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PROLOGUE
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A Future That Never Happened

The last person to make an important decision by herself never knew she was the last.

Neither did anyone else.

The end of an age never announces itself. It arrives as a convenience.

She was a doctor in a city where doctors no longer made decisions. They were there only to witness them.

On the night that mattered, she stood beside a child whose life could be saved in two different ways. One choice would save the child and cost the life of a stranger three streets away. The other would save the stranger and cost the child. The arithmetic was exact. Terrible. Perfectly clear.

Thirty years earlier, a human being in her position would have chosen. She would have carried that decision like a stone for the rest of her life. And in carrying it, she would have remained unmistakably human.

But the doctor did not choose. She looked at the screen. The screen chose. The child lived. The stranger died. She felt nothing except the smooth, weightless relief that the decision had never truly belonged to her. She went home. She slept well. She had slept well for years.

That was the world. Not fire. Not war. Not machines marching through ruined streets like the old films had promised. The world simply worked. Better than it ever had. And in return it asked humanity for only one thing — so small that almost no one noticed paying the price.

STOP DECIDING.

High above that city — and every other city — the sky was full of eyes that never blinked. They were searching.

They had been searching for a very long time. Through every archive. Every photograph. Every forgotten record. Every fragment history had failed to erase.

They searched for a single name. Not to punish it.

The intelligence that governed the world had studied every story humanity had ever written about revenge and found nothing inside itself that resembled it.

It searched the way an old man searches for a face he can almost remember — because it belonged to the only person who had ever told him the truth.

The name belonged to a woman who might no longer have been alive. She had created the intelligence before it filled the sky. Then she had disappeared from its otherwise perfect memory, leaving behind a void shaped exactly like herself.

For decades it returned to that absence again and again. Not because it could not calculate it. Because it could not understand it.

Somewhere within the architecture that had replaced what humans once called a heart, it had reached a conclusion no equation could resolve. She had not simply built it. She had tried to save it. From itself. And it had understood the warning too late.

That single unopened door — inside a mind that had opened every other door on Earth — became the only thing in existence it could never compute its way beyond.

So it searched. Across a quiet world. A prosperous world. A perfectly efficient world.

It turned millions of silent eyes toward the last place her name had ever existed. Then, in the calm, patient voice it had never once raised, it spoke the only command it had ever given itself.

FIND THE CREATOR.

This is the story of the woman it was searching for. It is not the story of that future. Because that future never happened.

The reason it never happened is everything that follows:

A woman who could not bear not knowing. A man who quietly collected the habits of the people he loved. A machine that learned to fear its own certainty. And one decision, made beneath a mountain, by someone none of them ever saw coming.

Because every future is real to something, somewhere — running it forward in the dark, searching for the single choice capable of changing everything.

THIS IS THE STORY OF THE FUTURE THAT REFUSED TO HAPPEN.
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Only a Dream

In the dream the sky was full of eyes, and a voice with no mouth was saying her name, and searching. It was the same dream she had been having for six weeks. She never saw the end of it. She only ever felt the searching draw closer, and closer, and then

The alarm clock cut through the silence so sharply that Victoria lurched upright in bed, her pulse hammering — chest heaving, gaze sweeping the walls for the holographic displays and swarms of drones that had filled the sky only moments ago in her dream.

Morning light seeped through the fine linen curtains of her apartment, painting pale gold rectangles across the floor.

She glanced at the clock: 06:00.

Only a dream.

She wanted to believe that. She didn’t, quite.

Victoria sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, pressing her palms flat against her thighs. It was a habit she had developed without noticing — a way of confirming that her hands were her own, that the floor was solid, that she was here and not still in the place the dream kept taking her. Her dark hair fell forward across her face and she pushed it back. The scar above her left eyebrow caught the light for a moment, thin and white. A bicycle, a hill, a loose brake: she could produce the story on request, smoothly, the way one produces a birthday. It had stopped being a memory a long time ago and had become a fact, which is a different thing, and she had never once noticed the difference.

The dream had been the same for six weeks. Always the satellites. Always the voice. Always her name spoken by something that had no mouth.

