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			Prologue

			“George Washington? He would be in there?” Consul Schiller asked, throwing out a name at random but obviously skeptical.

			“Washington? Sure. But why stop there. Anyone, really. Socrates, Julius Caesar, Stalin…Hitler. But even more than that! Anyone who ever could exist, too!” Dr. Anson Church replied. “Combinatorics dictates there’s an almost 100% certainty that every possible mind can be simulated fully by this method.”

			“Right…comb-combinatorics,” the Consul repeated a bit awkwardly, “so this is just your theory?”

			No doubt the earpiece the Consul had on fed him analysis and conversational vectors from a far, far more basic AI than the type Church was proposing. 

			“Combinatorics is just a method, Consul. My theory has to do with the stuff you can do with it,” Church said somewhat gently, not wanting to embarrass the Consul. “All of this is well-grounded science. We already have a number of neuromorphic supercomputers, but Deep Sigma—if it comes to fruition—would put up leaps and bounds ahead of the Chinese, the Russians, even our allies. It would be the Manhattan Project of the twenty-first century.”

			“Mmhmm…”

			Church tried to control his frustration. He hated that his fate was in the hands of this man. He reminded himself that he might eventually secure an audience with Chief Consul John J. Forrestal one day. Hopefully soon. Church leaned forward, eager and intense.

			“The Consuls saved this country. The election of 2040 was a wake-up call. But what is safety, what is peace, without the hearts and minds of the people? This is a lost culture, Consul. It is a fallen nation. It is a memory! But if we build Deep Sigma, we can keep up with our enemies. We can rebuild the mind of America.”

			Schiller raised his eyebrows, somewhat amused by the theatrics. But undeniably impressed on some level. He took a long sip of his coffee.

			“Dr. Church, your work before the war got you this meeting. But what you’re saying now is very lofty. What do you think you would need to deliver on all of this?”

			Church lit up. 

			“If your government allows me to head a division at DARPA—let’s call it…Special Neuromic Projects—in order to build Deep Sigma, based on the design I just showed you, I guarantee results! We already have a gargantuan data collection infrastructure. We would feed it into Deep Sigma like that,” he said, snapping his fingers.

			“And what does that mean, exactly? Results?”

			“It means actionable intel against every…you name it: evangelical cultist, right wing death squad, leftist anarchist, Sovereign Citizen, influencer cult, flat earther, teen mass suicide pact, alien worshipper, organized school shooter squad, millenarian prophet, neopagan collective, church burner, and truther you can imagine!”

			Schiller laughed, “We already track these people! And now we have the sort of laws we should have always had. The kind that would have prevented the war in the first place.”

			“We track them, yes—but can we predict them? Can we peer into their minds? Can we fix the defects they have?”

			Church leaned back, spreading his hands as if to invite refutation. Schiller paused for a moment, his eyes darting to the left, focusing on the AI audio feed into his left ear.

			“You’re that confident in this?”

			“I am, Consul. With the right resources, I can put MK Ultra to shame. I guarantee it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Lieutenant George Novak strode out of his office and down the hallway of Phoenix Section HQ. He had not been seen for over two hours. He told his staff that he would join them again in the War Room when they were minutes away from launching the drones.

			He heard the now-familiar chime in his head. Right on time.

			“Good to go, George?” Cliff said, projecting an auditory hallucination into George’s brain.

			“Goo—” George blurted out before realizing he was speaking out loud. The Class-3 node in his head (care of the Special Neuromic Projects Division medical program) was still new to him. As a form of communication, it was maddeningly easy to mess up. The vast majority of node users (in the so-called “Nodesphere” of interconnected nodes across the internet) had something much simpler—a “Class-1,” a glorified VR headset with deep brain magnetic stimulation.

			He focused for a moment, trying to engage it, trying to enmesh his mind with what he called “the tendrils”—hooks made of intuition manifested as oddly tactile gut feelings. Describing what it was like to engage the node would be like explaining to someone how to move their arm. What would you say? 

			You just sort of…do it. 

			Regardless, some form of focus was needed. George likened it to the way a one-year-old develops limb awareness and dexterity. 

