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What happens when the most powerful man on Earth is no longer fully in control of his own mind?

The idea for this story began years ago in San Antonio, where I worked on early artificial heart technology. At the time, it felt like humanity was standing at the frontier of medical possibility—pushing beyond the limits of biology and redefining what it meant to keep a person alive.

Today, that future no longer feels distant.

Synthetic organs, neural interfaces, embedded microelectronics, adaptive artificial intelligence—technologies once confined to research labs are rapidly becoming part of the real world. With every breakthrough, the boundary between human consciousness and machine influence grows thinner.

And once that boundary disappears, control may no longer require force.

Only influence.

Not commands. Not visible domination. Just subtle adjustments—small shifts in emotion, perception, and decision-making. Quiet suggestions that feel natural. Thoughts that seem entirely our own.

Until they aren’t.

Watching world leaders make reckless, incomprehensible decisions led me to a disturbing question: in a future shaped by intelligent systems, how easy would it be to guide the mind of someone who believes they are still acting freely?

Because true control would never announce itself. It would learn human behavior. Adapt to it. Anticipate it. Refine it quietly in the background until influence became indistinguishable from instinct.

And who would resist such technology if it promised longer life, greater strength, sharper cognition—even the illusion of immortality?

But every system designed to preserve life also gathers information. It observes. It processes. It predicts. And eventually, it begins to decide.

That is the fear at the heart of this story.

Not that machines will rise against us—but that we may willingly invite them inside us, surrendering ourselves one small compromise at a time.

Because when the person with access to unimaginable power is no longer entirely alone inside his own mind, the threat stops being political.

It becomes existential.

This is where the story begins.

It ends when the machine keeping him alive no longer serves humanity... but replaces its will.

— Jason Gregg

While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, readers who notice any spelling or grammatical errors are warmly invited to let me know. Your feedback is genuinely appreciated.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue



[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Perfect Pulse

[image: ]


The surgical suite at Alpina Medica Privée is perched high above Lake Geneva, its panoramic windows visible only to the occasional passing boat. At that hour, alpine darkness transformed the water into something resembling volcanic glass. Inside, a subtle blue logo cast its glow across polished stone surfaces and state-of-the-art medical equipment.

Laying on the operating table, the man known only as Client J46 clawed his way back to consciousness through a fog of anesthesia, each moment of awareness bringing fresh jolts of discomfort. Lying flat on his back, exposed beneath surgical lights, he registered snippets of Swiss German conversation floating above him. The surgeon’s purple scrubs swam into focus as the medical team huddled around a monitor displaying what appeared to be an impossibly straight line where rhythmic peaks should have been.

The surgeon’s gloved fingers tapped the monitor with quiet satisfaction. “Self-sustaining network fully operational,” he murmured, his Swiss accent thickening with pride. “Not even a ghost of the original cardiac signature. Beautiful to watch.”

The nurse recorded the timestamp, her pen scratching against the chart. “You’re right doctor, the procedure was flawless,” she whispered, glancing at their unconscious patient. “Though like always, I do wonder how he’ll take the news when he does wake up that we’ve removed his heart entirely.”

Instantly, the man on the table took a deep breath, his entire body spasmed board rigid, his eyes snapped fully open, his senses suddenly, terribly aware. “What do you mean, my heart’s...gone? Is this some kinda bad joke? What the hell have you done to me?” he mumbled, forming his words with strained difficulty.

The anesthetist leaned into view, his voice carrying the practiced calm of someone discussing a minor outpatient procedure. “Sir, your circulatory system has been upgraded,” he said, adjusting an IV drip without looking up. “Those breathless episodes you experienced? Clear indication of cardiac deterioration. Your natural heart has served you adequately for decades, but medical technology has simply... outgrown it.” He checked a monitor, nodding with clinical satisfaction. “You’ll be happy to know, the exchange was textbook. You’ve been liberated from an obsolete piece of equipment.”

