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Preface
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Twenty-one year-old Sarah Mackay, from Edinburgh,  embarks on a nine-month internship to study artificial intelligence in one of the most populous and technologically advanced cities in the world, Beijing. Sarah is both excited and apprehensive as she steps into the future—a future she senses is hiding secrets.

Her journey into AI begins innocently enough, with her arrival in Beijing, but soon she realizes there’s more beneath the surface of this cutting-edge technology. The imposing skyline and constant surveillance make her feel watched, and the deeper she delves into AI studies at Tsinghua University, the more she questions the ethical boundaries of her work. As Sarah pushes herself into uncharted territory, she faces dilemmas that go far beyond the classroom.

This story follows Sarah’s internal and external battles as she uncovers more than she bargained for—where the lines between technology, control, and humanity blur. Beijing might be a city of great technological advances, but its shadows hide more than meets the eye, and Sarah is about to be drawn into a game of power and manipulation that will test her moral compass and intellect alike.
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Chapter 1: Arrival in the Dragon's Den
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September 2021

The day after her twenty-first birthday, Sarah Mackay, took the plunge and flew out from her home town of Edinburgh to one of the world’s most populous cities, Beijing for a nine months’ Master’s program in Artificial Intelligence at Tsinghua University, the epicenter of technological advancement, where some of the most advanced research in AI was being carried out some of the best minds in the field.

Her own field was theoretical physics and she had been working on a new model for the emergency of reality at the Big Bang. She had collected the data from certain anomalies she had observed while working at CERN in Switzerland and she hoped to be able to access some powerful computers during this program to test (and flesh out) her theory.

As the plane descended into Beijing Capital International Airport, Sarah peered out of the window at the sprawling city below. A thick blanket of smog hovered over the skyline, obscuring the tops of the skyscrapers and giving the whole scene an eerie, dystopian quality. “Welcome to the future,” she muttered to herself, already feeling the weight of the decision she’d made.

The cab ride from the airport to her new apartment took her through the heart of Beijing’s central business district. Towering buildings of glass and steel loomed on either side of the road, their reflective surfaces catching the pale morning light. Neon signs in Mandarin flickered in and out of visibility, advertising everything from high-end electronics to luxury cars. The city was a dizzying blend of the ancient and the hyper-modern, with centuries-old temples nestled between mega-malls and tech hubs.

Her apartment was a tiny one-bedroom unit in a modern high-rise, conveniently located near the campus of Tsinghua University, where the AI course would take place. The space was minimalistic, with white walls, a single window that overlooked a sea of identical high-rises, and just enough room for a bed, a desk, and a small kitchenette. The air conditioning was a welcome relief from the muggy air outside, but it also added to the sterile, almost clinical atmosphere of the apartment.

Sarah unpacked her suitcase quickly, placing her few belongings – a couple of changes of clothes, her laptop, and a few books – into the sparse wardrobe. She had never been one for material possessions; years of moving around had taught her to travel light. The one thing she always carried with her, almost like an amulet, was a small transparent plastic case containing a sample fur and a few whiskers from a dead cat that had haunted her ever since it appeared on her doorstep in Edinburgh almost exactly two years previously, on her nineteenth birthday – not literally, of course, but she had the conviction that one day she would resolve the mystery, and she kept it as a symbol of the mysteries of the universe yet to be resolved.

She stared at the empty shelves, a pang of loneliness settled in. Nine months, so far from home. A new culture, a new language. New faces. There were some that she preferred to forget, like her ex-boyfriend Luigi, the computational physicist from Italy.

To distract herself, Sarah decided to take a walk and explore the neighborhood. The streets were bustling with people, mostly students and young professionals, all moving with a sense of purpose that she found both inspiring and slightly intimidating. She passed by a series of small shops and street vendors selling everything from steaming bowls of noodles to the latest knock-off smartphones. The smells of fried food and exhaust fumes mingled in the air, creating an oddly comforting aroma.