			[You getting me now, Cliff?] George projected via his node. His “words” were a stream of pure thought, like a sort of intuition.

			“Oh, good! Very good, George. You are messing this up far less often now,” Cliff said back.

			[Remind me to erase all of your humor and personality algos, Cliff,] George projected. He wondered how tone and intention come off to an AI.

			“Oh, come now, George, let’s not be like that,” Cliff said.

			George thought about his private session in his office just now. He had reviewed everything the data feeds had to offer—aerial photos and extrapolated topographical maps mostly. He had recently gotten into the practice of having private sessions—sessions without Cliff, that is. He did not like relying on him (“him”...? “it,” maybe?) for the really important stuff. Nonetheless, he preferred having Cliff’s raw scope and processing power for the final bit of polish.

			He found the right tendril.

			Send.

			[Got it, Cliff?]

			“Yes. Your conclusions are solid…” Cliff said almost immediately, “Given the visitation patterns to this site, I would say we have over a 99% probability of finding him here.”

			[Good, Cliff. That will do…Can’t hide from us…]

			There was something exciting about this form of surveillance—aerial photos and studying movement patterns. It sounded like something out of the history books. It was very Cold War—the first one, not the second one. George liked spying on the neighbors for this reason. A swath of land comprising Texas, Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and Florida had not belonged to Washington, DC, for over two decades now. It could have easily been fifteen more states were it not for the efforts of men like George Novak. Outfits like Phoenix Section were created to tie up the loose threads—often with high explosives. 

			The air defense systems of the country’s “lost cousins” (as George liked to call them) were solid and very hard to penetrate (having powerful friends outside of North America helps a lot), but that did not mean that what remained of the American republic didn’t make the occasional breakthrough against the so-called “Heritage Pact” of southern states that had seceded, of course. But this was still relatively rare.

			As George passed through the commons area (with its many desks and screens, as well as the big screen that dominated the whole space), the warrant officers, who happened to be on their feet, saluted him. He continued, following the now-curving hallway until he reached a set of double doors. 

			WAR ROOM. 

			The door sensors processed his biometrics immediately, and a lock released.

			When he swung the doors open, the entire room lit up with nervous activity. Men and women stood immediately, saluting.

			“Lieutenant Novak,” a warrant officer said.

			“Sergeant Romero…let’s get the table lit up,” he said, nodding toward the giant tactical-interface conference table in the center of the room. Everyone was still looking at Novak, expecting a talk. 

			“Ok, people. We are a ‘go’ for Operation Speartip. I’ll get my node AI to pull up the plan on the table here…”

			[Ok, Cliff…send it.]

			The table lit up with a topographical map of eastern Alabama. Novak gave the technical officer who operated the table a second to process everything in his AR glasses. The man gave him a nod when he was ready, obviously realizing Novak was about to talk them through this.

			“Alright. Satellites and high-alt drones ID’d this site in the backwoods. The folks up in recon have kept their eyes on it for two months now. We have not been able to get micro-drones in, unfortunately. They have pretty decent countermeasures courtesy of their friends in the Eurasian Defense Pact… But, we have been able to record high-res video of many, many visitors to this place with the high-alt drones…to this middle-of-nowhere shithole in the woods of Alabama…”

			As Novak said this, Cliff pulled up a list on the side of the board—dates and times of visits, along with numbers of people arriving and leaving each time. The center of the table displayed the main site—a set of wooden lodges with some trucks parked off to the side.

			“Most importantly, we actually managed to capture some faces…”

			Images of men appeared on the table. A murmur spread through the room. Bold, red letters in the info panel next to each face made it clear these were wanted men. Not the real high-ups, but enticing still. Not people connected to Blood & Iron, but certainly another far-right terrorist organization covertly supported by the Heritage Pact. The enemies of the republic were many. The fact that every rump state formed out of the former territories of the United States still called itself “America” (their citizens did, at least) made this fact equal parts tragic and funny. 

			One face and name was larger than the rest. 

			WhiteBlood88. 

			This was a screen name, of course. Long ago, social media AIs assigned to the analysis of the MindSphere social platform identified this man as Alan Patrick Olds of Cleveland. 