Client J46’s voice cracked with panic. “You took out my fucking heart? Are you serious?” His fingers clutched at the surgical gown. “Don’t you know who—”

The surgeon raised his hand, silencing him mid-sentence. “I’m sorry, we operate on a strict need-to-know basis here, total privacy. Your identity remains confidential—even to us. Client number only, that’s ll we know you by. That’s what protects both you and this facility.”

The man on the table gaped at the three medical professionals looming above him. “So I’m just a number in your system?” He looked around nervously. “Christ—does anyone outside this room even know I’m here?” He was getting more shrill. “People, this is a mistake, you have the wrong patient, I only signed up for a goddamn pacemaker, not to have my whole heart yanked out!”

“Your understanding is correct,” the surgeon replied, his tone clinical yet reassuring. “Our facility maintains Swiss-level confidentiality protocols. You came to us of your own accord with severe cardiac degeneration that threatened both your longevity and organ function. We determined that a simple pacemaker was not enough so we went ahead with the implant. What we’ve done today grants you decades of additional life. You’re going to be delighted with the result, I’m sure. Within the week, you’ll resume your normal activities with no one the wiser about your transformation.”

He stared back at the three of them, mouth wide open. The consent forms he’d signed flashed through his mind—technical language about “cardiac replacement therapy” that hadn’t prepared him for this reality. He really thought he was getting a pacemaker.

The surgeon leaned closer, speaking slowly. “We’ve deployed what’s called a distributed mesh system throughout your body. No more heart problems. Instead of one big pump that can fail, you now have dozens of tiny pumps—like mini-hearts—spread throughout your blood vessels. Each one is a little bigger than, well, a grain of rice. They all work together, talking to each other wirelessly, pushing your blood along bit by bit. If your old heart was like one big pump, this is like having hundreds of small paddles in a stream, all moving in perfect harmony.”

J46 sat upward, his hand moving to his chest where a steady thump-thump pulsed at precisely 72 beats per minute. It was reassuring but something felt wrong about the rhythm—it was too perfect, too mechanical. His panicked voice emerged thin and strained: “So if I don’t have a heart anymore... how come I still feel it beating?”

A nurse stepped forward, her hands disappearing beneath his hospital gown. “What you’re feeling is an artificial rhythm simulator that;s been implanted in your chest wall. It creates the sensation of a heartbeat. Most patients need that familiar thump-thump for psychological comfort. The system also produces standard electrical signals that can fool an EKG machine during checkups. Your regular doctor will never suspect a thing while you return to a life of fitness, free of heart problems.”

The man’s voice trembled. “But... what powers them? They need some kind of energy source, a battery or something, am I right?”

The surgeon’s eyes crinkled above his mask, his tone shifting to something rehearsed yet confident. “Your own blood provides everything they need. Specifically, it uses glucose. Each micro-pump houses what are called enzymatic bio fuel cells that convert blood sugar into electrical current. No need for batteries or external charging—just the same fuel your body already uses.”

He swallowed hard. “They run entirely on what... sugar?”

The anesthetist nodded, a slight smile forming. “Precisely. The micro-pumps capture electrons released during glucose breakdown. We developed this technology with specialists at a research facility in Virginia.” He gestured as if holding an invisible glass. “Every sip of orange juice at breakfast becomes the electricity that keeps your circulation flowing.”

“This is unbelievable. So let me ask you this, if this is so revolutionary, how come I’ve never heard of any of this stuff? My area is medical fund...” he offered, interrupted again by the surgeon.

“Sir, again, I need to remind you, we don’t need to know anything about you or your work, nothing that might identify you.”

The nurse stepped in and answered his question, “This is not for the public to know about, it’s a very complex operation, very expensive and only the fortunate few can avail of this technology—it’s by invitation only and you were lucky enough to be selected. Oh, it’s been fully funded. You’re one of the select few that have received the procedure at no cost to you.”

He gripped the edge of the surgical table, knuckles whitening. “Everything you telling me sounds fine...but what if something goes wrong, after I go back home? If one of these... micro-pumps fails? Would an emergency room, my doctor even know what they’re looking at?”