As she wandered, Sarah couldn't shake the feeling of being watched. It wasn’t paranoia – Beijing was infamous for its extensive surveillance network. Cameras were mounted on every street corner, their lenses following the crowd with unblinking precision. She had read about the city’s facial recognition technology, how it could identify a person in mere seconds and track their movements across the entire city. It was the stuff of dystopian fiction, except here, it was reality.

After a while, Sarah found herself in a quiet park, a small oasis of greenery amid the concrete jungle. She sat down on a bench and pulled out her phone, deciding to check her email. There was a message from Professor Zhang, the head of the AI program at Tsinghua. He was the one who had personally invited her to join the course, impressed by her work on machine learning algorithms which she had developed to test her theoretical models of the Big Bang while she was at St Andrews. Her tutor had encouraged her to publish the algorithms and, to her surprise, they had turned out to be quite useful to scientists around the world.

Sarah read the email:

Dear Ms. Mackay,

Welcome to Beijing. I trust you have arrived safely and are settling in. We are excited to have you in the program and look forward to seeing the contributions you will undoubtedly make. Please find attached the schedule for the first week of classes. We will have a welcome reception tomorrow evening, where you will have the chance to meet your fellow students and the faculty. I look forward to meeting you in person.

Best regards, Professor Zhang

Sarah sighed and pocketed her phone. She was here now, for better or worse. And while the thought of diving into the world of AI was thrilling, she couldn't shake the feeling that there was something more lurking beneath the surface of this city, something that went beyond the smog and the surveillance. Something that would make these nine months far more challenging – and dangerous – than she had anticipated.

As the sun dipped behind the horizon, casting long shadows over the park, Sarah stood up and began walking back to her apartment. The air had cooled slightly, but the streets were just as busy, if not more so. The neon signs flickered to life, casting a multicolored glow over the city. She pulled her jacket tighter around herself and quickened her pace, eager to get back to the safety of her sterile little apartment.

But as she walked, that feeling of being watched grew stronger. She glanced over her shoulder, scanning the crowd, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Just the usual swarm of pedestrians, all engrossed in their own lives. She shook her head, chastising herself for being so jumpy. It was just the city, she told herself. Just the unfamiliarity of it all.

Yet as she reached her apartment building and swiped her key card to enter, she couldn't help but feel a sense of foreboding. Something about this place felt off, like a puzzle with too many pieces missing. As she stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for her floor, Sarah made a silent vow. She would find out what was really going on here, no matter what it took.

The elevator doors slid shut with a soft thud, and as the car ascended, Sarah felt a flicker of excitement mix with her unease. Beijing was a city of secrets, and she was determined to uncover them all.
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Chapter 2: The Welcome Reception
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The day of the welcome reception arrived sooner than Sarah would have liked. After a morning spent unpacking the last of her belongings and a futile attempt to adjust her body clock to Beijing time, she found herself standing in front of the mirror, critically eyeing her reflection. She had opted for a simple black dress – professional, but not too formal. It was a safe choice, one that blended in rather than stood out. She wasn't here to make a fashion statement, after all.

As she pulled her hair into a neat ponytail, she couldn't help but feel a twinge of anxiety. It wasn't that she was nervous about meeting new people – she had done plenty of that in her academic career. But this felt different. The stakes were higher. This wasn't just another conference or symposium. She was in Beijing, about to embark on an intensive nine-month program that could shape the future of her career. And if her instincts were right, it could be much more than that.

The reception was held in a grand hall on the Tsinghua University campus. The building itself was a blend of traditional Chinese architecture and modern design, with sweeping roofs and ornate carvings juxtaposed against sleek glass walls. As Sarah entered, she was greeted by the sight of clusters of people, all dressed in their best business casual attire, mingling under the warm glow of chandeliers. The murmur of conversation filled the air, punctuated by the occasional burst of laughter.