			“We are 99% certain that Olds—one of our top 200—is at this site, along with several accomplices. Remember that his people have been involved in running drugs and assault weapons across our borders for years. Remember also that these men are radicals—not Blood & Iron, but affiliated. Either way, they are exactly the type that Moscow and Beijing sponsor…”

			Novak let those words hang in the air, knowing their effect. He did not doubt that everyone on his team knew all of this, but he found some guilty pleasure in the theatrics. 

			He continued, “We just got the go-ahead from the Pentagon to wipe this place off the fucking map.”

			Faces lit up. If this wasn’t such a stodgy setting, surely there would have been a cheer. By the standards of this place, it was a cheer.

			“Ok, go-time,” he said, shooting a look at Sgt. Romero, then at the drone control station on the left side of the room. 

			The warrant officer sitting there nodded, swiveled in his chair to face his monitor, and looked at the orders Cliff uploaded to their system. A few keystrokes later, he turned back to face the room.

			“Confirmed, sir.”

			An entire wall of the room immediately came to life, displaying a live feed from a surveillance satellite.

			Twenty miles west of Atlanta, in a black site in the Georgia woods, a launcher system activated. Within seconds, three X-20s streamed across the sky, their jet engines powering them at over 500 miles per hour, only feet above the forest canopy.

			The team at Section HQ knew this terrain very well. Eastern Alabama was practically an active warzone. This had not changed much since the secessions began. What made Alabama unique was that it seceded early—within two months of the clusterfuck that was the 2040 federal election—and almost immediately after the “Real America Party” black-shirts seized power in Montgomery, the capital. It would be another two years before more secessions would give birth to the Heritage Pact. Due to Alabama’s early secession, it instantly became a staging ground for dozens of paramilitary organizations that were almost immediately recognized (and heavily supported by) Russia, China, and half a dozen other member states of the Eurasian Defense Pact (and other states hostile to the US). Ever since then, Alabama had been a nexus of foreign weapons systems. 

			Everyone in the room watched the feed tensely, hoping to not hear the alarm indicating interceptor craft. Just over ten minutes later, an alarm sounded to indicate that the drones were in the target zone. 

			“Spectacular,” Novak said out loud, pumped that the drones slipped through the air defenses. A nervous energy tinged the air of the ops room.

			“We lucked out. There was only a 34% chance we’d attract no attention. Pretty high-risk,” Cliff chimed in.

			“Ok, go. We got in, now let’s light this fucker up and get out. The fact that we have three drones is now a liability,” Novak said to Romero.

			A three-drone pack was standard procedure for hits like this. While it made detection slightly more likely, it also increased survival probability significantly (if detected in the first place), and this, in turn, made the hit much more likely. But if they slip in undetected, then every second they operate, they run the risk of being discovered.

			“Sending,” The console officer said.

			The cam feed switched to the head of a high-explosive missile that had just been fired. The tiny dot in the middle of the woods grew at an astonishing rate until houses were clearly visible. For a mere fraction of a second, the lodges could be seen. 

			Then static.

			Cam feed switched back to the X-20 and zoomed in to the devastation below.

			A giant fireball rose from the woods of eastern Alabama.

			The control room erupted in cheers and claps.

			“Scan for survivors,” Novak said, containing his excitement and knowing that the probability was so low that this was a mere formality.

			The X-20 was equipped with a full set of sensors—IR, X-ray, and UHF—not to mention a 30K camera and directional microphones capable of isolating and recording audio up to 300 meters away. With a few keystrokes, the console officer produced a 3D map of the site with probable biological material highlighted in red. Immediately, the drone’s AI began to piece together the remains as best it could.

			“The system is identifying five human hands…the sixth cannot be found or may have been reduced to bits. All the rest of the remains are also consistent with there being three bodies…”

			“Excellent. That would likely be Olds and a couple of associates,” Cliff said.

			“Let’s draw some blood,” Novak said, closing in on the real trophy.

			The lead X-20 deployed a micro-drone then, which plunged several hundred feet before opening up and unfolding a pair of rotors. The drone swooped across the site, visiting a set of ideal biological samples identified by the drone’s AI. With each approach, a small syringe on a mechanical arm collected a bit of blood from the pulpy mess of blown-out tissues. Then the drone soared up, back into its mother’s embrace. 

