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CHAPTER ONE

	Undisclosed location near El Segundo, California - Wednesday, September 10, 2025 - 8:00 p.m. PST

	 

	 

	Exhausted from a full two days of traveling, Hester Brighton sighed with relief while pulling the rental car into the driveway. The last leg of the journey from LAX airport to the house caused her shoulders and hands to ache from gripping the steering wheel too hard. The rental’s GPS was on the fritz as was the one on her cell, so she got turned around twice and drove the wrong direction while evading throngs of people clogging the streets. 

	Snatching her cell phone, she pecked out a quick text to Jim, letting him know she arrived and would call him later after settling into her room. He responded back within two seconds with a smiley face and hearts and instructions for her to relax, have fun with her college roommates, and to be safe. It seemed her husband had gotten over their argument about her decision to take the yearly “girls’ trip” amidst all the chaos. Lying to her spouse made her stomach knot up, yet she had no choice. Her role as a Trusted Community Representative and Cryptographic Officer had to be kept a secret. Jim knew she was the head of the IT department for the largest accounting company in New York, but he knew nothing about her other responsibilities to the East Coast DNS server.

	Looking down at the temperature gauge, she grimaced—125 degrees. Letting out a string of curse words that would make her mother turn over in her grave, she gathered her belongings. Leaving the cool confines of the car would be akin to stepping out into the Sahara. The line from her favorite movie when a child from Aliens popped out. “Yeah, but at least it’s a dry heat.” She chuckled at her own joke.

	After shutting off the engine, she glanced around at the other parked vehicles, counting twenty, which was odd. It appeared some of the participants traveled together, and that was against protocol. She made a mental note to discuss the breach with Xavier to ensure it would never happen again.

	She hated being late, especially for something as important as the ceremony. Punctuality was one of her many pet peeves, yet the delay could not be helped. Between the staggering heat and continuous rioting in New York and other major cities, several connecting flights were diverted, layovers lasted longer to accommodate flying at night when the temperature dipped back down to double digits, and one route through Minneapolis was canceled when the city was besieged by rioters.

	Grabbing her bags and titanium suitcase, she exited the car. Intense, dry heat slammed into her like the rough fist of a pissed-off bully. A slight breeze brought the fragrant scent of sea air to her nose yet made her face burn. She used to enjoy coming to the West Coast for the yearly key ritual yet due to the civil unrest and global heatwave, had yearned for a different option.

	Unfortunately, there wasn’t one. To maintain the functionality of the IP addresses pointing correctly and verifying trusted sites, new information had to be uploaded.

	She only made it two steps toward the small beach residence before the security guard whose fake identity included living year-round at the home and a cover as the “cousin” bounded down the stairs wearing beach shorts, flip flops, and a thin t-shirt.

	Hester chuckled at his obnoxious attire. “You’re two days early for casual Friday, Xavier.”

	“And you’re late for the party, dear cousin,” Xavier teased while reaching for the overnight bag. “Here, let me. Come inside before the pavement melts your shoes. The ground’s hot enough to fry an egg. I know because I’ve watched several local neighborhood kids do it.”

	Relieved for the assistance, Hester let the bag slip from her shoulder. “Thanks. Good to see you again. Sorry I kept everyone waiting. I hope they didn’t rake me over the coals.”

	Xavier’s dark blonde hair bobbed as he laughed. “Oh, once or twice but not too bad. I told them to cut you some slack due to the unforeseen circumstances we all are facing. Everyone is on edge since a full meeting with all of you in one place has never happened. We certainly are living in unprecedented times.”

	Hester looked over her shoulder at the last rays of the setting sun caressing the Pacific Ocean. “I’m really sick of hearing that particular phrase.”

	“Me too. The logistics of coordinating this unusual meeting has been stressful for me. Now, enough worrying about things neither of us can control. I occupied the downtime of the others by plying them with cold beer and hot pizza. I saved you two slices and three cold ones in the fridge in your room. Go freshen up, eat, and we’ll convene in thirty at the pit. Okay?”

	“Perfect.”

	Xavier placed his palm on the pad and then stepped aside for Hester to do the same. She did, and the door unlocked. “Shall we?”

	“Yes. Cold shower here I come. Oh, please remind me to chat with you after the ceremony regarding which members broke protocol by riding together.”

	“Certainly. Just don’t be too harsh. Like I said, these are...”

	“If you finish that sentence, I may punch you in the face.”

	“Such a badass. One of the many reasons I admire you.”

	“I prefer fear rather than admiration,” Hester teased, half serious.

	Both chuckled.