A long table at the center of the room was laden with an impressive array of food – everything from delicate dim sum to Western-style canapés. A small bar at the side offered an assortment of drinks, both alcoholic and non-alcoholic. Sarah bypassed the bar, opting instead for a glass of sparkling water from a passing waiter. Alcohol might help ease the tension, but she preferred to keep her wits about her tonight.

As she sipped her drink, Sarah scanned the room, taking in the faces of her fellow students and faculty. They were an eclectic mix – young professionals, seasoned academics, and a few who looked like they had just stepped out of a tech startup. The air was thick with ambition and a palpable sense of expectation. These were the people who would shape the next generation of artificial intelligence, and Sarah felt a curious mix of excitement and trepidation at being among them.

“Sarah Mackay, I presume?” The voice came from behind her, smooth and cultured with a hint of an accent.

Sarah turned to find a man in his late forties standing before her. He was tall and slender, with graying hair neatly combed back and sharp, intelligent eyes that seemed to take in everything at once. He was dressed in a tailored suit that spoke of understated elegance, and there was an air of quiet authority about him.

“Yes, that’s me,” Sarah replied, offering a polite smile. “And you must be Professor Zhang.”

“The very same,” he said, smiling warmly as he extended his hand. “It's a pleasure to finally meet you in person. I've heard a great deal about your work.”

Sarah shook his hand, noting the firm but not overbearing grip. “Thank you, Professor. I’m honored to be here.”

“Please, call me Zhang. Titles are unnecessary here. We're all colleagues, after all.” His tone was friendly, but there was a subtle undercurrent that suggested he was sizing her up, evaluating her even as they exchanged pleasantries.

“Zhang it is, then,” Sarah said, her smile widening slightly. “I'm looking forward to the course. It seems like a fantastic opportunity.”

“It will be,” Zhang replied, his eyes glinting with something that Sarah couldn’t quite place. “But it will also be challenging. This program is not for the faint of heart. I selected each participant carefully, based not just on their academic achievements, but on their ability to think critically, to question, and to push boundaries.”

Sarah nodded, feeling a mix of pride and pressure. “I'm ready for the challenge,” she said, hoping she sounded more confident than she felt.

“Good,” Zhang said, his smile returning. “That's exactly what I want to hear. But remember, this isn't just about learning new techniques or mastering algorithms. It's about understanding the implications of what we create. AI is a powerful tool, but in the wrong hands, it can be dangerous.”

The way he said the word “dangerous” sent a chill down Sarah's spine, though she couldn’t quite pinpoint why. Before she could respond, Zhang gestured towards a group of people standing near the far end of the room.

“Come, let me introduce you to some of your fellow students,” he said, smoothly transitioning the conversation. “You'll be working closely with them over the next nine months, and it's important to start building those connections now.”

As they walked, Sarah couldn’t help but glance around the room, wondering if any of the faces she saw belonged to those “wrong hands” Zhang had mentioned. The idea that someone here might have a hidden agenda was both unsettling and oddly thrilling. It made her feel like she was stepping into a spy novel, rather than an academic program.

Zhang led her to a small group of three students who were deep in conversation. “Everyone, this is Sarah Mackay,” he announced as they approached. “She comes to us from the United States and has done some impressive work in machine learning.”

The group turned to face her, and Sarah quickly took in their appearances. There was a young woman with short, spiky hair and a sharp, angular face; a tall man with a serious expression and glasses that gave him a somewhat bookish look; and a shorter man with a broad smile and an easy-going demeanor.

“Sarah, this is Mei Li,” Zhang said, indicating the woman. “She's from Shanghai and has a background in natural language processing.”

“Nice to meet you,” Mei said, offering a nod rather than a handshake. Her expression was neutral, but her eyes had a curious glint.

“Likewise,” Sarah replied.

“And this is Viktor Petrov,” Zhang continued, gesturing to the tall man. “He’s originally from Russia but has been working in Germany on robotics and autonomous systems.”

Viktor gave a curt nod, his expression as unreadable as his introduction.

“And last but not least, we have Rafael Dominguez,” Zhang said, turning to the shorter man. “He's from Brazil and specializes in AI ethics and policy.”

