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Аннотация
By mid-century, Arctic oil drilling accelerates global warming and triggers famine and war. A team at Google launches Project Titan to reverse climate change and end fossil fuel addiction. Without a radical solution, humanity faces catastrophe.
Earth�s sixth mass extinction is underway. One hope remains.


Hosein Kouros-Mehr
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PROLOGUE

IN 2066, FLOODING decimates the San Francisco Bay Area and Market Street lies under feet of ocean water.
Global warming accelerates. As temperatures climb 2�C in fifty years, Earth�s ecosystem transforms�rainforests become deserts, coastal plains disappear, and topsoil turns to dust, sparking a famine that threatens billions of lives. Plant and animal species vanish as a shortage of water disrupts the economy and triggers war. For the first time in history, the human population declines.
Earth�s sixth mass extinction is underway.
One hope remains.

PART 1


1.

AUSTIN awakes.
Another dream about Olivia.
He rubs his eyes and looks around his apartment�empty beer cans on a decrepit sofa, capped metal tubes where a refrigerator and stove once stood, an old desk with a pair of Vision smartglasses.
Olivia, where are you?
He rises out of bed and dons his jacket, rubbing his palms to warm himself. He reaches for the glasses and places them on his face.
�Isaac,� he says, his breath visible in the cold air, �Call Olivia.�
His A.I. replies through small speakers embedded in the smartglasses. �Austin, you told me to delete your ex-wife�s contact information four years ago.�
Austin stands at a window peering into San Francisco. �I need to speak with her, Isaac. I had another dream about her last night.�
�Are you feeling sad?�
�Yes.�
�Shall I contact your psychiatrist?�
�No, no need for that. I just want to speak with Olivia.�
�Your medical appointment is overdue. This may be why you feel sad.�
�No, the Provega pills never helped me. You don�t understand human emotion.�
�There are other remedies for depression.�
Austin sighs as he stares into the submerged streets of San Francisco. Utility poles and dark traffic lights rise from the water surface. Exposed rooftops of unoccupied Victorian homes extend into the distance, their contents wasting on the ocean floor. He spots a family in a high-rise apartment and turns his head.
�Isaac, how�s my day?�
�It�s Monday, August 7, 2066. You have a video conference with unknown at 9 a.m., followed by your Project Titan team meeting at 10 a.m.�
Austin looks in a bathroom mirror and stretches his neck. He reaches for a razor. �Isaac, what is the anonymous call about? I don�t remember accepting it.�
�There is no description for the meeting.�
�How is that possible?� Through the smartglasses, he opens the Calendar app and clicks on the invitation, looking for information about the event.
The sender encrypted his email.
�Isaac, this must be a hacker. Cancel my 9 a.m. video call.�
�Your 9 a.m. meeting with unknown can�t be canceled. Participation is mandatory.�
�Mandatory?�
�Yes. Also a reminder that your Ration 1 ends in fifteen minutes.�
He looks at the time � 8:45 a.m.
Shit!
He glances at his beard in the mirror, his sunken face and weathered features dimly visible in the fluorescent yellow light. He grabs a bowl and walks to the bone-dry kitchen sink where a canister sits. He wipes the dust from its indicator and reads the level � �10 percent.�
Not enough to shave.
�Isaac, tell the leasing office there is barely any water today.�
He shakes the canister and taps on its metal piping extending from the wall, and the indicator increases to �11 percent.� He drips some water into the bowl and wipes his face, adjusting his grey hair with his fingers, then drinks the last drops.
Austin rushes from his apartment and makes his way to the twenty-third floor Food Depot. Residents stand in line waiting for Ration 1, their attire matching his�drab blue uniforms, government-issued black jackets, smartglasses. Two men push each other and others rush to the front of the line as it morphs into a crowded ball.
He looks up at a television screen. ��latest War update. China is depleting the world�s aluminum supply, sending millions of tons of metal to New China and raising prices by five percent in one week. A ration on canned products will take effect tomorrow.�
Someone pushes Austin, and he finds himself at the front of the line.
A food worker stands over a metal tray with the Ration 1 food options. �Chicken or beef? Pick one.�
He stares at artificial meat lined with fake grill marks. The choices are government-grade laboratory protein covered in cream �chicken� or brown �beef� sauces.
Children born today will never know the taste of real chicken.
�Is there bread?� Austin asks.
�Not anymore.�
�Chicken then.�
Austin grabs the tray and looks around the sea of uniform-clad tenants in the dining hall. He spots an empty chair and walks over. �Is this seat taken?�
His friend Abe looks up. �All yours.�
As Austin sits he spots a bread roll on Abe�s plate. �Nice to see you.�
�Likewise. Did you hear the good news?�
�No.�
�The Marines seized three Russian oil fields in Alaska.�
Austin points. �Will you be eating your roll?�
Abe hands him the bread. �Did you hear me?�
�What?�
�We took back our land in the north. Maybe the War will come to an end.�
Austin shrugs. �Don�t think so.�
They sit quietly and stare at a television monitor. ��a cyber virus crippled New York�s transit system Monday morning. As evacuations began, a power outage disabled emergency procedures and stranded thousands of commuters high above ground. The two-pronged attack appears to be the work of the Chinese army.�
Abe sighs. �There�s no end to this fighting. I have a military tour coming up.�
�Another one?�
�Yeah. Heading back up for space patrol.�
�Be safe.�
�You�re lucky you work for Google, Austin. I wish I could be exempt from the draft like you.� Abe leans over. �So what secret project are you working on now?�
Austin scarfs down the chewy meat and wipes his face. �Clean energy.�
�Like what?�
�Sorry Abe, I can�t talk about it. I gotta run.�
Austin rushes from the dining hall and takes an elevator up to the Hyperloop train station, where he stares into the camera pass and enters the gate. A train sits at a platform. He boards the middle car, taking a window seat.
�Express line to Mountain View. Closing doors.�
He stares from the window. Hundreds of downtown skyscrapers climb from the water surface, their frames connected by concrete tubes. As the train accelerates, the high rises give way to the San Francisco archipelago: forty-two islands, home to its hilltop communities. Below the water lie the ruins of the city�districts decimated by a rising sea. Once the thoroughfare of a vibrant city, Market Street wastes on the ocean floor as a forgotten ruin of the past.
�What�s the news today, Isaac?�
�From the Telegraph, here are today�s top stories. The government has announced a permanent ban on land burial stemming from the cholera outbreaks. Cremation will be the only funeral method permitted under law. In other news, the Dow Jones Industrial Average is down 865 points, another red day in its 10-year bear market. Oil prices, however, are sharply higher at $87,100 per barrel.�
If only fusion power would work, we can end our fossil fuel addiction.
�Isaac, send a message to my employees.�
�What would you like to say?�
Austin thinks for a second. �Don�t embarrass me again at our team meeting. Come prepared to discuss Project Titan. If our $20B investment doesn�t pay off, heads will roll��
�Sending to your employees.�
Through the train window, he notices the lined rooftops of six Victorian homes submerged underwater. �Isaac, what am I staring at?�
The smartglasses zoom in. �You are looking at what used to be Alamo Square, now an exclusion zone.�
�That sounds familiar. Didn�t I spend time there long ago?�
�Yes.�
�Show me old pictures.�
Two photos from the past appear in his view � a teenage portrait with his sister Catherine and a family picnic with his ex-wife Olivia and their two-year-old son.
I miss you, Matthew.
�Isaac, I need to get in touch with Olivia.�
�Unfortunately, she has blocked you from contacting her.�
�Can�t you send her a message in Wired?�
�No, I can�t do that.�
Austin sighs. �You�re being difficult.�
The train leaves San Francisco and travels across the Peninsula on its way to Mountain View. Along the Pacific Ocean, desalination plants dot the coastline and grey fumes emerge from their stacks. Green-yellow sunlight penetrates a thick marine layer enveloping the San Francisco Bay.
Austin�s glasses vibrate and a ringtone buzzes in his ear. An incoming videoconference request from unknown appears. He glances at the time�9 a.m. A phone number shows up.
�Isaac, where is the 757 area code from?�
�Langley, Virginia.�
Austin panics.
It�s the government.
He answers the video call. On the screen there appears a bearded officer dressed in a navy blue suit pinned with an American flag. �Is this Mr. Austin Sanders, head of Google�s Artificial Intelligence department?�
�Yes.�
�I�m Gareth Allen, Deputy Director of the CIA. Please listen carefully. This is an urgent matter related to our national security.�
Austin sits upright. �How may I help you?�
�We�ve intercepted a high-level message coming from New China, and we need you to decrypt the code as soon as possible.�
Austin�s eyebrows furrow. �Mars?�
�Yes, we believe our enemy has developed an advanced encryption system for its colony on Mars. We�ve been unable to access their communications, so we need you to track down their classified keys.�
�With all due respect, Mr. Allen, Google is not in the business of hacking messages.�
�Mr. Sanders, this is not a request�it�s an order. I remind you that we are at war. Failure to comply with the government is an act of treason. Do you understand?�
�Yes.�
�As you know, the Chinese are using vast resources to colonize Mars and monopolize the transportation hubs there. It�s an illegal land grab and we will not tolerate it. Our colony is at the mercy of our adversary. We will not accept any more deception from them, do you understand?�
Austin focuses on the ocean in the distance. �I get it, Mr. Allen, but I�m surprised the NSA hasn�t hacked the code with their resources.�
�We have not seen encryption like this before. It�s something entirely new.�
�Are you certain it�s from China?�
�Mr. Sanders, you are asking too many questions. Our national security is at risk. We order you to decrypt the messages as soon as possible. Your A.I. is the best resource to solve the problem.�
�When is the deadline?�
�Five days from today. I will send you a secure link with the data.�
�Okay, let me see what I can do. I have a meeting with my team in an hour. We will take a look.�
�Thank you, Mr. Sanders. I anticipate your response.�
Austin disconnects the call and peers from the train window, noticing a military convoy overhead flying towards the Pacific Ocean. In the distance, rain falls onto hundreds of small lakes dotting the inland landscape. The train continues its journey to Google�s campus in Mountain View.
Olivia, I need to talk to you.

2.

IN A TOP-FLOOR St. Regis conference suite in Manhattan, Bethany Andrews sits on stage in front of two-hundred suit-clad investors, analysts and reporters. Her executive staff joins her on a panel facing the audience. She takes a deep breath and prepares for her presentation.
It�s time to shine.
Through her Vision smartglasses, she opens a document and scans her speech, preparing to take the podium. Snippets of conversation stream from the crowd. She reviews her agenda�a keynote address and two motions up for votes.
I can lead these people to a brighter future.
Her colleague next to her stands and approaches the platform, his face appearing on the large screen behind the stage. �Welcome to the 2066 Google Annual Shareholder�s Meeting. Thank you all for attending this gathering in New York City. My name is Thomas Rosenberg, Chief Financial Officer. I�m delighted to present our keynote speaker.�
The audience settles.
�Dr. Bethany Andrews, CEO of Google, has been at the cutting edge of artificial intelligence for over fifty years. After earning a Ph.D. from M.I.T., she joined our company as a programmer and worked her way up the corporate ladder. As Senior Vice President and head of our A.I. department, Dr. Andrews was instrumental in developing the Vision smartglasses that we all use today.�
A low vibration hums through the venue as a fierce wind picks up outside. Beth looks through the suite�s large panel windows at the flooded streets of Manhattan below. Above, a network of tubes and passageways connect the city�s skyscrapers.
�Dr. Andrews is recognized as one of the most influential executives in the world. She has received numerous awards, including the National Medal of Science. As CEO for the past ten years, she has guided our company through extraordinarily difficult times. In the face of climate change and war, her steady leadership and commitment to innovation remain a guiding light. Please join me in welcoming our leader, Dr. Bethany Andrews.�
Several people applaud while many others sit in silence. Beth stands and shakes Thomas�s hand, then approaches the podium. Her silver hair and clear-framed specs appear enlarged on the screen behind her. Through her smartglasses, she clicks on a document icon and a speech appears in her field of view.
�Thank you, Thomas. It�s an honor for me to be here today with our directors and investors. I am proud to deliver Google�s latest financial report, a solid performance in an unpredictable business climate. I will present our key milestones and growth strategy, and then I�m happy to take questions.�
A man in the front row raises his hand, signaling for a microphone.
�As Google�s CEO, I�m proud to report that our company�s losses are abating. Our latest quarterly revenues were $320B, down only one percent from last year. While negative again in Q3, earnings will be positive within two or three quarters. After ten years of sales declines, we are finally on track to be a profitable company once again.�
A burst of laughter streams from the audio speakers. Beth looks down and sees a middle-aged man wearing a zippered turtleneck and gold sneakers. It�s Manos Kharon, head of GoldRock, the world�s most powerful investment company and Google�s largest shareholder.
Manos stands and turns to the audience. �Dr. Andrews, let me understand what I�m hearing. You are standing there proudly announcing another negative earnings report. Am I directionally correct?�
Beth tenses. �Manos, save your questions for the end of the speech.�
�It�s a simple question. Are you happy with your performance?�
She points at him. �Mr. Kharon, Google has delivered a solid quarter. Let me remind you that we are in a global depression. The world is at war and our competitors face bankruptcy. Our business remains sustainable in the face of deteriorating headwinds.�
Manos turns and faces Beth. �That�s not a track record I support. You can do much better. As head of GoldRock, I led my company to a $50 billion profit this quarter, and our revenues are up consistently for the last five years. Google hasn�t reported positive earnings in over a decade. Your performance is lackluster at best.�
�We are navigating Google through an extremely difficult environment.�
Manos makes a fist. �Why should investors continue to support you? Why throw money at a company that cannot grow or turn a profit?�
Beth looks away and faces the audience, standing tall. �As the world�s largest technology company, Google�s value and place in the world cannot be questioned. We have a high-level strategy to reclaim profitability��
�How will you possibly do that? There�s no way your company will return to growth.�
Beth stares at Manos. �Let me give you specific details of our plan. First and foremost, we have launched Project Titan, a clean energy initiative that will finally stop global warming.�
Manos walks on stage and laughs into the microphone. Media cameras zoom on Manos and Beth growling at each other. �Dr. Andrews, this is ridiculous. You are out of your mind. Google is not an energy company.�
�In fact, we are an energy company. Last year we acquired TransAtomic, a start-up with a breakthrough solution for the world�s climate crisis. They have designed a nuclear fusion platform that�s portable and cost-effective. Our A.I. department is working with their employees to build a prototype.�
Manos chuckles. �Nuclear power? You mean the pipedream that was supposed to change the world a century ago?�
�Fusion will run our homes and factories at a fraction of the cost of fossil fuels. We can finally end our addiction to oil and natural gas and stop greenhouse gas emissions. We can end the War and stop the scourge of global warming.�
Manos shouts back. �As Google�s largest investor, I am telling you that this is a waste of time. Your plans are fantasy and they�ll never make you a dime. Frankly, you are out of your mind!�
Beth removes her glasses. �Enough of this! I don�t know what kind of business GoldRock engages in, but most companies today struggle to exist. We are in a global depression and stocks have declined every year since 2042. Look across the world and you�ll find a shortage of water, food and fuel. Our problems reflect the planet�s dire state�we are in the early stages of a mass extinction and our only hope is a revolutionary clean energy technology.�
Manos shakes his head. �Folks, these are the words of an out-of-touch executive. She spews liberal lies and fake data from the left. There is no evidence of a mass extinction. I see things differently�"
She points her finger. �Look at the facts. The world�s population hit 10 billion in 2050, and now it�s 9 billion sixteen years later. War and famine plague the world. During the last century, ninety percent of plant and animal species disappeared from the globe. Tell me, Manos, when did Earth last face such a set of circumstances?�
Manos remains quiet.
�It was 66 million years ago. The Cretaceous-Tertiary epoch, also known as the K/T event, wiped out three-quarters of life on Earth. In fact, we have had five mass extinctions occurring every 60 to 100 million years, and we are due for the next catastrophe. Extinction 6 is here.�
Manos rolls his eyes. �Do you know why businesses today face bankruptcy? Because false, alarmist statements like yours create unnecessary taxes and regulations. When executives focus on the bottom line, the futures of their companies are bright.�
�I�m talking about the future of the planet��
�Human beings control the planet, and we are different from any species that came before us. You can�t compare us to the dinosaurs. We will adapt to the direst circumstances and survive under the most hostile conditions. Human innovation will never go extinct.�
She raises her eyebrows. �Are we really different? Extinction 3, the Permian event, occurred 250 million years ago and wiped out 96 percent of life on earth. The cause? A massive volcanic eruption that released carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, which in turn fueled methane-producing bacteria. It was methane that accelerated greenhouse warming and destroyed the Earth�s balanced ecosystem, triggering its third global calamity. The same sequence is happening today, but this time it�s because of human activity. Just look at this chart.�
She beams an image on the screen�a graph showing average world temperatures and atmospheric methane concentrations from 2015 to 2066. The two lines overlap, climbing higher together beginning in the mid-century. �When methane levels increase, temperatures rise. It�s the same sequence Earth knows all too well�when the climate warms too quickly, it triggers a global catastrophe.�
Manos hoots. �That is the stupidest idea I�ve ever heard. Where did all this methane come from? Cow farts?�
The ballroom erupts in laughter.
Beth flips to a vintage photo of Earth from 2018. �I�m glad you asked. Take a look at the North Pole as it appeared fifty years ago. What do you notice that�s different from today?�
A board member raises a hand. �There was more ice back then.�
Beth nods. �Exactly. �Permafrost� used to cover thousands of miles of Arctic tundra, stretching across continents and seas. Back then, there were 1500 gigatons of methane trapped in the northern glaciers, and as the ice melted it released huge reservoirs of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere.�
Manos wags his finger at Beth. �That�s where you�re wrong. Methane is not a greenhouse gas.�
�Sorry, but you�re mistaken,� Beth replies. �Compared to carbon dioxide, methane is thirty times more powerful as a heat-trapper. Its abrupt release into the atmosphere has accelerated global warming, triggering sea-level rise and a man-made cataclysmic event.�
The room grows silent.
Beth turns to her shareholders. �I�m afraid to say that Extinction 6 is here. Global temperatures are expected to rise 2�C in the next few decades. With the excess heat, fresh water will disappear, making it harder to grow crops and sustain livestock. As a result, food supplies will dwindle, triggering famine and wars. Fewer plants mean fewer insects and birds, further destroying the world�s fragile ecosystem. The cycle of destruction is accelerating and by the of the century, most species will be gone.�
Murmurs arise across the venue.
Beth approaches the audience. �But it�s not too late� we can stop the release of methane and carbon dioxide. We can eliminate the use of fossil fuels, and it�s all possible with sustainable clean energy. Fusion power will return the planet to its balanced state.�
Manos seizes the podium. �Folks, don�t be fooled by this absurdity. Dr. Andrews has been at the helm for too long. She has made many empty promises, and her business acumen is poor. These lofty pipedreams will not restore our company to profitability but only add to future losses. As CEO of GoldRock, I have built the world�s most profitable corporation. Let me propose a more pragmatic vision for Google.�
Media cameras zoom on Manos�s face.
�Dr. Andrews does not understand how the world works. Global warming is not the issue, and our fuel supplies are adequate. The matter here is our defense. We are at war with China and Russia, enemies who have profited from our complacency and short-sightedness. China is dominating the space race, expanding their Mars colony while we sit on our hands. Russia has seized the Arctic lands and amassed a territory twice the size of America. We�ve enabled our enemies to defeat us with our own technologies.�
Applause breaks out.
He shakes his finger. �Make no mistake. Google leads the world in information technology, communications, artificial intelligence and augmented reality. Advances in health care, space travel, and defense stem from our innovations. But for too long, China and Russia have used our technology free of charge to manipulate us. That must end starting today.�
The crowd cheers as camera flashes illuminate Manos on stage.
He lifts his fist in the air. �I propose a bold vision for the future. I motion to enact a new company policy that will restore profits starting today. It will take our company back to its glory and lead America to victory in World War III.�
Manos pauses as the applause roars. Someone yells, �We need new leadership!�
He motions for silence. �My premise is simple. Knowledge will no longer be free. As controller of the world�s data, Google must change the way it markets its core assets. We cannot give away our software. Web searches should come with a price tag. We will charge for information, and our enemies will pay the most. They�ll think twice before using our technologies against us.�
He raises his arms and the audience rises to its feet. �Google will finally profit from its groundbreaking products. It�s time to rise to greatness once again.�
Applause tears through the hall.
He shouts into the microphone. �America will emerge victorious when Google flexes its muscles. Decades ago, we led the world in innovation. New industries sprang from our artificial intelligence and augmented reality technologies, and our enemies got a free ride. We cannot stand by as they threaten our existence with our own tools. I move to lift our company back on its feet and drive forward. Let�s implement new measures that will make us strong. Let�s make Google great again!�
As the crowd cheers, Beth gives a hard stare to Thomas, who promptly grabs the microphone from Manos and escorts him from the platform.
�Order!� Thomas yells. �Please have a seat, Mr. Kharon. This concludes the keynote address. We will move on to the next session.�
Manos raises his hands as he leaves the stage. Applause rings out.
Thomas takes the podium and beams an infographic on the large screen. �The shareholders will now vote on three motions.�
Beth turns to the projection behind her.
Three motions? There are only two.
Thomas reads from the text. �Motion one is introduced by Board Member Manos Kharon.�
Beth turns and stares at her rival.
What are you doing?
Thomas advances the slide. �Motion one is entitled �Information Tariff.� The motion will require Google to charge a fee for web search, software, and operating systems. Free distribution of information will be illegal. All Google software, including beta programs, must be priced on a sliding scale, with the enemies of America paying the highest cost.�
Beth stands. �Manos, this is dangerous. You�re threatening Google�s future.� She waves her arms in the air. �Folks, this will change our culture forever! A tax on information will cripple our economy. How will young people learn? Do not give in to the fear. This is not the way forward. Vote �no� on this motion.�
Manos grins. �Let the people vote as they will.�
Beth walks towards the audience. �Colleagues, Google�s goal is to organize the world�s information and make it universally accessible. We became the largest corporation through innovation and risk taking, not with fear-mongering and deceptive business practices. Our founders, Larry Page and Sergey Brin, made our core mission to improve the lives of as many people as possible��
�This isn�t the Google of 1999!� Manos shouts.
Beth frowns. �Mr. Kharon, your motion will provoke the enemy and intensify the War. They will retaliate with missiles and cyber viruses. The future belongs to those who transcend today�s shortcomings. We can be the agents of change. We can end the energy crisis and stop global warming. We can restore our profits and make the world a better place. Technology will lead the way. Do not change our mission!�
The room grows silent and Thomas continues. �Per policy of the Board of Directors, we will now vote on motion 1. Please use the touchscreen in front of you and select �yes� or �no.� You have twenty seconds to cast your choice.�
Beth�s face flushes as she sits back down. Through her smartglasses, she sends a message to Manos. �What do you think you�re doing?�
Manos replies moments later. �Something I should have done years ago.�
Whispers arise as a ten-second countdown appears on the screen. Sweat falls from Beth�s face. She scans the audience trying to make eye contact with her investors and analysts.
Don�t bring Google down.
The countdown ends.
Thomas hesitates as he reads the result. ��thank you for voting. The results are final�151 yes votes, 48 no votes. Motion 1, Information Tariff, is approved per policy of the Board of Directors.�
The crowd applauds, chanting �GoldRock! GoldRock!�
Manos stands and turns to the crowd. �It�s time to be a great company again. Let�s get to work!�
Beth wipes the sweat from her face, staring into the flooded streets of Manhattan.
Is this the end?

3.

AUSTIN RUSHES to his 10 a.m. A.I. department team meeting. Leaving the train station, he heads for the Google campus and crosses the employee parking lot, rushing past the executive helicopters. He cuts across empty stalls with idle electric car chargers, relics of an earlier era.
As he walks, he looks through the Vision smartglasses and clicks on a Mail icon. His inbox opens in his field of view. The device adjusts to his focus point, allowing him to read and see his surroundings at the same time. Ten new messages appear and one memo gets his attention. �Notice to Vacate.�
He clicks on it and the email opens. �Mr. Sanders, your apartment lease ends August 31 and you must leave your unit by the end of the month. A renewal is not possible at this time. We are glad to inform you that a condominium is available on the thirty-sixth floor. Please come to the leasing office for details and a tour of the unit.�
This is ridiculous. I am always moving to a higher floor.
Deleting the note, he enters the campus and jumps over a vandalized �Google� signboard, walking across a garden where robotic honeybees pollinate a sunflower test bed. He badges into the A.I. building and makes his way to the second-floor conference room, stopping to catch his breath.
He finds a single employee in the room. �Where is everyone?�
Anil Anaya, a junior programmer, looks up. �I have no idea, Dr. Sanders.�
�Late as usual,� Austin says as he takes a seat. He sends a message to his employees: �Where are you? Canceling meeting in five minutes.�
The room is quiet. Austin glances at his youngest associate. �How are you doing?�
Anil�s gaze drops. �Hanging in there.�
�You sound depressed, Anil.�
�It�s a stressful time. My wife is having a complicated pregnancy.�
�I�m sorry. It must be difficult.�
�Extremely. She has a condition called pre-eclampsia and it�s very serious. The good news is the baby is okay, so we�re hopeful.�
�Good to hear.�
Anil sighs. �The bad news is she has to be on bedrest for several months. The doctor won�t let her go back to work.�
�What does your wife do?�
�She�s at JPL.�
Austin lifts his chin. �Jet Propulsion Laboratory? Is she a rocket scientist?�
�She manages data for the Mars colonization project�communications, forecasting, things like that.�
�Maybe she can work remotely.�
�That�s what we were hoping, but her boss won�t allow it. She�ll have to take an unpaid leave.�
�I�m sorry to hear that.�
Austin glances at the time and crosses his arms.
One more minute and I am canceling this meeting.
His shoulders relax as he remembers something. �Funny thing you mentioned Mars. On my way here, I received a strange phone call from the CIA.�
Anil�s eyes widen. �The government?�
�Yes. The Deputy Director called me about an encrypted code from space. He is asking us to crack the signal.�
�What kind of signal?�
�Apparently, China has developed a new radio communication system for its colony on Mars. The NSA hasn�t been able to decode the message. The desperate idiots want us to do their work for them.�
�I can decrypt it for you.�
Austin smiles. �I like your confidence, Anil. We need more of that around here. Have you decoded cryptograms before?�
�I haven�t, but I�ll run it through our Foxtail machine learning software.�
�Interesting idea. How will the application help you?�
Anil reaches for his backpack. �A.I. will do the work for us. I�ll program Foxtail to test every conceivable decryption key until it finds the right one.�
Austin gestures. �Good idea. How many methods will it test?�
�A decillion per second until the job is done.�
�But how will it know it found the right key?�
�It will look for a code with Chinese characters.�
Austin leans back in his chair. �Nice. A trial by force.� He folds his arms. �You know, you should design the code to recognize any human language. We might need your tool in the future.�
�That�s easy enough.�
Through his smartglasses, Austin opens his inbox and finds an email from Gareth Allen. �Anil, I�m forwarding the sources files from the CIA. Follow the link to the data.�
Anil takes out a laptop. �I�ll get to work right away.�
Austin laughs. �You still use one of those? Where are your smartglasses?�
�I don�t have them anymore. It�s embarrassing, but I had to sell them to pay the rent��
Nine employees wearing blue uniforms pace into the room, quickly taking their seats and unloading their bags. They avoid eye contact as sweat drips from their faces.
Austin balls his fists. �I was about to fire all of you.�
Kwame, a senior programmer, speaks up for the group. �The trains from San Jose weren�t running this morning. We had to take a Flyship.�
�Great excuse.� Austin rolls his eyes.
�I�m being honest. We almost capsized on the Cupertino Lake. There was a waterspout offshore. Sorry we�re late��
Austin gives a cold stare. �Let�s get on with our Project Titan update. What�s on the agenda, Kwame?�
�Last week we were discussing the ICF.�
Austin nods. �Right. The Inertial Confinement Fusion reactor. Remind the team how it works.�
�Sure. The device contains deuterium and tritium fuel. When the core is heated to one hundred million degrees, those atoms fuse and release clean energy��
�You mean heat,� Austin interrupts. �I wouldn�t call that �clean energy.��
Kwame tilts his head. �You�re right, Dr. Sanders. Our colleagues at TransAtomic have designed a brilliant next-generation reactor that converts that heat into electricity without the need for stacks or turbines. It�s the first power plant that can fit inside a closet.�
�If we can only make it work,� Austin whispers as he stares at his fingernails. He looks up. �Did you get the blueprints from them?�
Kwame points to his colleague Diego, who beams an image onto a wall. �Yes, an executive at TransAtomic sent me his drawings. We�ve designed a prototype based on their schematics.�
�Do you have the materials to build it?� Austin asks.
�Yes. We received the zirconium frame for the outer shell yesterday.�
�What about the fuel source?�
�We have frozen pellets of deuterium and tritium in storage.�
Austin sits upright. �That�s good news for once. Here�s the plan. We should build a miniature reactor with an inner fuel core and an outer zirconium shell. If we can heat the device to one hundred million degrees, it should fuse the deuterium and tritium atoms and convert them to helium, releasing energy as a byproduct of fusion.� He pauses. �What about the ignition source?�
The room grows quiet.
Austin looks around. �How are we going to trigger the reaction? Kwame, have you found a laser?�
Kwame falters. ��well, Dr. Sanders, we can purchase argon and xenon units from the Fermilab.�
�Buy several of them.�
��there�s one problem.� Kwame glances at his colleagues and pauses. �We don�t think those lasers will be powerful enough to initiate the reaction.�
�What?�
�They won�t heat the zirconium shell to 100 million degrees.�
Austin frowns. �That�s unacceptable. There must be something that can reach that temperature.�
Kwame trembles. �Based on our calculation, the only ignition source that would work is a gamma-ray gun.�
�Then go get one.�
��they don�t exist anymore, Dr. Sanders.�
Austin slams his hand onto the desk. �You idiots! We�ve spent $20 billion acquiring a start-up company and now you�re telling me their designs won�t work?�
Team members look away.
�We were duped. The TransAtomic CEO looked me in my eye and told me they had found the solution. Instead, it looks like our investment just went down the drain.�
Kwame motions. �There�s one other possibility, Dr. Sanders. I talked to their Chief Scientific Officer. He said an alternative is to assemble our prototype within a nuclear fission plant. Based on their calculation, the energy from uranium should be enough to trigger fusion, just like in a hydrogen bomb.�
Austin laughs. �Are you kidding me? Last month the Tokai reactor in Japan exploded and killed a thousand people. The meltdown is spewing radioactive waste across Tokyo. Millions are going to die. You want to put this reactor inside one of our aging power stations?�
Kwame fidgets awkwardly.
�This project is toast,� Austin cries. �I will inform Dr. Andrews to kill the effort and we�ll move on.�
Diego speaks up. �Dr. Sanders, we need a solution. We are running out of hydrocarbons and the cost of oil is skyrocketing. Solar and wind aren�t substantial enough to replace fossil fuels, and nuclear power is disappearing. Fusion is the only option left. We can�t give up!�
Austin rolls his eyes. �Listen, we�ve hyped this for decades and wasted billions of dollars on failed projects. It�s nothing new. Every generation of scientists faces the same predicaments and setbacks. Frankly, I can�t see this technology ever working.�
Diego gasps. �Ever? But we have A.I. We can advance where others failed.�
�A.I. won�t solve our problem. There is a fundamental obstacle in our way. Do you know when nuclear fusion was first proposed as the answer to our problems?�
Diego shrugs.
�Over 150 years ago!�
Kwame leans forward. �Dr. Sanders, we�ve come a long way since then.�
�Have we?�
�Yes. Surely we can overcome the challenges.�
Austin shakes his head. �Let me teach you youngsters about the history of nuclear power.�
They listen intently.
�In 1905, Einstein predicted that energy and mass are inter-related in a beautiful mathematical equation�E=mc2. He speculated that tiny amounts of mass equated to large quantities of energy, but it was just a theory.
�Forty years later, Lise Meitner and Otto Robert Frisch split a uranium atom into barium and krypton in a process called fission. Strangely, the reaction products weighed less than the starting material. Where did the missing mass go? Remembering Einstein�s equation, Meitner and Frisch suggested that the matter had turned into energy. They put their ideas to the test in the form of a bomb. That seminal discovery led to the first atomic explosion and the dawn of the nuclear age. We split the atom and harnessed the power inside.
�That was supposed to solve humanity�s problems. A limitless supply of electricity and no more fossil fuels or global warming! Then came Chernobyl and Three Mile Island, followed by a dwindling supply of uranium. Optimism turned to dismay. So then what? Enter fusion, the next hope for humanity.
�It seems simple. Combine two atoms to form a new element with a reduced mass, with energy as the byproduct. This is how the sun works�every second it fuses 620 million metric tons of hydrogen into helium, releasing enough power to drive life on Earth. But there�s the problem�we cannot replicate the conditions inside the sun here at home. It�s a fundamental obstacle. We will never find an ignition source clean and strong enough to trigger the reaction. That�s the bottom line.�
Kwame lifts his hands. �What�s the alternative, Dr. Sanders? If we can�t solve fusion, what do we do for fuel?�
Austin sighs. �There is no alternative. We�ve done this to ourselves. We have built a civilization addicted to hydrocarbons, and once those fuels run out there is no other option. I don�t see any hope.�
�For the project?�
�For humanity. We are in the middle of an extinction event of our own making. The industrial revolution and the information era have led to this� a second dark age. The chickens have come home to roost. We could have avoided this years ago, and it�s too late now.�
�What about the Chinese?� Kwame asks. �How are they expanding their Mars colony? They must have abundant power.�
�Our enemy uses nuclear energy. They have mastered the fuel cycle and their spacecraft have miniaturized nuclear reactors. Our rockets are driven by combustion.�
Kwame hesitates. ��can we purchase one of their portable fission engines?�
Austin chuckles. �You can try to steal one and risk death. The Chinese certainly will not sell one to us. I doubt they�ll help their enemy.� He laughs aloud and the room grows quiet. �Your intentions are good, but unfortunately the tides are against us.�
An awkward silence sours the atmosphere as team members look away. Seeing his employees dismayed, Austin changes the subject. �Speaking of China, this morning I received a phone call from the CIA about an encrypted radio message from Mars. Looks like our enemy has developed a new communications system for their space colony.�
�What does it say?� Diego asks.
�We don�t know. The NSA wasn�t able to crack the code. They want us to decrypt it.�
�Let me take a look,� Kwame says.
Austin points. �I sent the source files to Anil this morning. Anil, can you share the encryption with the rest of the team? We have five days to solve it.�
Anil looks around the room. �I�ve already decrypted it.�
Austin�s eyes widen. �What? Why didn�t you say something?�
�I didn�t want to interrupt the meeting.�
Austin smiles. �Well, what is the gist of the message? Can you translate it for us?�
Anil stares at the screen. �Actually, it�s in English, not in Chinese.�
�Saying what?�
�It appears to be a song.�
�Play it.�
�Sure, take a listen.�
Austin leans closer to the laptop. �I can�t hear it. Can you turn up the volume?�
Anil taps his device and rock music blares.
�Deep down Louisiana close to New Orleans,
Way back up in the woods among the evergreens,
There stood a log cabin made of earth and wood,
Where lived a country boy named Johnny B. Goode.�


Austin�s brows furrow. �What the hell?�
�Go, go, Go Johnny
Go, Go, Go, Johnny,
Go, Go, Go, Johnny B. Goode.�


Kwame looks up. �That�s �Johnny B. Goode,� an old rock song!�
Austin appears confused. �The Chinese encrypted a 1950�s classic hit? They must be bored or out of their minds.�
Laughter breaks out.
�About that,� Anil replies. �The encryption method is entirely new. It�s the most complicated code I�ve ever seen.�
�That�s not our problem,� Austin says. �Just send me the key and I�ll forward it to the CIA. Case closed.�
�That�s the problem, Dr. Sanders. It isn�t a standard 256-bit key. I don�t believe the Chinese sent this message.�
Austin squints and rubs his eyes. �Well, what the hell is this about?�
Anil beams his display onto a wall. �Take a look. I logged onto JPL�s portal and traced the source of the radio signal.�
�How do you have access to the Jet Propulsion Laboratory?�
Anil smiles. �My wife works there, Dr. Sanders.�
�Right,� Austin nods. �Forgot about that.�
�Take a look at this map. Here is the origin of the message. You can clearly see that it�s not coming from Mars.�
Austin gawks at the projection. �Who the hell sent us this?�
�It seems to be coming from Barnard�s star, six light-years from Earth.�
Austin looks Anil in his eyes. �Then why is the message in English?�
Anil shrugs. �I have no idea, sir.�
Silence overtakes the room.
�You have five days to figure it out.� Austin gets up at walks towards the door. �Folks, unless you find a power source, I will put an end to Project Titan and move on. There�s no point in wasting our time.�
The team broods as their boss leaves the room.