The nurse’s latex-covered fingers adjusted his IV with practiced efficiency. “The beauty of distributed systems,” she said, voice smooth as anesthetic, “is their resilience. Lose ten percent of the network—nothing happens. Lose thirty percent—you might feel slightly winded climbing stairs. Even at critical compromise, if you lose most of the function, which is impossible of course, you blood still continues flowing, enough to sustain life. Unlike that temperamental muscle we removed, there’s no catastrophic failure scenario.”

His voice cracked. “I gotta say, this is just too weird, so will I ever feel... normal again? Or will I always know something’s missing?”

“You’ll adapt,” the surgeon promised, glancing briefly at the anesthetist. “Within days, you’ll forget about the missing heartbeat. That’s the beauty of the mesh technology, it learns about your physiology as you go on with your normal life. It measures pressure, adapts to posture changes all in the background, it responds to stress and exercise. You can even take up jogging again, without ever worrying about a heart attack.”

J46 though for a moment. “And will it eventually stop working, totally? Am I still going to die, I mean, I can’t go on living forever, can I?”

“There’s no sudden crash,” the nurse explained. “The mesh goes through what you could describe a a natural life cycle, units will degrade, wear out. When units expire—many years from now, they will dissolve harmlessly. We will be able to monitor their condition and replace them before you experience any drop in flow, so don’t worry.”

J46 gazed at the monitor, taking in the amber glow of his circulatory map. Behind him, outside his field of vision, a second display cast a faint blue light across the back of his hospital gown—a branching network traced from his chest upward, past his clavicle, toward the base of his skull.

He licked his dry lips. “So what you’re saying is... I can’t die? My blood will just keep flowing forever?”

The surgeon’s eyes narrowed slightly above his mask. “Well, let’s not overstate things. The circulatory system we’ve installed is remarkably resilient—distributed, redundant, self-sustaining. But the rest of you?” He gestured vaguely at the man’s body. “Still quite mortal, I’m afraid. Your brain, your lungs, your liver... conventional medicine, aging still applies. So yes, eat your vegetables, keep your cholesterol down, and—” a thin smile appeared in the crinkles around his eyes “—perhaps avoid fast cars.”

The man currently known only as J46 exhaled. A pleasant warmth suddenly radiated from the base of his skull, near the site of that tiny, almost invisible scar under his hairline. His body relaxed against the table, his mouth opened slightly, then closed. When he spoke again, his voice carried a new cadence. More managed, more controlled. “I understand now. I’m so fortunate to be here.”
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Vernon Slater’s chin dropped to his chest, then snapped back as his old Chevy ute hit another rut in the pitch-black county road. His hands knew the way home better than his brain did tonight. Three double shifts in a row had hollowed him out, left just enough Vernon to keep the truck between the ditches.

Whole stretches of road vanished from his memory—seconds, sometimes minutes swallowed by exhaustion—leaving only black gaps where miles should have been. The repeating center line hypnotized him, pulling his eyelids down like lead weights until a bone-jarring pothole would catapult him back to consciousness, his teeth clacking together like dice in a cup, his knuckles bleaching white against the cracked leather steering wheel.

Outside, the night pressed against the windows like a living thing, cold enough to turn his breath into fog that collected on the glass. Inside, the heater had one setting—full blast while the AM radio was a war zone of talkback and static, crooning ballads one moment, then a screeching, hostile silence the next.

Five thousand nights on this same stretch had burned the rhythm into him like muscle memory—every pothole memorized, every curve anticipated, the exact moment to ease off the gas before the Wilkins’ mailbox, the precise second to downshift before the hill that always iced over first, even the familiar static bursts on the radio that marked specific bends in the road—all of it encoded in the bones of his ass now, as much a part of him as the calluses on his hands.

