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For Angelina





Never let the future disturb you. You will meet it, if you have to, with the same weapons of reason which today arm you against the present.

Marcus Aurelius



*


At some stage we should have to expect the machines to take control.

Alan Turing
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Part 1



SUPERPOSITION


The idea that a quantum system can be in multiple states at the same time until it is measured.

*

All things are intertwined, and the common bond is sacred; and scarcely one thing is alien to another. For all things have been coordinated to form one universal order, and the system of the universe is a system of mutual connections.

Marcus Aurelius






Friday, May 11

Backcountry Campground
White Sands National Park,
New Mexico
11:37 p.m.

Seventeen minutes before the sky tore open, and the sun crashed to earth, three naked bodies lay entangled by a crackling campfire. The desert warped. Shifted. A living thing that pulsed in time with their heartbeats. The mushrooms had hit hard.

Streaks of starlight twined and snaked across Scarlett’s vision, concealing a deeper meaning she couldn’t decipher. She stood. Stretched her arms up as far as they would go. Saw flames emanate from her fingers, connecting her to the silhouette of a nearby dune. Filled with a joy she’d never experienced before, she said, ‘Let’s go up there! I want to get closer to heaven.’

Without waiting for a response, she grabbed the blanket and ran off. Jacob and Bethany groaned, reluctant to leave their cocoon of warmth by the fire, but her energy was infectious. Pulling on their T-shirts, they followed, bare soles slipping in the soft sand.

Huddled under the throw at the summit, they gazed at the ghostly desert stretched out in front of them. Town lights painted the skyline a muted yellow, and the crisp air carried the scent of sagebrush mixed with the smoke from their fire.

Jacob squinted. ‘Which city is that? Las Cruces?’

Scarlett forced her drifting thoughts into focus.

‘Alamo … Alamogordo, I think …’

Her words trailed off as the night transformed.

Emerald ribbons of light unfurled across the firmament, twisting and swirling in hypnotic patterns. The aurora danced with impossible beauty, its colours spilling like liquid fire. Tears pricked Scarlett’s eyes. It was as though the cosmos had peeled back a layer of itself, letting them glimpse something sacred.

A hiss.

Faint at first. Just wind stirring sand.

It sharpened into a crackle.

A rising roar.

Then the heavens fractured with a deafening thunderclap.

The shockwave punched the air out of Scarlett’s lungs. She screamed as a fireball tore through the atmosphere, its brilliance searing her vision even as she slammed her hands over her eyes. Bethany bolted to the dune’s edge, her movements frantic and uncoordinated. Jacob tripped and fell, his limbs tangling in the loose sand.

Scarlett’s instincts took over. She threw herself flat against the ground, heartbeat hammering in her ears. The meteorite roared overhead, so close that the heat pressed against her skin like an open furnace door. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think.

Impact.

The explosion was biblical. A bloom of earth and flame surged into the sky, a furious plume of smoke mushrooming above the dunes. The ground convulsed. Moments later, a wave of superheated air slammed against Scarlett’s back, the grains of sand like tiny knives.

Silence.

The aurora returned, its green tendrils tranquil and indifferent.

Scarlett lay on her front, quivering, cheek pressed into the ground. When she finally forced herself to sit up, her ears rang with a high-pitched whine that wouldn’t stop.

‘Scarlett, are you okay?’ Bethany crawled towards her, coughing, her face streaked with tears and sand.

Jacob staggered over to them. ‘Did the sun just fall? Or am I still tripping?’

Bethany snatched the blanket from where it had fallen and wrapped it around Scarlett.

‘We need to get back to the tent. Come on.’

They descended the dune, holding hands like frightened children.

When dawn broke, they set out across the desert.

Scarlett’s back smarted, but she pushed the sting aside and focused on the horizon. She felt she was moving through a dream, memories of the night before blurring with the shifting sands under her shoes.

It took them an hour to reach the impact site.

The crater was around four and a half metres across, its edges jagged. The surrounding sand was scorched black, cacti reduced to charred skeletons. In the centre of the hollow sat the meteorite, a blackened, hulking mass that gleamed in the morning light. Wisps of smoke curled lazily from its surface, and even from a distance, Scarlett could feel its warmth.

Bethany’s Smartspex blinked to life, recording the scene in high resolution.

‘Manx, what is this?’ she asked.

The AI in her glasses responded immediately. ‘It appears to be a large meteorite. Would you like more information?’

Before she could respond, Jacob took a hesitant step forward. ‘What should we do?’

Scarlett’s gaze was fixed on the smouldering rock, almost as tall as she was. Her heart twisted as she imagined what would have happened if it had landed just a mile closer.

‘We shouldn’t touch it. Let’s call the university.’

Bethany forced a small, nervous laugh. ‘Maybe they’ll name it after us.’

Jacob’s eyes lit up. ‘Do you think it’s valuable? Manx, could we, like, claim it?’

