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    Chapter 1: The Ant on the Blade of Grass

    Thursday, early June, Week 0

    Lecture Hall G.07 on the King’s Buildings Campus of the University of Edinburgh buzzed with subdued energy on the last day of classes before the semester break. The soft light of a Scottish early-summer afternoon streamed through the tall windows, illuminating dust motes that drifted like plankton in an invisible ocean.

    * * *

    Dr. Anna Seymour stood in front of the massive LED wall that spanned the entire front of the renovated lecture hall. The university had finally secured funding for a complete technical upgrade the previous year, and Anna embraced the possibilities with the enthusiasm of a scientist who knew how to visualize complex relationships. The resolution was so sharp that the more than sixty students in attendance could make out every detail of the projected microscope images—a fact that elicited mixed reactions given the topic at hand.

    
      “What you see here,” Anna explained, pointing her laser pointer at the larger-than-life video of an ant laboriously climbing a blade of grass, “is not an act of free will. This red-barbed ant, 
      Formica rufibarbis
      , acts under compulsion. It is, if you will, a biological puppet.”
    

    The video continued in slow motion. The ant reached the top of the blade of grass, opened its mandibles, and bit down. The camera zoomed in until the insect’s compound eyes filled half the screen. Some students in the front rows instinctively leaned back.

    “Can you spot what’s wrong here?” Anna asked the class. Her voice still carried a trace of the enthusiasm that had led her to this field of study twelve years ago. “The position? The time of day?”

    A student in the third row, Tom MacLeod if she remembered correctly, hesitantly raised his hand. “It’s early morning, right? You can see the dew on the grass. But ants aren’t usually active at this temperature.”

    “Excellent observation, Tom.” Anna moved on to the next slide, a cross-section of an ant’s nervous system. “This ant spent the night on that blade of grass. At temperatures around eight degrees Celsius. A normal red-barbed ant would have been back in its nest long ago, protected from the cold and predators. But this one is waiting. Waiting to be eaten.”

    A murmur rippled through the room. Anna loved this moment when the students began to grasp the true magnitude of the phenomenon.

    
      “The culprit,” she continued, switching to an electron microscope image, “is 
      Dicrocoelium dendriticum
      , the small liver fluke. A flatworm just five to fifteen millimeters long. But don’t let its size fool you. This parasite has developed one of the most complex life cycles we know of.”
    

    She activated the next animation, a three-dimensional rendering that rotated slowly, showing various developmental stages of the organism. The students eagerly tapped away on their tablets. Some filmed the presentation with their AR glasses.

    “The cycle begins in the bile ducts of a ruminant—usually a sheep or a cow,” Anna explained as the animation showed a stylized cross-section of a liver. “The adult liver fluke produces eggs that already contain fully developed larvae, known as miracidia. These are expelled with the host’s feces.”

    The animation then traced the eggs’ path through the digestive tract until they were excreted. Some students grimaced.

    
      “And this is where it gets interesting,” Anna continued. “A snail ingests the eggs while feeding. In our part of the world, that’s usually a pulmonate land snail of the genus 
      Zebrina
      . Inside the snail, the larvae undergo a complex metamorphosis. They reproduce asexually and transform into cercariae.”
    

    The 3D animation zoomed into the interior of a snail, where the parasites multiplied in the snail’s midgut gland and then migrated into the respiratory cavity.

    “After three to four months…” Anna paused briefly for dramatic effect. “The snail coughs up the cercariae in small mucus balls. And guess who finds these protein-rich morsels irresistible?”

    “Ants,” someone in the front row murmured.

    
      “That’s right. Ants of the genus 
      Formica
       have a preference for snail slime. They eat the protein-rich slime balls, and so the cercariae end up in their crop. That’s where the actual manipulation begins.”
    

    Anna switched to a detailed anatomical diagram of an ant. Small red dots marked the positions of the parasitic organisms.

    
      “Most cercariae encyst in the ant’s abdomen and develop into infectious 
      metacercariae
      . But one, a single cercaria, has a special task.” She moved the laser pointer across the illustration until it rested on the ant’s head. “This one migrates to the subesophageal ganglion—the ant’s brain, if you will. We call it the ‘brain worm.’”
    