Rafael's smile widened as he extended his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sarah. I have colleagues back in Brazil who are using your algorithms to study quantum fields.

“Wow, I didn’t know they would be so useful,” Sarah said, shaking his hand. His grip was firm, but there was a warmth in it that put her slightly at ease. “I’m looking forward to getting to know everyone.”

Zhang gave her a reassuring smile before excusing himself to greet other guests, leaving Sarah with her new peers. There was a moment of awkward silence, as if they were all sizing each other up, trying to figure out where they fit in this group of strangers.

“So,” Mei said, breaking the silence, “what do you think of Beijing so far?”

“It’s...different,” Sarah replied, trying to choose her words carefully. “Impressive, but a little overwhelming. The surveillance takes some getting used to.”

Mei raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you’ll get used to it. It’s just part of life here. But it does make you think twice about what you say or do in public.”

Viktor nodded in agreement. “Yes, but it’s also fascinating, isn’t it? The sheer scale of the technology, the way it’s integrated into everyday life. It’s both impressive and terrifying.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Sarah said, a wry smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “But I suppose we’re here to learn how to harness that power, hopefully for good.”

Rafael chuckled. “Hopefully being the key word. The line between good and bad in AI is pretty thin, especially when governments and corporations get involved.”

The conversation continued, with each of them sharing their thoughts on AI, their backgrounds, and their hopes for the program. As the evening wore on, Sarah found herself relaxing slightly, her initial anxiety easing as she got to know her fellow students. They were all smart, driven, and just as wary as she was of the ethical implications of the work they were about to dive into.

Yet, despite the camaraderie that began to form, Sarah couldn't shake the feeling that Zhang's earlier words were more than just a casual warning. There was something deeper, something more dangerous, lurking beneath the surface of this program. And as she glanced around the room, at the faculty members and the other students, she wondered if anyone else felt it too.

By the time she returned to her apartment that night, the city outside was shrouded in darkness, the only light coming from the distant glow of the skyscrapers. She stood by the window, looking out at the city that would be her home for the next nine months. It was a city of contrasts – ancient and modern, beautiful and oppressive, welcoming and intimidating.

And somewhere within that contrast, Sarah knew, was the truth she was determined to uncover. As she turned away from the window and headed to bed, she made herself a promise: she would keep her eyes and ears open, and she would be ready for whatever secrets Beijing decided to reveal.
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Chapter 3: The First Lecture
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The first day of the program dawned gray and overcast, the Beijing skyline shrouded in its usual haze. Sarah stood by her apartment window, sipping a cup of instant coffee and staring out at the city below. The streets were already alive with the bustling energy of commuters, students, and vendors, all moving with a sense of purpose that made her feel slightly out of place.

Today marked the official start of her nine-month journey into the world of artificial intelligence, and the anticipation was building in her chest like a coiled spring. She had always thrived on new challenges, and this program promised to be one of the most demanding yet. But beneath the excitement was a nagging unease – a sense that this wasn’t just about learning new algorithms or mastering the latest technology. There was something more, something Zhang had hinted at during the reception, that made her uneasy.

Shaking off her doubts, Sarah finished her coffee, grabbed her bag, and headed out the door. The Tsinghua University campus was a short walk from her apartment, and she made her way through the bustling streets, dodging bicycles and scooters as she went. The air was thick with humidity, the smog hanging low like a shroud, but she had grown accustomed to it after just a few days. Beijing had a way of enveloping you, making you adapt to its rhythms whether you wanted to or not.

The lecture hall where the first class was being held was an imposing structure of glass and steel, reflecting the cloudy sky in its mirrored surfaces. As Sarah approached, she saw a few familiar faces from the reception mingling outside, their conversations a mix of excitement and nervousness. She nodded in greeting as she passed, but didn’t stop to chat. She preferred to focus her mind, preparing herself for whatever the day would bring.