His AI said, ‘White Sands is a national park. Meteorites found on federally protected lands belong to the government and cannot be claimed by individuals.’

‘Figures,’ he muttered.

They turned away.

A few steps on, Scarlett paused and looked back.

The meteorite shimmered in the blank and pitiless sun.

Shadowless. Absolute.

For a second, she thought she saw it shift.

Just heat haze. A trick of the light.

She walked on.




Five days later

Wednesday, May 16

Earth and Planetary Sciences Department,
University of New Mexico
Albuquerque, New Mexico
10:32 a.m.

Amit Roy burst into the office.

‘Where is it?’

Carlo Santangelo lowered his half-eaten muffin.

‘You’re back?’

‘Landed an hour ago. Came straight from the airport.’

He collapsed into the chair opposite the desk, the leather creaking beneath him. His knee bounced as if it were wired to a live current.

‘Well?’

Santangelo took a slow bite, unfazed.

‘How was Oxford? Did you catch the aurora?’

Roy dragged in a steadying breath.

‘Yeah. Incredible. I still can’t believe it reached that far south. Did you see it here?’

‘Unreal.’ Santangelo brushed crumbs from his shirt. ‘Didn’t expect you till Monday.’

‘I left the conference early. Everyone was buzzing about the find. Our PR department’s done a helluva job. UNM is in the global spotlight.’

Santangelo’s expression tightened. Just enough for Roy to catch it.

‘I’ve told them to dial it down,’ he said.

‘Why?’ Roy straightened in his chair. ‘Finding the second largest meteorite in the US is monumental. We need more publicity, not less. What are the measurements?’

‘Around a hundred and fifty centimetres tall by hundred and twenty centimetres wide by ninety centimetres deep.’

Roy’s excitement bubbled up again. He pumped his fist.

‘Yes! Bigger than Chico! Guess who’s already offered me a million dollars for it?’

‘Who?’

‘Markus Noel.’

The trillionaire’s call had floored Roy. The man who spoke with the President every week had his number!

‘He wants it for his private collection. Remember, he bought a velociraptor skeleton for over ten mil last year?’

‘What did you say?’

Roy donned a mask of solemnity. Intoned, ‘In the interest of science, it must remain in public ownership.’ He chuckled. ‘But for a second? I thought about it. That would’ve sorted our budget for a decade. What’s the makeup?’

‘Composition’s consistent with what appears to be a Group IIIAB iron meteorite – about 91% iron, 7.62% nickel, with trace amounts of cobalt and phosphorus.’

A prickle of anxiety touched Roy. Something in Santangelo’s tone …

‘What do you mean, “appears to be”?’

‘Follow me.’

Their footsteps echoed through the empty corridor, fluorescent lights coming on as they progressed down its length.

‘Given that composition, what would you estimate for mass?’ Santangelo asked over his shoulder.

‘Fourteen, fifteen tons? How did you move it from the desert?’

‘What if I told you it weighs five?’

‘Large hollows? Like Willamette?’

‘Nope. Shallow. Outside is all metal.’

Roy stopped, wanting to laugh at the absurdity of the statement. To accuse Santangelo of pulling an elaborate prank.

‘That’s impossible!’

Santangelo turned to him.

‘We did a partial CT scan. There’s an opaque core the X-rays can’t penetrate.’

‘Dense mineral?’

‘Possibly. Whatever it is, it’s a perfect sphere.’

Roy stared. ‘You’re kidding.’

‘I’m not. The external covering is definitely meteoric, but the inside could be technological. Potentially coexisting within non-coincident timescales. There’s no way to combine these two things that we know of, particularly since there’s no detectable join. No sign at this stage of the meteorite being sliced through and hollowed out.’ He paused. ‘Oh, and it’s mildly radioactive.’

A perfect sphere. Technological. Radioactive. The words rattled in Roy’s brain like loose bolts in a machine.

‘It’s what?’

‘Gamma rays. Mild, but unmistakable. I’ve locked the lab down. You and I are the only ones with access.’

Roy tried to make sense of his colleague’s words.

‘Is it a spy satellite? Or a classified military experiment from Holloman Air Force Base? Or could it be …’ He closed his eyes for a moment. Took a deep breath as his dreams of glory faded. ‘A … fake?’

Santangelo shook his head. ‘The kids who contacted us said they saw it land. They showed me Manx vids of it in situ. I did ask Los Alamos and the AFB in a roundabout way if they’d lost anything over the desert. They say not.’

Roy breathed out in relief. At least he wouldn’t look like a complete fool.

By the time they reached the lab, Roy’s palms were slick with sweat. He wiped them on his trousers as they donned their coveralls, the papery material crinkling in the silence.

Santangelo unlocked the door, and they stepped inside.

Roy shivered as the frigid air conditioning hit him. He paused, taking in the rearranged space. Worktables and chairs were shoved against shelves stacked with rocks and minerals, all to make room for the object sitting in a shallow metal container in the centre of the room.