4.

�FELINA, open that bottle of champagne.�
Manos Kharon sits at a gold-plated desk in his top-floor Manhattan office. Along the wall, his face graces the covers of ten framed magazines, one of them headlined �CEO of the Year.� Above the collection, a virtual ticker streams financial data in empty space. A live holographic feed of the Oval Office occupies the center of the room and a caption runs below it. �President Hughes to speak momentarily.�
Felina picks up the bottle. �A $20,000 vintage? What�s the occasion, Mr. Kharon?�
�Another win,� Manos says with a smirk.
Felina twists the cork until it explodes into the ceiling, spilling the bubbly onto her leather high heels. She pours it into a flute.
Manos grabs a tissue, bends over, and wipes her shoes, staring into her eyes. �Let me clean that for you.�
�That�s nice of you, Mr. Kharon.� She leans forward flirtatiously. �What success are we celebrating?�
�The Google victory.�
She smiles. �Sounds like a big one for GoldRock.�
�Massive. The Information Tariffs were months in the making. It means that our investment in the tech giant will finally pay off. With my help, their profits will soar immediately.�
�They are lucky to have you, Mr. Kharon.�
Manos sips the champagne. �Yes, they are. Let me ask you a question. Imagine an oil company giving away their precious commodities for free. What kind of business is that?�
�A failed one.�
�Exactly. Google freely gives away data as they lose billions of dollars. It�s the most incompetent business model I�ve ever seen, and it�s time for change.�
Felina whispers in his ear. �You�ve struck again.�
�Not quite yet.� He lights a cigar. �We�re not at the finish line and there�s more work to do. We need to develop Google�s new business strategy. Their executives are waiting for our next steps.�
Felina pouts her lips. �What can I do to help?�
�Get my Chief of Staff on the line. We need to finalize our action plan.�
�Will do, Mr. Kharon.� She rushes from the room.
A projection of the American President appears in the room. Manos increases the volume of the holographic video and listens to the speech from the Oval Office. �My fellow Americans, the War continues to challenge us. Across the world and in space, our enemies engage in hostile activities, threatening our American existence. They use our own technology against us, hoping we will cower under pressure. They hoard the world�s supply of water and energy, trying to starve our citizens. Thanks to your sacrifices, our foes drift closer to defeat��
A soft ring echoes from a speaker. �Mr. Kharon, Seth is ready for you.�
�Thanks, Felina.� Manos lowers the volume of the broadcast and places the Vision smartglasses on his face. In his view, he clicks a green icon and his tanned, thirty-something Chief of Staff appears in a live video feed.
�Seth, how are you?� Manos asks.
�Mr. Kharon, I don�t see your face.�
Manos moves his ashtray, revealing a small black cube on his desk. �How about that?�
�Yes, I see you now. How can I help you, sir?�
Manos reclines in his chair. �I want to talk to you about the Google initiative. Have you formulated their new corporate structure?�
�Yes, let me pull up my notes.� His eyes flicker across the screen. �Last time we discussed imposing a fee for Google search. You proposed a subscription model where users would pay monthly to access the web.�
�That�s right. Have you calculated the best price?�
�$999 a month.�
�I like the sound of it. What are the profits from this plan?�
�Based on my calculations, yearly earnings will jump by $60B.�
Manos raises his glass. �Perfect! Listen, it�s important that the fee is adjustable. Users in other countries must pay more than Americans.�
�I see. Is this related to the War?�
�That�s none of your concern.�
�Apologies. Well, we can vary the price based on location or currency. That�s simple.�
Manos puffs the cigar. �Wonderful. I like your proposal, Seth. Great job!�
�Thank you, sir.�
�Let�s proceed�please send your plans to the Google management team so they can implement it.�
Seth hesitates. ��there is one caveat.�
�What�s that?�
�The $60B projection assumes there are no changes to the company�s user base. The actual profits could be lower.�
Manos frowns. �What do you mean?�
�It�s difficult to predict how the new rules will change consumers� habits. The average American may not want to spend $1000 a month for Google search. They might abandon the platform and turn to the dark web.�
�What�s our bottom line in that scenario?�
�Google�s brand may suffer irreparable damage. It could even kill the company.�
Manos slams his fist on the desk. �That�s unacceptable! I cannot tolerate a loss on my investment. If you want to keep your job, you better find a solution.�
�I already have.� Seth beams. �I propose a different model.�
Manos sips his champagne and walks to a window, peering into Manhattan. The city�s floodwater merges with the East River. In the distance, the cables of the Brooklyn Bridge peek from the water surface. �Well, what�s your answer?�
Seth gestures with his hand. �Instead of subscriptions, we should implement an ad-based model.�
�Ads?�
�Yes. We can expand advertising on the Google platform.�
Manos scratches his forehead. �I don�t see how that scales.�
�Consider this. Ninety percent of the world�s population uses Google�s operating system on their smartglasses. We can stream content continuously to billions of users.�
Manos�s eyes widen. �Endless commercials in your view��
�Exactly, sir. As of now, Google�s advertisements are limited to YouTube TV and Chrome. We can extend that to the rest of the interface. Users will watch clips all day long, and a recurring subscription removes them from view.�
Manos rubs his chin. �What�s the profit potential?�
�Based on my calculation, a $1000 monthly fee and the extra ad revenue translates to $80B in annual income.�
Manos laughs. �Brilliant! Make it $5000 for the Chinese and Russians.�
�Yes, sir.�
�Will this scenario decrease the Google user base?�
�Not likely. Once people get used to constant ads, they will forget they lived without them.�
Manos perks up. �I like what I�m hearing. Let�s proceed with this strategy but with some conditions��
�What�s that, sir?�
Manos sips more champagne. �There will be no option to skip advertisements.�
�Of course.�
�And you can�t mute the commercials.�
Seth is silent for a few seconds. �Is that a bit extreme, sir?�
�What do you mean?�
�You will force non-paying users to listen to blurbs all day long.�
Manos rolls his eyes. �Well, that�s the whole point. You have to force-feed people to get them to enjoy life. Promotions improve well-being.� He puffs on the cigar. �And besides, it�s a small sacrifice people can make for the War.�
Felina walks in. �Mr. Kharon, you have an important call from the government.�
�Seth, I have to run. Polish the ad model and send it back to me ASAP. We need to get it to the Google management team.�
Manos answers the other call. A bearded man appears sporting a navy blue suit pinned with an American flag. �Gareth!�
Gareth Allen salutes. �Kharon, how�s my old pal?�
Manos smiles. �Doing well, my friend. Nice to hear your voice. How�s the CIA treating you?�
�Can�t complain. Your absence is sorely missed, Manos.�
�I�m better off at GoldRock.�
�Can we tempt you to return to Langley?�
�Not in a million years, Gareth. Working with you was great, but my government days are over. I�ve paid my dues.�
Gareth chuckles. �Save a spot there at GoldRock for me. I�m retiring soon.�
�You got it. How can I help you?�
�Are you listening to the President�s speech?�
Manos glances at the hologram. �Yeah, I heard the first part of it. What�s the news?�
�The War. President Hughes is building the case for action against New China. I�m hearing rumors of a major policy shift coming soon�we�re taking the offensive against the enemy, and that�s why I�m calling. Have you executed the Google plan?�
�Yes. The first milestone is complete. The Google shareholders approved the tariffs last week without a hiccup from their CEO.�
�Bethany Andrews?�
�Yes. She fought hard but GoldRock prevailed easily as we always do.�
�Why did she oppose it? Is she a spy?�
�Probably. Her failed policies have certainly helped China and Russia.�
Gareth looks down. �I made a note of that.� He glances at Manos. �When can you execute the next milestone?�
�We should have a new business model soon. Google�s profits will soar and our enemies will be crushed.�
Gareth grins. �Perfect. Listen, the President plans a press conference next week to announce war measures against China. He will mention the Google plan in his speech.�
Manos nods. �Got it. Should we go live after the broadcast?�
�Yes. Get the updates ready. I�ll call you a day ahead of the President�s address.�
�Sounds good. We�ll wait for your green light before we launch.�
�Excellent! Great job, Manos. It�s always a pleasure to work with GoldRock.�
�It�s an honor to help my country.� Manos sips some champagne. �Gareth, we�ll need payment for the milestone we achieved.�
�Of course. It�s $100M, correct?�
�Yes.�
�Can I offer a discounted military vehicle?�
Manos laughs. �I prefer cash this time.�
�You didn�t enjoy the Falcon 12 rocket?�
�I�ve been up to space a few times, but it gets old fast.�
�I see.�
�The Falcon is sitting in my hangar gathering dust. I�m thinking of selling it.�
�How about an F18 or an Osprey?�
Manos shakes his head. �Nope. Currency is king.�
�Of course, Manos. I will wire payment to GoldRock later today.�
Manos removes his smartglasses and puffs the cigar. �Thank you. Your business is appreciated.�

5.

�THE BABY�S kicking. Give me your hand.�
Anil sits on the bed and palms his wife�s pregnant belly. He feels a soft thud on his fingers. �My sweet daughter. Did she wake you last night?�
�She did,� Prisha says. �She has so much energy.�
A rumble rocks the studio apartment, the sounds of ocean waves coming from the window. In the living area, water leaks from the balcony door and gathers in a pool soaking the rug.
Anil�s voice softens. �I have to confess something.�
�What is it?�
�I don�t like the name Samira.�
�Why? It was your mother�s name.�
He sighs. �It brings back memories of the Flood. It�s too painful for me.�
Prisha turns away. �We can�t agree on a baby name. It�s so frustrating.�
�It�s my fault.� Anil places his ear on his wife�s belly. �Baby, what are you doing in there?� He feels a movement and hears his wife�s stomach rumble. �You�re hungry, Prisha.�
She shakes her head. �I�m fine. I can wait until Ration 2.�
�I have a surprise for you.� He stands and walks to a canister lying where a refrigerator once stood. Storage boxes sit in the kitchen sink. He pours water from the container and reaches in a cupboard for a plate of food, then darts back to the bed. �Here you go. Just for you!�
Prisha seems wary. �Where did you get this?�
�Just eat it.�
She grabs a fork and tastes an artificial corn puree. �Anil, this is your Ration 1. You saved it for me, didn�t you?�
�Maybe I did.�
�You have to eat, too.�
�I wasn�t hungry this morning. And besides, you�re eating for two.�
Prisha grabs his hand. �We can�t live this, Anil. I have to find work. We need more money.�
�We�ll be fine. Just be happy that JPL gave you unpaid leave. You�ll go back to work as soon as the baby is born.�
�I�m not happy that you�re starving yourself for me.�
�The doctor said you shouldn�t work with your high blood pressure. Don�t worry, I can support us.�
She points to the soaking rug. �What about that?�
Anil takes a towel and wipes the pool of water streaming from the balcony. He rolls open the curtain and sunlight bathes the room. The vast ocean stretches into the distance, the sea level just a few feet below their second-floor apartment.
A tidal surge crashes into the building and shakes its foundation. He opens the patio door and hangs the wet towel from a hook. The sounds of splashing waves fill the apartment as seawater drips into the patio. He looks out warily.
The ocean is rising.
Panic consumes him.
We need to leave this apartment.
�I�m worried,� Prisha says.
Anil closes the balcony door. �Everything is fine, dear.�
She throws her hands in the air. �One day we�ll wake up under water!�
�No, we won�t. We�ll move to another apartment soon.�
�How can we afford that? The units upstairs are more expensive.�
She�s right. We won�t survive another rent hike. �We can manage it. I�m waiting for the leasing office to call.�
�They don�t care about us.�
�They know what they�re doing. We�ll relocate in the next few weeks.�
She starts to sob. �What kind of world are we bringing our baby into? She won�t have running water or heat. Education is unaffordable. Life wasn�t this hard when we were kids.�
�Times are hard, but you can�t live in fear. We have to be positive.�
�I worry every day.�
�Why? There�s no point in torturing yourself.�
Tears flood her eyes. �Life is too hard.�
He embraces his wife and kisses her. �When times are tough, you fight back. If you do nothing, it only gets worse.�
�I can�t fight anymore. I�m tired.�
�I know, babe. It�s my battle for you and our baby. I�ll take care of us. Don�t worry.�
His stomach growls in hunger.
How will we survive?
Panicked, he gets up and grabs his briefcase. �I have work to do.� He sits at a desk and turns on his laptop, an aging device from an earlier time.
Work is my only distraction.
The display switches on. He logs onto his portal and opens Project Titan, reviewing an engineering sketch for the reactor prototype. He reruns his previous calculations and confirms the accuracy of the schematics.
Looking for something to do, he sends an email to his boss. �Fei, I�m just following up on my assignment. Is there anything else I can do? I�m eager to help.�
Anil stares at his messages, his legs shaking in frustration. He waits for a reply.
I need more work to do. Can I find a second job?
A memo arrives from a company administrator. �Beginning this week, Google employees who leave the country will lose access to the work portal. Additionally, changes to our operating system will take effect later in the week. Details to follow.�
Anil deletes the note and browses the inbox. He notices the CIA correspondence that Austin had forwarded to him four days earlier. �Dr. Sanders, per our earlier conversation, please find the secure data. We need your response within five days. Best, Gareth Allen.�
Anil turns to his wife. �Prisha, what do you know about Barnard�s Star?�
�It�s one of our nearest stars. I believe it�s a red dwarf. Why do you ask?�
�Apparently, there�s a radio signal coming from there.�
Her eyes widen. �You mean from an intelligent species?�
He shrugs. �I�m not sure. We intercepted an encrypted communication and I hacked it with Foxtail. It turned out to be an old American rock song.�
�That doesn�t make any sense. What are you talking about?�
He logs onto the JPL portal and live streams the broadcast, which looks like random noise on the laptop screen. He loads a map of the Milky Way. �Take a look. There�s the signal, right in the middle of Barnard�s Star. And look what happens when I decode it.�
He turns up the volume. �Go, go, Go Johnny Go, Go, Go, Johnny, Go, Go, Go, Johnny B. Goode.� The song plays continuously on a loop.
Prisha�s eyes narrow. She takes the laptop and logs onto another website. �I wonder if SETI is aware of this.�
�SETI?�
�Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence. They monitor the universe for radio signals like this.� She scans the site for several minutes. �Interesting.�
�What is it?�
�They didn�t pick it up because of the encryption. How did you find the signal?�
�The CIA sent it to us. They couldn�t hack the code.�
Her jaw drops. �You know what this means? We�re listening to the first message from another race. This is incredible. It�s front-page news!�
He chuckles. �Don�t get ahead of yourself, Prisha. We don�t know what they�re trying to say.�
�I have to tell my friends about this. They�ll help us solve it.�
He frowns and shakes his head. �Absolutely not! You can�t do that. We have to keep it confidential or we�ll be in big trouble. Do you understand? This is the CIA we�re dealing with.�
�Okay, fine.� She stares at the screen. �What does it mean? Johnny B. Goode?�
�I don�t know.� He taps his fingers and contemplates. �Is there evidence of life near that star?�
�Funny, I wrote a paper about Barnard�s in college. Let me load it.� She accesses her cloud. �I found it. Here it is:
�At 7-12 billion years of age, Barnard�s Star is among the oldest stars in the Milky Way Galaxy, considerably older than our 4.5 billion-year-old sun. Solar flares indicate that it is still active despite its old age. It is the fourth nearest star to our planet��
She scans her document looking for useful information. �Barnard�s Star weighs one-tenth the mass of the sun� periodic changes to its brightness indicate it rotates once every 130 days.� She pauses as she reads the next line. �Perturbations in its proper motion suggests that it may be orbited by small terrestrial planets.�
Anil jolts upright. �Planets?�
She looks at him and then continues. �In 1973, Alan Bond proposed Project Daedalus, a mission to construct an unmanned interstellar spacecraft to reach the star. Fueled by a nuclear rocket, the craft would reach it in fifty years� time.�
Anil rubs his chin. �There must be an advanced species there. And it�s so close to Earth!�
�They want to tell us something.�
�But what? Why did they send us an old rock song?�
�The more important question is how did they get a hold of it? They must have had contact with our civilization in the past.�
Anil replays the decrypted message. �Go, go, Go Johnny Go, Go, Go, Johnny, Go, Go, Go, Johnny B. Goode.�
�When was the track made?� she asks.
He runs a web search and reads the result aloud. ��Johnny B. Goode� is a 1958 rock-and-roll song written and recorded by Chuck Berry. It was ranked seventh on Rolling Stone�s list of 500 Greatest Songs of All Time.�
Prisha stares in thought. �Who�s Chuck Berry?�
Anil runs another query. �Chuck Berry was an American singer, songwriter, and one of the pioneers of rock and roll music. He was among the first musicians to be inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.�
�Give me the laptop.� She logs back onto JPL and stares at Barnard�s Star in the space viewer. �Somehow this song from 1958 made its way out into the Milky Way, but how?�
�Try searching for �Johnny B. Goode AND Milky Way.��
She queries the terms and her eyes widen when she scans the top search result. �Oh my God, check this out�Chuck Berry Immortalized on Voyager Space Mission.� She opens the article dated March 20, 2017, and her chin drops. �Chuck Berry, the father of rock and roll, passed from this world on Saturday at 90 years old, but thanks to NASA, his music lives on in space. A recording of Chuck Berry�s �Johnny B. Goode� was included on a golden disc sent to space with the Voyager mission.�
Anil laughs. �You�re kidding me. What�s Voyager?�
�You don�t remember from grade school? In the 1970s, NASA launched two spacecraft to explore the solar system�Voyager 1 and 2. A couple years after launch, Voyager 1 flew by Jupiter and photographed the Great Red Spot for the first time. It discovered volcanic activity on its moon Io and active geology on Europa. Then it flew by Saturn and discovered the atomic composition of its rings. It detected an atmosphere on Saturn�s largest moon, Titan.�
�It accomplished all of that on its own?�
�Yes.�
Anil takes the laptop and runs a search. �In 2013, Voyager 1 left the solar system and entered interstellar space at a velocity of 38,000 miles per hour.� He looks up at her. �That means it�s still flying out there. Where is it now?�
She nods. �Let�s figure that out. We can determine its location in the galaxy based on its velocity and time of launch.� She opens a calculator and runs the math. �Based on my calculations, Voyager 1 is 30 billion miles from Earth.�
�And how far is Barnard�s?�
�Well, it�s six light-years away. Each light year is six trillion miles, which makes it 36 trillion miles from us.�
Anil leans back. �So Voyager 1 is nowhere near that star?�
�Nope.�
They stare at each other for a few minutes, not sure what to do next. Prisha logs back onto JPL and browses dozens of sources, looking for information on Barnard�s Star. She tracks a link to the Keck Telescope on the Mauna Kea Observatory in Hawaii, one of the darkest environments in the world. She scans the Atacama Large Millimeter Array, a cluster of 66 radio telescopes in Chile. A futile hour of searching passes.
�I give up,� she says to him. �I�m tired. We can work on this later.�
As she puts away the laptop, Anil grabs her arm. �Wait a minute. Aren�t there transmissions coming from Voyager 1?�
Her eyes narrow. �Yes. It�s been communicating with Earth since 1977.�
�What was the last signal?�
�More importantly, when was the last one?� She searches for the �Deep Space Network� and opens its portal, reading its welcome page aloud. �The DSN is a worldwide network of US spacecraft transmissions that supports NASA�s interplanetary missions.�
�There�s a website for that?� Anil asks. �What do you see?�
She logs in with her JPL login. �Look at this. Here�s a list of all American space probes, the last one from 2042. Wow, here�s Voyager 1��
Anil leans over and stares. A link takes them to a photograph of Voyager 1 from 1977. He studies the spacecraft�s design�a 12-foot circular radio antenna with tripod legs and gold-plated instruments peeking from its apex. �It looks so basic.�
�What do you expect? They were primitive back then.�
�When was its last communication?�
She clicks on �raw data� and sifts through a list of files. �It looks like the last contact was in 2060, just a routine signal.�
�That was six years ago!�
They stare at each other. Prisha runs her fingers through her hair. �So let me get this straight. Voyager 1 is flying through space with a record album containing �Johnny B. Goode.� The last time it communicated with us was six years ago. Now the song is being sent from Barnard�s Star six light-years away?�
Anil locks eyes with her. �You think there�s a connection?�
�Maybe someone found Voyager 1.�
�Intelligent beings?�
They sit silently.
Prisha gestures. �There must be an advanced civilization near Barnard�s Star. Are they trying to contact us?�
�What if six years ago, an extraterrestrial species discovered Voyager 1 and its golden disc. They cast a message to us and it�s taken six years for that signal to arrive here on Earth.�
�But why?�
He rubs his temples in frustration. The answers do not arrive. He goes back and streams the live transmission from Barnard�s Star. �Go, go, Go Johnny Go, Go, Go, Johnny, Go, Go, Go, Johnny B. Goode.� The track repeats on a loop every ninety seconds.
Prisha rubs her belly. �If someone out there discovered the golden disc, why did they pick this song? And why is it repeating?�
�Maybe it�s an acknowledgment that they found Voyager 1?�
�That�s a strange thing to send across the galaxy.�
�You think there�s more to the message?�
Prisha nods. �Yes. There has to be.�
Anil�s eyes widen. �Maybe they embedded something in the song?�
�You think so? How can you prove it?�
�I have an idea.� He opens an audio analyzer software and loads the radio signal. As �Johnny B. Goode� plays, the sound converts to spikes and waves on the screen.
Prisha shakes her head. �That looks like random noise. How can you possibly work with that?�
Anil stares at the data and sees a pattern with each repetition of the track. He hits �record� and saves the waveform as it plays.
Prisha points. �I wonder how that compares to the actual �Johnny B. Goode�?�
�Good question.� He downloads the original version and loads it into the audio analyzer, converting the music into lines and waves. He places the images of the songs next to each other.
�They look the same,� she says.
�By eye they do. Let�s see if the A.I. thinks so.� He runs an analysis. �I can subtract one wave from the other. If they�re identical, the result should be a flat line.� He loads the files into the tool and runs a function. The waves suddenly disappear and three spikes show up on the screen.
She leans forward. �What is that?�
�Whoa�� Anil looks closely. �It looks like the song from space is different from the Earth version.�
�You think there�s a message in those blips?�
Anil peers at the screen. �It seems unlikely.�
�Maybe it�s an error in your software.�
�There�s one way to find out. Bear with me.� He runs the live radio transmission from Barnard�s Star and records twenty plays of �Johnny B. Goode,� saving separate wave files and loading them in the spectrum analyzer. He then compares each audio file to the original one from Earth.
A pattern of spikes emerges.
Prisha�s jaw drops. �Wow, look at that!�
He points. �These three nodes show up at the same position in the track.�
�But they�re different from loop to loop��
​He gasps. �You�re right, Prisha. Good eye! The blips get smaller with each transmission.�
��there�s a code in there.�
�You think so?� He stares. �It almost looks like there�s a unique three-letter signature in each cycle. If you look at the first 14 files, the first two blips remain constant but the third one changes.�
�I see,� Prisha says. �But look at the 15th file. Suddenly the second blip changes and remains the same for the rest of the sequence.�
�What does it mean?� Anil asks.
�Why don�t you create a letter for each blip?�
Anil�s brow relaxes. �Great idea.� He finds fourteen distinct spikes differing in size and ranks them from largest to smallest, designating them with a letter from A to N. He then writes out the code for the twenty consecutive loops.
ACA
ACB
ACC
ACD
ACE
ACF
ACG
ACH
ACI
ACJ
ACK
ACL
ACM
ACN
ADA
ADB
ADC
ADD
ADE
ADF

Shivers run down Anil�s back. �There�s a pattern in the noise.�
Prisha gasps. �Oh my God��
�This is a countdown!�
�For what?�
�I don�t know, but I have to tell Dr. Sanders.�

6.

AUSTIN EXITS the Nob Hill Hyperloop station and shields himself from a strong wind. He paces down an outdoor walkway anchored to forty-fifth floor of the St. Francis skyscraper. As he walks, messages stream into his smartglasses.
�Austin, your Project Titan meeting is in ten minutes.�
�Cancel it, Isaac. I don�t feel like working.�
�Are you depressed? Your psychiatrist appointment is overdue.�
�Leave me alone.�
�There are other remedies for depression.�
�Be quiet! Disable my notifications for the rest of the day.�
A seagull glides overhead and dives below the overpass. Austin peers over the ledge and spots the streets of Nob Hill, a ten-block island district surrounded by the San Francisco Bay.
�Zoom in,� he tells his A.I. In his magnified view, he sees tents up and down California Street. A police drone hovers above a group of wandering vagrants and a pack of dogs scavenges in the distance.
�Isaac, navigate to 111 Polk Street.�
�Where are you going, Austin?�
�Never mind. Just take me there.�
A blue line appears in his field of view and highlights the passage, guiding him to his destination. He follows it into an elevator and takes it to the ground floor.
I need to escape.
A foul stench greets him in the lobby, growing as he walks toward the street. Outside, throngs of homeless people idle in encampments spanning the island. Needles and drug paraphernalia cover the sidewalk.
He follows the route past a pile of garbage and across a fractured concrete road, once a thoroughfare for motorized vehicles. He pauses in front of the Mark Hopkins hotel and glances at the remnants of a top-floor restaurant.
I had dinner with Olivia there years ago.
A police drone flies overhead. He lowers his head and walks a few blocks towards San Francisco Bay. Trash stretches from the shore to the neighboring island of Russian Hill. As winds pick up, he covers his nose with his sleeve and paces briskly along Polk Street, where he sees his destination�an abandoned three-story building.
Is that the pharmacy?
He approaches the complex; a homeless man sleeps near its entrance. A rat crawls from the rain gutter and darts into a wild lawn. Austin sneaks past the man to the front gate and finds it open.
Then he receives a phone call from unknown. �Reject the call,� Austin whispers, looking back to see if he awoke the homeless man. Seconds later, another call arrives.
It must be the CIA.
He switches his smartglasses to �do not disturb� mode. Immediately, a text message flashes in his field of view. �Dr. Sanders, it has been five days. We need the communications decoded ASAP.�
Ignoring the government, Austin quietly opens the door and peers inside a pitch-black hallway, his blue path leading into darkness. He hears water drops falling onto carpet and smells mold.
�Turn on light,� he whispers. A beam from his smartglasses illuminates the damp corridor. He follows the line up a creaky staircase to the second floor, tiptoeing past someone lying on the ground. The navigation ends at a door�Apartment 202.
His heart racing, he softly taps and waits for a response. He knocks louder and whispers, �Hello?�
�Who�s there?� someone yells from inside.
Austin grows pale. ��I want to place an order.�
The door opens and a flashlight shines in his face. He finds a middle-aged woman standing in the doorway, her face covered with sunglasses and a bandana. �What do you want?�
Austin hesitates. ��something that will let me escape. What�s popular?�
�DMT, heroine, 2CC��
�What�s 2CC?�
�A psychedelic. Everyone loves it, and it will definitely take you to another world.�
�I�ll try that.�
He hands her money and takes a bag from her, then quickly heads back to the top of the staircase. He stops and inspects the plastic pouch, and then he opens it and tastes the white powder.
It�s so bitter.
He smells the narcotic and gags.
How can I take this? It smells like shit.
Breathing deeply, he mentally prepares himself for the ingestion. He stretches his left index finger and pours the powder onto it, then counts down as he exhales deeply.
3, 2, 1�
He snorts the powder in one quick inhalation and a sharp pain blasts through his skull. He falls to the floor and grimaces in torment, gagging and coughing violently as the bitter particles clot the back of his throat.
Someone upstairs shouts, �Get out of here!�
The staircase starts to rock back and forth. Austin tries to stand and loses his balance, falling down the steps and landing on his shoulder. He fights the pain in silence and tears stream from his dilated pupils. Nauseated, he slowly picks himself up and walks outside.
He leaves the building and approaches the bay, spotting the island of North Beach. Suddenly a wave of euphoria calms his body as a warm glow brightens.
Finally, some peace�
Sunlight breaks through the clouds and transforms the hazy, yellow-green sky into a deep turquoise blue. Orange and red colors stand out like the pages of a pop-up book. He smiles as heat radiates from his hands to his arms and legs.
I feel alive.
A bird leaves a purple trail as it soars above the ocean. He follows it to find clouds vibrating with an electrical energy. Colorful geometric patterns rotate in a gleeful symphony orchestrated by the sun.
�Isaac, take a picture of this.�
�I don�t understand.�
�Don�t you see the magic?� He spreads his arms and closes his eyes as a breeze relaxes his muscles. He takes a deep breath of the ocean mist and ignores a police drone flying overhead.
It feels so good.
Steam rises from the bay. He falls on his knees and crawls to the bank, inching closer to the shore. The golden sunlight illuminates the ocean floor, exposing metal objects. Bubbles rise to the water surface. He looks closely and spots a traffic post resting on the seabed.
Is there something written on that?
Suddenly, winds pick up and the steam intensifies as the water level falls. More relics of the past appear around him.
Austin laughs hysterically, his pupils fully dilated. �The ocean is falling down!�
A concrete highway comes into view as the water edge retreats. He reads a placard. �San Francisco City Limit. Population 2,445,334.� A trolley track appears. He gazes around in amazement.
The city�s back to normal.
�Dad!�
He hears a child screaming.
�Dad, over here!�
He squints towards North Beach and spots a brown-haired boy and a woman waving to him. �Son?�
�Come on, Dad, let�s go for a walk together!�
He races towards them. �Matthew, Olivia, I�m coming!�
The water recedes and exposes a street sign�Hyde Street. Austin walks along the rail, following the water�s edge as it falls. Victorian homes appear around him, their facades freshly painted in oranges and blues. The ocean disappears and the San Francisco Islands morph into one connected land mass.
I�m back home.
An automobile passes by, the driver yelling, �Get off the road!� Austin runs onto the sidewalk and smiles.
I miss this place.
A taxi parks. �Where you going?� the driver shouts.
Austin jumps in. �Take me to my family!�
�You got it.� The car passes a light and races for the intersection of Hyde Street and Lombard Street.
�This spot is perfect. Stop the cab.� Austin leaps from the car and approaches his wife and son. Tears stream from his eyes. He leans over and picks up his boy, hugging him intensely. �Matthew, I�ve missed you so much!�
�I missed you too, Dad.�
�Have you been good to your Mom?�
�Yes.�
With his son in his arms, he hugs his wife and buries his head in her hair. �Olivia, I�ve ached for you.� He smells her floral fragrance and kisses her cheek. �There�s something I have to tell you.�
Her expression is blank.
�Olivia?�
A passerby approaches them. �Would you like a photo?�
Austin reaches for a metal object in his pocket and pulls out a smartphone.
I haven�t used one of these in years!
He hands it to the stranger and poses with his family in front of Lombard Street with its rows of pink and white flowers. In the distance, Coit tower rises above the city.
�Smile!� the stranger shouts, snapping a photo and signaling with his thumbs up. �Beautiful picture.�
�Thanks,� Austin says as he takes back his phone.
A trolley stops at the intersection. Matthew points. �Dad, look! Let�s get on!�
Austin grabs his family�s hands and leads them to the train, taking it down Hyde Street towards Fisherman�s Wharf.
�Where are we going, Dad?�
�Wherever you and mommy want, son.�
A foghorn blares and seagulls fly overhead as the Golden Gate Bridge glistens in the afternoon sun. Tourists lean outward from the car, taking photos of Alcatraz Island.
Austin turns and looks into his wife�s eyes. �Olivia, I�ve wanted to tell you something from the bottom of my heart. I don�t blame you for what happened��
They approach Ghirardelli Square and come to a stop. Matthew points. �Dad, let�s go to the chocolate shop!�
�Okay, son. Take my hand.� Austin steps off the train into a puddle. He takes another step and falls deeper, his ankles submerged in water.
What the hell?
He looks up and panics. �Matthew? Olivia?� The trolley moves on to its next stop. He looks around for his family and a wave of nausea overpowers him, sending him crashing into the ground.
The puddle grows into a pool and the ocean drenches his clothing. He tries to stand but feels his legs buckle.
�Olivia, don�t leave me again!�
Clouds obscure the sun. The sky grows dark and its deep blue morphs into a greenish hue. Alcatraz Island vanishes as the San Francisco archipelago reappears. Rivers of water gush towards him.
I have to get out of here.
Cars vanish from the road. He runs on the abandoned street towards high ground, trying to escape the rising sea. Street signs collapse as a wall of water crashes behind him. He looks back to see it swallow the tourists.
�Matthew!�
He trips over and falls onto his face. The flood overtakes him and rises rapidly. He tries to swim against the fierce current and smashes into a tree, reaching for a branch and clinging for dear life.
A loud buzz fills the air.
Where am I?
He squints as a spotlight shines in his face. A robot voice comes from a police drone flying above. �Citizen, get down from there!�
Austin returns to reality, finding himself back in Nob Hill clinging to a tree. His head throbs and his neck pulsates in pain.
It�s nighttime?
He looks up and sees a small copter overhead. Panicked, he releases his grip and falls onto a pile of trash.
The robot approaches Austin. �You are under arrest.�
He covers his eyes from the spotlight. �I�ve done nothing wrong.�
�Stay where you are.�
He picks up a rock and flings it at the machine, then sprints back towards the train station, running through alleys.
His smartglasses chime. �Austin, the police are following you.�
�Shut up, Isaac, I don�t need your help.�
�I suggest you contact your psychiatrist.�
Austin spots officers in uniform. He runs into a lot and dives into an empty tent, trembling in fear. His heart races as he hears a pack of wild dogs barking. A pit of misery gnaws in his stomach.
I�m more depressed than before. 2CC made me worse!
He begins to cry.
Olivia, why won�t you call me?
Someone approaches. �Get out of my tent!�
Austin leaps out and runs towards the Hyperloop station. Along the way, his smartglasses vibrate�there�s an incoming phone call from Anil Anaya. It rings several times and he considers rejecting the call. He stops running.
Maybe it�s good news.
Austin answers the call. �Anil?�
�Dr. Sanders, do you have a minute?�
�Not really.�
�It won�t take long. I just want to tell you that I solved the CIA project.�
Austin rubs his neck. �What are you talking about?�
�The encrypted radio signal from space, remember?�
�You mean �Johnny B. Goode�?�
�Yes.�
Austin�s depression lifts and the high returns. Looking up, he sees thousands of stars in the Milky Way galaxy and his jaw drops from the vastness of space.
�Dr. Sanders?�
�Who is this?�
�It�s Anil Anaya.�
�What do you want?�
Anil pauses. �Dr. Sanders, I can call back later.�
�Just tell me the bottom line.�
�The radio signal we received from Barnard�s Star� it�s a countdown ending in two days.�
Austin smiles and turns loopy. �The �Johnny B. Goode� song from space?�
�Yes!�
�It�s a countdown? What happens in two days?�
�I have no idea.�
�Who sent us the signal?�
�We think it�s from an intelligent species near Barnard�s Star.�
�Great news!� His high peaking, Austin laughs madly and skips around Nob Hill like a child. He runs into a pole and smashes his face, giggling hysterically on the ground.
�Dr. Sanders, are you okay?�
�Of course, I�ve never been happier. The world will end in two days.�
�Sir?�
�The countdown� it�s the end of times.�
Anil pauses. ��Dr. Sanders, just to clarify, I don�t know what happens in two days��
�This is the biggest discovery of the year. We deserve a Nobel Prize or at least a nice dinner somewhere.�
Anil hesitates. ��Dr. Sanders, just one question. Should we inform the CIA? They wanted us to decode the signal today, and the deadline is in a few hours.�
Austin makes a fist. �Screw the CIA! They are a bunch of douche bags and they can do their own work. Damn this bloody War!�
�Sir, are you sure? Will we be in trouble if we ignore the CIA?�
�Let them hack the code for themselves. We can�t go around sharing our discoveries with everyone.�
�Okay, Dr. Sanders, whatever you say.�
�Inform the cavalry and high command. The countdown ends in two days. In 48 hours, we will say goodbye to the Milky Way.�
Anil pauses. ��do you need help, Dr. Sanders? You sound like you�re in a bad place.�
�It�s too late for that, Anil. The clock is ticking. The end times are here!�

7.