	Once inside the brightly lit foyer painted in eggshell white and accented with subdued, casual decorations she picked out years ago, Xavier led the way up the stairs. Upon reaching her room, he leaned closer, body blocking the security camera in the corner. “Alexei’s waiting for you. He asked to speak with you privately before tonight’s ceremony.”

	Raising an eyebrow, Hester wondered why the lead security guard decided to break yet another strict rule. Keyholders were not allowed to socialize in any way outside of the bi-yearly meetings, which included visits to the rooms of others. They were not authorized to be connected through social media, did not communicate via any means available, nor were they allowed to discuss their important roles in keeping the security of the internet safe with the DNS. Sensing something was wrong, she remained quiet, nodding once before entering the dark room. 

	“Trust me. See you in thirty.” Xavier flicked on the lights and set the bag on the floor before shutting the door. 

	Hester waited until she could no longer hear his footfalls before addressing the figure seated on the couch. For some weird reason, she hesitated letting go of the titanium suitcase containing the new keycard. There was an almost electrical current in the air; a sense of something inexplicably wrong coiled in her gut. “Alexei? Xavier said you needed to speak with me?”

	“Correct. Please join me. My request will be brief.”

	His voice sounded wrong. Hester secretly nicknamed Alexei the Russian Bear due to his heavy-set body, brusque demeanor, and growly tone tinged with an accent. Her grip tightened around the suitcase’s handle as the other hovered near the panic button by the door. “I’m sure you understand why I can’t do that.”

	A heavy sigh followed by a phlegm-filled coughing spell made her stomach churn. 

	“Da. Prosti. Day mne minutku pozhaluysta. Rak legkikh.”

	Hester’s Russian was rusty at best. She knew Da was yes and Prosti sorry. Wracking her brain to decipher the remaining words, she drew a blank. “English, please.”

	With slow, hesitant movements, Alexei rose from the couch, turning to face her. Hester did her best to keep her facial expressions from giving away her shock at his appearance. His once headful of thick, black hair was nothing more than a few wisps sticking up in patches. Gaunt, pale, face and neck full of wrinkles, he looked more like her ninety-six-year-old grandfather than a fifty-five-year-old man.

	“I’ve lost the battle with lung cancer. We must pick my successor tonight from one of the alternates.”

	Hester let the hand near the panic button fall to her side. No wonder his body and voice were so ravaged. “Oh, Alexei. I’m so sorry. When were you diagnosed?”

	“March. However, choosing a successor is not why I asked to meet with you.”

	“What is your reason then?”

	 “I should think it’s obvious. Ponder upon it while getting ready. I’ll head down to the pit.”

	Hester watched in silent awe until Alexei left the room, reeling from the unexpected news. “The Russian Bear taken down by cancer in less than six months. Damn but 2025’s been a horrible year. Now I know why we all are here. Yes, Alexei, I know what you desire, and I will do my best to make it happen.”
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	Exactly twenty-two minutes later, Hester stepped into the hallway, sporting a flowy sundress, a full belly, cold beer in one hand, and the titanium case in the other. Pausing at the stairwell, she slugged back the remaining liquid. Alexei’s sad news made her consider her own mortality, which was a subject she did not enjoy contemplating and had been at the forefront of her mind during the last several months, just like everyone else around the world. Setting the empty bottle on the small table below an ornate mirror, she adjusted her hair one last time. Satisfied she looked somewhat refreshed, she gazed out the floor-to-ceiling window to the Pacific. Bright, silvery moonbeams replaced the orange and yellow rays of the sun. Though she’d seen it numerous times over the years, the stunning view never failed to take her breath away.

	Winding her way down the stairs to the main level, she walked with purpose into the den. The first entry door to the “pit” as they jokingly called the ceremony room was located behind a large, solid teak bookcase. Looking up to the designated spot on the ceiling, she closed her eyes, waiting for the infrared light to scan her face. 

	The bookcase slid open without a sound. She stepped inside to a dimly lit hallway, not even wincing as the wall closed behind her. The first few years she attended the key ceremony she had to fight back bouts of claustrophobia. Twenty-five years of performing the same steps allowed her to finally master her fears.

	After six checkpoints, three pin codes, two biometric hand scans, a swipe of her smartcard, and an iris scanner so technologically advanced even world governments didn’t have one, she was inside the ceremony room where the cryptographic keys were held. Gazes of thirteen other keyholders from around the globe, three alternates, six Recovery Key Share Holders, four security guards, and one auditor from the world’s largest investment firm stared at her as she strode over to the metal-enclosed cage containing the hardware security modules. The competing scents of personal body odors, lotions, and colognes made her nose twitch. She cast a sideways glance at Sharlene Heffren and Collette Goddard. Their sickeningly sweet perfume was so strong she could taste it as though they sprayed it directly into her mouth. The duo of statuesque blondes from Europe refused to meet her gaze. Apparently, they forgot yet another protocol—no strong perfumes or scented lotions.