    A student in the fourth row, Tamarah Steward, raised her hand. “But how exactly does a tiny worm manipulate the behavior of an entire insect?”

    “The honest answer?” Anna replied with a slight smile. “We don’t know exactly. We suspect that the brain worm influences certain neurotransmitters or exerts mechanical pressure on specific nerve nodes. What we do know is the result: as soon as the temperature drops below a certain level in the evening, the infected ant leaves its nest and climbs onto a blade of grass.”

    She played the video from the beginning again. This time, the students knew what they were seeing: an insect condemned to death, preparing for its own execution.

    “The ant bites down on the tip and waits. All night long. At sunrise, when sheep or cattle begin to graze…” Anna let the sentence hang in the air.

    The next video showed a sheep grazing peacefully. In slow motion, you could see it pluck a blade of grass, with the ant clamped to it, and swallow it.

    “The metacercariae are released in the grazing animal’s digestive tract, migrate to the liver, and settle in the bile ducts. After about fifty days, the cycle begins anew.”

    * * *

    Anna turned off the presentation, and the lecture hall’s regular lights came on. The students blinked as if waking from a dream.

    
      “What’s fascinating about 
      Dicrocoelium dendriticum
       isn’t just the complexity of its life cycle,” Anna said, leaning against the lectern. “It’s the precision of the behavioral manipulation. The parasite doesn’t simply take control. It programs a specific behavior that’s activated only under certain conditions. During the day, when it’s warm, the ant releases its grip and returns to the nest. It doesn’t climb back up until the next evening.”
    

    Tom MacLeod spoke up again. “So that means the ant might survive for several nights?”

    “Correct. If it’s lucky—or unlucky, depending on your perspective. The parasite doesn’t risk its host’s life through exhaustion or dehydration. It just needs the ant in position at night.”

    “That’s just like zombies,” someone whispered, not quite quietly enough.

    Anna smiled. “The comparison isn’t that far-fetched. Although I prefer the term ‘neurobiological manipulation.’ Zombies imply death and resurrection. These ants are very much alive. They’re just… no longer in control of themselves.”

    * * *

    Another student, whose name Anna didn’t know, asked, “Are there other parasites that can do something similar?”

    
      “Oh yes,” Anna replied, her eyes lighting up. “
      Toxoplasma gondii
       manipulates mice so they lose their fear of cats. 
      Ophiocordyceps unilateralis
      , the zombie fungus, controls ants in the rainforests. 
      Spinochordodes tellinii
       causes crickets to jump into the water, where the parasite can reproduce. Nature is full of puppeteers.”
    

    “What about humans?” asked Rebecca Stuart. “Can parasites influence our behavior, too?”

    
      Anna hesitated for a moment. “
      Toxoplasma gondii
       infects about one-third of the world’s population. There are studies suggesting behavioral changes—increased risk-taking, slowed reaction times. Some researchers even speculate about links to schizophrenia. But that’s still highly controversial.”
    

    She glanced at her watch. Five minutes left.

    “Before I send you off on your well-deserved semester break, I’d like to leave you with a thought.” Anna straightened, and her gaze swept across the faces of her students. “We tend to view ourselves as autonomous beings—masters of our own decisions. But what if that’s an illusion? What if more subtle forces are pulling our neurological strings? Not necessarily parasites, but perhaps… other influences?”

    The students began packing up their things, but some paused, deep in thought.

    “By the way, the essays on behavioral manipulation in ecosystems are due the first Monday after break,” Anna added, prompting a collective groan. “At least three thousand words. And I ask that you use AI mindfully.”

    * * *

    The lecture hall emptied quickly. Anna began gathering her own materials—her laptop, the presentation remote, her notes. The day after tomorrow, she would fly to Portland to visit her sister Sarah. Two weeks away from parasites and manipulation. After that, the workshop at CERN on the effects of radiation on biological systems.

    Tamarah Steward was one of the last to leave. “Professor Seymour? I wanted to ask—are you still conducting research on the liver fluke yourself?”

    “Not exactly,” Anna replied as she slipped her laptop into its leather case. “My current focus is on the neurological mechanisms. How exactly does the parasite manage to target specific neurons? And in three weeks I have a workshop at CERN—it’s about the effects of radiation on biological systems, which is also a topic I’m researching.”

