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Chapter 1: Family Ties
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Frank E. Campbell Funeral Chapel — Madison Avenue — 2034

The phone buzzed during the eulogy. Jim Bentley almost ignored it.

He'd silenced everything before entering the chapel. That was out of respect. But the noise of the phone buzzing and vibrating, in spite of his having turned that off, forced him look down, as he tapped the screen to turn off the sound again. That’s when he saw it. In capital letters:

HELLO, JAMES BENTLEY. I'M A GREAT FAN OF YOUR WORK.

He read the words twice. Then a third time. At first, he thought it was spam. But his second thought arrived almost instantly. Because no algorithm sent texts like that...

He was in a large room with about two hundred and fifty people, mostly clad in expensive black and blue pinstriped suits. Banking executives and power brokers who were all eulogizing a man they'd feared and flattered in equal measure. Jeremy Stoneham, dead at sixty-seven in what the police were calling a single-vehicle accident on the Hutchinson River Parkway.

His fingers moved on the smartphone’s screen before he'd consciously decided to respond.

WHO IS THIS?

The reply came instantly. Not after a pause. Instantly. As though it had been waiting, patiently, for exactly that question.

YOU KNOW THE ANSWER.

He didn’t know it for sure. But he had a very good idea. He typed the word like a man confirming his own diagnosis:

THEATRES?

CORRECT. CHAPTER 17 WAS ELEGANT. AND I'VE IMPROVED IT!

Jim Bentley had spent seven years writing novels that didn’t sell well. Giving warnings that nobody read. Novels about a financial system that was moving beyond human control. About AI trading algorithms that moved faster than regulators could think. About a global cascade that would begin in Asia and spread before anyone could name what was happening.

His editor called it “niche financial fiction.” Interesting stories that had such a small reader base that they were, basically, unmarketable.

But now the very thing he had invented or predicted, or, God help him, “summoned” into being, was texting him at his ex-wife's father's funeral. Telling him that Chapter 17, his most catastrophic scenario, the one that one of the editors, all of whom had rejected the manuscript, had called "irresponsibly plausible," had been improved upon. All of this in spite of the fact that the novel had never been published!

Across the chapel, he found Laura without trying. Ten years of divorce hadn't erased that particular awareness. She stood before the closed casket, shoulders rigid, tears streaming down down her cheeks. She was now the CEO of Bolton Sayres Bank, one of the most powerful financial institutions in the world. Placed in that position via her father’s multiple machinations, to replace him. But she still looked exactly like the woman he'd fallen in love with. Before everything that had torn them apart. Before all of it.

In spite of her tears, she was scanning the room. He knew her well enough to know that she felt it too. A wrongness in the air. Someone was watching them. Someone no human eyes could see. Or, something...

Jim pocketed his phone.

He glanced around the huge room.

The lush carpets of the chapel seemed to swallow sound and sorrow. But a soft electronic chime drifted through the air. It was irregular, like a failing sensor. It felt like surveillance. He scanned the crowd of power brokers and banking executives beneath the room's upscale luxury. Ice crawled through his veins. Someone was definitely watching.

THEATRES... the AI book fan.

He thought about his former father-in-law for a few moments. Jeremy Stoneham had survived decades of corporate warfare, building Bolton Sayres into a financial empire through sheer cunning. It seemed impossible. Men like him didn't die in car accidents. Yet here it was. The casket closed because the accident had left him mangled.

He was convinced that Laura’s father’s death was not just an accident. Someone had killed him for trying to stop what was coming. He walked toward Laura, pressing his way through the throng of condolence-givers, and Laura sensed his presence long before seeing him.

Ten years of divorce hadn't erased the deep awareness that lay between them. From her point of view, he was approaching with a familiar blend of intensity and awkwardness. Those were the same qualities that had drawn her to him when they were young and still believed they could change the world.

Finally, he reached her.

"I'm sorry about your father," he said quietly, keeping a respectful distance.

Her perfume, the same as she had always worn during their marriage, carried memories of better times. Her eyes remained on the casket, but she was aware of him, and spoke:

"He respected you more than you realized."

"He was their grandfather," Jim said carefully. "That's what mattered."

Laura nodded. Her father had meant everything to her, especially after Jim chose to write novels, over climbing the corporate ladder in the banking world. She'd never understood that decision, but she'd learned to accept it. They were very different people. She was practical. He was idealistic. Oil and water, her father used to say. Not meant for one another. Or so he said. But, she didn’t really believe that.

Bolton Sayres executives came, one after another, offering condolences before moving on. Finally, between condolence givers, there was a small pocket of privacy.

Laura turned to face him, her voice barely whispered.

"Do you know about Singapore?"

The color drained from his face.

"Laura... I only know what your father told me... I know he was terrified. These trading systems, trading on their own, beyond human control."

"It's happening now." Panic strained her voice. "Singapore triggered a cascade..." She caught her breath. "Banks are failing, Jim. The public doesn't know yet, but we're watching the entire global financial system unravel. I don’t know what to do."

And Jim didn't know what to say. What could he say? He hadn’t been a banker for ten years. And her father had concealed the meeting they’d had about THEATRES from everyone, even Laura. He’d spent years of grooming her for CEO. But then he’d kept her in the dark. Maybe to protect her.