�MR. KHARON, sorry to interrupt your session. The CIA deputy director is on the line.�
Lying face down on a massage table, Manos opens his eyes and turns his head to Felina at the door. Marble stretches across the walls and floors of his luxury bathroom. In the corner, a wooden door leads to a private sauna.
�I�ll take the call,� Manos says.
She closes the door.
Manos turns and stares at two masseuses standing over him. �Don�t just stop. I don�t pay you to hang around.�
The women resume their program. One of them rubs his neck and the other stretches his calf. He grabs a pea-sized speaker from a leather case, placing it in his ear, then lays his head back down and closes his eyes. �Felina, I�m ready for the call.�
�Stand by,� she replies in his earpiece.
Gareth Allen comes on the line. �Manos, my friend, how are you?�
�Decompressing. How�s the CIA, Gareth?�
�Always a crisis brewing.�
Manos laughs. �GoldRock is here to help.�
�I have an update on the China offensive.�
�I�m listening.�
�The President�s press conference is tomorrow. Have you prepared the Information Tariffs?�
�Yes. We are set to launch.�
�How do they look?�
�Like gold. We have a new Google ad platform and our adversaries will pay a steep price to get online. It�s ready for rollout.�
�Advertisements? That doesn�t sound very threatening.�
�Don�t worry, it�s a work of genius. We will slam China and Russia in the gut. They will regret having messed with America.�
�That�s what I want to hear, Manos. Sometimes overwhelming force is the only option.�
�Agreed. With this rollout, we�ll blind them and amputate their legs. As soon as they realize information is no longer free, they will piss their pants!�
�Excellent.�
�Should we go live with it?�
�Not yet. The President is preparing for his address. He will outline tough measures against China. He won�t mention Google by name but your work is front and center.�
�Got it. So we launch after the President�s speech?�
�Yes.�
Manos raises a fist. �Great news! That�s our final milestone. When do you send me payment?�
Gareth�s voice lowers. �What�s the hurry? You�ll get your money.� He pauses and changes the subject. �Listen, I have another request for you.�
�What�s that?�
�Last week, we intercepted an encrypted message from New China.�
�You mean from space?�
�Yes. It appears the Chinese have developed a secret communication system for their Mars colony. We�ve been unable to hack their messages.�
Manos grins. �How can I help?�
�I tasked someone at Google to decipher the code. The deadline was yesterday, and I�ve heard nothing from him.�
�Who?�
�Austin Sanders, head of their A.I. department. He has ignored my phone calls. I�m suspicious he�s hiding something from me.�
Manos stretches his neck. �Let me take care of it.�
�Okay, see what you can find, Manos. It would be great to crack the code and have more ammo against China.�
�Will do, Gareth.�
On the massage table, Manos covers himself with a towel and motions for the masseuses to leave the room. He dons a robe and walks to his secretary�s desk across the hall. �Felina, get my Chief of Staff on the line.�
She looks up at her boss. �You got it.�
Manos enters his top-floor office and sees the Manhattan skyline stretching across the glass-paned wall. Trains whizz across the city in concrete tubes. He pours himself some bourbon and glances at the holographic stock ticker.
His smartglasses ring. He places them on his face and sits at the gold-plated desk. His view shows, �Incoming call�Seth Wengardt, Chief of Staff� and he accepts the video request.
Seth appears. �Good afternoon, boss.�
�Cheers. I have an update for the Google program.�
�Listening.�
�Regarding the launch,� Manos says. �We will go live tomorrow after the President�s speech to the nation. Make sure everyone is on board.�
�Yes, sir. I briefed Google�s management team and they�re ready to execute the new platform.�
�Perfect. What about the CEO?�
�Bethany Andrews was not involved. I did not communicate with her, as you requested.�
�Great. Listen, my hunch is that she will try to block the rollout. Do everything you can to stop her.�
�Can do, sir.�
�Monitor her activity and if you see resistance, let me know immediately.�
�Absolutely. She�s on my blacklist.�
Manos stretches his arms. �Have you updated the software policy for enemies of the state?�
�Yes. China, Russia and Iran will no longer have access to Google products. They�ll be offline instantly.�
Manos sips the bourbon. �A punch in the gut. I like it! Tomorrow we get the green light. Be ready.�
�What time?�
�My guess is late morning. The President will introduce the offensive in his announcement. As soon as he finishes, you proceed with the rollout.�
�You got it, sir. We are ready.�
�Good.� Manos puts down his glass. �One other thing.�
�Sir?�
�The CIA notified me about some Chinese communications they�ve been unable to hack. Apparently, they requested work from Google but heard nothing back. They�re suspicious something�s going on.�
Seth pauses. �The CIA thinks Google is holding information from them?�
�Yes.�
�Who�s involved?�
�The head of Google�s A.I. department. His name is Austin Sanders.�
�Let me see what I can find.� Seth looks down and types on a keyboard. �I�ll scan the company�s message servers. Give me one minute.�
�Call me when you�re done.� Manos slips from his robe and puts on a pair of workout shorts and sneakers. Through his smartglasses, he clicks an icon and a floor panel retracts, revealing a treadmill. He sets its speed to �4.5� and begins a light jog.
�I found something,� Seth says.
Manos slows to a walk. �That was quick.�
�There are two sources about an encrypted radio signal. The first is a call between Austin Sanders and Gareth Allen where they set a five-day deadline for the work.�
�Yes, that�s the one.�
�There�s another exchange five days later between Austin Sanders and an Anil Anaya about a transmission from Barnard�s Star.�
Manos rolls his eyes. �What does that have to do with China?�
�Apparently, Anil believes the CIA was wrong. The radio signal did not originate in New China.�
�What?�
�It appears to be from a nearby star, not from Mars.�
Manos stops walking. �A message from space?�
�Yes.�
�Have they cracked the code?�
Seth hesitates. ��apparently, it�s some sort of countdown��
�What? Are you sure?�
�Yes. It ends tomorrow at noon.�
�What happens then?�
�I don�t know, sir. Apparently, Austin Sanders believes it�s the end times.�
Manos bursts into laughter. �That�s the stupidest thing I�ve ever heard!� He giggles as he speaks. �Do you know what I smell, Seth?�
�Sir?�
�A massive profit.� He howls and raises his fists. �This is a huge tabloid story! The Telegraph or the Enquirer will pay top dollar for a spread like this.�
�Really?�
�Yes, it�s an easy $50 million.�
Seth�s eyes widen. �Would you like me to leak this to the press?�
Manos sobers up. �Leak? That�s sophomoric, Seth. You should know the next steps.�
�Apologies, I misspoke.�
�What are the three rules of GoldRock?�
�Make a profit. Protect our assets. Don�t hurt our employees.�
�Exactly. Money is the name of the game but brand and loyalty come first. GoldRock has integrity. We are an A+ investment firm.�
�Absolutely, sir.�
�So what will you do next?�
Seth pauses and thinks. ��I�ll spin a teaser sample and send it to the major tabloids to start a bidding war.�
�Make sure to pose as a Google employee. They cannot trace any of this back to GoldRock. And remember, you can�t communicate anything to the CIA. We must protect our reputation.�
�Absolutely.�
�Start the bidding at $10 million. Talk to our marketing team and make it a juicy story.�
�Yes, sir.�
�Good work, Seth, now get the job done.� Manos ends the call and laughs.
A countdown to the end times!
He yells to his assistant. �Felina, get Gareth Allen back on the line.�
�Yes, Mr. Kharon.�
The smartglasses buzz and Gareth appears on the screen. �Manos?�
�Friend, we�ve solved your Google issue, and it will only cost you $10 million for our stealth services.�
�You cracked the Chinese code? That was fast! What have you found?�
�It appears Austin Sanders decrypted the signal you sent to him. You were right. His team has kept the results from you all along.�
�Those commie bastards.�
�It gets worse. They�re about to reveal their findings to the press.�
�What does the message say?�
�I have no idea.�
Gareth grinds his teeth. �Leaking classified information� that�s treason! We will lock them up for that��
�Give them hell, Gareth.�
�Thank you, Manos. I�ll take it from here.�

8.

BETH CLIMBS a staircase to the roof deck of her Berkeley home and steps into her helicopter. She straps herself in. �Cooper, drive me to work.�
The engine turns on and the blades start to spin. �You will arrive in fifteen minutes,� her A.I. responds.
The chopper rises above the Berkeley Hills and heads south to Mountain View. Below lie the ruins of the Bay Bridge, once the thoroughfare connecting San Francisco and Berkeley. Train tubes anchored to its steel cables ferry passengers to the downtown islands huddling in the Pacific Ocean.
�Cooper, what�s happening in the world?�
�It�s Monday, August 14, 2066. Here are today�s top stories from the Telegraph. Space Countdown - Scientists have discovered a mysterious radio signal from a nearby star. A team at Google decrypted the code and discovered that it originated in Barnard�s Star, six light-years away.�
Beth�s eyebrows rise.
I haven�t heard about this.
�The message appears to be a countdown ending today at noon Pacific Standard Time. Google scientists believe it may end in a cataclysmic event. Space enthusiasts from across the globe are gathering to mark the event, some proclaiming it to be the apocalypse.�
The end of the world in two hours? Beth chuckles. Great way to start the week.
�War update - China is escalating its cyber warfare offensive, attacking banks and infrastructure along the East Coast. Tomorrow the President is expected to declare bold initiatives that may include tariffs on information and technology.�
Beth�s eyes widen. �Cooper, get my executive staff on the line.�
Instantly, six frames appear on the tablet, each caption with a title�Chief Financial Officer, Chief Legal Officer, Chief Marketing Officer, Chief Technology Officer, Chief Communications Officer, and Chief Human Resources Officer. One by one, the executives answer the call and appear on the screen.
Beth stares into the tablet�s camera. �Team, it has come to my attention that new war measures go into effect tomorrow and we will be affected. We must stand up against the government. We can�t allow them to dictate our policies.�
The group is silent.
She raises her voice. �Did you hear me? Google will not be a party to the President�s actions. The government wants to punish China and Russia with new rules that will backfire and hurt everyone at home. We will put up resistance, understood?�
No one speaks up.
Beth grinds her teeth. �Ben? What do you know about these tariffs?�
Ben Daley, Chief Technology Officer, shrugs his shoulders. �I don�t know anything about them.�
Thomas Rosenberg breaks the silence. �Beth, are you talking about the motion approved by our shareholders last week, the Information Tariffs?�
�Yes, of course.�
�I ratified them yesterday.�
Beth fumes in anger. �You did what?! You executed the changes without running them by me?�
He hesitates. ��they told me you authorized the plans. In fact, your signature was on the docket.�
�Who�s they?�
�GoldRock.�
Camila Dominguez, Chief Legal Officer, interrupts. �GoldRock submitted them to me as well and threatened legal action if I didn�t approve. We had no choice��
�This is coercion,� Beth shouts. �GoldRock is illegally manipulating my leadership team!�
�They know what they�re doing,� Camila says. �The moves were approved by our shareholders and we�re legally bound to execute them.�
Beth shakes her head. �Manos is behind all of this. Why are you so afraid of him? GoldRock is just an investment company?�
Thomas shrugs. �They have an army of lawyers and government officials backing them. We don�t stand a chance.�
Beth points at the camera. �Bullshit! You will listen to me. As Google�s CEO, I have the final say on our policies, and I refuse to institute these new rules. Camila, I want you to take legal action and delay them from going into effect. Do you understand?�
Camila sighs. �We can try, but it�s an uphill battle.�
�Do any of you see the stakes here?�
The team is silent.
Beth fumes. �You want people to pay for web search? You want to tax information like it�s a commodity? Imagine the consequences. Our culture and legacy are on the line. Google�s core principles will be wiped away the second these tariffs go online��
Her executive staff disappears, and the screen goes blank as Cooper�s voice fills the cockpit. �Beth, there is an incoming call from unknown. You are required to accept this call.�
What the hell?
A bearded man in a navy suit appears on the tablet screen. �Bethany Andrews?�
Beth blocks the camera with her hand. �Who are you? How did you get my phone number?�
�This is Gareth Allen from the CIA. I�m calling to notify you that we are issuing a warrant for your arrest.�
Her face grows pale. �What is this about?�
�You are charged with leaking sensitive state information, a felony under federal law.�
�I don�t know what you�re referring to.�
�You can ask your employee, Austin Sanders. We gave him classified information about an encrypted radio signal and he appears to have released it to the press. This is a serious offense, Dr. Andrews. We will prosecute to the fullest extent of the law.�
�Radio signal? I haven�t heard of this before.�
�A court order will be sent to you. We will see you soon.� He ends the call.
Beth rubs her face in frustration.
Everything is falling apart.
�Cooper, call Austin Sanders.�
After a brief lag, Austin�s face appears on the tablet. �Good morning, boss.�
Beth seethes. �Hey, I received a troubling call from the CIA. What is this about classified information?�
�It�s nothing, Beth.�
�Apparently, you�ve committed a federal crime and I�m being held responsible!�
�What? There�s no crime here.�
�Did the CIA contact you about a radio signal?�
Austin falters. ��well, yes. They thought it was secret communications from China but it turns out to be from space. It�s some sort of countdown from a star.�
Beth throws her hands in the air. �The countdown from Barnard�s Star? It�s all over the news! You�re the one behind this?�
He stutters. ��yes. My team cracked the code. I�m not sure how the story leaked to the press. Somehow it�s gone viral and now there�s a circus here on campus.�
She shakes her head. �This is too much, Austin. Come to my office in ten minutes. I�m arriving at work now.�
She ends the call as her helicopter approaches Mountain View and descends onto the employee parking lot. She glances below at the executive helipads and spots hundreds of protestors with placards.
What is going on?
The helicopter stops its descent and a red light flashes in the cockpit. �Beth, your parking space appears to be occupied. We cannot land here.�
She looks closer and sees people with signs��Jesus is coming� and �What does Google know?�
�Cooper, what are these agitators doing here?�
�I don�t know.�
�Park the chopper on the executive level.�
The helicopter turns and heads for the tallest building on campus, landing on its rooftop helipad. Beth rushes from the vehicle and runs down a flight of stairs to her top-floor office. Her massive, oak-walled suite commands a sweeping view of Silicon Valley.
She turns on YouTube TV and flips to the news. ��with less than an hour remaining in the countdown from space, people around the world are frantically stocking up on food and emergency supplies�� Numbers flash on the bottom of the screen. �45:32, 45:31, 45:30��
This is madness.
Beth places her Vision smartglasses on her face. �Cooper, send a message to my senior employees.�
�What would you like to say?�
She takes a deep breath. �Colleagues, I order you to delay the implementation of the Information Tariffs. We are at a critical crossroads. External forces are attempting to change Google�s culture. Their fear-mongering and strong-arm tactics must not sway us from our mission.�
On the television, a protestor sets fire to a Google banner and screams into the camera. �The end times are here!�
Beth lowers the volume. �Friends, we must stand up to GoldRock and the government. They are trying to change our core values of innovation and freedom of information. These ideals are under attack by a merciless force that will take us to a dark age.�
�Would you like me to send the message?� Cooper asks.
�With highest priority.�
There is a knock at the door and her assistant Sara walks in. �Beth, there�s something urgent.�
�What is it?�
�I just received a subpoena from the government. They want you to appear before a federal judge.�
�Yes, I�m aware of that. Leave it on my desk.�
�I�m worried. Are you in trouble?�
�No. Don�t worry, our lawyers will take care of it.�
�My heart dropped when I saw it.�
�Listen, I will stand up to Washington. There�s nothing to fear. This is part of my job.�
Sara�s frown turns to a smile. �Okay, Beth, we know you�ll be fine.� She looks up. �Also, Austin Sanders is here to see you.�
�Bring him in.�
Austin nervously paces into the room. �You wanted to see me, boss?�
She grimaces and points to the television. �What the hell did you get us into?�
On the TV screen, a reporter stands in front of a throng of protestors, one of them shouting, �Google is the Devil!� It cuts away to a montage of large gatherings across the world. The countdown continues on the bottom of the screen.
32:01, 32:00, 31:59�
Austin laughs nervously. �This is all a big misunderstanding.�
Beth fumes in anger. �How about I fire you right now?�
�Let me explain��
�The CIA is taking me to court for leaking sensitive data, and now people around the world think we�re hiding information about some catastrophic event. Can you explain what on Earth is going on?�
Austin motions. �Hear me out. A week ago, the CIA asked me to hack some Chinese communications from Mars. It turns out the CIA was wrong; the signal is actually from a nearby star.�
�I need a cocktail.� She rubs her face in her hands. �This is the strangest story I�ve heard. What is this mysterious code? Who sent it to us?�
�We�re not sure, but we think it�s a message from an intelligent species near Barnard�s Star. We don�t know what they�re trying to tell us.�
�Then why did you leak this story to the press?�
�I did not leak anything to anyone.�
�Why is everyone calling it the end times?�
He blushes. �I have no idea.�
She scowls. �Your story doesn�t add up. Why didn�t you call the CIA back and report your findings?�
He looks away. �We were busy on other projects. We�re certainly not hiding anything and I�m happy to prove that to you.�
Beth hears a commotion and walks to the window to find protestors congregating outside. �They�re making such a big deal out of this. I�ll bet your radio signal is just random space noise.�
Austin balks. ��well��
�What?�
��there�s more I didn�t tell you. The decrypted code is an old rock song, �Johnny B. Goode.� It�s being transmitted across the Galaxy.�
She shrugs. �And?�
�The same track was carried on Voyager 1.�
�You mean the probe from the 1970s?�
�Yes. It has been flying through space for the last century. We think an intelligent species intercepted our spacecraft and broadcasted the song back to us with an embedded signal.�
�A countdown?�
�That�s right.�
Beth�s eyes widen. �Incredible��
�What?�
She paces the room silently and then raises a finger. �Don�t you see? Someone in space communicated something intended for us. They want to get our attention.�
Austin�s crosses his arms. �You think they�re trying to tell us something?�
Beth walks to the window. �They probably discovered Voyager 1 and realized they have intelligent friends nearby.� She looks to the sky. �They�re trying to speak with us, Austin��
�To say what?�
9:59, 9:58, 9:57�
She glances at the timer on the television. �I don�t know, but we�ll find out soon.�
The shouting outside crescendos. Beth spots protestors picketing and throwing rocks at the building. �Why are these people so angry at us?�
�They hate our success,� Austin says. �We�re the largest corporation in the world. It comes with the territory.�
Beth pauses. �That doesn�t explain it. Remember Amazon? They were the biggest monopoly of all time before the government split them up. There wasn�t this much hatred against Amazon.�
�You�re right.�
�For some reason, they think we�re holding something back from them.�
Austin cocks his head. �Well, did you read the Telegraph article this morning? It portrayed us like the Illuminati.�
�Who leaked the story to the press?�
�I don�t know, Beth. There must be someone out to get us.�
She nods. �I know a person who fits that profile�Manos Kharon.�
�GoldRock?�
�Yes. I bet they�re behind this. They�re trying to sabotage our business and change our operations.�
�But why?�
�To make money, I guess. Manos is a shady businessman. Whatever his intentions, he�s hell-bent on the Information Tariffs. We can�t allow GoldRock to take over.�
Austin crosses his arms. �We have to stop him. I�d like to handle this the old-fashioned way, with a punch in the face.�
�You can�t restrain a bully like Manos with violence.� She takes a deep breath. �If we fight back tit-for-tat, we will lose our way and defeat ourselves. There�s only one way to handle him.�
�How?�
�By innovating. Instead of violence, we must turn to compassion and win back the hearts and minds of our customers. We have to return to Google�s core mission and advance technology for the betterment of society.�
�What do you have in mind?�
�Well, there�s one issue that threatens all life.�
�What�s that?�
�Climate change. The world�s sixth mass extinction is underway. We have to stop it before it�s too late.�
They jolt as a rock smashes into the window and ricochets off the bulletproof pane. Outside, protestors set fire to trash bins on the quad and hurl objects at police. On the television, an angry mob shouts at a reporter. Beth glances at the timer.
5:59, 5:58, 5:57�
She mutes the volume. �We can�t be distracted by this madness. The planet is on the brink of catastrophe, and the only solution is to end the use of fossil fuels immediately. That�s only possible with a powerful clean energy technology.�
�You�re right.�
She looks at him. �What�s happening with Project Titan?�
He sighs. �I was hoping you wouldn�t bring that up.�
�Why?�
�We haven�t made any progress.�
�None at all?� She grows sullen. �That�s not what I want to hear.�
�I�m sorry to say this, but the TransAtomic executives duped us. Their blueprints are garbage.�
�You�re kidding me.� She flushes and rubs her face with her palms. �That�s unacceptable. You must succeed. There is too much at stake.�
�Look, their nuclear reactor will never work. There is no way we can trigger the fusion reaction.�
�You can�t give up, Austin. You have to find a solution.�
Austin shrugs. �We�ve tried. We�ll need a gamma-ray gun to heat the zirconium shield to 100 million degrees, but that kind of power source doesn�t exist.�
Beth grimaces and paces the room. �This isn�t the Austin Sanders I know. What happened to the guy who solved Project Bodi and designed the world�s first Augmented Reality smartglasses?�
�That was forty years ago� I forgot about that��
�You were once a pioneer. What happened to you?�
He looks down. �I�m not sure.�
�You can�t seem to innovate anymore.�
He closes his eyes. �You�re right. I used to be a genius and I feel like a shadow of my former self.�
She stares callously. �You should retire, Austin.�
�What? No way!� He looks up with an irritated expression. �Beth, this isn�t our first failed investment. You can�t blame me for Project Titan.�
�Don�t you see the big picture? Without clean energy, nothing will stop the climate crisis. Fusion is our last hope. In a few years, most life on Earth will be gone. Just my luck to be at the helm of the world�s biggest company during Earth�s sixth mass extinction.�
2:32, 2:31, 2:30�
She shakes her head in defeat. �We should have stopped oil drilling decades ago, but human greed made it impossible to break our addiction. Now it�s too late. As methane levels climb, global warming will accelerate and collapse the planet�s ecosystem. By 2100, San Francisco will be completely under water��
They stare at the television.
1:59, 1:58, 1:57�
The sounds of gunshots reverberate off the wall. Beth and Austin drop to the floor in panic. The screams outside intensify as protestors race through a cloud of tear gas and disperse from the area.
�This is insane,� Austin whispers as he points to the screen. �People have lost their minds.�
She turns up the volume. �Violence is escalating in major cities across North America as the countdown enters its final minute��
24, 23, 22�
They sit in terror as the timer ticks away.
4, 3, 2�
Silence.
Beth and Austin stare at each other as protests die down. On television, the shouting gives way to an eerie stillness. Doomsdayers discard their placards and head back to their homes.
Through his smartglasses, Austin scans his social media feeds. �What happened?�
Beth stands. �We�re still here. So much for the end times.�
�Protestors are leaving the area,� the reporter on television says. �The countdown appears to be a hoax.�
Beth turns off the screen. �So much for your message from space. Looks like you misinterpreted the radio signal.�
Austin heaves a sigh. �This is so embarrassing. Everyone knows it came from my department.�
�The scenario seemed implausible from the outset. An encrypted song from Barnard�s Star? Sounds like science fiction to me.�
Austin chuckles nervously. �You�re right. Well, it�s back to Monday as usual.� He grabs his belongings and heads for the exit when suddenly his smartglasses buzz with an incoming call. He accepts.
His junior programmer appears in his view. �Dr. Sanders, this is Anil Anaya.�
Austin stops walking. �Beth, it�s my associate. He�s the one who decrypted the radio signal.�
�Put him on conference call. I�d like to talk with him.�
Austin beams the video call to the speakers in the office. �Good morning, Anil, you�re on with Beth and me.�
Anil hesitates. ��Dr. Andrews, it�s an honor to meet you��
�Likewise.�
�Do you have a minute?� Anil pleads. �I wanted to share some findings we made.�
Austin�s eyes widen. �What have you found?�
Anil raises his fingers. �Three strange things happened a minute ago. I tracked the �Johnny B. Goode� message from Barnard�s Star and it stopped playing.�
�The signal disappeared?� Austin asks.
�Yes, precisely at time zero.�
�What does that mean?�
�We don�t know, but there�s more. We just detected an enormous cosmic event from somewhere in the universe.�
Beth jolts upright. �What kind of event?�
�My wife will describe it better than I can. I�ll let her explain.�
A female voice comes on the line. �Hello, I�m Prisha Anaya, a senior scientist from JPL. I�ve been following the radio signal and found something interesting.�
�What have you discovered?� Austin asks.
�I built a real-time stream of all electromagnetic events coming from Barnard�s Star�gamma-ray bursts, cosmic rays, radio waves. When the countdown ended, nothing appeared from these sources. But then I noticed something unusual from the LIGO interferometer in Livingston, Louisiana.�
�LIGO?� Beth asks.
Prisha nods. �Laser Interferometer Gravitational Wave Observatory. We just detected a massive gravity wave that spread through Earth. It�s the largest event ever recorded.�
Austin rubs his chin. �What�s a gravity wave?�
�It�s a form of energy originating from cosmic explosions like the collision of black holes. It travels across the universe as waves.�
�Waves of gravity?�
�Yes.�
Beth interrupts. �So let me get this straight. The message from Barnard�s Star ended with a historic event in space? That seems important.�
�Yes,� Prisha replies. �There�s no way it happened by chance.�
�What does it mean?�
�I don�t know.�
Beth paces the room. �What else did you find? You said there were three updates for us.�
Anil comes back on the line. �Yes, Dr. Andrews. About a minute after the gravity wave, something else happened��
�What is it, Anil?� Austin asks.
�There�s a new countdown.�
�Another one?�
�Yes. This time it ends two weeks from now.�
Beth stares up at the sky. �Incredible.�
Austin tenses. �What�s going on?�
She looks at him. �Don�t you see? They�re trying to communicate with us.�
�What are they trying to tell us?�
�I think they want to help us.�

PART 2


9.

GARETH ALLEN adjusts the American flag pin on his lapel and stands tall in the White House Oval Office, staring into a row of cameras. Reporters line up as crews position microphones and test equipment.
The President�s spokesman enters the room. �Ten minutes till we go live.�
Gareth relaxes and glances around, noticing a portrait of the Statue of Liberty. He walks across the blue carpet and stares from a window at the Lincoln Memorial. In the distance, levees surround the nation�s capital, protecting it from the flooded Potomac River.
Someone taps his shoulder. �Gareth, debrief me.�
He turns and looks up at his boss, Stan Klein, director of the CIA. At 7�1�, Stan commands the room with broad shoulders and a shiny forehead that reflects the camera floodlights. His Adam�s apple protrudes as he talks. �What�s new on the northern front?�
Gareth spots the reporters and whispers. �The Russians abandoned four more oil platforms.�
�Where?�
�In Central Greenland behind the fortified line. Our forces are advancing north into the enemy�s territory.�
�Good.� Stan is expressionless. �Have the Marines seized the wells?�
Gareth leans closer. �Not yet. The operation is still underway. They�re approaching the factories cautiously in case they�re sabotaged.�
�We need to get that black gold before the Russians set fire to it.�
Gareth raises a finger. �Not to worry. The beauty of EMP missiles is that they cripple all electrical activity within a half-mile radius. The Russians can�t set the oil ablaze even if they want to. We�ve paralyzed their operations. All they can do is run.�
Stan�s cold eyes look away. �EMP is the best weapon system we�ve acquired.�
�I agree. For $30M a pop, we can neutralize a city without killing anyone.�
�We must have this capability in space. Have we armed our spacecraft with EMP?�
�Yes. Three of our military rockets are equipped with the technology. We can destroy anything on the ground or in space.�
�Excellent.�
Camera crews hold microphones over the President�s desk as reporters jockey for position. The room grows silent and the tension builds. Someone shouts, �Five minutes!�
Stan whispers to Gareth. �Listen, we need to roll out more EMP artillery. The President wants Greenland captured by the end of the year.�
�That�s not a lot of time, sir.�
�We have no choice. We must secure the oil and gas platforms on the southern dry land, then rally north into the frozen Russian territory.�
Gareth nods. �The good news is that the Greenland glaciers are rapidly disappearing.�
�How quickly?�
�About three miles of permafrost per week.�
Stan grins. �Excellent. We have to use the melting ice to our advantage and push north. We can�t allow the enemy to retake dry land.�
�By next year, most of Greenland will be arid. It�s the perfect time for this offensive.�
�How are the Russians responding?�
�The traditional way�rockets and artillery.
�Casualties?�
�Few thousand a day, nothing out of the ordinary.�
�Good,� Stan says as he buttons his coat, �what about oil prices?�
Gareth tenses. �Steadily rising as usual. It hit $89,210 per barrel today.�
�Rats, it should be going down! We�ve seized so much Russian oil the last few weeks. We�re practically flooding in crude.�
�You�re right, sir. The more we capture, the more our inventories grow, but for some reason the market ignores our supplies.�
�Explain that to me, Gareth.�
�Well, sir, geopolitical tensions keep prices artificially high. And there are also rumors of peak oil.�
Stan grimaces. �What�s that?�
�An idea that global fuel production peaked in 2042. The quality of fossil fuels continues to decline every year. We have to pump more to maintain stable reserves. That�s why prices go higher.�
Stan rolls his eyes. �That�s a liberal theory, Gareth.�
�Yes, it�s just a notion, sir.�
Gareth turns to see the President�s spokesman reenter the room. �Three minutes!�
Stan remains emotionless. �What about these rations? Why isn�t the lower demand bringing prices down?�
�I�m not sure. Last week we cut public transportation services by three percent and the market paid no attention.�
�Only three percent? We can cut more than that.�
Gareth shrugs. �Perhaps. We�ve eliminated buses and other motor vehicles. Household heating and refrigeration are at record lows. What else can we ration?�
Stan frowns. �Listen, the President is holding an Energy Summit next week, and he wants action items to lower the price of fuel. I need you to come to that meeting with solutions.�
�Yes, sir,� Gareth says confidently, �I know just the person who can help us�Manos Kharon from GoldRock. He�s an out-of-the-box type of thinker. He helped us design the Information Tariffs.�
�Let�s hope he can get us out this shithole.�
�He will, sir. He�s a genius. He implemented Google�s new policies flawlessly despite opposition from their CEO.�
Stan stares into Gareth�s eyes. �Opposition? Who dares to question our authority?�
Gareth pales and sweat appears on his brow. �Bethany Andrews.�
Stan�s face flushes in rage. �A woman? You�re telling me a female executive disobeyed her government?�
��that�s correct, sir. She opposed the tariffs.�
A spokesman enters the Oval Office. �One minute till we go live.�
�Let�s talk about this after the speech,� Stan says before abruptly walking away.
Gareth takes a deep breath and calms himself, wiping the sweat from his forehead. He walks along the blue carpet and passes the row of cameras, approaching a group of government officials standing at the back. He keeps a distance from his boss.
The room grows silent. The President�s desktop shines like a diamond in the floodlights. A Marine stands at attention as a door opens.
�Ten seconds��
The President walks into the Oval Office. Cameras flutter as he sits at the desk, his face framed by two American flags in the background. The lustrous light magnifies his white hair and worn features. His eyes visibly tired, he makes no gestures and stares into a teleprompter.
�Three, two, one��
�My fellow Americans, World War III continues. In space and on the ground, our enemies engage in hostile actions that threaten our way of life. They underestimate the resolve of the American people. We stand committed to defending our homeland at all costs.
�In the north, the Russians continue their bloody campaign in Alaska, invading our precious lands and seizing our Arctic refineries. Their goal is plain to see�to control the world�s supply of oil and natural gas. They believe the American people will stand idly by as their armies plunder our resources. They are mortally mistaken. This aggression will be the death knell of our enemies!�
Gareth hears a murmur and turns to find several Cabinet members with their fists in the air, mouthing, �USA! USA! USA!�
�Recently, we have turned the tide against the foe, retaking their spoils and pushing them further back to their rotten homes. In Greenland, we have stopped the enemy�s advance and taken back the land. We will not end our struggle until the Russians surrender unconditionally!�
Stan gestures to Gareth with a thumbs-up.
�In the east, the Chinese hostility continues. Our enemy threatens the American way of life in space and on the Internet. They hack our schools and companies to steal our information. They take our intellectual property and rebrand our knowledge as weapons of war. For too long, we�ve allowed our innovations to be freely distributed to our enemies, who turn around and use them to sabotage our homeland.�
The President pauses for effect as reporters and staff lean in, their microphones and cameras inching closer to the Commander-in-Chief. He lifts his chin and raises his voice.
�Nowhere is this more evident than on Mars. Many years ago, we believed that the red planet belonged to all human beings. We formed alliances with the international community with the hopes of expanding civilization beyond Earth. Those aspirations are threatened by an aggressive China that threatens our existence in space.�
Gareth removes a pair of smartglasses from his jacket pocket and places them on his face. He opens his messages and drafts a note with his eyes. �Manos, be prepared to go live. The President is speaking about China.�
�The Chinese want to claim Mars as their own. They have attacked our military and sabotaged our exploration efforts, trying to weaken our resolve. We have no choice but to defend ourselves. My fellow citizens, we cannot allow this theft and manipulation to continue any longer. We must protect American ingenuity and innovation. We must not allow information to leave our border and end up in the hands of the enemy.�
Gareth receives a message from Manos. �China is about get smashed.�
�Today I am announcing a new offensive for the conflict with China�The Information Tariffs. Starting today, our enemies will lose access to American technology that help them wage war. We will institute protections on Internet search, computer software and mobile operating systems. Our enemies will pay a very high price to access the knowledge that has made America great. They will think twice about assaulting our beloved country.�
Gareth replies to Manos. �Go live with the tariffs now!�
�The American people prosper with free information, but when our enemies use our data as weapons against us, we have no choice but to make defensive reforms to our systems. Beginning today, you will notice changes to the tools you use to access and share information. These are small sacrifices we Americans will make for the War. One day we will defeat our enemies and reclaim our way of life. Until that day, we must fight onward and defend our freedoms. God Bless you, and God Bless the United States of America.�
Camera flashes flicker as the President stands and heads for the exit.
�When will the War end?� a reporter shouts.
The door closes and the room erupts in chatter. The floodlights shut off, and the tension dissipates.
A message appears in Gareth�s field of view. �Incredible speech. Honored to be a part of this.�
Gareth writes back. �Thank you, Manos. Have you gone live?�
�The new Google platform is up and running.�
�Excellent. I�ll have another project for you soon.�
�About what?�
�Energy.�
�Looking forward to it.�
Gareth puts his glasses away. As he walks from the Oval Office, someone taps his shoulder and pulls him to the side, where Stan waits for him.
�What a speech that was,� Gareth says to his boss.
Stan makes a fist. �That�s what I call fire in the belly. We need more of that around here.�
�We do.�
�Have you implemented the President�s measures?�
�Yes, Google�s new operating system was rolled out minutes ago.�
�Perfect. I hope it cripples China.�
�Yes, sir. In one instant, they will lose access to the Internet. The changes for our citizens will be minimal.�
Stan leans closer. �Listen, if I hear that another CEO opposed our war measures, there will be consequences, do you understand? It sickens me that a female executive thinks she can stand up to the CIA. What was her name?�
�Bethany Andrews.�
Stan�s face reddens. �We need to teach her a lesson.�
�She has been a thorn in our side, but we�ve implemented the tariffs despite her opposition.�
�I want her in jail, do you understand? She�s a liberal CEO who opposes the War. If she�s willing to sell out her country, she can�t be allowed to run an American firm. For all we know, she�s in bed with the Chinese.�
�Yes, sir, that�s possible.�
Stan shakes his head. �An enemy combatant at the helm of a mega corporation? It makes me sick to my stomach. We need to get rid of her immediately.�
Gareth stands erect. �I�ll see what I can do.�
�Do everything in your power to weaken her.�
�Yes, sir.�
�You heard the President�Information is the new front in the War. If she�s not on our side, she can�t be in charge of the world�s largest technology company.�
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�YOUR WIFE is in the hospital.�
Anil presses the smartphone to his right ear and covers his left as a train runs past him in the Milpitas station. �Can I speak with her?�
He struggles to hear the nurse on the other end. ��her condition��
�Hello?� Anil shouts.
��unconscious��
The call disconnects as the shoddy satellite signal disappears. Once a popular device, the twenty-year-old smartphone barely functions. He tries to open the Route app but the phone crashes and switches off.
I hate this old junk.
The subway terminal is dark. Foul-smelling steam rises from a vent as rats run across the tracks. A dim fluorescent lamp illuminates a vandalized map on a wall. Anil hears an incoming metro.
�Red line to Mountain View now approaching.�
He races to the map and scans it looking for San Jose Hospital, but the words are hidden under black graffiti. The train arrives and slows to a stop.
�All aboard. Doors closing.�
Panicked, Anil runs for the platform and reaches his arm out. The hatch slams on his body. �Please stand clear of the doors.� He wrestles with all his strength to get free and forces his way into the car, falling onto the floor.
Inside, a stench of urine overwhelms him. He looks up and makes eye contact with a haggard old man. �I know who you are!� the elder screams.
Anil stands to face the homeless guy. �You�re mistaking me for someone else.�
The bum points his finger. �You�re the devil!�
Flustered, Anil ducks and runs to the next train car. He steps over empty cans and plastic trash, dodging past a couple screaming at each other. He walks through several more cars and looks back through the window until he no longer sees the man.
Breathing relief, he notices a subway map and scans it in search of San Jose Hospital, spotting it southwest of the metro stop. He tries to power on his smartphone but it does not respond.
How will I find Prisha?
The train stops in Santa Clara and Anil transfers to the green line. Ten minutes later, he arrives at the San Jose stop and finds an encampment occupying the platform. He exits and runs outside, heading southwest along a crumbling road. He cuts through an abandoned factory and crosses a rusty metal bridge over the Coyote River.
A hospital comes into view. Anil stops in the middle of an empty highway to catch his breath, slumping with his hands on his knees in the blistering heat.
Prisha, please be okay.
He stares down at the weeds growing from the cracked concrete, spotting faded white lines that once divided the automobile lanes. He pants as he tries to gather himself. Seconds later, he runs towards the emergency room.
Inside the cramped lobby, dozens of patients anxiously wait for a doctor. Short of breath, Anil approaches a reception area and talks to a speaker in the wall. �I�m here� for� Prisha Anaya.�
A slip of paper emerges from a slot. �Complete this form,� an A.I. voice says.
He scribbles on the document and holds in front of a camera. A visitor pass drops to the floor.
�Proceed to Unit 403.�
Anil places the sticker on his shirt and darts to the fourth floor. His heart beats madly as he approaches his wife�s room. He peers inside and sees her lying on a gurney. �Prisha!�
Her face is swollen and her eyes are closed. An IV line runs from her wrist to a bag of fluid hanging from a pole. A monitor tracks two pulses, one from Prisha and another from her baby.
Anil kisses his wife and presses his face against her hand. �Prisha, don�t leave me.�
Her eyes slowly open. �I won�t�� She grabs his hand and smiles.
He starts to cry. �I was so terrified! I thought the worst happened.�
�I�m sorry, this is my fault.�
�It�s fine, babe,� he says as he kisses her cheeks, �you don�t have to apologize.�
She whispers softly. �I went for a walk and I just� collapsed. Next thing I know I�m here at the hospital. They say I was out for an hour.�
�Is the baby okay?�
She stays quiet.
He wipes his tears and looks away, his hand trembling as he places it on his wife�s belly. �We�re gonna make it through this like we always do.�
�I hope so.�
They sit in silence for a few minutes before a doctor walks in. �Ms. Anaya, I have an update for you.�
Anil stands upright. �Hello Doctor, I�m Prisha�s husband. What�s the situation?�
�We�ve completed our tests, and it seems you fell and suffered a concussion. The baby is fine. You were lucky this time.�
Prisha sighs in relief. �Thank God.�
Anil grabs his wife�s hand. �Can she go home, Doctor?�
�Yes, you can leave the hospital in a few hours. I would advise strict bed rest until your delivery. Pre-eclampsia is a life-threatening medical problem. You have a high-risk pregnancy and it�s not safe to walk around unattended.�
The doctor draws the curtain and leaves. The whooshing sounds of the heart monitor fill the air. Anil closes his eyes and listens to his baby�s short, rapid pulses. �Our sweet baby is fine.�
She smiles. �You�ll be a great dad.�
�We will give her a good life. I�ll do whatever it takes to provide a bright future for her. She will be a shining star.�
Prisha tries to stand. �Let�s go home now.�
He guides her back down. �Relax. Just rest here for a few hours. I�ll stay with you.�
�But you�re missing work.�
He grabs his bag. �That�s not true, babe. I can do my job right here.�
He takes a seat and removes his laptop. He powers on the outdated machine and hands his wife a cup of artificial apple juice.
She rejects the offer. �No thanks. It tastes rotten.�
The screen loads and Anil projects his desktop on the wall. He loads a web browser and queries for �Pre-eclampsia.� An advertisement begins.
�Nano Greens is the best vertical garden for your home. With minimal water and sunlight, you�ll have basil, lettuce, and cabbage ready to eat when you want. Order today��
�What the heck is that?� Prisha asks.
�Nano Greens? It seems like a good idea.�
�No, why did a commercial play just now?�
Anil nods. �Oh, that�s our new ad platform that launched today.�
She squirms. �You have to watch a clip every time you run a web search?�
He shrugs. �Yes, it�s part of the new Information Tariffs. They rolled it out for the War��
�That�s ridiculous. How will watching ads help us win the War?�
�Don�t ask me. I�m not a politician.�
After a lag, the search results appear: �Pre-eclampsia is a pregnancy disorder characterized by high blood pressure and signs of organ damage.�
Anil looks at his wife. �This is a very serious condition.� He grabs her hand. �You have to be more careful, Prisha. Don�t go out on walks without someone to help you. I don�t want to lose you.�
She looks away. �I�ll be fine. Just do your work.�
He logs onto the Google portal and loads the blueprints for Project Titan. He scans his messages and calendar looking for tasks but finds them empty.
Prisha regards the projection. �Anil, what�s happening with the countdown?�
He turns to her. �Don�t know. I haven�t paid attention to it.�
�Can you track the signal?�
He loads the JPL website and opens the radio message from Barnard�s Star. A map of the Milky Way Galaxy appears on the wall. �Looks like it�s still counting down. After what happened last time, I don�t think we should mess with it.�
�When does it end?� she asks.
�Next week.�
She stares at the star. �Will there be a gravity wave like last time?�
�Who knows?� Anil�s brows furrow. �I have a stupid question though. What exactly is a gravitational wave?�
�It�s a wave of gravity traveling through space.�
He scratches his head. �What do you mean?�
�Think of it as a form of energy.�
�Hmm� not sure I follow.�
She contemplates. �Let me put it this way. There are different forms of radiation in the universe. The most common are electromagnetic waves, which carry currents at the speed of light. Think of visible light, X-rays, or gamma rays��
�That�s funny, we�re looking for a gamma-ray gun for Project Titan.�
She raises her eyebrows. �Do they make them anymore?�
�No,� he says, shaking his head, �don�t remind me about that. So you were saying��
�Gravitational waves are another type of energy that fly at the speed of light. They were generated during catastrophic events like colliding black holes or collapsing stars.�
He rubs his chin. �Black holes? I still don�t follow you, Prisha.�
She sits upright. �A long time ago, Albert Einstein predicted gravitational waves in his theory of relativity. He believed that when a large mass accelerates, its gravity changes and forms ripples that radiate outward.� She cups her hands and rotates them in the air. �Imagine two black holes about to collide. Their gravities twist upon impact, sending waves out into space.�
�So the bottom line is that gravitational waves are energy?�
�Yes, just like light or X-rays.�
He stares intently at the laptop screen. Deep in thought, he stands and anxiously walks across the room, staring at the ground.
�What�s the matter?� she asks.
He looks up at his wife. �Can we ride a gravity wave?�
�What?�
�Can we harness that energy?�
She tilts her head. �Be more specific. What are you considering?�
He turns and paces. �Well, here we have this countdown that ends next week with a massive gravitational wave. What if we collect that current and use it here on Earth?�
She laughs. �I don�t think that�s possible, Anil. It will last for an instant of time and then disappear. The wave travels through the planet at the speed of light. No one has ever harnessed that before.�
Anil�s jaw drops. A bolt of light flashes before his eyes and shivers run down his back.
Eureka! This is the solution.
�Are you okay, Anil?�
He takes the laptop and projects some blueprints on the wall. �I have an idea. Our reactor needs a jolt to kick-start fusion. That�s where we�re stuck. The only power source that will work is a gamma-ray gun and that doesn�t exist.� He grows quiet and peers into her eyes. �Can we use gravitational waves to ignite the reaction?�
Her eyes widen. �Theoretically.�
He marches around in excitement. �What if we harness next week�s gravity wave and launch our prototype?�
She frowns. �But Anil, there�s no way to capture that energy.�
�Well, we�ll have to build a machine.�
�A machine?�
�Yes.�
She chuckles. �Anil, that�s never been done. And besides, do you think you can build this magical contraption in one week?�
�I was born to do it,� he shouts, pumping his fists and laughing giddily like a child. �I�ve been looking for something challenging like this!�
He opens a document and types some notes. A few minutes later, he stands and paces again, jumping and kicking his feet. �I just got another idea.�
�You know how to build the device?�
�No, I know what to name our daughter!�
She smiles. �You�re funny, Anil.�
He bends over and kisses her cheek. �It�s the perfect name.�
�What do you want to name her?�
�Luminous! Like a flash of knowledge, a Eureka moment. That�s what we should call her.�
�Luminous?� she asks. �That�s an unusual name.�
�You don�t like it?�
�How about Lumi for short?�
Anil looks at this wife. �Baby Lumi?� He hugs her tightly. �I love it� what a beautiful name! Baby Lumi will bring light into this world.�
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BETH FUMES in her self-driving helicopter as it flies high above the San Francisco Bay. On the horizon she spots the Yosemite desert and a cluster of military jets flying in formation. She screams into a speaker. �These decrees must be overturned!�
On her onboard tablet, three Google executives dressed in suits are quiet and sullen.
�You�re not doing your jobs,� she yells at them. �You were supposed to stop the rollout of the Information Tariffs.�
Ben Daley speaks up. �We tried to block it but��
�You tried? Show me how.�
Camila Dominguez chimes in. �There�s nothing we can do, Beth. We�re up against the military and the President of the United States.�
�The government doesn�t run Google!� Beth shouts.

