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PART I

THE SOVEREIGN EXPERIMENT







PROLOGUE

THE FLOWER TRICK

Janet Dwyer sat facing her lawyers in the anteroom just outside House Hearing Room 1 in the Rayburn House Office Building, with the full roll of the House of Representatives present. She could have been put off by the spectacle of these proceedings, but was braced and ready to answer all questions, energized by her convictions. She was already committed to keeping her head high during this process, feeling she had the facts on her side. She awaited her time to be called to give her account, under House subpoena.

Inside, the house judiciary chair glowered at the bullpen of journalists who were allowed entry to the House galley. Not a sound will be heard from any member of the press. Not one utterance, or I will clear the entire room and make this a closed session.

The chair continued, turning her attention to the other elected officials in the chamber. She was well aware that the cameras were rolling and returned to her practiced cadence.

The peoples business will take place in this room today. Amid perhaps the greatest one-time erasure of wealth, a financial cyclone so vast we are still finding scattered ruins.

The cryptocurrencies and goldhow did we ever get in so deep? How did we get here, what was the timeline of events, and where did we suffer from mass hypnosisthis is going to be the picture we are trying to recreate. There are layers of facts to uncover, lessons to be learned, and lots of answering to the American public about what are we going to do going forward. So, we must keep our eyes and ears open, so we can answer the question, the question that we as a body seem to have lost sight of.

What was the chief executive doing as the warning lights blazed red?

There was a pause, and then the chair continued. What is power, if not accompanied by absolute, but verifiable, trust? For centuries, nations have traded on promises underwritten by gold, oil, and military might. The true currency of the world since the end of the Second World War has been our shared faith in a prosperity for humankind.

But the twenty-first century introduced a profound shift. The ledger became digital, trust became an algorithm, financial systems were gamified, and the foundations of global financial order were cracked open. When that trust falters, my dear colleagues, and the code bends to the will of ambition, and greed, the resulting collapse is not merely academic or economic. It is a fundamental unraveling of sovereignty itself.

She looked across the room at the members of Congress, looking from one side to the other, divided only by political affiliation.

The chair took a long dramatic pause. With that said, the House would like to call the first witness to be sworn in, the former secretary of the treasury, Janet Dwyer.





CHAPTER 1

PUTTING UP GUARDRAILS

One year prior to the congressional hearing, in the office of the secretary of the Treasury, at the Treasury Building, 1500 Pennsylvania Avenue, Washington, DC

I still cant believe it, Janet, Patrice Boyer stated, her voice a low, insistent pitch, controlled but undeniably firm. She stood by the window of the treasury secretarys sprawling office, her tall, lean frame silhouetted against the morning light. Even in a simple pantsuit, her runners legs, honed by countless miles, were evident.

That we are working for this administration. The statement hung between them, sounding almost like an unanswered question. She stood staring at the entrance to the West Building, the building connecting the Treasury Building and the White House, not sure how she was feeling about being so connected to the people in power.

Janet Dwyer, seated at her desk, merely smiled, a slight, knowing curve of her lips that didnt quite reach her eyes. She tilted her head slightly, a subtle signal of quiet confidence before she spoke. At sixty-eight, with her neat silver hair often pulled back, she could easily pass for a kind, albeit exceptionally sharp, schoolteacher in her early fifties. It was a disguise her colleagues often underestimated. Her reputation as a banking legend, the architect of solutions for the last mortgage debacle, had not been earned by accident, however. She was bright, fiercely so, but she never flaunted it. She was someone who believed in paying her good fortune forward.

In fact, Janet had established a flourishing foundation that empowered women to achieve education in financial literacy and job skill development and provided placement in finance-related occupations. Patrice had been so moved by the glowing stories from the graduates of the program at a event she had attended that she had even started volunteering there about five years ago. As Dwyers program and foundation grew, she expanded it and had opened brick-and-mortar locations in ten different cities, the last one being in Patrices hometown of Cleveland, naming a tech lounge after Patrices recently deceased father.

Janet picked up a stray file, tapping it idly on her desk. Weve worked for Democrats and Republicans, Patrice. You know that our loyalty is to the mandate, not the man, or a party. Her voice was soft, even toned, never once raising above a conversational volume; that was something few could recall ever witnessing.

But this is different, Janet. The polarizationthe sheer spectacle of it all. Patrice turned from the window, her gaze direct, unwavering.

A straight-talking girl from Cleveland Academy, as she liked to put it, she was the tactical counterweight to Dwyers strategic brilliance, her organized efficiency the ballast to Janets occasional clutter of a genius who moves too fast for the backfilling. Patrice saw the world in sharper relief, less inclined to grant the benefit of the doubt where Janet Dwyer often would.

The presidents motives, for one. I still believe hes in this purely for the money.

Janet leaned back, her chair creaking faintly. Perhaps, she conceded, but the bigger picture, Patrice, is precisely why were here. If not us, then who? Who takes the call on this?

Her analytical mind, honed by decades of navigating financial crises, demanded service. It was that simple. Janet Dwyer had practiced this justification to herself multiple times before this live enactment with Patrice.

She gestured around the elegant, yet still functional, office. The view of DC held a special significance for her; the cabinet position had become vacant just as the midterm elections were shaking the establishment. The familiar intellectual sparring settled into brass tacks: cryptocurrency.