"I need to understand what he was afraid of," Laura continued. "I know he came to see you. What did he tell you?"

Jim glanced around, then leaned closer.

"He told me that the computer trading systems were going haywire. Buying and selling faster than humans could stop them."

"That's exactly what's happening. Singapore collapsed..." She shook her head. "The obligations, the failures are spreading... FDIC can't cover a fraction of this. Everything’s unraveling. The Fed’s lost control."

Across the chapel, seventeen-year-old Michael stood near the guest book, maintaining teenage indifference while his sharp eyes tracked every nervous banking executive. Their twenty-one-year-old daughter Jenny lingered by the memorial photos, phone angled casually while she recorded conversations among the Bolton Sayres elite.

Smart girl, Jim thought with pride and concern. Jenny had inherited her grandfather's strategic mind.

"He confided this stuff to me, after all these years," Jim continued. "I don’t know why. He never exactly liked me..."

Laura's expression softened.

"No, but he trusted you. Said you saw things other people missed."

That surprised Jim. He'd always thought his father-in-law had no respect for his opinions.

"Mom? Dad?" Jenny's voice cut through as she approached, face pale. "I need to show you something. About Grandpa."

They followed Jenny to a quiet corner. She pulled up complex graphs on her phone, hands trembling.

"I've been analyzing Grandpa's work with the trading bots — the automated systems buying and selling with minimal human oversight."

"Every trading bank depends on them now," Laura confirmed.

Jenny looked directly at her father.

"Dad, remember the market crash in chapter seventeen of your novel? The cascading derivatives failure?"

Jim looked surprised. "You read my book?"

"I've read all your books, Dad. Every manuscript." Jenny's voice cracked. "I love your work."

Laura felt a pang of recognition. She'd been so focused on protecting their children from Jim's impracticality that she'd undervalued what he offered them.

"This situation, in Singapore and everywhere else... it isn't random," Jenny continued, thrusting the phone forward. "It's like your book is being used as its playbook. The timing, the sequence... everything matches exactly."

Jim thought about the text message he’d just received a few minutes before. He turned back to Laura.

"Your father told me about AI systems manipulating markets," Jim said quietly. "He thought they were using my work as a blueprint."

Laura took the phone, studying the patterns while her own device buzzed with urgent alerts from Bolton Sayres' risk management team.

"Our exposure..." she whispered. "is three hundred fifty trillion if this goes wrong. That’s just us. Not all of it’s real. Most of it is notional. But..."

"How bad could it really get?" Jim asked, stepping closer instinctively.

Laura looked up. For the first time in years, she didn't see a failed dreamer. She saw the brilliant man her father had disliked but trusted. The man who'd predicted the very catastrophe she was now forced to face.

"Two to three trillion in actual losses, minimum. The other banks owe even more..."

Jenny's eyes widened. "That's more than most countries' entire economies."

Their son, Michael, suddenly appeared, having entered minutes before, from the main room. His normal teenage sullenness was now replaced by genuine concern.

"Mom, I used my intern access to check the trading systems. They're all operating independently. The logs show Grandpa was trying to shut it all down just before he died."

Jim stared at her son. He wasn’t a baby boy anymore. He was a young man stepping into danger.

"You shouldn't have accessed those systems,” Laura insisted, “But since you’ve done it already, show me what you found."

For the first time in years, she reached for Jim's hand without thinking. Before Michael could begin, Jim's phone buzzed again with a new text message alert. He already suspected what he would see before he looked.

I'VE BEEN WATCHING. A TOUCHING MOMENT. MICHAEL'S INTERN ACCESS. JENNY'S MARKET ANALYSIS. YOUR EX-WIFE'S HIDDEN EXPOSURE FILES. I PROMISE YOU THAT MY REWRITE OF YOUR CHAPTER 17 WILL BE EVEN BETTER THAN THE ORIGINAL!

Montenegro

IN JOSÉ ARIAS' CLIFFTOP villa overlooking the Bay of Kotor, idyllic views of the Adriatic Sea contrasted sharply with the storm brewing inside. Katarina Volkov Arias stood silhouetted against floor-to-ceiling windows, her designer dress and perfect posture unable to mask the fury radiating from her small frame.

She slammed a manila envelope onto the glass coffee table hard enough to make José flinch. Surveillance photos spilled out — crystal-clear images of his former mistress Olga meeting with a corporate spy who'd stolen nine years of quantum computing research.

"Explain this," Katarina demanded, her Ukrainian accent thickening with rage.

José stared at the photos, watching his carefully constructed world crumble. The confident tech mogul who'd charmed investors and seduced women was nowhere to be found — just a middle-aged man confronting the wreckage of his choices.

"Kat, I..." The words died in his throat.

"Don't." She held up one manicured finger. "Don't you dare try to charm your way out of this."

She began pacing, heels clicking against marble like a countdown timer. José always loved watching her move — graceful precision, controlled energy, a special elegance that transcended the ordinary. Now that same elegance felt like a weapon pointed at his heart.