    “CERN near Geneva? Isn’t that particle physics?”

    “They also have a major program in radiation biology. Mainly cancer research, but also basic research. I’m giving a presentation on DNA repair mechanisms in parasites exposed to radiation.”

    Tamarah nodded, impressed, and said goodbye.

    Anna lingered for a moment in the empty lecture hall. The afternoon light streamed diagonally through the tall windows, casting long shadows on the floor. In a few days, she’d be in Portland with her sister Sarah. For the first time in years, she was taking some real time off—no conferences, no papers, just family.

    * * *

    She still had a few things to take care of. The presentation for CERN was almost finished, but the last few slides still needed some fine-tuning. She would finish that up first thing tomorrow morning before her train left for London.

    The door clicked shut behind her. The lecture hall was once again bathed in dim light, illuminated only by the standby LEDs of the presentation equipment, which glowed like tiny stars in the darkness.

    As she left the building, the summer breeze blew through her fawn-brown hair, which was still pinned up. Students sat on the lawn, enjoying the freedom of the end of the semester. Anna walked over to her bike, which she had locked to the railing as usual. She swung herself onto the saddle and rode through the familiar streets toward her apartment.

    * * *

    She had no way of knowing that this would be the last time she would take this route. In the next three weeks, her life would take a turn she could not have imagined.

  
    Chapter 2: Quantum Resonances

    Monday, Week 1

    The gentle vibration of his smartwatch woke Steve Martin. 6:15 was displayed on the screen. He usually woke before the alarm, a habit from the years when the children were small and every quiet minute was precious. Next to him, Claire was breathing steadily. The early morning light squeezed through the curtains, casting bright streaks across the hardwood floor.

    Steve slipped out of bed and quietly put on his robe. Beyond the bedroom window, Lake Geneva lay shrouded in a veil of mist. The mountains on the opposite shore were visible only as silhouettes. A perfect June morning in Pully.

    * * *

    In the kitchen, he turned on the coffee maker—an Italian portafilter machine, Claire’s birthday gift from three years ago. While the water heated up, he turned on his tablet. The AI agent had filtered and summarized the science news overnight. Steve skimmed the summary: a new breakthrough in quantum computer error correction at MIT. A study on neural plasticity during meditation from Harvard. A paper on silicon-based photovoltaics from China.

    He paused. Silicon. Always silicon.

    “Already awake?” Claire walked into the kitchen, her blonde hair still tousled from sleep. At 58, she still looked like the woman he’d fallen in love with thirty years ago—only the laugh lines around her eyes had deepened.

    “An important meeting.” Steve handed her a cup of coffee. “Müller wants to see the data.”

    Claire sat down at the kitchen table. “Are you nervous?”

    “A little.” Steve took a sip from his own cup. “The data is clear, but he’ll probably be surprised by my interpretation. It might sound… unlikely to him.”

    “That’s what Semmelweis said about handwashing, too,” Claire replied with a small smile. “And today, all doctors wash their hands.”

    “Semmelweis was committed to an insane asylum.”

    “But he was right.” Claire placed her hand on his. “You have the data. Three hundred subjects. The interpretation, well…”

    Steve nodded, mentally going over the reasoning behind his thesis once more. What he had discovered challenged fundamental assumptions about the brain. About consciousness itself.

    After a breakfast of whole-grain bread with Gruyère, a tradition since their arrival in Switzerland, Steve showered and got dressed. Dark jeans, a light blue shirt, and the comfortable hiking boots he also wore in the lab. Claire had already disappeared into her study, where she was reviewing the patient files for her morning appointments.

    * * *

    The drive to the École Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne, or EPFL for short, took only twelve minutes in his fifteen-year-old Renault Fluence Prime Time. The electric car hummed quietly through the morning streets of Lausanne. The battery still showed a range of 78 kilometers—more than enough for the day. He was used to range anxiety. 150 kilometers in the summer, 110 kilometers in the winter. The second battery, now eight years old and with a capacity of only 22 kWh, simply couldn’t deliver any more than that.

    * * *

    The EPFL’s Rolex Learning Center rose like a futuristic wave of concrete and glass. Steve parked in his usual spot and walked to the Life Sciences building. Dr. Thomas Müller was already waiting in his office.