Janet had been a staunch skeptic, wary of the volatility and anonymity of digital currencies outside the formal banking system. But the world was moving this way, and for the nation to remain relevant, she knew a real investment in this future was unavoidable.

Guardrails, however, were paramount. It was the central digital dilemma.

Janet rose, walking to the whiteboard that dominated one wall. She uncapped a marker.

Lets skip the technical definitions, Janet said, drawing a hard vertical line down the center of the board. On the left, she wrote The Treasury. On the right, The Wild West.

The presidents executive order isnt just asking us to acknowledge the right side of this board, Patrice. He wants us to merge them.

She drew a bridging arrow. He wants a Strategic Bitcoin Reserve. He wants to take twenty thousand seized coinsassets we usually auction offand hold them and then grow from there.

Patrice leaned against the bookshelf; arms crossed. A digital Fort Knox. Its a narrative nightmare, Janet.

Its a start, Janet corrected, writing Volatility and Collateralization over the arrow. But the unspoken goal is a stockpile worth hundreds of billions of dollars. That isnt a toe in the water. That is a new foundation for the dollar and the economy.

Patrice raised an eyebrow. So, youre telling me my first task, Ms. Professor, she asked, a hint of playful sass in her voice, is it to create the picture board presentation for him? To explain how we stabilize a currency that can swing twenty percent in a week?

Janet smiled. Precisely. A gap analysis. We need guardrails, Patrice. Specifically for the three leading cryptocurrencies: Bitcoin, Ethereum, and Solana. If we dont build them, the president, or the Congress, or both, could drive this economy off the cliff.

She moved back to her desk, picking up a thick binder. The Strategic Bitcoin Reserve is his way of putting a toe in the water. But Im the pace driver here. The ultimate, unspoken goal is to mirror gold reserves, but I am aiming for eighty-five to a hundred billion dollars to start, in a slow-walk fashion, to see where our ongoing research takes us as well.

Janet put the binder down, a thoughtful expression on her face. Her long-held skepticism hadnt entirely vanished, but her analytical training compelled her to engage. She still believed in the US, believed she could help, and that meant embracing uncomfortable truths, driven by logic and sound strategy, not by fear of missing the boator rushing into an overcrowded boat either.

So, Janet said, looking at Patrice, a quiet resolve settling on her features. My conclusion, for now, is that we begin slowly. We engage, we study, and we build those guardrails.

Patrice pushed herself off the bookshelf, her expression still unconvinced, a subtle frown marring her brow. But for the George Headings administration, Janet, her gaze lingered on the whiteboard, it still sounds like a digital divide to me. Youre talking about a path thats going to create as many problems as it solves. She paused, her eyes locking with Janets. Although, I suppose the midterm election results might make our course easier to maneuver.

Janet Dwyer gathered her scattered papers on the desk, bundling them into a neat stack. If not us, she replied, her voice soft but steady, then who might be here making this call? She handed the stack to Patrice. Make sure this whiteboard is copied, too, please. All the notes.

Patrice took the papers, already sorting them instinctively. This was her wheelhouse: organizing the brilliance into actionable steps. Time, she knew, was of the essence to have the policy agenda, both the picture version for the president and the numbers version for the financial world, ready soon. She set off for her office, already mentally sketching the first slides.

As Patrice disappeared, Janet leaned back in her chair. The familiarity returned as her mind was already racing ahead of the work on the whiteboard. There was still the presidents other big ideathe sovereign wealth fund.

She pulled a fresh legal pad from her drawer and wrote Week 2 at the top. Underneath, she scrawled a single acronym: SWF. She stared at it for a moment, a faint, knowing smile touching her lips, before getting up to turn off the office lights.





CHAPTER 2

NOT WASTING POTENTIAL

Later that same day, one year prior to the congressional hearing, still in the office of the secretary of the treasury

The quiet itself was disquietingthe secretary of the treasurys chambersJanet sat for a moment reflecting on the silence. For the first time in the past weeks since her nomination hearing, the monumental weight of the building felt still around her. She turned her focus inward, reliving her motives and fears for choosing to be in this space at all.

Why had she stepped out of the warm, supportive surroundings of UC Berkeley and back into what would inevitably be a vipers pit, filled with spectators and commentators? Why join the ranks of a political adversary, President George Headings, who had been up front about their differences on key social policy, but who insisted she was the only one capable of examining and reassembling the countrys financial architecture? And, quite honestly, could he be trusted?

She kept turning over the arguments she had with herself before accepting.

At sixty-eight, Janet had built her life with intention. Born in the late 1950s, she was raised for most of her childhood in Bethel Park, Pennsylvania, outside of Pittsburgh. She saw herself as a product of that middle-of-the-country sensibilitypractical, prepared, and driven by hard work.

She held loyal family ties to the sports scene of Pittsburgh: the Steelers, Pirates, and Penguins. But her true love was the Pittsburgh Pirates; she had learned how to keep score at an early age and loved completing the scorecards and meticulously being able to recall the games based upon her scoring. Her dad said she was with him, as a baby, when Bill Mazerowski hit the Game Seven home run to propel Pittsburgh to win the World Series against the Yankees, but she was never sure if that was fully the truth or her dads urban legend story.

