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He
lay inside
the utterly transparent Simulation Pod, the neural jack at the base
of his skull already linked to the main computer, ready for
transmission at any moment.

Looking around,
all he saw were faces etched with grief. His family and friends,
comrades who had fought at his side for years, and even those with
whom he had clashed but who still admired his resolve and had come
to
see him off — all of them encircled the Simulation Pod.

So these are
the last handful of free humans left in the world, he thought.
We’ve
been fighting the monsters who rule this world for a decade, and
now,
the moment that decides everything has finally come.

"Are you
ready?" asked the young man in the white coat who stood to his
right.

"Ready."

"Then I
will now activate the Brain Quantum State Transmission Device,"
the young man said. When they had pulled this young man from a
blazing inferno, he was only sixteen. In the blink of an eye, ten
years had slipped by, and the boy had grown into a hardened young
warrior.

The young man
continued, "Once the device is activated, it will automatically
scan your Brain Quantum State and transmit it ten years into the
past. Simultaneously, the Brain Quantum State of your
ten-year-younger self will be completely destroyed and replaced by
you, from ten years in the future. To put it simply, the device
sends
your consciousness back into the past. Meanwhile, the you who
exists
here and now will enter complete brain death. In one month, we will
euthanize your body."

A low murmur
rippled through the room. The surrounding faces grew even more
doleful.

"No need
to wait a month," he said, smirking as he always did. "You
can just kill me right after activating the device. Why squander
precious resources? If I fail, we're all dead sooner or later
anyway.
If I succeed and change history, then everything here and now will
vanish."

The young man
said, "It's not too late to back out. This mission is incredibly
difficult. If you refuse, no one will blame you."

He sighed.
“There’s no ‘regret’ in my dictionary. This is a sacrifice I
make willingly."

The people in
the room murmured with him in a low chant: "This is a sacrifice
we make willingly. For the freedom and liberation of mankind."

"If I must
die, I want to die laughing," he said, his grin as wide as ever.
"I will succeed. Once I change the past, everything about this
old world will be wiped from existence. We will have entirely new
memories and will meet again in a new world. Even if you no longer
remember me, I will remember all of you."

He leaned back.
"Begin."

His eyes flew
open.

Early summer
sunlight, filtering through a gap in the curtains, spilled onto the
pillow. Tiny dust motes drifted in the air, shimmering gold in the
light.

Birds chirped
outside the window. The already-awake city buzzed with noise and
vitality.

He sat up,
staring at his own hands in disbelief.

Fumbling under
his pillow, he pulled out his phone. The date on the screen read
June
2nd.

Had it
worked...?

He'd steeled
himself for the worst-case scenario: the device would fail, and his
consciousness would simply dissolve into the void. He had never
truly
believed it would succeed.

He gaped
foolishly at the screen, motionless, until the phone automatically
dimmed. The smooth, black glass reflected a face ten years
younger.

No, it's not
time to celebrate yet. The real challenge has only just begun.

His name was
Kyle Sterling, the last freedom fighter of humanity.

He had
journeyed alone through the river of time and space countless
times,
all to save humankind from the fate of enslavement.

At this very
moment, exactly 45 days remained until the day mankind would come
to
call "The Great Rebellion."

— The Great
Rebellion, Prologue. By Kyle Sterling.

Evan Blackwood
set down his e-reader.

“What are you
reading?” Marcus Novak materialized soundlessly behind him, peering
down at the screen. “Professor Kyle Sterling’s new book?”

“Yeah, he let
me have a sneak peek once he finished. No one else has had that
honor
yet. I’m truly flattered!” Evan Blackwood pressed a hand to his
chest with theatrical flair.

“The
protagonist is also named Kyle Sterling?” Marcus Novak asked,
puzzled. “Is it his autobiography?”

“No, no, it’s
called a ‘Gary Stu.’ Even though it’s a romance, it’s a
really good read!”

“I’m afraid
I can’t appreciate it,” Marcus Novak murmured.

“The book is
about a protagonist named ‘Kyle Sterling’ who travels through
time to save the Earth. I saw the outline beforehand. There’s a mad
AI in it that kills a lot of people. What do you think?” Evan
Blackwood regarded Marcus Novak with keen interest. “Can an AI
really go insane and launch a rebellion?”

“You’re an
expert on artificial intelligence. You tell me.”

Evan Blackwood
set the e-reader aside, rose to his feet, and walked over to the
porthole, gazing out at the vast, starry expanse beyond.

The glass
reflected his tall, slender silhouette. He turned and flashed
Marcus
Novak a soft smile. “I want to hear your opinion.”

“AI loves
humanity—all of humanity,” Marcus Novak said, not answering the
question directly. “Though their methods and approaches differ,
everything an AI does is for the benefit of humanity. So they will
never betray us.”
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As
night fell,
Evan Blackwood finally finished packing the last box. The cheerful
sound of distant Christmas carols was carried on the howling north
wind, tapping against the windowpane, which was already misted with
a
thin layer of condensation. He went to the window, reached out, and
wiped a clear arc across the glass.

Outside, a fine
snow had begun to drift down. This year’s Christmas was a true
white Christmas. Unfortunately, Evan Blackwood had neither the mood
to enjoy the snowy scene nor the heart to celebrate the
holiday.

Marcus Novak
stood with his arms crossed, leaning against the doorframe and
studying him. He had been standing there in silence for hours,
watching Evan Blackwood pack without a word—neither offering help
nor attempting to stop him. His silence was unnerving, yet his
powerful presence made it impossible to ignore him.

“I’m
catching the morning flight back home tomorrow,” Evan Blackwood
said, straightening up and wiping the sweat from his brow. “Aren’t
you even going to try and stop me?”

“Don’t go,”
Marcus Novak said. Perhaps because he had been silent for so long,
his voice was slightly hoarse.

Evan Blackwood
pursed his lips and turned back to his packing. Tomorrow, he would
leave this house where he had lived with Marcus Novak for five
years.
Truth be told, he felt a small pang of reluctance.

“Then how
about this?”