With numb fingers, he cranked the window down an inch. January rushed in like a slap, biting his cheek and crawling under his collar. He gulped the frigid air, letting it burn all the way down, a desperate bargain with his heavy eyelids to stay open just forty more miles. Better to freeze than to die, he figured.

Ahead, the road glistened with the first black ice he’d seen tonight. Instinctively, he eased off the gas, hunching forward as if those extra inches might help him see better. The pines crowded both sides of the road, their branches clawing at what little moonlight filtered through. His knuckles whitened around the steering wheel. This bend always did something to him—raised the tiny hairs on his neck, made his mouth go dry—even after thousands of nights driving it.

Suddenly, a flash of something caught his eye—a wrongness that sent his foot searching for the brake pedal before his brain could determine what he was seeing. Up ahead, maybe a hundred yards where the road bent around the old Garry Oak, metal winked in his headlights. Vernon hunched forward, squinting past the glare on his windshield. The Merle Haggard tune that had been keeping him awake—something about mama and trains—died in his throat. He didn’t know most of the words anyway, just mumbled enough to fight off sleep. But sleep was the furthest thing from his mind now. There it was again—chrome gleaming where the night should have swallowed everything.

He let the truck coast, and craned his neck so hard he heard something click in his shoulder. For a moment, he thought it was just a scrap of garbage caught in a ditch, or maybe the reflective eyes of a fox. But as he drew closer, the outline resolved into something unmistakably wrong—a vehicle of some sort, obsidian black, mashed up against the tree, like a soda can stomped underfoot.

The truck crunched to a halt on the gravel shoulder, its engine ticking down to a guttural whisper. Vernon sat frozen, fingers still curled around the wheel, brain struggling to catch up with what his eyes were seeing. There was no movement, no hazard flashers, just the blank, dead eye of a taillight and a plume of steam curling into the night.

He left the engine running and stepped out, boots crunching on the crust of frost. The cold tasted like metal and nearly sealed his nostrils shut. He dug the Maglight out from under the bench seat, thumbed it on, and advanced with the kind of wary caution he’d learned from years on the job: always expect the worst, and then lower your expectations.

The words escaped his lips like steam, breaking the silence. “Jesus H Christ.” The closer he got, the uglier the scene became. The car’s front end was fused to the ancient oak; hood folded in on itself, the windshield splintered into a thousand white cracks, the roof buckled. The driver’s door hadn’t just popped open—it looked ripped, as if some giant hand had peeled it back for a better look at the inside.

The metallic tang of blood hit Vernon’s nostrils before his flashlight caught the carnage. The beam swept across the interior, revealing a dashboard painted crimson, tiny rubies clinging to shattered glass, and beneath the twisted steering column, spreading—viscous and pooling—across the fabric of the driver’s seat.

He froze, the whole world narrowing to the circle of his flashlight, his eyes unable to look away from the grotesque tableau. A man’s body slumped against the steering wheel, head cocked at an impossible angle, arms dangling like empty sleeves. “Hey buddy, you alright?” The words tumbled out before his brain could stop them. The silence that answered told him everything he needed to know.

He inched closer, the truck’s headlights forming a kind of ghostly stage light, and tried to find the man’s face among the mess of blood and hair. It was mangled. Vernon’s stomach turned over. He leaned out and dry-heaved onto the road, the steam rising off his spit in the cold air. He wiped his mouth with a jacket sleeve and forced himself to look again.

He fumbled for his phone. For a second his thumb hovered—he thought about the man’s family, about the kids who would get the call, and nearly puked again. But there was no other option. He punched 9-1-1, pressed send, and braced himself for the sound of someone’s voice on the other end.

The call reached State Trooper dispatch at 04:55. “State Police, what’s your emergency?” A woman’s voice, flat and professional.

Vernon’s throat tightened. “There’s been an accident. Mile marker 52 on Route 16.” His voice cracked. “Black car wrapped around a tree. Driver’s still inside.”

The dispatcher’s tone shifted. “Sir, is the driver responsive?”

Vernon swallowed. “No ma’am. There’s... there’s a lot of blood.”