Inside, the hall was state-of-the-art, with tiered seating that offered a clear view of the stage from every angle. Large screens flanked the podium, displaying the Tsinghua University emblem, and the room buzzed with the low hum of conversations. Sarah found a seat near the middle, unpacked her laptop, and surveyed the room. The students were trickling in, some looking as eager as she felt, others appearing more subdued.

As the clock ticked closer to the start of the lecture, the door at the side of the stage opened, and Professor Zhang entered, accompanied by two other faculty members. The room fell silent as they made their way to the podium, the air thick with anticipation.

“Good morning, everyone,” Zhang began, his voice carrying easily across the hall. “Welcome to the first day of what I hope will be an enlightening and challenging journey for all of you. Over the next nine months, you will be exposed to the latest developments in artificial intelligence, machine learning, and deep learning, as well as their applications in various fields.”

His gaze swept across the room, as if assessing each student individually. “But more importantly, you will be challenged to think critically about the implications of the technology you are learning. AI is not just a tool – it is a force that is already reshaping our world in profound ways. And with that power comes responsibility.”

Sarah felt a shiver run down her spine at the word “responsibility.” Zhang's tone was calm, but there was an intensity behind his words that made it clear this was more than just an academic exercise. This was a warning.

“Today,” Zhang continued, “we will start with a broad overview of artificial intelligence – its history, its current state, and its future potential. But as we move forward, you will be expected to engage deeply with the material, to question assumptions, and to explore not just how AI works, but why it matters.”

The lecture that followed was a masterclass in the history and evolution of AI. Zhang spoke with the authority of someone who had lived through many of the developments he described, from the early days of symbolic AI to the modern era of deep learning. He covered the milestones in the field – the Turing Test, the Dartmouth Conference, the rise and fall of expert systems, the AI winter, and the resurgence of interest in the 21st century. The information was dense, but Zhang had a way of presenting it that made it accessible and engaging.

As the lecture progressed, Sarah found herself drawn in, her earlier unease momentarily forgotten. Zhang was a compelling speaker, weaving together technical details with broader philosophical questions about the nature of intelligence and the role of AI in society. He spoke about the potential of AI to revolutionize industries, to solve problems that had plagued humanity for centuries, and to unlock new frontiers of knowledge.

But he also didn’t shy away from the darker aspects. He spoke of the risks – the ethical dilemmas, the potential for abuse, the loss of privacy, and the ways in which AI could exacerbate existing inequalities. It was clear that Zhang believed AI was a double-edged sword, capable of great good but also great harm, depending on how it was wielded.

By the time Zhang wrapped up the lecture, Sarah's mind was buzzing with new ideas and questions. The room was silent for a moment, the weight of Zhang's words hanging in the air, before the students began to applaud. It was a restrained, thoughtful applause, more about respect than enthusiasm.

“Thank you,” Zhang said, acknowledging the applause with a nod. “I know this is a lot to take in, especially on your first day. But I encourage you to reflect on what we’ve discussed, and to come prepared to engage in deeper discussions as the course progresses. AI is not just a technical field – it is a human one. And that means we must consider the human implications of what we create.”

With that, he stepped away from the podium, and the lecture was officially over. The students began to gather their things, the room filling with the sound of zipping bags and low conversations. Sarah stayed in her seat for a moment, letting the information sink in. There was a lot to process, and she knew this was just the beginning.

As she was packing up her laptop, Rafael approached, his usual easy smile in place. “That was something, wasn’t it?” he said, dropping into the seat next to her.

“It was,” Sarah agreed, nodding. “Zhang’s not pulling any punches. This isn’t just about learning how to build AI systems – it’s about understanding the impact they’ll have on the world.”

Rafael leaned back, crossing his arms. “Yeah, I got that too. It’s kind of exciting, though. I mean, we’re not just here to tinker with code – we’re here to grapple with the big questions. Feels like we’re at the forefront of something huge.”

“Or something dangerous,” Sarah added, remembering Zhang's emphasis on responsibility.