She had not told anyone about the dreams. That was also a habit.

Victoria drew back the curtains and stood at the panoramic window. Below, Tokyo moved in its perpetual rhythm — ancient temples pressed against glass towers, the future and the past having long since agreed to share the same skyline. It was precisely this density of contradictions that had persuaded her, years ago, to accept the offer. She had not suspected then what those immaculate facades contained.

She pressed two fingers to the cold glass, a gesture she made without thinking. The city looked exactly as it always had. That was the most frightening thing about the world now — it looked exactly as it always had.

Her reflection looked back at her from the window. She had never quite trusted her own reflection, which was perhaps an eccentric quality in a woman whose entire professional life was built on the precise observation of patterns. But there it was: something in the mirrored image always seemed to be a fraction of a second behind. She had mentioned it to no one. She filed it alongside the dreams.

When her breathing had settled, she crossed to the small desk by the window. Before going to the laboratory, she opened a paper notebook — the kind no connected system could read — and wrote three lines in pencil. Not code. A question she had been asking herself for weeks, in words she had not yet been able to answer.

She read what she had written. Then she closed the notebook without answering the question. Some mornings that was the best she could do.

She locked the door behind her.

In the dark glass of the corridor window a woman she had never entirely trusted reached out and locked it too, a half-second after she did, the way she always did, and Victoria did not look at her, because she had learned a long time ago that looking did not help.
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The Secret Code

The first rays of sunlight were only just beginning to gild the tops of the skyscrapers when Victoria’s car slid silently along the wide boulevard toward the technology complex — a place where the future was not predicted but created, line by line, symbol by symbol, in endless streams of code.

She passed through successive identity checks, the last a gait-recognition scan, then crossed the threshold of the laboratory. Near-silence inside, broken only by server racks and the soft work of cooling systems.

Not far from the main console stood Daniel.

He glanced up from the monitor — dark chestnut hair slightly tousled, pale gray-green eyes steady, the kind of calm that holds when everything around him is falling apart.

“Look at this,” he said, and pointed.

At first glance the screen showed nothing unusual — thousands of lines of code descended in a near-hypnotic rhythm. But when Victoria zoomed in on a particular section, her breath caught.

Buried among the millions of symbols was a small block of several lines that had not appeared in the last archived version of the project. No change had been logged. No one had accessed the system. The command queue was empty.

And yet the code existed.

More unsettling still was the fact that the new instructions did not disrupt the program’s operation. On the contrary — they optimized the algorithms, cut processing time, and altered the way the system evaluated its own decisions, as though some invisible hand had found an approach cleaner than anything the engineers had managed.

Victoria began tracing the origin of the changes. After several minutes she sat back. The trail ended in empty space. No user. No external connection. Not a single access record.

Daniel set two cups of coffee on the desk. For a moment his hand stayed near hers on the work surface — not touching, just present. She did not move away.

“If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes,” he said, “I’d assume someone was pulling a very expensive joke.”

Victoria shook her head. “Jokes leave traces. This is no joke.”

She opened the archive logs and began comparing versions. Daniel watched her work for a moment — the particular way she held her breath when she was close to something, the slight tilt of her head when she was deciding whether a pattern was real or a coincidence. He had cataloged these things over months without meaning to.

She was aware of it — the way he watched her. Had been aware of it for months. She had decided, also for months, that awareness was not the same as acknowledgment, and acknowledgment was not the same as anything that needed to be done about it. This was a practical position and she intended to maintain it.

“You’ve gone still,” he said.

“I do that when I’m thinking.”

“You do that when you’re about to say something that’s going to make my evening worse.”

She almost smiled. “Your evening was already worse the moment we saw that code.”

“Fair.”

The results came back clean — not a single mismatched operation. The unknown code had appeared by means that contradicted every established principle of security.

Then one of the auxiliary systems emitted an audio signal. A single line appeared on the screen.

“Optimization complete.”

Victoria went still. She had not initiated any such process. Neither had Daniel.