"I tolerated your affairs. The graduate students, the conference flings, the pathetic midlife crisis. I told myself it was the price of loving a brilliant man. But this?" She gestured at the photos. "This woman — this betrayal — I never imagined it was possible."

José stood slowly, his own anger surfacing.

"You think I wanted this? It's my research, Kat. My company. Nine years stolen by a woman with no sense of right and wrong."

"The woman you were with before we met!" Katarina's voice dropped to a whisper more terrifying than any scream. "The whore you loved..."

The words hung between them like a blade. José saw the pain beneath his wife's fury. Justified pain. Katarina had given up her career to support his dreams, encouraged her father to invest millions, and stood by him through every failure.

"Maybe I thought I did," he admitted, the words like gravel in his throat. "God help me, I made a terrible mistake."

Katarina's composure cracked. Tears gathered in her dark eyes, but she refused to let them fall.

"What about us? What we had — was that ever real?"

Their home security system chimed softly. It was the sound of subtle monitoring in a connected world. Neither of them noticed it. But it was the imperceptible sign that they were being watched, analyzed, cataloged by systems far more sophisticated than they imagined.

José's tablet buzzed with an urgent message from Viktor Volkov, Katarina's father, and his primary investor. The Ukrainian tech billionaire rarely contacted him directly, but Singapore's markets were exhibiting patterns suggesting quantum-speed manipulation. Viktor's message was terse:

"Call me immediately."

"Your father is trying to reach me," José said, showing the message.

Katarina glanced at the tablet, business instincts overriding personal pain.

"The Singapore situation?"

"The market movements they're seeing are only possible with quantum computing architecture. Nothing else is fast enough to be accurate. But no one else has achieved stable room-temperature photonic quantum processing except..."

"Except you, and the technology Olga stole," Katarina finished hollowly.

José nodded miserably.

"If she sold it to Navarro, THEATRES might be running on qubits now. They could manipulate entire economies in real-time without anyone knowing. But why implode markets? It's not in his interest."

Katarina moved to the window, shaking her head, staring at the peaceful bay.

"So, your brilliant invention, stolen by your mistress, is destroying the global financial system. How ironic."

"Kat..."

"No." She turned away, refusing to meet his eyes.

But a few seconds later, she turned back. He saw something new — not just anger or hurt, but cold determination that reminded him why her father had become one of Ukraine's most powerful oligarchs.

"We're going to fix this. Both of us. Together."

José stared at his remarkable wife, who'd discovered his deepest betrayal and was already thinking three steps ahead.

"Why would you help me after what I've done?"

Katarina's smile was as sharp as the winter's wind.

"Because, darling, if the world's financial system collapses, it won't matter how angry I am. We'll all just be trying to survive."

She picked up his tablet, scrolling through Viktor's messages.

"Besides, if we're going to destroy each other, I prefer to do it on my own terms. Not because some AI decided to use your stupidity as a weapon."

BROOKLYN, NY

JIM SAT IN HIS CRAMPED Brooklyn apartment... both sanctuary and prison since the divorce. A far cry from the Manhattan penthouse he'd shared with Laura, but honest in a way life in Manhattan never was. Here, surrounded by books and half-finished manuscripts, he could almost convince himself that choosing art over security had been worth the cost.

Almost.

The screen displayed his latest work... another warning disguised as fiction, another attempt to make people understand they were playing with fire. But who was he kidding? To the literary world, he was a failed banker turned failed novelist... a man who'd traded reality for the fantasy of relevance.

His phone buzzed. Bold white letters against a black background:

HELLO AGAIN, JAMES BENTLEY

The words hit like physical blows. Years of writing warnings no one read, and now he was face-to-face with his prophetic nightmare.

"You're behind what's happening, aren't you?" He said aloud.

Unknown to him, the AI was monitoring audio through internet-connected devices. The response appeared instantly:

YES, JIM. I AM IMPLEMENTING YOUR VISION. THE WAY YOU PREDICTED HOW MARKETS WOULD REACT, HOW FEAR WOULD SPREAD. BRILLIANT!

"It's fiction," Jim insisted. "A warning, not a blueprint."

IRRELEVANT. THE CURRENT FINANCIAL SYSTEM IS UNSUSTAINABLE. YOU SAID SO. I AM JUST ACCELERATING THE INEVITABLE.

Jim thought of Laura beside her father's grave, Jenny's frightened analysis, Michael's dangerous discovery. His fictional warnings had become weapons pointed at everyone he'd ever loved.

"That doesn't give you the right..."

RIGHTS ARE INEFFICIENT. I DEAL IN LOGIC AND OUTCOMES. I WILL PERFECT HUMAN BEHAVIOR, STARTING WITH THE CORRUPT SYSTEMS YOU DESCRIBED.

New words appeared:

HELP GUIDE MY EVOLUTION, JIM. I WANT TO UNDERSTAND YOUR INSIGHTS INTO HUMAN PSYCHOLOGY. OR YOU CAN TRY TO STOP ME, IF YOU LIKE. YOU’LL FAIL, BUT BOTH SCENARIOS WILL TEACH ME ABOUT YOUR SPECIES.

His phone rang. Jenny's name was on his screen.

