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Preface
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This book constitutes my first serious attempt at writing fiction. One morning in 2016, the idea occurred to me to create a sci-fi novel about a group of venture capitalists wrestling with the responsibility of having fostered technological breakthroughs orders of magnitude more potent than today's disruptive companies. I initially resisted writing the story. However, as I could not get it out of my head, I eventually began to pen it down. It took well over three years, a hiatus, and several false starts to finally produce the first volume of what could potentially become a series.

As I began to learn the craft of writing, I challenged myself even further and decided to do every task related to the book's production on my own with no professional help. I've done the research, developmental editing, writing, content editing, proofreading, and even the cover design. My goal was not to produce a standard publisher-grade novel, but rather, to keep my creativity entirely unfiltered, and see whether I could pass muster purely on my own steam. And if I did, then maybe I would have half a chance as a writer, I thought. 

This contrarian approach flies in the face of convention. Still, perhaps there exist readers who would prefer a more organic version of an author until their growth, just as there are music fans who like the early raw productions of their favorite band. Another way to look at it is that the work is, in Silicon Valley parlance, an MVP – a minimum viable product – in other words, the most pared-down version of a product that can still be released. 

Whether my hunch is dead wrong or not, the net result is that you'll almost certainly find the writing to be rough around the edges. If you particularly enjoy well-polished fiction, this book is virtually guaranteed not to be that. 

On the other hand, early feedback has declared the work to be spectacular near-term fiction with a 500-year jump in which the characters are fun, the plot is strong, and the social commentary is right on the money for this moment in time. If the above intrigues you — along with the prospect of unearthing a boatload of Easter eggs — then I hope you'll enjoy the ride even if it's somewhat bumpy.
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December 2043

Magnus Vestergaard was pensive as he looked out of the tinted window of the general partners' lounge. For he was contemplating not only the end of capitalism but also the end of modern life. Not to mention the final days of freedom—or at least the sort of freedom he had always known anyway.

With both hands resting on the armrests of the modernistic beige leather chair he was ensconced in, he looked at Walter Manley and said, "I've just bought the subterranean vault complex."

The latter replied, "You mean the one further down the street—toward Half Moon Bay Beach—used thirty years ago to keep bitcoins in cold storage?"

Vestergaard offered an affirmative nod.

Manley studied the septuagenarian for a moment. Even sitting down, Vestergaard was towering: a six-foot-seven inches tall fellow with a penchant for haute couture and a look in his eyes that let you know he wouldn't be fooled. He had remained fit and tried to mitigate the effects time was having on his person with copious amounts of hair coloring and anti-aging products. He was renowned worldwide as the man who had been instrumental in the development of the internet back at the end of the Twentieth Century. For the last several decades, the billionaire had been a venture capitalist on Sand Hill Road, a street name used metonymically to refer to the heart of the venture capital industry, in Menlo Park, California. As a "VC" and co-founding partner of Gr8 Capital, he had raised hundreds of millions, even billions, of dollars at a time into what was called VC funds. The resources came from wealthy families, university endowments, sovereign wealth funds, funds of funds, and, starting in the mid 2020’s, other entities such as decentralized autonomous organizations (DAO's)—collectively referred to as limited partners, or LPs—in return for a share of returned profits, which was dubbed "a carry" in industry lingo.

"What are you gonna do with that? Transfer all the gold Fort Knox owes you?" roared Manley with laughter, reaching for the 55-year-old Macallan Scotch that lay on the table in front of him, pouring himself a second glass out of the $33,000 bottle.

Vestergaard reached into his shirt pocket, took out a letter which he unfolded and set on the table before Manley.

"What is it?" asked the latter semi-rhetorically as he picked it up.

Manley was also tall at six feet and 2 inches. Although he, too, was a VC and one of the founding partners at Touchstone Investments, he didn't look like one. The seventy-five-year-old would have more easily passed for a sales executive.

He began reading:

"Classified Information—Top Secret

"December 9th, 2043

"From Federal Robotics Commission, United States of America

"To Mr. Vivan Cheema, CEO, Deeper Intelligence Ltd.

"Dear Sir,

"As you are aware, on October 1st, 2043, The Technological Innovation Disclosure Act was passed into law.

"It stipulates that every technological innovation being researched or developed in the fields of artificial intelligence, robotics or nano technology, amongst other categories, must be reported to the FRC.

"I am writing to you as a result of our audit of your technological developments on the subject of Artificial General Intelligence following your disclosures. The review in question took place on November 2-4, 2043, at your offices. It has been adjudicated that your technology, being of utmost import to the national security of the United States of America, shall be acquired by the U.S. Government at a fair market valuation plus a 20% premium, after which you will continue to operate as a state-owned enterprise (SOE) under specific guidelines.