Feeling an unexpected reverence, he moved in a slow circle around it, drinking in every detail of the rock’s weathered grey surface etched with deep grooves and indentations. His fingers twitched with the urge to reach out. To touch this ancient fragment of an asteroid formed billions of years ago.

‘It’s beautiful,’ he breathed. ‘No organics?’

‘None detected.’

‘And you’ve done all the external tests?’

‘Everything possible. Here are the films.’

Roy dragged his gaze away from the object and lifted the images up to the light. The orb inside was clearly visible. His mind grasped at explanations, but none of them held.

‘Let’s cut it open and take a look,’ he burst out.

Santangelo flinched.

Roy saw the alarm in his associate’s eyes. The instinct to hold back.

But restraint had never been Roy’s style, especially not in the face of something this extraordinary. This was a find that rewrote the rules. He wasn’t about to let caution stand between him and the recognition he deserved.

Markus Noel had called him, for god’s sake!

‘Carlo, listen to me.’ His voice was steady, though his heart was anything but. ‘If we don’t act, the government will swoop in. This will become their discovery, not ours. We have to take the risk.’

Santangelo hesitated. ‘Shouldn’t we do more tests first? What if it’s a biological hazard? Or a bomb?’

Roy waved away his subordinate’s concerns. ‘You said there were no biologicals. Why would the Chinese or Russians send such a bizarre bomb?’ He stepped closer. ‘We have one shot at history.’

‘You want to skip the tomography?’

‘I want a clean look at the core. No delay.’

A long pause.

Then a nod.

‘You’re the chairman.’

Santangelo handed Roy a set of ear protectors, goggles and a half-face N95 dust mask before securing his own. After a brief hesitation, he strode to the corner of the lab, unlocked the housing of the KMT 60,000 psi waterjet cutter, and wheeled it over to the meteorite.

Turning back to Roy, he said, ‘You’re absolutely sure about this?’

‘Hundred per cent.’

Santangelo’s fingers trembled slightly as he positioned the abrasive nozzle over the centre of the meteorite.

‘Manx, program a series of cross-sectional slices. Full-depth, two-centimetre intervals.’

‘Confirmed. Initiating first pass.’

A high-pitched whine burst from the machine as garnet-laced water sliced into the iron.

Roy stepped back from the spray, eyes locked on the deepening groove.

The cut shimmered. Then—

A glint.

‘Kill it!’

Santangelo slammed the emergency stop.

Silence crashed down.

Roy approached the dripping meteorite, peering into the narrow slit.

A crackling sound.

His pulse spiked.

Bang!

The rock cleaved in two, its jagged halves crashing to the floor, the impact rattling the lab.

Time stood still.

Roy exhaled hard, yanking off his mask and tossing it aside.

He whispered, ‘Holy fuck.’

Stared at what was hidden inside. At what should not exist.

Terror uncoiled in his gut.

ALBUQUERQUE
JOURNAL

GIANT METEORITE WAS FAKED

BY ABQJOURNAL NEWS STAFF | May 25

ALBUQUERQUE, NM. The University of New Mexico announced that the meteorite allegedly discovered in White Sands National Park by three students was a fabrication. The students involved are facing severe disciplinary action for their involvement in the prank.

The undergraduates, identified as Scarlett Stephenson, Bethany Crichton, and Jacob Clarke, have strongly denied the allegations. Taking to social media, they posted photographs and videos purportedly showing the meteorite in the desert at the site where they claimed to have found it, saying it had nearly killed them before it landed.

Dr Amit Roy, Chair of the Earth and Planetary Sciences Department, issued a statement. ‘We apologise unreservedly for misleading the public in our earlier communications. The three students are known troublemakers who were under the influence of narcotics on the night of their alleged discovery and are being dealt with accordingly.’

The controversy has sparked a heated debate online, with many questioning the university’s handling of the situation and the authenticity of the students’ claims. As the investigation continues, the university remains firm in its stance that the space rock was a hoax.




Part 2



UNCERTAINTY


The principle that we cannot precisely know both the position and the momentum of a particle at the same time.

*

You have power over your mind – not outside events. Realise this, and you will find strength. For everything outside our control is uncertain and always changing.

Marcus Aurelius






Nine months later

Friday, February 8

National Highway 48
New Delhi, India
10:22 p.m.

Aisha twisted the still-unfamiliar wedding ring, the gold cool against her skin, as if the band itself was resisting warming to her. Her gaze flitted nervously between the unmoving river of brake lights ahead and her phone.

They were going to miss their flight.

Adam was going to miss his best friend’s funeral.

And it was her fault.

The car idled in the crush of Delhi traffic, boxed in by the blaring chaos of darting auto-rickshaws, sputtering scooters and overloaded buses. Her mother turned around from the front passenger seat, dupatta slipping off one shoulder.