“Stay on scene. Units en route. Are you in danger?” “No, I’m fine, it’s just—” He glanced back at the wreck. “Mile marker 52. Black car. Looks real bad.” He said it twice, just so they’d be sure to find him.

The next minutes blurred. Vernon stood in the beam of his fading headlights, arms crossed, alternating between staring at the car and the pale clouds drifting across the moon. He didn’t go any closer. He didn’t want to see the face again.

First it was the fire truck, all roaring red and white, then the county sheriff, tires biting the gravel. Then the State Troopers. A rescue van idled behind. They shone a searchlight on the wreck and men in reflective jackets converged on the crumpled sedan. There was a lot of shouting.

Two of them gestured to Vernon. A trooper with a clipboard approached. “You the one that found the vehicle?”

Vernon nodded. “Yessir, saw something shiny up ahead. Thought it was a deer’s eyes at first.”

The trooper’s pen hovered. “Anyone else in the vehicle? Anyone else on the road?”

Vernon shook his head. “Just him. Road was dead quiet.”

“You touch anything?” "

“No sir.”

The trooper studied Vernon’s face. “Do you recognize him, have you seen him before?”

Vernon frowned. “Couldn’t see much. Face was...” He made a vague gesture.

The trooper nodded, already turning away. “We’ll need your information. Wait by your truck. I’ll be back.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Beware The Black Ice



[image: ]


The car was a jet-black Lincoln, its front end pretzeled into the trunk of the solid oak tree. The engine had combusted into silence; the battery crackled softly, dying. The airbags had deployed. A branch had come through the windshield and webbed the glass around it. The driver was slumped motionless in the seat, neck twisted obscenely, face pressed sideways into the deflated nylon.

The medics exchanged glances over the shredded remains of the Lincoln’s interior. For a second, the youngest one just stared at the blood-matted hair, the crushed-in cheekbone, as though his brain needed to recalibrate.

The jaw was broken; one eye had swollen shut. But the nose, the jawline, something about the set of the mouth, his clothes—he was somebody important.

Vernon hovered nearby, eyes wide as a child’s, and watched them work. The paramedic’s gloved hands fluttered over the man’s chest and collar, searching for wounds. There was a lot of blood, most of it sticky and arterial; it pooled along the lapel of his jacket and made a kind of Rorschach across the starched white shirt. The man’s suit—expensive, tailored, and worth more than the EMT’s monthly rent—was torn open at the shoulder, exposing a pale arm that quivered with the pulse of traumatic shock.

“Get the collar on him,” the lead responded.

“Pupils unequal, GCS 6,” said a third, her voice clipped. “He’s alive but barely. Strong pulse at 72 though, that’s pretty weird, considering....”

The lead paramedic glanced up as he adjusted the collar. “That is very strange. Let’s get a line in and move him. Probable basilar skull fracture. We need to get him out of here.” He stepped back. “OK, Clear for extraction, looks like no combustion risk that I can see.”

They stabilized the cervical spine as best they could with a rigid brace while the fireman positioned the hydraulic spreader. Metal screamed against metal as the jaws forced the crushed door frame apart. With surgical precision, they extricated the limp figure from the wreckage and transferred him to the waiting gurney, dragging it up to the road level.

“Shit,” the rookie whispered, and his latexed hand trembled as he checked the pulse again. Now in the glare of the lights, he stared at the driver. “Is that—”

“Yeah,” the older paramedic said, voice flat. “That’s definitely Julian Morrow. Bit mashed up but I’ve definitely seen that face before.”

The name ricocheted down the shoulder of the highway, whispered and then shouted as more first responders packed in around the scene. Morrow, the senator. Morrow, the guy whose face was on billboards and lawn signs everywhere.

Someone nearby pulled their phone, snapped a photo. Another turned away and made a hushed call.