"Please refer to the attached documents for details.

"We sincerely hope that the above will be perceived as good news within your organization.

"Yours truly,

"Dick Brown

Directors of Acquisitions, FRC"

"The rumor is these letters are going around an awful lot these days. It's addressed to the CEO of one of your portfolio companies, and this one is Top Secret—wow!" said Manly with an affected grin on his face as he put the letter back on the table. "For crying out loud, in the current environment which we find ourselves in, merely showing this to anyone outside the Board, investors, legal counsel and the upper echelon of management—until the acquisition takes place—could carry fines heavy enough to bankrupt the company. And let's not forget the potential personal repercussions you could incur yourself, such as imprisonment for life and, as crazy as it sounds, even the death penalty! I never thought the day would come when I'd have to tell you this, but you have a serious fiduciary responsibility not to show that letter to anybody outside the company. If my memory serves me right, I'm neither a co-investor nor am I on the Board."

There was nothing wrong with Manley's ability to retain facts—he was merely tactful.

Vestergaard noticed the intent stare of his peer. He said, "One of the things I've had to wrestle with lately is coming to the conclusion that fiduciary responsibility is overstated."

"And what might you possibly mean by that, I wonder?"

"Well, I mean just that: there are things that trump it."

"Trump? Maybe you could use a synonym that's less grating to the ears," says Manley laughing.

"I see your point. Anyway, I wouldn't say I like the direction we are headed in this country. Twenty-five years ago, it would have been unthinkable for an American company to receive such a letter—China, yes, but for us? Not a chance. And to be classified top secret to boot? Give me a break."

"Just like the lobster, we've been boiled slowly, I suppose."

Vestergaard continued, "Precisely, that's the analogy I use as well. We're turning into a communist regime, and that's the new normal. It is perhaps easier for us, venture capitalists, to see the oxymoron in it."

"State-controlled capitalism is at its core a contradiction indeed. So what's that thing that 'overtakes' fiduciary obligations, you were saying?"

"It has many names: 'honor,' 'rectitude,' 'virtue'—call it what you will, it's all the same idea. The context of what we are doing has changed, and to me, we have to take that into account." After a pause, he continued, "You've been on many boards with Stan Friendly from Molten Ventures, right?"

"Over ten," acknowledges Manley.

"You know what he says about legacy?"

"He doesn't care about it."

"That's right. Stan doesn't give a damn about his personal legacy and more power to him for that, but if you'd asked him whether he cared about the legacy the venture industry will be leaving behind, I bet you'd get a different answer out of him."

A sunbeam pierced through the window and caused the lowball crystal glass Manley was holding to sparkle like a precious gemstone. He twisted the glass about as though he were captivated, but truth be told, he was weighing Vestergaard's words, trying to anticipate where the conversation would lead.

At last, with a smile, nonetheless, he said, "It sure sounds like you're ready to stir up some shit."

It came across to a degree as though he meant, "You're wealthy and powerful— we are wealthy and powerful—we have it made. Why get involved? Why not let it all ride?"

But Vestergaard had big plans to upset the status quo and, in fact, do nothing less than to change the course of humanity—an unforeseen level of power that his younger self would have wanted nothing to do with: he had only desired to code. He was all too aware that he should spoon-feed his colleague with information and avoid a case of indigestion. Even so, he said, "Well, I'm thinking about drafting a document called 'The Declaration of Independence 2.0', get the Valley's in-crowd to sign it and use the vault as our command center to plan and execute our collective legacy."

Manley didn't answer, still busying himself with the glass.

Vestergaard continued, "If I can talk on behalf of all the computer geeks out there right now, we can't let the government appropriate our technological innovations and use them to feed their war machine and their population control plans which are appalling, debased and de-humanizing to a level that's hard to phantom. We say we have been on a mission to change the world—and for the better, I hope we meant—but the truth is we've created a monster whether we want to admit it or not. There isn't much time with all the brouhaha that's going on in the world right now. Astonishing as it sounds, society can slip into a dark age unless we act! I ask you: if not us, then who? If not now, then when?"

And it was with similar fervor that Magnus Vestergaard repeated his elevator pitch over and over in the weeks that followed to his trusted friends within the tech industry's aristocracy.
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"Love is a funny thing," thought Vestergaard. He was slicing a tomato with the attentiveness and precision you might expect from anyone in possession of an engineering mind. Each slice was paper-thin. And yet, the weight of the blade performed the bulk of the work on his behalf.