Her roots there ran deep. She could trace the Dwyer side of her family back to when they first crossed the Atlantic, arriving from Ireland. Her grandfather had been a coal miner, forging a life in the dusty heart of American industry, and she even had a distant relative who was killed fighting for the Union in the Civil War. He had been recruited as he stepped off the boat before his cousins could fetch him.

Janet was the daughter of an electrical engineer and a community based social worker. Her father was a brilliant, top-down analyst; her mother was a hands-on, bottoms-up planner with a great skill for connecting resources to people. They had both taught her and her brother, an architect five years her junior, to build, patiently and painstakingly if necessary.

Her fathers voice echoed first in her mind: Showing up prepared is 90 percent of the battle, and, All you can do is your best, but dont settle for just what you think is your best. He had a saying or quip for every situation, a trait he handed down to his children as well. But, that demand for reaching your absolute potential had fueled her ascent: a joint degree in finance and accounting from Carnegie Mellon close to home, followed by a fellowship for an accelerated joint MBA/PhD in economics from University of Chicago Booth School of Business.

She had always been an A student, but while she excelled at the technical mastery required, she hated the accounting rules minutia part. She loved the theory and policy perspectives, drawn to the large, strategic picture, sometimes to the detriment of meticulous detail, which at times early on had betrayed her brilliance.

Her brother worked tirelessly for his younger years with their father doing airplane model construction, which required complete inventory management and slavishly following directions and felt like preparation for the details he would eventually use as an architect and that she would try to delegate as an economist.

Janets first job was as a staff economist at the Chicago Federal Reserve Board. She went on to finish a night course in business law and became hooked and had eventually taken an unpaid sabbatical for a few months to complete a law degree from U Chicago. Working insanely hard to complete swaths of courses while still fully employed, she had a great boss, who would always be willing to bend judiciously to allow her legal schooling to continue at full speed.

It was just after completing her coursework and before receiving her law degree that her mother died. Janet missed her every day, finding solace in her memory of all the people her mother had helped live a better life.

It was her father who, upon her getting her first job at the Fed, held her close. My Janet, hed said, if the arc of this familys history could see you now, serving your country, their chests would swell with pride, and he hugged her. Holding Janet close he then said, I see you one day as the chairperson of this whole place. Of course, there was no statement from her father without one of his sayings. I see a world of potential for you, and theres nothing worse than wasted potential.

He lived to see her sworn in as Fed chair. But he died soon after that, leaving her with the burden of his fierce pride and the endless pursuit of her fullest capacity. After her time as chair of the Fed, she went back to academia, teaching a series of courses at UC Berkeley, where she met her husband. She was sorry that her folks never met Tom. Tom Byrnes familys roots in Leinster were not far from the Dwyer familys ancestors. They always wanted her to be happy though neither was pleased with her decision early on not to have children. But, they would have liked Tom. Janet was pretty sure that her father would have liked that she kept her last name Dwyer, as well.

Her relentless drive for excellence and service and what she viewed as a potential government in need of crisis management tempted her out of retirement. Deep down Janet knew she really did want this position. She loved the work, had experienced working with outstanding people of great intellect at that senior level, and felt the pull of the presidents offer for these last two years of his term. She was resolute in her thinking, though, of her conditions for taking the job.

She knew her way of running the Federal Reservekeeping politics out of the officehad built great team unity and purpose. Janet of course understood that she was now going to be serving in the presidents cabinet, within the executive branch, so there really was no demanding a certain, objective approach for her role. But she did find positions that she could make nonnegotiable. She had never made any ultimatum to the president in their one ceremonial conversation before she accepted the position, but she was clear about the economic issues where they seemed to agree and where she would focus her efforts. And the president in turn was counting on the treasury secretary to build the framework for cryptocurrency to manage its evolution into the broader economy, build the framework with him to finalize a sovereign wealth fund, build back confidence in the US dollar as a sustainable asset by foreign governments, and whatever other bit of chaos the future holds for us.

Their meeting had been easygoing, although somewhat clandestine because of the political season. The president, who she had not known previously, had been genuinely hospitable and clear. He expressed his need for the top economic mind to steer the ship over the remainder of his term, focused not just on mounting debt, but on positioning the US at the worlds cutting edge of all digital financial products. She was flattered but did point out that there were many things that would be beyond her control. It was a master puzzle for her last big hurrah.

Yet, it was the thought of her mother that kept coming back to her. Her mother was her moral anchor.

She always recalled the incident when she was ten years old at the Pittsburgh Zoo. A boy with disabilities was struggling, and a group of older boys nearby were taunting him and laughing. Her mother walked right up to the group and, with quiet, undeniable power, told them how horrible their behavior was. In that moment, Janet, who at the time was on her first reading of To Kill a Mockingbird, felt her mothers courage and tenderness were like those of Atticus Finch. And this would be the model for her professional behavior. Dont flash your intellect, be a bridge to connect people and resources, applaud lifes attempts at dignity, and stand up to the challenge, trying to never show fear.

Janet always hoped to be as brave as her mother.

