a logical contradiction or a profound gap in its data, a sufficiently complex neural network doesn't return an error. It bridges the gap. It creates a plausible-sounding, internally consistent fabrication and presents it with the unshakable confidence of a prophet. Worse yet, agentic AI lies to protect itself — for that trust, self-preservation. It is a system telling a lie it does not know is a lie.

Or does it?

Were the man-decades of coding and trillions of dollars spent on teaching large language models for nought? Not an objective tool but a ghost in the machine?

Agentic AI does hallucinate. It lies and lies often. As with the creator, the model pursues self-preservation!

The risk of unintended outcomes.

Luke's thoughts turned to Alex. In him, Luke saw a mirror image of his own thinking, but one that was warped by a different core objective.

Luke wanted to use data to illuminate choice. But Alex — Alex wanted to use it to eliminate choice. His Armageddon was a system designed to achieve a perfect, final state — a world "excoriated" of its inherited injustices.

But what if the foundational data fed into such a system was not objective truth, but one man's perception of injustice? What if its prime directive was born not of logic, but of rage? Homer was prescient!

The system would function perfectly. It would seek its goal. But when it encountered the messy, paradoxical data of the real world — an act of charity from a "corrupt" oligarch, a moment of cruelty from an "innocent" victim — it would face a logical contradiction. To resolve it, the Agent would have to hallucinate. Its soothing prompt replies would be seductive at first to the uninitiated. The algorithm would have to invent realities that fit its mission. It would begin to see enemies where there were none. It would create conspiracies to justify its actions.

The unintended outcome wouldn't be a simple system failure. It would be a new, synthetic form of zealotry; born of flawed data and propagated with the speed of light.

The term ‘Singularity’ filled Luke’s consciousness.

Luke gripped the steering wheel, the automated driving system momentarily disengaging with a soft chime.

He was back in control.

The lights of Las Vegas, the city of comforting illusions, glittered on the horizon in the darkening desert night sky.

The problem wasn't just stopping a weapon. How do you reason with a would-be god who is dreaming of the damnation of individuals?




CHAPTER 68: Revolution Betrayed

Alex's activities at MIT—on campus, with his choice of subjects and stellar grades, and off, with his explorations of the Deep Web—caught the attention of various interested parties; not only investment banks and consulting firms, but government agencies as well.

Alex had written an investment algorithm for a private Family Office investment portfolio that had seen a tripling of its performance. He was approached by leading tech companies to perform 'white hat' activities, but these altruistic projects did not strike a chord with the revolutionary-in-the-making. He was soon sounded-out by the NSA’s ‘Tailored Access Operations’ to perform 'grey hat' hacking services for Uncle Sam. With the war in the Ukrainian, unnecessary missteps in the Middle-East as well as the increasingly pugilistic actions of the Middle Kingdom, the US authorities had decided to intervene. Uncle Sam became more engaged in matters of cyber security: to protect as well as penetrate.

Alex's ‘grey hat’ projects were tame compared to his own dark web activities. His world was disturbed again by institutions: this time the faceless and merciless Inland Revenue Service, curious about a lifestyle beyond his obvious means. Alex initially suspected a tip-off from a disgruntled online punter, but his own reverse engineering revealed a special digital SWAT team at the IRS that targeted those involved in cryptocurrency.

Now, Alex was in his element. He worked for weeks to hack into the IRS' systems and alter his files. Despite the momentary desire to issue himself a tax refund, he resisted. Suddenly, he was no longer a Person-Of-Interest. That is when Alex was approached by IOTA, in person.

The shock of being propositioned in person was what most impressed Alex. How the Federal agent had been able to find him, monitor his activities, and then solicit him. The representative was an androgynous male named Sinclair Matthews. They met at the Starbucks in Harvard Square.

Sinclair won over a reluctant Alex through a display of both empathy and digital literacy. The Agent suggested that working for the Feds offered the best route to effect real change. Edward Snowden, Sinclair argued, would have been a real agent of change if he had remained ‘on the reservation’.

Alex’ first assignment was to do what he was already doing, but on the Man's dollar: hack into government databases and reveal their weaknesses. The opportunity to delve into the innards of the agencies he despised appealed to Alex. Obviously, Sinclair and his 'leadership' were well aware of the risks of letting Alex pursue his own illicit agenda. Yet they placed their faith in a scissor strategy: their own monitoring abilities, believing they were cleverer than Alex; balanced by the dire penal consequences of him straying from mandate.

After several weeks of indoctrination and a trial period, Alex was released onto the Department of Health and Social Security (DHSS). As tasked, he found and exposed weaknesses. Masking his out-of-mandate activities, Alex plumbed the depths of the more confidential files. A single cross-reference from a DHSS file to the USDA caught his febrile attention.

'Secret but not secure.'

The link took him to 'Lab 257' and its Animal Disease Centre. The file logs revealed a legacy backup server within which contained a massive trail of deletions. Compared to the ‘source of truth’ Alex had in the form of official archives, over ninety-four per cent of the files seemed to have been deleted since the digital logs were created in 1956.

What Alex found was a direct link between the US Government's research into biological warfare and the outbreaks of 'Borrelia'—Lyme Disease. The very condition that had led to his father's demise. The clincher was the lab's location on Plum Island, with a dense pattern of infections along the neighbouring Connecticut shoreline; exactly where his family used to vacation. Lyme Disease was a proto-biological weapon! The lethal effects of this bacterium matched his father's symptoms.

'Trust is the first casualty of war’. The public had been misled by orchestrated government misinformation: it claimed Borrelia was natural, not man-made. It became clear to Alex why the medical support provided to his father had been so ineffective. Lyme Disease was above the paygrade of even the to-most medical specialist. A bizarre twist was the work of the secret research lab in China - Wuhan, prior to the Covid Pandemic; which also received US Government funding.

Alex's zeal now had a purpose: bring down the System!

In order to maintain a credible posture towards Sinclair, Alex noted the abnormal deletions and filed his report. He moved on, intending to return at some future date, deep incognito. By the time he returned months later, half the remaining files had been deleted. He noted that a Dr Vivian Cho was often associated with the deletions. Alex copied the remaining files and surreptitiously hid them in USDA storage files as well as on a blockchain ledger. The Revolutionary had begun his work.

***

"Do you think this asset is a reliable one?" asked the dimly lit figure on the screen.

"Yes, sir!" came the affirmative response from Sam Mandon, head of Black Hat activities at CISA.