	Setting the suitcase on the long, metal desk in front of her, Hester offered a thin smile to the familiar faces. “Good evening, all. My apologies for getting started so late. At least it’s temperature-controlled down here.”

	In numerous languages, her apology was accepted. A few chuckled at her joke. She smiled again, and this time it was genuine. “Since 2025 has been rather odd, to say the least, I would like to add one more oddity into the mix. My request is against protocol, which seems to be a common problem this year….” She paused while glancing over once at Sharlene and Collette. Their cheeks flushed in unison to a deep crimson. “Yet, I believe the request is the right thing to do under the circumstances. Our longtime associate, Alexei Ivanov, is passing the torch to another after tonight’s ceremony due to…”

	“Cancer,” Alexei interrupted. “I waited too long to quit smoking. Death is imminent.”

	“Which is why we decided everyone needed to be in attendance rather than only seven of you,” Xavier added. 

	“Ah, now we know the reason.” Sharlene’s piercing blue eyes sparkled from the slightest hint of tears. “I shall miss you, Alexei.”

	Hester nodded in agreement while taking a deep breath, still somewhat stunned by Alexei’s bravado while facing his demise. “While it is a privilege to be the administrator during a ceremony, I have done so before, so I propose bypassing my turn to lead us this evening and bestowing the honor upon Alexei. He’s been a part of us for over twenty years and deserves our highest respect. Any objections?”

	The room remained silent as everyone shook their heads. Sharlene swiped at a straggler tear. Hester rolled her eyes—the ceremony was neither the time nor place for emotional reactions.

	Alexei stepped forward. Sharlene and Collette, the only two other females in the room, let out small gasps after he removed his hat. Hester shot them both a dirty look.

	“Thank you, Hester. As I mentioned, time is short for me, so shall we get started?”

	Hester handed Alexei the list from her bag with instructions. “Certainly. Xavier, are we live with ICANN?”

	Nodding toward the camera in the ceiling, Xavier provided copies of the day’s newspaper to Alexei and the others. “We are. Proceed.”

	All keyholders representing numerous countries took their places in front of their assigned boxes, including Alexei, as the final step to unlock them began. Left and right retinas were scanned, confirming identities of each participant. One by one, they removed the old cards held inside as Alexei’s raspy voice gave instructions regarding their destruction and proper steps to activate the new one.

	Hester’s nose twitched again. She tried to ignore it, wishing she would have taken her allergy medication prior to the ceremony. Being crammed in the small space with so many bodies and smells sent her allergies into overdrive, which is why she added the ban to the protocol list. The urge to sneeze built in intensity. 

	Burying her face in the crook of her arm, three exploded out of her with enough force she lost her balance. Reaching out a hand for the table to steady herself, she missed, pitching forward, arms flailing. Her right temple caught the edge of the thick metal. Pain exploded inside her head, filling her vision with stars.

	It took her several seconds to regain her composure and to clear her vision. She expected someone to laugh or at the very least chuckle, yet all she heard were a few sharp intakes of breath and numerous thumps. The temperature in the room skyrocketed. The weird electrical current was back, making the hairs on her body stand erect. A strange whooshing sound surrounded her, which she attributed to damn-near knocking herself unconscious. 

	Heat radiated up from her chest as embarrassment made her cheeks flush upon touching the gash on her temple. She hoped the wound would not require stiches. Blinking twice to clear her vision, she fumbled for the edge of the table to assist her in standing. Instead of a hard surface, she touched something warm. “Wow, am I a klutz! I’m so sorry…”

	The words dried up in her throat the second her gaze settled on Xavier’s face. He was on the floor inches away, and her hand rested on his hairy thigh. Yanking it back, she focused on his swollen, pale face.

	Damn, am I unconscious? I must be out cold be because there’s no way Xavier’s dead. He looks like someone sucked out his soul and bled him dry. 

	Three distinct thumps from behind pulled her from the dazed funk. The sound of metal crushing and the stench of burnt matches made her stomach flip-flop.

	Scrambling to her feet, she spun around in a circle, taking in the unfathomable images bombarding her mind. Her respirations increased; blood pumped at an accelerated rate as adrenaline shot through her system, causing the cut on her head to gush rivers of red down her face. Xavier, and all the others were dead, their lifeless bodies lying in crumpled heaps, faces ghostly pale and contorted in fear. 