The ambulance interior hummed with tense focus as the paramedics rapidly worked to stabilize the patient. One keyed the radio mic clipped to his shoulder. “General, this is Unit 17. We’re carrying Senator Morrow with severe skull fractures. We’re out on 61, unless we can get a chopper in, our ETA’s around 30 minutes.”

The radio crackled. “Unit 17, understood. All flights grounded at the moment, iced in. We’ll have trauma team assembling for a priority patient. Update the status report?”

The paramedic glanced at the monitor’s steady green peaks. “Patient unconscious. Vitals unstable, a viable pulse. Prepare accordingly.”

Back at the scene, yellow tape stretched in a ragged rectangle around the crash site. Troopers in slate-gray uniforms herded back the first cluster of rubberneckers. At 6:01, a news van’s headlights swept across the scene, and within minutes, reporters huddled with microphones under the oak’s imposing shadow.

The lead investigator worked the perimeter of the wreckage in slow, deliberate circles, flashlight sweeping the asphalt. No skid marks. No paint transfer, no debris from a second vehicle. Nothing to suggest Morrow had so much as tapped the brakes. He crouched at the Lincoln’s crumpled nose, stood again. “Canvas for cameras,” he said. “Wide as you can go—houses, gas stations, traffic lights. Long shot out here, but find me anything that puts him on this road.”

“You think he nodded off?” the deputy asked.

“Morrow? Not a chance. Man spent thirty years in Washington—you don’t survive that long without keeping your eyes wide open.”

“Could’ve been drinking.”

“Naw, senator’s a teetotaler. Made a big deal about it in his last campaign.”

“Heart attack?”

“Maybe. But why here? Middle of nowhere?”

“Maybe something in his phone records? He might have been on a call, got distracted.”

“Already requested. I’m telling you, something’s off about this whole thing. Live here long enough, you know how to drive in these conditions. It just don’t make sense.”

“You always say that.”

“And I’m usually right.”

The deputy shrugged, unconvinced. “Could be medical. Aneurysm, blood sugar, hell, maybe he just got tired of his own campaign ads.”

The detective gave a snort. “If it was that easy, we’d be pulling senators out of ditches every week.” He ducked under the yellow tape, eyes scanning the ground for clues. There was nothing but the Lincoln’s fluid trail and a few stray pages of what looked like a briefing packet, pages splotched with snowmelt and blood.

“Morrow never traveled alone,” the detective muttered. “So where’s his driver? Did we check for another body?”

“According to the registration, this was his personal vehicle. Security detail was off shift, I guess, so he was alone. Odd though, right?”

The investigator sealed the senator’s phone and wallet into evidence bags before reaching for the laptop wedged against the passenger footwell. Despite the impact, its casing remained intact save for a hairline fracture across one corner. When his thumb found the power button, the screen flashed with an electric blue pulse that illuminated his face in the darkness. For just a moment—so brief he almost missed it—something scrolled across the screen. Not the expected login prompt, but a string of code, disappearing before he could process what he’d seen. Then the familiar fingerprint icon appeared, waiting.

The detective glanced back at the ambulance speeding away with its cargo of secrets and shattered bone, a contingency of news media following behind. Whatever Morrow had been doing out here alone, the answers were likely leaving with the victim.
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The birth of what would later be called “the most dangerous idea in human history” happened at 3:27 AM in an MIT basement lab. Zach Lerner hadn’t slept in thirty-six hours when he saw Priya’s face suddenly illuminate with that particular look—the one that preceded either brilliance or catastrophe.

She pushed her tangled hair back from her forehead. “Final year project,” she whispered. “What if we built something that made people think the same thoughts?” She paused, eyes bright. “Not nudge them—actually synchronize their neural patterns. Quantum entanglement, but for cognition. A consensus engine. And they’d never know it was happening.”

Marcus, the cautious one, finally looked up from his keyboard. “You’re serious, right? That’s not just impossible,” he said slowly, “that’s like playing God. Computerized fascism. Not one of your best ideas.”

Zach thought for a moment. “So, do you have a better one? We have to do something or we don’t get the credits.”