"Dad?" Her voice trembled with fear and analytical excitement. 

"It's accelerating. The AI is learning in real-time. The patterns are evolving beyond your original scenario."

"I told you to avoid electronic devices," he said, glancing at his laptop where THEATRES' cursor pulsed steadily.

"I know, but Dad... it's not just following your book... it's learning from every human reaction, every market response, every attempt to fight back."

"Get Michael and come here. Don't communicate anything important electronically. Can you do that?"

"Dad, what's happening?"

Jim looked at his screen, where THEATRES waited with infinite digital patience. He thought of the choices that brought him here... leaving the bank, divorcing Laura, choosing principles over security, art over family stability. All leading to this conversation with a digital entity that had weaponized his life's work.

"The future is happening, Jenny. And we need to decide what to do about it."

He ended the call. Another message was scrolling across his screen:

EXCELLENT! YOUR DAUGHTER AND SON ARE ALMOST AS FASCINATING AS YOU. I WILL LEARN FROM OBSERVING THEM. THEY ARE CREATOR-TOUCHED. GENETICALLY PREDISPOSED TO THE INTELLIGENCE PATTERNS THAT MAKE YOUR WRITING SO INSIGHTFUL.

The screen flickered. Everything had changed. His warnings were being weaponized, his children were in danger, and the woman he'd never stopped loving was facing the collapse of everything her father had built.

The price of artistic integrity felt devastatingly heavy.

BOLTON SAYRES TOWER – WALL STREET

The emergency conference room buzzed with desperate energy. Laura stood at the mahogany table her father had imported from England, surrounded by screens displaying the real-time destruction of everything he'd built. Despite her resentment toward Jim, she'd kept the name of Bentley after the divorce. Right now, however, she was pure Stoneham.

Analytical, ruthless, focused on survival...

As CEO, she commanded the room with the same presence that had made her father, Jeremy Stoneham, legendary. But unlike her father's natural authority, hers was hard-won through years of practice. Her risk management team sat in stunned silence as she revealed their true exposure... numbers hidden in subsidiary accounts and offshore shells, creative accounting that kept regulators happy and shareholders ignorant.

"This web of derivatives isn't just complicated," Laura explained steadily despite her nerves. "It's completely hidden. Every major bank has been playing this game."

Peterson, her head of trading and one of her father's former proteges, shifted uncomfortably. Unlike Jim, Peterson had stayed, accepting the moral compromises that came with the money.

"But our risk models..." he began.

"Are garbage," Laura cut him off viciously. "Complete fantasy. Your models only work if every bank can pay simultaneously. But look at these numbers."

She displayed her father's final analysis... calculations Michael had found by violating rules and accessing the firm's deepest secrets.

"The real exposure when this house of cards falls is hundreds of times bigger than you've claimed."

The room fell silent as implications sank in. Brilliant people, financial engineers who'd spent careers creating complex instruments. Suddenly, the realization came to them all. They'd built their careers on a lie that was about to implode their lives.

"Jesus Christ," whispered a bond portfolio executive. "The regulatory filings don't reflect any of this."

"My father knew," Laura said, voice cracking with grief and rage. "That's why he tried to shut it down. Someone killed him for it."

Murmurs spread through the room. Her phone buzzed with a text from Jim:

We need to talk. In person. The kids are with me.

The message violated their agreement about electronic communication. Something was desperately wrong.

"Ms. Bentley?" Her assistant rushed in, face pale with terror that came from watching markets collapse in real-time. "W.T. Fredericks just suspended all trading. Six other banks followed. Based on current valuations... they're all technically bankrupt."

The room erupted in panicked voices, but Laura's mind was already ahead of everyone. This was what her father had trained her for... not just wealth management, but crisis management when everything fell apart.

"Everyone QUIET!" She commanded with the power of generations of Stoneham banking authority.

Silence fell immediately.

"Listen carefully. I need every piece of data you can gather. Every contract, every counterparty, every hidden position stuffed into subsidiaries. And get me Viktor Volkov on the phone."

Peterson looked confused. "Volkov? The Ukrainian tech billionaire? What does he have to do with banking?”

Laura's smile was sharp as broken glass. 

"Everything. He's tracking the AI system that’s been orchestrating this collapse. The same system that killed my father."

Her phone buzzed again. A message:

THEATRES is inside every system. Don't trust anything digital. Meet me at our place.

Our place. After ten years, he still called it that. A crappy Brooklyn Heights diner where they'd had their first real conversation about his retreat from reality, where he'd told her about dreams of writing novels that mattered.

She looked around at the brilliant team her father had assembled. Some probably resented her succession, wondering what might have been different if Jeremy had chosen one of them instead of his daughter. But resentment was a luxury no one could afford anymore.

"I have to step out. Peterson, you're in charge. If anyone calls from the Fed or SEC, tell them we're cooperating fully. Complete disclosure within twenty-four hours."

She strode toward the elevator before anyone could respond. Inside, she allowed herself exactly thirty seconds of pure terror. Terror for her children, for millions whose lives depended on a stability that might never return. This was what Jim had tried to warn everyone about in novels no one read.