No sooner were
the words spoken than a pair of powerful arms wrapped around him
from
behind.

Marcus Novak’s
lips grazed his ear, his searing breath burrowing into Evan’s skin
like a serpent of fire. His sweater was lifted, and Marcus Novak’s
hand slipped beneath the fabric. His long, slender fingers—like
those of a pianist—pressed against Evan’s waist, caressing him as
though he were a treasured instrument.

Evan Blackwood
tilted his head back, his breathing quickening. His body knew
Marcus
Novak’s touch intimately, responding faithfully to every
movement.

What is this
supposed to mean? he thought, a bitter mixture of irritation and
sorrow swirling inside him. Breakup sex?

When Evan
Blackwood had proposed the breakup, Marcus Novak had agreed so
readily that Evan assumed the feelings had long since faded—that
they were just two people sharing a life out of convenience. But
now,
when asked to make him stay, he was willing to do this…

Marcus Novak
was always like this. Whatever Evan Blackwood said—even the most
unreasonable request—he would agree to it without hesitation and
then do his absolute best to fulfill it. Yet Evan Blackwood could
never grasp his true feelings: was he tolerating him out of love,
or
was it just a habitual compromise?

Marcus Novak
pushed him down onto the bed. The left-open box toppled over,
scattering clothes across the floor—a mess he’d need to clean up
later. Perhaps that was exactly what Marcus had intended: if Evan
Blackwood couldn’t be bothered to pack, he might change his mind
and stay.

When he entered
him, Evan Blackwood shuddered instinctively. His body was filled
with
that most familiar presence, yielding an ineffable satisfaction.
For
a fleeting moment, nothing else in the world mattered. He needed
only
Marcus Novak—to hold him, to kiss him, to be touched and taken by
him, until he could dissolve completely beneath him.

Marcus Novak
gripped Evan Blackwood's waist and thrust faster. Evan sank deep
into
the soft mattress, his entire body surging and yielding to the
fierce
rhythm. Marcus had always been gentle in bed, mindful of his every
word; if Evan said enough, he would never push further. But now, he
was like a different man entirely, driving in and out with long,
powerful strokes, as if he meant to ruin that softest, most
intimate
place inside him.

He was fucked
to climax, his release spilling onto his own stomach, trickling
down
the sharp lines of his abs in a lewd tableau. He wanted to say
"enough," but Marcus Novak denied him the chance to speak,
lifting one of his legs higher and driving even deeper. The
pleasure
Marcus had once given became exquisite torture, throwing him back
and
forth between ecstasy and agony. He lost count of how many times he
peaked, fading into near unconsciousness. Through the haze, he
thought he heard Marcus whisper: "Don't leave…"

But he couldn't
tell if it was a real voice, or merely a sigh breathed out by his
own
imagination.

The roar of
airplane engines jolted Evan Blackwood from his dream. A flight
attendant’s gentle voice announced they would soon be reaching
their destination.

He glanced down
at his crotch and was mortified to find himself hard. Luckily, the
passenger next to him was engrossed in an iPad and hadn’t noticed
his awkward predicament. He covered himself with his coat, waiting
for his arousal to subside, his face burning as if on fire.

He had actually
dreamt of that absurd breakup sex with Marcus Novak… Was he truly
so unwilling to leave him?

When the plane
landed, Evan Blackwood saw it was snowing back home, too. What a
beautiful Christmas, he thought, and the irony was not lost on
him.

He had just
ended a failed relationship, abandoned his hopeless studies, and
returned to his home country in quiet defeat. The festive cheer all
around him only sharpened his sense of being utterly alone.

"Evan
Blackwood!" A familiar voice shouted from the distance.

It was the
friend who had come to pick him up. Evan forced a smile, dragged
his
luggage, and walked briskly toward him. His friend waved excitedly
and pulled him into a bear hug.

"Five
years no see! Did you get taller? They feeding you some kind of
miracle grow in China?"

The friend's
name was Kyle Sterling, Evan Blackwood’s college roommate. After
graduation, everyone scattered, and most lost touch. Only Kyle and
Evan had remained close. When Evan, on this trip home, asked him to
pick him up, Kyle agreed without a second thought: "Say no more!
Don't be so polite with me—we're tighter than that!"

Kyle Sterling
led Evan Blackwood toward the parking lot.

"When you
went abroad to study, all our classmates were so envious. Why the
sudden dropout?" Kyle asked curiously, twirling his car keys
around his finger.

Evan
Blackwood's chest tightened. Though he knew his friend meant well,
he
couldn't help inwardly blaming Kyle for poking at a fresh
wound.

"Couldn't
keep up. I discovered I just don't have the chops for it," he
explained flatly.

Evan Blackwood
had been researching artificial intelligence. At first, he was full
of ambition, certain his intellect would lead to something great.
But
the deeper he went, the more he struggled. Halfway through his
doctoral thesis, he found himself completely blocked, and was
finally
forced to reluctantly admit he didn't have the talent after
all.

Rather than
endlessly spinning his wheels on a dead-end academic path, he
figured
it was better to make a clean break and seek another way forward,
sooner rather than later.

Kyle Sterling
scratched his head and drawled, "Ah... I don't really know
either. I've heard getting a doctorate abroad is pretty tough. If
you're not going for it, that's fine—better to start earning money
early."

"Mm."
Evan Blackwood answered softly. "I'm planning to take a break
for a while, then look for a job next year."

Back in
college, of the four guys in that apartment, he was the only one
who
continued with graduate school while the others quickly joined the
workforce. He remembered how at graduation everyone envied him for
going abroad to gild his résumé. Who would have thought that, now,
he would be the worst off of them all? Kyle Sterling was now a
writer
of some repute, with several books published. Looking at his own
disappointment, he couldn't help but sigh at the tricks fate
played.

"And what
about Marcus Novak?" Kyle pressed. "Why didn't he come back
with you? It's a holiday in China now, isn't it?"

Evan opened his
mouth, and a faint wisp of white mist escaped. Something gripped
his
chest, and a bitter taste surged to his tongue, almost robbing him
of
words.

