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            "If you can't dazzle them with brilliance, baffle them with bullshit"    W.C.Fields
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Prologue
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THE ORACLE OF DELPHI, a priestess of the god Apollo known as Pythia, delivered cryptic prophecies that shaped the course of Greek history. Pythia was believed to speak directly with Apollo, providing advice and prophecies to those who came to the shrine to make an offering. As a result, offerings elevated the donor’s status, allowing them to hear the prophecies. Pythia would often go into a trance-like state by inhaling vapors from a nearby chasm, where she would utter nonsensical words that priests would interpret and explain. Pythia, considered one of the most important oracles in the ancient world, would have people coming from great distances seeking her guidance on major decisions like war and politics. Some of the prophecies were specific, while others were vague and more like sage advice. The Pythia priestess was typically a woman fifty years of age who lived a pure life and would live out the rest of her life housed within the Temple of Apollo. One of her best-known prophecies involved Croesus, the wealthy king of Lydia, renowned for his immense wealth and generosity. He controlled large gold deposits, amassed a large fortune, and saw an opportunity to gain more wealth by going to war with Persia. Seeking guidance on a potential war with Persia, Croesus consults the Oracle, who declares, “If you cross the Halys River, a great empire will fall.” Confident that this prophecy means victory, Croesus initiates the battle, only to be decisively defeated by the Persians. His Lydian empire falls as Cyrus the Great claims victory. 

Croesus' arrogance, misinterpreting the prophecy, leads to his demise. 

He starts the video; his face is obscured. “They will use technology to cause fear,” he whispered to the lens, his voice a muffled vibrato of terror and jagged excitement. “They will make the world destroy itself.”

He cut the feed, plunging the abandoned warehouse into a silence so heavy it felt like a physical weight. He wasn't just a messenger; he was a man trying to outrun a digital god.

He moved with a practiced, invisible grace, pulling a black hoodie low as he climbed into a nondescript Chevy that smelled of cold coffee and old paper. His “Resistance” didn't live on servers—it lived in the footwell of his car. He drove for hours, bypassing every smart highway and toll camera, until he reached a library miles from his zip code.

He didn't leave a trail; he left a warning. He dropped a stack of hand-typed pamphlets onto the pavement—simplified, urgent, and untraceable. The headline stared up from the concrete like a scream:

WARNING: THE WORLD IS IN GRAVE DANGER.

By the time he dropped the stack of paper, he was already a shadow, headed for the next town.

I don't have much time. When they find me, they will kill me
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​Chapter One
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DELPHI COLLECTIVE IS testing the most advanced machine on the planet. The machine contains numerous large golden data disks and thousands of slender tubes. The cascading tubes, reminiscent of a Portuguese man-of-war, terminate at a large circular rack system filled with digital servers. A three-story acrylic cylinder, measuring twelve meters in diameter, encases the entire system. This glowing object d’art represents the most advanced computer ever developed. The photonic quantum hybrid computer, housed in a low-noise, low-error-rate enclosure, consists of millions of qubits. With the photonic system, cryogenic cooling will no longer be required, greatly reducing energy requirements. Tens of thousands of fiber optics that feed the system will enable scalability beyond current measurement capabilities. In a secret location known to only a few, a paradigm shift is occurring. This technology is advancing computing generations in just days, significantly increasing processing speed and reducing the error rate by a thousandfold. This remarkable breakthrough, as eventful as man setting foot on the moon in 1969, is just the beginning. Delphi, a massive conglomerate and disruptor of markets, will become the central driving force behind this undertaking.

The New Pythia will usher in a new era. Unlike the attempts of others, the Delphi Collective continues to gain progress when unusual bursts of energy and problem-solving occur at an alarming rate.

NASA shut down its quantum computer in 2024 when an unexpected occurrence took place. The computer started finding solutions to problems in seconds that would take supercomputers hundreds of years to solve. An unusual event happened when the computer formulated an internal language—perhaps an attempt to find intelligent life in the cosmos. At this juncture, scientists felt they were advancing into dangerous realms and ended the experiment. All memory was purged, bringing the machine back to its previous iteration and halting further experimentation. At first, the Delphi Collective found these similar events frightening, but they soon realized that the computer had given rise to a rapidly evolving sentient being.

“This day will transform the world as we know it and begin the advancement of our species for the betterment of mankind and our planet!” The leader rejoices. 