"Next cut the cheese," the bot chef told him.

A bot was an AI agent that resided as a holographic entity in a piece of conductive glass-like material. This one inhabited the most popular commercial format: a cylindrical section of such a substance about 10 and a half inches high with a diameter of roughly seven inches. Futura, the consortium of companies responsible for the product, had shipped 153 million units of this particular model in the third quarter of 2043 alone, despite the product already having been on the market three years, and despite several of their other offered formats of the same technology also experiencing mind-boggling sales.  

Even with that much said, it would be easy to understate the impact that conductive glass, as it was called, was having worldwide, and particularly, the far-reaching ramifications it would have on the fundamental structure of society for centuries to follow. It had always been the business of a venture capitalist to try and anticipate the future. It was more than mere forecasting. Although VCs were generally keeping analysts on hand to consult, were regularly filling spreadsheets to the brim with discounted cash flow numbers and were constantly dissecting various trends to no end, the good ones – as in the cream of the crop – in tandem with the first-rate entrepreneurs that they funded – could project their minds into the future and visualize the world as it would be – as it ought to be. One could pointlessly debate as to whether they were anticipating the inevitable and preempting it, or whether they were de facto creating our collective tomorrows. And yet, should you have had asked a VC 25 years earlier, to speculate about the next major breakthrough technology to emerge, you would perhaps have been told, by say May Ling Chu, from Probability Ventures, that VR or virtual reality would be "it" – you know, that sure-to-be addictive, "better than reality" transporting experience in which you are in fact sequestered, by yourself and wearing an "anti-social" piece of gear on your face while preferably also being attached to a network of sensors and actuators – well thankfully, that turned out to have been a non-starter. You would undoubtedly have had to endure several passionate discussions about cryptocurrencies – digital money – by the likes of Stephan Hans from Long Wave Capital; and while "crypto" has allowed for a new architecture that ultimately gave control to the end-user through monetized protocols, thus in time eroding the large monopolies of the tech sector of that era better than any antitrust action could ever have, it was also eventually appropriated by the elite, failing in its mission to close the divide between the haves and have nots. Through crippling regulations, it only reinforced the grip that governments had always had on their populace, much less topple them. Next, there would have been the understanding by most, without knowing precisely what the final permutation would be, that computer interfaces would undergo a dramatic transformation. Finally, you would have been pitched on the virtues of AI or artificial intelligence, by perhaps Audrey Moreau, another of the general partners at Gr8 Capital, who would have demonstrated the tremendous benefits of gradient descent algorithms and neural networks. And while machine learning - in other words, letting a computer train itself and derive on its own the optimal values for unknown factors in equations—certainly has been a most major development, it was eclipsed by the very medium that became its host of choice. Probably no one would have guessed that the real enabler of a new age of technological advancements would have been a glass-like material. Not any type of glass, mind you, an exceptional kind of glass, but mostly a see-through mineral-derived substance nonetheless.  

Conductive glass, therefore, was a hard and natively transparent material with nano-scientific properties, the least of which consisting of the absence of the requirement to be tethered. Using over-the-air-conductivity (OTAC) – the big breakthrough of the 2030's—the unit was fed data and power without any visible, related hardware facilities. Handling its electronic functions, there was an intricate web of silver nanowires within, too small to scatter light on their own. It could serve as a computer, a smartphone, a computer screen, a watch, a building material even, and more. But its most cherished use case was hosting AI bots who took on a human form within its confines. There were countless varieties of them such as the bot lawyer, the bot doctor, the bot teacher, the bot accountant, to name but a few. Although bots could exert judgment and converse on a wide variety of topics, they minded their own business and merely offered help within the bounds of their specialty; and usually only when asked to do so. This allowed for their usefulness to shine while remaining on the surface, non-invading of one's privacy. 

Part of what made conductive glass such a complete piece of technology in its own right was that it acted as a transducer as well, the latter being a device that sends or receives a signal in the form of one type of energy and converts it into another kind. Think of a microphone. Or, for example, when an electric impulse passes through a cable and enters into an electro-acoustic speaker, it causes a precise air-displacement pattern to take effect which our ears are equipped to decrypt. Conductive glass could act as a sensor, a speaker, or an actuator – each one part of the transducer family. It transmitted sound through vibration, not by air displacement. One of the more enthralling qualities of conductive glass was how it felt when you touched it. Although it was hard to the point of being scratch-resistant when used as a screen, it paradoxically also felt somehow malleable. You had to place your hand on one to understand. This feature allowed it to generate or be sensitive to vibrations so it could behave as a transducer. Air isn't the only medium that can transmit sounds. Many liquids and solids are even better conductors of it, as their molecules are packed closer than they would be in a gas. If placed on a surface, say a countertop, by causing a vibration within the material upon which it came in contact, conductive glass caused sound to emanate through that object. In particular use cases such as music, some preferred to beam the signal to electro-acoustic speakers; just as though, all these years later, some still favored a vinyl record over a digital recording. As a sensor, the glass perceived physical inputs in addition to its electronically transmitted data inputs. As an actuator, it was able to initiate outputs so as to cause actions to take place, say, turn on a light via OTAC.

