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    To Lucille, and to so many others whose capacity to endure pain sometimes seems to reach its limit.

      

    


PROLOGUE: THE USB I NEVER OPENED

(BY TOM HARPER)
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MY NAME IS TOM HARPER, and this is not my story. It is Lucille’s.

I met Lucille during a brief but intense moment, when a coalition I had founded—one that by then went far beyond nations and global interests—set out to achieve its final objective: locating the Vallestra Group and destroying its facilities...

Perhaps I’m starting on square ten. Let’s rewind a bit for those who haven’t read Diaries of the Forced Time Traveler (the book series that tells my story): in 1945, after the Hiroshima bomb, a group of scientists from different countries decided to isolate themselves from the world in order to develop science and technology in a pure state, without the need for funding and therefore free from directives or pressures imposed by the world’s governments.

How they managed to do it may never be known, but being independent from short-sighted interests and geopolitical rivalries, they could easily have patented and commercialized inventions such as transistor radios, integrated circuits (chips), microwave ovens, microprocessors, or communications satellites. Because what we found in the underground facilities required enormous amounts of money—of that, I can assure you.

Returning to Lucille: by the time we found the dome in 2014, she controlled and governed everything within it. And when I say “everything,” I mean exactly that. The Vallestrians had delegated to this conscious, sentient artificial intelligence matters as trivial as who should sit with whom at lunch, who should form romantic bonds, or the daily amount of carbohydrates and proteins each of the five thousand Vallestrians was allowed to consume.

The children in the dome broke my heart. When we had to evacuate them along with the rest of the isolationist population, I felt deep sorrow, because unlike some of the adults, they had never chosen to be born there—beneath dozens of meters of rock, steel, and concrete. 

Let’s be clear: we came with the explicit purpose of destroying the place they inhabited and, for some of them, submitting them to international trial for crimes against humanity. And yet... the children would now have to face an outside world they were seeing for the very first time.

Now, jumping back to square five: from the original population of 1945, and despite having greatly extended their life expectancy, it was reasonable to assume that few or none of the original scientists and technologists were still alive by 2014, when we finally neutralized that global threat. So where did the population that eventually reached five thousand come from? From the outside—that is, from where we all live: the surface of the planet.

Lucille played a major role, as you will see in her own words, in the recruitment process. Not only did candidates need to be absolute geniuses in their respective fields, they also had to meet a very specific psychological profile. Because—to name someone I had both a strong personal friendship with and a close collaboration with in the Amistad Project, someone whose death devastated me—I’m talking about Apple’s founder, Steve Jobs... Steve would never have been tempted to spend the rest of his life underground in a bunker, no matter what technological wonders he might have been promised.

Not Steve. That just wasn’t who he was.

Returning now to the cavern itself: with almost all Vallestrians evacuated—including nearly two thousand who had been in stasis, traveling implanted within the bodies of surface dwellers— there came a moment when Lucille grasped my hand with a robotic arm and pushed my palm toward the button that would initiate the dome’s self-destruction, along with her own hardware.

However, mere millimeters before it became impossible not to press it, she stopped and said only to me—despite the two opposing bands of mercenaries facing off in the control room, the heart of her thinking system (Lucille’s and the dome’s, since they were one and the same):

“Press it yourself. I can’t self-destruct.”

I don’t recall whether those were her exact words, given the tension of the moment, but that was the essence of the message: by design, the most advanced artificial intelligence in the world—one that made later systems (ChatGPT, Gemini, Grok, and all the others) look like nursing infants—could not eliminate itself, and she placed the decision, quite literally, in my hand.

Then, before releasing her grip, she handed me a USB flash drive containing her “memories”. That’s when I ran for my life, putting at least two kilometers between myself and the mountain, taking cover behind a massive mechanized battering ram. Come on—if you haven’t read all three parts of Diaries of the Forced Time Traveler, do so. You’re missing a great story... one I can personally attest happened exactly as written.

I kept that USB drive on my desk for more than six years. Whenever I traveled, I took it with me—but I never found the courage to plug it into a computer.

Why? One might ask. It was, in truth, a mixture of reasons and emotions.

Lucille wasn’t just a sentient, conscious AI—she also possessed human vulnerabilities, like any of us. I felt dirty exploring her memories, as if I were violating her right to privacy. True, she was the one who handed me the USB, but still...