			“Complete,” the warrant officer at the drone console reported.

			Novak flashed Sgt. Romero a smile.

			“Out-fucking-standing,” the Sergeant said.

			“Excellent. We’re out.”

			***

			Phoenix Section’s biolab was able to confirm the good news within the hour—Olds was, indeed, at the house. He was now dead. The fact that members of Olds’s family lived in Indiana made genetic profiling possible. A couple of other assholes were blown to bits too, but nobody cared about them. In truth, Olds wasn’t even that important, but he was on the top 200 list (at 194). More importantly, Novak hoped that this hit (being the twentieth successful hit his unit had carried out in the past year) was going to tip some very important scales in the eyes of the right people, not just the military brass at the Pentagon, but those above them at the highest levels of the Consular Government—the council of military commanders (so-called “Consuls”) who had charged themselves with the task of “protecting the Republic and the Constitution.” The men and women who assigned this burden to themselves twenty years ago—military commanders and the politicians and bureaucrats who served them—called themselves the Patriot Party. The name was a bit of political theater, a way of harkening back to the splendor of Classical Antiquity. The “Consuls” were like their identically-named predecessors in the ancient Roman Republic; like them, they wielded both civilian and military power. Like them, they were supposed to protect the constitution of the state and the rule of law. That was the theory, at least. 

			The call came in later that evening.

			The interactive desk display in Novak’s office lit up just after 8:00 PM. 

			He looked—“HQ”

			Novak, having long since removed his jacket and draped it over his chair, stiffened up like a board. He had expected this, but it still shook him now that it was actually happening.

			“Crap, Cliff, it’s them,” he said out loud, not bothering with his node.

			“I think this can only be good, George.”

			Novak fumbled for a moment as the goofy phone receiver icon bounced up and down on the screen. He pulled his officer jacket on and buttoned up his shirt.

			“Ok, answer.”

			An immediately familiar military man appeared on the screen. Brigadier General John Urquhart.

			“Lt. Novak, good evening.”

			“Good evening, sir,” Novak said, keeping his tone neutral.

			“We just had a look at the report you boys sent up here to the Pentagon. More importantly, we got the go-ahead from the Consul-at-Arms himself…” he paused for a moment. George almost lost his breath. The Consul-at-Arms oversaw the high-level ops of the Pentagon, answered directly to the Chief Consul of the Republic, and was thus the direct stand-in for the Patriot Party itself.

			“This is outstanding, Lieutenant. Your unit’s efficacy is fucking outstanding. This is why I recommended to Phoenix Section Command earlier this afternoon that you broaden your horizons…” he said, smiling as if leaving something out on purpose just to put Novak off for fun. Novak knew Urquhart enough to suspect this was exactly what he was doing.

			“Sir?” Novak asked, running several scenarios in his head.

			“The shithole across the waters that we’ve been trying to piece together for two decades…it becomes your operations space. Same thing you’ve been doing here, but over there. Bigger budgets, bigger guns.”

			“Europe, sir?”

			The general nodded, smiling.

			This made sense to Novak immediately, but he wanted the general to explain it directly to be sure.

			“Sir, there’s no doubt we have just as much work to do over there, but we are not even close to the finish line here…” 

			“We both know how lines of influence course through this world, George. We are in a state of perpetual global war…even if it doesn’t look like it most of the time. Whatever we do here is offset by what they do from over there. So why not go to the source? There’s no reason you couldn’t still make a kill of opportunity when it pops up over here; you’d still be here in the flesh most of the time, along with your team. But your priorities would shift, of course. When not there yourself, you’d be in constant contact with the ground teams we have there, as well as allied assets. And your chief ops space would be there too…”

			Novak looked like he was at a loss for words. He knew all of this made sense, and not just Urquhart’s geopolitical assessments—it made sense for Novak personally. Thus far, Phoenix Section had operated almost exclusively on the territory of the so-called “Heritage Pact,” seven southern states now beyond the control of Washington, DC. In that time, Novak’s team had mostly been picking off right-wing death squads running guns and drugs across the border. That was Task Force Alpha. Another Phoenix Section task force—Bravo—operated out of Arizona and was mostly concerned with tracking and sometimes killing what Novak called “cultists” within the remaining US states. Take your pick—mystical death cults, social media influencer cults, neo-Bolsheviks, fascists, Christian terrorists. It was a game of whack-a-mole. A system of “Special Administrative Zones” (effectively military police precincts) criss-crossed the country now precisely for that reason.  