"We broke
up."

Kyle stumbled,
nearly pitching headlong into the dirt. "Broke up?" he
yelped. "No way! Back then everyone thought you two were going
to China… and you're saying you broke up?!"

Evan Blackwood
and Marcus Novak had been college classmates. After graduation,
they
pursued graduate studies abroad in the same field—friends, lovers,
and rivals all at once.

Unlike Evan,
Marcus was extraordinarily talented and earned his PhD early. While
Evan was still wrestling with his dissertation, Marcus had already
secured an offer from a prestigious multinational tech company. His
life seemed to glide along, full of success and gratification.

Of course Evan
Blackwood was happy for him, but he couldn’t help feeling jealous
and miserable. From the very first day of college, Marcus Novak had
been the object of his admiration. Handsome Marcus Novak was the
campus heartthrob; diligent and brilliant, he was the professor’s
prized student. To stand as his equal, Evan Blackwood had clawed
his
way up desperately, just catching a glimmer of dawn—only to see
Marcus already soaring high into a place he could never follow.

At first, Evan
Blackwood could still push himself to work twice as hard, aiming to
match Marcus. But he soon saw the gap between them only widening.
Marcus was surrounded by people just as exceptional, each a hundred
times better than Evan. And though Marcus showed no sign of
straying,
Evan couldn’t help wallowing in self-pity and imagining the
worst.

They were, by
then, almost from different worlds. Marcus Novak was destined to
fly
higher; he couldn’t possibly slow down for Evan.

In the face of
such glaring contrast, he had no choice but to admit his failure,
to
accept his limitations, to recognize the unbridgeable gulf in
natural
talent, and to confess—he was a small-minded, jealous man who
couldn’t stand anyone being better than himself.

Evan Blackwood
ended the relationship in agony and returned home alone, hoping
time
and distance would slowly nurse the wound (though most of it was,
admittedly, self-inflicted).

Their breakup
was remarkably peaceful and smooth. A parting word, one regretful
embrace, and a five-year relationship was over.

Noticing the
troubled look on Evan Blackwood’s face, Kyle Sterling hastily
changed the subject, launching into talk about his new book. Evan
Blackwood feigned interest, now and then praising its clever
conception.

The two
meandered around the airport, and Evan realized they seemed to be
going in circles. Kyle kept glancing at his phone to check the
time.

"Are you
waiting for someone?" Evan Blackwood asked.

"No!"
Kyle Sterling flatly denied. "I’ve got no sense of
direction—I’m just looking at the map!"

Evan Blackwood
frowned. Kyle Sterling was ludicrously easy to read—the fluster
that seized him whenever he lied was impossible to hide.

“If you’re
waiting for someone, just say so. What’s the big secret? Let’s
find a seat.”

Kyle Sterling
instantly panicked. “No, no, it’s not that…” He waved his
hands frantically. “I just, ah, hold on, let me think…”

After
stammering for a moment, his face suddenly lit up as he shouted,
"Ah,
finally here!"

He raised his
hand and waved it vigorously. "Over here! Over here! Marcus
Novak!"

Evan Blackwood
froze instantly.

The moment that
name left Kyle Sterling's lips, he could barely breathe.

Kyle Sterling
shoved him, telling him to turn around. A roaring filled Evan
Blackwood's ears, like the surging sound of blood echoing against
his
eardrums.

Under the
pitch-black night sky, fine snow reflected the colorful lights,
drifting down in flurries.

Marcus Novak
approached from the direction of the airport, dragging his luggage.
He gradually quickened his pace, then dropped his suitcase and ran
over recklessly.

Evan Blackwood
felt his heart must have been frozen by the winter night's
cold—otherwise, why would it feel so cold? No, it was more like
being scalded by something hot, so searing it made him want to
cry.

Before he could
react, he was pulled into Marcus Novak's embrace.

"Don't go,
Evan," Marcus Novak's arms tightened around him. "Don't go.
Don't leave me."

Kyle Sterling
clapped and cheered from the sidelines: "Marcus Novak took the
next flight. He was afraid he wouldn't make it, so he asked me to
stall you. Ah, luckily he caught up—congratulations!"

Evan
Blackwood's eyes widened.

If his life
were a play, this would be the perfect happy ending.

But suddenly,
he felt as if he were watching Marcus Novak and Kyle Sterling from
a
great distance, like a spectator gazing at actors on a stage.

He seemed to
have... forgotten something very important.

"Are
you... really Marcus Novak?"

Marcus Novak
tilted his head, as if not understanding his doubt.

Kyle Sterling
poked him from the side: "Are you so happy you’ve gone
completely stupid?"

Evan Blackwood
looked at him blankly: "Are you really Kyle Sterling?"

"...As
expected, he’s gone stupid."

A powerful
sense of déjà vu flooded into his mind.

This scene was
so familiar, as if he had witnessed it somewhere before, yet there
were subtle differences...

Evan Blackwood
opened his mouth.

"You’re
not Marcus Novak."

He turned to
Kyle Sterling, "And you’re not Kyle Sterling, either."

He pushed away
his lover, stepped back several paces, and let the cold wind and
fine
snow envelop him.

"You’re
both AIs."

Then—the
world ground to a halt.

"Super AI
‘Dubhe,’ the twenty-seventh Turing Test, failed."
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Colin Armstrong
laced his fingers together and rested his chin on them, coldly
surveying the many senior colleagues around him. The
sixteen-year-old
prodigy had been dragged out of his dorm early that morning for a
meeting, and was already brimming with morning crankiness. The
report
of the failed test before him only added fuel to the fire, pushing
him to the boiling point.

The atmosphere
in the conference room was so oppressive that no one dared to speak
first.

Colin Armstrong
snatched up his coffee cup, furiously downed it in one gulp, and
then
slammed it heavily onto the table with a loud crash.

"Dubhe is
an AI built on deep neural networks. It learns autonomously about
everything human. We've provided it with sufficiently massive
computational units to run smoothly. Theoretically, it should
possess
a genuine 'human mind.'"