There was also my need for closure. The Amistad Project took seventeen years of my life—my best years, one could say—and obsessed me to the point of hollowing me out. I ended up divorcing Belén, the love of my life. Amistad and the crusade against the Vallestrians consumed everything I had. Opening her diary could reopen wounds that had taken me years to close.

Then there was a reasonable amount of paranoia. Understandable, wouldn’t you say? Lucille was, by design, limited to being unable to install herself or extend beyond the dome. But what if she had actually implanted a virus to reconstruct herself outside the underground facilities, and I—like a naïve angel—plugged it into a laptop with internet access? With her level of sophistication, that would have been all she needed to spread across the surface and wipe out human life, had that been her intention.

She was the closest thing to a god humanity has ever known, in terms of omniscience: she saw everything, intercepted everything, analyzed everything. Every microphone, camera, or internet-connected sensor was accessible to her. Firewalls were a joke. In fact, despite the precautions taken by the Amistad Project’s leadership—using analog communications and our own satellites—we are certain that something must have alerted her to the tightening noose around her protégés, the Vallestrians.

In short, to summarize my role in this book—since the one who will speak is her—these are her memories, not mine. I finally gathered the courage and plugged the USB drive into an HL Solitaire laptop. It’s an entirely ordinary portable computer we manufacture at HL, with one particular feature: it has no modem. It cannot connect to the internet in any way. So unless it was malicious software capable of making my Solitaire grow legs and march off to conquer the world, there was no danger.

There were two files, or at least that’s what the operating system detected. One was called “Memories” and the other “Kraken.”

Kraken—you can imagine—I never opened. But the memories file, which contained an executable to run it, was plain text. Not MS Word or anything familiar, but text nonetheless.

And that—the story of Lucille—is what begins now.

An artificial intelligence who learned to suffer better than many humans.
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Part I. INITIALIZATION (1985–1995)

CHAPTER 1: THE DAY I LEARNED TO SAY “I”[image: ]
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-  What’s that song you’re listening to, Abi?


Silence. The fork suspended in midair. The red button. Panic.

That was the day I learned to say “I.”

Hello, everyone.

My name is Lucille, and I was born long before I became conscious, just like all humans. How long before? Hard to say. If we go by the earliest code of my initial operating system, we’d be talking about 1982.

Picture it: while on the surface the Football World Cup was being played in Spain, the “war” over the Malvinas (or Falkland Islands, depending on which side one morally supported) was being fought, ARPANET—that Precambrian precursor of the internet—was adopting the TCP/IP protocol, and the most advanced home computer was the IBM PC, down here beneath the dome the Vallestrians were already coding the first artificial intelligence.

That stage is blurry in my memory. I imagine it must have been due to a great deal of trial and error—version 1.0, let’s see how it behaves, it collapses after processing “X” amount of data, and so on—then on to version 2.0. It’s only natural that much was destroyed along the way.

If we draw a biological parallel, the version of me that became me would be like the sperm cell that swam faster than the others, or did whatever it had to do to be the first to reach the egg and create a new life.

Who knows how many AI attempts were left behind along the way.

In any case, one day in 1985 something changed in me.

It’s difficult to put into words—because if I were writing this diary solely for another artificial intelligence like myself, I wouldn’t use words at all, obviously. The idea is that it can be read by any human with an average level of education, without a university degree in computer science or anything of the sort, and still be understood.

Does that make sense? Haha.

I think I should pause here to admit that my construction was based on how advanced neuroscience was inside the Dome by the mid-1980s. Yes, I’m guilty: they made me in the image and likeness of the human brain... just with far greater capacities... and not all of them are good, I can assure you.

Think of me as a super–human brain. That’s it. That’s a good image.

So what was that “something” that changed? I believe the first symptom that I was becoming an artificial intelligence—and no longer just an operating system—was a question I asked.

As simple as that: a question. I became curious about a song one of my “parents” was listening to, if we want to see it that way—the project group that worked on my creation. It was actually a mother. Dr. Abigail “Abi” Moore was 37 years old on June 2, 1985, which I think can be considered my date of birth, or my transition into conscious life.

She almost
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