	A wave of disbelief made her body sway a fraction. Was this some sort of biological attack? Did someone release a deadly chemical into the air filtration system? Panic welled up from the deepest recesses of her mind. On instinct, she covered her mouth with a trembling hand.

	What she saw next made her doubt her sanity.

	Dropping the destroyed keycards from his hand, Alexei moved with unnatural speed. One second, he was on the opposite side of the room over twenty feet away and the next, he was millimeters from her face. Hot, foul breath wafted from him, making her gag. The once familiar face contorted into an unrecognizable mass before his body crumpled to the ground at her feet.

	Dumbstruck by the carnage, she finally found her voice. “Alexei!?”

	A shimmering, ethereal form burst from Alexei’s corpse, writhing and swirling until it converged into a solid, human shape. Bright, intense light beamed from its face. On instinct, Hester shielded her eyes.

	In a voice loud enough to cause the entire room to vibrate, it answered. “The Clearing begins.”

	Hester Denise Brighton never had the chance to look toward the camera and scream for help, run, or even gasp as a strong set of hands latched around her neck, squeezing until everything went black.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Menlo Park, California - Wednesday, September 10, 2025 - 7:53 p.m. PST

	 

	 

	Carson Killgore stared out the window from the fifth floor down to the teeming streets below, watching throngs of people wave fists and shake signs, relieved their voices were muffled by the thick, reinforced glass. Sheeple. That is what they were to him—blind, uneducated, easily swayed sheep led by a few loud-mouthed, charismatic goats. Pressure bloomed inside his chest. He wished the sensation came from pity for what was about to happen to them, but he knew better. According to several teachers, a few mental health experts, and countless ex-lovers over the years, Carson suffered from a multitude of personality disorders, all of which left him incapable of feeling true compassion, love, or sympathy toward others.

	The crushing pain on the inside was solely for the loss of what he created in 2002—his life’s work to bring the sheeple together. The idea was not altruistic in nature or based on love for mankind. It was borne from the overwhelming desire to make his name known, and revered, worldwide. He yearned to become a man greater, more intelligent, and savvier than the world’s leading visionaries—bigger than Steve Jobs or Bill Gates. He surpassed the legendary status of the two tech entrepreneurs by devoting every single minute of his life since the age of fifteen to the study of binary code and everything computer related. He rarely dated or socialized and on the few occasions when he did, they usually ended in disaster.

	Cocking his head, he glanced at the enormous placard on the wall. It was a high-res, full-color image of himself at his desk, giving the thumbs-up sign, face resting on the monitor displaying the homepage of his brainchild. He was only two days shy of celebrating his twenty-first birthday when The Social Lounge went live, touted throughout the globe by techies and computer geeks as an innovative masterpiece of computer science. Carson had been heralded as a wonderkid. The Social Lounge was the first of its kind and the precursor to other sites like Twitter, Facebook, and LinkedIn.

	The branding image of a comfy, plush red couch beckoning people to sit and chat symbolized the concept it was a place where people across the world could interact, grow, and learn from each other in a way never before considered possible. A platform to aid in guiding the masses to a higher level of understanding and existence through instantaneous interaction across multiple devices. The Social Lounge allowed account holders to congregate virtually and share different viewpoints in hopes of gaining greater understanding of unfamiliar cultures so unity would be achieved. 

	He snorted. That was the official version Carson gave to the media when asked, yet the marketing spin was not the entire truth. 

	He secretly hoped the platform would allow the multitudes of blinded sheep to shed their collective barnyard mindsets, perhaps evolving into a species worthy of sharing space with him on the planet. The groundbreaking idea worked for a while. People uploaded pictures and videos of family, pets, outdoor activities, shared recipes, discussed politics, religion, death, and taxes. They slowly veered in a direction Carson never anticipated.

	Within eight years of going live, The Social Lounge skyrocketed to the number one platform worldwide, far surpassing others which popped up during the tech boom and made Carson a billionaire before his thirtieth birthday. Though he enjoyed the literal truckloads of money, he craved the notoriety, lapping up the attention like a starving dog at a buffet table in Las Vegas. In 2022, he hosted a blowout party, celebrating both his fortieth birthday and hitting a milestone of over 5.4 billion users—far surpassing the combined numbers of all other social media outlets. The exponential growth altered Carson’s original vision for the site, eroding it away into a foul place full of cyberbullying; a hub for sexual encounters; the breeding ground for anarchists, antigovernment establishments and other hate groups. 

	It also turned into a haven for pedophiles to hunt naïve prey.

	Now, his creation was hours away from deactivation. He could not do a thing to stop the unholy slaughter after being forced to enter the destruction sequence code. For the first time in his life, Carson wished he had taken The Social Lounge public rather than keeping it a private entity, solely under his management and control. 