‘It will be fine, jaanu. We have plenty of time.’

Aisha sighed. Her mother’s relentless optimism could move mountains, but right now, it only roiled her stomach.

‘Our plane leaves in ninety minutes, Ma.’

Her father’s eyes met hers in the rearview mirror, his thick brows pinching together.

‘You should have avoided Bukhara. I know you love the food there, but the traffic from Chanakyapuri to the airport on a Friday night …’ He shook his head dolefully. ‘Always bad.’

‘Papa, I told you …’

Aisha’s mother cut in before the argument gained momentum.

‘So sad you both have to go back to America early. What are we going to tell the people coming to the party? All of them want to meet you, Adam. A real-life Noble Prize winner!’

In the seat beside Aisha, Adam sat perfectly still, his eyes following the slow crawl of a lorry through the smog-streaked window. Over the past twenty-four hours, he had folded inward, silent and unreachable, brushing off her attempts to comfort him.

‘No-bel, Ma, not noble,’ Aisha said wearily. ‘We have to go. We were lucky Manx managed to change our flights on a day’s notice.’

Her mother waggled her head. ‘I know, jaanu, I know. But still, such a sad end to your honeymoon. A heart attack at … how old was he, Adam?’

‘Caleb was my age, Mrs Ali. Forty.’

‘Too young. Too young.’

‘Yes,’ Adam murmured, retreating again into silence.

Aisha shifted uncomfortably. What did Adam make of her parents, with their cramped apartment in Defence Colony, their mismatched furniture, their earnest warmth? They were nothing like Dr and Mrs Stone, who were always perfectly turned out in their even more perfect bungalow in Harrisburg.

Shame hit her for the comparison.

Followed by a deeper shame. Shame for being ashamed.

Her parents had scraped together all they had to send her to study in the US, and for that, she would be eternally grateful.

Her father spoke, cheerfully oblivious. ‘Did you get the results of your genetic screening?’

‘Papa!’ Aisha’s voice rose. ‘You can’t ask that!’

‘What?’ he said innocently. ‘We just want to make sure our grandchildren are healthy.’

‘Yes, we did, Mr Ali,’ said Adam. ‘The screen was positive. We’re a good match. Everything’s fine.’

‘Good, good. We were a little worried. You got married so quickly we even thought that—’

‘Okay, Papa, that’s enough,’ Aisha snapped, her embarrassment knotting into irritation. ‘The traffic’s moving. You can speed up.’

Her mother, undeterred, picked up the thread. ‘After Raj, we felt you would never get married. Did I tell you, jaanu? He has a little boy now. Such a sweet—’

Aisha’s nails pressed half-moons into her palms, willing them to reach the airport. She hated how even now, Raj’s name could sneak in and unravel her. Before she could scratch at that particular scab, the embedded Manx in her Smartspex whispered, ‘I sense your anxiety increasing. Would you like a beta-blocker?’

She blinked, still not used to the Manx implant Adam had gifted her. Or had installed in her, rather. She hadn’t decided which term felt truer. Before she could respond, her father swung the car into the drop-off zone and jolted to a stop.

‘We are here! Just in time,’ he announced, already climbing out to retrieve their bags.

Aisha stepped out into the chill night air. Goosebumps prickled her arms as she hugged her mother harder than she meant to. No matter their flaws, her parents were her anchor. Let Adam think what he liked. She wouldn’t trade them for anyone.

‘Stay safe, Mama. Papa.’

Her father smiled and patted her cheek. ‘It’s not so bad, jaanu. We keep our heads down and don’t give them any reason to take notice of us.’

‘I keep telling you to come and live with us in America. You won’t face this kind of anti-Muslim sentiment there.’

He laughed. ‘No. Just anti-immigrant. You two be happy. No need to worry about us.’

Inside, the terminal swallowed them in white light and flight announcements. At immigration, the officer eyed their passports, then them.

‘Different surnames. You are husband and wife?’

Husband. The word still carried a newness. An echo of unfamiliarity. She nodded.

Stamped. Cleared.

She joined the women’s security line and, mercifully, got through without delay. Retrieving her roller bag and backpack, she scanned the checkpoint. Adam stood at the far conveyor belt, neatly repacking his laptop, lips moving silently, as if rehearsing a speech.

‘I can’t believe we made it,’ she said as he approached her.

‘I think your mother was trying to fuse with you on an atomic level.’

Unable to decide if that was a dig or a joke, she said, ‘She misses me. Were you praying just now at the security belt?’

‘To the god of Manx. Begging it to claw back refunds from our cancelled honeymoon.’

She smiled. ‘It’s bad enough you personify your damn AI, now you worship it, too?’

As they weaved through duty-free, the polished floors gleaming beneath their hurried steps, Adam said, ‘I need a drink.’

‘Shouldn’t we head to the gate?’