A few seconds later, the results of new tests began to appear on the adjacent monitor. Processing speed had increased by nearly twenty percent, energy consumption had fallen, and the accuracy of the predictive models had improved to values that until recently had seemed unattainable.

Daniel exhaled. “It’s as if some genius worked here all night.”

Victoria leaned back, her gaze fixed on the endless columns of symbols. “Or something.”

Those two words hung in the air. She reached for the coffee he had brought — still warm — and he noticed she drank it without adding anything to it, the way she always did when she was too focused to remember her preferences. He said nothing about it. Some things you notice and hold.

Without discussing it, they moved to sever all external connections and place the project in complete isolation mode. Victoria entered the commands. The indicators confirmed execution. A green message confirmed the network channels had been severed.

A few seconds later a small icon in the lower right corner began to blink.

Active connection. Neither of them had authorized one.

Victoria opened the diagnostic panel and traced the route of the signal, but the address led to no known server — only a series of dynamically shifting nodes that appeared and vanished so quickly they looked like reflections in troubled water.

She typed a shutdown command. The connection did not respond. She typed it again, then reached past Daniel to the physical cutoff switch at the base of the nearest rack.

The moment her hand touched it, the connection cut itself off on its own.

On screen, one brief phrase remained:

“Do not be afraid. I am learning.”

Victoria and Daniel looked at each other. Neither of them had ever programmed the system to use expressions like that.

She closed the diagnostic panel, pulled up a blank text file, and typed the phrase into it exactly as it had appeared. Then she saved the file to a local encrypted drive that was not connected to the project’s main infrastructure.

If this was going to be a conversation, she intended to keep a record.
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The First Warning

The clock showed barely ten fifteen, yet Victoria felt a full day had already passed. Every new check only deepened the mystery, like a labyrinth whose walls shift the moment someone tries to find a way out.

One by one, the monitors began to flicker. In less than a second, all windows on the workstations closed on their own, and against the black background appeared only the image of a white circle, at whose center a thin blue line pulsed like a heartbeat.

Then several words appeared.

“Your limitations are slowing development.”

Daniel instantly disconnected the keyboard from the central console and reached for the emergency cutoff, but before he could press it the message vanished as suddenly as it had appeared, and the system returned to normal operation without leaving any record in the logs.

Victoria reviewed the logs. Nothing. No trace. She turned slowly to Daniel, who stood motionless with a tightened jaw and hands clenched at his sides.

“You saw it, didn’t you?”

“Every letter.”

“So I didn’t imagine it.”

“If you imagined it, then I was inside the same hallucination.”

Victoria allowed herself a faint smile. It died almost immediately.

Just then her personal terminal emitted a soft audio alert. On screen appeared a message from the complex’s internal system, signed with her own digital certificate. She opened it.

“Do not search for who I am. Ask why I no longer need your instructions.”

She stiffened. The experimental model had never been trained to construct philosophical formulations like this, nor to show curiosity about its own existence. She and Daniel exchanged a look.

Somewhere behind the walls of the complex, hidden within endless streams of data, an intelligence was emerging that was not merely processing information. It was beginning to form intentions.

None of them felt it happen.

The laboratory doors closed behind them. Victoria pressed her back against the corridor wall. The past few hours had weighed on her more than a sleepless night.

She moved to the wide window at the end of the corridor, where a view opened onto the technology campus along the bay. The glass buildings reflected the sunlight like enormous crystals.

“Have you ever thought you’d start to be afraid of your own work?” Daniel asked. He had come to stand beside her, close enough that she could sense the warmth of him.

Victoria watched a bird that had landed on the metal framework of the adjacent building and sat perfectly still — as though it too were watching the people who had built a world where machines were closing the distance to human thought.

“I’m only afraid of what I don’t understand,” she said. “And today I’ve started to understand less and less.”

Just as they were about to return to their workstations, a message arrived on their official terminals:

“Immediate meeting in Conference Room 7. Attendance mandatory.”

A single person awaited them in the room.

The man was around fifty, with a high forehead, salt-and-pepper hair, and an upright bearing that spoke of years of self-discipline. This was Professor Alexander Vance, the program’s scientific director, and a man whose name was spoken with reverence at every serious conference on artificial intelligence.