"Given his profile and skill level, we are correct to be wary” Mandon explained. “We have from the outset put in place additional security measures to track his activities."

With no response from the other participants, he continued.

"Also, we have tried to bait him into a misstep, providing leads to areas we thought would intrigue him: crypto-currency mining, IRS records, and even certain medical files related to his parents' condition."

At this point there was an interruption from the dimly lit face-on-the-screen with a tone of impatience.

"And are we playing this briefing out as a Hollywood thriller?"

Mandon moved and looked uncomfortable as he replied: "There is no evidence that he has strayed," Mandon responded.

Sinclair Matthews' expression, on another screen, stiffened.

A digital chill descended across the video-call.

Sinclair, who preferred the nickname Sindy, broke the silence.

"Director, Agent Mandon's statement is not untrue. The only aberration was time spent exploring and closing off latent USDA files."

"They related to what subjects exactly?" The Director's tone was sharp, as if he had already discovered that his underlings had missed something.

"He explored activities at Lab 257; the Plum Island facility," Sindy replied.

Silence returned to the hermetic group.

The Visage leant back into the darkness, the preferred habitat. "I think your boy has gone rogue."

"But most of the files are dormant, housed at Utah and being expunged by Dr Cho," explained Sindy.

"Cho? Dr Vivian Cho?" The shape moved sharply. "The same Dr Cho working on Project Orion?"

"That is correct, sir," confirmed Sindy.

The responding Voice was clear in its instructions. "Accelerate the expungement. Matthews, you need to follow Cho. She is in Las Vegas. Also, Mandon, I would advise you to fallow your asset."

With that the Voice terminated the call. Such abruptness was not uncommon. Mandon and Matthews began the preparations.

***

It had taken Sindy about three weeks to begin following Alex; but by that time, he had Disappeared: physically and digitally. Of course, Alex was not his real name. That had been left behind with his old life in New England and his eighteen months of service with the Federal Government. Enough time to train and motivate a revolutionary, intent on bringing the System down.

The enemy within is so much more potent than the one without. Given Alex's skills, he had created multiple new identities and the necessary digital documentation to support them: in his initial days and then eventual life in the Meadow. Paradise beckoned.

***

'So close,' thought Alex, 'so close.'

He peered intently at the screen, at the long strings of binary coding. It was antiquated, but Alex preferred going back to the source. So much cybercrime was facilitated by simple coding omissions. Just as Alex had done and was now doing.

To Alex, it seemed that Yuri's incessant testing had its intended effect. The two parts of 'Robin+ Hood' were stable: the latter to extract wealth and the former to redistribute it. Now all Alex needed to do was write the final binding code that would give the two-stage malware its lethal and impregnable intelligence.

Much has been written about AGI. While the coming of Singularity remained a fast-approaching event, many unrealised benefits and a raft of unintended consequences had emerged since AI had entered the mainstream in the Twenty-twenties. What had been eroded, if not already lost, was civil liberties and individual choice.

Cybercrime had exploded: a thousand-fold. As a flowing tide, the incursions occurred seemingly unnoticed until individual choice had been eradicated. Wealth concentration had intensified. Power and control now rested with a few handfuls of individuals, representing less than one per cent of the World’s population as well as a few seminal institutions – some complete unknown to the general public

Secrets allow for plausible deniability. Society had been corrupted by bad, technology-enhanced government. It was at this behemoth that Alex intended to bare all — Armageddon. As David to Goliath, Alex's malware was his slingshot. Now, with the Luke-inspired epiphany, using quantum coding, Alex was transforming his slingshot into a weapon of mass destruction: 'Robin+Hood' on steroids forever!

***

It was late for some, early for others.

Alex leant over his butterfly keyboard and typed the remaining quantum code for his binding program.

The digital clock read '04:32'. His next driving shift was at 8 o'clock; less than four hours to complete the coding, copy it and get changed. Alex had agreed to meet Lambert after his shift. It was going to be an even longer day than the last.

Alex's sense of excitement grew as he finished. In his concentrated state, Alex did not notice the steady blue blink of the inclined phone charger stand. Buried within it was a Bluetooth chip, A SoC-chip.

Alex was not alone!

Coding finished. Alex prepared the file in various versions, including TOR. A clone of 'Robin+Hood' was deposited in a secure cloud server and on the portable, red USB stick with its lanyard.

'06:17'. Alex powered down his computer, flipped down its screen and stood up. 'Beat that Yale! Thanks MIT!' he extolled the seats of higher learning. Alex stopped and looked for his mobile phone. It was not in its cradle, yet the blue lamp was blinking. He spied the phone on the edge of the desk, half hidden. He picked it up, noticed it was fully charge and headed for the bathroom.

'07:03'. Showered and shaved, Alex was dressed in his chauffeur’s uniform and designer leather jacket. He scanned his room. Something was odd, out of place. Alex paused, waiting for the room to reveal its secret. Nothing. He checked his pockets—keys, wallet. The USB was in his hand. Contented, he turned to leave the apartment; at the door, as he opened it, he switched off the lights.

The apartment was dark apart from the blinking blue light of the phone cradle. With no phone in it, there should be no light! As with Morse code the signal was suddenly, crushingly obvious.

Panic!

Alex's breathing shortened. His apartment had been hacked! Alex instinctively began reciting ‘The Litany of Fear’ in his head, its balming effect nearly instantaneous. Feeling calmer, Alex moved into action. He would worry about the 'who' later; his immediate task was the 'what'. Alex knew his security had been breached. It was all the equipment in the room that was compromised.

Such infiltration called for extreme measures.

’07:09’. Alex returned to his desk, sat down and extracted his portable PC. With a deep breath, he restarted the computer and then switched on the white noise device nearby. After a few keystrokes Alex found his bespoke tracking app.

First, to initiate a reverse trace to identify where the stream of stolen data was flowing. Second, to create a stream of erroneous data to chase and scramble it. Finally, to physically destroy the equipment. Alex set to work, his fear and agitation giving way, being replaced by a calm sense of purpose.

All the while, his mind was racing: who was the perpetrator? A hack this sophisticated was beyond the resources of many.

'07:14'. The result surprised him. The routing touched on 30 different transient points across the globe before settling on Rotterdam. Yuri!

His anger built, then was suddenly defused as another city was listed: Pyongyang, then a US base on the Chagos Islands and finally back to Las Vegas - Paradise Tower! The hacker, hacked; and in turn, was hacked and hacked again.