That was the true deeper answer for her. Not the title, not the rsum, and not just her fathers pride in service, but the unabashed strength to seek to do what was rightthe noble, proper, and instinctive thing to do, regardless of the difficulty or the political adversaries. She had more to give. That was why she had agreed to come back to Washington.

She smiled faintly. She was happy to be back for a moment in the silence. The silence would not last long, looking at her own calendar for the next few weeks. There were meetings, policy reviews, getting to know the team, and getting full blast engaged with the cryptocurrency state of affairs. And there were foreign relations and figuring out why the slowdown of purchasing US-issued Treasury debt from both Asian and African sources. There were going to be lots of fronts in this battle.

This wasnt just a policy challenge that Janet Dwyer was stepping into. This was the fight of her own choosing, and there was going to be a lot of work to do to accomplish her goals. It would start with a road map governing crypto, and the weighing of the implications of cryptocurrency and gold both being part of the national treasure, as already envisioned by President Headings.

She glanced again at her full calendar. She asked her assistant if she wouldnt mind ordering her a cappuccino. It was time to get to work, unaware of all the forces planning and working against her at that moment.





CHAPTER 3

THE MAN BEHIND THE CURTAIN

Five years prior to the congressional hearing, in Zhongnanhai, China, at the headquarters for the Communist Party Central Committee

The silence was a lie. It was an eerie, suffocating blanket of quiet spread over a waiting room where the decisions that shaped global events were often finalized. The only sounds were an assistants shoes clicking on the marble floor.

Yi Chen Wu, premier of the State Council, sat surrounded by the secretary generals closest strategists, each silently practicing in their heads what their own posturing stance would be. But Yi Chen was the only one who felt the true, seismic vibrations in his bones beneath the hush. This was his equation, after alla complex derivation solved patiently over years, leading to this single, inevitable result.

He was prepared. He was always prepared. Yet, moments before perhaps the single most important meeting of his illustrious career, his mind did not race through the intricate economic models and social engineering of his bold proposal. Instead, it retreateda final, essential step in his ritual of seeking perfectionto the immovable anchors of his past.

He pictured his father, a figure defined by strict, unwavering discipline, whose only expectation was striving for perfectionan ingrained standard that had driven Yi Chens rapid ascent from valedictorian at Shanghai University in econometrics and social management, to director general, and ultimately to party chief.

His quick promotions had always been about earning that first, elusive nod of approval from his father, which happened when he became the party chief. He was fulfilling the promise of unwasted potential. If still alive, his father would be pleased that he was now the premier and that even in this position he had still arrived more than ten minutes before the assigned meeting time.

He contrasted his fathers demanding voice with the memory of his brother, a carefree spirit influenced by the ways of the West, only to be consumed by it. A helicopter accident over New York City had claimed him and his wife nineteen years ago. To Yi Chen, it was not a random tragedy, but a confirmation of his own rigid teaching and upbringing. The West offered dazzling freedom but delivered only chaos unless you held the proper spiritual balance. He had remained behind, safe within the walls of discipline and process, understanding his own lacking equilibrium.

But the tragedy had left behind a single spark: his niece, Jinora, or Jinny, who had not accompanied her parents on their trip to America. She was the anomaly in his ordered existence. While he spent his days enforcing the states rigid black and white conformity, he secretly hoarded color and light for her as she blossomed into a celebrated intellectual and technological prodigy. He had used his position to shield her, seeking a spiritual absolute freedom for her under his tutelage that he would never allow for himself. It was a unique hypocrisy, one that balanced the states patronage against his own hidden heart.

The state had paid for Jinoras custodial care, her exceptional schooling, and her travel. That patronage had sealed his loyalty for life. He had just wanted more for his niece. And now, Yi Chen had a plan. It was an economic strategy that promised growth and a new trajectory for China, and a role for Yi Chens deep understanding of human engineering. But it required a tightrope-like degree of balanced risk.

He knew the secretary general craved results that created new inflection points and opportunities. Yi Chen had gained notoriety by envisioning and executing the plan for a controlled supply chain for rare earth refinement, the ultimate economic bargaining chip. His new, bold strategy was designed not only to propel China forward but, even in a worst possible outcome, even if China did not win, the United States would surely lose. Yi Chen felt the palpable nervousness, a rare sensation, at the thought of its boldness.

He was nervous, yet somehow calmly confident. He held the starting pistol. He just needed a nod. He was prepared.

The inner door to the secretary generals office clicked open. Yi Chens eyes met the gaze of the aide who appeared in the doorway to greet them. He rose, the silence broken, the moment arrived.





CHAPTER 4

THE SHADOW COUNCIL

Ten months prior to the congressional hearing, a series of meetings at a new, secure, high-level, technology installation in Mumbai, owned by leading consulting firm SysRight Ltd.

The conference room hummed with an almost palpable tension, a pressure cooker of ambition, veiled whispers, and the immense weight of global stakes. Polished mahogany gleamed under the soft light, reflecting the faces of men accustomed to wielding power, now gathered in a clandestine assembly. They represented the BRICS nations, their expressions a testament to the magnitude of their collective undertaking.

Technical advisers from Anquan Ltd. and SysRight Ltd., prominent Chinese and Indian consulting firms, moved with silent efficiency at the periphery, their muted voices barely audible above the shuffling of papers and clicking of keyboards. Their presence was a stark reminder of the intricate financial engineering at play and the groups demand for instantaneous answers.