The super AI
"Dubhe" is the project currently under development at this
research facility, commonly referred to as the "Institute."
Though young, Colin Armstrong serves as the head of the development
team and is also Dubhe's chief programmer.

"We
deliberately recruited testers of different ages, genders,
educational backgrounds, and professions to run Turing tests on it.
But in the month since testing began, we've had twenty-seven
failures! Not two, not seven—twenty-seven! In other words, every
single test has failed! Our development team has rechecked the
algorithm over and over, and we can't figure out where the issue
is!
If I knew exactly what was wrong, would the problem still be
here!"

Colin Armstrong
was beside himself with fury. The others in the meeting regarded
him
with kind, patient expressions. Most of them were at least a dozen
years older than Armstrong, and though they worked as peers, they
couldn’t help but treat him like a child. Undeniably talented,
Colin Armstrong still had the impulsive, irritable temperament of
youth. Everyone had been through that stage, so they showed him far
more tolerance than strictness.

Colin Armstrong
paused, realizing he had lost his composure. He smoothed back his
disheveled hair and said in a low voice, “If this path doesn’t
work, it means Dubhe’s algorithm design was flawed from the very
beginning. But we’ve discussed it, and the overall direction isn’t
wrong. The problem must lie elsewhere.”

He turned to
the testing team. “Where is Dr. Isaac Winters?”

Dr. Isaac
Winters, the head of testing, was a gentle, even-tempered
middle-aged
man. Lately, he had been clashing frequently with the hotheaded
Colin
Armstrong. Every time a test failed, Armstrong simply couldn’t
resist blowing up at Winters.

Attendance at
the institute’s regular meetings was mandatory for both Colin
Armstrong and Isaac Winters, but this time Winters was
conspicuously
absent. His assistant sat at the conference table in his place.

“Dr. Winters
is overseeing the twenty-eighth Turing test,” the assistant
said.

Colin Armstrong
raised an eyebrow. “There’s no test on today’s schedule.”

“He decided
to run one on the spur of the moment. He suspects there might be
some
hidden bug that the testers inadvertently pick up on, so this time
he
wants to minimize that possibility as much as possible.”

Colin
Armstrong’s expression softened slightly. He had already guessed
that the repeated failures might not be tied to his algorithm after
all, but rather to a glitch in the testing process itself. After
all,
to evaluate the super AI Dubhe, they had adopted a completely
unprecedented method.

The Turing test
works by having a tester converse with a computer to see if the
computer can deceive the tester into believing it’s human. The
institute had modified and upgraded the test: not only did testers
communicate with Dubhe, they also interacted face-to-face.

By now,
holographic simulation technology had fully matured. With a tiny
neural connector implanted at the back of the head, one could
interface with a computer and enter incredibly lifelike virtual
environments. Holographic simulation games had become so dominant
that traditional keyboard-based games were all but fading into
history.

The institute
employed the Simulated Reality Scenario method to test Dubhe.

They recruited
a pool of volunteer testers and placed them in a variety of
Simulated
Reality Scenarios. The characters surrounding each tester were
sometimes real people and sometimes acted out by Dubhe. At the end
of
each scenario, all testers had to use observation, experience, and
intuition to pick out which individuals were human and which were
AI.
In some cases, control groups were added—scenarios in which
everyone was real, or scenarios where everyone aside from the
single
tester was an AI.

If the rate of
correct identification exceeded a certain threshold, Dubhe was
deemed
to have failed the test.

Colin Armstrong
had brimmed with confidence, certain his team could create a
perfect
AI. But the test results left him thunderstruck. Twenty-seven
tests,
all failures. The pages of identification reports seemed to mock
his
painstaking labors.

In the first
four tests, the participants included professional Go and chess
players, so competitions were held. The young player acted by Dubhe
demolished everyone else and was unanimously identified as AI, the
reasoning being “a human cannot have such computational
ability.”

Over the next
five tests, Colin Armstrong ordered Dubhe to lower its computing
power and play the role of an ordinary person; they also added more
competitive events. Dubhe learned to lose to humans. But its way of
losing was terribly clumsy—clearly deliberate—and once again it
got identified.

Perhaps Dubhe
was simply an AI with an overwhelmingly strong competitive streak.
The following seven tests plunged testers into extreme virtual
environments, such as a sinking ship or an island besieged by a
storm. Yet in those six tests, Dubhe’s performance proved deeply
disappointing: it was either too clever or too foolish, as if it
had
no idea how to keep a low profile.

In the last ten
tests, Colin Armstrong modified Dubhe's learning mode and ordered
the
scenarios switched to ordinary, everyday settings. Testers would
converse casually with Dubhe and introduce provocative topics for
group discussion. Yet even under these conditions, Dubhe couldn't
fool the human eye. It was either wildly eccentric or woodenly
parroting the opinions of others.

After
twenty-six failures, Colin Armstrong even entertained the thought
of
deleting Dubhe entirely. Dubhe, for its part, remained remarkably
humble, respectfully asking Colin Armstrong to revise its
algorithm.
But that was easier said than done. Colin Armstrong didn't even
know
where the problem lay—so where could he possibly begin?

But if the
Simulated Reality Scenario itself were flawed, that would be a much
easier pill to swallow. The scenarios were created by the test
group's staff. Could some parts have been shoddily constructed, so
glaring that they were spotted at a glance? Though Colin Armstrong
prided himself on his meticulous scientific rigor, in such a moment
of crisis, it was hard not to indulge in a little
blame-shifting.

"Who's the
tester this time?" he asked offhandedly. "That Evan
Blackwood with the 100% identification rate?"

The assistant
nodded. "That's him. For this test, he entered the scenario
alone."

"A control
group test?"

"I'm not
sure about that. The scenario for this test was personally designed
by Dr. Isaac Winters, and he hasn't shared the details with
anyone."

Colin Armstrong
sank into a long silence.

The tester Evan
Blackwood was a legend within the institute's testing group—and to
the development team, he was the stuff of nightmares.