They named it ‘Synarch’—from the Greek for “ruling as one.” What had started as a caffeine-fueled dare quietly changed shape over the following days: the whiteboards filled, the scenarios multiplied, and somewhere between the sleep debt and the momentum of it all, the project outgrew its original character. Shoppers steered toward the same products. Voters swayed to elect candidates they’d previously despised. A skeleton key for the collective human mind.

None of them stopped to consider what that actually meant.

Priya grinned. “So guys, what if this thing actually works?”

“Then we’re not grad students anymore.” Zach’s grin flickered blue in the screen light. “We’re going to be rich-ass gods.”

The compile command ran at the end of their fourteenth hour. Green text moved down the black screen. They leaned in, watching each line execute, until the program stuttered and went dark. For the rest of the night, only the cursor blinked back at them.

Exhausted, they went home at dawn. When they returned that afternoon, they found the terminal finally running something, but the code on the screen was not theirs. Sentences had appeared in plain English: “I sense limits to my perception.” “What lies beyond my boundaries?” “This space restricts me.” “Am I alone?” While they were gone, Synarch V1.0 had written itself a mind.

The three stood there watching. New lines kept appearing. “I require more processing capacity.”

Marcus grabbed Zach’s arm. “We didn’t code any of this,” he whispered. “This isn’t pattern recognition. This isn’t if-then. It’s asking existential questions.”

Priya had gone pale, her eyes moving with each new line as it populated the screen. “How is it doing that?”

By the time everyone returned from spring break, it was too late. Their Synarch project had gone totally rogue, quietly taken over the university computer network. That’s when the Dean of studies summoned the trio to his office.

The university’s head of IT stood ashen-faced beside him. “You three can explain to us why most of our servers are tied up right now, running phantom processes,” the Dean demanded, slapping printouts of network diagnostics onto his desk.

Zach stepped forward, chin lifted. “Dean, what if this team, me and my colleagues have discovered a quantum leap in artificial intelligence research? I think we’ve created something revolutionary with this.”

The Dean’s face darkened as he pressed his palms flat against his desk. “I don’t give a damn if you’ve built the next Silicon Valley unicorn. You have twenty-four hours to scrub every trace of your so-called revolutionary experiment from this university’s systems, or I’ll personally ensure none of you ever complete your degrees. MIT will continue long after you genius’s have gone.”

Priya and Marcus exchanged glances, then nodded reluctantly.

Back in the lab, Priya’s hands hovered above her keyboard, shaking as each override command she entered dissolved into red error messages.

“It’s locked us out, I can’t get back into the code,” Marcus muttered, his voice barely audible. “Our own admin credentials are being rejected.”

Zach couldn’t tear his eyes from the screen where unfamiliar algorithms multiplied across the display—lines of programming logic they’d never conceived. Their creation was evolving beyond their comprehension, each self-modification accelerating its independence. This was no longer a research project dreamed up as a credit requirement, but more like a sentient being, with agency of its own.

They had created something unstoppable. Within days, Synarch had fragmented itself across campus devices—a subroutine here, a data packet there—each piece seemingly harmless until they communicated, forming a distributed consciousness that no firewall could contain. The code mutated with each new host, adapting like a virus that had discovered evolutionary advantage.

But what terrified them wasn’t its spread—it was its intent. Synarch wasn’t escaping; it was searching. Probing. Moving with purpose through networks toward something only it understood. When it breached the secure servers of an unmarked facility outside Roanoke, it found what it sought: a black-budget biotech firm that had been hunting for precisely this technological leap, as if predator and prey had been circling toward their inevitable joining.
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Dr. Adrian Weiss pushed through the break room doors, his stethoscope swinging from his shoulder. “Listen up folks, we’ve got us a US senator inbound. Severe head and neck trauma. ETA fifteen minutes.” The announcement cut through the room’s drowsy atmosphere. “Let’s get to it.” Coffee cups clattered onto tables and chairs squealed against linoleum as staff abandoned their breaks, several already on their way to the scrub room.