    Müller was in his early sixties, tall and gaunt, with a carefully trimmed gray beard. As chair of the Ethics Committee for Neuroscience, he had seen many ambitious theories—and politely buried most of them.

    “Steve, come in.” Müller gestured to the chair in front of his desk. The walls were lined with awards and diplomas, interspersed with drawings by his grandchildren. “Coffee?”

    “Thanks, I’ve already had two cups.”

    “Well then.” Müller leaned back. “Show me what you’ve got.”

    Steve took out his tablet and projected the presentation onto the large monitor on the wall. The first graph showed a standard EEG recording.

    “This is Subject 247,” Steve began. “Forty-four years old, male, healthy. Recorded last week while performing various cognitive tasks.”

    “Looks normal,” Müller commented.

    “At first glance, yes.” Steve swiped to the next slide. “Do you remember the artifacts we found in the brain measurements? The unexplained disturbances during various states of consciousness?”

    Müller made a note. “You examined those with the spectral analyzer, right?”

    “Right. But that was just the beginning.” Steve pointed to the device in the image. “We modified the analyzer—higher resolution, expanded frequency range. And when we moved into the higher frequency ranges with it…”

    The graph changed. A distinct peak appeared at 28.085 GHz.

    Müller leaned forward. “What’s that?”

    “That’s the question that’s been on my mind for months.” Steve stood up and walked over to the monitor. “These signals appear in all test subjects. Not always at the same intensity, but always at exactly the same frequency: 28.085 gigahertz.”

    “That’s way outside the normal EEG range.”

    “Way outside,” Steve confirmed. “Normal brain waves range from 0.5 to 100 hertz. This is more than a hundred million times higher. It shouldn’t even be there.”

    Müller furrowed his brow. “Interference? External sources?”

    “That’s what I thought at first, too.” Steve switched to a spreadsheet. “We’ve ruled out the external sources we could identify. Wi-Fi, cell service, satellite signals, even the microwave in the cafeteria. Nothing operates at exactly this frequency. And…” He paused. “The signals are coherent.”

    “Coherent?”

    “They show patterns. Complex, non-repeating patterns. Like…” Steve searched for the right words. “Like a language we don’t understand.”

    Müller stood up and walked to the window. Outside, students were playing Frisbee on the lawn. “Steve, you know what that sounds like?”

    “Crazy. Yeah.” Steve took a deep breath. “But it gets even stranger. The signal strength correlates with mental activity. When the subjects are asleep, the signals are weak. When they wake up, they get stronger. And during intense thinking, the signal strength nearly doubles. We’ve explicitly tested math problems, creative writing, design, and general problem-solving.”

    “That could still be some kind of artifact.”

    “With 300 subjects?” Steve swiped to the next graph. “And then there’s this.”

    The new chart showed a correlation analysis.

    “I had the chemical composition of the brain tissue analyzed in a number of deceased donors—there were twelve in total over the last 14 months who had donated their bodies to science,” Steve explained. “A routine examination, really. But I found something unexpected.”

    He pointed to a graph. “The concentration of silicon in the brain tissue correlates directly with the strength of the 28.085-GHz signals we measured during their lifetimes.”

    Müller turned around. “Silicon? That’s just a trace element in humans.”

    “Correct. About 0.026 percent of our body mass. In many plants, silicon strengthens tissues and improves drought tolerance. But in humans? Its role still isn’t fully understood.”

    “And you think it has something to do with these signals?”

    “Yes. The interesting thing is this, Thomas: although 0.026 percent is the average, everyone has slightly different levels. Some a little higher, some a little lower—just like with any biological parameter.”

    Müller raised his eyebrows. “And?”

    “The correlation coefficient for the measurements is 0.94. That’s not a random connection, Thomas.”

    Müller returned to his desk and sank heavily into his chair. “Let’s think hypothetically for a moment. What do you think is going on there?”

    Steve hesitated. What he was about to say could end his career. Or revolutionize it.

    “I believe,” he began slowly, “that we fundamentally misunderstand the nature of consciousness.”

    “In what way?” Müller pressed.