Rafael’s smile dimmed slightly, and he nodded. “True. But maybe that’s why we’re here – to make sure it’s more of the former and less of the latter.”

Sarah considered that. “Maybe. Or maybe we’re here to figure out how to walk that line without falling off.”

Rafael chuckled. “You sound like you’re ready for a philosophy seminar.”

“Maybe I am,” Sarah said with a grin. “After all, AI is as much about philosophy as it is about technology.”

“Fair point,” Rafael conceded, standing up. “Anyway, a few of us are grabbing lunch later. Want to join?”

“Sure,” Sarah said, standing as well. “I could use a break before diving into all of this.”

They made their way out of the lecture hall, joining the stream of students heading toward the exit. As they stepped outside, the overcast sky had given way to a light drizzle, the city’s ever-present smog turning the air damp and heavy. Sarah pulled up her hood, her mind still churning with thoughts of the lecture.

As they walked, she couldn’t shake the feeling that today’s lecture had only scratched the surface. There were layers to this program – layers that Zhang had hinted at but hadn’t yet revealed. And as much as she was eager to dive into the technical aspects of AI, she couldn’t help but wonder what other secrets lay hidden beneath the surface of this seemingly straightforward academic course.

The drizzle intensified as they continued on, the streets of Beijing taking on a muted, dreamlike quality. The city, with all its noise and chaos, felt distant somehow, like a backdrop to the thoughts that occupied her mind. She knew she was at the beginning of something important, something that could shape not just her career, but perhaps even the future.

And as the rain fell and the city blurred around her, Sarah made a silent vow. Whatever this program had in store, she would face it head-on. She would learn, she would question, and she would uncover whatever truths were buried here, no matter the cost.
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Chapter 4: An Unexpected Invitation
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February 2022

The next few months passed in a blur of lectures, group discussions, and late-night study sessions. The AI program was as intense as Sarah had anticipated, pushing her to the limits of her intellectual capacity. The days were long, filled with complex algorithms, data sets, and theoretical debates, while the nights were spent poring over textbooks and research papers in the dim light of her apartment.

Despite the grueling schedule, Sarah found herself thriving. The intellectual rigor of the program was invigorating, and she relished the challenge of grappling with concepts that were at the cutting edge of technology. The faculty were demanding but brilliant, and her fellow students were just as driven as she was, each bringing their own unique perspective to the table. She was also getting to grips with basic Mandarin phrases for her day-to-day survival.

Yet, amidst all these challenges and academic pressures, the sense of unease that had settled in on her first day never fully dissipated. It lingered in the back of her mind, like a shadow she couldn't quite shake. There was something about the way Zhang spoke, the emphasis he placed on responsibility and the potential dangers of AI, that made her feel like she was being prepared for more than just an academic exercise. She was being prepared for a test – a test that would go beyond the walls of the classroom.

In mid-February, she took a break and flew back to Europe to spend nine days on a refreshment course in Relativity in Berlin. This had nothing to do with her Master’s and everything to do with a theory about the emergence of reality during the Big Bang that she had been working on over the last year. She had spent the last year of her Bachelor’s degree collaborating with CERN, checking the calculations of particle trajectories that seemed anomalous, and she had built up a database of measurements that didn’t appear to coincide with the Standard Model. She wanted to first rule out all relativistic effects. Her intention was to spend another nine days, after that, with her family in Edinburgh. But everything changed when the war broke out in Ukraine and she decided to help her friend Tomasz find his family in Kyiv and take them to safety in Poland – nine days which were spent in a bunker, almost starving while she waited for Tomasz to return with his family. She swore then and there to take a much more active role if she were ever in such a situation again. The old, timid Sarah was dead, buried in the rubble of Kyiv and a new, brave and resourceful Sarah was born of the ashes.

March 2022

Once back in Beijing, it was late on a Thursday evening in March when that unease took a more tangible form. Sarah had just returned to her apartment after another long day, her mind still buzzing with the details of a particularly challenging machine learning problem. She was
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