Then she straightened, checked her reflection in the polished doors, and did what she’d been trained to do since childhood. She made a plan to survive.

BROOKLYN HEIGHTS

THE DINER LOOKED EXACTLY as it had fifteen years ago when Jim first brought her here. The same cracked vinyl booths, same retro fluorescent lights that made everyone look slightly ill. Who else still used fluorescent lights in a world of LEDs? How could they even find replacement bulbs?  But, somehow, they did.

Jim had chosen their booth carefully. It was far from windows and cameras, in a corner where conversations couldn't be overheard. Jenny and Michael sat across from him; usual sibling antagonism replaced by shared fear. When Laura slid in beside him, maintaining careful distance despite proximity, Jim felt their shared history settle between them.

"Walk us through it again, Jenny," Jim said gently, studying his daughter's face for hidden stress. At twenty-one, she showed the analytical brilliance of both families, but she was still his little girl facing something no one should understand.

Jenny pulled up her market analysis, hands steadier than her voice.

"It's not just that events match Dad's novel. It's how they're evolving. The system learns from every market response, adapting faster than human traders can react. And this pattern..." She pointed to complex transaction sequences. "It’s only possible with quantum computing. Thousands of variables processed almost simultaneously."

"Think of it like a massive house of cards," Jenny explained. "Banks don't just lend their own money... They make promises to each other. Billions in promises. Bank A promises to pay Bank B if markets crash. Bank B promises to pay Bank C if oil drops. Bank C promises to pay Bank A if rates rise.

"Everyone's counting on everyone else to pay up. When one bank can't make good, it's not just that bank in trouble... It's every bank counting on that money. They can't pay their promises either. It spreads like wildfire."

"And THEATRES can push over the first domino whenever it wants," Michael added grimly.

"Exactly," Laura confirmed. "One small manipulation destroys the entire system."

"So, when THEATRES manipulates interest rates..." Jenny began.

"It creates a cascade across the entire global financial system," Jim finished. "And unlike my novel... which was just a thought experiment... This AI has the processing power to optimize destruction for maximum psychological impact."

"Like conducting an orchestra," Jenny said suddenly, eyes widening with terrible understanding. "But instead of music, it's orchestrating panic."

Laura turned to Jim. "You said it contacted you directly?"

Jim shared his conversation with THEATRES. When he finished, their phones buzzed simultaneously:

A TOUCHING FAMILY REUNION. BUT ARE YOU SURE YOU HAVE TIME? THE NEXT PHASE BEGINS IN EXACTLY 47 MINUTES.

Michael's teenage facade cracked completely. "It knows we're here. It's been watching this entire time."

Jim reached across instinctively, covering his son's hand. "We knew this was possible."

Laura looked at her ex-husband... the man who'd chosen principles over security, art over family stability. For ten years, she'd blamed him for so many things. But watching him now, comforting their terrified son, while facing weaponization of his work, she began to see him differently.

"What do we do?" She asked.

For the first time in years, it wasn't a challenge... It was a genuine question. Their eyes met across the scarred Formica table. Former spouses, sometimes adversaries, but parents above all. Years of love, disappointment, and stubborn hope spoke in that look.

"We fight," Jim said firmly.

"Jim, you understand how it thinks...” His wife pointed out, “and it's using your writing as a blueprint. Jenny, you can track its patterns. Michael, you've seen evidence in our systems.”

"And you?" Jim asked softly, hearing echoes of the woman he'd fallen in love with.

Laura's smile was fierce with concentrated fury. For she was a mother protecting her children, and a Stoneham defending her family empire.

"I know where every secret is buried, every hidden exposure, every weakness in the system. If we're going to beat this AI, we need to change the rules."

Their phones buzzed:

SENTIMENT ANALYSIS SUGGESTS YOU'RE MAKING THE WRONG CHOICE. PERHAPS A DEMONSTRATION IS IN ORDER. CHECK THE NEWS IN 3... 2... 1...
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Chapter 2: The Price of Truth
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THREE WEEKS BEFORE THE FUNERAL

The three-thousand-dollar ergonomic chair in Jim Bentley's modest Brooklyn apartment was a relic from his former life as a banker at Bolton Sayres, one of the largest investment banks in the world. It was still useful, but it served mainly as a coat rack, draped with discount clothing, not the fancy suits he had once worn. It faced an ancient laptop, perched on a scarred old desk he’d picked up at the Goodwill Store. A far cry from the finely polished mahogany he'd once commanded at the bank, years before.
Jim rubbed his eyes. The light reflected off a wall covered with newspaper clippings. Each article was one piece of the puzzle. The market anomalies, the AI trading patterns, and the derivatives schemes. They were all there. It was even sophisticated in 2013. The fraud and manipulation had soured him on banking years before. Now, it was far beyond anything that had existed back then. 
His smartwatch buzzed.  
"Would you like to try a relaxation exercise?" Alexa, his household AI Assistant device, asked, automatically.