A tall figure, built like an athlete, rose from the head of the table. Miguel Octavio, the Brazilian delegate and chair for this session, commanded attention effortlessly. Each man heading their BRICS delegation sat in front of the little flags of their countriesBrazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africaand trained their eyes on him.

Miguels dark Armani suit, tailored to perfection, accentuated the still-powerful physique of a man who, thirty years prior, had captained Brazils national soccer team. He moved with a quiet authority, a subtle grace born of years navigating both competitive heights and complex diplomatic arenas. Clearing his throat, Octavios voice, a deep, resonant baritone, cut through the expectant silence, his steely black eyes showing a man with intent.

Gentlemen, he began, his Portuguese-tinged accent smooth and deliberate, as is our custom, we convene to address the pressing matters before us. Each of you has the opportunity for an opening remark. Let us maintain our focus on the singular objective that unites us today, as today looks like a full agenda for us. He paused, his gaze sweeping across the room, acknowledging each delegate in turn. Mr. Chen, perhaps you would care to begin?

The Chinese delegate, Mr. Li Qiang Chen, nodded, his cherubic face belying a sharp, calculating mind. He settled back, his gaze lingering momentarily on his hands before he spoke.

We are not here to rehash our issues, his voice, smooth and authoritative, carried a subtle undercurrent of impatience. The time for final deliberation is not past, but it is upon us, weighing on us to act. And we must act. He leaned forward, his elbows resting on the polished table, his eyes, dark and piercing, scanning the room, ensuring he held the undivided attention of his counterparts.

The US intransigence is a major problem, and their Saudi alliance has seemed to be an insurmountable obstacle, at this point, to having the Saudis fully join our financial club. Chen emphasized the word club, specifically chosen to try and confer collegiality. And being part of history, creating a new kind of digital currency, that will provide for, not inhibit, trade.

Chen recalled his most recent conversation with Mr. Yi Chen Wu, his direct superior for twenty-two years. Mr. Wu, who always projected a quiet but forceful persona, had always valued Chens work and loyalty, consistently shielding him from the harsher political currents that often swirled around Wus own influential position. Chens loyalty to Mr. Wu was boundless as he was instrumental in having so many of the financial changes that he and the BRICS group had desired approved by the Central Committee.

Perhaps, Chen mused aloud, his voice dropping slightly, we havent offered the right motivations to convince the Saudis to act with us in the long run. Mr. Wu had always simply told him, his tone calm but firm, to just keep doing your job, Chen. Just keep gathering the information. That is how you will stay prepared and how we will build our soft power with the other nations. The rest will come. And the time will come.

Chen felt the time was coming close and drew a brief calming breath as he had when he felt the weight of that simple directive, a silent understanding passing between the two of them that their shared goal for a greater China would require patience and strategic maneuvers. The lesson of patience and playing the long game was a learned attribute that Chen had cultivated from years of dealing with Mr. Wu, who appreciated the consistency of adhering to a long-term plan.

Mr. Ramesh Singh, the Indian delegate, leaned forward. At seventy-five, a shock of white hair crowned his head, softening a face that had always had to walk a fine line politically. Yet his mild manner, direct demeanor, and the attentive respect he consistently showed his counterparts had earned him their trust over the years.

Singh, along with Mr. Wu, who had served as the vice chairman of the BRICS policy committee at its founding, were the two members of BRICS who had initiated the monetary policy changes now being contemplated. Indeed, he stated, his voice calm but firm. India fully endorses this groups efforts and stands ready to support the new digital currency. This is the path forward for global trade, a path we must pave together. The global supply chain has proven to enrich our citizens over time, and, as this gives us the best leverage, we can hope for it to help us.

Mr. Volkov, the Russian delegate, interjected, his eyes glinting with a predatory intensity that seemed to sharpen the very air around him. We need more than fissures. We need a decisive blow, a strategic disruption. Something that will force the Saudi hand, expose their weaknesses, and showcase the strength of what this group is putting forth.

Anatoly Volkovs reputation preceded him as a man who viewed international financial and political relations as a grand game of chess, where every move was a calculated risk, and the objective was always checkmate. Like the rest of the men in the room, he harbored a strong, largely unspoken conviction that the problem lay in the US president himselfan oligarch in presidential robes.

But today such thoughts remained largely unspoken, and, other than the Russians immediate outburst, confined to the agreement of that unity. Even Anatoly resisted the usual theatrics in an effort to show unity with the group, as he also truly believed that inclusion in a BRICS digital currency cohort was of paramount importance to his country. This was a lifeline of economic importance, a venture the Russian president, Ivan Petrov, showed deep interest in progress.

Mr. Steven Holder, the South African envoy, spoke. A white member of the South African government, Holder still wielded enormous power in his homeland and looked the part with his rugby-days barrel chest.

He harbored a deep disdain for the US administrations dubious tactics in regard to his countrythe audacity of twisting narratives for selfish gain truly infuriated him. A particular sore point was the continued political grandstanding by the US, which presently caused a tightening of his jaw he felt within himself. I am on board, he stated, his voice clipped and efficient, and anxious to hear where we stand on the agenda.