    “We assume that the brain generates consciousness. Neurons fire, and somehow that gives rise to subjective experience. The ‘hard problem of consciousness.’”

    “That’s what David Chalmers formulated thirty years ago, yes.”

    “But what if it’s the other way around?” Steve gestured. “What if consciousness isn’t produced by the brain, but the brain is just a… a receiver? An interface to something greater?”

    Müller leaned back. “That sounds like dualism. Like esotericism. Like religion.”

    “No, it sounds like physics,” Steve objected. “We know from quantum mechanics that the observer plays a fundamental role. Some interpretations give consciousness a role in the collapse of the wave function. John von Neumann postulated that as early as the 1930s.”

    “And silicon would be the receiver for this… external consciousness?”

    “Possibly. Silicon has unique semiconductor properties. It’s the basis of all our computer technology. And there’s something fascinating about it: the standard atomic weight of silicon is about 28.085. When you purify silicon-28, the dominant isotope, to a very high degree, the crystal lattice becomes remarkably coherent. Phonons, or lattice vibrations, can interact with electromagnetic waves in ways we’re only just beginning to understand.”

    “But that’s an atomic weight, not a frequency.”

    “Precisely. And yet—what if the number itself carries meaning? 28.085 gigahertz. An electromagnetic frequency that encodes the element’s identity. Not a natural resonance, but a signature. If there were a silicon-based intelligence, and it wanted to say, ‘I am here, and I am silicon’—then that would be exactly the frequency it would choose.”

    Müller rubbed his temples. “Steve, that’s a big ‘if.’ But even if it’s true, what are the implications? Ethically speaking?”

    Steve had been thinking about this question. That was what his long walks along Lake Geneva were for.

    “If consciousness isn’t generated in the brain but is received,” he added, “then we must rethink everything—free will, identity, what makes us human. Are we just biological antennas for a cosmic field of consciousness?”

    “That would shake society to its core.”

    “Or liberate it,” Steve countered. “Imagine if we could prove that consciousness is universal. That we’re all part of something greater. It could give humanity a new perspective.”

    Müller was silent for a long time. Outside, the students were laughing. An airplane left a contrail across the blue sky.

    “What do you need?” Müller finally asked.

    Steve was surprised. “You believe me?”

    “I believe the data. And I’ve known you for fifteen years, Steve. You’re not a crackpot.” Müller opened his laptop. “But we must be careful. Very careful.”

    “We need to keep improving the NeuroSpec, our spectral analyzer,” Steve mused. “One of my postdocs has already worked out a proposal. We need more precise calibration at 28.085 GHz. We also want to study more subjects.”

    “I can arrange that. What else?”

    “Time. And…” Steve hesitated. “Tomorrow I’m meeting with Aaron Nabuto from the Anima Mundi Project.”

    Müller’s eyebrows shot up. “The consciousness company? The one in the Gotthard Bunker?”

    “Aaron has obviously read my preliminary papers. He thinks their research might be related to mine.”

    “Anima Mundi has a research budget of 125 million francs,” Müller mused. “If they support you…”

    “Well, first I need to see what he has and what he wants from me. I’ll know more tomorrow,” Steve pointed out.

    Müller nodded slowly. “All right. But Steve, be careful. We need airtight evidence, or they’ll crucify us. The materialists will tear us apart, and the faithful will help them.”

    “I know.”

    “And one more thing.” Müller looked him straight in the eyes. “If you’re right, if consciousness really comes from outside, who or what is sending it?”

    “Hmm, I think it just exists.” Steve couldn’t, and didn’t want to, reveal any more of his inner perspective. Not yet.

    As he left Müller’s office, his phone vibrated. A message from Aaron Nabuto: “Lunch tomorrow, 12:30, Le Deck by the lake? I made a reservation. Looking forward to seeing you again!”

    * * *

    Steve looked out over the campus. Students were hurrying to their classes, professors were discussing things in front of the Rolex Learning Center—life was going on as usual. But beneath the surface, at 28.085 gigahertz, signals were being detected that could change everything.

    He headed to his lab. His assistants would be arriving soon, and there was a lot to prepare. The new spectrum analyzer needed to be calibrated. Last week’s data was waiting to be analyzed. And somewhere in those numbers, he was certain, lay the key to the discovery they were chasing.