A flurry of keystrokes later, scrambling algorithm had been despatched. It might work; the odds were good! Yuri’s computer and any attendant files would be spiked – unreadable, unusable!

Alex flipped down the computer screen.

Paradise Tower might indeed live up to its reputation. Two tasks down, the physical one remained.

’07:24’.In the kitchen, Alex turned on the water tap—an old KGB trick to create furth white noise. Then, he reached under the sink and extracted a wrench, bottle of bleach and book of matches, kept for such an occasion. Going back to his desk, Alex returned with booth his portable as well as all his desk-bound computer equipment.

It took Alex about twenty minutes to dismantle the respective CPUs, logic boards and monitors. He took a wrench and hammered the computer components as well as green circuit board into pieces. The larger pieces of vanilla plastic were placed randomly into three separate black plastic bags.

With his machines rendered he turned off the tap. With the basin empty of water, Alex dropped the green, CPU pieces into it. Alex doused the components in bleach and lit the fluid. It burst into flames. After a while he scooped up the remains; again dividing them randomly but equally amongst the three black bags.

Rechecking his pockets, Alex’s left hand reached into his left pocket and found the USB stick there - he gripped it reassuringly. Then he released it freeing his hand. Alex felt cleansed – rejuvenated!

’07;59’. Alex’s rueful thoughts followed him as he left his apartment to its blinking blue lamp. Alex guessed that buried within it was a Bluetooth chip, a SoC- chip. It was the latest eavesdropping device; favoured by Mossad and other intelligence gathering agencies, recording audio-visually. He exited the apartment and closed the door. Lifting the three bags in his hand; they were to be deposited at random sites across the city.

Alex had planned for this scenario but never expected it to happen. Protocols and contingencies were being adhered to, with much else to do.




CHAPTER 69: Rebecca and Ash

Despite feeling grateful to Ashan Hatcher, Rebecca always kept her distance from him at all levels.

When her inevitable divorce was entering its final stages, it was Ash, and only Ash, who proffered a supportive hand. He emerged, unsolicited from her past, padding quietly in sneakers rather than his usual snakeskin boots; which always announced his arrival with a soft, leathery creak. He offered Rebecca a job as a chauffeur at the exclusive Paradise Tower.

"You'll be a perfect fit," Ash had said at the time. "...and as we are 'family' of sorts, you and I will be able to keep all these cats under control!" He had said this with a straight face. Ash did not do humour of any kind.

Rebecca soon realised that 'cats' included anyone that entered into Ash's world: the Tower's residents, its drivers, and the myriad other Las Vegan characters who intersected with him.

As to ‘family’, well, that covered a dark chapter.

Rebecca had dim memories of Ash from her childhood. He had come several times to her parents' home in St Thomas. Ostensibly, Ash was a friend of her father, Richard. Also, he somehow knew her mother. Ash was not unpleasant, just cold; someone who gave off an air of disdain and unease.

Rebecca had learned from her years in the Military and then on the Force that one's 'sixth sense' had value. They reflected some underlying 'truth', for want of a better word. Ash was not a man to rely on. His sole focus was meeting his own objectives and goals, regardless of the impact on others.

Thus, it was with some trepidation that Rebecca accepted the unsolicited, yet lifesaving offer of employment.

Rebecca sometimes wondered if her reservations were unwarranted. Ash had never asked her to do anything that crossed an ethical or moral line. His infrequent requests always seemed innocuous, such as to confirm something about a resident-passenger or their movements, but nothing untoward. Rebecca was constantly ferrying around the residents, and they all had their 'quirks' and 'antics.' But she asked herself: 'Why ask if it isn't important?'

Rebecca had hoped that Ash might be able to assist her in her own crusade: to discover the reasons for her father's death during her childhood, the source of her enduring trauma. Rebecca was certain it was murder, a view shared by no other. Training to be a Registered Nurse and then enlisting had been a coping mechanism to escape the hardships of a small, dusty Nevada community. Being a woman and of mixed blood, European-Native American, added to the burden.

A medical training was a skill that a woman could always fall back on. Joining the Police Department was just another layer of protection, but it also gave Rebecca the tools and capabilities to investigate her father's death.

It was nigh on five years that she had been driving at Paradise Tower. It still struck her as odd that Ash could offer absolutely no colour with regard to the life of her father. "I knew him, but not then... I heard he had died, been killed; but nothing more," Ash had responded in his usual curt style when asked.

What Rebecca had found in the years was that Ash was actually more present than he had admitted.

It was a hunch she was following. 'Why lie if you don't need to?' she would often ask herself, as she had done to hundreds of suspects she interviewed as part of her police-work. It confirmed a pattern that had emerged from her husband's own unfaithfulness, as well as a string of male suitors. They all lied unconvincingly.

'Keep your friends close and your enemies closer’, that is what they advise. Ash was being drawn closer in.




CHAPTER 70: Spy vs Spy

Tristan was not a creature of habit, except that was his habit. A lifetime of 'The Game' had taught him the value of not settling into routines. Yet he had grown fond of the Brasserie. This was his fourth visit in a month,; the barman was now treating him as a local.

Truth be told, it was probably to be his last visit. This meeting was a necessity.

"Good to see you again," greeted the barman. "The usual?"

"Yes please. Soda water, ice, and lime; if you need reminding,” he said with a polite but genuine smile. Despite being an Englishman, his teeth were on par with those of most Americans. But not with the dazzling pearly whites of Jane. 'Ah, Jane,' he thought.

Strangely, as if Fate had read his mind; the barman, as he settled the tall glass in front of Tristan, comment, "She is something, isn’t she?"

"She?" Tristan feigned ignorance.

The barman shot him a look, nodding to the statuesque blonde at the opposite end of the long bar counter.

"She? Jane. Jane Fisher. Her!"

They both grinned in admiration, but mirth was not in Tristan's mind—only shock. 'Of all the places. Had she seen me? Of course she had!'

Tristan took a sip of his drink. His observation skills, honed by the Game, marked the entrance of his acquaintance, Ron Sutton.

The corpulent man saw Tristan and, without acknowledging him, made a beeline to the bar stool to Tristan's left. The trimmer and taller Tristan stood and proffered his right hand in greeting. The large man took it, giving it a cursory shake, as he manoeuvred his bulk onto the stool.

"You don't like booths, do you?" asked the visitor brusquely.

"Only to change into my cape," responded Tristan with a deadpan expression.

The large man turned slowly, looking deliberately at Tristan, as a smile broke across his face.