‘May as well enjoy the perks of flying business. A quick one. That drive nearly killed me.’

She hesitated, then followed him to the lounge. Sank into a chair while he fetched their drinks.

‘You sure you don’t want me to come to Atlantic City?’ she said when he returned.

He shook his head briefly, handing her a glass of wine and a bowl of warm cashews.

‘There are things I need to sort out.’

‘What things?’

‘Just … stuff. It’ll only be a day.’

She nibbled on a nut. Said, ‘Caleb seemed off at the wedding. Did he say he was feeling unwell?’

‘No.’

Adam drained his whiskey, then pushed back his chair abruptly.

‘I have to get something from duty-free.’

At the same moment, Manx murmured in Aisha’s ear, ‘You should go to the gate now, Aisha.’

She stood, tense. ‘We don’t have time. Manx says they’re boarding.’

‘I’ll only be a minute. Watch my bag?’

‘Let’s just go together. You can grab whatever you need on the way.’

‘I’ll be right back. Wait here.’

As his figure disappeared from view, a sense of foreboding gripped Aisha, visceral as a blow. She took a steadying sip of her drink and sat back down.

It’s okay. He’s upset about Caleb. Everything’ll be fine once we’re back in Princeton.




Indira Gandhi International Airport
New Delhi, India
11:03 p.m.

A zealous saleswoman lunged forward, perfume atomiser cocked. Adam dodged her by veering into the liquor aisle, the floral mist trailing after him, a physical manifestation of the guilt and fear that had been dogging him for the past two days.

He just needed a corner. Somewhere to breathe. It had taken all his effort to keep it together in front of Aisha and her parents, unable to silence the four-word refrain that had been running through his head since Caleb’s mother’s call.

Have they found it?

Her torrent of tears on the phone washed away his questions before he could voice them. Slipping off to probe further in the Ali family’s cramped, suffocating apartment had been impossible. He still didn’t understand why Indians felt the need to hover at all times, as if privacy was somehow inhospitable.

‘Manx, dial Mrs Brubaker.’

Click.

‘Adam?’

‘Mrs Brubaker, how are you doing?’

‘Not so good. Are you on your way?’

‘I’m boarding soon. Can you tell me any more? Do they know what caused the heart attack?’

She let out a ragged sob. ‘They found him … tied up. Beaten. The police think … a burglar …’

Adam’s hand shot out, gripping a pillar to keep from collapsing.

‘His house was ransacked. My poor boy …’

Her voice broke, dissolving into a storm of anguished sobs.

Adam swallowed, his throat like sandpaper. He forced his tone into something resembling calm.

‘That’s terrible. I’m so sorry. Umm … did Caleb leave anything with you? For me? A letter, maybe?’

Her weeping subsided for a moment, replaced by confusion.

‘No, nothing. Just … come.’

‘I’ll be there tomorrow. I promise.’

The call disconnected. He stared blindly ahead.

They’d found Caleb. They knew. The whole thing was unravelling.

But who?

The FBI didn’t kill. They interrogated. Detained. Prosecuted.

His own questioning in Washington had been brutal, but he’d survived it using the techniques Caleb had taught him. Convinced the danger had passed when they let him go.

And now … this?

For a moment, Adam saw Caleb’s perplexed expression at the Fourth of July party. What reckless arrogance had driven him to open his mouth and make that suggestion? Caleb had warned him the idea was insane, but he’d insisted. He should never have dragged his oldest friend into his mess, however noble his intentions were.

He rubbed a hand over his face, guilt clawing at his insides.

Manx’s whisper jolted him back to the present. ‘Aisha’s calling.’

Before Adam could respond, a flash of movement caught his eye. A man in khaki. Standing at the aisle’s edge. Watching. Their eyes met. The man looked away in a poor attempt at nonchalance.

Adrenaline surged.

‘Ignore the call.’

Another man materialised from behind a pyramid of Glenlivet boxes. Gaze locked on Adam.

Caleb gave me up.

‘Manx,’ he breathed, ‘have you logged these men before?’

‘Facial recognition suggests they followed you from the lounge, Adam.’

His chest constricted. He felt like his legs were about to give way.

Stop. Control yourself. This is more important than you. If you’re going to be taken, or worse, you can’t let this secret die with you.

‘Aisha’s calling again.’

‘Ignore.’

Who could he trust? Aisha. She’d never let him down, but this … this wasn’t something she could handle alone. She’d need help. Someone who understood the stakes. Someone who—

It hit him like a blow. There was only one other person. But after everything he’d done to her, could he risk her life?

He didn’t have a choice.

‘Manx, access Proton Mail.’

He carefully dictated a message and said, ‘Send.’

‘Message delivered. Aisha texted the following. “Where are you? The flight’s closing. Meet me at gate 19.” You should leave now.’

Adam hurriedly replied to her. Then whispered, ‘Give Aisha access to my tracking.’