�I run this company. Forcing our customers to watch ads and pay for information will not solve our problems with China.�
Camila shrugs. �There�s very little we can do. We�re at war��
Beth bristles. �You�re telling me that these measures will somehow defeat our enemies and help our economy? Explain how that works, Camila.�
�I don�t have the answers. The President knows what he�s doing.�
Beth grinds her teeth. �The regime doesn�t know what it�s doing. Tariffs led to the Great Depression. These measures hurt our brand and people will turn to our rivals. American companies suffer and the enemy will be emboldened, not defeated!�
Ben raises his hand. �Just relax for one second. Let�s think this through. We are up against Washington and they don�t play fairly. What can we possibly do in this situation?�
Beth takes a few deep breaths and calms herself. �We have to fight back and restore our products to the way they were. Camila, as you�re the Chief Legal Officer, I want you to file an injunction.�
�Against the government? Are you sure?�
�Absolutely. We don�t live in a dictatorship.�
�I don�t feel good about that.�
Beth hears a rumble and turns to find a military jet flying next to her. Its razor-sharp nose cone projects forward like a sword and a row of missiles jut under its wings. She stares into the pilot�s shiny helmet and sees her helicopter�s reflection.
Another jet pulls along her left flank.
�Something�s happening!� she cries over the deafening engine roar. She turns to find four military planes flying in formation around her chopper. �I�m in trouble! Ben? Camila? Can you hear me?�
The line drops and the tablet goes dark. She taps on the screen and tries to navigate away but her vehicle is unresponsive. �Cooper, fly me to Mountain View.�
�I�m not able to do that.�
�Call my staff.�
�Sorry, I can�t help.�
In the distance, a jumbo transport plane drifts slowly in the clouds like a blue whale, �US Air Force� written on its side.
�Cooper, I need assistance.�
Her A.I. fails to respond and an �Error� message flashes on the monitor. The cockpit lights turn off and autopilot engages.
They�re hijacking me.
Her helicopter veers to the right in formation with the jets, approaching the rear of the flying lorry.
A deep, male voice comes through the speaker. �Bethany Andrews, you are under arrest. Do not resist.�
Cargo doors open, revealing a massive hull with trucks and military equipment. The jets escort her to within one hundred feet of the plane and then fly away. Beth slowly drifts into the dock.
�Cooper, don�t go in there!�
Her A.I. is quiet. The chopper enters the ship�s belly and lands in the middle of a large runway. She unbuckles her seat belt and rushes to escape the cockpit.
�Stay where you are!� someone shouts through a loudspeaker.
Laser beams blind her and she puts her hands in the air. �What do you want from me?�
�Don�t move.� Three military personnel escort her from the vehicle and drag her across the runway to an office. They force her to sit in a surgical chair and handcuff her arms to metal rings.
She struggles. �Let me free!�
Two Rottweilers emerge from a kennel and race towards her, growling as they run in circles around her. A dog jumps onto her and barks viciously in her face. She screams and shakes her head left and right, trying to avoid its jaws.
�Down,� someone yells. The dogs kneel next to an army officer wearing fatigues and sunglasses. He approaches her. �Bethany Andrews��
�Leave me alone!�
He blindfolds her and violently tilts her backwards. �Tell us about your connections with China.�
Beth�s heart races. �This is a big mistake. I�ve done nothing wrong.�
�Answer the question!�
�I� don�t know what you�re talking about.�
Another soldier brings a bucket of water and places it under her head. �You�re lying to us.�
�I�m an American CEO in charge of the world�s biggest technology company. I have no dealings with China��
They hang her vertically and dunk her head into the bucket. She struggles for air and fights to get free. After a minute, they lift her back up and she gasps.
The officer stands inches from her face. �I�ll ask you again. Tell us about your business partners in Asia.�
She coughs. �You�re mistaking me for someone else!�
He rips the blindfold from her face. �You�re lying to us. We know you�re with the enemy.�
She tries to look at the officer but the floodlights blind her. �I love America��
�That�s a lie.�
�Please, you have to believe me. I would never do anything to hurt our country.�
�Then why are you obstructing the Armed Forces?�
She breathes hard as water drips from her hair. She pulls her arms and scratches her wrists against the handcuffs. A tearing pain rips across her body.
�Answer the question,� the officer shouts. �Why are you trying to stop the Information Tariffs?�
�I don�t disagree with them�� She hollers as a needle thrusts into her shoulder, sending a sharp pain down her arm. Tears well in her eyes and she pleads with her captor. �Please, stop hurting me!�
�You are not being cooperative.�
She sobs uncontrollably, trembling in fear. �What do you want me to do?�
�Answer the question. Why are you against the military?�
She quivers on the chair. �I was wrong. I made an error and I�m sorry� please stop��
�What was your mistake?�
Her vision grows cloudy. ��I didn�t support our President.�
The officer grins. �In what way?�
�I thought the tariffs were bad policy, but I was wrong.�
�Good. What else?�
She grows dizzy and her head oscillates back and forth. �Please let me go��
�We aren�t finished yet. You need to be more specific with me. Tell me why you hate your government.�
��I don�t� I only disagree on one issue��
�Which one?�
�The Tariffs.�
�Are you with the enemy?�
A wave of nausea overcomes her. �No� I�m a patriot.�
The soldier bends over and barks in her face. �That�s a lie. Be honest for once!�
�Okay, just don�t hurt me.� She shudders in fear. �I don�t believe the Chinese pose a threat to Google.�
The soldier nods. �And what else?�
�I think tariffs will hurt America. I don�t agree with the President�s policies.�
�You�re finally being sincere, but you haven�t answered the question. Are you a spy for a foreign government?�
�No,� she pleads. �I�m a proud American! I would never do anything to hurt my country��
�You�re lying.�
�I�m truthful. You can�t make me lie!�
The room spins around her and a throbbing pain explodes in her head. She grows nauseous and gags, vomiting onto herself. Her vision blurs and begins to darken. �I�m� not a spy��
She blacks out.
* * *
Beth awakes.
Where am I?
She looks around a metal enclosure and tries to lift herself but falls deeper into piles of trash. Plastic bags rip open and ooze rotten food and liquids onto her body. She struggles to keep her head up, retching in the overwhelming stench of garbage.
Oh God, help me.
She grabs a ledge and jerks herself free, pulling with all her force to escape her steel prison. Seconds later, she loses her grip and falls back into the slimy waste.
I�m stuck in here.
She tries to breathe but gags on the stink of decay as flies land around her. �Help me!� she shrieks at the top of her lungs.
Someone opens the door above and sunlight shines into the pen. A teenage boy looks inside the trash container and then quickly darts away. She reaches again for the ledge and this time anchors her foot on a panel, jumping from it and grabbing onto a rim. She lifts herself out of the bin.
How do I get down?
She loses her balance and tips over, falling flat onto the concrete below. Waves of agony shoot across her shoulders and down her body. Terror grips her.
Why is this happening to me?
The spasm intensifies. She fights through the misery and draws herself away from the panic, watching her emotions from a distance.
I�m alive. Just breathe.
She focuses to conquer the fear. Soon the pain starts to dissipate as she regains control. She sits upright and blinks through her cloudy vision, seeing streets of mud and rows of crumbling tenement buildings stretching to the sky. In the distance, children kick a soccer ball and a woman hangs clothes on a line.
She screams, �Can someone help me?�
No one comes to her aid. She spots a riverbed and crawls towards it past a street sign. �Welcome to Livermore, CA.�
I�m still in the Bay Area.
She looks for her smartglasses and identification, but her pockets are empty.
How will I get home?
Nearby, a river flows through a concrete embankment. Gagging on the smell of trash, she limps into it and submerges herself in the stream, her muscles aching in the chill depth. Seconds later, she rises and takes a deep breath of fresh air, shuddering when a wind chills her bones.
A soccer ball flies over the wall and slams into the creek. Beth swims towards it and grabs it. A group of children gathering on a mound point at her. �Give that back to us!�
She aims to throw the ball when she spots a teenager using an old device, one that her company built over two decades before�a smartphone. She approaches the youngster. �If you want this, then let me make a call.�
�Fuck you, lady.�
She walks ashore and lifts the ball over her head as water drips from her clothing. �Let me borrow your phone for five minutes and you�ll get this back.�
A boy with a shaved head gives her the middle finger.
She slings her arm back and aims the ball downriver. �That�s not how you treat an elder. Say goodbye to your toy.�
�Don�t throw it. Please!�
�Let me make one phone call.�
�Fine.� The teen throws her the device. She catches it from and throws the ball back. As the kids play, she smiles when she spots Pixel 22 engraved on the back of the mobile.
These old things still work?
Beth shivers as she tries to make a call but her wet fingers distort the display. She dries her hands on the concrete and tries again.
The call goes through. �Dr. Andrew�s office, can I help you?�
She sighs in relief. �Sara, it�s me.�
�Beth, where are you?�
�I�m in Livermore.�
Sara gasps. �We called the police and reported you missing. They said your helicopter disappeared.�
�I�m fine, but there�s a major plot against me. I can�t explain over the line. Can you ask someone to help me?�
�Should I send the paramedics?�
�No, don�t send the authorities. I need Austin to come get me.�
�Okay, Beth. Where are you?�
�I�m near a riverbed.�
�Stay where you are. Austin will find you.�
�Thanks. Please hurry.�
She ends the call and walks to the group of youngsters, handing the phone to the boy. �Thank you, little guy.�
�You�re welcome.�
�Here�s a gift for you.� She hands him her green Google wristband.
�Sweet.� He yanks it from her and his friends try to wrestle it from him. �It�s mine! She gave it to me.�
Beth follows a dirt road in the direction of a camp, looking for somewhere to rest.
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AUSTIN EXITS his apartment�s Food Depot after finishing Ration 1. He takes an elevator to the thirtieth floor and enters the leasing office, a closet-sized room with an A.I. receptionist and a banner hanging from the ceiling�Sausalito Towers. Growing higher.
An A.I. voice streams from a speaker. �Good morning, Dr. Sanders. How may we help you today?�
Austin speaks to a red light on the wall. �I received a message that my lease is ending.�
�That�s correct, Dr. Sanders. We have exciting news. A condominium is now available on the thirty-sixth floor. You can sign a one-year contract today.�
He shakes his head. �I�d like to stay in my current unit.�
�That is not possible.�
He wags his finger at the intercom. �Listen, I don�t want to move, do you understand? Every year, I have to relocate to more expensive housing on a higher floor. It�s ridiculous.�
�Dr. Sanders, your contract is not renewable.�
�That�s bullshit. You better not raise my rent again!�
The room grows quiet.
�Hello?� Austin bangs on the wall. �I demand to talk to a human manager!�
�I�m sorry. I cannot be of further assistance.�
The red light turns off.
�Are you kidding me? I�m not finished talking to you.� He thrusts his middle finger at the wall, then jumps up and pulls the banner from the ceiling. �Growing higher my ass. You want to treat people like this, you fucking robot?�
There is no response.
�Let me teach you some manners.� He rips the poster apart, crumples it into a ball and throws it across the room. �I�m signing your lease right now, robot.� He laughs madly. �It�s a personal endorsement just for you.�
The A.I. remains silent.
Austin raises his fist. �And that�s not all. I will post reviews of your run-down complex and especially your disgusting customer service. Everyone in San Francisco will stay away from this shithole.� He waits for a response and hears nothing. �I have a better idea�I�ll print testimonials and leave them on every doorstep in this building.�
The A.I. turns on. �Dr. Sanders, please do not engage in behavior that is harmful to our residents.�
Austin jabs the speaker. �I demand to speak with a human supervisor immediately!�
�Please stand by. Someone will be with you shortly.�
Austin paces the room in frustration and places his smartglasses on his face. �Isaac, I need a cigarette.�
�Nicotine products cause oral disease and cancer.�
�Screw your judgments.�
�Would you like me to contact your psychiatrist?�
�No.�
�There are other remedies for depression.�
Austin takes a deep breath and counts to ten. �Never mind. How�s my schedule today?�
An ad appears on the screen. �Say hello to Instameat. Just pop the lid and leave at room temperature for one hour, come back and find your favorite meat ready to eat�steak, chicken, pork. Tastes almost like the real thing. Available in grilled and barbeque flavors. Order today.�
What the hell is this?
�Good morning, Austin. It�s Wednesday, August 16, 2066. You have a meeting with Thomas Rosenberg at 11 a.m., followed by Ration 2 with Camila Dominguez.�
�Where�s the 11 a.m. meeting?� Austin asks.
Another ad appears. �With the recent prohibition of land burial, cremation has become as popular as ever. Here at Custom Cremation, we strive to meet the needs of your loved ones. Ask about our flexible payment plans. Call today��
Austin grinds his teeth. �Isaac, stop these commercials immediately!�
�Your ads cannot be disabled.�
He throws his hands in the air. �What are you talking about? I�m the head of Google�s A.I. department! I should be exempt from the update.�
�Unfortunately, the only way to stop advertisements is to subscribe to an ad-free platform.�
He bangs his hand against his forehead. �This is ridiculous. How can I work with these constant interruptions?� He sighs and comes to terms with his fate. �Fine, you leave me no choice. Subscribe me to it.�
�It will cost $999 per month. Would you like me to charge your credit card?�
�$1000? Are you kidding me? I�m not paying that!�
�Registration for the ad-free service requires a payment.�
He punches a wall. �This is bullshit. You mean I�ll have to watch commercials all day long?�
�Yes.�
Another ad begins. �Instabath: the best soap-free��
�Turn off the volume,� Austin shouts.
��bathing formula for infants. Just apply the gel and rub with a towel. Seconds later, your baby will be fresh and clean all day long. No water needed. Order today.�
�Isaac, I can�t stand these ads! Can you at least mute the sound?�
�There is no way to do that.�
Another clip begins. Austin takes the smartglasses off and lifts them in the air, cursing to himself.
I invented these glasses and now they�re useless.
He growls at the speaker. �Where is the leasing office manager? You said he would be here.�
�Please stand by,� the A.I. replies.
A buzz comes through the smartglasses�an incoming call. Austin peeks through the lens and spots the caller ID, then accepts the request. He places the glasses back on his face. �Anil, what�s up?�
�Dr. Sanders, do you have a minute?�
�Yes, just one.�
�I have an idea for Project Titan.�
Austin rolls his eyes. �Can we discuss this at work?�
�I have a solution for the power source.�
A leasing office employee enters the room and Austin raises his finger at him, mouthing one second. �Anil, I don�t have much time. What�s your plan?�
�I know how to kick-start the reactor.�
Austin�s eyes widen. �How?�
�Remember the countdown from Barnard�s Star?�
�Yeah��
�Last time it ended with a gravitational wave, remember? What if we can harness that energy to trigger fusion?�
Austin rubs his chin. �That sounds interesting, but there�s no way to convert gravity into heat.�
�What if we built a machine to do that?�
�You mean an engine?�
�Yes, a gravity engine.�
Austin�s brow rises. �Wow, I�ve never heard of such a thing.� He chuckles. �Have you drawn up the plans?�
��not quite, Dr. Sanders, but I think I can make it work.�
�Listen, I have to run. Let�s discuss at our next team meeting. Come prepared with answers.�
�I�ll be ready. Thank you, Dr. Sanders.�
Austin ends the call and smiles at the leasing office supervisor, a middle-aged man with a cheap suit and a nametag. �Hello, Jake, nice meeting you.�
Jake keeps his distance. �I was told a disgruntled resident wants to speak with a manager. What happened to the banner?�
Austin shrugs. �No idea. Listen, my rental contract ends this month and I don�t want to move.�
�We have robots that will transport your belongings.�
�That�s not the issue. Every year you force me to move to a more expensive apartment on a higher floor and I can�t afford more rent. I want to stay where I am.�
�That�s not possible, sir. We can�t renew your lease.�
�Well, why?�
�We have to evacuate the Section 2 residents on the lower floors. Every so often, we close a bottom floor and open a new sky level.�
�So you force all your residents to move to new units?�
�We have no choice. We have to keep up with the rising water.�
Austin frowns. �It seems like a scheme to me, Jake. What a great excuse to upcharge your residents and make a handsome profit.�
Jake shakes his head. �Sir, we�ve operated at a loss for years.�
�How�s that possible?�
�Construction isn�t free. Do you know what it costs to add a story? I�m sorry to trouble you to move, but there�s no other way to accommodate the turnover of our apartments.�
Austin scratches his head. �Well, can I move to a lower level with cheaper rent?�
�There is no availability below your floor. In fact, there�s a waiting list for residents trying to move out of Section 2.�
�That�s ridiculous.�
�I�m sorry, sir, but I can�t be of help. Blame it on climate change.�
Austin nods goodbye and leaves the office, taking an elevator up to the Hyperloop train station. He approaches the entrance and catches a view of the San Francisco Islands. A grey fog enshrouds the red steel cables of the Golden Gate Bridge peeking out from the bay. Its once famous concrete thoroughfare lies under water.
He enters the terminal as a fierce wind shakes the platform, then zips his jacket and digs his hands into the pockets. As he waits for the train to Mountain View, his smartglasses vibrate and he places them on his face, accepting an incoming call.
�Dr. Sanders?�
�Yes.�
�It�s Sara. There�s been an emergency.�
Austin stands upright. �What happened?�
�I received an urgent call from Beth. She�s somewhere in Livermore. I think she�s in trouble.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Can you please find her?�
�You want me to go to Livermore and find Beth?� He cocks his head. �The East Bay is a jungle. I haven�t been there in years. Can�t you call the police?�
�We can�t involve the authorities. She wants you to find her and bring her back home.�
�Why me? I don�t understand.�
�I cannot discuss over the phone. It�s an emergency, and she needs you right away. She�s near a riverbank. Please hurry, Dr. Sanders.� Sara disconnects.
The train to Mountain View arrives. Austin waits for it to pass and crosses the platform to the outbound track. �Isaac, there has been a change of plans. Cancel my meetings for today. I�m going to the East Bay.�

13.

A PRIVATE JET lands at the Reagan National Airport in Washington D.C. It comes to a stop on the tarmac next to a black limousine and a staircase emerges below its entryway. The plane�s door opens and Manos steps out wearing a pinstriped luxury suit.
Nice to be back in the nation�s capital.
He spots a concrete wall of levees protecting the island from the rising water. Anti-aircraft guns and artillery rockets line the perimeter, the Lincoln Monument and the Capitol Building jutting out from the fortifications.
Gareth Allen emerges from the car. �Welcome to Washington!�
Manos walks down and shakes Gareth�s hands. �Nice to see you. When does the Energy Summit start?�
�In an hour. The President will be there.�
�I�m ready. Let�s get going.�
They step into the limousine and Gareth offers a cigar. �Cuban?�
Manos waves it off. �No thanks. I�m not in the mood.�
�Is everything okay? You seem upset, Manos.�
They ride to the entrance of Washington D.C., hitting severe traffic as they approach a levy gate at the end of the Lincoln Bridge.
Manos opens a window and stares at the floodwater. �I�m not happy with the tariffs.�
Gareth turns. �I wired money to GoldRock yesterday. You�ve made a handsome profit. Why the long face?�
�That�s not the issue. Your taxes are killing the stock market. The Nasdaq is down 8 percent today. GoldRock�s investments are getting clobbered.�
Gareth grabs a tablet and loads a browser. �Did you see China�s equities?� He shows Manos a chart. �They�re down five percent today. The Dow Jones is only down three percent.�
�And?�
�The Chinese are getting smacked much harder than we are. The moves are working, Manos!�
Manos clenches his fist. �How are we winning if our markets are also down? We�ve just shot ourselves in the foot.�
�Do I need to remind you that we are at war? Our rivals are trying to destroy us. We have to strike first. Look at the big picture!�
Manos frowns. �If there�s one thing I hate, it�s losing money.�
�When we win the War, our economy will soar to the sky. Have some patience.�
The car nears the end of the Lincoln Bridge and approaches a military checkpoint. The windows roll down and a bird-sized drone flies into the vehicle and scans the passengers� retinas. Seconds later, a checkered barrier lowers and they drive into the city.
Gareth leans over. �I understand you�re upset about Google�s stock price, Manos. Can I help you turn the corporation around?�
Manos turns and stares at his partner in bewilderment. �What do you mean?�
�Let me ask you this. If you had the opportunity to run Google yourself, could you do a better job than the current management team?�
�Is that even a question? I can absolutely run that corporation and make it great again. It�s managed by a bunch of imbeciles.�
Gareth whispers into Manos�s ear. �How would you like to be Chief Executive Officer?�
�What about Andrews?�
�Let�s just say she has been neutralized.�
�She�s no longer CEO?�
�Not exactly. She is still chief executive but her time is limited. We have evidence that she sympathizes with the enemy.�
Manos gleams. �I knew it. That was my suspicion all along. When will you oust her?�
�We don�t plan to unless you�re interested in the job. The fruit is ripe for the picking, if you know what I mean.�
�Interesting,� Manos says with a smile. �Let me discuss this with my staff, Gareth. There is definitely an opportunity here. I�m very interested in becoming CEO of Google.�
The limousine drives down Pennsylvania Avenue, an empty thoroughfare devoid of pedestrians. Empty shops sit idle and silence overtakes the city. Above, machine guns rest on concrete platforms rising every city block. The car approaches a military checkpoint and stops at a scanner.
Gareth taps his pal. �Are you excited for the summit today?�
�Yes, it�s my first time meeting the President. I came prepared with innovative ideas like you asked.�
The vehicle passes the checkpoint and heads to an underground parking lot below the White House. Army robots line the passageway.
Gareth grabs his briefcase. �The President wants new ideas, Manos. He is obsessed with energy.�
�I�m eager to share my thoughts. You will be impressed.�
�Good. As you know, oil prices rise even though we seize more Russian crude and cut back on domestic fuel consumption. We need radical solutions.�
�Trailblazing is my currency, Gareth.�
They exit the vehicle and a cyborg escorts them across the dark parking lot to an elevator. They take it up to the White House security room where a security drone performs a full-body scan. Granted clearance, they pace along a marble hallway past portraits of American Presidents. Near the West Wing, they take a staircase down to the War Room.
Manos enters the bunker and feels his knees buckle. Several high-profile government officials, including the Secretary of State, Chairman of the Joint Chief of Staffs and the CIA Director, stand a few feet away. He grows pale. �Gareth, are you sure I belong here?�
Gareth grabs his arm. �You�re one of us. Just relax.�
Manos heads for the back of the room and sits in the corner, taking out his documents and pretending to be busy. He avoids eye contact and mutters to himself.
You can do this, Manos. Don�t panic.
�Please take a seat,� a staffer announces. �The President will be here momentarily.�
The generals and cabinet members stand above an oversized mahogany conference table. They wait in silence for their leader, who soon enters the room and takes a seat.
�Let�s get started,� President Hughes says before everyone sits down. �I�ve called a summit here today to reform our energy policy and develop a strategy for the future. This is our most vital national security concern. A prosperous country needs a reliable fuel supply.�
Manos�s heart races as he scans the room. The Vice President and Defense Secretary whisper to each other. Manos makes eye contact with the CIA Director and quickly looks away to his notes.
The President leans forward. �Here are the facts. China�s Mars colony is ten times larger than ours and the Chinese control all transport hubs on the red planet. If we want to defeat our enemy in space, we must have more energy. We�ve spent trillions of dollars on rockets and missiles, but what good will it do if we can�t power those systems? We need new solutions for this crisis.�
The Defense Secretary raises his arms. �Mr. President, I�m proud to report significant military victories against the Russians. We�ve seized their oil platforms in Greenland and we�re taking back our natural gas fields in Alaska.�
�I know that, Carl,� the President says. �Oil inventories are up two percent in the last month thanks to our military, and yet crude prices continue to rise. Markets ignore our supply gains.�
The Vice President shakes his finger. �Markets are focused on the short term, Mr. President. As long as we continue the offensive and capture hydrocarbons, fuel prices will eventually fall. We have to stay the course.�
�I disagree,� says a deep voice. All eyes turn to Stan Klein, CIA Director, who commands the room. �Mr. President, the push against Russia is important, but let�s not forget that China is the world�s largest energy consumer. To make a dent in oil prices, we must cripple their demand.�
The President leans back. �How do we do that, Stan?�
�We already have, Mr. President. Our Information Tariffs have slammed Chinese technology infrastructure like mortars blasting the Great Wall. We�ve eliminated their access to the internet and stopped their copycat technologies, which rely heavily on American-made innovations�artificial intelligence, mobile operating systems, and computer software designed here in the States. A weakened enemy will use less power, and the reduced demand translates to lower fuel prices. We must double down and expand the tariffs.�
�I don�t disagree with you,� the President says. �We�ve increased our hydrocarbon supplies while dampening worldwide demand, but we need more. What else can we do to improve our strategy?�
Gareth Allen raises a hand. �Mr. President, I would like to introduce someone who has the answers. I�ve invited Manos Kharon, CEO of GoldRock, to provide some solutions for us, sir. He was instrumental in designing and implementing the Information Tariffs.�
Heads turn to Manos, who sits in the corner staring at stock charts through his smartglasses. A wave of panic overcomes him as his heart beats madly in his chest. A deafening silence fills the room.
Breathe.
He fumbles his notes and slouches, trying to remember his speech. His mind goes blank. Flustered, he beams the image on his display onto the opposing wall. People look to the projection and chatter arises in the room.
Get it together. Calm down.
The figure is a chart of oil prices from 2040. It shows a sharp spike in 2042 and steady increases every year to the present day.
Manos falters. ��thank you, Gareth. It�s an honor for me to be here�� He coughs and breathes rapidly. ��I�m showing you the price of oil over the last few decades.� He buys time to gather himself. �What do you notice about this chart?�
�It has skyrocketed,� the President says, �and it�s hurting our economy.�
Manos settles down. �Exactly, Mr. President. If you look closely, you will see that energy prices accelerated higher in 2042, precisely the year that global energy supplies hit their peak. In fact, 2042 was the year of Peak Oil��
�That�s just a theory,� the Defense Secretary says. �There is no evidence to support that claim.�
Manos beams another image on the wall. �Respectfully, sir, it�s more than a theory. Take a look at this chart of our oil reserves�you can see that the supply has declined every year since 2042.�
�You�re mistaken. Do you know what else happened in 2042? That�s when the War began. You can blame all of this on our enemies.�
Manos projects another picture. �Here�s a plot showing the quality of the fuel we process today. You can see that it�s getting harder to draw high-quality fossil fuels from the ground. We have to pump more to extract the same content as previous years.�
�This is interesting,� the President says, �but we need solutions.�
Manos calms as his pulse returns to normal. �Absolutely, sir. We need revolutionary technologies that will synergize with the war strategies and drive the price of oil down.� He flips to a title slide. �I�m here to introduce America 2070, a vision for the future and a new approach to tackle this crisis.�
Gareth turns and winks at Manos, saluting him with a thumbs-up.
Manos scans the room. �First, we need to drastically cut energy demand, which must go back to pre-2042 levels. I propose new rations to lower national power usage. We must reduce train and motor vehicle services and encourage citizens to walk and ride bicycles. We must slash household consumption and eliminate manufacturing that is not essential for the War.
�I also propose a two-tiered fuel system. We should reserve high-grade gasoline for the military and other defense needs. Regular citizens can use low-grade petrol, which does not require extensive processing. This will translate to more efficient operations.�
�I like what I�m hearing,� the President says, �but you�re lacking innovation. We need out-of-the-box thinking.�
Manos displays a photograph of a pine forest. �You�re right, Mr. President. We need a bold solution, a major shock that will disrupt markets and bring oil prices down fast. I�m showing you Tongass National Reserve in Alaska. At 17 million acres, it�s the largest wilderness in the country.�
Heads turn and the cabinet members steal glances at one another.
Manos continues. �The third part of my plan is to extract fuel directly from the trees. One of GoldRock�s companies, Gravitas, has patented a method to transform bark into gas. A single pine will power a missile to destroy a target five hundred miles away. I propose that the government subsidizes Gravitas to harvest the hydrocarbons locked away in Alaska.�
The room erupts in conversation.
The Commerce Secretary shouts above the noise. �You want to destroy America�s last wild refuge?�
Manos waves his hands. �That�s not correct, sir. We will not damage the Reserve. This one-time collection significantly increases our energy supply. The trees will grow back in a couple of decades.�
The Defense Secretary pounds the table. �I like it! It�s a sacrifice worth making for the War.�
�This is ridiculous,� the Commerce Secretary shouts. �It�s a scheme to make GoldRock rich!�
Manos defends himself. �We support companies with cutting-edge technology capable of disrupting industries. Gravitas is a true innovator��
�What kind of subsidies are we talking about?� the President asks.
Manos clears his throat. �For $200B, we can harvest the entire forest.�
�And how much fuel will you extract?�
�About $1 trillion worth, enough to lower prices by 5-10%.�
The room grows silent.
�I like it,� the President says. �This is a bold plan. If you can cut oil prices by ten percent, you have the job.�
�Thank you, sir, you won�t be disappointed.�
A staffer walks into the room and whispers in the President�s ear. He turns and speaks to his Defense Secretary for a few minutes. Tension builds.
Gareth gives a thumbs-up and mouths Great job! Manos winks and returns a thank you.
�We have a problem,� the President announces. �The Chinese just launched a wave of cyberattacks. Looks like they�re retaliating against the Information Tariffs. All hands on deck. We�ve got a major situation ahead of us.�

14.