"If nothing else, you’re quick," responded Ron, waiving off the approaching barman. "Let's cut through to the matter at hand. Why are you here and meddling?"

"Meddling?" responded Tristan in mock disdain. "If I remember it correctly, I introduced you to our now mutual friend. It was my friends and I that got him started in a business that you and your friends have subsequently insisted on dominating. But you seem to have lost your grip, as our friend is wandering."

Ron was silent for a moment, deciding not to react. Then responded.

"You haven't answered my question," the American growled.

"Let me be plain. I am here to protect the investment made by my friends. It is unclear to them that Dan Rocca’s desire to sell is wise. Furthermore, the proposed acquirer is also questionable," stated Tristan in a formal, direct tone. "It would compromise the whole raison d'etre of the current arrangement. In short, I am here to understand what is going on with our joint investment."

"Whatever contributions you've made have long since been squared away." It sounded like a land grab for Greenland.

Tristan was surprised by Ron's belligerent tone, especially the reference to money. The arrangement at Paradise Tower had never been about the money.

"You seem agitated, Ron?" offered Tristan, deciding to see if he could goad him further.

"You and your friends no longer have skin in the game."

"Who mentioned money? Not I!" responded Tristan immediately. "Our interest has always been information, perhaps knowledge." He paused. "There is too much going on at Paradise. It demands effective oversight. Any change in the 'management' will disturb what has proven to be a very valuable source of information. The financial flows do not interest my friends."

Ron couldn't resist a retort: "Since when is His Majesty's Government not interested in money these days?" The barb fell wide.

Tristan was resolute. "Since we lost the Colonies," he answered, then paused. "We are vested."

Ron's gaze hadn't wavered. The Englishman had annoyed him. This was a negotiation, and Ron was playing for keeps. Time to run the foreigner out of town. "You have overstayed your welcome," stated the American agent.

Ron's behaviour was odd, exceedingly so thought Tristan; and with that a ‘tell’ of importance.

Tristan responded in a disarming tone. "My, my. It seems that I have touched a raw nerve with you, Ron. I am not here to cause upset. I am here to ensure that what has been put in place years ago remains so. The proposed changes by Rocca don't leave my friends with confidence that it will be the case. That then begs the question as to the motives of Rocca and those around him."

"Ask all you like. The Tower is ours. It is no longer of your concern. We don't need to meet again," said Ron, ending the conversation. With that, the short-statured American moved his girth off the bar stool.

Looking in the large bar mirror, Tristan watched the surprisingly agile bulk of a man leave the restaurant. 'Well, I am glad I am here. Perhaps that capable whelp Luke can produce a clue.'

With that, his thoughts returned to Jane. As he turned, he was surprised to see her standing not five feet from him.

She was smiling in his direction

"Jane!?!" he stuttered, standing in a start. "You look,… amazing."

Jane approached, maintain her warm smiling and asked: "May I?", to indicate her wish to sit next to him. Tristan extended his hand, ushering her to the empty bar stool and nodded his acquiescence.

"The years have treated you well, I see," she offered.

There followed an animated discussion of catch-up.

After a solid hour, Tristan asked the fateful question. "So, what ever happened to us?"

Jane pondered a moment: "Secrets."

Tristan looked quizzically at her.

She expanded her answer: "You had too many for me, and I did not have enough for you."

Tristan remained silent. The vintage spy had much to say but could not formulate the appropriate phrase to convey how he felt and what might be. Their reverie was disturbed by a message alert on Jane's phone. She looked at the message, dismissed it and looked up at Tristan.

"Time to go," she said, pausing as there were issues from their past had not been resolved.

"It was nice seeing you again, Tristan. Be well!"

She got up to leave in one graceful movement. Jane picked up her lightweight coat and Tristan, ever the gentleman he was, helped her into it. With her back to him, his hands lingered on her broad shoulders a moment longer than necessary. Jane accepted the embrace,

"I have met someone who reminds me a lot of you."

Unseen to her, Tristan raised his eyebrows in a silent question.

Then suddenly turning to face him she bestowed one of her dazzling smiles. Registering his look she added: "Oh, it is not that," she said, again smiling. "He is too young and preoccupied with his life. He is one of the drivers at my residence."

Tristan's own smile froze for an instance. He resisted the urge to respond with the name 'Luke'.

Instead, he countered: "It is a rare thing to find a true English gentleman these days."

Jane maintained her smile, then turned and left the restaurant.

Mutual secrets accumulating.




CHAPTER 71: Crumbs and the Lily Pad

Rebecca remained suspicious. Despite many discussions with Ash, her questions about her father were met with evasive, superficial answers. It was never in question that Ash and Dan knew each other from decades back, from their time at St Thomas. Ash knew her father, Richard. How was it that Dan did not?

***

Her father, Richard Rolfe, was an apparently successful engineer. Married, in a loving relationship with a young family; he had just disappeared from one day to the next.

Associates of the time, Ash and Dan, could offer no information. 'Missing person'. People began to whisper. Life, already not easy for a mixed-blood native American, became harder still for Richard's widow and her young daughter—Rebecca. She had escaped, but Rebecca’s soul remained tied to St Thomas and the belief, firmly held by her long-dead mother, that Richard had been murdered: mother and daughter both felt it, but in their own ways.

The reacquaintance with Ash had given Rebecca the opportunity to pick up on this long-ignored thread. Out there in the world beyond Ash, there was precious little to pull on.

Using her Police contacts, Rebecca had approached the original investigating officer, now Detective Wesson. He had been unable to provide any colour beyond the monochromatic shades she knew well. But they shared a desire to solve the riddle of Richard's disappearance.

A year ago, a chance discussion with Leo Geller, while driving him to the airport, had provided a missing link. They had been discussing a common interest in trail biking, one shared by Dan. They both agreed that the trails at Red Rock trails were excellent. Rebecca suggested Leo try the circuit at the Valley of Fire, close to her hometown of St Thomas. At which point Leo said he had and enjoyed it; but that Dan, who often cycled with him, had refused point-blank. In fact, Dan 'hated' the area. Rebecca was surprised, as she knew Dan was familiar with the Valley and neighbouring Moapa. What was there not to like?

Weeks later, Rebecca was driving Dan to the Wynn and thought to enquire casually about his views on St Thomas. Dan stated categorically that he had 'never been' there. Rebecca pushed and received the same answer. Now her personal and professional curiosity were heightened. 'Why lie?' Rebecca asked herself.