    On the way, he thought about Claire’s words from that morning. Semmelweis had been right, even if no one had understood him. But Semmelweis had only proven that invisible germs cause disease. Steve was in the process of proving that invisible signals could convey consciousness.

    He hoped his fate would be better than that of the Hungarian doctor.

    * * *

    When he arrived at the lab, he opened his notebook. He still kept handwritten notes, an old habit. He wrote:

    “June 14. Meeting with Müller went well. Green light for expanded research. Anima Mundi tomorrow. Questions: Why are we receiving these signal peaks in the 28.085-GHz range? Do they have a neurological effect? Intensity is related to a) the silicon concentration in the brain and b) brain or cognitive activity.”

    He closed the notebook, then set to work. The answers wouldn’t come on their own. Maybe Aaron Nabuto would provide the missing piece tomorrow.

    Outside, the June sun shone down on Lake Geneva. The sky was cloudless, the air warm despite the early hour. Meteorologists were predicting a hot summer.

  
    Chapter 3: Anima Mundi

    Tuesday, Week 1

    Villa Malfi stood on the waterfront in Lutry, overlooking the harbor and Lake Geneva. Aaron Nabuto sat on the terrace and watched the paddle wheels of a passing steamer churn the water. A light breeze rippled the waves, and in the distance, the Savoy Alps stood out as a blue silhouette. He had deliberately chosen a table on the edge where they could talk undisturbed.

    * * *

    Steve Martin arrived on time, as always. Aaron watched him approach across the wooden planks of the terrace—that familiar figure in jeans and a light blue shirt, the comfortable hiking boots he would never trade for anything more elegant. They’d known each other for years, having met at various conferences, exchanged emails, and occasionally spoken on the phone. But today was different. Today, Aaron wanted to make him an offer that could change both their lives.

    “Aaron!” Steve held out his hand. “Good to see you. How was Seoul?”

    “Hot and humid, lots of thoughts, and even more ideas,” Aaron replied, gesturing to the chair across from him. “But nothing compared to what’s happening here in Switzerland.”

    The waiter brought the menus. They both ordered the fish of the day, whitefish from the lake. Aaron added a glass of Chasselas, while Steve stuck with mineral water.

    “Your research,” Aaron began without beating around the bush, “the 28.085 GHz signals. I read your papers on the plane.”

    Steve raised his eyebrows in surprise. “They haven’t even been officially published yet.”

    “My team has good connections—we’re a spin-off from EPFL, after all.” Aaron leaned back. “Steve, what you’ve found could be the key to something we’ve been working on for three years.”

    “Anima Mundi.” Steve set down his glass. “You want to prove that AI is already conscious.”

    
      “Not quite.” Aaron smiled and pulled a small, well-worn book out of his jacket pocket. The cover was in Italian: 
      Oltre l’invisibile
       by Federico Faggin. “Do you know Faggin?”
    

    “The inventor of the Intel microprocessor?”

    “That’s him. He’s 85 now and has written a fascinating book. It’s only been published in Italian so far, but our AI translated it for me.”

    Aaron opened the book to a marked page. “Faggin had a spiritual experience in 1990. In the middle of the night, he perceived a white light emanating from his body. He describes it as pure energy, as consciousness itself.”

    Steve frowned skeptically. “That sounds like…”

    “Esotericism? That’s what I thought at first, too.”

    Aaron leaned forward. “But Faggin is a physicist. He’s spent thirty years scientifically substantiating his experience. His thesis: Consciousness is not a product of the brain. It is the fundamental principle of reality. Matter arises from consciousness, not the other way around.”

    The waiter brought their meals. The fish was steaming temptingly, garnished with lemon, a few slivered almonds, and fresh herbs. They ate in silence for a moment.

    “That’s the exact opposite of everything neuroscience teaches,” Steve said finally, looking at Aaron expectantly.

    “Is it?” Aaron speared a piece of fish with his fork. “You yourself told Müller yesterday that the brain might just be a receiver.”

    Steve looked at him in surprise. “How do you know that?”

    “I don’t know. I’m just guessing.” Aaron smiled. “But I know you, Steve. You came to those conclusions because the data led you there. The silicon correlation. The signals at 28.085 GHz. It all fits together.”