	The worst part was the death blow came from an unexpected enemy—The Talladav Group. The secretive entity built the world’s most popular multiplayer online war game—Operation Red Helmet. Carson held the number one spot for over a decade on Forbes World’s Billionaires List. The Talladav Group ranked at the top of the World’s Richest Private Companies while Carson’s company in the second spot.

	His identity was known and well documented; The Talladav Group’s was not.

	The ultimatum was quite clear and delivered by a sinister, creepy man. The tone in which the man spoke made his mouth go dry as he recalled the events from less than twenty-four hours prior…
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	…After turning off the alarm, he wound his way down the long staircase leading to the living room. His skin prickled with goosebumps when a strange odor tickled his nose. An intruder sat on his couch. “Who the hell are you? How did you get in here?”

	“I see your reputation as a rude, short-tempered man is not an undeserved one. How about that? The media reported the truth. Will wonders never cease?”

	Reaching into his pocket for his cell to call security before alerting Alia, Carson retorted, “I’m rude to anyone who breaks into my home! You’ve got two seconds before I…”

	“Call your inept, overpaid security detail downstairs or have your virtual assistant send out a distress message to authorities via voice command? Come now, Mr. Killgore. If the hired watchers were proficient at their jobs, this conversation would only be happening in your reoccurring nightmares, not in person. Put the device down and do not utter the warning phrase as I know what it is. If you so much as attempt to activate your AI, you are a dead man. Sit near me so only you hear our proposal. Should you choose to invite others to listen in, trust me, you will regret the decision. I brought visuals just in case you doubted our skills or sincerities regarding what we have in mind.”

	Carson’s heartrate spiked to dangerous levels as the 164” Planar Leyard TV occupying the entire wall to his right lit up. Images slowly phased from one to the next, all copies of his conversations on the darknet. His knees wobbled. Letting go of the cell, it slid down to the deep recess of his pocket. For years, the fear of this moment plagued his dreams, just like the man mentioned—but how did the stranger know that? 

	Bitter bile rose in the back of his throat. Voice barely above a whisper while viewing years of carefully guarded secrets in full color pass by, Carson asked, “How much do you want?”

	A deep, rumbling laugh full of malice and hate filled the living room, sending chills down Carson’s back. 

	“Tsk, tsk. Mr. Killgore. Money means nothing to men like us. We crave adoration from others and will do anything to protect our painstakingly crafted images. Don’t you agree?”

	Carson swallowed hard, nodding once.

	The man rose from the couch, walking with slow, calculated steps toward the television. Carson memorized every sensory input. The stranger had a slight European accent Carson could not quite place and flawless, chiseled facial features. Late thirties. Taking in the body structure, hair color, expensive, black suit obviously custom tailored to fit to perfection, and the earthy scent wafting across the room, he imprinted it all so he could add his perceptions to the recorded video from Alia. Would he be alive long enough to give the description and video to the authorities?

	Waving his hand with a dramatic flair, the man’s sinister smile made another round of roiling gastric juice burn Carson’s esophagus. The screenshots of his shameful requests were replaced with vivid images and videos of the encounters. Though the desire to keep mementos of the trysts beckoned to him, he had never, ever taken pictures, much less recorded them. It was too risky. He could not fathom who did since each time he succumbed to the yearnings, he made sure there were only two participants in the room and no recording equipment. He recognized each conquest’s face, the secluded locations, the outfits; he recalled the dates. He could not deny the evidence was real and unaltered. His brain spun while trying to figure out how they were obtained. The sickening reality was there was only one way: Alia betrayed him. She had the intimate knowledge and means to release the information, yet he could not fathom what motivated her to do so after years of protecting his secrets.

	Turning his head to the left, Carson wretched hard enough that stars danced behind his eyes. The partially digested Thai food eaten only an hour prior splashed across the Lux Touch Marble floors he had spent hundreds of thousands of dollars to have installed. For some reason he thought about the screaming tirade his housekeeper, Conchessa, would unleash when she came to clean the next day.

	“Are you through with the theatrics, Mr. Killgore? I am on a tight schedule. You are not the only person on the agenda to visit this evening.”

	“What do you want? Who are you?” Carson hissed after wiping the foul remnants on his sleeve. He let out a small gasp when the homepage of The Social Lounge filled the screen. 

	“Oh, I have been called many names, but they are all inconsequential at this moment. Focus, Mr. Killgore. The monstrosities created by evil minds like ours converged to become the throbbing epicenter of the world’s sorrows. An angry individual is rather easy to manage. Unfortunately, when grouped together in large numbers, even virtually, they become a pack of rabid hyenas, attacking anything near them, including each other. Once they catch the scent of blood, there is no stopping them until the air clears.”