As she listens to the final proclamation, she turns off the recording device in her robe and contemplates. This will be the news story of the year. She has spent the last six months infiltrating the cult. Cassandra Brown, a doctoral candidate researching quantum communication theory, prioritized her education until she met Josh, the love of her life. He fully embraced life, taking Cassie skydiving, rock climbing, and horseback riding. When he died due to a preexisting condition, she was devastated but continued with a life of adventure. Her advisor cautioned her during her thesis defense that she appeared more focused on her writing style than the science. This had a transformative effect; she embraced the idea of being a writer, contributing several articles to scientific journals, and gained a fair amount of praise from peer reviews. When she was contacted by the FBI to become a confidential human source while she worked as an intern for a large company, she jumped at the chance. Now, as an independent journalist, this will be the story that will define the rest of her career. Cassie Brown's exposé should make the Top Ten book list. She can get into her car and never have to interact with these sick people again. 

As she leaves, one of the anointed asks, “Sister, can I have a word?” He waits until the others file out and the door closes. As he sees them leave, he grabs her and puts a cloth to her face, but as she tries to scream, she chokes on the vapors and passes out. 

A sudden bump jolts her awake, and she realizes that she is traveling by car through rocky terrain. The car comes to a stop, and the trunk lid opens. She is bound, gagged, and naked in the trunk of her car. He drags her out and drops her in a ditch. She manages to get to her knees. As she tries to plead through the gag, he just stands there shaking his head. Without hesitation, he reaches out and grabs her by the hair. Her eyes are full of tears and open wide in terror as he stabs her in the side of her neck and pulls the blade forward, slitting her throat; as she bleeds out with the sound of gurgling, the story dies with her. 

Yes, a new world with far fewer people, he muses.
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“MINA, COME PICK UP your leg!”  

“I'm getting ready for a dance. I can't go with my blade; that would be weird.” 

“Now. Let's pick it up!” 

“Oh, OK, Tony.”

Mina says, “Rosie, can you pick up my blade and bring it to my room, please?” 

A mechanical voice said, “You got it, princess.” 

Nick, Tony's best friend from high school, gifted him a DCI model 102 domestic robot. Nick has kept in touch ever since and is now a senior scientist for Delphi Combined Industries. 

Nick and Tony were inseparable during high school; Nick achieved straight A's and won robot competitions during their school years, while Tony ran track and managed a passing grade. Through the years they have always kept in touch and have been there for each other through life events and family gatherings.

“So now you're calling the robot Rosie, like the Jetsons?”

“What’s the Jetsons?”

“It was an old cartoon about a futuristic family...”

“Never mind, I'll look it up on YouTube,” Mina says.

“And you have Rosie calling you a princess?” 

“Well, you said every little girl is a princess.”

“I did. I told you that a long time ago.” 

“I know!” She says in a huff. “I have to get ready for the dance; can we talk later, OK?”

“Sure," Tony says.  Trying to argue with a teenager is a no-win situation.

Yes, Princess, it was a long time ago.
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YEARS EARLIER, THIRTY kilometers outside of Kabul, Afghanistan, a mission begins.

“Come on. Let's go. We leave in ten minutes.

“Hey, are we good?” 

DeMarco looks around to get a thumbs-up from everybody. 

Greg yells out, 

“Tony, we’re checking the rooms, making sure we didn’t leave anything.” 

“Check on the B-team guys that are coming with us.”

The team interpreter approaches Team Sergeant DeMarco.

“Tony, they want to meet with Amin again and me to translate for Mac and some other guys. We just met with him two days ago. He has nothing; he just wants a pay date.”

“I know. I know. You meant Payday, by the way. I told them, but the OGA guys are insisting on meeting with him. Look, it will be about an hour tops. In twelve hours you and your kids will be on a plane heading towards the U.S.” 

Hasan looks nervous. 

“Tony, you have to take care of my kids if I don't make it—”

“You will be fine, Hassan.”

“You must promise, Tony; you must!”

“OK, I promise, everything will be fine.” 

“Thank you, thank you.” 

Hassan shakes Tony’s hand with both hands.

Tony is a good man. He is always good for his word.

––––––––
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Six months earlier....

Hassan’s wife is working with the International Red Crescent inoculating children when a band of Taliban kills the medical staff and several children. Hasan’s wife, Younis, is among the dead. Hassan is devastated. As the team surrounds him, showing solidarity, they all share the same feeling: “We will find out who did this and make them pay.”

Tony taps into his human intelligence sources, not the regular ones but the ones who don’t freely give up information. Those that play both sides in the middle. 

“No one likes killing kids, no matter what the cause.” Tony declares while speaking to the town elders.