If the worst happened, at least she’d find his body.

A hand clamped down on his shoulder.

‘Mr Stone?’

Adam turned to meet the hostile eyes of the two uniformed men, their hands resting casually on holstered weapons.

‘Doctor Stone,’ he said.

‘Come.’

‘Where?’

‘Routine check.’ The man gestured with his chin. ‘Switch off Manx.’

‘Not a chance.’

The officer pulled a small device from his pocket, input a code, and aimed it at Adam.

‘Manx off,’ the AI announced, its voice cutting out abruptly.

Adam went still. Manx was supposed to respond to only his voice. Markus Noel had assured the world of that! How had … A pang of loss and vulnerability crashed into him, as if he’d been stripped of a vital part of himself. The familiar presence of Manx, always there, now gone. He was truly alone.

‘What the hell did you do?’

His feigned composure evaporated as the officer’s grip tightened on his elbow.

With his messages, Adam had thrust the destiny of billions into the hands of two women who were totally unaware of the hurricane about to engulf them.




Princeton University Library
Princeton, New Jersey
12:35 p.m.

The glow of Sara Wolf’s MacBook lit up her face, casting her features in pallid relief as she typed the final two letters – L and A – into the grid. Spain’s City of Saints and Stones.

Done.

Twelve minutes, twenty-three seconds. A personal best for a Friday.

She stared at the New York Times crossword statistics page. Waited for the dopamine hit.

It didn’t come.

Instead, her streak, 334 days and counting, shone on her screen like a digital reprimand. All those hours, all that focus, and for what? A meaningless gold star.

She stretched. Rolled her shoulders. Why the hell had she said yes to this project? Professor Smart (could a name be any less fitting?) had reeled her in with talk of cutting-edge research, robotics, machine learning. It would be groundbreaking, he said. Career-defining.

Except it wasn’t.

He gave the TED talks. She did the work.

She reopened the paper she’d been working on. A jungle of jargon blinked back at her.

The distinction between reasoning and learning is related to the differences between slow and fast thinking, between knowledge-based and data-driven approaches …

Blah. Blah. Blah.

Delete. Delete. Delete.

She gave up. Dropped her head into folded arms.

How had it come to this? Thirty years old. Brilliant. Directionless.

She’d joined Smart’s team, hoping a change might shake loose some clarity. Her PhD had given her that once. A heady rush of purpose, chasing quantum decoherence and the collapse of wave functions. But outside a handful of physics professors, who gave a damn?

IBM had offered her a spot in their quantum division. She’d declined. The idea of swapping the ivy-draped gloom of academia for the sterile grey of a corporate cubicle was like escaping Alcatraz only to land in Sing Sing.

PULSE was the only thing left in her life that still ignited any genuine passion. The underground movement had become the antidote to her growing disillusionment with the insidious spread of Manx.

She smiled, remembering the last operation with Möbius and his crew.

The hack had been breathtaking in its elegance. A critical vulnerability in the Manx servers exploited to perfection. For one unforgettable hour, every Manx worldwide had broadcast PULSE’s manifesto on an endless loop while panicked engineers scrambled to patch the breach.

AI should serve humanity, not subjugate it. We are the spark. We are the soul. We are the PULSE. We preserve unfiltered life, spirit and expression. Machines cannot dream. We can.

Then came that stupid assassination attempt.

The movement unravelled. Even Möbius had been spooked. Others drifted into Markus Noel’s orbit, beguiled by his gospel of digital transcendence.

‘Manx is a cult. And it’s winning,’ she whispered aloud.

A cough from the next carrel jolted her back to reality.

She muttered, ‘Sorry,’ as her eyes wandered past the dusty stacks to the ivy-covered window panes.

Princeton.

A place drenched in history, living on past glories. She missed the mess of Manhattan. The sirens. The neon grime. The thrill of anonymity. Missed being able to buy a slice of greasy pizza at 3 a.m. from a bodega that smelled of incense and bacon fat.

Here, the stores shut by nine.

Here, life happened in monochrome.

Monday, she decided. She’d confront Smart. Walk out. Go all in with PULSE.

Not a plan. But at least it was motion.

A quiet ping from her computer pulled her out of her reverie. Her stomach clenched as she saw the sender’s name.

No. That can’t be right.

They’d barely spoken in a year. Avoided each other since that bizarre text from him eight months ago. She’d seen him mentioned once in the university newsletter – a paragraph about his marriage to an English professor – but beyond that, he’d vanished from her world.

Heart in her mouth, she logged onto Proton Mail.

One line.


Please comet o Aisha. See Caleb. Help her find Prometheus.



Her first reaction was confusion.

The typo was unlike Manx. For all its faults, it was precise. Had Adam’s account been hacked?

She ran a trace. Nothing flagged. Origin confirmed. Adam’s Manx. It was legit.

She leaned back. Her pulse slowed. Then, without warning, an old memory arose.