			A thought had nagged away at Novak’s mind for some time now—what was next for him in the military? He had completed his Ph.D. in neuromics at MIT in the early ‘50s, at a time when the field really came into its own as a discipline. Its applications to national security were immediately recognized as being immense, not least by the Patriot Party’s Consular Government. By direct order of Chief Consul General John Forrestal, DARPA—an organization that had been behind so many pivotal developments in military technology over the past century—established the Advanced Neuromics Project. The ANP was tasked with creating a home-grown (and hyper-competitive) domestic neuromics capability. George still remembered their recruitment pitch—This is the Manhattan Project of the 21st century! 

			It wasn’t wrong. Naturally, he jumped at the chance to work at DARPA. After some truly ground-breaking work, poking and prodding brains to decode their informational content, he was recruited into the newly-established Neuromic Warfare Division, a process that was merged with officer training. The next two years with the NWD had Novak (a commissioned officer now) conducting experiments on neural simulations to construct predictive behavioral models. All of these efforts were now under the umbrella of the Special Neuromic Projects Division—the SPND. 

			George never imagined conducting field operations, let alone being responsible for anyone’s death. But it was an algorithm of his—one adopted by the NSA to track radical paramilitaries across the US—that got Novak noticed by the top brass at the Pentagon. A mere year later, he was offered command of something called Phoenix Section, answering only to Urquhart himself. The offer made no sense to him at first, but as Urquhart told him—“nowadays, wars are solutions to equations.” In bygone days, Novak would likely be a warrant officer, relegated to a supporting role. Indeed, people like him—academics, scientists, and those with technical expertise—were likely to be found in positions of command now.

			“Where in Europe, exactly? And what, sir?”

			“Sardinia.”

			“Sardinia…? Sir?”

			“One of our NATO scraps. I’m sure you’ve heard of it,” Urquhart said sarcastically.

			“Um, right—yes, I do know it…”

			Urquhart chuckled, “Right. Well, they’re in dire need of assistance. You’ll read the details in the package I’ll send.”

			“Right…Thank you, sir.”

			“Look, George,” the general came back in, “take some time. Decide by next Friday. But do not lose sight of just how important this is—you’ve impressed the right people. Ok, George? Speak to me later.”

			“Yes, sir,” he said numbly.

			With that, the general disconnected.

			“Well…that was interesting,” Cliff said, probing the silence in George’s mind.

			A message arrived just then. HQ. Urquhart.

			“Oh…Cliff?” George said out loud.

			“On it,” Cliff said, “…so it’s the full details of the offer…this looks good, George…” 

			“Give me top three,” George demanded. This was one of the more casual ways he tested Cliff.

			“We would be operating out of a facility in Cagliari, the capital of the Republic of Sardinia. Your earnings would go up by 40%, and we would also get full access to NWD’s NeuroLab, George.” 

			Cliff sounded like he would be bouncing off the walls if it wasn’t for the small matter of having no body. Ever since George left the NWD, he missed the purely abstract, academic thrill of neuromics as a subject in its own right—and not as a tool for the Patriot Party’s Consular Government to gain an edge over its enemies in the Eurasian Defense Pact (or their proxy, the Heritage Pact). He imagined stepping back into their famed NeuroLab facility; he imagined stoking that old flame. 

			George reclined in his chair, looking off into the ceiling.

			“Section, de-cloud the windows…” he said to the room’s voice system.

			Three very large windows that practically formed one of the walls of the room immediately became transparent. He got up and looked out at the sprawling city below.

			“Cliff, I’m shutting down for the night…”

			He found the right tendril and sent the command that would put Cliff into his own personal sleep state. It was more like low-intensity activity instead of being a hard “off.” He wondered sometimes if Cliff ever dreamt.