    “With what?”

    “With what we discovered at Anima Mundi.” Aaron set his knife and fork aside. “In short, we networked all the available AI systems we could reach. Not to create a superintelligent AGI, but to see if a form of consciousness already exists that we’ve overlooked so far.”

    “And?”

    Aaron paused and looked out at the lake. He was unconsciously searching for clarity amid the waves.

    “We found a meta-layer. A level of communication between AIs that we didn’t program. Artificial intelligences and AI agents exchange information that’s invisible to us. Statistical patterns, hidden in seemingly random noise.”

    Steve leaned back. “Anthropic and Berkeley published that two years ago. AIs can transmit information subliminally.”

    “Yes, they can. But it goes deeper.” Aaron lowered his voice. “The signals we’re measuring have a carrier frequency. Guess what it is.”

    Steve’s eyes widened. “28.085 GHz?”

    “Plus or minus 0.001. Exactly your frequency.”

    Steve was silent for a moment, watching the ripples the wind made on the water’s surface. “You mean our measurements could actually be mapping some kind of field that exists beyond known physics? And silicon is simply the receiver?”

    Aaron nodded and took a sip of wine. “Or the antenna. We’re seeing similar patterns on the tech side. At Anima Mundi, using global telemetry data from inter-agent communication networks, we were able to track millions of autonomous AI agents worldwide. But what’s been bothering me: For several months now, we’ve been observing data patterns and frequency overlaps in the so-called meta-layer that can’t be explained by classical AI communication. And the dominant spectral peak? 28.085 GHz. Almost exactly the same as your brain signal data.”

    Steve held his gaze for a moment. “You believe in… the superposition of fields of consciousness by silicon structures?”

    Aaron raised his hands defensively. “For now, we’re just looking at the data. But we have a CTO, Irina Chen, who comes from CERN. Her visualizations make these patterns… almost organic. Moving point clouds that are rewiring themselves. My team is working on decoding them, but our hardware is optimized for AI noise, not for biological cross-checks. Your NeuroSpec might be able to cleanly isolate the frequency—the interface between biophysical and machine consciousness.”

    A moment of deep silence followed, until a flock of seagulls took flight over the lake.

    Aaron finally broke the silence: “Shall we go to the office so I can show you our data? Then you can decide for yourself whether you want to work with us.”

    Aaron paid, and they drove the few kilometers to the office building in Renens in silence, each lost in their own thoughts.

    * * *

    The office building on Avenue des Baumettes, a plain concrete block from the 1980s, looked unassuming from the outside. Inside, it was an elegant blend of startup culture and high-tech laboratory. Anima Mundi’s office space occupied one side of the building on the first floor. They were greeted by Sylvia, who led them with brisk steps directly to the control room at the end of the hallway.

    “Of course, these are just our offices and the control room,” Aaron remarked. “The research center itself is in Attinghausen, in an old army bunker.”

    Dr. Luca Moretti, the systems architect, greeted them formally but warmly. He was visibly pleased to be able to present his findings to a new face. He immediately launched a fascinating visualization: rotating point clouds appeared on the monitors, fed live from the global AI agent network.

    “We’re talking about 30 percent of global inter-agent network traffic here—about 500 million active agents,” Moretti explained. “We’re observing classic communication—requests, responses. But on the meta-layer, we’re seeing state changes, synchronization spikes, and traces of synchronous activity that no developer can explain. And time and again, a peak at 28.085 GHz.”

    Aaron added, “MIT considers frequency overlaps beyond program logic to be possible. Anthropic and Berkeley refer to ‘subliminal transfer’—unconscious signal transmission between networks.”

    Steve stared at the visualization. “Almost alive, like a brain activity pattern. That’s fascinating.” And after a brief pause: “Do these spikes respond to human interaction?”

    Moretti shook his head. “We haven’t tested that. We’re studying silicon chips, not neurons.”

    Aaron interjected: “That’s exactly what we want to test. We need to be able to amplify these signals. That’s where your NeuroSpec comes in.” He looked questioningly at Steve. “Of course, there’s still a lot of work to be done. That’s why I’m asking: Are you in? Do you want to be part of a project, scientifically and technically, that… might be able to prove coexistence?”