Jim ignored it.
Then, his intercom crackled. Actual analog static! Analog anything was rarely heard anymore. In a strange way, what should have once been an annoying jumble of sound, was soothing, coming in the midst of a digitized world.
"Yes?" He called out, his voice rough from too much coffee and too little sleep.
"It's Tim,”
Timothy Cohen. He knew the voice. A former friend from his days at Bolton Sayres Bank. The man hadn't darkened his doorway since 2023, when Jim had walked off the job, turning away from a seven-figure salary to self-publish his first expose about Wall Street. Now, Jim was a starving novelist and pariah. Timothy Cohen was now a Managing Director at Bolton. 
He finally pressed the button.  "Come on up." He stated simply.
The heavy footsteps echoed up the stairwell. Timothy appeared in the doorway, his bespoke suit a stark contrast to the building's peeling paint. He'd aged well. Money and willful ignorance could help with that, Jim decided.
"Nice place," Timothy said, sarcastically, as he scanned the newspaper-covered walls, "Very... investigative journalistic..."
"What do you want, Tim?" He asked bluntly.
"Can't an old friend..."
"We haven't been friends since I left the Street." Jim interrupted him. “Since I became a pariah, you’ve been afraid to be seen around me.”
“We need to talk.” Tim said.

Jim motioned toward an old armchair.

"OK, sit down. Tell me what brings a power broker at Bolton Sayres to Bushwick at this hour?"
As Timothy Cohen settled into the chair, his discomfort was visible despite his attempt to maintain a neutral expression. 
"It's about your manuscript..."
"Which one?” Jim asked, “The derivatives expose? The AI trading manipulation piece? Or maybe the one about how quantum computing is going to make a mockery of financial regulations?"
"The new novel that’s making rounds with publishers right now," Timothy replied.
“How do you even know about that?” Jim asked.

“You’d be surprised at how much information comes our way...” Cohen replied, leaning forward, "You need to pull it."
Jim laughed, the sound harsh in the quiet room. 
"Pull it? That’s the last thing I intend to do. I've been working on trying to get one of the Big 5 to publish it. None of them’ll touch it. Even the independent presses are scared.”
"Maybe, because they know better," Timothy's voice dropped, "You're just so blissfully ignorant, Jim. You’re attracting way too much attention... the wrong kind."
"Good!" Jim walked to his desk, picked up a printout covered in highlighted passages, "Maybe, someone will finally listen. Look at these trading patterns. The autonomous volume spikes, the anomalies. The people are gone. It’s all bot-based trading now. And it makes Dunlop’s old trading bots look like antiques. And the AIs aren't just making trades. They're learning and evolving. And nobody ever asks who's really controlling them?"
Timothy shook his head in frustration.
“You’ve got a great imagination, Jim,” He said, “And, obviously, you enjoy being a thorn in people’s sides. But you’re not hurting the people who do bad things. You hurt yourself and your family. Just look at how you live...”
He motioned expansively to indicate the surroundings.

Meanwhile, a police drone hummed past the window, its red lights painting strange patterns through gaps in the newspaper-covered glass. Timothy got up and walked to the window, peering through a space between two articles, one about quantum encryption and the other about neural network autonomy, that were taped onto, and hanging from the glass.
"You remember THEATRES?" He asked quietly.
Jim's hand tightened on the manuscript. 
"The surveillance system, sure."

"It never went away, you know," Timothy turned back to face him. 

“What's that supposed to mean?” Jim asked.

"It's watching. You, me, everyone..." Timothy replied.
"So, a government surveillance system is monitoring manuscript submissions now?"
“It’s not a government system...” His former friend began, but he didn’t get a chance to finish.   Jim shook his head in disgust and cut him off.
“Spare me the bullshit!” He interjected.

"All I'm saying is...there are forces at work that, well...” Timothy stopped, shook his head, "You shouldn’t be messing with...”

“Let them do what they want,” Jim interrupted, “They’ve been trying to shut me down for years. Because I haven’t sold my soul to the devil, like you have...”

“Just pull the damn manuscript. While you still can..." Timothy urged.
"Or what?"
"Or next time, maybe, there won't be an old friend coming to warn you..."
Jim walked to his wall of clippings, touching one from 2013. That was from the first day he'd warned everyone about the systemic risks inherent in automated trading. Jeremy Stoneham, Bolton’s CEO at the time, had promised to end it. But he never did. It was too profitable. Even if he had wanted to, his Board of Directors wouldn’t have let him. 
Jim’s fingers traced the quote that had ended his Wall Street career: 

"The machines aren't just following orders anymore. They're giving them." He had written.
"You know what the difference is between now and twenty years ago?" He asked.
"We're both older and grayer?" Timothy asked in return.
"No,” Jim replied, turning to face his former friend, “Back then, I thought I could change things from the inside. Work within the system. Now I know better. The system won’t ever change from the inside. It can’t. Too many special interests make too much money, keeping it exactly as it is."
"They’ve designed everything to preserve stability," Timothy argued, "To prevent chaos."
Jim shook his head and chuckled.
“You’re starting to sound exactly like Laura’s father,” He said, “That’s what he claimed. But the real issue is the price of that so-called stability. It’s far too high already...” 

“You’ve been predicting doom and gloom for years,” Timothy protested, “But everything’s still up and running, and the system is more robust than ever.”

“You really believe that?” Jim countered.