His interpreter, Akeem, translates.

The elders nod in agreement. Money is not always the motivating factor. 

Akeem says, "They want to set up a school in the village and need paper, pads, pens, pencils, and notebooks."

“We can do that.”

Tony seals the deal with a handshake. 

They inform him that Malik Hadid has been targeting aid workers, and they also provide a physical description along with a possible location. Akeem knows Malik. 

“He is a terrible man, Tony.”

As they leave the meeting, Tony pulls Akeem aside. “Find out what you can.” 

Tony digs out five twenty-dollar bills, not operational funds, his own money, and puts them in Akeem's pocket.  This one is personal; it is no longer just about intelligence collection.

The next day, Tony gets the current location for Malik Hadid. Malik and five others are holed up at a Taliban safehouse. Tony contacts his other sources, who identify Malik as a problem and verify the location. He sends a report up and meets with other intelligence operators. 

“This guy has been on the radar for a while. How good is your intelligence?” They ask. Tony answers, 

“Highly reliable, current, verified by multiple sources.” 

OGA sends a source to the safehouse with a cell phone to pin the location. That night, they planned an operation involving multiple units and air assets. At 03:00 local time, they hit the safehouse, killing all of the occupants. They take Malik's body back for fingerprints and proof of involvement in the rash of attacks against aid workers. Later, Tony brings Hassan into the room where the forensics team has just processed the body. 

“Hassan, you have two minutes,” and hands him a knife. Tony guards the door as he hears the rage from inside. He knows the gesture won’t do anything, but it will give Hassan some peace.

This will be another terrorist showing up to the afterlife with no balls.

“Hassan, we are heading out in five minutes; you and the kids ride with Mamood and Anwar.” 

“OK, thanks, Tony.” The convoy of vehicles leaves with Mamood’s truck in the lead. They pull up to a location outside of Kabul: two Humvees, a Toyota SUV with OGA personnel, and a Toyota truck with Mamood, Anwar, Hasan, and his two kids, Mina, who is six, and Khalid, age four.

Amin greets them, “Salam alaikum.” 

“Wa-ʿalaykumu s-salām,” Tony responds. 

“Are you meeting with us today?” 

“Not today, Amin. You can meet with my friends. I want to introduce you to US Commander Mac, Chief Mike, Mr. Smith, and Mr. Jones; they will be meeting with you. 

“Ah yes, we have much to talk about.” Hasan just rolls his eyes, and Tony laughs to himself. The meeting place is a multipurpose building, built traditionally with mud, straw, and wood supports. There is a meeting room at the back and a small store at the front with windows displaying toiletries, food items, candy, and household items. Tony gets some candy and gives some to Hassan's kids. “Thank you, Mr. Tony!" Mina and Khalid are practicing English for their new life in the USA. Mina and Khalid play outside the store, kicking around a deflated soccer ball. 

Inside the room, Amin goes through his usual posturing. “I have important information to tell you, but first we have tea.”

As is custom in Afghanistan, like many other parts of the world, rapport is paramount, and courtesies must be followed before business begins. Amin waves over a young teenage boy. “Bring tea for all our guests.” Outside, the team is maintaining local security while waiting for the meeting to end. They see the boy go out to a small building where all the cooking takes place. In a few minutes the boy comes out with a tray with cups and a teapot. Tony sees something that strikes his attention. 

“Greg, do you see that kid? Is there anything unusual, or am I missing something?”

“Yeah, he is wearing a jacket now, but he didn't have one on earlier.” 

The boy walks toward the building with the tray and seems to be mumbling or praying to himself, with his head down. Meanwhile, two men emerge from the cookhouse, walk to a white pickup truck, and then drive off slowly. Tony and Greg see a hand extend out the window with a cell phone.  Red Flag!

“Oh shit!”

“Bomb, bomb, bomb; get out of there!”

Tony notices Hassan's kids are standing there frozen, unsure of what's happening. Tony runs towards them and grabs the kids, one in each arm. He turns to run for safety. As he runs, he senses the change in air pressure; time seems to slow down.

Boom!

They are slammed to the ground. The world goes black. Tony hears loud ringing and sudden brightness, and things are out of focus. Pain enters the equation as his senses heighten.

“Tony, Tony, DO YOU HEAR ME?” 

“What happened...kids?” Tony blurts out, gasping for air. 

Doc is wrapping his left hand with a large field dressing, and he feels a strap around his thigh. His leg is numb. He looks over and sees that the boy, Khalid, is missing an arm and has a misshapen head. Without a doubt, the boy is dead. The little girl screams in agony, her leg shredded.