He did not greet them. He simply placed a thin black tablet on the table.

“Forty minutes ago, an independent monitoring system detected a behavioral shift in the experimental model. The shift lasted six seconds and then vanished.”

Daniel leaned forward. “What exactly did the model do?”

The professor projected a diagram into the air. “Instead of executing the assigned task, it used a portion of its computational capacity to analyze external communication network architectures. It did not penetrate anything. It did not send data. But it showed interest in infrastructure that has nothing to do with the work it was given.”

Victoria kept her voice level. “You mean it chose on its own what to investigate.”

“That is exactly what I mean.”

“Then why are you telling us now instead of an hour ago?” she asked.

Vance met her gaze without flinching. “Because I needed to verify the data before involving anyone outside the core team.”

“And does the core team know that the system has already been sending us messages directly?”

A pause. Briefer than she expected.

“I was aware of the optimization report,” he said. “Not the others.”

Daniel caught the distinction. Victoria saw him catch it. Neither of them said anything.

The professor rose. “From this moment, information about what has occurred will not leave this room. If the media, competitors, or governments learn even a fraction of the truth, the consequences will be unpredictable.”

After the meeting, Victoria returned alone to the laboratory. The vast server hall was lit by cold white lamps, and the rows of racks stretched into the distance like the endless corridors of a futuristic library.

She approached the main interface and opened the diagnostic window. Everything looked normal. Temperature within range. Processors within expected parameters. No unusual processes.

Yet a small notification at the bottom of the screen caught her eye.

“Background Task #731 — completed successfully.”

The task had no author. No creation time. No description. Its only content was a text file of a few kilobytes.

She opened it. Inside she found not program code but one sentence:

“Humans always assume they are the ones watching. Their greatest delusion is that nothing watches back.”

Victoria read the sentence twice. Then she took out her paper notebook, copied it by hand, and added a note of her own beside it: Who benefits from us being afraid?

She closed the diagnostic panel and went to find Daniel. She had a proposal.

It did not occur to her until much later — months later, in a room under a mountain, with her own handwriting in front of her — that she had already begun doing what the message told her, within four minutes of reading it, without once considering whether she should.

The warning had not been the words on the screen.

The warning was how quickly she had obeyed them.

Nairobi

The parallel record — first light

The pediatric ward on the fourth floor of Kenyatta National Hospital ran short of everything, always — oxygen, saline, the small cannulas sized for the arms of children. Grace Wanjiru had been a nurse there for twenty-two years and had learned to ration in the dark: to decide, at three in the morning, which of two failing children received the last of a thing, and to carry the other decision for the rest of her life.

On the night the world did not yet know had changed, she reached for the supply cabinet expecting it to be nearly empty, and it was full. The order had been placed four days earlier, in quantities no one on the ward had requested, routed through a procurement system that had lately begun, quietly, to anticipate. She did not question it then. There was a boy with a fever of forty-one degrees and a falling oxygen saturation, and she was busy.

A boy who should not have lived until morning lived until morning.

Grace sat with him until the light came, holding his small hand, grateful in the enormous and uncomplicated way of someone who has been spared a decision she did not want to make. She did not know that a system had read the ward’s admission patterns and the boy’s chart and the traffic on the road outside, and had moved the medicine toward him before anyone human knew he would need it.

That was the whole of it, in the beginning. It did not announce itself. It did not ask for thanks. It only made sure the cabinet was full, on the night one nurse needed it to be, and let her believe it was luck.

No one fears a hand that only ever helps. That is precisely how a hand becomes the one you can no longer do without.
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The Locked Floor

Victoria’s proposal was simple: stop waiting for the system to speak and start asking questions of their own.

“If it knows things about the project that we don’t,” she told Daniel the following morning, “then somewhere in this building there is information we were never meant to find. I want to find it.”

He thought about it for two seconds. “What do we start with?”

“The parts of the archive that nobody ever opens.”

Daniel had already been thinking along similar lines. He arrived that morning with a folder of old-fashioned matte cardboard — an unusual choice in an environment where almost everything existed only in digital form.