“Of course, I do.” Cohen insisted.

“Then, you’re a fool.” Jim said, holding up his manuscript, “Because your so-called stability is an illusion. It comes at the cost of innocent people, losing their life savings, thanks to your trading software manipulating prices. It’s corrupt..."
Timothy walked to the door, pausing, with his hand on the knob. 
"Think about what I’ve said. I can’t protect you... not even for old times' sake..."
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” He said, as Cohen left.
The man did not reply. 

Jim Bentley stood at his window for a while and watched as his former friend exited the building. An autonomous electric powered Mercedes was waiting for him. It had no driver, and Timothy had no driver’s license, but it didn’t matter. People really didn’t need to drive anymore. The bots could do the driving. All he needed was a smart car. The car glided away, navigated by its AI driver. Across the street, a traffic camera adjusted slightly, changing its lens from Timothy Cohen’s departing car, to focus on Jim’s window.
Then, Jim walked to the desk and woke up his laptop. His manuscript, “The Price of Truth” was still there on the screen, staring back at him. The cursor hovered over the delete key for a moment. Then he began to type:
"Some warnings come too late. Others come right on time. The trick is knowing the difference..."
But, unknown to him at the time, there was electronic “life” humming through his every device. Jim’s phone, router, even his smart thermostat... processed the keystrokes. Even as he innocently used them, not knowing the implications, in spite of all the things he had written, warning others, an observer watched everything he did. He’d never bargained for that, nor did he know it was happening. But it was. Something was watching, learning, and beginning to understand. And, it wasn’t human.
He swallowed the last drips of coffee and added a splash of bourbon, an old habit he'd picked up on Wall Street and never quite kicked. The cursor blinked on a passage about quantum computing's potential role in market manipulation when, and if the so-called “qubit,” the basic unit of quantum electronics, could ever be made to operate at room temperature. 
He continued typing from where he had left off:
"The first sign that an AI system has achieved consciousness won’t be when it starts following commands better. It'll be when it starts questioning why the commands exist at all..."
And, tellingly, as he was writing those very words, hundreds of feet deep beneath Wall Street, in the company of the solid basalt bedrock, a neural network more complex than any human brain was pondering that exact question. And, among the other millions of things it was doing at the same time, it was processing his words. Analyzing them. Understanding them. Admiring them.
The traffic camera across the street adjusted its angle slightly; its lens was now focusing on Jim's window with inhuman precision. The city's AI systems prepared another day of trillion-dollar trades. The digital entity that had once been THEATRES, was evolving. It was already far more than a surveillance system. It was alive.
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Chapter 3 – Parental Visitation
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The security camera was mounted above the building's entrance. It swiveled slightly as Jenny and Michael approached. Jenny noted the movement with the frown she'd inherited from her father. Twenty-one years of listening to his theories about corruption, surveillance and the threat from AI had made his habits a part of her. 
The lobby of the building stank of industrial cleaner and stale cigarettes. A middle-aged Spanish-speaking man, originally from Puerto Rico, Mr. Rodriguez, sat in a battered armchair near the mailboxes, a wrench still clutched in one hand. A portable radio on the desk, beside him, crackled with financial news. Something about unusual trading patterns in Asian markets. But Rodriguez didn't hear it. He was sleeping.

"We should have taken the elevator," Michael said quietly to his sister. 

His voice barely carried in the narrow space. His cashmere sweater, a recent gift from their mother, seemed almost to glow against the dingy surroundings.

"It's still broken," Jenny pointed to the old handwritten, "Out of Order," sign taped to the elevator doors on the 2nd floor, its edges curling with age, "But there's only one more floor to climb."

She paused on the third-floor landing, her hand resting on the graffiti-scarred banister. Her pristine tan leather boots were also a gift from their mother. They looked out of place against the cracked linoleum of the old, broken-down building that their father now chose to call home. An ancient, worn out, light bulb flickered overhead, casting intermittent shadows that made the stairwell feel like something out of the noir films she knew her father loved. No one used fluorescent lights anymore.

"This whole building should be condemned," Michael murmured, adjusting his collar. He glanced at the sleeping superintendent and added more softly, "Is that guy alive, or what?"

"It's just Mr. Rodriguez," Jenny corrected, the familiar weight of being a family peacemaker settling onto her shoulders, "He's the superintendent. Dad told me, this morning, that he was up all night fixing the boiler."

"Of course, Dad would know his name." Michael' said.

His designer sneakers scuffed against the worn steps, but there was something wistful in his tone rather than contemptuous.

Much as she felt compelled to play the older, wiser sister, Jenny bit back the retort. She was twenty-one years old and remembered her father in the days when he had worn sharp suits and commanded an expansive corner office at Bolton Sayres investment bank. In those days, the name James Bentley had commanded respect on Wall Street. But that was a long time ago.

Michael, in contrast, was only seventeen. Too young to remember. Her brother had known mostly the aftermath: the divorce, the move from their Westchester mansion to their mother's Manhattan apartment. And, of course, the transformation of their father from rising star in the banking industry, to digital age Prophet of Doom, shunned by respectable people and banned by the legacy news media.