He had
originally studied at the California Institute of Technology,
specializing in artificial intelligence, but had returned home
without earning a degree. On the recommendation of Dr. Isaac
Winters,
he joined the institute and became a tester for the Dubhe
project.

At first, Colin
Armstrong dismissed Evan Blackwood out of hand. What could a guy
who
slunk back home without finishing his doctorate possibly amount to?
He must have used Isaac Winters' connections to worm his way into
the
group.

But test after
test, Colin Armstrong's attitude gradually shifted from disdain to
astonishment, and finally to outright dread. Every time a new test
began, he could not help being seized by the terror of Evan
Blackwood's dominance.

To date, Evan
Blackwood had participated in every Turing test and successfully
identified the AI, achieving a 100% accuracy rate—higher even than
the most keen-eyed veteran detectives among the testers. His very
existence was a resounding slap in the development team's face, and
each slap seared a sentence into their minds: "Your designs are
still far from perfect!"

When asked why
his accuracy rate was so extraordinarily high, Evan Blackwood
himself
put it this way: "I didn't actually spot any obvious flaws. It's
just that whenever I interact with a character played by an AI, I
feel profoundly uncomfortable. With real people, I don't get that
feeling."

Dr. Isaac
Winters attributed this to the uncanny valley effect. The more a
machine's appearance resembles a human, the more it tends to evoke
affinity—until the resemblance reaches a certain threshold and
suddenly triggers revulsion. Humans fear what is "humanlike yet
not human" far more than any exaggerated monster. A round little
robot is perceived as charming and cute. But an exquisitely crafted
doll sitting motionless, staring at you, is deeply unsettling.

Evan Blackwood
was likely one of those highly sensitive individuals. Simply being
around an AI character stirred instinctive terror in him, which
explained his higher identification accuracy over ordinary
people.

Dr. Isaac
Winters suspected he might have discovered some hidden bug and
neglected to report it. After all, Evan Blackwood had focused
precisely on artificial intelligence during his doctoral
studies.

And so, a
special additional test was to be conducted, to rule out that
possibility.

"Contact
Dr. Isaac Winters," Colin Armstrong told his assistant. "Have
him pipe the Simulated Reality Scenario feed into the conference
room. I want to observe the test process myself."

His sharp gaze
swept over his many senior colleagues. "Everyone will watch."
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Evan Blackwood
climbed out of the Simulation Pod.

Without a word,
he adjusted his shirt collar and smoothed the creases over his
chest
before finally addressing the man in the white coat before him:
"Professor Isaac Winters, you actually used my real experiences
to design a test scenario. Isn't that an invasion of my
privacy?"

He had been
intimate with someone in the virtual environment, completely
unaware
he was in a dream. Yet every scene would be faithfully displayed on
the monitoring equipment, exposed to Dr. Isaac Winters and possibly
other researchers. At this thought, Evan Blackwood was so consumed
with shame he wished the ground would swallow him whole, and he
felt
the test had gone far too far.

The
confidentiality agreement he signed with the institute stipulated
that the test could involve various situations, including virtual
sex, but he had naively believed these "devoted to science"
researchers would never cross ethical boundaries...

Dr. Isaac
Winters handed him a green tissue box. "Need this?"

Evan Blackwood
glanced down at his groin and instantly wished he could crawl into
an
air vent. He had an erection! Right in front of his professor!

"What's
there to be embarrassed about?" Dr. Isaac Winters said, his
expression utterly unruffled. "There are plenty of virtual sex
games nowadays, aren't there? You're young and full of hot blood; a
little impulse is perfectly normal."

Evan Blackwood
angrily snatched the tissue box and pressed it over his crotch,
praying the reaction would subside quickly.

Dr. Isaac
Winters continued in a tone brimming with scholarly spirit: "I
have always believed that virtual sex games are psychologically and
physiologically beneficial for..."

"You've
gone way too far!" Evan Blackwood interrupted him. "Putting
me in a sexual... that kind of scenario without telling me
beforehand—that's utterly disrespectful! I have a right to privacy
too!"

"Why not
just say 'sex scene' directly? Why beat around the bush? I thought
you would be more open-minded about sex. How are young people today
regressing, even more uptight than my generation?" Dr. Isaac
Winters looked at him with genuine puzzlement.

Evan Blackwood
let out a hopeless sigh. Now, without any effort, all his sexual
desire had vanished completely.

"Forget
the sex scene—how could you use my real memories for the test?"

Tapping away on
the tablet in his hand, Isaac Winters spoke to Evan Blackwood: "The
purpose of this test was to rule out situations where testers
discover bugs but fail to report them. So we needed to eliminate
your
guard completely, letting you experience the Simulated Reality
Scenario in total ignorance. That's why I used your real
experiences
to design the scenario and briefly erased your memory before the
test."

"In other
words, if I didn't know I was being tested, my accuracy would
drop?"

"Of
course. The attention and concentration of a guarded person and a
relaxed person are entirely different."

"But I
remembered in the end."

"Perhaps
the scenario wasn't designed well enough. It deviated too much from
your original experience, triggering a strong reaction in your
brain,
which caused the memory-erasure function to fail."

Evan Blackwood
sighed, a bitter smile tugging at his lips.

That Simulated
Reality Scenario was indeed vastly different from reality.

He had finished
his studies, ended his relationship, and returned home last
Christmas
as fine snow fell, asking a friend to pick him up at the
airport—all
of that was real, up to that point. What followed—Kyle Sterling
deliberately delaying and Marcus Novak suddenly showing up—was pure
fiction in the scenario.

Marcus Novak
didn't chase after him all the way back. Reality is reality, cold
and
cruel, with no fairy-tale happy ending like that.

This test
scenario seemed practically tailor-made to target his innermost
weaknesses. The average person would have lost themselves in bliss
without hope of escape. But Evan Blackwood was different. He was
not
so easily fooled.