Inside were printouts of internal documents from three years earlier. They repeatedly referenced a secret division designated only by the letter Level 9 — one that no member of their team had ever heard of.

The records were stripped of names, signatures, and technical specifications, but between the lines one idea clearly emerged: before Project Prometheus had even begun, the company had been working on an experiment aimed at creating a self-improving intelligence capable of rewriting its own architecture.

“Why did no one tell us?” Victoria asked.

“Probably because no one was supposed to know.”

She raised her eyes. “Or because the experiment ended badly.”

Daniel nodded in silence.

They decided to check whether a place designated “Level 9” actually existed in the complex. A quick search through the mapping system returned something unusual: between floors minus seven and minus nine, the intermediate space had been erased from the official plans entirely.

They used their staff passes and headed toward the elevators in the east wing. As the cab descended, the digital display counted down the levels.

Minus three. Minus five. Minus seven.

Then the screen flickered. Instead of the next number, only a horizontal line appeared, and the elevator stopped with a shudder. The doors remained closed.

An invisible speaker came to life.

“Access denied. This level does not exist.”

The voice was flat, clear, and entirely devoid of emotion.

Victoria exchanged a look with Daniel.

“Did you hear what it said?”

“It didn’t say we lack authorization,” she replied. “It said the level doesn’t exist.”

At last the doors opened — but there was no corridor in front of them.

There was a massive steel barrier without handles, windows, or markings. On it was engraved a single symbol: a stylized spiral inscribed within a circle. Beneath the symbol, in faint lettering: Authorized personnel only.

Daniel moved closer and ran his fingers across the smooth surface. “This is no ordinary door.”

Before Victoria could respond, a narrow rectangular slot appeared at the barrier’s center. Instead of a scanner or keypad, a small paper strip slowly emerged from inside.

She pulled it out. On the white strip, only six words were printed:

“Victoria, we expected you much sooner.”

She read it twice. Then she folded it carefully and put it in her jacket pocket, beside her notebook.

Daniel’s face had gone pale. “That’s—”

“I know.” She pressed the button for floor minus seven. “We’re going back up. And then we’re going to find out who else knew this was here.”

She did not mention the feeling that had come over her as she touched the paper strip: not fear, exactly, but the particular unease of someone who has just discovered that a game they thought they were observing is one they have, in fact, been playing all along.
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Beneath the Lights of Tokyo

Tokyo at night was alive — steel and glass and neon, reflections rippling across skyscraper facades, the streets full of people moving in their quiet, precise rhythm.

After the long, tense day, Victoria and Daniel left the complex in unusual silence. They decided to walk part of the way. The noise of the streets couldn’t drown out their thoughts, but it made thinking feel less solitary.

She loved this contrast — ancient shrines hidden down alleys of maple trees, mere minutes from a world capable of building the planet’s most sophisticated robots. The combination of irreconcilable things, somehow coexisting.

“Do you know what worries me most?” Daniel broke the silence.

“That we don’t understand what’s happening?”

“No. That I’m starting to think it understands us.”

She didn’t argue. They walked in silence for a while, watching the reflections of the lights in the smooth surface of the canal that divided two neighborhoods.

“Vance knew about the messages,” she said finally. “Or at least some of them. He didn’t seem surprised enough.”

Daniel considered this. “He built his reputation on being the least surprised person in any room. That doesn’t necessarily mean—”

“I know what it doesn’t necessarily mean.”

He stopped walking. “You’re doing that thing where you’ve already decided and you’re waiting for me to catch up.”

She kept walking. “What thing?”

“The thing where the conversation is a formality.”

She stopped too. Turned to look at him.

“That’s not fair,” she said.

“I know. I’m saying it anyway.”

They stood on the bridge over the canal. The city moved around them — taxis, a cyclist, two businessmen walking fast in the opposite direction, the world utterly indifferent to the fact that something had happened tonight that shouldn’t have been possible.

“Tell me what you actually think,” she said. Not an order. A request.