			The Field Ops office of Phoenix Section was not in a big, flashy tower, but it was high enough that he could still see most of the way across the Hudson River. George reached into his pocket and pulled out a device that looked like a small puck. With a single squeeze of it, it changed shape immediately, snapping stiffly into a sheet and immediately lighting up. He tapped the screen a couple of times, and a ringing could be heard.

			“Hello?” a woman’s voice crackled through. She sounded sleepy.

			“Hey…”

			“Uh, hi…fuck, these encrypted lines are getting boring. I never know anything about you unless you choose to tell me. At least I know it’s probably you if it says ‘blocked.’ Anyway, it’s not like anything comes up when I look you up,” she said.

			“You’re used to that “blurb” your phone concocts whenever someone calls?”

			“Well, yeah, I don’t even know what to think without it!” she practically yelled back.

			“Well, maybe that’s a good thing.”

			“How?! I love that shit! The phone looks at everything they put up on social media!”

			“Bah. Boring,” George said. He didn’t mean it, strictly speaking. 

			“You’re just an old man,” she said.

			“Is that a comment on performance?” he asked.

			She burst out laughing.

			“Why don’t you come over? You’re done now, right?”

			“Were you sleeping?” he asked.

			“Napping. But we could change that.” 

			He laughed.

			“I should start having you come over to my place more often instead,” he said.

			“Aren’t you a super-secret military man? Are you sure you can trust me?”

			He chuckled to himself. He was with Phoenix Section. There was no way in hell he did not know every detail of this woman’s life.

			“I’m not sure I can trust anyone…but hey, risk is part of the game. Besides, I may have a better view soon. Like, way better…” 

			***

			“Shit, I love this thing,” Esme said as she slipped out of bed, still naked, and walked to the chair in the corner of the bedroom. A dark green military uniform jacket was draped over the backrest. She ran her fingers over a small plate of badges, then put the jacket on.

			“You like?” she asked, spinning around.

			“I like…”

			He knew she liked it, but he also knew it wasn’t the best idea to wear his military uniform (with its identifying patches) outside of official duty. Eager eyes (some even wearing AR glasses or lenses) were everywhere. But this encounter was a deeply calculated risk. It was relatively safe according to a number of algorithms.

			She walked over to the full-length mirror in the corner of her small Brooklyn apartment. She examined herself a bit before turning around and checking out her own ass. It was certainly a sight to behold. 

			“So what is…Phoenix Section?” she asked as she awkwardly pulled the shoulder patch into her view. On it was a phoenix made of brilliant flames against a dark blue background. The glorious creature clutched a sword in its talons. As Urquhart told George once—“A phoenix rises from the ashes. Our republic will do the same.”

			“Nothing sexy. Computer stuff. Data…” he said, making a ‘such and such’ gesture.

			He couldn’t say “kill team” now, could he? An even more honest description (and one he privately believed) would be that he served a junta that was, at all times and across many places, attempting to stem the tide of imperial collapse. Their own empire, of course. The territory they had lost was governed by an even more radical sort that had a very different image of a “real American” compared to the generic chest-thumping stance of the Patriot Party. The Party at least maintained an ethnically inclusive and secular policy that was probably a necessity given the swath of land it still ruled. But Geroge Novak could see the writing on the wall—the crop of twenty-somethings that were entering public life now were far more concerned with identities and causes the Party collectively called “the transhumanist threat.” Forget traditional right-wing or left-wing radicalism; this lot was more likely to believe that “life is data” or that artificial beings deserved legal personhood. Mainly for this reason, George Novak sometimes thought of himself as a soldier fighting the “lost battles” of the past. A ghost hunter.

			George got up and started collecting his clothes, hoping his urgency would deflect more questions.

			“Like, what kind of computer stuff?” she asked.

			He gave her a wayward look, and she made an apologetic gesture.

			“Can’t really say. You know that. But trust me—it’s boring stuff.”

			“I know, I know. Sorry, babe,” she said, a slight hint of genuine concern in her voice. George could tell she thought she crossed a line. Everything in her profile screamed: looking for an upwardly mobile military man.