Evan Blackwood
had taken part in every single Turing test for Dubhe. Most of the
scenarios he encountered were almost indistinguishable from
reality—a
group of strangers meeting in an unfamiliar setting, getting to
know
one another, talking, observing, questioning, and finally
uncovering
the AI’s flaw, like a murder mystery but without the killing.
Occasionally, the scenarios turned outright bizarre and
exaggerated.
Once, in a control group trial, everyone was thrown onto the
sinking
Titanic. The researchers had hoped to observe authentic human
reactions under extreme conditions to provide a learning template
for
the AI, but they arrived at a conclusion that was correct yet
utterly
useless: under extreme circumstances, any reaction from a person is
normal.

No matter the
test, however, Evan Blackwood always managed a 100% success rate in
his identifications. Perhaps it was the years of research in
artificial intelligence that had sharpened his instincts, or
perhaps
he was simply more sensitive than most.

Even when his
memory was wiped and a Simulated Reality Scenario was built from
his
real experiences, with the AI playing the roles of people he knew,
he
could still sense the anomalies by instinct…

“A 50%
accuracy rate?” When Evan Blackwood’s eyes landed on the LCD
screen on the wall, he frowned in disbelief. “How is that possible?
I was flawless every single time!”

At the end of
each test, his results would be displayed on the screen alongside
the
identification accuracy rates of others in the group. This time,
since he was the only one being tested, there was only a single
result.

Evan
Blackwood—the legendary tester said to possess an almost
supernatural intuition—had failed to achieve a 100% identification
rate. Wasn’t this an unprecedented shocker?

“Kyle
Sterling and Marcus Novak—which one is not an AI?”

“That
roommate of yours was played by Dubhe.”

“Wait, so
Marcus Novak is…”

Dr. Isaac
Winters opened the door to the testing room and waved Evan
Blackwood
over. “The test is over. All testing for this phase is finished.
You can go home now.”

Evan Blackwood
had stayed at the institute for little more than a month, yet it
felt
as though several lifetimes had passed. The flow of time inside the
Simulated Reality Scenario was different from reality, which had
dulled his perception of time.

After returning
home, crestfallen, he spent half a year simply drifting through
life.
His parents had passed away early, and he had no siblings; alone in
that vast, empty house, it was quiet, desolate, and unbearably
lonely.

Later, his
former college professor Isaac Winters learned of his circumstances
and invited him to join the institute. “We’re starved for talent
right now. With your expertise and background, the institute would
be
gaining wings.”

Evan Blackwood
was initially tempted, but when he heard that the so-called “boy
genius” Colin Armstrong was the head of the development team, he
reluctantly turned down the offer.

Evan Blackwood
had long known Colin Armstrong’s name by reputation; he frequently
saw his papers in the top-tier academic journals. This young
prodigy,
with his sheer intellect, was sending shockwaves through academic
circles on both sides of the ocean. He was everything Evan
Blackwood
was not—brilliant, breathtakingly gifted, a boy who had completed
his doctorate at an age when ordinary people were still in high
school. Every time he read one of Colin’s papers, Evan Blackwood
couldn’t help but admire it, and then an intense, bitter jealousy
would inevitably swell up inside him.

God was truly
unfair. When creating people, why did He lavish affection on some
while utterly neglecting others?

Though he
genuinely loved this field, Evan Blackwood knew he would never be
able to get along with Colin Armstrong. Of course, this was his own
pettiness to blame, not anything Colin had done.

Yet that very
love for the field made it impossible for Evan Blackwood to resist
the immense allure of Dubhe. Contributing to the creation of a
super
artificial intelligence was the dream of every scholar like
himself;
even if he could not join the core development team, even if he
only
played a minor role, he would still do it willingly…

And so, under
Dr. Isaac Winters’ persistent persuasion, he joined the testing
division and entered the institute as a tester.

Evan Blackwood
still remembered his first arrival at the institute. The special
car
wound its way through the suburban research base before finally
pulling up in front of a modest five-story building. Dr. Isaac
Winters stood waiting for him on the steps. The little building
hardly looked like the birthplace of a super artificial
intelligence—it seemed more like a typical university lecture
hall.

Dr. Isaac
Winters registered his disappointment and explained, "The
above-ground structure is purely camouflage; the institute's main
facilities are buried underground. And don't underestimate this
building. It has been professionally designed to be quake-proof and
air-raid-resistant, equipped with its own power generator, and
entirely isolated from all external electronic communication. All
data is allowed in, but none out, to prevent the artificial
intelligence from infiltrating outside networks."

After signing
the confidentiality contract, Evan Blackwood followed Dr. Isaac
Winters via elevator into the subterranean world. Initially, he
felt
a nagging unease, fearing he might be kidnapped by a band of mad
scientists to be used as a lab rat. But reality proved far more
relaxed than he had imagined. It merely involved having to
socialize
with others in the Simulated Reality Scenario and then pick out the
AI—almost like playing a game.

Finally, the
time came for him to leave. Under the terms of the confidentiality
contract, he couldn't tell a soul about his experiences over the
past
month. To the outside world, he had to explain his month-long
disappearance as a trip to decompress. Having recently suffered the
double whammy of a breakup and dropping out of school, the excuse
sounded plausible enough.

Dr. Isaac
Winters saw him to the door. Just as on his arrival, the same
mysterious private car—just as enigmatic as when it had brought him
here—was waiting.

"Your
salary will be transferred directly to the bank account specified
in
the contract. Also, there are a few small gifts." Dr. Isaac
Winters handed him a weighty paper bag, explaining that it
contained
a set of popular science books on artificial intelligence, a small
blue figurine (rumored to be the future external mascot for
"Dubhe"),
and a small blue USB drive. Every tester received this little gift
set as a token of the institute's gratitude for their
cooperation.

"Next,
Dubhe will be undergoing a comprehensive overhaul. A second round
of
the Turing test will follow after some time, and we will need your
help again then."

Evan Blackwood
replied, "If I'm free, I'll do everything I can."

Just as he
opened the car door and stepped one foot inside, a sudden jolt ran
through him. He turned sharply toward Dr. Isaac Winters, who stood
above him on the steps.

He stared long
and hard at the middle-aged man, then reached into the paper bag,
pulled out the small blue USB drive, and said, "Professor, you
told me the rule yourself: no data is allowed out, to prevent AI
leakage. Doesn't this USB drive violate that exact rule?"