	The hair on Carson’s neck prickled. “The riots and social unrest are not the fault of my company. People are sick of government tyranny and waste and have finally decided to do something about it. I created a…”

	“Save your practiced drivel for the easily manipulated press, Mr. Killgore. You know as well as I how much blood is on your hands. You spent thousands of hours reading perverted, private messages and sadistic sexual videos from members who exchange them in what they assume is a secure platform. What is the expression you prefer for them? Ah, yes, sheeple. So many users do not understand the true mechanics behind your creation, do they? But you do, which is why you slunk off into the ebony abyss to conduct your hunting. Of course, even things hidden in the obscure bowels of the dark web can be found if one knows where to look.”

	Carson remained quiet, brain spinning at a frenzied pace while contemplating options to extricate himself from the volatile situation.

	“You knew when murder plots were hatched, the identity of each victim, and when the act was set to occur. You waited too long to report planned riots, the players involved, and the targeted cities to the authorities. When digital murmurs swirled about overthrowing police departments, ousting elected officials, even several assassination plots, you turned a blind eye. You didn’t do a thing to save even one life!”

	“I tried…”

	“Stop the lies, Mr. Killgore! We know the truth. You rationalized such cowardice, fearing the public would find out you breached their privacy and potentially opening the data to prying eyes of someone skilled enough to unravel your secrets. Your net worth grew to gargantuan proportions from advertisers paying exorbitant sums targeting specific groups, fanning the flames of anger to the point the explosion has now been felt worldwide. How do you stand watching the news or even looking down to the streets from your gilded tower? Does it not weigh down on your conscience to see cities on fire? Armed vigilantes in masks storming the streets while shouting vulgarities to their fellow man? Do not answer as that was a rhetorical question. The answer is no. You feel nothing. I know this because we did not either until recently. Our eyes have been opened, and what we saw when studying our creation, Operation Red Helmet, is ugly. Painful. Regretful. Social media has been instrumental in raising an entire generation of self-absorbed narcissists, and violence-driven games like ours numbed the minds of the players to the point death and destruction toward their fellow man mean nothing.”

	Carson’s mouth gaped open. “You work for The Talladav Group?”

	The man nodded. “Perhaps you will find comfort like we do in knowing the world’s current predicament rests on not just your shoulders, but others like us. After our epiphany, we devised a plan to atone for the colossal mistake of creating portals of hatred like The Social Lounge and others like ours.”

	“Are you suggesting I take down my site?” Carson snorted. “If that is your proposal, then it’s dead in the water. Blackmailing me will not work. I am the head of the biggest tech company in the world! I have been a target my whole adult life by ruthless thugs trying to take what I’ve rightfully earned. Only the best marketing executives are on my payroll so go ahead. Release what you have. We will counter by convincing the public this is all manufactured garbage, used as fake leverage to try and topple my company and name.”

	“Are you so narcissistic, so self-assured in your superiority to others, you assume dirty money will cleanse your dark soul from all the atrocities you’ve committed with innocent children for years or turning a blind eye from the worldwide chaos you let happen?”

	Carson smiled, rising to his feet, fueled on by a burst of bravado. “I am. The public adores me and The Social Lounge. They are easily duped and manipulated. I could kill someone while livestreaming and be able to smooth it over as nothing more than a clever smear campaign against me using the latest technology. My sexual predilections nor my lack of reporting potential criminal activities will be a breeze to cover.”

	 “The higher the pedestal, the louder the sound of the exploding body when it falls to the ground.”

	“Nice try, but this sideshow circus is over. This holier-than-thou act is a colossal joke. If you feel bad for what you’ve created, that is your personal demon, not mine. You want to legislate morality yet have no qualms about using Gestapo tactics to do so. Hypocrite. Get out.”

	The man smiled while crossing his arms. His head bobbed toward the television. “I am disappointed by your lack of situational awareness. Sad I must point it out to you.” 

	All the bravado vanished when the blinking red light in the top corner caught Carson’s gaze. His legs gave out, pitching his body forward. He stumbled to the couch just in time. “We’re live?”

	“No, just recording. The digital copy is being streamed to a secure location, ready to be uploaded to every media outlet and competitor within seconds at my command. You think you are famous now? Pft. Your own words will make you Infamous—a head above the vilest citizens of the world, living or dead. Two options are available to you. One—you have five seconds to access the control panel and set the site to deactivate at 11:59 p.m. eastern tomorrow. Two—if you balk, hesitate, or have the audacity to say no, I push the button. Full disclosure—if you choose option two, I dispatch you in a way befitting a deplorable monster who takes the innocence of young boys. Live. After you take your final breath, I shall pluck out the right eye and use it to gain entry into the saferoom to my left and speak the deactivation code myself. I am sure you are not surprised I already possess the password.”