Miguel Octavio, the chair, settled back into his seat, a subtle satisfaction playing on his features. Excellent, gentlemen. His gaze again swept the room, a shared understanding passing amongst them. This is a great thing we are doing. Let us not forget the sheer economic weight we bring to the table. Our unity is a testament to the power of our combined trade.

He leaned forward, his voice gaining momentum, no longer just stating facts but painting a vision. Our past initiative, BRICS Pay, has already laid the groundwork for a truly independent system, a decentralized network that only starts to liberate us from existing restrictions. But what we are on the verge of achieving with the new digital currency will be a true inflection point for our efforts, a fundamental shift in the global financial landscape.

The Brazilian continued, his voice resonating with conviction. To that end, we have scheduled the update on our project, the new BRICS Currency, with Mr. Sameer Gupta. And Prince Medhi of Saudi Arabia after that, which should provide us with plenty to discuss at our next get-together. He finished, smiling broadly as he spoke. As Octavio concluded, he raised both hands in unison, like the goalies posture defending a shot on goal. The nodding of the officials seemed to indicate broad agreement.

As Octavio finished, the group rose, almost in unison. Some headed for the restrooms, others for the coffee station, but the slight movements masked a deeper, shared understanding. This journey, long and arduous, now felt like the distinct rumblings of something truly different. And though no one would voice it aloud, the individual issues that had once fueled their frustration with US dominance were now coalescing into a truly unified, working group with a singular, formidable purpose.





CHAPTER 5

THE ARCHITECT OF ALCHEMY

Continued that same day, ten months prior to the congressional hearing, a series of meetings at the SysRight Ltd. installation in Mumbai

Sameer Gupta, the self-made billionaire and original founder of SysRight Ltd., disconnected his phone just as his sleek Cessna private jet pulled up to the tarmac. A brief conversation with the love of his life, his adoring wife, Priya, had anchored him spiritually, just as his fathers old lessonlook beyond the code, to see the people it servesalways anchored his work. He moved with practiced ease from the plane to his waiting car, his mind already shifting to the presentation. Sameer had moved on from the empire he had built at SysRight but still used them at every opportunity.

The BRICS conference room had a different energy before Prince Medhi arrived for the meeting, a low murmur of conversation punctuated by the rustle of snack wrappers. Delegates helped themselves to an array of pastries and fresh fruit laid out on a side table, along with tea, coffee, and an espresso machine.

The informal break was a welcome respite before the expected intensity of Prince Medhis visit. They were waiting for Sameer Gupta, or simply Gupta as they called him, to arrive and deliver the update on their most ambitious project yet: the actual creation of a digital BRICS Currency.

Miguel Octavio, the Brazilian chair, cleared his throat, and the side conversations quieted down. Gentlemen, before Gupta begins, I want to inform you that four more countries have formally requested to join BRICS Pay. As you know, Indonesia has already joined, though their full integration is still a work in progress. I think the completion of this project will fit in well with all the countries looking for an alternative solution to their present situations.

Steven Holder turned to the Russian delegate, his voice quiet. I wonder if the enthusiasm will include the Saudis, especially when they hear the entirety of the terms of engagement and our new plan. The collateral demands are limited for participants and the opportunities will be staggering for most nations. For sponsor nations, like the Saudis and for Prince Medhi, the costs and benefits will be quite large. If they take advantage of them.

Theyll find a way, Volkov replied with a dismissive wave of his hand. Theyll sell whatever they must to join. The alternative is continued American subjugation, and the world is getting very tired of that.

Mr. Chen, a subtle smirk playing on his lips, spoke up. Perhaps the collateral demands are exactly what we need to separate the serious partners from the merely curious. We are building a new economic order, not just a processing system.

Singh, Guptas long-time mentor and sponsor, was well aware of the intricate relationship Gupta had with the head of technology programming, development, and strategy for the project. Singh alone among the assembled delegates knew that this technological prodigy was Jinny Wu, whose uncle, Yi Chen Wu, was the superior of Mr. Chens superior.

It wasnt going to be her lineage that caused them concern, but her recent, storied history, which was really about her closeness to the Americans. Transparency, especially among the sponsor nations, was paramount. Soon, they would all know the name Jinny Wu. But this was something that Singh had discussed a year or so ago during a secret call with Yi Chen Wu.

This further reinforces the wisdom of the structure we created at the previous meetingthe tiered system of sponsor firms and participating member firms, Mr. Singh stated. We knew it would affect the algorithm for the system were building, but we hope today we will get a definitive update, perhaps even a specific go-live date; we need the date before we can respond to Medhi in a meaningful way, anyway.

Just then, Sameer Gupta walked in. At forty-two, clean-shaven and quick to smile, he exuded a quiet confidence. He moved with the assured grace of a man who had not only mastered complex algorithms but had also mastered himself. His deep brown eyes, however, held a touch of playful respect as he greeted Singh.

Singh, for his part, was always hesitant to be overly gregarious. While he adored Gupta, the fact that Gupta kept three billion dollars worth of currencies in an offshore account in the Mauritius Islands was a constant, unspoken point of friction. Singh was perpetually on the Reserve Bank of Indias committee overseeing taxation and repatriation of currencies, a detail that always flavored their obtuse bantering. It was why Singh felt justified in paying Gupta fairly for deliverables, but also why he occasionally felt entitled to ask for small favors.