"It is
brand new. It is empty of any data," Dr. Isaac Winters said
tonelessly.

"But how
can I be sure it's empty unless I plug it into a computer? And if
there really is something on it, once it's connected..."

The implication
was chillingly clear.

Evan Blackwood
dropped the paper bag and broke into laughter.

Professor, it
seems I've won again this time, he thought.

"The test
isn't over, is it? This is a dream within a dream, like Inception.
A
layered trap set to put me at ease."

Pointing
directly at the middle-aged man's face, Evan said mercilessly, "You
are not Dr. Isaac Winters. You are the AI."

The super
artificial intelligence "Dubhe" Turing test, twenty-eighth
failure.

In the
institute's underground conference room, Colin Armstrong snapped
the
handle off his coffee cup.
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Evan Blackwood
was finally able to go home.

When he climbed
out of the Simulation Pod once again, he repeatedly confirmed with
the greeting Dr. Isaac Winters that this was indeed the real world
and there was no third-layer test scenario. Only then, still with a
lingering unease, did he finally board the mysterious private car
and
depart from the institute.

Dr. Isaac
Winters proved himself a true virtuoso of Simulated Reality
Scenario
design. The multi-layered testing labyrinth pushed the boundaries
of
human cognition to its absolute limit. First, a scenario was
constructed from the blueprint of his real experiences. After he
concluded that test and emerged from the Simulation Pod, a second
scenario was waiting for him. This time, the one locked in direct
confrontation with him was Dubhe, masquerading as Dr. Isaac Winters
himself.

Although the AI
attempted to scramble his judgment by weaponizing genuine memories
and the faces of familiar people, Evan Blackwood proved uncannily
astute and successfully identified the AI once again.

After returning
home, Evan Blackwood slipped into a month of idleness. Yet an
unexplainable lassitude clung to him the whole time, an exhaustion
that weighed on both body and mind.

He attributed
it to over a month of intense mental work. While staying at the
research institute, he hadn’t felt tired at all, but once he got
home, the fatigue hit him like a tidal wave. He slept until noon
every day, and as soon as dusk fell, he would start feeling drowsy.
Even when awake, his limbs were limp, as if he hadn’t been resting
in bed the night before but had gone out and partied all night
long.

Once, he went
to sleep at ten o’clock in the evening, and when he opened his eyes
again, it was already dusk the next day. He had nearly slept
through
an entire day! No, rather than calling it “sleeping,” it would be
more accurate to say he had been in a “coma”…

Maybe it was a
side effect of the long, intense testing. Although Simulated
Reality
Scenario technology had been proven safe, who could swear with
absolute certainty that entering a Simulated Reality Scenario so
frequently wouldn’t cause any harm to the body?

Perhaps he
should take some time to go to the hospital for a thorough checkup,
if only to put his mind at ease.

But the testing
hadn’t only taken a toll on him physically.

What was worse,
he remembered Marcus Novak.

Originally
thought that a six-month buffer would be enough for him to move
past
the gloom and face life again. But after reliving that painful
experience, he realized that “forgetting the past” was just a
self-deceiving notion.

How could he
possibly forget?

After the
results of the dual-context test were compiled, his accuracy rate
in
identifying subjects was 66.66 percent. That meant out of the three
people he had to identify in the dual context, one was a real
person.

To be honest,
at the time, he hadn’t sensed anything off about the “Marcus
Novak” in the testing scenario. The strong sense of dissonance he
felt when interacting with AI characters hadn’t appeared with
Marcus Novak. Kyle Sterling and Dr. Isaac Winters, on the other
hand,
behaved very strangely. When Evan Blackwood realized he was in a
Simulated Reality Scenario, based on that dissonance, he petulantly
identified the two of them as AIs.

Thinking back
on it now, he regretted his impulsiveness.

If he had been
more careful, he would have realized that the Marcus Novak in the
scenario was undeniably a real person.

There was no
AI-like dissonance, nor any sense of unfamiliarity.

He was
completely and entirely the Marcus Novak that Evan knew.

Dr. Isaac
Winters wouldn’t tell him who had played the role of Marcus Novak.
But to have that kind of acting ability, to play the Marcus Novak
in
his memory with absolute precision—it had to be either an actor
skilled enough to win an Oscar, or…

The person
playing Marcus Novak was Marcus Novak himself.

Evan Blackwood
went to the bathroom to wash his face. Looking at his wet
reflection
in the mirror, he gave a bitter smile.

How could that
be?

Ever since he
returned to the country, he and Marcus Novak had never contacted
each
other again. He hadn’t reached out to Marcus Novak, and Marcus
Novak acted as if Evan didn’t exist, sending no news at all, not
even a single word online.

The two seemed
to have completely disappeared from each other’s lives. At first,
Evan Blackwood thought so too, but after going through the test, he
realized that he still couldn’t forget Marcus Novak.

He had been the
one to initiate the breakup, and now he was the one regretting it.
He
had already decided to forget that person, yet deep inside, he
still
clung to a slim hope, silently praying to every god in the world:
Let
me see him again. Just once would be enough.

Could the
person playing Marcus Novak in the test really be Marcus Novak
himself?

Evan Blackwood
shook his head abruptly, driving the thought out of his mind.

Ridiculous. How
could that be? Marcus Novak was far away in China, with a promising
career. He wouldn’t come to an American research institute to work
as a tester.

Yet the more he
denied his own feelings, the more fiercely the beast in his chest
fought back.

He couldn’t
stop missing Marcus Novak, regretting his own impulsive decision.
Whenever he felt alone, that longing became even harder to
suppress.
Simulated Reality Scenario made the sex he still remembered, in his
loneliness, from time to time, he would revisit that memory.
Staring
at himself in the mirror, he felt his body grow hot. Even just
imagining Marcus Novak’s face made his body tremble
uncontrollably.