Adam. Close. His voice a whisper.

‘Shall I tell you a secret?’

‘Go on.’

‘Caleb used to be in the CIA.’

‘Is that your idea of pillow-talk?’

She picked up her phone. His number was still there.

Her thumb hovered.

She tapped.

One ring.

Two.

Three.

No answer.

She didn’t leave a message.




Indira Gandhi International Airport
New Delhi, India
11:10 p.m.

‘All passengers for United Airlines flight UA83 to Newark. Please make your way to Gate 19 for final boarding …’

Aisha stood outside the lounge entrance, heart pounding as she scoured the chaotic swirl of the airport terminal. Her eyes pinged between the departure board and the travellers heading to their gates.

No Adam.

Dragging two roller bags, and toting their backpacks, she sprinted towards duty-free, weaving through slow walkers and whirring suitcases.

Nothing.

‘Where the hell is he?’ she muttered, a mix of anger and worry clawing at her chest.

‘Manx, try Adam again.’

‘Call disconnected again.’

‘Dammit. Text him.’

She dictated as she ran to the gate.

Seconds later, Manx chirped, ‘Message received from Adam.’

The relief that flooded her system as Manx read his reply was short-lived.

‘What the hell does that mean?’

‘I do not know, Aisha.’

Gate 19 appeared. The last of the passengers were boarding. She spun around, eyes raking the terminal frantically.

No Adam.

‘Mam, you need to board now.’

The gate agent’s voice was tinged with impatience.

‘My husband – he’s just—’ Aisha gestured helplessly.

‘Mam. Flight is closing.’

‘He has my boarding pass.’

The agent’s fingers flew across her keyboard.

‘Name?’

‘Dr Aisha Ali.’

A boarding pass spat from the printer.

‘Passport?’

‘He … he has my passport, too,’ Aisha stammered. ‘Can you make an announcement? He was in duty-free. He must have lost track of time. Please.’

‘Name?’

‘Dr Adam Stone.’

Moments later, the tannoy echoed.

‘Will Dr Adam Stone, flying to Newark on flight UA83, come to gate nineteen immediately. The flight is about to depart.’

Aisha craned her neck, eyes darting like a trapped animal.

‘This isn’t him. He wouldn’t just disappear. Something’s happened. Something’s wrong.’

The agent’s tone became more urgent.

‘Mam, we have to close the flight. Without your passport, you cannot board.’

Her throat constricted. ‘No! Please. Give him a few more minutes. I’m sure he’s on his way. Manx, track Adam.’

‘Adam’s Manx was switched off remotely via a third party. He was last seen in the duty-free section of Delhi airport.’

The terminal seemed to tilt. Aisha let go of the two bags and they toppled to the ground.

Switched off remotely? How was that possible?

She forced herself to speak. ‘Manx, confirm that. Who switched it off?’

‘Unable to determine source.’

This didn’t make sense. Who had the capability to override Adam’s Manx? What was going on?

The agent whispered to a man in uniform who had walked down the air-bridge. He approached Aisha.

‘I’m sorry, madam, but we cannot delay the flight any longer. We will rebook you on the next plane.’

Aisha nodded numbly, her body moving on autopilot as panic clouded her thoughts.

‘I’m not sure what to do. He’s … he’s disappeared.’

‘Come with me,’ the man said gently, taking her bags.

She followed him past a blur of gleaming shops, harsh lights and dawdling bodies. They entered an office lined with monitors showing streams of CCTV footage. The officer spoke to an operator seated at the console, who turned towards her.

‘Main kartavya adhikari hoon. Madam, apne akhri bar apne pati ko kab dekha tha?’

Manx immediately translated. ‘I am the duty officer. When did you last see your husband, ma’am?’

‘In the Encalm lounge. Just after eleven. He said he was going to buy something from duty-free.’

Manx translated the official’s reply. ‘Do you have his passport number?’

‘Manx, give it to him.’

The officer entered the data. A moment later, Adam’s face appeared on the screen. Aisha started to breathe faster as he clicked Track Biometrics.

Footage played, starting at the airport entrance. Aisha watched herself hug her parents goodbye. Then Adam guided her into the airport, his hand brushing against her lower back in a gesture that brought a lump to her throat. The AI tracked them through check-in, through immigration, through security, and into the lounge. She felt queasy at the ease and efficiency of the surveillance, but damped down her concerns. Adam was all that mattered now.

‘There!’ she exclaimed, pointing at the screen as Adam left the lounge. The video showed him entering duty-free. He made no move to buy anything, but went into a corner and took a call that seemed to upset him. A few minutes later, she saw him talk to Manx and … did he just mouth the word Sara?

Aisha leaned closer.

Two men in uniform approached. She couldn’t hear the words, but saw Adam’s body tense. Then, without resistance, he followed them through a door at the rear of the terminal.

‘Who are they? Where did they go?’