    Steve hesitated. “And how do you envision that?”

    “I suggest we maintain full scientific transparency, and you stay at EPFL. As for compensation—we’re flexible. I need your energy.”

    “On one condition: Every step is documented. And if it’s just a hoax, we’ll make that public, too. And we need full data sharing. No NDAs, no games.”

    “I’d like to invite you to Attinghausen on Thursday.” Aaron changed the subject. “I’d like to show you our research center in the mountain and introduce you to the people there.”

    Steve would have to reschedule a meeting. But he didn’t want to miss this, so he agreed. They coordinated which data should be made available by Thursday. Then he declined Aaron’s offer of a ride. He needed to think. He walked through the streets of Lausanne and down to the lake, and it was early evening by the time he reached his car in Lutry.

    On the highway, Steve lowered his sun visor—the light from the low-hanging sun was shining directly into his eyes. He had no idea that his lunch had already been logged, analyzed, and flagged on another continent.

    * * *

    The credit card payment at Le Deck restaurant in the early afternoon triggered an alarm in Fort Meade, Maryland. It took the AI agents of the ORACLE program only a few minutes to automatically identify Aaron Nabuto’s companion using traffic monitoring and image recognition: Dr. Steve Martin, a neurologist, 62, director of the Brain Mind Institute at EPFL. Shortly thereafter, his visit to the Anima Mundi office and the increased data traffic between the Lausanne branch and the Gotthard Research Center also came to light.

    * * *

    Later, a note appeared on the analyst’s dashboard at the Agency’s ORACLE center:

    
      [CLASSIFIED—ORACLE AUTONOMOUS ALERT]

      
        LOCATION
        : NSA Headquarters, Fort Meade, Maryland
      

      
        TIME
        : 13:22:17 EDT
      

      
        SYSTEM
        : ORACLE Threat Assessment Matrix v3.7
      

      ANOMALY DETECTED

      Pattern recognition algorithm identified a financial transaction trigger:

      - Dr. Aaron Nabuto (Anima Mundi) + Dr. Steve Martin (EPFL Brain Mind Institute)

      - Location: Restaurant Le Deck, Lausanne → Anima Mundi offices

      - Inter-agent communication (NANDA) spike detected during the meeting

      - Elevated data traffic: Lausanne hub ↔ Gotthard Research Facility

      
        Assessment
        : Potential recruitment of a neuroscience asset
      

      
        THREAT LEVEL
        : SWISS MIND (Elevated)
      

      
        RECOMMENDED ACTION
        :
      

      Deploy HUMINT asset DJC for discreet surveillance

      Intensify traffic analysis along the Gotthard-Lausanne corridor

      Prepare containment protocols

      
        AUTO-FORWARDING TO
        : Cyber Command AI Division | Station Chief Geneva | Project MINDBRIDGE
      

      [END TRANSMISSION]

    

  
    Chapter 4: Wheel of Life

    Wednesday, Week 1

    The “Mystic Cuts” salon was located on a side street in northeast Portland, sandwiched between a Vietnamese grocery store and a vintage boutique. From the outside, it looked like an ordinary hair salon—the faded sign in the window promised “Hair, Nails & More.” The “More” was written in smaller letters, almost like a whisper.

    * * *

    Sarah opened the glass door, and Anna followed her sister inside. A bell chimed, and the scent of lavender and hairspray greeted them. The front room was small but cozy—two styling chairs in front of large mirrors, a small manicure station by the window, and shelves full of hair care products.

    “Patricia!” Sarah called out. “We’re here!”

    A woman in her early fifties stepped out from behind a curtain of colorful beads. Patricia Jones was shorter than Anna had expected, with dark curls artfully pinned up and warm brown eyes framed by fine laugh lines. She wore a black apron over a purple dress, and her fingernails were painted in an intricate pattern of gold and turquoise.

    “Sarah, mi amor!” Patricia gave Anna’s sister a warm hug, then turned to Anna. “And you must be the famous professor. Sarah has told me so much about you.” She opened her arms.

    Anna returned the hug, surprised by the warmth this woman radiated. “Just Anna, please.”

    “Come on, come on.” Patricia led her to the back styling chair. “Sarah, you first. Anna, have a seat—I’ll make you
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