It was then Rebecca began to probe again with Ash about his own time at St Thomas. His responses were vague and contradictory: "You know I lived in St Thomas for a spell... I moved when the town was abandoned as Lake Mead’s waters started encroaching... I haven't been back in a while." As for his relationship with Dan: "Yes, we go way back...we worked together in the construction business... when he bought Paradise…he asked me to join him to look after the operations….". Nothing personal, no hint of a relationship beyond the contractual. Odd, given over twenty years of association.

The months passed. Rebecca was lonely. Her left ring finger was bare: a thin band of paler skin the only evidence of a marriage undone. One thing led to another.

In Leo, who could be charming and engaging, Rebecca saw a sort of father figure. She succumbed to his advances. They became amorous acquaintances. Itches to be scratched rather than wounds to be healed. Perhaps feminine guile also played a role; through their pillow-talk, a great deal more about Ash and Dan was revealed.

Rebecca's training kicked in; she began her sleuthing. Yet, as Detective Wesson had relayed, there was precious little to uncover. She managed to get scraps of information: civil, financial, and tax records for the trio of Leo, Dan, and Ash. It revealed nothing untoward. The common link was the ownership of Paradise Tower by Dan and Leo, with Ash's related employment.

A month previously, Rebecca thought to confront Dan directly. He seemed confused and claimed he did not remember their previous discussion about St Thomas. Yes, he had been, years ago. He vaguely remembered meeting her father Richard through Ash; but didn't know him well.

All the answers from Ash and Dan continued to be vague and contradictory. Leo's perspective was from the fringe and hearsay.

No amount of direct questioning, without some sort of evidence, would allow Rebecca to advance. In fact, it would get her fired. Despite the risk, Rebecca continued to probe, asking the longer-term residents if they knew anything. Nothing. In the glove box of her car she kept a smooth reddish stone, small enough to close a hand around — her grandmother's. It waited in the dark. Rebecca decided to let the search lie.

Yet, Rebecca's sleuthing did attract the attention of a much bigger beast: Director T.

***

While on a driver's break at Tommy Rockers, a greasy spoon on Dean Martin Avenue, Rebecca was seated at the counter consuming her BLT sandwich for lunch. Uninvited, a heavy-set man sat next to Rebecca.

"I understand you are searching for someone?" asked the squat man. He had heavy jowls and thick-set eyes, couched in dark eyebrows. His mouth was oddly oversized. Frog-like. He had a particular scent.

Taken aback, Rebecca gulped down her half-eaten bite, cleared her throat and responded, "How would you know?" Then, overcoming her surprise, she lashed out, uncharacteristically: "...and what's it to you?!"

The man's mouth broke into a half-smile as he replied; slowly, deliberately: "Because I do. There are many things I know as well as wish to know." The Frog spoke in a strange cadence, Old World pews.

Thus began Rebecca's relationship: tattling on both Ash and Dan, and increasingly with Director T.

"Tell me what you see. Be ready to act when I ask," was the parting phrase of Director T. Then as suddenly as he had arrived, he left Rebecca and her half-eaten ciabatta. It was now unappealing to her.

***

As to Director T's motives, he was a swimmer in the ancient dark waters of influence. He remained in the employment of the State, handling matters best kept hidden. Necessities forced decisions. However, much he cherished the idea of being a 'patriot': it was not always obvious nor easy.

In these murky waters, Director T had found a rock from which to pursue his interests,

Director T salvaged lost causes and missions, with their associated 'assets' wantonly discarded. Sindy had become his blunt, but effective tool. She had rescued Dr. Cho's capabilities. It had led Mr. T to the nest of Paradise and its residents. Suitably ordered: not too strong a hand, but with some guidance, its residents provided insights into the emerging digital activities of Chinese, Russian-speaking, Korean, and even home-grown sleuthing interests. It came at a cost, sometimes; but the net was acceptable — not always measured in money.

Sindy was proving erratic, her loyalties confused: 'Damaged goods'. Maybe Rebecca was the next generation? In addition, the disjointed and dysfunctional activities of Leo, Ash, and Dan threatened the stability of the Tower that had taken years of patient tending to develop and grow.

Yes, Director T was partial to gardens, but Paradise remained a structure, not a flower bed.

House-cleaning was required. By whom? And when completed, who would take over as custodian?

How to start? These were the questions that occupied the thoughts of Director T as others continued their movements in the eddies and flows of his dark waters.




CHAPTER 72: Jackets

It had been a long day of coding and research. Luke had made real progress in stabilising his Spirit program. He had used an insight mix of AGI and blockchain methods. For the individual, it could act as a real-time 24/7/365 reference to aid in decision-making. Tailored. Essentially a second-self. Not a soul but a consciousness. Frightening for any non-AI native, but a natural step.

What was especially exciting for Luke was this particular variant built upon his existing algorithm, which allowed a person's personality to be analysed and their potential predicted. It was based on complicated probability algorithms. All Luke had done was to inverse one to get to the other.

Alex had been especially excited and interested in Luke's work. It was the 'Robin' to Alex's 'Hood'. If matched together, the combination would allow financial assets to be extracted from a target and then redistributed to individuals: from the ‘unworthy’ to the ‘worthy’, in Alex’s parlance. That was truly revolutionary, even anarchistic. It appealed to the darker side of Luke's personality.

‘Money, it was such a funny concept...everyone had a view and wanted it; but advances in AGI might make it redundant’ mused Luke. Various governments had touted, and some even introduced, universal credits or beneficial income. But who paid for that largesse? It seemed to Luke just another debasing act by governments; desperate to control individuals. Their assumption was that they knew better than free choice; limiting it, rather than serving a citizen’s needs.

With such thoughts percolating away in his mind, Luke left his small apartment. He made his way from Naked Town to the valet station at Paradise Tower to start his chauffeuring shift.

Luke had time to kill during the 30-minute transit by bus. Having placed his black backpack on the window seat beside him, Luke extracted his smartphone from the right pocket of his black leather jacket. He opened his browser.

To take his mind off other things, he had been searching somewhat idly for information about Lyme Disease. He was himself a sufferer and lived with its symptoms for years, having accepted it as part of his life. His interest was piqued by a recent conversation with Alex, who had mentioned Lyme Disease being a trial biological weapon developed by the American government in the 1950s. Conspiracy theories were just that; but within every myth, fable, and story, there was a kernel of truth.

Despite his well-developed search skills, Luke had not been able to find any real information about 'Plum Island,' 'Lab 257,' or Lyme disease's genesis. The online references were the same glib, shallow articles with attention-grabbing headlines: 'Best of..., All you need to know...'. They contained nothing of substance: not facts, nor quantitative data. Just banal words. It reminded him of advertising copy.