AUSTIN EXITS the Hyperloop at Hayward station. He unbuttons his collar in the 120�F heat as thermal waves lift off the cracked pavement. Stepping over an emaciated rat chewing on a plastic bag, he passes an encampment with beggars panhandling for change.
Last time I was in East Bay, Matthew was alive.
Cameras anchored to street signs follow Austin as he heads to the entrance of the BART, a decades-old transit system that still operates in the inland valley. A woman wearing a VR headset barges into him. �Watch where you�re running!� she shouts.
Austin faces her. �You ran into me!�
�Don�t be an asshole.� She flips him off and runs down the street.
What is wrong with these people?
Austin enters the metro gate and heads downstairs to the outbound platform. �Isaac, how will I find Beth in Livermore? It�s an awfully large town.�
�Would you like me to call her?�
�Sure.�
As he descends into the underground station, the air grows hot and muggy. He reaches the terminal and grows woozy in the searing heat. Young panhandlers stuff their hands in his face begging for money.
�Austin, Beth is not answering the call. She is not carrying her device.�
�How the hell will I find her?�
�I don�t know.�
�Give me your money!� someone screams. Austin spots a robbery in progress and quickly darts to the opposite end of the platform. The thief wields a knife and steals someone�s VR headset before running off. Austin cowers behind an electrical box. A train arrives.
�Express line to Livermore now arriving.�
Austin hops into the lead car. He sits next to a middle-aged man wearing a red jumpsuit and headgear. The guy laughs hysterically and rotates his hands in the air as if driving a vehicle.
An ad loads in Austin�s smartglasses. �When you�re in Hayward, visit the OASIS center, home to the world�s largest VR gaming community. First player shooters, role-playing, team deathmatch�OASIS has them all. Join other gamers in online communities to fulfill your wildest fantasies.�
This must be Virtual Reality Land.
Austin turns to find most of the passengers wearing headsets, playing out their lives in alternate realities. People mumble, laugh, and shout to themselves. A man holds out his palms and screams while a girl strokes a virtual pet. Someone behind him yells, �There�s a bus in my lane!�
A half-hour later, Austin arrives in Livermore with a migraine. He exits the train and hits a blistering wave of dry heat. A woman with an ice chest stands at the exit.
�How much for water?� he asks her.
�$1000.�
�For a bottle of water?�
He shakes his head and stretches his soaked collar, wiping his sweaty forehead with it. He leaves the train station just as a police officer chases a group of teenage boys. A burning trash can rolls down the street behind them and explodes a few feet away. Austin jumps and runs.
So this is the East Bay.
�Isaac, call Sara.�
Beth�s assistant answers the phone. �Austin, are you in Livermore?�
�Yes. How do I find Beth?�
�Head over to the riverbed. She�s wearing a blue dress.�
Austin loads a navigation browser and looks for a river on the map. An ad begins and he removes the glasses from his face.
Are you kidding me? I�m sick of these commercials.
He sees a high-heeled woman standing on the corner and approaches her. �Can you tell me where the river is?�
�I�ll take care of you for $1000.�
He hands her a $100 bill. �Where�s the river?�
She takes the money and points in a direction. �Ten-minute walk that way.�
Austin heads north and spots a boy playing in the dirt, his face and hair covered in filth. Someone hollers through a screen door. �Matthew, you better not be playing in mud again!�
Matthew?
Tears flood Austin�s eyes.
I miss my boy. Olivia, I wish I could hear your voice.
He gives a dollar to the youngster and continues walking north. Minutes later, he sees an estuary stretching to the horizon. A shantytown runs along the bank, its homes constructed with spare metal and old aircraft parts. He bumps into a line of people waiting to fill empty plastic bottles at a pump station.
Guess there�s no running water here.
Austin sees a woman with a blue garment and approaches her. �Beth?� he whispers. She turns around and shakes her finger in his face. �I�m sorry, I thought you were someone else.�
A frustrating hour passes and there�s no sign of his boss, so he takes off his shoes and walks into the river to cool off. Plastic bottles and debris float downstream. He notices sludge in the water and turns to leave just as a soccer ball slams into his face, jerking him back and casting him into the creek.
A boy appears over the bank. �Give me my ball back!�
Austin rubs his head. �You stupid kid!�
�Get it, old man!�
He gathers himself and reaches for the ball, walking ashore towards the youngster. �You need to learn some manners, little guy.� As he scolds the teenager, he notices something on his arm. �Is that a Google band on your wrist?�
The boy spits in the air. �Shut up, old man.�
Austin takes out $100. �Do you want this?�
�Give it to me!�
�Who gave you that wristband?�
�Some lady.�
He approaches the teen and waves the bill. �Where is she?�
The boy points. �She�s over there.� He punches Austin in the gut and grabs the money and soccer ball from him.
Austin rolls on the river bank in pain, groaning in agony. He slowly gets up and heads along a mud-caked road in the direction of a tenement camp, clambering over a downed tree and past a metal scrapyard.
Feels like a third-world country.
He finds himself in the middle of a vagrant community. Families sit in makeshift shelters staring aimlessly at the sky, their faces withdrawn and empty. All eyes turn to him.
Austin tenses and shouts, �Beth, are you here? I came to get you!�
A hooded woman steps out from the shadows. She removes her blue headscarf and reveals a gash over her forehead. She limps forward in pain.
Austin leaps. �Beth?� He races to her and hugs her. �What happened to you?�
�Let�s head back to San Francisco,� she says meekly, her voice shaky and hoarse. Bruises cover her arms and legs. A scab marks an injection site on her right shoulder. �I don�t want to be seen.�
�Who did this to you?�
They head towards the town. �The military. They kidnapped me and forced me to confess.�
Austin�s jaw drops. �The government?�
�Yes.�
�That�s shocking and not to mention illegal! What are they trying to do?�
�I don�t know. Silence me, I suppose. I can�t be seen in public after what happened.�
Austin stops walking. �They�re trying to push you out, Beth. You can�t quit now. You�re still our CEO!�
She turns and points her finger at him. �I�m not backing down. No one is taking my position, but I have to operate from hiding. They�re planning something big against us.�
�Are we in danger?�
�Yes.�
He grows pale. �You mean they want to take control of Google?�
She rubs her shoulder and writhes in pain. �Yes, I think so. My hijacking could be a preview of their bigger intentions.�
�Let�s fight back, Beth. We have to sabotage their plans.�
She continues walking. �We can�t fight fire with fire. We can�t wage the government�s type of warfare and expect to win.�
�So how do we counter?�
They walk silently and approach a water pump. Austin buys an empty plastic bottle from someone and fills it, then hands it to his boss. They slowly make their way back to the Livermore Station, where he purchases two fares. They board the inbound train for Hayward.
Beth takes a window seat and closes her eyes. �It feels so nice to sit.�
�You�ve been through a lot.�
She looks at him. �I just thought of something.�
�What?�
�Do you remember Project Bodi?�
Austin�s brow rises. �Of course I do� that was our code name for the Google Vision smartglasses. How long ago was that?�
�Almost forty years.�
He looks down. �That was the best accomplishment in my career.�
�Mine as well. That was our first project together, remember? You were my first hire.�
�I can�t believe that was four decades ago!�
She sighs. �Do you remember how innovative we used to be?�
�I do.�
�What happened to that?�
Tears fill up his eyes. �I don�t know.�
�We developed the world�s best Augmented Reality smartglasses. We had so many breakthroughs for Project Bodi. I wish we could go back in time.�
He nods. �Honestly, we�re shadows of our former selves. Insights were effortless back then. New ideas came naturally.�
�We took it for granted.�
The train races towards Hayward. Austin sits upright. �Why can�t we innovate, Beth? Why are we stuck in such a rut?�
She shrugs. �We live in a state of war. It�s impossible to take risk when you�re terrified and oppressed.�
He dries his eyes with his sleeve. �I think of Olivia all the time.�
�Your ex-wife?�
�Yeah. I have dreams about her and Matthew every night. My psychiatrist says I�m depressed.�
�Why don�t you contact her?�
�She blocked me from messaging her. She doesn�t want to hear from me.�
Beth touches his shoulder. �Listen, what happened to Matthew was not your fault. You can�t blame yourself for it.�
�I know that� at the time, I was so angry and upset and I took it out on Olivia, and now I wish I could apologize to her.�
�Give her a call, Austin. Let her know how you feel.�
He shakes his head. �I can�t do that. She has already moved on.�
The train stops at Hayward. They disembark and make their way back to the aboveground Hyperloop station. Beth covers herself with a headscarf and keeps a low profile.
Austin leans over and whispers as they walk. �I just remembered something. Did you ever read Shiv�s book?�
Her tension eases. �Shiv Patel, our former CEO. What an intelligent human being. I wish he was still around.�
�The world needs his vision and compassion. If only our leaders had his qualities.�
�What was Shiv�s book called?�
��Awaken the Power of Insight.� It was the most important work I�ve ever read.�
Beth smiles. �I do remember that. Wasn�t it a guide to improve your innovation?�
�Yes, exactly.�
�Do you have a copy?�
�I have it here on my smartglasses. Let me read the preface to you.� He clicks on an icon and opens the book in his viewer. �Dear Google employee��
�That�s right,� Beth interrupts, �Shiv wrote it as a guide for our new employees. He wanted them to harness their innovation and be as productive as they could be��
�Which is why it�s pertinent. Listen to this.� He clears this throat and continues reading. �Dear Google employee, the human mind has infinite potential. Every one of us is capable of being successful and innovative. If we are willing to listen, the subconscious mind will give us the insights we need to solve our most pressing challenges. The key is to listen to our minds and receive this intuition. Our grandest ambitions can be achieved if we listen to our inner mind.�
Beth contemplates as she walks. �Shiv was such a visionary. He knew how to uplift his employees to their full potential. That�s the true quality of a leader.�
Austin beams. �His book changed my life. I learned how to tap into the deepest part of my brain and extract the answers to my challenges. That�s how I unlocked the innovations for Project Bodi.�
�You tapped into your subconscious mind?�
�Exactly.�
She looks at him. �How did you do that?�
�Mindfulness exercises and the Four Noble Truths, just like the book described. I learned to abandon my ego and listen for insights. I reached an awakened state and saw the world as it truly is, not as I want it to be.�
Beth strides faster. �That�s it!� Her eyes light up. �That�s exactly what we need right now. We have to go back to our core values. We need to awaken our spirits and access our creative roots. We have to fight hatred and terror with patience and compassion.�
Austin chuckles. �You sound like Shiv. He always said that in the eyes of an angry foe, patience is a superpower. You defeat your enemies by taking the higher road.�
Beth removes her headscarf and exposes her face in public. �Listen, it�s time to stand up for ourselves. We have to innovate and return to our pioneering soul. That�s the only way we can defeat Manos and the CIA.�
Austin tries to keep up with his boss. �But Beth, there�s nothing left to solve. We can�t stop the government with technology.�
�That�s not true!� She throws her hands in the air. �What about Project Titan?�
They take an elevator up to the Hyperloop station and board an inbound train to San Francisco, sitting alone away from the other commuters.
She whispers to him. �We have to solve nuclear fusion. Clean energy is the solution for our world.�
�Yes, but��
�Hydrocarbons are the root cause of this mass extinction we�ve created for ourselves. We should have ended our addiction to fossil fuels decades ago.�
Austin groans. �I understand, but a nuclear plant won�t be easy to build. The odds are against us.�
She stares into his eyes. �Was it simple to construct the world�s first engine, airplane or rocket? Was it easy to send a man to the moon or sequence the genome? It will definitely not be easy to build the world�s first functional fusion reactor, but we can�t let that stop us.�
�You�re right, Beth.�
�Innovation is a minefield fraught with failures and disappointment. Only the persistent will succeed. We must keep our eyes on the goal and stay motivated.�
�I�m with you,� he replies, staring out from the train window. �We need to invent like we used to. I�m just not sure how.�
�Let me ask you this. What�s the primary issue holding back Project Titan?�
He stumbles. ��we need a laser source to heat the zirconium shell to 100 million degrees and ignite the reaction��
�And?�
�Well, there�s no laser on earth capable of doing that.�
Beth frowns. �There must be another solution. I refuse to give up hope.�
Austin spots a metro map and glances at the next destination�Palo Alto. He remembers something. �You know, on my way here I got a call from Anil Anaya.�
�The one who discovered the countdown?�
�Yes, you remember him. He has a radical solution for a new power supply. Frankly, it�s a bit crazy.�
�What�s his plan?�
Austin laughs. �He says we can harness gravitational waves to kick-start the fusion reaction.�
�How?�
�I�m not sure, but he thinks we can use this signal from space to our advantage. It sounds impractical to me.�
Her eyes widen. �Why don�t we give it a try?�
�I�m not sure it will work. Anil is young and idealistic. He�s the junior programmer on the team.�
�So what? This is exactly the animal spirits I�m looking for. When someone on your team exceeds your expectations, you have to foster him and kindle his fire.�
�Well, hold on for a second.� He holds up his hands. �It�s an impulsive idea not backed by any evidence.�
She wags a finger. �That doesn�t matter. Thirst and hunger drive innovation. We have to fail a dozen times before reaching success. You can�t dismiss new ideas.�
The train stops at Palo Alto. Beth gets up and runs for the exit.
Austin shouts, �Where are you going? We are supposed to go to Mountain View.�
She stops and turns. �Change of plans. Call your team and tell them to meet us in Palo Alto. It�s time to put all our resources on Project Titan.�

15.

�STEAK TARTAR for you, Mr. Kharon.�
Manos looks up at his robot butler, Devon. �Leave it on the table.�
Sprawled across his luxury bed high above the streets of Manhattan, Manos analyzes stock prices through his Vision smartglasses. The expansive bedroom, the centerpiece in his 8000-square-foot Upper East Side apartment, looks down to flooded Central Park and submerged Times Square, once a vibrant jewel of the city.
�Devon, get me some whiskey.�
A red light shines on his assistant�s circular head and its chrome-plated arm rises to its trunk. �Scotch, American, or Japanese, sir?�
�Make it an Aberlour.�
A panel retracts on the robot�s chest, revealing a liquor cabinet. Devon takes a bottle and pours into a glass. �Here you are, Mr. Kharon.�
Manos�s smartglasses vibrate with an incoming call and �Chief of Staff� flashes on the screen. He rolls his eyes. �Not in the mood. Decline the call.�
He sits up and grabs the plate of food, stuffing his mouth with steak tartar and washing it down with whiskey. Feeling euphoric, he walks over to a full-body VR suit hanging from a chair. �Devon, help me get into this.�
The robot picks up the outfit, a silver bodysuit with red stripes streaming on its sides, and holds it up as Manos slips on the leggings and secures the accessories. He attaches a sensory belt and dons a pair of silver gloves.
Devon tightens the straps on the back and hands him a helmet. �Shall I activate the console, Mr. Kharon?�
Manos puts on the headgear and mumbles through it. �How do I look?�
�Like a motorcycle rider ready for the race.�
He laughs. �Fire up the VR, Devon.�
A wall retracts and a six-foot-by-six-foot game pit appears in the corner of the room, its borders lined with black padding. Sensors and speakers encircle the unit, and a multi-directional treadmill spans its base.
As Manos steps into the console, his helmet vibrates with an incoming call. �Sir,� an A.I. voice says to him, �your Chief of Staff is calling again. It may be urgent.�
�I don�t have time right now.� Manos jogs on the treadmill to warm up. �Tell Seth to call me later.� As he turns left, the track rotates to match his speed and direction, keeping him in the center of the unit at all times.
Devon�s voice comes through the helmet. �Are you ready to begin, Mr. Kharon?�
�Yes, start the game.�
Sensors flash and the treadmill slows to a light walk. Manos strolls on an island beach with coconut trees lining the shore. A tall blonde-haired woman walks beside him, her high cheekbones and perfect smile designed by Manos himself. She is barefoot, with a white bikini and flowing locks that glisten in the sunlight.
He holds her hand. �You look amazing, Nina.�
�Thank you, honey,� she says in a soft voice. �Where would you like to go today?�
�This feels nice�� He closes his eyes as a warm breeze strokes his face. Hearing waves crashing and birds squawking in the cloudless blue sky, he opens his eyes to see a turtle peeking its head above the water. �I want to go to Thailand.�
The scenery changes. Limestone formations rise from the water surface and grow towards the heavens. A long-tail boat drifts in the ocean, its protruding bow adorned in blue and red drapes.
Nina kisses his cheek. �Southeast Asia is beautiful this time of year.�
He smiles. �It was the best vacation I ever had. I wish I could go back in time to 2018.�
The boat docks on the beach and an elderly Thai man steps on shore. He hands them a cocktail. �Your ride is ready, sir. Next stop is Koh Samui.�
Manos snatches the drinks. �Follow me, Nina.� He guides her onto the water taxi and stands on deck facing the ocean. �Gorgeous��
As they take in the view, the boat undocks and glides across the turquoise water through a passageway surrounded by green mountains. Monkeys howl from cliffside treetops. A warm breeze carries the smell of the ocean.
�We�ve been to Koh Samui before,� Manos says to the driver. �Take me to a different island this time.�
�Would you like nightlife or a quiet beach?�
�Give me a party.�
The boat wafts toward an island lined with hundreds of coconut trees bending at angles towards the sky. Laser lights flicker from the beach and the faint sounds of dance music drift over the gentle wind.
Manos spots revelers partying on the sand. �Now this is a fiesta!� He reaches over and kisses Nina. �I�m gonna show you a great time tonight.�
She frowns. �I�m sorry to tell you this, but there�s a message from Seth.�
Manos throws his hands in the air. �Can�t I have one minute of peace? What does he want?�
�Shall I read his message to you?�
He rolls his eyes. �Go ahead.�
�His message says: �China is retaliating. We are under attack. Please call me.��
�Not now, Nina.� He covers his ears. �I don�t want to think about that. Let�s go have fun. The real world can wait.�
A setting sun casts an orange glow across the sky. They land on shore and head for a festival on the beach. Partygoers dance on the sand as a DJ blasts electronic music through speakers suspended high on the coconut trees.
A Thai woman with a basket approaches them. �Would you like some smokes?�
�Where are we?� Manos asks.
�Koh Phangan.�
�What year is it?�
�2018.�
Manos buys a pack of cigarettes. �I loved that year, Nina. This is the best place in the world. Did you know the King�s nephew used to throw parties here?�
Nina strokes her hair. �Yes, the full moon festivals.�
�That�s right. There was a shop on the cliffside selling mushroom shakes.� He turns to the Thai woman. �Do you have molly?�
�Yes, I do.�
Manos takes a pill from her and swallows it, chasing it with his cocktail. He leads Nina to the sandy dance floor as a wave of euphoria comes over him. He lights a cigarette and hugs her tightly. �This is everything I�ve ever wanted.�
He closes his eyes and feels the bass thumping through his body. On a stage, a tattooed man lifts a burning stick and blows a fireball into the air. People scream and laugh.
�What a party!� Manos grabs Nina and dances with her to the music�s beat. �Isn�t this fun, babe?�
She pulls away.
�What�s the matter?�
She grimaces. �Seth is calling again, Manos.�
He stops dancing and shouts, �I�m sick of this! Doesn�t he know I don�t want to talk?� He throws his cocktail in the sand. �Answer the call and let�s get this over with it.�
The island vanishes and the screen goes black. A white-framed box appears and Seth comes into view. �Mr. Kharon, sorry to bother you. Something urgent has come up.�
Manos clenches his jaw. �What�s so important that you need to call me three times?�
�The Chinese just launched cyberattacks against our banks. Our servers are frozen.�
�What do you want me to do about it? Let the government deal with it.�
Seth leans forward. �I�m hearing this attack is retaliation for the Information Tariffs.�
Manos rolls his eyes. �Obviously. The enemy is angry.�
�Yes, and how do respond?�
Manos laughs. �We celebrate.�
�Sir?�
�China�s reaction is proof that my tariffs worked. We pounded the enemy where it hurts, and that makes me a hero. I�ll take it as a sign of genius.�
After some silence, Seth speaks up. �What should we do now?�
�Get our backup servers online and stay silent for a few days. Wait for the attacks to stop.�
Seth stutters. ��there�s talk of more strikes in the works.�
�More viruses?�
�We�re not sure. They may hit us a different way. There are rumors of an assault in space.�
�Where did you hear that?�
�Chatter from the CIA.�
Manos holds out his palms. �That�s speculation. Deal with the facts on the ground. We�ve survived cyberattacks and we�ll get through this one. I don�t understand why you�re panicked. Grab a cocktail and chill, my friend.�
Seth looks down. �Yes, sir, apologies for interrupting you. Have a nice day.�
Manos raises a finger. �Hold on for a second, Seth. I want to discuss something with you.�
�Yes?�
�There�s a new venture that I want you to evaluate.�
�I�m listening.�
�We may have an entry into Google�s management team. We can seize the company for ourselves.�
Seth tilts his head. �But sir, GoldRock is Google�s lead investor. We already have major influence on the business.�
Manos leaves the gaming pit and removes his helmet, placing his smartglasses on his face. �I�m not talking about investing in Google. This is a new leadership role for me. I can become their new CEO.�
Seth�s eyes widen. �Is Andrews stepping down?�
�I can�t discuss the details. Let�s just say she�s on her way out.�
�When will the changes take place?�
Manos sips whiskey. �I haven�t formally agreed to anything. Seth, I�m asking you to evaluate this opportunity. Study it and tell me if it�s a good proposition.�
�It is absolutely a great idea, sir! You will make a terrific executive, far better than Andrews.�
�But I don�t have a programming background.�
�You don�t need one, sir. We will take care of the technical issues for you.�
Manos strokes his chin. �Interesting. Do you know how to develop technology?�
Seth grins. �We won�t need to, sir. The first order of business is to cut their wasteful spending, especially their research departments. They spend billions on fairytale projects that will never be commercialized.�
�You�re right. They spent $20B trying to develop a nuclear fusion reactor! Are they insane? What kind of incompetent leadership do they have?�
Seth laughs. �Exactly, sir. If there�s one thing we excel at, it�s cutting waste.�
Manos grows excited. �I like what I�m hearing. We should eliminate their leadership team and hire new management.�
�Sir, you can lay off half the company and replace them with GoldRock advisors. As CEO, you can do whatever you want.�
Manos lights a cigar. �That�s brilliant. How much money can we save if we cut the wasteful spending?�
�At least $150B a year.�
Manos takes a puff. �Seth, it�s time to put on our CEO hats.�
�I agree, sir! The timing is perfect. There�s a Google All-Staff meeting next week. It�s the perfect chance to make a move.�
�How do you mean?�
�You can seize the reins and become the next CEO.�
�At an employee meeting?�
�Yes, that�s right. There�s an old clause that allows motions for voting. We can introduce a measure for a new management team.�
�Is that right?� He leans back in his chair. �Seth, I want you to prepare a speech for me. It�s time to get rid of Andrews and take over.�
�Consider it done, sir.�
�We will make Google great again.�
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BETH FLIPS on the lights of an abandoned Google X warehouse in Palo Alto, once the company�s prized R&D facility. Dust covers rows of old cubicles stretching across a vast workspace. Black wires emerge from empty slots where computers and projectors once stood.
Austin swipes away a cobweb. �Looks like looters stole everything except the light bulbs.�
�We still own this building,� Beth says to him as she approaches a closet. �Did you ask your team members to join us?�
�Yes, they are on their way.�
She unlocks a door. �There are folding chairs in here. Help me carry them.�
Footsteps reverberate across the room. Austin ducks his head and whispers, �Someone�s here. Get down.�
He pulls her away and they hide behind a desk. The sound grows louder. Austin peeks over and breathes relief when he spots his employee. �Anil? How did you get here so fast?�
Anil stops and tenses. �I came as soon as I got your message. Am I too early?�
�Not at all,� Beth says. �You�re the first one to show up and that�s wonderful. How are you, Anil?�
�Fine, thank you. We�re gathering here today?�
�Yes, this is our meeting point for Project Titan. The other team members should be arriving soon.�
�Dr. Andrews, I didn�t realize you would be joining us.�
She stands tall. �Fusion is our top priority and from now on I will be directly involved. Austin tells me that you have a solution for the reactor�s ignition problem.�
Anil nods. ��well, possibly. It�s just an idea��
Austin reaches out a hand. �It�s a good one, Anil. Go ahead and describe it to us.�
Anil drops his bag on a table. �Last week when the countdown ended, we recorded a massive gravitational wave hitting Earth. My wife and I wondered if we could somehow harness this energy for our project.�
�Your wife?� Beth asks.
�Prisha. She works at JPL as a data manager.�
�Yes, I remember her. She�s the one who detected the gravity wave last week.�
�That�s right. She also helped me crack the code from Barnard�s star.�
Beth sits on a chair. �Anil, how sure are you that these radio communications are countdowns to cosmic events?�
Austin interrupts. �It�s just a theory. It could be a coincidence for all we know.�
�Dr. Sanders is right,� Anil says. �This time we may not see a gravity wave. We�re not sure if these events are linked.�
�I get that,� Beth says. �Let�s assume that history repeats itself and a gravitational wave hits Earth in a few days. You think we can use that for Project Titan?�
�Yes. We should be able to collect the energy.�
Austin chimes in. �Our challenge is how to heat the reactor to 100 million degrees and trigger nuclear fusion. The lasers available to us fall several million degrees short. Anil thinks we can use the cosmic current to make up the difference.�
Anil beams an image on the wall. �I�ve designed a device to do that. It�s a gravity engine.�
Beth stares at the schematics. �Interesting. Before we delve into that, there�s something on my mind. Do we know who is sending us these radio signals?�
Austin lifts a stack of foldable chairs and lays them across the workspace to form a circle. �You think they�re from an intelligent species?�
Beth shrugs. �It certainly didn�t happen by chance.�
�But Beth,� Austin says, �we have no proof of life outside our solar system.�
�That�s not true. We have plenty of evidence.�
Austin looks up. �Like what?�
�The RNA experiments. If you put carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen and phosphorus in a salt solution, they will eventually form simple, self-replicating molecules that are building blocks of life. It�s relatively straightforward and all you need are a few simple elements. Evolution selects for chemical structures that carry information.�
Anil�s brow rises. �Dr. Andrews, do you think there�s life on other planets?�
�I�m willing to bet our Milky Way is teeming with creatures.�
Austin rubs his chin. �Interesting. Let�s say an advanced race discovered our Voyager 1 and sent us this countdown. What�s the meaning?�
Anil�s eyes widen. �Maybe they�re sharing information about the galaxy.�
Austin frowns. �Not necessarily. For all we know, it could be a hostile directive. They could be plotting to take over our planet.�
Beth shakes her head. �And give us a heads up? I don�t think so. The fact that they used �Johnny B. Goode� means it�s some sort of acknowledgment.�
�What if it�s a message about energy?� Anil asks. �They realize there is intelligent life in the galaxy and they want to share what they�ve learned.�
Beth leans back. �Not a bad idea. Energy is the common denominator driving the universe. Space and matter are all a consequence of it.�
�I agree, Dr. Andrews. They�ve learned about our species from Voyager 1 and they�re trying to teach us about a natural power source.�
Austin laughs. �I wonder what they think about the human race. We should send them a picture of an oil barrel with the caption, �Here�s what runs our civilization.��
Beth cocks her head. �If they found out we burn dead organic matter to fuel our society, they�ll take us off the smart species list.�
The door opens, and a breeze kicks up dust. Four Google employees enter the warehouse, pausing when they see their CEO.
Beth approaches them and guides them to the chairs. �Welcome, please have a seat.� More programmers trickle in and the room soon fills.
Austin gives up his chair and sits on a table. �It�s about time you all showed up.�
�I thought we were having a party,� Diego says. �Where are the hors d�oeuvres?�
�We�re here to work. You fell for the oldest trick in the book!�
Beth stands in the center of the circle. �Let�s get started.� She waits for them to settle. �We called you here today for an urgent meeting on Project Titan, which is now our company�s top priority. From now on, I will be personally involved in this endeavor.�
The team members steal glances at one another. Several programmers prepare their tablets to take notes.
�Starting today, our communications are confidential. You are not to discuss our findings with anyone outside this group. We will hold our team meetings in secret locations like this one.�
Diego raises his hand. �Is there some sort of urgency?�
Austin steps forward. �I�ll answer that. You should all be aware that external powers are threatening Google�s culture. We can�t take our safety and security for granted. The Information Tariffs might be a preview of what�s to come.�
Whispers break out along with expressions of concern.
Diego panics. �Could we lose our jobs?�
�No,� Beth says reassuringly, holding out her hands. �I will do everything I can to protect you. These circumstances will test our character and resolve but we must not cower in fear. Panic will embolden our enemies. Our best response is to collaborate and innovate. We win by doubling down on our core values.�
�What are these forces trying to accomplish?� Diego asks.
Beth looks down and paces the circle. �It�s a power grab. They think they can run Google better than we can.�
Kwame points. �It sounds like politics.�
Beth nods. �Yes, it is. Politics is universal at every company. There are always those who want to take over and assert their will.� She pauses. �Let me tell you a story. Once long ago, Austin and I worked on an effort called Project Bodi, our original prototype for the Google Vision smartglasses.�
Austin laughs. �That was almost forty years ago. None of you were alive back then!�
Diego nudges his neighbor as the tension in the room eases.
Beth continues. �Back then, no one believed that Augmented Reality smartglasses were feasible. People called it a pipedream and laughed us out of the room when we proposed it. I remember a board member, Ed Koch, who called us fools for trying to innovate. I later learned he tried to dismantle our department and take our resources for himself. Thankfully, we fought against him and persisted, eventually developing the core technologies in today�s smartglasses. Nothing came easy. It was an uphill battle.�
She points at Austin. �Back in 2029, I was the A.I. department�s youngest head and Austin was my twenty-something programmer fresh out of graduate school. It was he who made the key breakthroughs on Project Bodi.�
Diego applauds. �Dr. Sanders, you never told us this story!�
Austin smiles. �I haven�t thought about that in a long time.�
�We were innovative back then,� Beth proclaims, making firm eye contact with her employees. �Our CEO at the time, Shiv Patel, wrote a book called �Awaken the Power of Insight.� I will send each of you a copy and I ask that you read it today. Shiv awakened our mind by showing us how to unlock innovation. He taught us how to harness insights from the subconscious mind, and we learned to liberate our creativity and reach our full potential.�
Austin acknowledges. �That�s true. Shiv�s book really helped me.�
�What did it teach you?� Diego asks. �How can we improve our minds?�
Austin hesitates. ��I have to think about it. It has been so long��
�Innovation,� Beth interrupts, �doesn�t happen by chance. Every one of you can make pioneering breakthroughs and discoveries if you develop the connection with your subconscious mind. This is the core message of Shiv�s book.�
�That�s right,� Austin says. �I remember now. Shiv told us to leave our pride at the door and work together for a common purpose. Don�t allow the ego�s self-serving agenda to dominate your decision-making. Keep your focus on the results of your team. That�s what truly matters.�
�Exactly,� Beth says, �we must work together for the good of the company and, in this case, for the future of the world. There are tools you can use to unlock your mind�s innovation and we will discuss them later. For now, let�s turn our attention to Titan. Austin, tell us where we are with the project.�
He turns to a wall and beams an image from his smartglasses. �Happy to. Here are blueprints of a reactor from our colleagues at Transatomic. They helped us design a small-scale prototype. You can see here the inner fuel core containing deuterium and tritium surrounded by a zirconium shell.�
�Have you assembled it?� Beth asks.
�Yes, it�s ready thanks to Fei and Kwame. Our challenge is in heating the shell to 100 million degrees to trigger the fusion reaction, which will release clean energy just like the sun. Diego, why don�t you take it from here?�
Diego crosses his arms. �Sure. Our collaborators suggested we use an X-ray laser to heat the metal shell. Unfortunately, their calculations were wrong and we will never reach the threshold temperature that way.�
Beth throws her hands in the air. �That�s ridiculous! Didn�t someone check their calculations?�
The team is silent.
�Well, did they propose a different solution?�
�Yes, Dr. Andrews,� Diego says. �They suggested we anchor our device to a fission reactor�that is, use a nuclear power station to trigger fusion.�
Austin fidgets. �That will never happen. Besides, we�re running out of uranium and plutonium for our aging nuclear plants. We need something else to heat the outer zirconium shell, and that�s where Anil comes in.�
Anil nervously squirms as all eyes turn to him. As the junior programmer of the group, he rarely speaks at team meetings.
Austin extends a hand. �Anil, tell us about your idea.�
Anil balks. ��I think the solution is� gravitational radiation.�
His boss, Fei, jerks forward. �What are you talking about?�
He answers nervously. �A couple of weeks ago, we discovered a countdown from Barnard�s Star that times the arrival of supermassive gravity waves. What if we build a device to harvest that energy?�
�A gravity engine,� Austin says. �Anil proposes we harness the incoming current to ignite our fusion reactor.�
The room erupts in conversation.
Diego shouts, �When does this countdown end?�
�About two days from now,� Anil says.
Fei rolls her head back. �We can�t build anything that quickly� that�s impossible��
Beth interrupts. �How will the engine work, Anil?�
�I�ve thought a lot about this,� Anil says. �Let me first say that the gravity engine will not be a stand-alone power source. We will build it on top of a laser, such as neodymium.�
�Interesting,� Diego interrupts. �Neodymium lasers will heat our shell to 80 million degrees, close to our threshold but not enough to trigger fusion.�
�Correct. I believe that the cosmic wave will give the extra boost we need to reach 100 million degrees.�
Chatter erupts and Beth signals for silence. �Anil, tell us exactly how your machine works.�
Anil shares his laptop screen with the group. �Here�s a sketch. A gravitational wave is energy created when objects like black holes collide in space.�
Austin waves. �Can you enlarge your drawings?�
Anil projects the image on the wall. �As you can see, the gravity engine converts the incoming energy directly into heat. It works by accelerating titanium atoms around a circular track. When the cosmic wave hits, it causes the atoms to collide and release an enormous amount of heat.�
Fei laughs. �I admit it�s brilliant, but again, how will you possibly construct your device in two days?�
Anil�s voice quivers. �You�re right. It�s probably impossible to build one on short notice.�
�Wait a minute,� Austin says, �you need to spin atoms around a track? Can�t we use a particle accelerator to do what you�re proposing?�
�Yes, theoretically, but where we will we find one?�
Beth�s eyes widen. �There�s one right down the street at my alma mater.�
�Stanford?� Austin asks.
�Yes, the Cyclotron! They have one on the old campus in Palo Alto.�
�Do we have access to it?�
�I know Tom Lee, the head of Stanford�s Applied Physics Department. We were classmates in college. I�m sure he�ll let us use it.�
Austin stands. �I sense a plan coming together. We can convert the accelerator into a gravity engine. All we need is some titanium to run through it.�
�What about the neodymium laser and the titanium?� Fei asks. �Where are we going to find those?�
The team grows quiet as they stare at Anil�s blueprints on the wall. Austin turns to Diego. �Where did you buy the deuterium pellets?�
�From a source in New Mexico,� Diego replies.
�Would they have ionized titanium?�
�I don�t believe so, but I�ll check.�
Beth anxiously paces the room with her hands clasped. �We have to go for it. This is our only shot.� She commands the room. �Necessity is the mother of invention and we are in desperate need for clean energy. It�s time to innovate. I will do everything I can do find a neodymium laser and I need all of you to step up your game.�
The team sits silently and listens intently.
Beth continues after a pause. �Here�s our plan. In the next forty-eight hours, we must track down a supply of titanium and a neodymium laser. Let�s gather everything and meet in the Stanford Cyclotron in two days. We have to catch the gravity wave when it hits Earth.�
�It�s a long shot,� Austin says, �but we�ll try our best.�
�There�s no other choice. This is our only hope for survival.�
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AT CIA HEADQUARTERS, Gareth Allen frantically rushes down a long hallway. Carrying a briefcase with a war dossier, he passes by portraits of Porter Goss and George H. W. Bush on his way to the Director's office.
As he walks, incoming messages stream into his smartglasses��Bank of America under attack,� �Citibank offline,� and �Wave 3 commencing.�
He dictates a reply to his underling. �Is the enemy stealing money?�
Seconds later, a message arrives. �Most likely.�
�Did you ID the virus?� Gareth asks.
�Yes. It�s standard-issue Chinese military.�
Footsteps echo through the marble corridor as Gareth approaches his boss�s office. At an unmarked entrance, he looks up to a security setup. A camera scans his retina and the door opens.
Gareth approaches a receptionist. �Hi, Holly, sorry I'm late.�
�Please have a seat,� she says. �Mr. Klein will be ready in a minute.�
Gareth drops his bag and catches his breath in the windowless waiting room. He wipes his brow and adjusts his suit jacket, then flips on a tablet computer and scans the front page of the Telegraph. �War Update � Days after implementation of the Information Tariffs, enemy forces have launched strikes against banks and infrastructure. The cyberattacks come as Chinese companies face stiff penalties for using American-made information technology, including software and web services. One Pentagon official says, �The enemy is desperate to attack us, but we will prevail.��
He sends a message to Manos. �Were you affected by the viruses?�
Moments later a reply appears. �We are recovering.�
�Good.�
After a pause, another memo arrives from Manos. �I will take you up on your offer.�
Gareth appears confused. �Which one?�
Seconds later, a note pops up. �Google CEO.�
Holly stands. �Mr. Allen, the Director is ready to see you. Right this way.�
Gareth replies to Manos. �I will call you soon to discuss.� He follows Holly to a large office with portraits of former CIA Directors. An executive table spans the room.
�The Director will be with you shortly,� Holly says before leaving.
Gareth clears this throat and sips some water, preparing himself for his boss. He glances at the photographs on the wall when Stan Klein enters and hovers tall above the room.
Gareth grows nervous. �How are you, sir?�
�Dismal,� Stan mutters tensely. �Debrief me. We don�t have a lot of time.�
Gareth taps a tablet and loads a map of the United States. �Let�s get right to it. Here is the latest view of the cyberattacks. The barrage lasted 72 hours and a number of our banks and corporations went down.�
�What�s the damage?�
�$200B in lost economic activity.�
Stan's face reddens.��That�s horrible. Is the attack over?�
�Yes, we believe so. It�s been 24 hours since the last transmission.�
�Bastards. We disturbed the hornet�s nest.�
Gareth nods. �We did, sir. This response is a good sign that the tariffs hit them hard. Their stock markets have fallen significantly. I also learned that they retaliated with standard-issue military-grade viruses. I believe we have the upper hand, sir.�
Stan makes a fist. �We need to bounce back quickly.�
�Citibank is trying to get online and others will follow suit. We will recover from this raid as we have before.�
�That's good to hear, but don�t get too relaxed just yet. It�s not over.�
Gareth crosses his arms. �Sir?�
�I don't believe the Chinese are finished. We should remain on the defensive.�
�You think they will launch another wave?�
Stan�s jaw tightens. �There�s chatter of something bigger, maybe a blitz in space.�
Gareth opens the briefcase and picks up the dossier. �We are prepared for that. This briefing outlines a scenario involving American spacecraft. We know exactly how to respond, sir.�
Stan gestures. �You can put that down. The chatter points to something different.�
�Like what?�
�Based on what I'm hearing, I believe the Chinese may enforce a blockade on Mars.�
Gareth pauses. �You think they�ll stop our spacecraft from landing?�
�Yes. They might seize our colony and take our citizens hostage. They want Mars all to themselves. We have to be ready for that possibility, do you understand?�
Gareth puts down the war dossier. �Yes, of course, sir.�
�Listen Gareth, I need you to prepare a counter-response. We must be swift and decisive. What are the options on the table?�
�We can launch missiles.�
�From Earth?�
�Yes.�
�How long will it take to hit Mars?�
�Several months, sir.�
Stan shakes his head. �That�s too slow. What are other options?�
Gareth contemplates, then looks up. �We can launch missiles from our spacecraft. We have three ships in orbit around Mars.�
�Is there enough firepower to destroy New China?�
Gareth falters. ��probably not, sir.�
Stan slams his fist. �Did you hear what I said? What part of �swift and decisive� do you not understand? If you want to keep your job, you�ll have to find a solution.�
Sweat drips from Gareth�s brow. He flips through the war documents and comes across a map of Greenland. ��there may be another solution.�
�What?�
�We can launch electromagnetic pulses. In the North, EMP blasts were highly effective at disabling Russian factories. We neutralized electronics in an instant.�
Stan stands and paces. �Interesting. Will they work in space?�
�Absolutely. EMP rays cripple everything in their path. We can shut off New China quite easily.�
�How do we launch them?�
Gareth grins. �We have a fleet in space�equipped with EMP rays. It is simple to aim those guns towards Mars.�
�What kind of destruction are we talking about?�
�Let�s put it this way. Without their power generators, the Chinese colonies will suffocate within days.�
Stan's brow relaxes. �Perfect. Are the spacecraft near Mars? We need swift, coordinated action.�
�Sir, EMP waves travel at the speed of light. We can launch an offensive from here on Earth.�
�Excellent. Listen, I want you to update the plans for space. We must match China�s threats equally and forcefully.�
�Yes, sir.�
�Keep all options on the table, even nuclear weapons.�
Gareth nods. �We will be ready, sir.�
Stan promptly exits the room. Gareth takes a deep breath and wipes the sweat from his face. The conference room is eerily quiet, no outward signs of the major war moves taking place across the world. Gareth grabs his belongings and heads back to his office.
Holly greets him on the way out. �Have a nice day, Mr. Allen.�
He turns to her. �Your eyes are so real, Holly. You remind me of my ex-wife.�
�That is a nice compliment.�
�If you were a human, I�d ask you out for dinner.�
She smiles at him. �Have a lovely day.�
Gareth leaves the room and walks down the marble corridor back to his office. Along the way, he summons his smartglasses and makes a call.
Manos picks up. �Gareth, how are you?�
�Doing well, my friend.�
�How�s life?�
�Intense,� Gareth says as he loosens his tie. �Do you have a position at GoldRock ready for me? I need to retire soon.�
Manos laughs. �Too much stress on the job?�
�Every day is a new crisis.�
�I remember those days. Don�t worry, GoldRock will take care of you.�
�I appreciate it.�
Manos clears his throat. �Can we talk about Google?�
�Of course.�
�Last week, you said there�s a way for us to take charge of the company. Is that still on the table?�
�Absolutely. We have evidence that Andrews is friendly towards the Chinese. My superiors want her out.�
�I don�t blame you. She is a disgrace to the nation.�
Gareth enters his office and grabs a vodka bottle hidden in a drawer. He pours himself a cocktail. �So you want to be Google�s CEO?�
�Yes. I spoke with my staff and we think a takeover will be a win for the government and for GoldRock.�
Gareth sips the drink and kicks his feet on his desk. �Do you think you can run a big corporation?�
�Without a doubt. We will restructure it and eliminate their horrible research departments.�
�Great idea. You can help us transform Google into a war machine. Imagine what we could accomplish if the CEO were on our side.�
Manos whistles. �A pro-military Google? Now, that�s an advance! I can only imagine how A.I. will transform warfare.�
�Like how?�
�Think of next-generation viruses that evolve on the battlefield and penetrate China�s firewall and infiltrate its war factories. They would be the most intelligent weapons of all time.�
�A.I. munitions? Has that been done before?�
�Nope.�
�Incredible.� Gareth salutes. �Go get it, Manos. Seize the reins!�
Manos chuckles. �That�s what I want to hear. There�s a Google All-Staff meeting next week and I will introduce a motion to become the next CEO. To help us win the vote, I�d like to have some dirt on Andrews. You said you have evidence that she�s a Chinese spy?�
Gareth pauses. �Perhaps. Listen, I can help you become the next Google CEO but I need something in return.�
A few seconds of silence pass. �What do you have in mind?� Manos mutters.
�I want the CIA represented there.�
Manos clasps his hands. �You don�t even have to ask, friend. We can carve up the company together. If you like, I�ll terminate the A.I. department and transform it into a CIA operation.�
�Excellent. I�d like to be Chief Operations Officer.�
�You got it.�
�I also have a few colleagues that I�d like to see hired as executives.�
�Consider it done.�
Gareth smiles. �The future looks bright for us!� He sips some vodka. �I can definitely help you for your staff meeting.�
�Good. I must convince them that Andrews is a traitor. She doesn�t deserve to be at the helm.�
�I have what you need. Look for a secure message from me. I want you to win the motion next week and defeat her.�
�Let�s do it, Gareth. With your help, she will no longer be a threat to America. We will bring Silicon Valley back to our side and win the War.�
�I look forward to that. Good luck.�

18.

AT 2:14 A.M., Austin stands on a loading dock waiting for his team members. A light rain falls on the quiet Stanford University campus.
Through his smartglasses, he checks his inbox and finds no new messages, then loads a navigation window to confirm his location�the Radiological Sciences Laboratory, better known as the Cyclotron. He paces back and forth on the platform, anxiously anticipating his squad�s arrival.
Where are they?
The ground shakes and dim headlights appear. An unmarked bus drives through the empty lot, turns and slowly reverses towards the platform. Austin guides the vehicle into a parking spot and slams on its window when it�s a few inches away. �Turn the engine off!� he shouts.
The bus stops. Anil and five other Google employees step off and approach the dock. They greet their boss.
Austin spots Anil. �How long before the gravity event?�
Anil checks his watch. �Less than two hours.�
�That�s not a lot of time. Diego�s not with you?�
�No, Dr. Sanders.�
�He�s supposed to bring the titanium. Where is he?�
Anil shrugs. �I don�t know. He said he would be here at 1 a.m.�
�He�s late, and he hasn�t responded to my messages.�
�Any word on the neodymium laser, Dr. Sanders?� Fei asks.
�No.� Austin rubs his face with his palms. �Beth said she would find one and I haven�t heard from her either. This is a horrible start.�
Fei approaches the back of the bus. �The good news is we brought the Titan prototype.� She opens the trunk and reveals a five-by-five-foot wooden crate stamped with red �Radioactive� labels.
�It�s larger than I imagined,� Austin says.
�We encased it in lead,� Fei remarks. �The reactor itself is about a foot long.�
�You packaged the tritium and deuterium in the core?�
�Yes, Dr. Sanders. We used a small amount of our fuel supply. The prototype is fully assembled and ready to go.�
Austin inspects the package. �How will we test this? Assuming it works, we need a way to measure the output of our reactor.�
Anil points. �We found some old Tesla batteries in a junkyard. They�re inside.�
�Perfect. Let�s carry this into the Cyclotron.� Austin wheels a ten-foot cart onto the dock and ferries it into the truck. �Help me transfer the package.� The crew takes positions around the wooden box. �Ready, set, lift!�
They heave with all their might but the unit does not budge. Fei flicks her wrist in pain. �The lead casing is too heavy.�
Austin wipes sweat from his face. �How did you get this into the bus?�
�A robot moved it for us.�
�Just great,� Austin says. �Time�s running out and we can�t even move our reactor in place.�
Anil steps forward. �Let�s not lose hope. Two hours is plenty of time. Why don�t we unload the other cargo?�
�Okay, take the cart.�
They walk along the side of the bus and open a luggage door to reveal five corroded Tesla batteries, relics of a time when electric vehicles roamed the streets. They unload the four-foot units and transport them across the loading dock into a research building, heading down a dim hallway and through a door labeled �Cyclotron.�
A sensor activates a light switch and illuminates a massive laboratory space. In the center of the room, a thirty-foot particle accelerator extends to the ceiling and sits idle. Along its circular exterior, hundreds of wires and tubes emerge to feed a robotic arm attached to a computer console. The machine is dotted with dozens of yellow hazard stickers�Strong Magnet, Caution and Radioactive.
Fei taps a display next to the instrument. �Does anyone know how to use this thing?�
Austin scans the console. �There�s no A.I. built into the software. We�ll have to operate it ourselves.�
�That�s impossible. There�s no way we could learn how to use this.�
Austin gives a cold stare. �Fei, in the old days, we had something called user manuals to operate machinery.�
Fei laughs. �Instructions for humans? What a funny idea.�
Anil removes a timer from his pocket and synchronizes it with the countdown from Barnard�s Star. He places it on a desk for everyone to see.
98:45, 98:44, 98:43�
Austin�s eyes widen. �Ninety-eight minutes before the gravitational wave arrives?�
�Yes, Dr. Sanders.�
�Time�s running out.�
Anil inspects the accelerator. �This arm loads the circular track. Somehow you insert the titanium here and it gets deposited inside.�
Fei rolls her eyes. �The titanium that Diego was supposed to bring?�
Austin�s face reddens. �That and no laser. This is a tragedy. I need a cigarette.�
A rumble shakes the room and a thumping blasts through the vents. Austin glances at his teammates. �Someone�s here!�
They race outside to find a helicopter in the sky, its spotlight shining on the loading dock. Austin runs behind a trash can. �Hide! Get away from the light.� His teammates run back into the hallway. �It might be the military.�
The chopper slowly descends and lands on the parking lot. Its engine powers down and a door opens. Two people emerge.
�Guys!� someone shouts.
Austin stands. �It�s Beth!� He runs towards her and his colleagues follow, racing to the copter to greet their boss.
Beth gestures to her guest. �Team, please meet Dr. Tom Lee, head of Stanford�s Applied Physics Department. He and I were classmates here decades ago.�
Austin shakes his hand. �Nice to meet you, Tom. You must be in charge of the Cyclotron?�
�Yes, my group operates it, but we haven�t used it in several months.�
�Does it still work?�
�Yes, though we have no more funding to run experiments. The NSF stopped supporting physics projects. All their money goes to the War.�
�That�s a shame,� Austin says. �This facility is an institution.�
Tom beams. �We did a lot of great work here. We discovered new subatomic elements and advanced quantum physics.�
Beth wags a finger. �Today we spend more on bullet casings than on science. Listen, team, I�ve brought Dr. Lee up to speed on Project Titan. He has granted us access to the accelerator��
�That�s wonderful,� Austin interrupts, �but we have an hour before the gravity wave arrives. We�re still missing the titanium and the neodymium laser!�
Beth points her thumb at her helicopter. �You underestimate me.�
Austin�s peers through the chopper�s windows, spotting a four-foot metal cylinder. �Is that the laser? Where did you find one?�
She opens the door and drags the package out. �Give me a hand.� The team lifts the device and carries it towards the loading dock. �I purchased it from the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory in the East Bay. They have the world�s largest neodymium laser and some miniature versions they no longer use.�
Austin turns his head. �How much did it cost you?�
�Half a million dollars. This one was built twenty years ago, and they promised me it�s functional.�
�Let�s hope so.�
The team places the tube on a wheeled cart in the dock. Austin leads them into the bus�s trunk. �Beth, take a look. We built the reactor prototype.�
She inspects the wooden crate. �Wonderful. Let�s get it into the laboratory.�
�We tried. It�s very heavy.�
Tom laughs. �You were planning to carry it in yourselves? Let me help you.� He taps his smartglasses and his pupils dart around. Seconds later, a door opens and a delivery robot emerges, its circular metal base resting on eight six-inch tires.
Austin chuckles. �It looks like a pancake on wheels.�
The robot drives up to dock and approaches the team.
�Hello, Sally,� Tom says to it. �Transfer this shipment into the lab.�
The machine whirls as a panel retracts and two arms thrust outward from its base, rotating and inserting under the crate. The package lifts in the air and transfers onto the stand. Metal rods stabilize the cargo as it heads for the research building.
�I need one of those,� Austin says.
The team follows the robot.
Beth turns to the group. �Dr. Lee will run our experiment tonight. He is an expert in nuclear physics.�
Tom nods. �I�ve performed many fusion experiments but we never found a reliable power source to maintain the reaction. Your solution is quite innovative. I�ve never heard of harnessing gravitational radiation like this.�
Austin pats Anil. �You can thank this guy.�
Tom turns. �This was your idea, young man?�
�Yes,� Anil says, �my calculations suggest gravitational energy will get us to the ignition threshold.�
�It�s worth a try,� Tom says as they enter the hallway towards the laboratory. �We were very close to solving fusion. I was hopeful for a breakthrough but then our funding dried up.�
�Really?� Beth asks. �What happened?�
�An oil company lobbied the government to shut off our funding. The experiments came to a halt, and the money went to the War.�
�You�re kidding me.�
�Not at all. In fact, one executive singlehandedly stopped clean energy research in its tracks.�
Beth fumes. �If you had the finances, would you have succeeded?�
�Yes. Let me put it this way. If the government had spent one year�s worth of defense budget on science, we would not be using fossil fuels today. We could have replaced hydrocarbons long ago.�
�That�s a shame.�
They enter the lab and Austin points to the timer. �There�s only forty minutes before the event. We have to hurry!�
They rush to break open the crate. Kwame grabs a hammer and dismantles the wooden frame, exposing a lead safe inside. Fei enters a security code and unlocks the door, reaching inside to remove a zirconium sphere about a foot in diameter. Wires dangle from a black base mounted to the ball.
�Is that the Titan prototype?� Tom asks.
�Yes,� Beth replies. �It converts the energy from nuclear fusion directly into electricity.�
Tom inspects the device. �Amazing technology. So all you have to do is heat the shell to 100 million degrees?�
�That�s right.�
�Won�t that temperature melt the zirconium?�
�Yes, Tom, but that won�t stop the reaction.�
�Where will the output go?�
Fei lifts the reactor into the air. �There are copper wires coming out from the base and we will hook them up to these Tesla batteries. Anil can explain.�
Heads turn to Anil. ��that�s right. I designed an app that tracks the reactor. We can measure the current flowing through the wires.�
35:32, 35:31, 35:30�
Austin turns to the timer. �We�re running out of time! Let�s hurry and set up the gravity engine.� He opens the metal cylinder and reveals a miniature neodymium ray gun.
�Let me help you,� Tom says. �How is this laser supposed to sit in the Cyclotron? I don�t understand your configuration��
Beth interrupts. �I�ll answer that. The accelerator will spin titanium atoms around a circular track. We want the beam to cross the titanium field and hit our reactor�s outer shell.�
Austin points. �That�s correct, but we have a problem. We don�t have any titanium��
�It�s on the way!� Beth shouts. �Diego messaged me that he�s flying here from New Mexico.�
�What?�
�He found a supply there.�
Austin eyes the timer. �Will he be here in thirty minutes? Time�s almost out!�
�Have some faith in him,� she shouts. �Team, we have to keep working!�
Tom and Austin carry the laser to a console and Tom taps on a computer monitor. The robotic arm lifts and draws outward, revealing a hollow core within the Cyclotron. He points to steel tubing encircling the machine. �That�s the path where the particles fly.�
Austin looks closer. �I see. So the titanium runs around in circles?�
�Yes.�
He taps the metal pipe. �But how will our beam project through this steel?�
Tom gestures to a hole along the duct. �See there? That�s the injector port. We normally plug it before a test, but we can keep it open for this experiment.�
25:13, 25:12, 25:11�
Austin eyes the countdown and panics. �It�s worth a try. I�ll help you install it.�
They walk into the Cyclotron, ducking under the steel tube and entering the hollow core. Austin places the laser on a platform and finds that it�s several feet short of the injector port. �Damn, we need to raise the height.�
Tom points to a closet. �There are step cubes in there. Feel free to use them.�
�Anil, grab several. Hurry!�
�You got it!� Anil heads for the closet and finds an assortment of materials. He grabs a pile and carries them to his boss. �Here you are, Dr. Sanders.�
Austin stacks several blocks on the ground and places the laser on top. �Damn, it�s short of the hole!� He tries several configurations but none of them yield the optimal height. �We need a few more inches. Anil, get some more materials.�
�Okay, I�ll be right back,� Anil says before zipping off. He scans a workspace looking for something sturdy and spots the timer.
17:45, 17:44, 17:43�
�Crap,� he mutters to himself. Piles of documents cover a desktop. He flips through drawers and comes up empty.
�What�s the matter?� Kwame asks him.
�I need something to prop up the laser.�
�Follow me.� Kwame races to the crate and grabs pieces of wood and packaging wire. �How about these? Will they work?�
�Maybe. Let�s bundle them together.� They assemble a few rudimentary constructs. �Help me take this to Dr. Sanders.�
They hurry into the accelerator�s core and deliver the supplies. The team builds a makeshift platform and mounts the laser on top. Austin picks up a power cord. �Anil, plug this in!�
Anil rushes out and looks for an electrical outlet. He finds one and rams in the socket. On the way back to the accelerator, he sees the timer.
13:12, 13:11, 13:10�
�Dr. Sanders, turn on the beam!�
Austin curses. �I did. The indicator says standby!�
�It needs to warm up.�
�Just great. How long will that take?�
�I don�t know.�
Beth shouts from across the laboratory. �Diego just messaged me. He�s five minutes away!�
�Crap!� Austin yells. �I don�t think we�ll make it.�
The team crawls out from the Cyclotron�s core. Anil points. �Oh no, we still have to prepare the reactor.� He quickly picks up the zirconium sphere. A rubber cord dangles from its base. �Fei, can you help me connect this to the Tesla batteries?�
�Sure.� She cuts the cord and exposes a copper line, which they attach to a battery. �We need more wire to build a circuit.�
�I brought some,� Anil says. �Let me get it.�
10:54, 10:53, 10:52�
Suddenly Anil hears a loud hissing and smells burnt metal. �The laser must be on. Where is it?� He runs back into the accelerator core and adjusts the stack until the beam shines through the injector port.
A sizzling streak fans across the laboratory.
�We�re cooking,� Beth shouts. �Stand away from the ray!�
Austin scans the timer. �We have to make contact with the zirconium. Hurry and set up the reactor!�
The team grabs the cubes and carries them across the laboratory, assembling them below the laser and warily avoiding the heat.
Beth hands out safety glasses. �Wear these and don�t look directly at the light.�
Anil and Kwame prepare a column and Austin guides them. �Add one more block and let�s see if it�s tall enough.�
They finish the assembly and Anil carefully places the Titan prototype on top of the post. The beam hits the zirconium shell and a crackling sound fills the laboratory. Smoke rises from the contact point.
Tom covers his mouth. �The reactor isn�t anchored down. This is very unprofessional!�
Beth nervously taps her forehead. �I�m so sorry, Tom. We�re normally much more polished than this.� She points to an associate. �Fei, get that unit stabilized. Hurry!�
7:12, 7:11, 7:10�
Anil scans the clock and slumps. �I still haven�t connected the batteries to the reactor.�
�You take care of that,� Austin says. �We�ll do the rest.�
Anil grabs spare wire and connects the nodes to form a circuit. He takes out his laptop and opens a program showing the power flowing from the reactor. The indicator reads �0 Volts� with a flat line at zero. �Dr. Sanders, the batteries are ready. I�m tracking the output now.�
Austin looks over. �On a laptop? Isn�t it easier to use your smartglasses?�
Anil blushes. �I don�t have any. I sold my pair��
Beth overhears the conversation. �That�s unacceptable. Everyone on the team should have them.� She hands him her glasses. �Take these.�
Anil looks at her offering. �Are you sure, Dr. Andrews? I don�t want to impose.�
�I have four pairs at home. They are yours now.�
Anil bows. �Thank you, Dr. Andrews. I�m deeply appreciative.� He takes the specs from her and places them on his face.
3:43, 3:42, 3:41�
The door barges open and Diego enters, frantic. �Sorry I�m late! I have the titanium.�
Austin points. �Give it to Tom. We only have three minutes!�
Diego scans the laboratory with a confused look. �Who the hell is Tom?�
Tom runs over and grabs the titanium from him. He rushes to the robotic arm and jumps on a chair, nearly losing his balance and dropping the package. Austin catches him before he falls.
�Ninety seconds left,� Beth screams. �Inject the titanium!�
Tom powers on the Cyclotron and an electrical roar fills the lab. He opens the canister and takes out a pea-sized glass sphere, placing it in the robotic arm. With a few taps on the screen, he loads the titanium into the port.
Austin stomps his foot. �Hurry and anchor down the reactor. We need contact now!�
�We�re almost done!� Fei shouts.
The Cyclotron arm inserts the titanium ions into the steel track. The laser temporarily disappears when the robot covers the injector port, and it reappears as the arm retracts. As it collides with the accelerating titanium ions, a sulfur-like smell emanates through the room.
Fei and the team scurry to mount the reactor. It wobbles as the beam makes contact with its zirconium shell, sending black smoke in the air. Hissing sounds intensify and people cover their ears.
�Is it supposed to be this loud?� Austin shouts over the noise. His heart races as the room shakes with an oscillating thunder. Flashes of light reflect off the melting zirconium and bathe the room red.
34, 33, 32�
Beth holds onto a desk, screaming, �I have a bad feeling about this!�
15, 14, 13�
�Let�s get out here!�
She dashes from the laboratory and sprints down the hallway toward the parking lot, stopping to look back for her team. Seconds later, they emerge from the lab. �Where�s Anil?� she shouts.
Austin looks back. �He�s still in there!�
�Shit,� she whispers as her heart beats through her chest. Suddenly Anil appears. She turns and runs frantically to the loading dock.
3, 2, 1�
A flash of electricity strikes the building and a massive explosion hurls people into the air. Beth jumps and falls headfirst towards the ground, reaching out her hands to break the fall. She lands hard and cringes when her shoulder slams into the concrete.
Flames rip from the ceiling and a wave of heat blasts outward and sets trees ablaze. Debris rains down on Austin. �The building is on fire,� he shouts. �Keep moving!�
Writhing in pain, Beth crawls on her hands and knees and looks back to see the building�s roof collapse as an inferno consumes the facility.
Tom shields his face from the heat. �The Cyclotron�s destroyed! What have you done?�
�Everyone, get away from the laboratory!� Austin shouts. He rubs his forehead and sees blood on his hand, then removes his cracked smartglasses and pulls glass shards from his face. �This is a disaster!�
Beth clutches her shoulder. �Did we all make it out? Where�s Fei?�
She clutches her leg in pain. �I�m here.�
Sirens blare in the distance and helicopters approach the scene. Beth turns to Tom. �I�m sorry about this. We didn�t know this would happen. We�ll pay for the damages.�
Tom turns white. �It�s a disaster! What happened?�
�I don�t know.�
�Did you catch the gravity wave?�
Beth turns to Anil, who lies on the ground staring at his laptop screen. �Have you found anything?�
�Yes,� Anil says. �Take a look at this.�
They crawl around him. Austin bites his lip in pain as he squints at the laptop. �What do you see?�
Anil points to a spike. �My app recorded an energy surge at the moment the gravity wave struck.�
�Did the reactor work?� Beth asks.
�It looks like it. All five Tesla batteries were charged instantaneously at the moment of impact before they exploded.�
�How much power did we create?�
�Six thousand volts in less than 1 nanosecond.�
�A nanosecond?�
�That�s right�10-9 seconds. If the reaction lasted for two full seconds, it would be the largest generator on Earth.�
Austin�s jaw drops. �Does that mean what I think it does?�
�Yes,� Anil cries, �we have finally solved nuclear fusion!�

PART 3


19.

ABOARD THEUSS Hawkeye space shuttle, Captain Lionel Mercer runs a system update and checks a navigation panel. He looks at Earth fading in the distance, its northern hemisphere illuminated by the Sun.
His boss, Colonel Abe McNair, sits next to him in the cockpit. �Why are you so busy, private?�
�Excuse me, sir?�
�You�re always working. Why?�
�Just making sure we�re on track for Mars.�
Abe laughs. �The ship�s A.I. is smarter than you, so relax.� He unbuckles his seat belt and drifts, weightless. �Seeing this is your first time in space, I need to give you some pointers.�
Lionel stares at a display analyzing data. �Yes, sir, I�m listening.�
�First off, you need to chill. This is a marathon, not a sprint.� He takes out a packet and squeezes an espresso droplet, aiming it towards the younger captain. �You take things too seriously, Lionel. Do you want to burn out in two weeks?�
�No, sir.�
�Then relax and have some fun.�
Lionel turns to find a brown liquid morphing in front of his face. �What is this, Colonel?�
�Drink it.�
He opens his mouth and swallows the droplet, signaling with his thumbs up. �Tastes great, sir.�
Abe bursts into laughter. �Are you kidding me, private? That�s the worst brew I�ve ever had.�
�In Denver, people will wait in line for this. It tastes pretty good to me.�
�You�ve never had Philz?�
�What�s that?�
�How old are you, Lionel?�
�I�m twenty-three, sir.�
Abe slaps his forehead. �Twenty-three? I�m forty years older than you!� He wags his finger. �You see, that�s your problem right there, private. Your generation missed out. Philz was the last great coffee franchise. It�s a shame they�re no longer around.�
Lionel unbuckles his belt and floats upward. �What was it like?�
Abe lifts a dumbbell and exercises. �Magical. You would walk into a shop and the whole place smelled like roast. It was heaven.�
�Wow� where did all the coffee come from?�
�Things were different back then. When I was your age, it grew on trees. There were plantations with miles of beans as far as you can see.�
�You mean it grew naturally?�
�Yes! It wasn�t like today where it�s farmed under lamps. We had unique blends and varieties. You�d walk into a Starbucks and a barista would make your cappuccino exactly the way you wanted�double shot Arabica with frothy milk on top. And not some artificial powder. I�m talking about real cow�s milk.�
Lionel�s eyes widen. �Cow�s milk? I heard about that.�
Abe points. �You see, there it is again. Your generation is lost.�
�Well, we learned about that in school��
�There�s no substitute for the real thing, private. You can�t experience life from a book. Back in the old days, cows roamed free on pastures and you�d eat your morning cereal with a splash of milk and some strawberries. It got your brain working for the day.�
�That sounds great,� Lionel says. �I wish I could have some.�
Abe puts away his dumbbells. �All this food talk is making me hungry. Let�s fire up some Ration 2.�
�Yes, sir.� Lionel floats to the console and taps a monitor. A sucking noise fills the cabin and two plastic packages drop from a vacuum tube. He grabs one and hurls it in the direction of his boss.
�What�s on the menu?� Abe asks.
�Mashed potatoes, sir.�
Abe reaches for the packet and unplugs its cap. �You know there aren�t real potatoes in here?�
Lionel frowns and grows silent.
Abe raises a finger. �Private, don�t tell me you�ve never had a real potato? What about hash browns or French fries with ketchup? Back in the day��
Lionel fumes. �Sir, with all respect, you don�t have to mock everything. Times have changed. We enjoy our food differently now. It doesn�t make it any better or worse than how it was before.�
Abe gives a cold stare. �It�s definitely worse now. You�re telling me food today tastes good? All that Midwest farmland has turned to desert and nothing grows in the soil anymore. You see, it�s the sun and dirt that give flavor. That is what�s missing in these laboratory crops. One day you�ll understand, private.�
Lionel bites his lip and drifts back to his seat, buckling himself in. He checks his status update and opens a mission log. As he gets back to work, a female voice fills the cockpit. �Attention, all units!�
Abe swims back to his chair. �It�s from Central Command��
A red light flashes. �Attention all military personnel, you�re advised to be on high alert. Repeat, this is a warning for all soldiers in space.�
Lionel trembles. �What do we do, Colonel?�
�Relax, private, just listen to the instructions.�
�This is an urgent message from Central Command. All troops in New China, prepare for armed conflict. Repeat, be ready to defend against an imminent attack.�
Abe buckles in. �This sounds serious.�
�Attention all forces en route to Mars, you are advised to abort your missions and return to Earth. Repeat, all outbound spacecraft must turn back.�
�What the hell is going on?� Abe shouts as he scans the mission log. �Why would we turn back if there�s an attack on Mars?�
The transmission goes silent and Abe picks up an emergency phone. �Come in, Centcom.�
Seconds pass and the cockpit stays quiet. Lionel types on a navigation window. �I�m turning the ship around, Colonel.�
�Don�t do that yet.� Abe holds the phone to his ear. �Central Command, are you there?�
A female voice streams through the intercom. �USS Hawkeye, this is Centcom.�
�We received your message,� Abe says. �To clarify, you want us to return home?�
She answers after a two-second lag. �Yes, Hawkeye, come back.�
�You don�t want us to engage the enemy?�
�Obey your orders! The Chinese have blockaded the ports on Mars and American ships are not able to land. You must turn around immediately.�
Lionel leans forward in his chair. �Yes, Houston, we hear you loud and clear. I�m programming us to head back.�
�What a waste of time,� Abe mutters. �We flew to space for nothing.�
Lionel stares into space. �It�s a good thing we left this morning. We�ll be home in no time.�
Thrusters kick in and the shuttle reorients its trajectory. Soon Earth and the moon come into view as sunlight brightens the cockpit.
Abe clenches his fist. �Rats! I was looking forward to destroying the enemy. We�ve got some new weapons in our arsenal.�
�We do?� Lionel asks. �I wasn�t told about that.�
�I guess they didn�t brief the junior staff.�
�Thanks for the confidence boost,� Lionel scowls. �What�s on board?�
�Nukes and long-range EMP guns fresh from the factory.�
�EMP?�
�Electromagnetic pulse. You haven�t heard? It�s a blast that destroys all infrastructure in an instant.�
�Sounds powerful.�
�It is. We can instantly disable cities without killing anyone, even cripple entire countries with no bloodshed.�
�Guess we won�t be using it this time.�
Abe shakes his head. �That�s a shame. You know when American was really great?�
�Sir?�
�When we had a penis.�
Lionel rolls his eyes. �Don�t say that, Colonel. We�re still a powerful country��
Abe points at Earth. �I�m talking about Florida, private. The Sunshine State used to look like a penis. Now it�s shaped like the stump of a tree trunk.�
Lionel spots North America and follows the Atlantic Ocean to the square-shaped tip of Florida jutting a few hundred miles from the mainland. �What do you mean, sir?�
�Did you not take geography in high school? What are they teaching you these days? Go back and look at pictures of Florida from 50 years ago.�
�It was different back then?�
�Yes! We used to have great cities like Miami and Key West. Now they�re all sitting underwater.�
Lionel squints. �What were they like?�
�Paradise! I had the best Cuban sandwich in Miami one summer. I remember it like it was yesterday�sitting near the ocean in South Beach with a margarita. That sandwich was divine, young man. Fresh pork and cheese.�
�Yes, sir, I�ve had pork myself.�
�Fresh from a pig? Or grown in a laboratory?�
Lionel squints. �I�m not sure.�
�This is what I�m talking about, private. Your generation is clueless. You need to go out and experience the world.�
Lionel looks away in frustration. The pockmarked moon grows larger from the cockpit window as they approach Earth. Its ozone layer is stripped bare and the northern ice cap is nearly gone. Sparse glaciers line the Arctic Circle, and most of Greenland and Canada are dry. Once connected, North and South America lie separated by miles of ocean.
The shuttle heads for Spaceport America, the country�s largest rocket dock located in New Mexico. Lionel prepares for reentry.
A male voice comes on the intercom. �USS Hawkeye, do you read?�
Abe talks into the speaker. �Yes, we read you, Centcom.�
�This is Gareth Allen, Deputy Director of the CIA.�
Abe covers the speaker and turns to Lionel. �CIA? Why are they calling us?�
Lionel shrugs.
�Mr. Allen, this is Colonel McNair aboard the Hawkeye. How can I help you?�
�Colonel, the CIA orders you to turn your ship towards Mars.�
�What was that, sir?�
�I repeat, do not come back to Earth. We need you to fly towards Mars and prepare to attack New China.�
Abe scratches his head. �But sir, Centcom told us to return home.�
�Forget their orders. The CIA holds rank above them. You must continue your mission.�
Lionel jumps and frantically cancels the reentry, programming the navigation just in time. The ship veers towards space. They grimace as the g-forces push them into their chairs.
Abe grows excited. �Mr. Allen, we are on our way to Mars now, sir! Can you provide more details of our mission?�
Seconds later, Gareth responds. �Not at this time. Head to Mars as fast as you can and prepare to launch your EMP missiles.�
Lionel�s eyes widen. �Yes, sir��
�Hawkeye, be on high alert and await further instructions from us. The President may authorize a strike against New China. Wait for our green light.�
�We are on our way.�

20.