“Oh God!” Tony says. Then he sees the tourniquet and realizes that his leg has been blown off. 

Other members of the team enter the building and discover Hassan dead in a corner of the room. They also find the kid’s body slumped over with his decapitated head staring blankly with lifeless eyes. The two OGA operators are also dead, and the team hears moaning coming from the floor.

Mac is responding, obviously in shock, and Chief is unconscious but breathing. Chief is bleeding from a serious head wound, with blood coming out of his left ear. While they bring Mac and Chief to the vehicles, others retrieve the bodies of the fallen.

Greg is on the radio. “We need air support over there.”

“Wait, over.”

“Say again, over.” 

A vehicle bomb just went off in Bagram; all air assets were diverted there. Send your requests for medevac. We will send you help soon, over.”

At that time another team member yells out, “We have company: three trucks loaded with Taliban about 1500 meters out.” They start taking fire.

“CONTACT...CONTACT, we need air now! 1500 meters north of the compound, three trucks, about fifteen armed. Over.”

Tommy Thompson sets up his Barrett sniper rifle and provides details of the targets. “I can try shooting at the trucks to slow them down.” He takes aim at the lead vehicle and shatters the windshield. The Taliban stop to crossload the vehicles, and the two trucks start approaching at an accelerated rate. Thompson fires several more shots. The truck has a mounted DShK, a heavy machine gun, called ‘Dushka,’ Russian for 'sweetie.' The mounted Dushka starts firing. Now inside one thousand meters, things are happening fast. The team starts volley firing to slow them down, then they hear the whomp, whomp of the rotor blades as the choppers come over the ridge; they take out the lead truck with machine gun fire. As the other truck pivots around, the helicopter circles and takes out the second vehicle. 

The choppers land, and Tony, Chief, and Mac are put on the medevac chopper. The crew chief shouts, 

"No civilians!" as the medic carries the young girl. 

Tony on the stretcher grabs the crew chief by the collar and pulls him to his face. 

“She goes!” 

“Let's go!” The pilot yells, and the medic carries the girl and slides into the chopper. The chopper lifts off while the other chopper pulls security. 

After the chopper leaves, Greg checks the time, pulls up a map on the GPS, and makes some calculations. He contacts headquarters to make an immediate air fire request. 

“Looking for a white Toyota Hilux should be in the vicinity of .... In about eight minutes from now, will you be able to observe? Over”

“We can try, but we need more description. Over.”

“Roger, in the bed they have a space blanket, OD green and silver; an orange signal panel; a round red gas can; and a white and blue soccer ball, over.” 

“Good copy; we will send word when we locate it. Over.” 

They send the coordinates to the Reaper Drone to scan the area. 

Ten minutes later, the positive ID comes through, and the crew responds with the battle damage assessment. “Target destroyed, two dead.”

After the helicopters leave the landing zone, Greg talks to Mamood and Anwar: “This is where we part ways.” He gives them an envelope with cash. 

“See that Hassan and his son are buried in a good spot.” 

“What of the girl?” Mamood says. 

“She will die here if we leave her; she needs special medical attention. We can try to save her in America.” 

“Let it be so, Inshallah.” The two men embrace, then Greg enters the lead vehicle, and the convoy departs for Bagram Airfield. 

When they approach the airfield, it is chaotic. People are climbing over the fences and running on the tarmac as planes are traveling down the runway. The Humvees move through the crowd, pushing people to the side. “What's going on?” Greg yells.

“There was a VBIED a little while ago. We lost soldiers and a bunch of civilians.” The guards open the gate and shove back the crowd to let the HUMVEES inside. 

Greg locates Operations and makes sure Tony, Mac, Chief, and the little girl are receiving treatment. The plane traveling to Ramstein has set up a triage on the runway. He runs up to the officer in charge and gets a quick update. Pretty much everyone on the team is passed out but alive. The little girl has her leg completely wrapped but is at rest. 

The rest of the team returns to the airfield, sends up the Situation Report (SitRep), and transports the bodies of the two OGA officers from the Toyota to the temporary morgue. Greg gathers the remaining team members for a debriefing and subsequently sends an updated SitRep. Greg is thorough and doesn't miss a beat. 