	“Oh, Jesus. This isn’t happening.”

	“The carpenter from Nazareth has nothing to do with our tête-a-tête, Mr. Killgore. You may view our decision as hypocritical, and one could construe it as such. I prefer to think of it this way: The world is in a horrible state. The number of people living in squalor has risen significantly while others, like us, sleep on satin sheets and eat caviar. Despondent souls commit atrocities over their dread of losing their possessions. Orphans wail when their parents die from addiction, senseless shootings, poverty, or simply abandoning them to pursue a variety of selfish lusts—lusts, mind you, touted by your creation. Streets are littered with human trash, and we have done nothing to negate their sufferings. Instead of using our creations to aide in attaining global prosperity, we have only added more broken souls to the throngs. Countries wage wars with each other over the natural resources underneath the ground. Corpses rot in the streets from bioterrorism. Technology has advanced so far that weapons capable of destroying the entire planet are in the demented hands of world leaders who could snap at any time. Bloody battles have been waged for centuries over which religion interprets the mind of God correctly. We are humanity, united by the bonds of DNA, yet we seem doomed to separate and segregate each other by our outward appearances and differences, and to covet with insatiable desire what our neighbors have. The choice is simple, Mr. Killgore: comply and eventually be hailed as a hero who helped usher in The Clearing or die as a despised pedophile. Join us in doing this for the good of humanity during these unprecedented times.”

	“Taking down my site will not be enough.”

	“You are correct, which is why I mentioned you aren’t the only person on my agenda tonight. We already planned our mission out to the minutest detail. DNS servers will cease functioning correctly at the same time, causing a chain reaction when the mechanism for authenticating data in the DNSSEC is compromised. Think of the coming digital darkness on mankind as the way to reset the world’s broken circadian rhythms. Constant, intrusive blue light is wreaking havoc on society. Stand with us and help slay the beasts we unleashed on the world before no one is left alive to log on. If you do, you have our word the recording will be deleted and evidence of your transgressions destroyed.”

	Unable to hold them back any longer, a few hot tears trickled down Carson’s face. The nameless man just decimated his entire universe. He had no choice—no way out. If the damning evidence were released, he’d be financially and personally ruined. He rose, legs shaking while wobbling like a homeless drunkard to the saferoom entrance. Leaning close, he blinked twice as the retinal scanner confirmed his identity before he stepped inside the nine-by-nine, temperature-controlled space. 

	The sultry female voice he programmed and named Alia after the one and only woman he truly loved filtered from speakers in the ceiling. “Good evening, Carson. Shall I display the daily report, or may I be of assistance with something else?”

	Glancing over his shoulder, Carson’s heart skipped two beats. The man stood inches away, holding a small object in his hand, thumb twitching over a bright green button. He held a needle in the palm of the other. “No tricks, Mr. Killgore. As I mentioned, we already know the proper protocol. One wrong word or phrase and it will be your last.”

	“Alia, initiate deactivation sequence occidere mihi nunc.”

	Carson took the slender piece of metal from the man, wincing as he jabbed the sharp end into his ring finger.

	“As you wish, Carson. Please provide the required DNA to continue.”

	Stepping closer to the humming machine, Carson squeezed out six droplets of fresh blood onto the designated pad.

	“Identity verified. Please provide the time for shut down.”

	Choking back a sob, Carson rattled off the binary sequence of numbers.

	“Confirmed. The Social Lounge will be deactivated at 11:59 p.m. EST on September 10, 2025. May I assist you with anything else tonight, Carson?”

	“No.”

	Nauseated after speaking the dreaded words, Carson clung to the steel doorframe for support as black dots made his vision blur. Turning his head, he heaved, nothing expelling but thick spittle.

	Stumbling out of the room, he slipped in the vomit, landing with a loud thump on his back. The scent of burned matches mixed with copper and stomach acids filled the room. The temperature spiked. 

	Footfalls from behind him stopped. Hot, foul breath caressed his ear. “Your sacrifice will not be forgotten, Mr. Killgore.” 

	Looking up from the floor, Carson blinked in stunned awe at a rolling cloud of semi-transparent vapor. When it cleared, the man was gone—just like The Social Lounge would be in less than a day.

	Scrambling to his feet, he ran to the front door and then the back, searching for the strange man. Seeing no one and noticing both doors were still locked, he returned to the living room and stared at the dark television screen. “Alia, run facial recognition on the man just here. Crosscheck him with known partners or associates of The Talladav Group. Display recording of when he entered residence on the screen.”