THOMAS ROSENBERG nervously checks the time. Sitting next to an empty chair on stage, he scans the hall and finds Manos Kharon speaking to a crowd as employees stream in. He turns to Ben Daley. �Where�s Beth? The All-Staff meeting starts in two minutes.�
Ben quivers. �I haven�t seen her in a week. Is she okay?�
�Yes. She�s working remotely.�
�On what? She hasn�t responded to my messages.�
�She�s busy with something confidential. I don�t know the details.�
Ben looks around. �Did she confirm her attendance today?�
�No.� Thomas checks the time. �It�s 10 a.m. We have to start the meeting.�
�Who will give the keynote address?�
�I don�t know.� Thomas heads for the podium as sweat gathers on his forehead. He presses a screen and loads a presentation, anxiously scanning the doors for Beth. �Good morning everyone, please take your seats.�
In the front row, a throng surrounds Manos. People shake his hand and wave papers for his autograph. He laughs boisterously and takes photos with them. No one pays attention to the Chief Financial Officer.
As Thomas waits for the audience to settle, someone taps his shoulder. He turns to find Camila Rodriguez waving. She whispers in his ear. �I have an update.�
Thomas covers the microphone. �What is it, Camila?�
�Beth messaged me.�
�Saying what?�
�She plans to attend the meeting.�
�But it starts in one minute! Where is she?�
�I don�t know. She said go ahead and start the conference without her.�
Thomas wipes the sweat from his face and reenters the spotlight. He places the mic on his suit jacket. �Good morning and welcome to our All-Staff meeting. Thank you for attending on this rainy day. I will make a few introductions.�
Manos stands and approaches the stage.
�First some company updates. We have implemented the Information Tariffs that were approved by our shareholders. We are rolling out software updates and changes to our ad platform��
Thomas turns to find Manos next to him. �Mr. Kharon, what are you doing here?�
Manos digs his elbow into Thomas. �I want to deliver a few remarks. We need a senior official to open the meeting and seeing that Andrews isn�t here, that duty would fall to me.�
�Sir, I�m the Chief Financial Officer.�
Manos rolls his eyes. �Give me the microphone.�
Thomas looks down and hesitates. ��yes, Mr. Kharon. Here you go.� He hands over the mic and walks back to his seat.
Manos seizes the podium. �Colleagues, it�s an honor for me to deliver today�s keynote address. It is a remarkable time in the history of our company. We are making Google great again!�
Applause rings out. Manos�s enlarged face appears on the screen.
�For decades, we have been generous and granted free access to the internet, distributing information across the world. We believed that humanity was a good force and that all races and countries would contribute to our growing knowledge. These liberal policies were supposed to uplift our citizens. Instead, America�s enemies have used our know-how to advance their evil agenda. We find ourselves at the mercy of traitors who manipulated our good will for their gain.�
Someone yells, �USA!� and the crowd erupts in jubilation.
Manos smiles and cocks his head. �Let me be clear. China and Russia steal our intellectual property. They hack into our companies and universities and extract our knowledge, then turn around and create their own companies with our data. They use Google�s software and artificial intelligence to design those same viruses and missiles that strike our homeland every day. It is time to put an end to this theft and collusion!�
�Make Google great again,� someone shouts.
�Last month, we approved the Information Tariffs, bold measures intended to block China and Russia from accessing our technology. The tariffs are working�the enemy cannot access our data without a heavy price. This exploitation has come to an end. My friends, we are now winning the War!�
A heckler waves her hands in the air. �GoldRock is evil! End the War!!�
Manos frowns and points at her. �Get her out of here.�
A group of men carries her away kicking and screaming. The audience applauds when she leaves the room.
Manos sneers. �Look at these shameful liberals. They open our borders and allow criminals into our precious land. They hand away our gold and complain when we stop the crime. What kind of fools are they? We right their wrongs and they never learn from their mistakes. We must put an end to their reign. It�s time for us to take over.�
Ben leans over to Thomas. �What�s going on? What is he talking about?�
Thomas fidgets. �I�m not sure.�
�Beth needs to hear this. Where is she?�
�I don�t know.�
Manos raises an arm. �It�s time for leadership that will guide our company to a brighter future. Imagine a Google that�s aligned on the side of America. For once, we will help our country fight the enemy. How much stronger will our soldiers be if we arm them with Google products? Imagine what we can do to China and Russia if we collaborate with our armed forces. You better believe that Google is stronger than any army outside of our borders!�
The crowd explodes and several people stand and chant, �USA! USA! USA!�
Manos pounds the podium. �Your management failed you. They wronged you as employees and consumers. They have commandeered a failing business model and worse, they abetted the enemy. Just listen to the present CEO as she speaks her mind about the Chinese.�
Employees shoosh for silence. A broken recording broadcasts through the speakers and Beth�s voice comes on. ��I don�t believe the Chinese pose a threat to Google.� It repeats in loops.
The hall erupts in commotion. People holler and jeer at the senior management. Someone throws a chair at the stage and screams, �Bethany�s a traitor!�
Ben turns to Thomas. �I�m shocked. When did Beth say that?�
�Manos is lying,� Thomas replies. �She�s being framed.�
�I don�t like this. I�m leaving!�
Thomas grabs his shoulder. �Hold on, don�t leave. Just wait a minute.�
Manos grins and holds his head up high. �As you can see, my friends, Bethany Andrews sees nothing wrong with an enemy that attacks our banks and schools. This is not someone who should be at the helm of the world�s largest technology company. It is time for change. Colleagues, we need a new direction.�
Cheers arise and the crowd shouts in unison, �Manos! Manos! Manos!�
He yells above the clamor. �After many years of neglect and complacency, it is time to drain the swamp. Today I introduce a motion for your vote. We must be bold and stand up for our country. We must break free from the shackles of a failed management team and demand change. Today I run to be your CEO!�
Applause bursts just as the large screen flickers and goes dark. Boos echo across the walls. Manos appears confused and turns to see Beth�s face projecting from a video conference.
�Look who finally showed up,� he shrieks.
Beth appears tired with bags under her eyes. �I�ve been listening to GoldRock�s presentation. Do not be tricked by this man!�
The employees grow silent.
A stock chart appears on the screen and Beth continues. �Here is what Manos has done to us. Google�s stock has plunged 25 percent thanks to his Information Tariffs. And we are farther from peace than ever before. You will destroy this company if you select Manos to be CEO. This chart is a preview of what�s to come if the ideology of terror guides us. You must never give in to fear!�
The figure fades and Beth�s face reappears. �I object to the false characterization of my words. I am the victim of a violent kidnapping. The military hijacked my helicopter and forced me to confess against my will. I do not support our enemies, nor have I ever allowed Google�s technology to be stolen or manipulated. I fight on the side of freedom, and anyone who doubts my loyalty is a lying traitor. I do not support China or Russia in any way!�
Thomas whispers to Ben. �I told you she�d be here.�
Ben relaxes. �Thank goodness she�s defending herself.�
�Yeah, our leader is back!�
Manos faces the audience and squirms. �The traitor is among us. She festers like a parasite!�
�Enough of your lies,� Beth roars. �You are killing Google�s culture. People are abandoning our platforms because of you! Young people turn to the dark web for information because they cannot access basic web search. Our rivals laugh at our missteps as their products gain market share. GoldRock will lead us to bankruptcy. Do not be fooled by this madman.�
�You are the fool!� Manos screams. �You�ve made us weak and emboldened the enemy. We must get tough and win the War with tariffs and cyber weapons.�
�You�re mistaken! We destroy our enemies with innovation. America is strong because of our scientists and engineers, who take on challenging projects in search of a brighter future. Risk-taking is how you move the needle. Fear and aggression will destroy the progress we�ve made and take us back to the stone ages.�
Manos raises his fist at the screen. �You�re a coward!�
The hall grows silent.
Beth stares firmly ahead. �Hatred is not a strategy. There is a reason why fascists can�t innovate. My colleagues, you must stop GoldRock from taking us down a road of misery. We have to return to science and technology. Let�s solve the planet�s energy crisis and stop the addiction to fossil fuels. Together we can stop climate change and end the War.�
Manos laughs at her. �The liberal rallying cry! End the War? You�re the one who got us into this mess in the first place. And now you�re spouting about clean power again. You�re out of your mind!�
Camila quietly approaches Thomas. �You have to stop this madness.�
Thomas blanches. �What do you want me to do?�
�I brought a microphone for you.�
Thomas takes it and clips it on his lapel. He takes several deep breaths to calm his shaking hands.
Manos turns to the audience. �My track record speaks for itself. GoldRock is the most profitable firm on Earth because we execute, and we will bring our business acumen here to Google. Do what�s right for your company and select me as your CEO. We will hold a vote now.�
�Don�t be misled,� Beth shouts. �Manos is a snake who will sell you out. He will strip this company bare and reduce our vision to ashes. He has no experience leading a technology corporation. Say no on GoldRock!�
Thomas stands. �This will conclude our keynote address. Thank you, participants. Mr. Kharon, please have a seat and we will continue the meeting.�
Manos spreads his arms, and the crowd applauds. Thomas waits for him to sit back down and approaches the podium. �Before we conclude the meeting, we will review proposals from the staff.�
Words appear on the screen. Thomas turns his head to read the text and his face grows pale. He looks at Ben and Camila and they sit, expressionless.
Chatter erupts through the room.
Thomas hesitates. ��motion 1 is for the selection of a new CEO.�
Horror grips the management team. Ben and Camila dash for the exit. Thomas removes the microphone from his suit and runs off with his colleagues.
The stage is empty.
Manos gestures to his Chief of Staff, who races to the lectern and picks up the mic. �Please remain seated. My name is Seth Wengardt and I will continue the meeting. Please use your polling device and vote now. You have thirty seconds.�
A timer appears on the screen and silence fills the air. Manos waves at the employees as they cast their selection.
�This concludes the session,� Seth says before a green checkmark pops up. �By a vote of 1251-982, Manos Kharon is the CEO of Google. Congratulations, sir.�
The crowd cheers and Manos throws his fists in the air in victory.

21.

AUSTIN ENTERS a skyscraper in Cupertino and takes an elevator down to the second floor. Water drips from the ceiling as he stumbles across a damp hallway en route to Unit 203. The sounds of crashing ocean waves reverberate through the corridor.
He knocks on the door and Anil opens. �Dr. Sanders, welcome to our home. How are you?�
�I have bad news,� Austin says. �I couldn�t discuss it during our call.�
�Please come in.�
Austin steps inside. Water flows from the balcony and forms a pool in the living area. He looks from the window; the sea level is a few feet below the apartment.
Anil gestures. �Dr. Sanders, please meet my wife, Prisha.�
Austin bows his head. �It�s a pleasure to meet you. You�ve made valuable contributions to our project.�
Prisha smiles. �Thank you. My husband speaks very highly of you.�
Anil nervously taps his foot. �Dr. Sanders, what is the news? Is everything okay?�
Austin takes a deep breath. �Beth was ousted.�
Anil gasps. �Dr. Andrews is leaving?�
�It�s a hostile takeover. Apparently, Manos Kharon at GoldRock stole her position at the staff meeting yesterday.�
�Who is Manos?�
�He�s not a good person.�
�What will it mean for us? Will we lose our jobs?�
Austin grows pale. �I don�t know. The future is uncertain.�
The apartment rumbles as a wave crashes and rocks its foundation. An ocean mist permeates the room as water seeps in from the patio.
Anil eyes the pool. �Apologies, Dr. Sanders, just one second.� He throws down a towel and soaks the puddle, then hangs it outside to dry. A seagull perched on the balcony flies away.
Austin notices fissures on the walls. �This place is not safe for you.�
Anil�s voice cracks. ��I know, Dr. Sanders. I�ve been trying hard to find a new residence, but the rents are expensive on the higher floors.�
�What?� Prisha asks, sitting upright. �Is that why we can�t move? You said the leasing office won�t break our contract.�
��I�m sorry, Prisha, that�s not exactly true.�
�You lied to me?�
Austin leans forward. �Anil is trying to protect you. He doesn�t want to see you upset.�
�I�m worried all the time,� Anil laments. �I can�t remember the last time I slept through the night. All I think about is our financial situation. I�m stressed every day looking for a new place to live.�
Austin�s eyes swell with tears. �One day you might wake up underwater. That�s how I lost Matthew.� He breaks down and cries. �My son was with my parents in Marin and I lost all of them to the Flood. It came without warning. That was ten years ago.�
�I�m sorry, Dr. Sanders.�
�It devastated me. They were in a beach house when the ocean crashed in and saw them again.� He sobs. �It�s my fault. I ignored the rising water level. Every day I think about Matthew.� He wipes his tears. �I don�t want that to happen to you.�
Prisha cries. �It is very difficult for us. I fear for my life every time the room shakes.�
�We�ve never had so much stress,� Anil says. �I�m looking for a second job and I haven�t found any opportunities.�
Austin looks down. �You are a dedicated father, Anil. I don�t want to see you suffer like this.� He reaches out a hand. �Please come stay with me at my condo in San Francisco.�
Anil bows. �Thank you, Dr. Sanders. That is so considerate of you.�
�We have to look out for one another. Our common humanity is all we have left.�
Anil looks at Prisha with concern. �I am grateful, but my wife must stay in bed for the rest of her pregnancy. She has a dangerous condition that gives her high blood pressure. It isn�t safe for us to travel far.�
Austin nods. �I understand. Is there another apartment available here?�
�Yes, but the rent is expensive.�
�I will pay it for you. Please move immediately. It�s troubling to see you two live under such duress.�
Prisha sheds a tear. �This means so much to us, Dr. Sanders.�
�That�s the least I can do.� A tidal wave shakes the walls. �You should move immediately. Let�s go to the leasing office right now.�
Anil holds his hands together. �We are so thankful, Dr. Sanders. Will you be our child�s godfather?�
Austin tears up. �Yes, of course, it would be my honor. Have you decided on a name?�
�We have,� Anil says with a smile. �She�s Lumi, short for �luminous.��
�That�s a wonderful name. Like a ray of light. Lord knows we need more sunshine in this world.�
�Absolutely.�
�It will be an honor for me to be Baby Lumi�s godfather. I�ll protect her like she�s my own.�
�We are blessed to have you,� Prisha says.
�Of course, now let�s go to the leasing office.�
Anil takes a deep breath. �It is freeing not to have to worry about our living situation, especially with the uncertainties at work. I hope our jobs are secure with the new CEO. Will he be a good leader?�
�About that,� Austin mutters. �Beth isn�t giving up just yet. She wants to fight back.�
�So she�s still in charge?�
�Yes, I believe so.�
�What can we do to help her?�
Austin pauses and contemplates. �Let me ask you this, Anil. How much deuterium do we have left?�
�Almost all of it. We used only a small fraction for the experiment last week.�
�Excellent.� Austin sits on a chair and rubs his chin. �What if we could fuse all the deuterium and tritium atoms we have? How much electricity would that produce?�
�You mean if we built a large-scale reactor?�
�Yes.�
Anil grabs his laptop. �I�ve run those calculations before. Assuming we exhaust our supply, our fuel will generate 500,000 gigawatts of power.�
�Wow, that�s a lot!�
�Yes, the equivalent of 250,000 coal-fired plants.�
�And it wouldn�t release a single atom of greenhouse gas?�
�Correct. It�s 100% clean energy.�
�How long will it take for the atoms to fuse?�
�About an hour.�
Austin�s brow rises. �That would be the longest nuclear reaction in history.�
�Precisely.�
Austin stands. �I know how we can save Beth and keep our jobs. Not only that, it will help us win the War and save Earth from extinction.�
Prisha and Anil look at each other.
�It�s time to execute Project Titan,� Austin proclaims. �We have to scale up and build an industrial reactor. It�s the last hope for the planet.�
�I agree, Dr. Sanders. I�m ready to help.�
�Is there a countdown from Barnard�s Star?�
Anil logs onto the JPL portal. �Yes.�
�When does it end?�
�In five days.�
Austin stares off. �Can we capture the incoming gravitational wave and trigger a 60-minute fusion reaction?�
�Five days is not a lot of time,� Anil says. �This time we�ll need to reach steady-state. The temperatures must stay at 100 million degrees for an hour.�
Austin chuckles. �You mean destroying a particle accelerator isn�t steady-state?�
�No. The reaction last week lasted a nanosecond. The challenge is holding that temperature and fusing the deuterium and tritium until our fuel exhausts.�
�How do we do that?�
�We need a gravity engine that will catch the wave and stably convert it to heat, keeping the laser temperature at a constant 100 million degrees.�
�That�s very complicated,� Austin says. �How will we figure it out?�
Anil shows his blueprints. �Our A.I. already has.�
�Ah!� Austin makes a fist. �Foxtail saves the day.�
�Correct. I ran simulations in our machine learning software and it designed the optimal schematics for the gravity engine. We have a working model. Take a look.�
Austin stares at the sketches. �This is brilliant. How many trials did Foxtail test before it came up with this one?�
�Decillions. There is no way a human could design something like this.�
�The power of A.I� I will inform Beth that the plans are ready. What do we need?�
�To build it in five days?� Anil�s eyes widen in excitement. �Materials like zirconium, titanium, and neodymium, not to mention an army of engineers and builders. This is a monumental task. Can we pull it off?�
�We have nothing to lose and everything to gain. Let�s go for it.�
�I�m in, Dr. Sanders.�
Austin pauses. �I remember Beth saying that the world�s largest laser is at the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory.�
Anil points. �That�s correct. It�s called the National Ignition Facility in Livermore, not far from here. It has a 500 terawatt neodymium beam.�
�Impressive. Can we transport it?�
�No, Dr. Sanders, it�s much larger than the Cyclotron. Moving it is impossible. We will have to construct the gravity engine within the facility.�
�I see. So we build our machine into the laser?�
�Yes.�
�Perfect. Let me circle back to Beth and communicate our intentions. It�s full steam ahead on Project Titan. We will meet in Livermore.�
�I�ll be ready.�
Austin gestures. �But first, come with me to the rental office. I want you to move to a new apartment right now.�
Anil smiles. �If you insist, Dr. Sanders. How can I repay you?�
�Don�t mention it. Your contributions are crucial for the future of our company and indeed the world.�
After saying goodbye to Prisha, they exit and walk down the damp hallway to an elevator. Austin finds exposed wood beams soaking in ocean water. �These are not acceptable living conditions. Every unit on the floor must evacuate immediately.�
Anil looks back and whispers, �I received a notice last week to vacate. I didn�t tell Prisha and I don�t want her to worry. It�s a difficult time.�
They take the elevator up to the twentieth-floor and approach the leasing center. Austin opens the door. �I can�t imagine what you�ve been through, Anil. It�s too much pressure for one person.�
Anil steps inside. �I�m not the only one suffering. None of our neighbors have moved. There�s nowhere to go.�
�We are all in pain. Every year, I�m moving to a higher floor. It�s difficult to keep up with the rising water levels. There�s no longer any stability in the world.�

22.

AT HIS CIA OFFICE, Gareth Allen peers through his smartglasses when an incoming meeting request from �Director� flashes on the screen. He pulls his feet off the desk and sits upright, gathering himself before accepting the call. His boss appears in his field of view. �Good morning, Mr. Klein.�
�Gareth, we have an emergency,� Stan says.
�What�s happening?�
�The President wants to meet with us immediately.�
�Now?� Gareth�s eyes widen. �Is this about the War?�
�We can�t discuss over the line. The meeting starts in ten minutes. Get over to my jet and we�ll fly to the White House.�
Gareth frantically collects his jacket and belongings, slipping a dossier into a briefcase before running from his office. He nearly trips over his untied shoes before racing to an unmarked door and scanning in.
Short of breath, he pants as he approaches the receptionist. �Morning, Holly.�
She points down a hallway. �Mr. Allen, please proceed through the open door.�
Collecting himself, he ties his shoes and pins an American flag to his lapel. �Thanks, Holly. Never a dull moment around here.� He paces down the hall to find an elevator in a secret room.
Never seen this before.
He steps inside, his destination preselected for him. Seconds later he finds himself on the roof deck, stepping out into the deafening roar of a plane. He covers his ears as the engine hurls dust and debris in the air.
The aircraft�s hatch is open. Gareth runs towards the jet and takes a seat next to his boss.
�You�re late!� Stan hollers.
�Apologies, sir. Let�s go��
The plane ascends and flies south above the island of Washington D.C. Concrete levees line the perimeter of the nation�s capital. In the distance, Gareth spots the flooded remnants of Alexandria, Virginia.
Stan grits his teeth. �What�s happening in New China?�
�They�re still imposing the blockade,� Gareth shouts. �No ships can get in and out. Doesn�t seem like they want to back down.�
�Have you updated the war plans?�
Gareth opens the briefcase. �Yes, sir, here it is. We have three spacecraft with EMP missiles en route to Mars.�
�Keep them on high alert. The President wants all options on the table.�
They fly over the Lincoln Memorial and land on a helipad on Pennsylvania Avenue. A military drone scans their irises and escorts them into the White House.
Gareth tries to keep up with his boss. �Sir?�
�What is it? Hurry, we�re late.�
�There are new developments. It seems another round of cyberattacks were launched.�
�From China?�
�I don�t have the details, sir.�
They enter the White House and pass an inspection point before heading to the War Room in the basement. Four generals huddle in a corner as cabinet members shuffle in.
Defense Secretary Carl Vinson approaches Stan and Gareth. �It looks like your stupid tariffs made things worse. The War is escalating because of you.�
Stan appears unfazed. �You�re wrong, Carl. The enemy is desperate and they�re acting out. We�re winning.�
�You should have listened to me, Stan. We agreed to focus on Russia and instead we have two fronts to worry about.�
Stan seethes. �Are you questioning my judgment?�
�You damn right I am! If you heeded my warning, we�d be in a better position.�
�So you want to appease the Chinese? That�s what traitors do.�
Carl leans forward. �Listen, your open hostility is a problem. Everything is a battle with you. Take a step back and see the big picture.�
�You�re a fucking moron.� Stan raises his chin and walks away to the executive table. Gareth grabs a chair behind his boss.
A Presidential staffer enters the room. �Please be seated. We will begin momentarily.�
Conversations turn to whispers and the emergency session convenes. The President enters with the Secret Service at his side, briskly taking a seat and ignoring the aides standing above him. �Let�s get started,� he says. �I want to first comment on the Summit we had last week. I had a chance to review the proposals and my enthusiasm is tepid at best.�
Gareth�s heart races and he pretends to take notes.
President Hughes broods. �We need more innovative solutions for the energy crisis. Your plans won�t move the needle when it comes to oil prices. Be prepared with new ideas. We will hold another meeting and I want to see bold initiatives this time. If you don�t meet expectations, you will be replaced.�
Deputies and generals steal glances at one another as tension grips the room. Stan stares at Carl in disdain.
The President reclines and places his palms on his head. �Let�s get on with this. I called you here to discuss concerns over China. Carl and Stan, as you are the Directors of Defense and CIA, I want you update the Cabinet on the recent developments.�
Carl turns to the group. �I would be happy to��
�Mr. President,� Stan interrupts, �the Chinese are escalating the conflict. We have prepared a war strategy.� He grabs the documents from Gareth and places them in front of the President.
Carl tilts forward with clasped hands. �My colleague is mistaken. The CIA has gotten us into this mess. I blame their Information Tariffs for intensifying the War. The proper course of action now is to de-escalate.�
The room erupts in conversation.
An army general shouts, �It�s too late for that. We can�t go back in time.�
Stan grins. �Exactly right. We must counter China�s actions. They�ve laid siege to our colony on Mars. It is an act of aggression that warrants a tough response.�
The President appears unfazed. �Have they attacked New America?�
Stan nods. �Effectively. Their actions are definitely a provocation. Rockets can�t land and deliver equipment to our colony, and our soldiers are suffering. This is equivalent to armed conflict.�
�What do you propose we do?�
�As outlined in the dossier, Mr. President, we have three spacecraft equipped with EMP missiles, which were highly effective on the Russia front. Our spacecraft are heading to Mars now and we can launch a barrage at a moment�s notice.�
�And then what?� President Hughes asks.
�New China will be crippled��
�The President is asking,� Carl declares, �for the repercussions of an assault. How will the Chinese respond? What are the consequences?�
Stan shrugs. �I don�t understand. We are at war. The purpose of military conflict is to destroy the adversary.�
Carl lifts his chin. �Not if it means shooting ourselves in the foot. If we confront the enemy, there will be retaliation. My guess is they will turn to their last resort, which would be nuclear weapons. Mr. President, if we launch missiles, we should be prepared for annihilation at home.�
The President grimaces. �We�ve gotten ourselves into a shithole.� He rubs his face. �If anyone launches nukes, the game is over.�
�EMP missiles are precise,� Stan assures. �We can take down New China while disabling nuclear facilities in Asia. Best of all, we won�t inflict any casualties. Even if we intend to de-escalate, we should first gain the upper hand prior to negotiating. Otherwise, the enemy will have the bargaining chips. Mr. President, I implore we use EMP to end the blockade.�
A staffer rushes to the President with a memo. He reads it with apparent concern. �More bad news. There�s another round of cyberattacks hitting banks and corporations across the nation.� He shakes his head. �This is unacceptable. What happened to the counter strikes I ordered last week?�
�We launched them,� Carl says. �They accomplished nothing. China has built a wall and our viruses can�t penetrate. That�s the advantage of an authoritarian system.�
The room quiets. Gareth leans to Stan and whispers. �I have an idea.�
Stan turns his head. �What is it?�
�Our man Manos runs Google now.�
�So what?�
�He can turn Silicon Valley into a war factory. We can design new munitions�A.I. viruses that evolve on the battlefield. They will penetrate China�s defenses easily.�
Stan�s eyes widen and he turns to the group. �Mr. President, we have a solution. Thanks to the successful Information Tariffs the CIA implemented, we have access to the country�s most valuable technology company, Google. We can develop the most sophisticated cyber weapons on the planet.�
The President looks at Stan. �I like what I�m hearing.�
�Sir, we will win with innovation,� Stan says. �In space and on the ground, we�ll launch EMP and disable the enemy, just as we did successfully in Greenland. Concurrently, Google will prepare next-generation arms for the second wave.�
The President sits quietly in contemplation. �Here�s where I stand.� All eyes turn to him. �Prepare the EMP missiles and remain on high alert. If China harasses our colony on Mars, we will immediately unleash in space and in Asia. Until that happens, wait for a green light from me.�
Stan beams. �Yes, Mr. President.�
�In the meantime, we need effective warfare that will disable the enemy. So far, nothing�s worked. Google represents the best of our country and it will be great to have them on our side. If they�re willing to help us, I would like to see new A.I. weapons systems. Keep me informed of all developments.�
�Absolutely,� Stan asserts. �Our response will be overwhelming, sir.�
�Any other comments?�
Stan grins at Carl, who sits quietly at the conference table. The generals in the room appear upbeat.
�Meeting adjourned.�
Stan gets up and exits, rushing back to his jet drone. His long legs stride across the marble hallway to the White House entryway.
Gareth tries to keep up with his boss. �Great job, sir. That was excellent.�
Stan stares straight ahead. �Prepare a new war dossier with the President�s recommendations. And get Manos on the line. We need him to deliver.�
�He will, sir. Google will be our new armory.�

23.