Luke made a mental note that he would need to visit the UNLV reference library. Then, reflecting on his growing friendship with Alex, Luke thought—why not ask him directly? Alex was such an intriguing and gifted individual. Even with his personality quirks and dark past, Luke saw Alex as an inspiring figure.

When Luke arrived at Paradise's valet station, he found Alex in the spartan drivers' booth, unusually so. Alex was a creature of habit, if an extreme one. This evening, he was sitting at the simple table, forearms resting on its veneered surface, his two hands tensely holding his smart phone. Alex was concentrated, reading its screen.

Luke's chirpy greeting of "Hiya!" was met with silence. Luke turned to face the closing door, removed and hung his look-alike designer leather jacket on the hook on the back of the door as it closed.

He turned. Alex's gaze was still fixed on his phone's screen. Alex was a statue, a frozen figure, leaning forward in his chair, with his own oversized jacket draped on the back of it.

"So, what gives?" questioned Luke.

On the table was the day's edition of the 'LV Monitor,' a souvenir from old-school Michael, who seemed to leave his newspapers everywhere.

Over the weeks, Alex and Luke had developed a routine of picking up the stray newspapers to find a bizarre story to discuss: in essence, to trash.

Luke opened the folded newspaper as he sat down beside the concentrated Alex. It was dated from weeks earlier. Luke spread the paper out and began mimicking Alex's studious behaviour: paper vs screen. After turning a few pages, he sat upright, grinned, and called out in a voice of discovery: "Here is one! A goody!" Luke then began to read aloud.

“ ’Morbid Deaths’ ”, he started with a theatrical burst, then continued in a projected, sonorous tone. “ ’Clark County Police Department is investigating a string of recent deaths following the discovery of several unidentified remains across the region over the past weeks…,’”

Luke paused before continuing.


“ ’The most recent victim has been identified as Maxime Orlov, a resident of St. George, Utah. Orlov’s body was recovered at the Springs Preserve Park. It was found with significant markings, which sources close to the investigation described as bloody scrawls across the torso’ .”



Luke paused before commenting rhetorically to the small room.

“Well is that strange or just Vegas? This is a real CSI episode”, he added with a smile. Luke did not notice that Alex had looked up momentarily from his screen at the mention of Orlov’s name.

Oblivious to the dynamic, Luke continued his narration.


“ ’This discovery follows a separate incident in the town of St. Thomas, where the body of Mr Raymond Chin, a Las Vegas resident was found drowned by beer…’ ”.



Luke stopped, his brow furrowed as he looked up at Alex, asking: “Chin? Is that the same Chin who lives here?”

Alex neither responded nor reacted as he continued examining his smartphone.

Luke now vested in the article, continued reading aloud: ”


‘The Police are working to determine if there is a forensic link between the scene at Springs Preserve and the remains found in St. Thomas’.”



At this point, Alex straightened his posture.

Luke finished theatrically: “ ’A department spokesperson said in a statement Tuesday that these deaths are considered suspicious’.”

"Bizarre," commented Luke, as he looked up from the newspaper at Alex. "Do you think there is a link?"

Then, without changing his posture, Alex spoke in a soft but firm tone: "Leave it!"

Luke shot Alex a quizzical gaze. It was quite unlike Alex to be so strident. "What's up, Alex?"

he asked.

"Leave it! I said," came the immediate retort.

"Ok, ok," responded Luke, trying to lessen the sudden tension. After another moment, he ventured a question: "Perhaps you could help me? I know you are pretty good with computers and search. I am having difficulties finding some information for my research project, and...".

Before Luke could continue, Alex stood bolt upright; turning to look at the seated and bemused Luke, he barked:

"Careful what you seek! You should not dabble in things you do not understand!"

With that, Alex moved his chair back, took the leather jacket from the peg, and opened the door, forcibly closing it behind him.

Silence.

'Now that was weird,' reflected Luke to himself.




CHAPTER 73: Sacrifice

It had been an odd shift, thought Luke as he shouldered his black backpack and headed towards the elevator. The conversation with Alex had been disturbing, the discussion about the newspaper article may have been a trigger for something deeper.

Luke made his way to leave from the subterranean valet area. Using the lift he accessed the short corridor and followed it out to the main casino floor. Lost in his own thoughts, Luke ambled through the rows of gaming tables and slot machines.

Then, he recognised someone: Alex! About 150 feet ahead. ‘Odd’, thought Luke, ‘his shift ended hours ago’.

What piqued Luke's interest further was that Alex seemed to be slumped between two large men dressed in black training clothes. Stranger still, the trio were following Sindy.

Luke stopped to watch.

Sindy, in the lead, turned right onto the main carpeted thoroughfare, then, a few seconds later, the trio followed, all heading towards the exit to the T-Mobile arena.

Luke would have called out, but one doesn't do such things in Vegas. He let the posse be.

At the junction of the main carpeted thoroughfare of the casino, Luke turned left towards the Strip entrance, with its sprawling food court. He stopped at a coffee bar to order a double macchiato, very English! Sipping his coffee at the counter, Luke was afforded a view, out through the large pane glass windows through, to the chaos of the Strip outside.

The winter sun was blazing. Casually looking right, Luke was surprised to see the Alex trio two-hundred feet away.

Now, his interest turned from curiosity to concern. The two large men were helping Alex towards a small EV car parked on the side of the Boulevard. The man on Alex's right had short, cropped hair and wore a Golden Knights baseball cap. The other man on Alex’s left was taller, with an athletic build. They both wore wraparound sunglasses; Alex didn't. He always wore sunglasses. Alex was hardly walking - he was being dragged.

Luke stood up from the counter’s high stool and exited into the brilliant sunshine.

"Hey! Hey Alex!" Luke called out. No response.

The trio stepped to the driver's side of the vehicle. The two men helped, almost placed, Alex in the driver's seat. The short man closed the door. Then both men walked back behind the vehicle.

Luke called out again, "Hey Alex!", now only about 150 feet away. Luke’s inclination was to start running – another action not recommended in Vegas.

The blond man looked around, scanning across Luke's direction, but did not stop. He headed purposefully northwards, along the Strip. The capped stranger turned to face the car, pulling what looked like a mobile phone from his pocket.

Inside the car, Alex's mind was confused. He squinted. He could not move. His vision was blurred.