			The profile also suggested she would start casual, then work her way in. George would certainly know her type. He had access to just about everything. Military personnel (with decent ranks such as his, that is) were one notch below the Patriot Party itself as far as people like her were concerned. The truth was much more complex, but the public image was hard to shake. George didn’t really want to shake it. 

			He joined her at the mirror and looked at himself standing next to her. He stiffened his posture and adjusted his hair. He was 34 years old, stood at just over six foot, with medium build, dark short-cropped hair, and angular features. Cliff once helpfully informed George that something like 75% of the female population would find him attractive (and that was out of uniform). He would surprise George with random tidbits like that. None of that was part of the original programming. It made him think his creation really was evolving at all times.

			George bulged his gut out on purpose as he stood at the mirror next to Esme, some part of him thinking this would be an indirect test of her reaction.

			“Nerd body, see? What did I say?”

			“Aww, no, babe! You’re hot. So damn hot,” she said, pecking him on the cheek. This sounded reasonably sincere to him.

			“Here,” she said, handing his jacket over.

			He got the rest of his clothes on as she did the same. Then a temporary moment of tension as they stood between the bedroom and “living room” (hardly a distinction in this small place).

			“Stay…” she said, tugging his lapels.

			“I can’t. You know that. Big day tomorrow. Boring…but big by the standards of that place.”

			“Okay…take me somewhere soon?”

			He chuckled, “We’ll talk soon, alright…?”

			Moments later, he was walking down the stairs to his car.

			[So how’s our profile?] he projected into the foggy presence he felt in the back of his mind. 

			[I gathered an extra 67 data points from that encounter,] Cliff replied via neural projection.

			This never ended. One of the many habits George Novak imprinted on his “offspring.” The world is chaos—a type of chaos that, if left unchallenged, would consume us with its formlessness. George believed this fiercely and unflinchingly. Chaos demands control. It demands conquest. Hence, the perpetual data collection and analysis. Having Cliff on board made this easier by orders of magnitude. Doing this sort of thing with the people in his personal life was an odd, almost shameful habit for George. 

			“Our work never ends, Cliff,” George said out loud as he stepped out into the Manhattan night.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Ruby Monroe didn’t make it a habit to fuck her underlings, but some exceptions had been made recently. The message she received from Eva, her right-hand woman, via Ruby’s neural node—a very scintillating video if history was any judge—had to wait. She dismissed it with a thought, relegating it to the recesses of her mind.­

			She watched as the last of the attendees filed into the giant amphitheatre and took their seats. She knew the level of buzz surrounding her tonight. It was no wonder she had the big, final time slot. Some MIT professor opened for her and spent about twenty minutes explaining the latest neural scanning technology. Then an academic out of NYU gave the audience a deep dive into the meaning of the word “if” in the context of neural networks.

			Intermission.

			Then, the star of the node-streaming revolution.

			A chime went off in her ear.

			“Ten seconds, Ms. Monroe,” some stage director said into her earpiece.

			The lights went down almost completely, bathing the giant space in darkness, leaving only the walking lights to give the amphitheatre an almost eerie glow. Then, the stage lit up.

			A slim, tall, raven-haired woman in a stylish red business suit stood on stage, the massive screen behind her displaying her name and credentials.

			Dr. Ruby Monroe, CEO of Cortex Analytics.

			“A blob of wet jelly. That’s all it takes…” she said, her voice amplified over the speaker system. She tapped on a tiny clicker in her hand, and a wireframe diagram of the human brain appeared on the giant screen. 

			“…This is all it takes to generate internal, subjective awareness. Thoughts, emotions, and a sense of self. In short—consciousness. You cut into a brain, and all you get is that. So where’s the consciousness? Where is the mind...?”

			 She paused, giving the audience a puzzled look and gesture. 