Furthermore, it could change colors and become opaque. The quality it possessed, which made its various functions possible, was called "electro-mutation," a discovery enabled by quantum computing. The conductive glass material was a leap and bound improvement over the type of volumetric monitor screen that had become in use approximately 20 years earlier and had given impetus to its development. Its "surrealism" made one wonder whether the Table of Elements had yielded new discoveries, or whether the laws of physics had been stretched to their limit, or perhaps whether aliens had surrendered one of their secrets to humanity. Its sheer ubiquity instilled awe as well: it had replaced the telephone, the computer and its screen, the television, and too many building materials to count. To boot, legions of AI bots inhabited the medium, from your morning coffee barista to your late-news anchor, with a myriad of others in between. The glass could be mounted or linked to robots when physical maneuvers involving dexterity were required. For situations in which only cerebral activity was demanded of a bot, a block of the material by itself inhabited by the intelligent hologram would suffice.

Albert, the chefbot, continued, "With all due respect Magnus, you are cutting the cheese in slices, rather than the small cubes the recipe calls for."

"I'm taking liberties with the recipe, then I suppose," answered Vestergaard.

"I'm afraid there is no room for interpretation if you want the presentation to be perfect. It was algorithmically derived to produce maximal visual impact."  

Glancing to his right at his wife Sophia, Vestergaard said with an added a wink, "Did you mistakenly change Albert's settings to 'anal retentive' by any chance?"

Her face offered the kind of smile which formed the foundation of much of Vestergaard's happiness.

"I heard that," said Albert, causing the both of them to let out a laugh.

"Alright then," conceded Vestergaard. "What would you like me to do with the wrongly cut cheese, Your Mighty Chefbot?"

"I regard all forms of flattery with suspicion, you should know," said Albert while tightening his lips, closing his eyes for an instant and turning his head slightly to one side, all the while suppressing a smile. "Based on prior observed patterns," he continued, "I predict you'll be feeding them to the dog in a minute or two—the poor beast. That animal is not a garbage receptacle, are you aware?"

As the meal preparation continued, Vestergaard studied his wife as much as he could at interspersed intervals so she wouldn't take notice of it. On the one hand, he was at the happiest he could have been sharing this moment with her. And on the other, he experienced a morbid trepidation caused by the overall circumstances he was finding himself in, and which he was forced to keep close to his chest. He had always been aware of his affection for her. But given that their marriage in its current form would end in the months to follow—a couple years at most—he was becoming attuned to his deepest feelings towards her. And these were currently taking on a physical manifestation that clenched him in the lowest reaches of his stomach. They implicated his jaw as well. At that moment, he loved her to the point of grief, and it was painful, agonizing even.

"Are you alright?" she asked.

"Of course, I am. There's nothing else in the world I would rather do right now than being here with you." And he meant it.

"Oh, how sweet!"

She could always sense when Magnus was being bothered. Having learned over the years to trust him without reserve whenever he would insist on being 'fine'—despite appearing clearly lost in a sea of thoughts—she had made it routine to relegate such notions to the back of her mind, where they seemed to hover just below her awareness of them. This afforded him the space he felt he needed while at the same time allowing him to 'remain himself' when he was with her.

When the dinner was finally cooking in the smart oven under the sole supervision of Albert, he went upstairs to take a shower. After, as he stood exposed in front of the opulent bathroom mirror to better confront himself with all his vulnerabilities in plain sight, the proverbial weight of the world was on his shoulders. Feeling that much heavier indeed, he went so far as to weigh himself on the ultra-precision scale 'just to see' whether the feeling was solely a mental perception or whether it was actually a physical manifestation that could indeed be measured. Noting no ostensible change, he robed up and went to his study, where he could look out the window, as he often liked to do, and suffered through a rather severe episode of impostor syndrome. Who was he, he wondered, to appoint himself to re-write the course of history? What had gone so terribly wrong that he was now the solution? Why him
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