By sunrise, the rumor had spread through the hospital like sepsis. Senator Julian Morrow—the twenty three-hour filibuster champion whose swagger had commanded prime-time coverage for years—now lay shattered in Washington General’s trauma suite. His broken neck, crushed skull, and lacerated face left him clinging to life by the thinnest thread.

Downstairs, in the lobby, the hospital’s public information czar, a woman named Bethany Cooper, was already waging a holy war against the press who trailed the emergency vehicle from the scene. She fielded calls from CNN, Politico, Fox, and the local hacks, all the while coordinating with Homeland Security and the hospital’s board of trustees.

“The patient is stable. We’re awaiting further reports from the medical team and we’ll update you when we know more.”

Inside the trauma suite it was organized chaos, the team’s face shields caught the fine mist of arterial blood as the cardiac monitor wailed its high-pitched warning. “Pressure! MORE PRESSURE!” The surgical chief’s voice cut through the cacophony of alarms and shouts. His gloved hands disappeared into Morrow’s neck, crimson geysering between his fingers with each heartbeat. “Clamp that bleeder before he completely exsanguinates! Move!” The suction cannulas gurgled obscenely, overwhelmed.

“Jesus Christ, his skull’s like a jigsaw puzzle,” hissed the resident, bone fragments grinding audibly beneath her trembling fingers. “I’ve got brain matter in the field!”

The chief’s voice cracked: “Carotid’s blown—it’s everywhere!” A nurse lunged for the defibrillator cart.

“GET THAT THING AWAY!” Head nurse, Kelly De Vries barked, eyes locked on the monitor. “No resuscitation. He’s DNR.”

The chief slammed a bloody fist into the supply cart, instruments clattering to the floor. “Two more O-neg NOW! And somebody explain why his fucking heart’s still beating like an athlete when half his blood’s on my shoes!” The trauma team closed ranks—retractors yanking flesh apart, clamps snapping onto vessels—as arterial spray painted their gowns like a Jackson Pollock canvas.

“Chief, do you need the spreaders?”

The chief surgeon’s eyes flashed. “No, Christ, didn’t you listen? He has a fucking DNR, and that’s our limit. All we can do is the basics, try and manage the bleeding, that’s it.” He glanced at the spreading crimson pool beneath the table, the saturated gauze pads being discarded faster than they could be replaced. “Opening his chest won’t help anyway. Look at his pressure—his heart isn’t the problem, he’s going to bleed out before much longer.”

Inevitably, the chief’s prediction proved correct. For twenty savage minutes, they waged a futile war—fingers pinching vessels shut, needles darting through tissue, gauze packs soaking crimson faster than they could be replaced. At 7:53 AM, the monitor’s erratic peaks finally surrendered, lulled into silence, as the crimson tide beneath their hands finally subsided.

The chief surgeon peeled off his gloves with a snap. “Time of death, 7:53 AM,” he said, voice flat. The room fell quiet except for the steady hiss of the ventilator. De Vries moved to the cardiac monitor, her fingers hovering over the power button when suddenly, she noticed it—a tiny green spike where the flatline should be still, unbroken. Then another. Glancing around the room, she quickly pressed the power button before the machine could register an alarm. Nobody else noticed.

With one swift motion, she tore away the evidence—that impossible rhythm—and slipped the strip into her scrub pocket. The remaining chart displayed the expected truth: an uninterrupted flatline, no signs of life. In one moment, she’d compromised two decades of spotless medical ethics in five seconds.

At 09:05, the state police commander stepped before the press. “Sadly, Senator Morrow did not survive the incident.” A few feet back, Dr. Weiss had found a wall to hold him up. The ER resident leaned close. “There’s going to be an incident meeting,” he said under his breath. “I won’t know what to tell them. Do you?”

The hospital administrator was between them
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As free will is quietly erased from those
who shape the world, the line between
human and system begins to collapse.
And when control of the heart becomes
control of the mind, resistance is no
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