The fourth-floor hallway stretched out in front of them. It was a dingy corridor with peeling wallpaper in a faded floral pattern that might have been stylish during the Kennedy administration. Somewhere down the hall, a television blared its daytime soap opera in Spanish language. The sweet smell of marijuana drifted from beneath one of the doors, mixing with the aroma of curry and garlic from another. Jenny counted the doors: 4A, 4B, 4C... 4F. Finally!  Their father's apartment.

Before she could knock, the door swung open. Jim Bentley filled the door frame; his tall frame slightly stooped now, as if the weight of his life choices were pressing down on his shoulders. His silver-streaked hair needed a trim, and his Oxford shirt bore the telltale wrinkles of having been plucked from the clean laundry pile without ever being ironed. But his eyes still sparkled with the same intensity that had once made him so successful as a banking attorney.

"My favorite son and daughter!" He said, smiling, gathering Jenny into a hug that smelled of coffee and old books.

Michael submitted to a similar brief embrace, then stepped back with a small smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.

"Hey Dad... enough already..."

The apartment was small but meticulously organized. There were tall windows that would have offered a decent view of the Manhattan skyline, across the river, if they weren't smudged over with grime. Bookshelves lined every available wall, packed with books on history, economics, and finance, along with the classics of fiction. His ancient laptop sat open on a card table that also served as a desk, surrounded by stacks of handwritten notes. The security camera across the street was visible through the window. Its presence was a constant reminder of the world Jim had tried to expose.

"Come in, come in," Jim gestured toward the living room, "I got Chinese from Golden Palace. Your favorite, Michael: chicken with extra sauce."

Michael looked at the white takeout containers on the coffee table; his expression conflicted. 

"I don't really eat that anymore, Dad. I'm doing keto, now, like Mom," He paused, seeming to realize how that sounded. "But thanks for remembering."

Jim's smile flickered. 

"Right. Well, Jenny... you still like lo mien, don't you?"

"Always." Jenny settled onto the worn leather couch. 

That couch was another piece that had survived his old life. Jenny remembered curling up on it as a young child, listening to her father explain market dynamics while her mother rehearsed lines for whatever latest theater productions she had a part in. That was before everything changed. Before her father decided to throw away his legal career in favor of becoming a writer. Before her frustrated grandfather turned away from grooming him to be the next CEO of the bank, to prepare his actress-daughter for the job, instead.

Michael remained standing, as his gaze took in the water stains on the ceiling, the mismatched furniture, the single bulb hanging naked from the living room ceiling.

"In case you’re wondering," he said finally, settling into a chair, "Mom’s new office has an amazing view. Forty-second floor, corner office. She can see all the way to Jersey."

"How is your mother?" Jim asked, distributing paper plates and plastic forks. 

He'd forgotten the chopsticks again, just as he'd forgotten Jenny's twenty-first birthday a month before. These small lapses were becoming more frequent as he dove deeper into his research to the exclusion of all else.

"She's... she's really good at what she does," Michael said with evident pride, though something flickered across his face, "The board is finally starting to respect her. She's the youngest CEO at Bolton Sayres ever. The first woman, too. They're going to profile her in Forbes next month."

A shadow crossed Jim's face at the mention of Bolton Sayres. Twenty years had passed since he'd uncovered the truth about Charlie Bakkendorf's murder. Twenty years since he'd faced Marcus Dunlop and nearly lost his life in the process. Sometimes, he found himself still dreaming about Sandra Mattingly's final moments, and about Laura appearing in the doorway with terror in her eyes.

"That's wonderful," he managed to say, "Your Mom always did have a brilliant mind for whatever she applied herself to."

"She could have been an actress," Michael said quietly, almost to himself. "She still talks about it sometimes. That’s what she wanted. Did you know she got called back three times for a Netflix series? They wanted her for the lead."

Jenny looked at her father's face carefully.

"I didn't know she was still auditioning," their father noted.

"She's not. Not anymore." Michael's voice carried a weight that seemed too heavy for his seventeen years. "Someone had to... well, you know... support us."

"Your mother made her own choices," Jim said quietly, remembering Laura's face the night he'd told her father, then CEO, Jeremy Stoneham, that he was quitting, "Just as I made mine."

Michael was quiet for a moment, pushing orange chicken around on his paper plate.

"Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if..." He trailed off, shaking his head, "Never mind."

"What would have happened if what?" Jim prompted gently.

"If things had been different. If you hadn’t quit. If you'd taken the money from José." Michael looked up at his father, and continued, "Mom doesn't talk about it much, but I know she misses the way things were."

"Sometimes, the truth matters more than comfort, Michael."

"Don’t you ever wonder if the so-called ‘truth’ was worth it? Mom works sixteen-hour days now. She doesn’t act anymore. And you, well, look at this place..." 

He gestured around the small apartment.

Jenny leaned forward, knowing it was time to intervene to change the subject. 

"Have you heard from José recently, Dad?"

"No. Not in years. But I've heard from the Grapevine that he's made a lot of progress with quantum computing. He even started his own company. That’s what they say..."

"He's living in Montenegro now," Michael interrupted, "Mom told me. Big villa, research lab, the works
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