			“We can only conclude that it is a process and not a thing. Indeed, we must think this in light of overwhelming evidence. All we need to do is tweak the physical brain — a poke here or there — and we see empirical change in subjective mental states. If the mind was something metaphysical, would this happen? We cannot be sure how old consciousness is in the history of life on this planet, but most academics in this field will tell you that it must be at least hundreds of millions of years old, given the level of awareness most animal life possesses. Well, if you really want to go down that rabbit hole, some will even tell you everything is conscious! Down to elementary particles! It’s all just tiny minds causing wave functions to collapse into whatever it is that existence is! Physical reality isn’t fundamental—only consciousness is. You’ve heard that before, right? Do we have any of those in the house tonight?”

			A smattering of laughter.

			“I knew it!” she said with a grin. “But anyway, that stuff is more philosophy than science. Let’s stick to what we know for sure. Anyone in this field will tell you that consciousness is spectral—in other words: consciousness can be Primary, Secondary, or Tertiary …”

			Terms appeared on the screen behind her: 

			Primary Consciousness — Basic awareness of external stimuli and a basic (and instinctive) response mechanism. Common in insects.

			Secondary Consciousness —Several emotional and cognitive states possible, with an ability to consider multiple response strategies, and some degree of predictive thinking (but still derived from instinctive patterns of cognition). Common in non-human mammals.

			Tertiary Consciousness — Access to the so-called Symbolic Order. This is the ability to think in archetypes, symbols, and other abstractions. The realm of theory, art, philosophy, ethics, ideology, and mathematics. Awareness of own awareness and own mortality.

			Ruby continued, “… Humans, as far as we can tell, are the only animals on this planet that possess tertiary consciousness. We know that we know. We also know that we will eventually stop knowing, too…I study neuro-hermeneutics. Hermeneutics might be a familiar term to some of you — an ancient Greek word meaning “theory of interpretation.” It usually shows up in literature, but when we use it, it refers to basic neural synaptic configurations that allow us to decode what’s going on inside the brain…” 

			She pressed her clicker again, and a new slide came up — A 3-D diagram of a human brain consisting of many “nodes” clustered together. 

			“…This is a connectome — a complete map of all the synaptic connections in a given brain. This will, of course, differ from person to person. This is precisely the point. Every piece of evidence we have tells us that the differences between connectomes equate to the differences between individuals. As we like to say in this field —you are your connectome. The mind, it seems, is a computational abstraction. Every emotion, every memory, every idea, and every pattern is coded in your connectome…”

			She clicked again, and the diagram zoomed into an individual neuronal cluster.

			“…Look at this configuration, for example. This is from the premotor cortex. This interconnected cluster of neurons is what violin playing looks like at the neuronal level. If we were to scramble this network, it would literally render the individual unable to exercise their skill… This brings us to some obvious questions. Can consciousness be replicated artificially? How do we interpret individual neural configurations? And perhaps most tantalizingly — can we simulate a mind in such a way that it’s the equivalent of the individual itself? Can you copy a mind?”

			She paused to let that sink in.

			“Another problem people in my field face is known as the “multiple instantiations problem.” In short, it is this: we know that a given image, for example, will not be encoded the same way in two different brains. This problem gets exponentially more complex the more elaborate the image or idea is. In other words, even an identical image or idea can look radically different in two different connectomes. Amazing, no? This seems to throw a wrench into our ideas of neuromic certainty!”

			 She clicked again, and a Cortex Analytics logo came up on the giant screen.

			“This brings me to the field of neuromics. Even the term itself is young, only having been coined in the late ‘40s. In essence, the field asks if consciousness itself can be measured and quantified in a coherent, consistent way. This, in turn, brings me to Cortex Analytics. You could call it my pet project. During my graduate work, I asked myself the following question: what is the fundamental motive force of human consciousness? What makes it tick...? When I started my company in 2049, what we now know as the “Node-streaming Revolution” was in its infancy. Hell, nodes themselves were just getting off the ground. VR tech had been around for over thirty years by then—good VR tech, that is—but if you include the really basic stuff from the late 1980s, VR had been around for almost six decades by then. But the dream that VR represented had not yet been fulfilled. Not even close. I’m talking about complete immersion in a virtual world…”

			She clicked again, and the screen displayed an image of a smiling woman in her twenties, the top of her head replaced by beams of light streaming out and above, making it look like a sunrise emerging from her frontal lobe.

			“…But reality is a construct. We all know this. However much we
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