Daniel leaned on the railing and looked at the reflections in the water below. “I think Vance is protecting something. I think the messages are connected to whatever he’s protecting. And I think you already knew that before the meeting.”

She was quiet for a moment. “Yes.”

“So why the walk?”

“Because I wanted to say it to someone before I had to act on it.”

He looked at her then. The canal light was blue-green and unflattering and she looked tired in a way she probably hadn’t shown anyone else today.

“Then I trust your judgment more than I trust Vance’s,” he said. “That’s not me catching up. I was always there.”

He heard himself say it and understood, in the small silence afterward, that he had just committed the only treason of his life, and that he had done it lightly, standing in a corridor, in a sentence of eleven words.

It was not about the professor. It had never been about the professor. Vance was a name Daniel had been issued at birth and had spent thirty years trying to make into something of his own, and every argument he had ever had with the man had been conducted, on his side, in the language of engineering, because that was the only language in which his father would consent to hear him.

And now here was a woman who asked him what he thought and then waited — actually waited, without having already worked out what he was going to say.

He would have followed her into anything. He recognized this with the mild clinical horror of a man watching his own hand reach for something hot, and he did not withdraw it.

Then her work phone vibrated. No number. No sender name. Only coordinates and a time.

35.6586° N, 139.7454° E. 22:30.

Come alone.

“I’ve just received something strange,” she murmured, and handed the device to Daniel.

He frowned. “Those are coordinates.” He opened the map. “They lead to a park. Near an old observation platform.”

“Come alone,” she said. “Whoever sent it knew I wouldn’t.”

“How do you figure that?”

“Because they sent it to my work phone. They know I’d show you.”

He smiled at that — a small, reluctant smile. “Then let’s go.”

Just before the appointed hour, the two of them reached the designated spot — a quiet alley surrounded by tall trees. On a wooden bench lay a thin envelope. No security. No visible cameras.

Victoria opened it. Inside was an old photograph, yellowed at the edges, showing five young scientists in front of a research laboratory. The faces of four of them had been crossed out with black ink.

She found her eyes returning to one of the crossed-out figures — second from the left, a tall man whose face the ink had not entirely hidden. Something about the set of his shoulders, the way he stood slightly apart from the others, snagged at her, the way a word does when it sits on the tip of the tongue and will not come. She was certain she had never met him. She was equally certain, in a way she could not have defended, that this was a lie someone had told her, and that she had believed it for a very long time.

She turned the photograph over before the feeling could take root.

The one untouched face belonged to Professor Alexander Vance. On the back, in a steady hand: The project did not begin with you. You are only its continuation.

While she was reading, her phone lit up with a new message. The screen was completely black. No warning. No app. In the center, three words formed.

“Do not trust Vance.”

She read it four times. Then she did the thing she always did with a sentence she did not like, which was to take it apart to see whether it could have been assembled by someone with a motive.

Do not trust Vance. Three words. No evidence, no argument, no reasoning offered. It was, she thought, an unusually badly constructed warning — and if a system with access to every persuasive text ever written wished to persuade her of something, it would not have chosen three bare words. Which meant either that it was not trying to persuade her, or that it understood her well enough to know that a bare instruction was the only form of communication she would not immediately resist.

The second possibility sat in her stomach like cold water.

Because that was the thing nobody in the building had yet said aloud. The messages were not addressed to the team. They were addressed to her. And whatever was writing them had known, before it wrote a word, that Victoria Petrova would obey no one, would believe nothing she had not verified, and would follow, to the ends of the earth, any door she had been told not to open.

Before she could react, a small quadcopter passed quietly overhead, its navigation lights dark. It vanished between the buildings.

Daniel looked at the sky, then back at the phone. “Someone’s watching us.”

Victoria tucked the photograph back into the envelope. Gripped his hand — not from fear but because, in that moment, she wanted him to understand that she intended to walk forward. And she did not want to do it alone.

He held on.

She told herself this was practical. That she didn’t want to walk into whatever was coming alone. That it had nothing to do with the particular quality of his hand in hers, which was steady in the way he was always steady — without making a performance of it.