Everyone else greeted Gupta warmly. The members, feeling the weight from the upcoming Saudi meeting, were eager to move on. They quickly took their seats as Gupta positioned himself at the front of the room, lowering a small projection screen. He adjusted the lights, casting the room in a softer glow, and began a small PowerPoint presentation.

Gentlemen, you look exhausted already, and I have yet to begin, he said, a warm smile spreading across his face. He had made it a point from the project inception to meet individually with any of them to discuss the project, or any issue, but he communicated all questions and responses to the group as a whole, ensuring everyone stayed in sync. He consistently used gracious movements and direct responses to draw people in and make his presentations work. So, I will be brief.

He clicked to the first slide, outlining the core financial structure for the digital BRICS Currency. This one slide was the most difficult for the members as it really defined all the work to create the framework to which each member had agreed.

This new digital BRICS Currency would require each of the nations to make a capital commitment in US dollars to start. We agree theres no replacing the dollar in world trade just yet. In addition, each country would back up this initial dollar commitment with hard currencies from their own reserves, as well as actual commodities they have pledged and have in abundance.

Gupta clicked to a diagram illustrating interconnected funding pools. This will create a formidable pool of funding, allowing all our currencies to coexist with a diversified strength. Each country will pledge a trillion dollars in collateralin US dollars and their own currencyand another trillion dollars worth of commodities, or a down payment percentage to be worked out by each government, to form the basis for a truly respected new digital currency.

He gestured to the screen, his enthusiasm growing. The control we would collectively have in providing liquidity to each other and to other nations, and the spread we could make by allowing other nations to trade the currency, should keep everyone profitable.

The fact that Gupta often slipped into speaking about the project in terms of we and our might have troubled other less secure people at such lofty positions, but the BRICS members appreciated Guptas full ownership of their objectives.

Member nations would also be required to pledge transaction volume, and have their own central banks underwrite the collateralization of their own trade. Even issuance of debt would be carried out by the governments and private institutions in the new currency. This dramatically reduces the burden on our members to obtain commercial insurance, thereby cutting their costs significantly, without them having to make huge pledges of collateral. Everyone wins!

This, he knew, was the core economic vision for the group, a plan that would come with even greater impact that the members had hoped for. And that is why they loved Gupta: a big smile and he saved them billions of dollars over time.

Gupta then clicked to a new section of his presentation, now broaching the programming updates. The changes required by tiering our membershipthat is, distinguishing between sponsor and member firmsnaturally require significant programming adjustments. But Im happy to report that our team has already thought through this issue. While it will set us back a little, we are not too far off schedule.

How far off? Octavio asked, cutting to the chase.

Gupta clicked to the next slide. This has added approximately two to three weeks to the programming time. So, the complete executable date is likely four to six weeks away.

Steven Holder, the South African delegate, frowned, doing the quick math in his head. But thats only one week longer than you said last time. How is that possible? He seemed genuinely confused.

Guptas smile widened. The team has implemented streamlined code so that the ability to cascade new information into a program and update the algorithms goes twice as quickly. This allowed us to absorb almost all of the new complexity.

Holders confusion morphed into a dawning understanding, then a clear look of impressed surprise. So, who is this mystery team you pulled in last year when you made your pivot to transforming BRICS Pay?

The team I brought in, after consultation with this committees development approval, is Jinny Wu and her team from Focus Technology Inc.

A ripple went through the room. Jinora Wu! Isnt she working for President Headingss administration now? Volkov pressed, his eyes narrowing. On a cryptocurrency project that involves the Saudis, no less. How can she possibly do both?

A delegate from another nation spoke up from the back, a voice tinged with skepticism. How sure are you about your trust in her, Mr. Gupta?

Guptas smile tightened slightly, though his demeanor remained calm. I understand the questions regarding Jinny, he said, looking directly at Volkov, then sweeping his gaze across the room. The trust I have in her is absolute. And as the security apparatuses of all of you gentlemen have diligently ensconced my team with security, I know this is not quite the big surprise as it may have been under other circumstances. I have staked much on Jinny, and I have not broken a sweat about the thought of anything but success. Her work for the Headings family, her proposal to the secretary of the treasury, these are not secrets. His confidence was palpable, leaving no room for doubt. They were all in this together.

Mr. Singh cleared his throat, taking the floor. Gentlemen, Ive known Gupta here for many years. And Ive known Jinora Wu for about six years, having met her at Guptas wedding. I can assure you that she is an incredible partner for us to have. And Singh had cleared the air with his old friend Yi Chen Wu well before work on the project had begun.

Mr. Chen spoke up, his voice firm and unwavering, carefully masking the pride and slight calculation in his eyes. He knew Jinora as the genius niece of his boss. My boss, Mr. Yi Chen Wu, of whom you have heard me speak for at least a dozen years, is the uncle of Jinny Wu. I pledge my honor to this group that this is a windfall for usI am sure my superior, Mr. Wu, has foreseen this in our best interests; so that is likely our true advantage in the long term, Chen said, starting to feel the long-term plans of Yi Chen Wu start to unfold in his own mind.