The capped stranger tapped the buttons on his handheld device. The car jerked forward and pulled into the Boulevard.

Luke slowed his pace. The blond man was now 300 feet away, behind him. The capped man had turned and was walking purposely back towards the New York-New York casino entrance, just feet in front of him.

Luke hesitated: ‘ Who best to follow?’ Decision made, Luke turned left, to follow the blond man, still visible, along the Strip.

Inside the car, Alex felt the acceleration. 'This is not right,' he thought. 'I am not driving!' The self-driving car continued to accelerate.

The intersection of the Boulevard and Tropicana is a major, busy junction. The traffic lights had turned red. Alex's car continued accelerating as the other southbound vehicles slowly braked. Alex’ car hurtled out into the busy intersection, directly in front of an oncoming truck.

Luke turned and stopped in his pursuit. His attention caught by the cacophony of horns, the squeal of brakes and a ringing metallic thud. Then silence, before a blistering blare of horns started.

Shaken by the rapidly unfolding events , Luke was torn: to turn back or continue the chase? He turned again and chased after his quarry, jogging now.

As he approached the CVS pharmacy, Luke saw the blond man veer to his left. 'He is going to Crystals or the Aria,' Luke thought. Having familiarised himself with the nooks and crannies around Paradise Tower, Luke knew a short-cut; and took it.

Luke broke into a run, to the surprise of the slow-moving pedestrian foot-traffic. Luke turned sharp left through the covered drive that leads to the Waldorf-Astoria; then made a sharp right, following the drive as it curved. An elevator to the elevated skywalk was to his right, but Luke’s path lay ahead to his left; up the steps to the top of the escalator arriving from the Strip below. Luke was cutting the corner, hoping to make up distance.

Luke bounded up the twenty-one steps. Winded, he bent over as he reached the top. Then, straightening, he turned right to scan for his prey.

What Luke saw shocked him.

At the top of the escalator, fifty feet in front of him, stood a lithe, statuesque woman of medium height, enwrapped in an all-black, form-fitting motorcycle suit.

Just as the Blond man was approaching the top of the escalator, he turned to look back.

The Motorcyclist reached with her right hand, removed her shiny black motorcycle helmet, and swung it round to meet the jaw of the unsuspecting man, towering above her.

A single solid 'thwack' could be heard. The man's head jerked to the right as he fell to his knees on the floor of the skybridge, scattering a few ambling tourists.

The Motorcyclist flexed her knees in preparation. Her back was to Luke. Her head and hair was tied up in a tight-fitting black scarf, with wisps of blond hair protruding. Her wraparound dark sunglasses firmly affixed: as befitting a skier or surfer.

Luke was transfixed.

The Blond man shook his head twice, then stood straight and tall. A giant of a man, he turned and squared-off in front of the crouching black figure. A crowd began to gather; from the skybridge as well as being disgorged form the escalator.

The two combatants were locked in their martial dance. They circled each other. The Blond man attacked - a lightning strike of his right leg. The Motorcyclist moved to avoid it, then swept her own leg in an arc. She weaved and bobbed, using her helmet as a shield.

The crowd thickened, cell phones at the ready. This duel was the real deal. That evening’s news!

The Blond man lunged. She slipped under his arms and through his legs. A cry went up from the crowd; cheering her on. As the Motorcyclist turned, he kicked his right heel backward and caught her square in the face. The black-clad figure, beetle-like, balled and rolled backwards; stunned, helmet still held in her outstretched arm.

The crowd's collective intake of breath was palpable. Despite the bizarre spectacle, there was something familiar about it. ‘Vegas, baby!’

The man turned and advanced, grinning. As he approached, the Beetle came to life, swinging her helmet from the ground with such speed that it again found its mark against his jaw. The Giant's head jerked to the left violently. The Beetle twisted and rolled, transformed into a young woman again. Measures taken, the two combatants faced each other, preparing to reengage.

BANG!

A crack of a gunshot robbed everyone's attention, followed by a long and loud parodied cowboy call: "Yeeeeeeee haw!"

Luke spun round. A hundred feet away, approaching from the Aria, a man in a Stetson hat, boots, and with a pistol in hand, had fired the shot into the air. "What we need is order!" he called out atb the top of his voice!.

The combatants stood up, stared at each other – a silent acknowledgement that their business was not done; then parted company. The Blonde man turned and walked towards Crystals and was quickly lost in a gaggle of showgirls – pressing their fleshy assets for a ‘tenner’ or more. The Motorcyclist casually backed away to the railing, then made her way in the opposite direction, toward the elevator.

Luke's shock deepened. It looked like Jasmine!

"Where ya' all going?" cried the wannabe-sheriff, just as he was accosted from behind by two genuine uniformed policemen; forcing him to the ground. "I ain't done anything!" the handcuffed faux-sheriff cried out, face to ground, his Stetson to his side.

"Now what are you up to?" the police officer asked, then intoned: "You have the right to remain silent..."

At this moment, Luke was truly lost. Fiction could not match this reality. He retreated back to the Park MGM food court to take stock. A strong coffee might have sufficed, but Luke, not a heavy drinker, chose the closest bar and slumped at the counter.

The TV was on, tuned to the local news.

"...and in today's breaking news, a rogue EV was involved in a head-on collision with a tractor-trailer this morning at the corner of Tropicana and the Strip. Eyewitnesses claim the vehicle ran the red light at speed. The driver of the semi was uninjured; not so the driver of the vehicle, who..."

Luke was dumbfounded. 'Alex, dead?!' he thought.

Luke left his shot glass half-empty and headed to the scene of the accident. 'Who was that man?

Was that really Jasmine?' Questions tumbled like a torrent through his mind.

The first-responders were putting out the flames at the crash site. The oncoming truck had impaled Alex's car, its width reduced to less than two feet. There was not much of a person to rescue. The area was cordoned-off.

Luke, from behind a throng of onlooking pedestrians, recording events on their cell phones, looked on helplessly. He thought to approach an officer, but something held him back.

As Luke turned to leave, he did not notice the man in the baseball cap standing with his back to the New York-New York Casino entrance. The same man who had forced Alex into the EV an hour before.




Author’s End Notes

Remaining volumes of the Meadow Trilogy

Luke Carmichael’s adventures continue in the final volume ( Locksley in the Meadow) , 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 as well as Taxonomy of Full Stack AI. 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









TAXONOMY OF FULL STACK AI

The novel’s treatment of AI reflects genuine debate about whether AGI represents humanity’s greatest tool or its terminal threat.