	The soft whir of electronics filled the room. Carson paced back and forth like a caged lion. After a few seconds, the screen lit up with the video of himself entering the foyer and then the living room. Cold chills raced up his back. He appeared to be having a conversation with himself while staring at the Planar—which was blank. “Identity confirmed. Killgore, Carson Edward, age…”

	“Not me!” he screamed, stomping his foot. “The other man. I have to know who he is.”

	“One moment, Carson.”

	The video stopped.

	The screen went black again.

	Sweat poured down his face; raging paranoia thrummed inside his mind while seconds turned into minutes. Was it possible he was experiencing a mental breakdown?

	“Unable to locate any human activity inside the residence since your departure at six a.m. until your arrival at nine-thirty p.m. Would you like me to playback this morning’s…?”

	“That is not possible. He was here! Check your files again. Scan to detect any anomalies or intrusions by malware or viruses. Verify system has not been compromised or altered by any outside source. Trace the streaming location from the Planar and give me the coordinates. Do it now!”

	“One moment, Carson.”

	Staring at the vomit on the floor, he closed his eyes, impatiently counting the seconds and then minutes for Alia’s response. Did one of his numerous enemies hire someone to drug his food and he was hallucinating?

	“No unauthorized activity detected. All systems functioning properly. Killgore, Carson, Edward at five fifty-nine a.m. and at nine-thirty p.m. No other human image or voice detected between the hours of six a.m. and nine-thirty p.m.…”

	Zoning out as blackness swam around the edges of his vision, Carson heard nothing else…
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	…Shuddering at the memory, Carson forced himself to steer clear of the remainder of the horrid night. The encounter at his residence was the first time in his life he understood the word terrified.

	Unable to focus on the large crowd gathered on the streets, he let his thoughts wander to the events leading up to what he was told would be labeled worldwide as “The Clearing.”

	The previous eight months were crammed full of chaos, fear, and heat—unprecedented, unending, sweltering heat. Those who doubted global warming became believers when temperatures across the world shattered previous records as the sun scorched the earth. Hundreds of rivers and lakes dried up, several glaciers melted, and crops were rendered down to nothing but burnt chaff. Numerous power grids in other countries failed, plunging citizens into darkness as the oppressive heatwave bore down without mercy on mankind, animals, and plants. Hundreds of thousands of people died, the majority of which were elderly people whose frail bodies could not withstand the heat.

	For months, he watched from his safe perch at the top of his mansion, gaze bouncing from one monitor to the next as though studying mice scurrying about in a complicated maze. As the mercury shot up, tempers shortened. Violent crime soared to staggering heights, spreading like a virulent plague from the inner cities to the suburbs and finally into rural communities across the globe. Divorce rates quadrupled. All high school, college, and professional sports ground to a halt after numerous athletes collapsed and died during practice. Child abuse reached astronomical figures. Racial tensions boiled over, spurred on by the poor sweltering in the heat, demanding relief. Rogue officers in numerous states resorted to using harsh tactics to control the crowds, resulting in the highly publicized deaths of several African Americans. Their actions spurred a movement to defund the police, claiming systemic brutality. The once-vibrant job market vanished as massive layoffs happened. By July of 2025, millions of unemployed people desperate for money, food, and answers turned on their governments—and on each other. 

	Protests orchestrated through his site and other social media venues were all the rage. They sprang up simultaneously in the capitals of major cities, rapidly descending into bloody riots. Paranoia and the fear of the unknown fueled the flames, igniting the uncontrollable anger into a roaring inferno of hatred. 

	Peaceful protesters morphed into rabid rioters, destroying everything in their paths while stealing whatever they could grab. The fragile economic bubbles in several smaller countries burst, decimating the daily lives of the inhabitants, leaving them destitute and homeless.

	Shouting and finger pointing became the norm. The blame game went into overdrive. Race, ethnicity, religious beliefs, gender, poverty, global warming, human rights, child trafficking, corrupt governments and politicians—nothing escaped being labeled as the cause of unrest.

	The news and social media platform he designed intertwined like coiled snakes. The combination hissed and writhed while spewing out their venomous content. His carefully crafted platform, nurtured from infancy by his own hands, morphed into something unrecognizable. For weeks he hounded his team, forcing them to work around the clock writing new code to detect and weed out the instigators on both sides; accounts of social justice warriors urging complete and total anarchy were deleted by the thousands right along with radical, right wing conservative buffoons armed with enough ammunition to start World War III.

	Their efforts did not matter or even make a dent on his platform or others. For every account deleted ten more appeared. Keyboard warriors united
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