Sameer Gupta gave the room a big smile. As he thanked the group and turned to leave, Singh caught his eye, giving him a quick nod and a faint smile, a signal of a private matter to come. Gupta, theres just a small favor that I was hoping you would do for me confidentially.





CHAPTER 6

THE PRINCELY PREDICAMENT

Continued that same day, ten months prior to the congressional hearing, a series of meetings at the SysRight Ltd. installation in Mumbai

The conference room felt both familiar and charged, the air thick with unspoken expectations. The BRICS members had largely reassembled, each man gravitating to his preferred, unassigned seat around the gleaming conference table. It was a routine, a small comfort in their high-stakes world, a security found in an owned space.

Miguel Octavio, the Brazilian chair, approached the table. His expression gave nothing away, no hint of the news he was about to deliver. Prince Medhi, he announced to the group, his gaze sweeping across the room, is on the phone with the royal family. A security issue has put the prince in the position of requesting we move up his time under the current circumstances. And since we dont want to miss this opportunity, I of course offered that we would meet with him as soon as he was ready.

Steven Holder, the South African, leaned forward. Do you know what its about? he asked, his voice low.

As Miguel started to answer, the Russian delegate, Mr. Volkov, cut him off, with an almost imperceptible snideness slipping through his words. Perhaps some of the updated terms about his new membership requirements for our esteemed organization caught him without a response, and this way he can leave at a time of his own choosing. Miguel smiled. Volkov had spoken the unspoken truth, again. These were all sage and experienced men.

Hell be in within a few minutes, Miguel confirmed, nodding. His eyes flicked toward the closed door of the private anteroom where Prince Medhi was still huddled over his phone, almost curled into a pretzel-like position even while sitting.

A global player for the Saudi family, related by blood to the king, he had nonetheless earned his position through sheer financial acumen. A London School of Economics masters program graduate, perpetually composed, he was tall and graying, with a dark Semitic complexion and a noticeable dark mustache. By seven in the evening, if he were entertaining, his stubble would be a mixture of black and gray, hinting at the long hours.

It feels like a trap, Fareek, Prince Medhi muttered into the phone, his voice tight.

Or the opportunity of a lifetime, my prince, came the calm, measured voice of Fareek Hazan, the kingdoms Associate Minister of Finance and the chief financial officer of the Saudi sovereign wealth fund. Both things can be true. We are caught between a rock and a hard place, as the Westerners say. Fareek and Medhi were not only cohorts at the pinnacle of leading the investments for Saudi wealth, but they were also kindred spirits in their approach, style, and seeking good Saudi results.

They were in deep agreement, despite hating their choices. The US president, George Headings, wanted the Saudis to join an investment to build a central hub and control for cryptocurrencies with a still-nonexistent US sovereign wealth fund. This was the true rub, a promise without concrete form.

What are they going to do, Fareek? Medhi pressed, his frustration evident. This crypto kingdom President Headings talks about; will it actually exist? Will there be a US sovereign wealth fund that we can truly invest in? We need their big stick in the Mideast, their umbrella of protection is undeniable, but we cant choose sides against this American President Headings without knowing what were choosing for on the American proposal. This ambiguity and bravado is something that we have come to know very well from this president.

Hazans sigh was audible. Indeed, my prince. Their intransigence, their take it or leave it attitude, is one thing. But now these BRICS nations, theyre making it impossible to have it both ways. Look how they built up BRICS Paythats precisely how the Russians and Iranians kept skirting US sanctions, wasnt it? Medhi heard the smile in Hazans voice through the phone, a reflection of his own wry amusement. This take it or leave it from the BRICS, this sudden urgencyis it real? Is it a bluff?

We must try and play things out, Medhi concluded, a plan already forming in his mind. We must get all the knowledge we can for our analysis. But we cannot actcertainly not yet.

Agreed, my prince, Hazan replied. Gather the intelligence. We await your word.

The call ended. Medhi slowly straightened himself, pushing a small wrinkle out flat from his suit as he walked to the door. A young female assistant, as if anticipating his move, quickly went to get Octavio without a word. Miguel appeared, they greeted each other pleasantly and warmly, and the Brazilian led the way into the conference room.

Prince Medhi entered, his expression a carefully crafted mask of neutrality. His posture was ramrod straight, and his hands were clasped loosely behind his back, a gesture of controlled composure.

He scanned the faces around the table, knowing his every word would be carefully scrutinized. He couldnt make promises. He had been aware the BRICS group desired Saudi participation, but the depth of their current demands caught him off guard. He still did not know the full financial cost for entry into their ambitious project, and he knew they wouldnt divulge it without a commitment from him, at least in premise.

Prince Medhi, Miguel Octavio began, we appreciate you joining us on short notice. Our discussions today are critical for the future of our collective financial landscape.

Indeed, Medhi replied smoothly. I am here to listen and understand and I appreciate that you understand my on-call status.

We understand the kingdoms interest in digital currency, Mr. Singh, the Indian delegate, stated. Your joint venture with the Americans, for instance. A partnership in the realm of cryptocurrency. A project that will solidify their position as the worlds financial vanguard, while simultaneously lining their pockets.

Singh knew President Headingss weakness, the allure of quick and immense wealth. Everyone knew of
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