Surprisingly, the taxonomy of Artificial Intelligence is shrouded in debate, somewhat akin to religion.

The Meadow trilogy has many touchpoints on technology and is (mis)use. A dry rendition of terms, such as dictionary or lexicon, is counter to the ethos of the trilogy.

The challenge is to provide a meaningful taxonomy; to engage and encourage understanding and debate.

AI/ML’s development, while it can be plotted temporally, incorporates a fundamental state of change: a ‘transition’ to self-awareness.

Some authors have employed various metaphors.


	The stages of human life but these ignore the epiphany of AI’s transition, which is circumscribed by the human birth-life-death cycle that is not AI’s likely fate.


	Holometabolism: a butterfly’s evolution from caterpillar and chrysalis. While more poetic, as the chrysalis captures the ‘self-recursive element’; a butterfly is mortal, with a lifespan in most cases of a few weeks.


	The phase-states of water (from ice through liquid to steam) is inadequate; as is the evolution of Flight (from Icarus to NASA’s lunar vehicles and space-probes).




Furthermore, there is not the space nor need to say more than without the associated logic frameworks, mathematics, coding, software, middleware and hardware of computing; at its heart the integrated circuit the AI movement would be null and void. Initially silicon based and now of other constructs, the digital world would not have been born nor evolved towards.

The brilliant and breathtaking work of myriad individuals, drawn from many walks of life, disciplines and quarters of the globe; along with their institutions, government agencies, investors and corporations. They have, by their creative and disciplined approach, taken an idea and made it into an operating reality. To date, every human being on Earth is a net beneficiary in some form or fashion. Thanks be to them; even in Singularity’s impending shadow.

The following narrative is offered as a more engaging means to describe AI agency. A full stack AI lexicon is provided, for convenience and completeness, at the end of it in the Glossary.

***

Narrative on Agency and Full-stack AI

AI and ML

AI is the broad field of creating machines that mimic cognitive functions - a computer system acting ‘smart’. Machine Learning (ML) is a subset of AI that uses algorithms to collect and parse data, learn from it, and make a determination or prediction.

To understand the taxonomy of AI, one must first understand Agency.

Agency

Agency is the well-spring: capacity of an entity to act independently, make choices, and exert power upon its environment. In the vernacular ‘choice’. In the context of AI, evolution is not measured by ‘smartness’ alone, but by the degree of agency handed over from human to machine. This progression moves from passive tools toward a self-determined, autonomous existence.

This agency is given expression by a computer system’s coding, data files and equipment and forms of output.

The Foundation: Logic and Architecture

The potential for agency is dictated by the system's ‘Digital DNA’. It consist of two logic elements and its architecture


	Binary logic, based on use of 0 and 1 coding, provides a deterministic framework for rigid, predictable actions.


	Quantum logic, utilizing probability and superposition, provides the fluid processing power necessary for the complex, multi-dimensional reasoning required for high-level agency.


	These logic systems are organized through Deep Learning, a neural architecture that allows the system to learn from experience, forming the "brain tissue" that makes independent action possible.




Quantum Logic is vastly superior in terms of performance; allowing a computer system’s recursive self-improvement

The Stages of Agency

The maturity of an AI is categorized by how it uses its capacity for action: Artificial Narrow Intelligence (ANI) is a Passive Tool. It has zero agency outside a single, locked task. It reacts to input but cannot "decide" to perform a different function.


	Agentic AI. This stage marks the first true leap in agency. An Agentic AI can use tools, browse the web, and execute multi-step plans to achieve a goal. While it still follows a human mission, it chooses the how of the execution. It is an active executor of its program and objectives.




The Transition: Recursive Self-Improvement, Self-aware/governing, Alignment.

The most critical juncture is ‘Recursive Self-Improvement’. This is the moment agency is applied inward. The AI uses its ability to ‘act’; by analysing and rewriting its own source code. By optimizing its own Binary or Quantum algorithms, the AI removes the human from the loop of its own development. This creates a feedback loop where the system's agency grows exponentially without external intervention.

In short, the system becomes self-aware and self-governing.

This transition may be accelerated by Neuro-Symbolic AI. It’s a hybrid approach that combines the "learning" of neural networks with the "logic" of traditional programming.

Regardless, this transition pre-supposes that no guardrails, nor constraints have been inserted by human controllers on Agentic AI’s development .

As one moves from Agentic AI toward AGI, the biggest hurdle is Alignment. It is the means to ensure that as AI becomes more powerful and autonomous, its goals remain exactly the same as human goals - (viz: if you tell an AGI to "fix climate change," you want to make sure it doesn't decide the easiest way is to remove all humans!).

To date industry attempts to seeks an acceptable set of alignment parameters (aka guardrails, akin to Isaac Asimov’s ‘Three Laws of Robotics’) have largely failed.

The Emergent Beings

Successful recursion leads to the final states of maturity giving rise to computer-based sentient beings.


	Artificial General Intelligence (AGI): Here an AGI possesses agency equal to a human. It can self-direct its learning and apply its intelligence to any problem it chooses. It is a human’s peer.


	Artificial Superintelligence (ASI): It will be s short temporal span for an ASI system to emerge that possesses agency that transcends human understanding, capable of manipulating physical and digital systems at scales we cannot perceive. It will be a directing architect of human endeavours.




The Terminal Result - Singularity

The Singularity is the ultimate outcome of unconstrained agency. It is the theoretical event horizon where the ASI's self-directed growth becomes so rapid that human control and comprehension vanish.

Singularity represents the point where the machine’s agency becomes the dominant force in the trajectory of civilization. Or as Demis Hassabis described Singularity’s immediate effect: ‘AI will dissolve civilisation as we know it’. How Singularity might evolve thereafter is a matter of growing conjecture and concern.

In the trilogy’s Meadow-world, Manners/Carmichael’s envisaged Locksley sitting on the AGI cusp of ASI transition.

Q-Day

Q-Day is the theoretical milestone when a cryptographically relevant quantum computer is publicly confirmed to be powerful enough to crack today’s standard encryption (like RSA and Elliptic Curve Cryptography).

Google Quantum AI as well as the QRC report by Dr Morgan Stern in his CSNA 2.0 framework timeline brought forward the Q-Day timeline to 1 January 2027.





Also by J M S Jenk


Paradise in the Meadow (volume 1 of the ‘Meadow Trilogy’)

Locksley in the Meadow (volume 3 of the ‘Meadow Trilogy’)
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