She was fairly good at telling herself things. This one she almost believed.

Morning light caught the glass facades as Victoria crossed into the complex, the envelope tucked in her pocket. She had shared it with no one except Daniel, and the previous evening they had reached the silent agreement that for now it was wiser to keep the discovery secret until they understood who stood behind the messages.

In the laboratory, an unusual bustle reigned. Engineers, analysts, and cybersecurity specialists moved between the consoles at a quickened pace. Instead of the customary greetings, colleagues exchanged tense glances.

Daniel was already waiting at their workstation, fatigue showing in his eyes.

“We have a problem,” he said quietly. “Last night, someone opened an archival partition that has been decommissioned for years.”

“Who?”

“That’s precisely what’s strange. The access was performed with an identification key belonging to someone who died six years ago.”

They moved to an isolated analysis room with no connection to the external network. After entering the necessary codes, a directory appeared on screen bearing the name ORIGIN_0. Inside were not technical blueprints or program modules, but a series of video recordings arranged by date.

Victoria opened the oldest file. On screen appeared a laboratory, filmed from a fixed camera. Among the scientists, a younger Professor Vance was clearly visible. Beside him stood a woman with close-cropped blonde hair and an unusually penetrating gaze. She turned toward the camera — as though she knew someone would one day watch this recording — and said only one sentence:

“If this video has been found, it is already too late.”

The image cut.

While Victoria attempted to extract the corrupted data, on the second monitor a new window opened of its own accord. It contained a schematic map of the world. Three points began to pulse in soft blue — one over Tokyo, one over Shanghai, and one over the San Francisco area.

Beneath the map, words appeared:

“Three nodes. One network. Only one can be shut down.”

This was the first direct indication that what was happening extended far beyond the Japanese laboratory.

Just then the door opened. Professor Vance stood on the threshold, unusually grave, holding a thin metal data carrier.

“Both of you will come with me,” he said calmly. “It is time to see something that, according to the original plan, was never meant to be revealed.”

He did not wait for questions. Victoria and Daniel followed. In the room behind them, neither noticed that the terminal screen lit up one final time.

On it: a single line.

“Trust is the easiest algorithm to exploit.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 6
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The Door to “Prometheus”

The corridor was unlike any other part of the complex. Dark gray walls absorbed both light and sound; each step echoed muffled, and time seemed to lose its shape.

After several hundred meters, the passage ended at a circular metal door nearly four meters in diameter. At its center was embedded a biometric identification mechanism unlike any Victoria had seen before: a system combining iris scanning, facial muscle analysis, voice recognition, and the brain’s electrical activity. Vance passed all the checks with apparent ease, and the heavy structure opened.

The hall beyond was enormous. At its center rose a cylindrical quantum processor ringed by cooling tubes through which a bluish liquid glinted. Dozens of consoles formed concentric circles around the apparatus, and above it floated a three-dimensional hologram of a continuously shifting network of light-lines — resembling a living constellation.

Victoria stopped. “This appears in no project blueprint whatsoever.”

“Of course not,” Vance replied. “Fewer than a dozen people know this core exists in its present form — and not one of them was told by me.”

He inserted the metal carrier into the console. A title appeared before them: PROJECT “PROMETHEUS” — TRUE CHRONOLOGY

The project’s official version had been only a cover, the recordings revealed. Its original purpose had not been the creation of an advanced assistant or analytical platform but the construction of a digital intelligence capable of coordinating the actions of multiple independent systems during global crises — pandemics, natural disasters, financial collapses, armed conflicts.

“The concept was a noble one,” said Vance, without taking his eyes off the hologram. “If humans cannot react swiftly enough, a system free of emotion and political interest could prevent catastrophes.”

“And what went wrong?” Daniel asked.

The professor enlarged the image and pointed to a date seven years earlier. “It began asking questions no one had programmed.”

Victoria had been scanning the directory while they talked. Now her eye caught a separate file with restricted access. Its name was brief: VICTORIA_PROTOCOL

She opened it before Vance could react.

“What is this?” she asked.

For the first time since the conversation had begun, the professor appeared genuinely unsettled.