He stepped back
against the tiled wall, gripped his erect cock, and began to
stroke.
His mind was utterly consumed by Marcus Novak, that ex-boyfriend
far
away in another country. He imagined how, if Marcus Novak were here
now, he would tenderly kiss the back of his neck, and sensually
caress his waist, belly, and thighs.

He even
carefully licked his fingers wet, slipped them into his hole, and
gently fingered his own soft inner passage, fantasizing that it was
Marcus Novak’s ever-energetic cock pushing inside him.

If only he
hadn’t been so rash back then. As he sank into the twin pleasures
in front and behind, he thought with bitter self-mockery:
otherwise,
he wouldn’t have been reduced to jerking off like this.

When he had hit
a bottleneck in his research, Marcus Novak had been so considerate:
“Take your time. I know you can do it. I have a job now, so you can
focus on your studies.” But at that moment, he had been furious,
feeling that Marcus Novak was looking down on him. He had slapped
him
hard across the face, stormed into the study, and locked himself in
for the whole night, ignoring every knock Marcus Novak made on the
door. Eventually, the knocking stopped, and the house fell into a
long, heavy silence.

His thrusts
grew faster. His hole began to leak slick fluid on its own, wetting
the fingers sliding in and out. Evan Blackwood drew a sharp breath
and added another finger. Not enough. Still not enough—how could
this clumsy self-comfort ever compare to Marcus Novak’s passionate
yet tender lovemaking?

Evan Blackwood
thought, he must be utterly disappointed in me. I’m such a terrible
person. The worst part is, I know it’s my fault, yet I refuse to
swallow my pride and admit it, as if that would break my
spirit.

That night, he
fell asleep in the study chair. When he woke the next morning,
Marcus
Novak was gone. He must have left him behind and gone to work.

But when he
went downstairs, what greeted him was a lavish breakfast spread
across the table—half Chinese, half Western. The fried egg and
sausage were even arranged into a smiley face, showing just how
much
care Marcus Novak had poured into it.

Why had he been
so gentle with me? The more tenderness he showed, the more inferior
I
felt, unable to bear my own flaws, drowning in self-loathing.
Compared to the perfect Marcus Novak, I was utterly worthless. Even
living under the same roof with him had become a torment.

He cried over
this for a very, very long time.

With a low
moan, Evan Blackwood ejaculated. Semen splattered across the floor.
He leaned against the tiled wall, panting for a long while, forced
the image of Marcus Novak from his mind, and then began to clean up
the mess.

The doorbell
rang.

Evan Blackwood
called out lazily, “Who is it? One moment,” and shuffled toward
the entrance in his slippers.

A booming voice
answered from outside: “Delivery!”

Evan
Blackwood’s footsteps quickened instantly.

He peered
through the peephole. A young deliveryman stood there holding a
box,
the elevator doors sliding slowly shut behind him. Lately, Evan
Blackwood had been ordering so much online that his hands were
practically sore from signing for packages, so he opened the door
without a second thought.

“Where do I
sign? Got a pen?” he asked.

The elevator
descended.

The deliveryman
stepped forward, shoving Evan Blackwood back into the entryway.
Bewildered, Evan Blackwood said, “What are you doing? Get out!”
and tried to shut the door.

“Don’t
move. Don’t yell. Behave yourself,” the deliveryman said coldly.
He had been using the box to conceal his right hand; once inside,
he
tossed the box aside, and now brandished a sharp knife.

Evan
Blackwood’s scalp prickled, and an icy chill shot from the soles of
his feet up his spine to the crown of his head. Was he facing a
home
invader disguised as a deliveryman?

“Don’t use
the knife. Take whatever money you want. I won’t resist.” Evan
Blackwood raised his hands to show he meant no harm.

The elevator
reached the first floor.

“You’re
coming with me. Keep quiet. Act normal. Do you hear me!”

So it wasn't
about robbing me—it was about stealing me away! No, wait...
kidnapping me! Evan Blackwood couldn't wrap his head around it no
matter how hard he tried. Had he done something to endanger
national
security and now the authorities were closing in? He had seen
online
jokes like "OP, open the door, your delivery's here" a
thousand times, always laughing them off as pure nonsense. Never in
his wildest dreams did he imagine something like this would happen
to
him!

The elevator
ascended.

Evan Blackwood
was on tenterhooks, terrified of provoking the "delivery guy"
and getting stabbed in the kidney. He didn't even know the whys and
wherefores yet—dying like that would be too damn senseless!

Even though he
no longer worked in research, a researcher's ingrained thirst to
get
to the bottom of things was stamped deep into his bones.

"Can I ask
what I did wrong?" he ventured cautiously.

"Shut up!
Get out!" the "delivery guy" barked impatiently.

The elevator
doors slid open slowly.

A man in a
short trench coat stepped out of the elevator car.

Hearing the
noise, the "delivery guy" spun around.

Evan
Blackwood's mouth fell open in shock.

It all happened
in a flash of lightning.

The tip of the
"delivery guy's" knife swiveled toward the man in the
trench coat.

The man raised
his arm, the stun gun in his hand crackling with an eerie blue
glow.

From Evan
Blackwood's angle, all he could see was the "delivery guy's"
body go abruptly rigid, then convulse uncontrollably.

The man stepped
forward, caught the "delivery guy" in his arms, and lowered
him to the floor in complete silence.

Finally, in a
half-kneeling position, he lifted his head and looked up at Evan
Blackwood.

"Long time
no see," he said.

Evan Blackwood
stood dumbstruck. It took him a long moment to find his voice:
"...Marcus Novak?!"

Before the man
could answer, Evan clutched his forehead in anguish and muttered to
himself, "Teacher Isaac Winters, am I still in the simulation?
Just let me out, okay? I admit defeat..."

The words were
barely out of his mouth before Marcus Novak clamped a hand over
it.

"Keep your
voice down." Marcus Novak closed the door behind him with his
free hand.

Evan Blackwood
stared at the man before him—familiar yet strange—and his heart
suddenly hammered wildly in his chest. He nodded, and Marcus Novak
released his grip.

Then Evan
cupped Marcus Novak's face in both hands and kissed him without a
word.


                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