Manx translated, ‘He has entered a secure area. No CCTV there.’

‘So you have him? Where is he? Why did you take him?’

The officer shook his head.

Manx said, ‘We don’t have him, ma’am.’

Aisha felt like she couldn’t breathe. If they didn’t, then who did?

‘Manx,’ she whispered. ‘Try to trace Adam again.’

‘Unable to trace. Device remains offline.’

The officer gently touched her back. She flinched.

Manx translated, ‘We’ll do everything we can to find him. Please wait here in the meantime.’

He gestured to an underling who carried her bags for her and ushered her to a small room. The door clicked shut behind him as he left.

Aisha sank into a chair, head in her hands. Her mind spun with questions, each more terrifying than the last.

Why had Adam lied to her about wanting to purchase something?

Who were those men?

Had he called Sara?

‘Manx, replay Adam’s last message.’

‘I’m sorry. I love you.’

‘What did you do, Adam?’ she whispered. ‘What did you do?’




Memorial Auditorium, Stanford University
Stanford, California
11:00 a.m.

The auditorium buzzed with a charged anticipation that reminded Markus why he relished these public appearances.

Adjusting the cuffs on his wool and mink Cifonelli jacket, he stepped onto the stage. Let the applause crest around him. Didn’t smile. Gods had no need to. They were there to be worshipped, not liked.

When the clapping died down, he settled into the leather armchair opposite the dean. Took a sip of Acqua di Cristallo Tributo a Modigliani, the $60,000 mineral water he’d insisted on as a condition for doing the interview. It was the least Stanford could do.

‘Record,’ he thought, mentally activating his neural Manx.

‘Hi, Markus.’ The dean’s voice was tinged with an unearned intimacy that irritated him. ‘We’re honoured to have you here today.’

‘Good to revisit my alma mater. Though, technically, I dropped out before taking my first freshman course.’

The crowd chuckled. Markus leaned back, letting the humour settle. People loved the story of the dropout genius. It made them feel like his success was accidental. That they could stumble into greatness, too.

The dean smiled. ‘Well, we were pleased to bestow an honorary doctorate on the man who founded the world’s first five-trillion-dollar corporation. The world’s first trillionaire at only twenty-seven. Tell us, how did it begin?’

Markus allowed the question to hang in the air, brushing an invisible speck of lint off his lapel. Theatrics mattered. Timing mattered.

‘I grew up in the Aussie outback, raised amidst red dirt and kangaroos.’ His Australian accent became more pronounced, a trick he used when he wanted to appear relatable. ‘My old man ran a cattle ranch, and while we had little in terms of material possessions, we had plenty of space to dream. My fascination with tech comes from my dad’s love of Roman history. Hence the name.’ He let the crowd picture the boy with the grandiose moniker. ‘Let me tell you, growing up in the bush with Markus Aurelius Noel sewn into your shirts was no barbie. I had the shit kicked out of me.’ A titter. He sensed his bond with the audience developing. ‘But the upside was it gave me the space to read. I buried myself in Roman engineering. Aqueducts. Weaponry. Innovations far ahead of their time. That sparked my passion for invention. I was always tinkering with gadgets, trying to make them better.’

His gaze swept the room, making sure he met a few eyes in the crowd. They needed to feel seen.

‘And how did that passion lead you to found Manx?’

‘I came to Stanford to study computer science. The world was on the cusp of an AI revolution, and I wanted to be at the heart of it. So, I started Manx in my dorm.’

‘Famously on your own, with no co-founders?’

‘Didn’t need any. It wasn’t glamorous. There were many nights I didn’t sleep. Didn’t eat. But I had the vision and stuck to it. The rest, as they say, is history.’

A flutter of boredom crept into Markus’s chest. He had told this story a thousand times. Polished it into a narrative people could digest and admire. What he didn’t tell them was the truth. The sleepless nights weren’t from coding. They were from staring at the ceiling, consumed by the need to beat Zuckerberg, Bezos, Gates and Jobs to the title of the greatest tech entrepreneur of all time. To show his dad he was worthy of the name he’d been given.

The dean’s next question broke through his reverie.

‘What makes Manx different from earlier forms of AI?’

‘Let’s start with ChatGPT.’ He made his tone conspiratorial, as if he was letting them in on a secret. ‘You all remember that clunker, right? It was artificial. It was intelligent. Sort of. But it was more like that annoying kid in class who copies all your answers and tweaks them just enough to get away with it. Our breakthrough was adding reasoning, embodiment and conjecture to the models. That made Manx not AI, but AGI. Artificial General Intelligence. Manx doesn’t regurgitate information. It thinks. It imagines. It has agency. It figures out things based on what it sees, hears and learns. Then gets it done. Simple as that.’

He watched the crowd absorb his words. Make them believe in the magic.

‘And that’s why Manx isn’t just a tool. It’s your life companion with
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