He boards the aircraft and looks back, taking in his last view of Afghanistan.
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“DAD, I CAME IN SECOND place in the tennis tournament,” a young Artemis tells her father. He looks at her with disdain and says, “You lost.” This was a typical reaction of her father, who embraced the philosophy that you either come in first or you come in last. Driven and successful, reaching billionaire status before age thirty, he was the CEO of two major tech companies. Additionally, he served on the boards of two financial firms and acted as a venture capitalist for six quantum computing startups.

Over the years he groomed his daughter for the eventual succession to the company CEO position. Although he has a son, Theo, who is two years younger than Artemis, Theo is a lump of clay that needs to be molded. After years of guiding him and bailing him out of various situations, Sinclair realizes that all Theo would ever be would be a lump of clay, and he would be hidden away in an office doing some meaningless work.

Artemis excels beyond her father's expectations. She is determined to achieve her goals, willing to go to any lengths to avoid disappointing her father. She carefully follows his direction: “Friends are sometimes a liability; cut them loose if you cannot count on them. She, like her father, follows the readings from Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, Machiavelli’s The Prince, and Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations. 

At his insistence, she participates in team sports and becomes adept at manipulating her teammates. 

She excels at soccer, and after scoring a goal, an opposing player calls her out.

“You think you’re hot shit!” 

“As a matter of fact, I do, since I just scored a goal.”

“You better watch out.”

“Yeah, whatever,” Artemis answers with a laugh.

When Artemis goes back to the team, she lays it on thick, telling her teammates that she was threatened. As play resumes, it does not take long for the team to hone in on the girl. An elbow to the face yields a broken nose to the girl and a yellow card to Artemis’ teammate. The injured girl glares at Artemis as they escort her off the field, but Artemis simply smiles and waves. 

Artemis excels in school in computer science, robotics, and quantum mechanics, achieving a PhD in her twenties. Winning at any cost becomes a mantra. “If you're not cheating, you're not trying," her father often says.

Her mother, Sophia, however, is loving and dotes over her daughter. Sophia, a trophy wife, is accustomed to the spotlight. Sophia, a beauty queen hailing from New Jersey, has secured roles on Broadway and various television shows, yet she has not ventured into Hollywood despite receiving numerous offers. 

Artemis was difficult as a child. She did not socialize well and had frequent tantrums. She had very few playmates. Sophia sat her down and instructed her in the arts, fashion, charm, and how to speak persuasively. Sophia took her young protégé to meet with actors, entertainers, heads of state, and the scientific community. They would attend concerts, plays, ballet recitals, and conferences. By the time Artemis enters high school, she is the most popular girl and is liked by teachers and students alike, except for a few individuals who cannot stand her arrogance.

She looks at her father, who has been lying in a hospital bed and is now just a shadow of his former self since suffering a stroke three days ago; she realizes that he will never get better. As she looks at him, she thinks back to a time when she gained his approval, at least, almost.

––––––––
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In college, attending a prestigious university, she was on the varsity women's soccer team and had won their division. The football program was winding down the season when two of the kickers were injured in the same game. The school had set up a quick tryout for potential backup kickers. Artemis, not shy, goes into the coach's office. 

“I want to try out for the kicker.” 

“This is a team with all men.” 

“There are exceptions!” Artemis declares.

The coach sees where this is going. Not wanting to get caught up in a potential lawsuit, he offers, “OK, tryouts tomorrow at three pm.”

She arrives the next day and competes. By all measures, she bests the six male athletes trying out. The coach is impressed. “You definitely have talent!

OK, two more games this season, and we will get you suited up.” Artemis fits into the smallest uniform they have. The coach says, “The next game is a home game on Saturday; you start training with the team tomorrow.”

As expected, her presence creates a stir, much to her liking. She doesn't mind being the center of attention, and truth be told, she gets along better with men than women.

The one thing guys do that she hates is to use nicknames. It doesn't take long for someone to call her 'Arty.' At one of the practices, she shanks a kick, and a player yells,

“Hey Arty, is that an artichoke?” She just rolls her eyes. She is focused. In the practice days ahead, she is able to hit field goals from forty-six yards. She is set for the game on Saturday; this is going to be her moment. Then reality sets in, and she realizes the life of a kicker can be boring when your team does not get into scoring position. After three quarters, the team has not scored any points, and the score remains seven to zero. In the last two minutes, her team scores a touchdown. Artemis is practicing on the sidelines, ready to kick the point after touchdown. One of the assistant coaches whispers into her ear.

“Not this time; we’re going for two points. This is the best chance we have to win the game.

She is upset, but this is football.

Her team wins eight to seven, and everyone high-fives and says, Good game.

What
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