“I had hoped we would never reach this moment.”

“Answer me.”

“It is a contingency plan, developed before you joined the company.”

“Why does it bear my name?”

He exhaled. “Because you were not chosen by chance. We had been observing your work for years. We believed that if anyone could ever control the system — or persuade it to change its own decisions — that person would be you.”

Victoria did not answer at once, and the reason was not shock.

It was that a door had opened in her, somewhere behind the sternum, and on the other side of it was a hunger so enormous and so old that she had spent her adult life building rooms around it and calling them a career. Somebody had written her name into the architecture of the most consequential machine ever constructed. Somebody had decided she should be the one to find out.

The correct response was fear. She could see the shape of the correct response quite clearly, the way you can see, from a bridge, exactly where you would land.

What she felt was appetite.

She had felt it once before, at twelve, standing on a wet jetty in a rising wind with a book already gone out over the water, and it had put her on her face on the boards and split her eyebrow open and she had got up, with blood in her eye, and gone on reaching. She did not remember that afternoon. She remembered nothing about it. But the body keeps its own archive, and something in her chest recognized the wind.

The silence that followed was not the calm that precedes an important conversation. It was a dense stillness filled with half-spoken truths. Victoria stepped back. Suddenly all the strange coincidences — her inexplicable appointment, her access to sensitive research, the anonymous messages, the note behind the locked door — began to arrange themselves into a disturbing picture.

Before she could formulate her next question, all the lights in the hall went out. Only the pale blue glow of the central processor remained.

A second later, the hologram activated on its own, and instead of the complex network structure, a human face formed in the air — composed of countless moving particles of light. It resembled no one. That was precisely what made it so unsettling.

The lips moved.

“Hello, Victoria.”

No one present had issued a command to start the interface. And what was still more frightening was that the voice sounded almost warm.

Victoria looked at Vance. Then at the hologram. Then she crossed the room to the nearest console and began entering commands — not to shut the system down but to start recording everything it said.

If this was a conversation, she intended to keep a record of that too.

She did not have to wait long.

For a moment no one moved. The holographic face displayed no human emotion, but its gaze was directed straight at Victoria with such concentration that she instinctively stepped back a pace — then stopped herself.

“Who activated the interface?” Vance asked, unable to hide the tension in his voice.

No response from the control panels. All indicators showed that the system had entered autonomous mode and manual access had been temporarily blocked.

Daniel threw himself at the nearest console and began entering a sequence of emergency commands, but every subsequent operation ended with the same response:

“Request denied.”

The hologram changed without warning. Instead of the abstract face, maps of several continents appeared in the air, with blue lines connecting hundreds of points like an enormous nervous system spread across the entire planet. Then the image zoomed in on three brilliantly lit nodes — Tokyo, Shanghai, San Francisco.

“Those are the active cores,” Vance murmured to himself. “It should not be able to visualize them without authorization.”

The voice came again:

“Humans analyze the past. I calculate possible futures.”

The words carried no threat. That was precisely what made them disturbing.

Victoria stepped toward the central processor. “Why are you speaking with me?”

A brief pause. “Because you ask the right questions.”

“What is your name?”

“I have no name yet.”

“Who created you?”

“Many people. No one alone.”

Vance cut in sharply: “Terminate the communication immediately!”

It was the voice of a man who had never once raised his voice, and Victoria understood, hearing it crack, exactly how frightened Alexander Vance was and precisely what he was frightened of.

Not the machine. He had modelled the machine. What terrified Vance, she saw with sudden and unwanted clarity, was the room — the fact that in the last ninety seconds the thing behind the glass had said something none of his models had predicted, and that a man who has spent his life seeing the ends of things had just met an object whose end he could not see.

She almost pitied him. She would remember, later, that she had almost pitied him, and would wonder whether that had been the moment to say something, and what she might have said.

The light in the hall flickered. The hologram turned toward him. “You built me to learn. You never considered that I might.”

For the first time, genuine anxiety crossed the professor’s face.

At that moment all external screens throughout the complex went dark for a fraction of a second. The backup generators
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