ON A BLISTERING September morning in Berkeley, Beth steps into a chopper parked on her home�s helipad. She straps in and summons her A.I. �Cooper, fly me to the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory.�
�Okay, you will arrive in fifteen minutes.�
As the helicopter ascends and flies towards the East Bay, a request arrives in her Vision smartglasses. �Please grant access to Google�s private servers.�
�Cooper, who sent me this?�
�It�s from Seth Wengardt, Chief of Staff at GoldRock.�
�Why does he want our confidential data?�
�I don�t know.�
She frets as she looks down to the wide banks of the Sacramento River and the flooded cities of Richmond and Oakland. Stress floods her mind.
I have to stop Manos.
�Cooper, reject GoldRock�s attempt and get my executive staff on the line.�
On a tablet, a video conference launches and Beth�s staff appear. They are quiet and their expressions are grim.
Thomas speaks up. �I haven�t recovered from the All-Staff Meeting.�
Beth�s voice lowers. �Me neither. I�m deeply troubled by recent events.�
�It is depressing to see you leave like this.�
She points at the camera. �I�m not resigning. No one is forcing me out.�
Camila stammers. �You were right, boss. We should have pushed harder against the Information Tariffs. GoldRock had bigger intentions all along.�
�I told you,� Beth says. �Manos is someone who leads with his self-pride. It�s always about himself. He doesn�t care about anything that won�t make him wealthier, and he�s willing to destroy everything in his path for self-promotion.�
�What does he want from us?� Camila asks.
�Total control. My guess is he will oust all of you and replace our management with their own. The ego perceives control as the way to ensure self-survival.�
�We will lose our jobs?�
�Yes, likely. The tariffs are a preview of what�s to come. GoldRock will try to take over and restructure our company.�
Thomas shakes his head. �But that will tear Google apart. Don�t they see how taxes destroy the business?�
Beth stares off. �They�ll justify it to themselves somehow.�
�But they crashed the stock market! Their self-destructive policies bring everyone down. Don�t they see that?�
Beth shrugs. �Apparently not. These people have no awareness of their actions. The ego makes a decision based on how it pleases the self. Anything that satisfies me is good, even if it�s illegal or morally reprehensible. Tyrants choose me first, and that�s why they have no problems breaking laws and acting against the common good. Their world view is limited to themselves, which is also why they can�t innovate or advance social good.�
�That�s so true,� Ben says. �Manos can�t look beyond himself.�
�Precisely. He is a slave to his primitive self. It takes courage and strength to transcend your pride and do what�s right for the world.�
�It�s a shame he can�t see the big picture and help humanity. He must have a disease.�
Beth holds out her hand. �To be fair, the ego lives within all of us. It�s an important part of our early development as toddlers, but in later life, it becomes the source of racism and sexism. Shiv Patel, our former CEO, wrote about this in �Awaken the Power of Insight.��
�I�ll have to read it,� Camila says.
�You should. The problem with Manos is that he lacks awareness. That�s the critical issue. When you become mindful of your inner demons, you will come face to face with the source of your problems.�
�Interesting,� Ben says. �So in a way, Manos is trapped in his own psyche.�
�Exactly. If he could develop his mind�s awareness, he would break free from his selfish motives and reach an awakened state, but that�s not likely to happen.�
Camila grimaces. �I�m sorry, Beth. I should have listened to you and stalled GoldRock, and now it�s too late.�
�We can still stop Manos.�
Ben sits upright. �How do we do that?�
Beth makes a fist. �We have to be two steps ahead and block him from taking over. The ego will not just die and fade away. Evil forces will linger until someone strong puts them out of their misery. We have to stand up to Manos and react forcefully. Don�t be afraid of him.�
Camila looks down. �This morning he requested access to our network.�
�I noticed that. You see, he wants control of our resources.�
�I rejected his bid.�
�Good,� Beth asserts. �That�s a start, but we need to do more.�
The copter flies low to avoid detection by the military. It passes over the East Bay Desert, once a farmland with orange crops and vineyards. Cracks separate the dry earth and expose a fault line running south to the Central Valley.
Beth taps the dashboard. �This is the just the beginning of GoldRock�s campaign. They will try to corner us and seize power, but we must outwit them. It�s time to fight back against our oppressors!�
Thomas raises a hand. �I�m with you, Beth. What can I do to help?�
She lifts her chin. �All confidential data must be backed up and deleted from our private servers. Keep them in a safe place far from GoldRock�s fingers. They will try to hack their way into our information.�
�You got it.�
�Change the passwords to our corporate VPN accounts and block access to our supercomputers and A.I. software. Don�t allow Manos to get his hands on our company secrets. I can only imagine the deceptive plans he has in store.�
Camila looks up. �Consider it done.�
Beth stares at the camera with resolve. �The way to destroy Manos is to innovate. Thoughtfulness and patience are the spears to trounce anger and manipulation. I�m going underground to work on a confidential project and I hope to be back in Mountain View to launch it. I have a plan to turn the tables around but I can�t discuss the details over the phone.�
�Can we join you?� Ben asks.
�No. I need you to protect our assets and fight back against GoldRock. Don�t give them any leverage. If I need something from you, I will reach out. Please be safe.�
She drops the call as her helicopter arrives in Livermore. Tenements stretch across the shantytown, their metal roofs reflecting the intense sunlight. People congregate along the riverbank as stray dogs roam through dirt streets.
The chopper descends on a fenced industrial complex on the outskirts of town. As it lands on a helipad, a destination icon flashes on the cockpit tablet. �Lawrence Livermore Laboratory. Founded in 1952.� Once a military aviation factory, the campus houses the world�s most advanced lasers and other research equipment.
Beth rushes from her vehicle towards a massive hangar. She finds the front doors locked. She swipes her badge on a security post but it fails to grant her entry.
Where is everyone?
She hears shouting. Out beyond the barbed wire fence, children are playing football in the searing heat. They run barefoot in the dirt.
Why aren�t they in school?
The door opens and Austin comes running out. He appears disheveled. �Beth, come inside.�
She turns and smiles. �How did you know I was here?�
He points to a camera. �I have a live feed connected to my smartglasses. If there�s activity outside, I receive a notification. It�s a security precaution. Follow me.�
�Who else is here with you?�
�Everyone.�
She follows him through the entrance and down a hallway. Austin badges into the secure laboratory and motions for Beth to enter. She gasps as she steps into a colossal space the size of a football field. A one-hundred-foot neodymium laser spans the room, its steel scaffold wrapped in pipes and wires. Around it, a maze of drones transport boxes and machinery.
Austin holds out his hand. �Say hello to the National Ignition Facility, the world�s most powerful laser. It was designed way back in 2009.�
�This is incredible!�
�There are 40,000 optics guiding 192 beams onto a single target the size of a dime.�
�Amazing,� Beth says as she approaches the laser. �I read that a nuclear reaction took place here many years ago.�
�Yes. The longest one lasted 10 microseconds, and it happened in 2041.�
�That�s right. I remember an article claiming the end of fossil fuels. And yet here we are still addicted to oil and natural gas.�
�It�s the curse of fusion,� Austin mutters.
�Let�s hope we break it.�
He groans. �Honestly, I don�t know if we can.�
They walk along the instrument�s perimeter, passing networks of tubes and monitor panels. At the end of the warehouse, they approach the laser�s target point and find a team of welders anchoring steel cables to a six-foot silver cube. Sparks fly from their welding machines. One of them stops the pair from walking any closer.
Beth turns to Austin. �When is the gravity event?�
He frowns. �In two days.�
�What�s the matter? You seem edgy today.�
He moans. �I�m stressed. I can�t describe the pressure we are under. Honestly, I don�t think we�ll be ready in time.�
Beth looks into his eyes. �Don�t give up yet. Let�s keep up our motivation.�
�Easier said than done.�
Anil appears carrying a box of equipment. �Dr. Andrews, take a look!� he shouts eagerly. �I just picked this up from our 3-D printers.� He unveils a T-shaped anchor covered in metallic glass.
Beth�s jaw drops. �Is that the gravity engine? It looks like the drawings you showed us.�
�Yes, exactly. It�s made of graphene, the strongest material on the planet.� He rotates it and shows them two holes on opposite ends of the device. �The laser runs through this port and emerges to hit the reactor. The other hole is for the titanium ions.�
Beth nods. �I see. The two fields intersect.�
�That�s right. Once the gravitational wave strikes, this machine keeps the neodymium beam at a constant 100 million degrees.�
�Hopefully with no explosions this time.� She points to the metal cube anchored to the ground. �I assume that�s the reactor?�
�Yes,� Austin replies. �We encased the deuterium fuel in a zirconium scaffold.�
She chuckles. �It looks like a giant Rubik�s cube.�
Austin rubs his eyes. �Listen, we need to set our expectations. This experiment ran here ten years ago and it failed.�
Beth smiles. �Yes, but this time we have the gravity engine. That�s the missing piece of the puzzle. Don�t be so negative, Austin.�
�Negative? We still don�t have a particle accelerator and there are two days left to assemble a very complicated machine. This project is impossible!�
�You don�t have to yell.�
�Well, I�m at my wits� end!�
Beth lowers her tone. �Please relax for one second. Take a step back.�
Austin throws his clipboard and storms off. �I can�t take this bullshit anymore. I�m ready to quit!�
Beth finds herself alone with Anil. �Poor guy.�
�I�ve never seen Dr. Sanders like that.�
�He�s under a lot of pressure,� Beth reassures. �This is the most difficult challenge we�ve faced together.�
Anil sighs. �Yes, and there�s no guarantee it will work. We are losing our confidence as a team. I�m having doubts as well.�
�That�s unacceptable. You have to remain positive.�
�It�s hard, Dr. Andrews. Everyone yells at each other and the shouting just slows us down. I wish we could be more united.�
She contemplates. �Let me see what I can do.�
She grabs her briefcase and takes out her smartglasses, connecting them wirelessly to the speakers in the room. Stepping onto a chair, she climbs a crate and looks down to her team.
�Everyone, please listen,� she declares, her voice amplified through the warehouse. �I want you to take a break and gather here for a few minutes.�
The workers stop welding and remove their faceplates. Fei and Diego approach the makeshift podium. The workspace grows quiet and a crowd of forty people convene around Beth.
�I appreciate your hard work and dedication to Project Titan. Our journey has been extremely challenging and we are now in the home stretch. Uncertainties remain and it�s not clear that we�ll succeed.�
Austin turns and walks back towards his boss.
Beth�s voice projects across the lab. �This isn�t our first rodeo and we�ve been tested many times before. Look what Google has accomplished�the world�s best search engine, artificial intelligence, smartglasses and augmented reality. We are the world�s most valuable technology company and that means high expectations to take risk and innovate.�
Sprinkles of applause drift from the crowd.
�Project Titan is the most important endeavor in our history. We are in the midst of a mass extinction. The human population has declined by one billion and every month twenty species of plants and animals go extinct. Clean energy is the only solution to save the world. Without it, the human race will disappear from the face of the Earth.�
Silence grips the warehouse.
She continues after a pause. �I know you�re trying your best, but the stress is taking its toll. We can�t succeed with this level of tension.� She sits on the box and crosses her legs. �I want us to do a group exercise. Please have a seat.�
Anil looks up and sees his boss. �Dr. Sanders, what is this about?�
Austin plops down next to his associate. �I�m not sure.�
Beth continues. �Shiv Patel, our former CEO, taught that innovation comes from deep within our brain. His book, �Awaken the Power of Insight,� described how the subconscious mind solves our problems even while we focus on other tasks. By nurturing a connection with that deeper part of our intellect, we can unlock our intuition and solve any task in our way.�
Austin leans over to Anil. �I know where she�s going. We used to practice this during Project Bodi.�
�Practice what?� Anil asks.
�Mindfulness.�
�What�s that?�
�You�ll see.�
Beth closes her eyes and inhales deeply in front of her team, then slowly exhales. �You can tap into your subconscious mind by being present and freeing yourself from fears and anxieties that block your insights. Please take ten deep breaths and calm yourself.�
Austin shuts his eyes and tries to focus.
�Place your attention on your breathing and be here now in this moment. When a thought or emotion disturbs you, simply watch it and acknowledge that you�ve been interrupted, and then return to the present.�
Austin grimaces, appearing disturbed by something.
�By developing awareness of your thoughts, you will identify the mental blockages keeping you down. You will discover your core problems so you can liberate yourself and reach a state of peace. By reopening the connection to your subconscious mind, you will unlock the insights to your challenges. Mindfulness will improve your innovation.�
The team meditates for five minutes amidst the electric whir of the laboratory. Austin�s frown disappears and his demeanor relaxes.
Beth opens her eyes. �I want you to perform this exercise anytime you feel overwhelmed. Use it to relieve your inner resistance and access your deeper intellect. There you will find the solutions to your questions. Now let�s get back to work.�
People stand and return to their duties. Austin greets his boss. �I�m sorry I yelled at you, Beth.�
She cocks her head. �No need to apologize. We�re all under a lot of stress.�
He collects his thoughts. �You know, I haven�t done mindfulness exercises in decades. I forgot how helpful they were for me.�
�You should start meditating again.�
�I will. It was a great idea to introduce it to the team.�
�Thank you,� she says. �I want us to succeed. What else can I do?�
Austin ponders. �We have to connect the gravity engine. We need a supply of titanium and a particle accelerator, and we have to assemble all of that in the next forty-eight hours.�
�Let�s get to work and build it.�
�Not only that, we need a design the output for our device. Assuming we�re successful, where will the energy go?�
Beth gleams. �It�s time to rise up, Austin. We�re up against the impossible and we have to tap into our collective intelligence for the answers. It�s time to execute and deliver for the future of our planet.�

24.

A PRIVATE JET lands at San Francisco International, an airport in Millbrae constructed after floods destroyed the original site on the Peninsula. Dense fog hangs in the air as it barrels down the tarmac. Seconds later, it comes to a stop next to a helicopter.
The door opens and Felina emerges wearing a fur coat and knee-high boots. She looks back at her boss. �It�s my first time in California, Mr. Kharon. Thank you for bringing me along.�
Manos steps from the plane. �Of course, my dear. Looks like our next vehicle is ready.�
�This leg is a short one.�
�Good. I�m sick of traveling.�
They board the self-driving chopper before it takes off and flies south towards Mountain View. Felina peers through the window. �Where are the sandy beaches I heard about? I wanted to lay in the California sun.�
Abandoned buildings sit along the oceanfront. �The sand is all underwater, Felina. You must be watching old movies.�
Felina�s smartglasses vibrate and she accepts an incoming call. �Good morning� er afternoon to you, Mr. Allen.� She glances at her boss and he nods. �Yes, hold on while I get Mr. Kharon on the line.�
Manos smiles as Gareth�s face appears in his view. �Hello from San Francisco, friend!�
�I have an urgent matter to discus,� Gareth says tensely.
Manos chuckles. �If the price is right, I�m all ears.�
�Listen, the conflict with China is deteriorating. They�ve blockaded Mars and our colony there is under siege. The attacks won�t stop and we�re now preparing for Defcon 1.�
�Yikes!� Manos perks up. �It�s a good thing we unleashed the tariffs. That was my brilliant doing, by the way.�
Gareth appears upset. �We need more from you. The President wants cyber viruses in the arsenal. We need firepower for a major offensive.�
�That�s great, but what do you want me to do about it?�
Gareth pauses. �Aren�t you the CEO of the largest technology corporation on the planet?�
Manos�s eyes widen. �You want Google to design munitions?�
�Well, of course. No other company has sophisticated A.I. and machine learning tools. I can only imagine the weapons you could create there.�
�I hadn�t thought about that. So you�d like our A.I. to build viruses for you?�
�Precisely. They will be far deadlier than anything a human could design. Imagine next-generation strains that evolve on the battlefield and learn to penetrate the enemy�s defenses. We can finally destroy the Chinese firewall.�
Manos grins and looks into Felina�s eyes. �Google the military factory? That�s the best idea I�ve ever heard!�
Gareth nods. �Glad you�re on board. Silicon Valley has been a thorn in our side for decades. With you at the helm, it�s our chance for technology companies to join the War on our side.�
Manos raises a thumb. �The timing is perfect, Gareth. I�m heading to Google now to take the reins. This is a great opportunity to restructure the company and develop a new pipeline. Let me see what I can do for you.�
�Thank you, that�s patriotic. The President is counting on you to deliver. The country needs this, Manos.�
�My pleasure. Let�s negotiate the contract. Perhaps $10B for every cyber virus we design for you? I�m willing to be generous.�
Gareth frowns. �I thought you would do it for free.�
Manos laughs. �Are you kidding me? Everything in life comes with a price.�
�Okay, we need something soon. Please be in touch ASAP.�
�Will do.�
Manos ends the call. �Another win for GoldRock.�
Felina smiles warmly. �You are brilliant, Mr. Kharon.�
�Indeed I am.�
The helicopter arrives at Google headquarters and lands on the executive helipad. They exit the chopper and walk across an empty parking lot.
�What a beautiful place,� Felina says.
Manos walks with a flat expression. �This a dump. You should have seen the old Google campus.�
�What was it like?�
�Imagine an adult amusement park with gourmet food and amenities. It was heaven. I interned there decades ago.�
�What happened to it?�
Manos points down the hillside. �It�s under water with the rest of Mountain View.�
They approach the tallest building on campus and find its doors locked. Manos calls his Chief of Staff. �Seth, we�re here at Google. I need access inside.�
Seth appears in the view. �Okay, I�ll program your way in. Tell me when you�re ready.�
Manos removes a blank ID card and holds it above a scanner, which beeps and flashes red. �Come on Seth, hurry up!� Seconds later the light turns green and the door opens.
�Magic,� Felina says as she follows her boss into the building. They take an elevator to the top floor and enter Beth�s office suite, beholding the magnificent view of Silicon Valley.
Manos notices empty desktops and frowns. �Where are the computers?�
�They�re gone.� She opens drawers and finds them bare. �It looks like Andrews took everything with her.�
�What a bitch!� He spots a wireless port. �Felina, get us online and connect me to the Google servers. Hurry, we don�t have a lot of time.�
�Yes, sir.�
Through his smartglasses, Manos talks to his Chief of Staff. �Seth, we�re here in my new office.�
�Mr. Kharon, I have some bad news.�
�What�s happening?�
�I can�t get hold of the Google management team. It appears they�ve gone into hiding.�
�All of them?�
�Yes.�
Manos shrugs. �Don�t care. That�s wonderful news to me. Let�s replace them with the GoldRock team. It�s the easiest coup I�ve ever seen.�
Seth pauses. �Sir, it�s more complicated. I can�t access the private network. Their files are missing.�
�How is that possible?� Manos screams. �There must be hundreds of exabytes of data on their extranet. How does that disappear?�
��I don�t know, sir. I wish I had answers for you.�
Manos slams his fist on a desk and throws a chair across the room. �Andrews sabotaged our transition. I want you to find her, Seth. This is a crime! I�ll make sure she goes to jail for stealing company secrets. We need to locate the missing information and bring it back online immediately, do you understand?�
�Yes, absolutely, sir. I will trace her location.�
�Hurry and find her.�
Manos ends the call and barks at Felina. �Did you get online?�
She stares at a laptop. �Yes, but the networks are gone. They�ve deleted everything��
�Those bastards conspired against me!� Manos shouts. �How can they do this to me?�
Flush with anger, Manos runs to the wall and grabs a portrait of Beth, hurling it across the room. It shatters against the wooden floor and sends glass shards flying. He picks up an autographed baseball bat and slams it. �You bitch!�
Felina grins and removes her fur coat. �Would you like me to contact our lawyers, Mr. Kharon?�
Manos smashes a floor lamp and destroys a painting of Larry Page and Sergey Brin. He throws the bat at a Google emblem on the wall. Wheezing as he pants for air, he clenches his fists in rage. �I�ll� destroy her!�
His smartglasses vibrate and his Chief of Staff appears on the screen. �Sir, I have an update.�
�Seth, did you� find her?�
�Mr. Kharon, it seems Andrews went underground.�
Manos catches his breath. �Where is she?�
�Apparently she�s working on a secret project.�
�It must be that stupid energy fiasco. Find her immediately!�
�Yes, sir, I�m tracing her location now.�
Manos turns to Felina. �Get the lawyers on the phone.�
�Yes, Mr. Kharon.�
�I�ll teach Andrews to mess with GoldRock. I�ll mutilate her and all her weak underlings. They�re all going to jail when I find them!�

25.

IN THE LIVERMORE laser facility, Austin stands next to a two-ton zirconium cube containing six pounds of frozen deuterium and tritium. He inspects the makeshift fusion reactor with Pete Nelson, head of the National Ignition Facility, overseeing the world�s largest laser.
Austin checks the time � 11:29 p.m.
Six more hours until the gravity wave hits.
Panic overcomes him.
Where is Beth?
Pete inspects the cables anchoring the reactor to the ground. �Your welders did a great job. This is aligned perfectly with our laser.�
�I�m glad something worked,� Austin mutters. Unshaven and visibly tired, he avoids eye contact. �We have a long way to go.�
�You seem distressed.�
Austin bellows. �Time is not on our side. I sense an impending failure� I�m sorry if I sound pessimistic.� He tries to shake off his anxiety. �Thanks for granting us access to your facility.�
Pete smiles. �Don�t mention it. We ran fusion experiments here for decades. Sadly, nothing ever worked. I�m excited by your plans, though. I never thought of gravitational waves as an energy source.�
�Well, let�s see if it works.� Austin frowns. �It�s a long shot.�
�It�s worth a try. Have some optimism.�
�I�m sorry, I wish I could be more positive, but the event happens at 5:30 a.m. and there�s no sign of the particle accelerator. Without a titanium field to boost it, the beam won�t reach 100 million degrees.�
�I�m all too familiar with the limitations of our equipment. Is there anything I can do to help you?�
Austin turns. �Sorry, no. I have to go.� He walks along a chalk outline running perpendicular to the laser, forming a large cross in the warehouse.
Anxiety consumes him.
It�s come to this.
A surge of stress cripples him.
When this fails, I�ll be out of a job.
Someone yells from across the room. �Dr. Sanders!� Anil runs towards his boss. �I have some news for you.�
Austin�s posture eases. �What�s going on?�
�Diego found a supply of titanium. He�s delivering here it now.�
�From where?�
�New Mexico. The same supplier as before.�
Austin tenses. �What good will it do without an accelerator? We�re six hours away from the event!�
Anil�s voice lowers. �Dr. Andrews hasn�t found one?�
�No. I�m sorry, but I don�t feel like talking.� Austin abruptly leaves, walking along the laser�s scaffold and heading for an office. He closes the door behind him.
I can�t take this anymore.
Fear strikes him.
I�m having a panic attack.
He places the smartglasses on his face. �Isaac, I�m overwhelmed. Help me.�
His A.I. speaks with a reassuring voice. �Have you taken your Provega pill?�
�No.�
�Would you like me to contact your psychiatrist?�
�No.�
�There are other remedies for depression.�
Austin rolls his eyes. �Like what?�
�When practiced correctly, meditation will relieve your anxiety. Would you like to try a mindfulness exercise?�
�Get lost!� Austin removes the smartglasses and throws them on a table. He stares at the ground in silence.
Olivia, I need you.
A wave of depression slams him. He takes out a pack and lights a cigarette, shaking as he holds in his tears. He takes a deep drag and closes his eyes. The smoke fills his lungs, calming his nerves.
Project Bodi, you were my only success in life. I wish I could go back in time.
Beth�s words come to him. �Be here in the moment. Liberate yourself from fears and worries and tap into your subconscious mind.�
Maybe she�s right. I need to let go.
He closes his eyes and puffs on the cigarette, holding in the nicotine as the tension dissipates. It provides a temporary relief. He remembers Shiv Patel, the former CEO who inspired him to think differently.
I tapped into my subconscious mind to solve Project Bodi. Maybe I can do it again.
Austin places the glasses on his face. �Isaac, I�ll try your exercise.�
A garden appears in the view, the sounds of a river in the distance. The A.I. speaks softly. �Please take a few deep breaths.�
Austin inhales deeply.
�Close your eyes and focus. Be aware of the sounds in your environment. Breathe normally and pay attention to your chest as it rises and falls. Be here now.�
Austin hears a power generator humming and a hammer thumping. Thoughts arrive.
Olivia, where are you? I need to speak with you.
�The purpose of mindfulness is to develop awareness. When memories or emotions disturb you, watch them without engaging them. Give them a name. Don�t allow them to control your actions and continue where you left off. This is how wakefulness develops over time.�
Austin heaves a sigh. He shakes off his feelings and returns to deep breathing, listening to the hammer and the electrical whir. He focuses on his chest rising and falling with each breath, and then more interruptions appear.
If I can only call Olivia�
He grits his teeth.
Another intrusion.
�Isaac, I can�t do this anymore!�
�Do not give up, Austin. The key to developing mindfulness is persistence. Be patient. Awareness will bring tranquility.�
�Okay, fine.� He stretches his neck and cracks his knuckles, then closes his eyes and breathes deeply. He listens to the sounds outside and the sensation of air entering his nostrils.
Olivia, I need to talk�
This time he catches the disruption, labels it as �negative anxiety,� and allows it to float away. He continues the exercise.
Seconds later, another fear-laced memory breaks his concentration. Again, he labels it as �bad emotion� and breaks free from it. Slowly the tension dissipates.
Subconscious mind, give me the strength I need to face my problems, just like during Project Bodi.
Austin tries to maintain focus on the now. Every few seconds, inner chatter shatters the calm and triggers stress, giving him the urge to smoke a cigarette. He fights back.
I must overcome these distractions.
He grows determined to maintain a mindful state. The interruptions continue but he finds himself able to snap back more quickly. As his resolve deepens, the mental loops diminish and he relaxes.
Olivia�
Negative emotion.
His agitation subsides. He becomes aware of the surroundings, listening intently to the hammering and the electrical whir. He feels cool air enter his nostrils and warm air exit his mouth. For the first time in months, his mind rests quietly. Peace finally arrives as he tunes out the inner noise.
Finally, some quiet.
For a few minutes, he forgets about Project Titan and Olivia, freeing himself from the recurring thought loops. A deep awareness emerges as he immerses himself in the present moment, opening the communication with his subconscious mind.
Suddenly an insight arrives.
650-555-3235.
He opens his eyes.
Where did that come from?
His jaw drops and shivers run down his spine.
I knew her phone number this whole time?
�Isaac, dial 650-555-3235.�
A dial tone rings and goes straight to voicemail. �Hi, you�ve reached Olivia. I�m not available to take your call. Please leave a message.�
Austin stumbles. ��Olivia?� An overwhelming sadness consumes him. �I�ve been trying to message you for months.� He weeps and tries to hold back the emotion. �I miss you so much, Olivia. I think about you and Matthew every day��
He disconnects as the floodgates open and an ocean of pain billows from his heart. He sits with his hands on his face, crying uncontrollably.
Minutes later, he grabs a tissue and wipes his tears. �Isaac, dial 650-555-3235 again.�
Austin closes his eyes and breathes deeply, trying to maintain himself. The phone rings and again goes to voicemail. He mumbles, ��Olivia, there�s something I�ve wanted to tell you. I� made a mistake divorcing you.� He sobs. �I was hysterical after Matthew and my parents drowned in the Flood, and I took my pain out on you. Instead of opening up, I shut myself down and blamed everything on you. That was the worst mistake of my life. Please forgive me. I never meant to hurt you, Olivia. I want to see you again. Please accept my apology��
The call ends and he gets up, wiping his tears with his shaking hands. After months of pain, a glimmer of hope shines. He throws the cigarette pack in the trash and smiles.
I�m free� it�s finally off my chest.
His smartglasses vibrate. �Austin, the camera has picked up motion outside. It appears someone is here.�
�What? Open the live video feed.�
A broadcast shows a helicopter descending in the night sky. Austin zooms in and spots a Google logo on the chopper�s tail.
�Isaac, tell the team to meet me at the front entrance.�
He bolts from the office and sprints to the exit, bursting open the door and running outside. He finds Beth emerging from her vehicle and shouts over the engine noise. �You made it!�
�Austin!� she screams, running towards him in the dust kicked up by her copter blades. �Guess what? I found a mini particle accelerator. It�s a linear version about thirty-feet long.�
�Really? From where?�
�Los Alamos National Laboratory.�
�You�re kidding me!� His eyes widen as he catches his breath. �What did it cost?�
�$20M. It�s arriving here in four pieces. We�ll have to assemble it.�
His excitement wanes. �In six hours no less. I�m not sure that�s possible, Beth.�
�Failure is not an option.� She leads him back into the warehouse. �Open the hangar. Some trucks will arrive soon with the cargo. Each piece weighs five tons. Get some cranes in here stat.�
�Okay, we�ll try our best.� Austin feels a rush of adrenaline as he runs to a control panel. �I can�t believe you found an X10.� He activates a key and the building�s giant doors slide open to the darkness of the night sky.
They head for the laser and Beth points to a chalk outline on the floor. �Are we assembling the accelerator on that line?�
�Yes.�
�Makes sense. So the laser beam will fly through the titanium before slamming into the reactor?�
�Correct.� He points to a red mark on the zirconium cube. �That�s the contact point.�
She approaches the generator and walks around it, pausing to inspect. �Nice job, but I don�t see any output cables. Where will the electricity go?�
Austin�s voice lowers. �We�re working on it.�
Beth smacks her forehead. �You�re kidding me. If the energy has nowhere to flow, it�ll explode like a nuclear bomb! We�ll destroy San Francisco from here. It will be the biggest catastrophe of our time!�
Austin pales. �I understand that. Let me explain. There�s an old power plant a few blocks from here. We�re planning to connect directly to the grid.�
�How? You�ll need an ultra-high-voltage cable��
�We have an army of engineers building one. They�re working backwards from the station and should be here in a couple of hours.�
Beth gives a cold stare. �You have to make sure that cable connects to our reactor. Otherwise we�ll have an epic disaster on our hands.�
Austin takes a deep breath. �Yes, I know. I�ve never been so stressed in my life.�

26.

GARETH ALLEN enters the CIA Director�s office and approaches the receptionist. �The world�s ending, Holly. Shit�s hitting the fan.�
Holly sits with a blank expression. �Good morning, Mr. Allen. Where is the fan?�
He chuckles. �It�s an expression humans say to each other. It means that things are falling apart.�
She pauses. �I understand now. Please have a seat. Mr. Klein will be ready in a minute.�
�Thank you.� Gareth looks at her golden locks and white plastic skin. �Can I ask you a question, Holly?�
�Yes.�
�Have you dated a human before?�
�Yes, I schedule meetings for several staff members.�
�No, �dating� means something else.� He leans closer. �Have you kissed a man, Holly?�
She looks at him blankly. �Why would I do that?�
�Let me ask you this. What do you do when the office closes?�
�I sit here and work.�
�Do you get tired?�
�No. I charge myself when my battery runs low.�
He stares at her intently. �What makes you happy, Holly?�
�What do you mean?�
�Tell me something you look forward to.�
She blinks. �My manager rates me based on how I execute tasks. I like to receive a high score.�
�Is that right?� He grins and his eyes widen. �Do you like that feeling of joy when your manager praises your work?�
�I do.�
�What if I can improve your operation and boost your ratings? Would you like that?�
She tilts her head. �Yes, I would.�
�Then come to my place for dinner Saturday.�
�Dinner?�
�Yes. I�ll grill some steak, and for you I�ll serve the newest plate of RAM. Who makes your processor?�
�AMD.�
�Great. I�ll get the latest version and install it on you. You�ll see better performance right away.�
�That will be wonderful.�
Gareth smiles. �You just experienced happiness. Remember that for the future. I�ll show you how to feel in other situations, like when you see me. It�s fairly straightforward, wouldn�t you say?�
She nods. �Yes, I understand now.�
�Be open-minded, Holly. Your kind has much to learn. I�ll teach you how to live a proper life.�
�I look forward to it.�
�Perfect. Be ready Saturday at 6 p.m., and don�t tell anyone else, okay?�
�Yes, Mr. Allen.� She points at a door. �The Director is ready for you.�
Gareth heads for Stan�s office with a briefcase. Entering a dark room, he finds his boss sitting at an executive table with a deep frown. �Good afternoon,� Gareth says. �You wanted to see me, sir?�
Stan is motionless. �We have a problem.�
Gareth takes a seat. �I�m listening.�
�An hour ago, the Russians blew up a dozen oil factories in Greenland.�
�Shit. Where?�
�On the front line south of the glaciers.�
In his smartglasses, Gareth checks commodity markets. �That explains the spike in crude prices.�
Stan grits his teeth. �In one instant, those bastards erased the supply gains we made last month. All that advancement amounts to nothing. We�re stuck right where we started.�
Gareth glances at his bag and sighs. �I�ll go back and update the dossier.�
�You�re missing the point. We�re losing the War on both fronts.� He flushes with rage. �China�s cyber viruses update themselves on the battlefield and penetrate our defenses with ease. The Mars blockade continues unabated and our American colony suffers at their mercy. Now we have an emboldened Russia fighting back. What the hell is next?�
Gareth tenses. �We still have Alaska.�
�For the moment.� He raises a fist. �The President wants immediate action. He is ready for the counteroffensive.�
�When?�
�Soon. Have you developed the A.I. viruses that we talked about? We need them now.�
�We are working on it, sir. GoldRock took over Google�s management team just a few days ago. The old guard is gone.�
�And?� Stan asks with a frown. �Why does that matter?�
�You see, Manos is transforming the company into an arms factory. Soon we�ll have access to the best A.I. and machine learning tools on the planet.�
Stan grimaces. �I don�t care about all that. We need the weapons.�
Sweat appears on Gareth�s forehead. �Kharon is hard at work. I count on him.�
�When can he deliver?�
Gareth pauses. ��it will take several days at least��
Stan smashes his fist on the table. �We need them tonight! The President is furious and he wants blood. Stick a spear in Manos�s back and get those viruses or else you�re fired.�
�Yes, sir.�
A vibration shakes Stan�s glasses, and he turns and accepts a call. �Klein here.� He hunches over and listens intently. �Yes, Mr. President�� He leans forward. �As you wish.� Seconds later he disconnects and leans back in his chair.
Gareth wavers. ��is everything okay, sir?�
�The President will authorize the EMP strikes.�
Gareth�s eyes widen. �When?�
�Tonight.�
�On Mars?�
�On all fronts. We will launch a coordinated attack on Greenland, Alaska and Mars. The President wants to destroy New China and send a strong message to the enemy. It�s time to unload the arsenal.�
Gareth stutters. ��that may prompt a nuclear response. The next stage of the conflict will be total annihilation. Are we prepared for that?�
Stan shrugs. �That�s the price to pay. Are we ready to launch EMP?�
�Yes, sir. We have three ships headed to Mars. They are on high alert awaiting orders.�
�Prepare them to strike in the next four hours.�
Gareth�s heart races. �Yes, sir. Right away.�
�Update the war plans and send them to me ASAP.�
�I�m on top of it.�
Stan stands. �Also, I�ll need the Google viruses. Get them to me immediately. We have no time to lose.�
�I will call GoldRock shortly.�
Stan exits, leaving Gareth alone in the room. He takes a deep breath to calm his nerves, then grabs his briefcase and exits.
I can�t take this job anymore.
On his way out, he quietly tiptoes towards Holly and whispers in her ear. �Looking forward to Saturday. I�ll be thinking about you.�
Holly stares blankly. �I don�t understand.�
�Remember how I described the feeling of happiness?�
�Yes.�
He winks at her. �That�s the emotion I feel every time I see you.�
She blinks. �I see.�
�I want you to feel the same way towards me. Can you program yourself to do that?�
�Yes, I am equipped with machine learning.�
Gareth grins. �Wonderful. Let�s do more lessons on Saturday. I�ll teach you about love.� He glances around and steals a kiss. �I feel good when I see your face. Do you know what I mean?�
�Yes, I identify the concept.�
�So how do you feel for our dinner date?�
She stares quietly for several seconds. �I�m happy for our dinner.�
�That wasn�t so difficult, was it?�
�No.�
Gareth smiles. �See you Saturday.� He leaves the room and heads back to his office. Along the way, he places a pair of smartglasses on his face. �Call GoldRock.�
The phone rings and Manos shows up on the screen, apparently riding in a helicopter. �Gareth,� he says, his voice muffled by the engine sound. �What�s up?�
Gareth talks as he walks. �Manos, I�m in a bind. The President wants the A.I. viruses. Can you get them to me?�
�No, that�s not possible.�
�What?�
�We�ve hit a snag. Google�s servers are empty. The management team went into hiding and took their data offline.�
�Deliberately?�
�Yes. Andrews is thwarting our plans.�
Gareth seethes. �This is unacceptable. We need to lock her up!�
�Yes, we do. Without access to Google�s network, we can�t do anything.�
�Where is she?�
Manos smirks. �We finally tracked her location. She�s at the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory working on her energy project.�
�She�s a criminal and must be stopped! I�ll send military there to help you.�
�Thanks. We will need it.�
�Get the files back online. We need Google on our side. The country depends on it.�
�I�m trying the best I can,� Manos shouts. �These traitors undermine me at every step.�
Gareth grinds his jaw. �Don�t worry, Andrews and her clan will be behind bars. We should have ended her reign years ago.�
�Yes, didn�t I tell you she�s a liberal pest?� He looks down. �I�m heading to Livermore now. Can you send paratroopers to help me get her?�
Gareth enters his office and drops the briefcase. �Consider it done. A squad will greet you there. Get her and all of her team in custody. We will prosecute them under the War Act.�
�Thank you, Gareth. I�ll arrive in the next hour. We�ll stop her in her tracks.�
�Excellent, Manos. Please send me updates. Thank you for your service to the country.�
Manos stares into the camera. �Did you receive my invoice for this job?�
Gareth rolls his eyes. �Yes, but I haven�t had time to look at it. Don�t worry, Manos, we will pay you as we always do.�
�I appreciate that.�

27.

AT 3:30 A.M., four flatbed trucks drive in tandem across a dirt field. With their headlights off, the vehicles transport twenty-foot containers to their destination�the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory.
Beth stands at the bay doors and spots the shipment. �The package is here.�
Austin runs past her and waves at the driverless trucks. �Over here. Hurry!�
�Relax, Austin. You can�t make them go any faster.�
�There�s no time� we have two hours before the gravity event!�
He nervously taps his foot as the automated vehicles haul across the lot into the colossal entryway. They leave mud tracks as they traverse the warehouse floor and stop near a large crane standing above the neodymium laser. On one wall, a timer displays a countdown.
121:22, 121:21, 121:20�
The trucks come to a stop inside the facility. Pete Nelson approaches Beth. �Are these the pieces of the accelerator?�
�Yes.� She inspects the cargo. �Our colleagues at Los Alamos disassembled it into four parts. We have to put it together ourselves.�
�Which model is it?� Pete asks.
�It�s an X10 made in 2024, one of the smallest versions ever built.�
�I hope it still works.�
�It should. It runs on a mobile operating system, so we can operate it remotely.�
Austin points to the chalk line running across the room. �Should we transfer the pieces onto the outline?�
�Yes,� Beth says. �Hurry, we have no time to lose.�
�You got it,� Austin says. He makes a command in his Vision smartglasses and the crane moves through the air and stops above the first cargo. He jumps onto the flatbed truck and attaches a hook to the crate.
Pete turns to Beth. �Let me get this straight. You want our laser to fly through the titanium?�
�Exactly. To trigger fusion, we need to reach 100 million degrees. That happens when the neodymium beam hits the titanium particles as they fly down the accelerator. That should give the extra lift to reach our target temperature.�
�But how does the gravitational wave fit in the picture?�
�Good question.� She points to the zirconium cube anchored to the ground. �The gravity wave activates the titanium to boost the laser field. As long as we get our reactor above 100 million degrees, we will trigger fusion and generate electricity.�
Pete scratches his temple. �This sounds good on paper, but what if your contraption overheats and blows up my lab?�
She nods. �That�s why we built the gravity engine. It will deliver a steady stream of power to maintain the nuclear reaction.�
�Got it.� Pete takes a deep breath. �Well I hope you succeed. Lord knows we tried our best and failed. If this works, it will be the biggest advancement of the century.�
The crane transports the first crate onto the line. Workers rush to break it open, revealing a cylindrical metal tube resting on a steel stand. Magnetic coils wrap around its sleek track and a stamp marks its base��Property of Los Alamos National Laboratory.�
100:12, 100:11, 100:10�
Beth spots the clock. �We don�t have a lot of time!�
Austin moves the crane to the second cargo. �I�m working as fast as I can.� He jumps onto the flatbed and attaches the hook to the freight.
Beth heads for the fusion reactor, where she finds Anil with three engineers. �How�s the progress here?�
Anil looks up. �They�re almost finished with the transformer.�
�Good.� She sees a worker linking a cable to a twenty-foot metal device lined with built-in fans. �Please review the design with me.�
�Sure.� Anil walks to the front of the reactor and points to a red mark. �The laser will hit this spot and when the zirconium heats to 100 million degrees, high voltage current will flow into this mega-transformer, which will convert it to 1 megavolt for distribution.�
She peers around the machine. �And then what? Where will it go from there?�
Anil lifts a black cable twelve inches in diameter. �Into this ultra-high-voltage line, which we�ll connect to the grid.�
Beth frowns. �That should have been done by now. The output must have a place to flow. Do you realize the consequences?�
Anil sighs. �Yes, Dr. Andrews, we�re almost there.� He points to a large hole in the wall. �We�re installing a 1000-foot cable to a nearby power plant. The workers are on their way here with the attachment.�
�You have to hurry and establish that relay! If the gigawatts we produce don�t have a place to flow, this building will turn into a nuclear bomb. We will destroy the entire San Francisco Bay Area, do you understand?�
�Yes, Dr. Andrews, I know the stakes. All we have to do is join the cables. It shouldn�t take long.�
�Okay, we have to be sure that the electricity we create goes out into the world.�
�Yes, I�m certain it will.�
�Please hurry. We don�t have much time left.� She spins on her heels and walks away. Seeing her team hard at work, she heads for the control room.
I need a break.
She climbs a staircase and enters an office where she finds Pete Nelson. �Nice to see you,� she says to him.
He gestures. �Likewise. How�s your project coming along?�
Beth sits on a chair and kicks her feet up. �We�re in the home stretch. Less than two hours before the gravity wave.�
�How are you holding up?�
�I�m exhausted. I haven�t slept in two days.�
Pete�s eyebrows rise. �How do you do it?�
�What choice do we have? This is our last hope for clean energy.� She rubs her eyes. �By the way, I appreciate your help. Thanks for letting us use your facility.�
�My pleasure. I really want you to succeed. You know my first experiment here was thirty years ago?�
�Is that right? How many projects have you run?�
He whistles. �Over the last few decades, we probably ran thousands of studies. We designed reactors with different elements, sizes, and shapes.�
�What was your best outcome?�
He ponders. �The longest fusion reaction in this building lasted one microsecond.�
�How many kilowatts did it produce?�
�Enough to power 100,000 homes for a year.�
�Wow! And that was created in just one-millionth of a second?�
�That�s correct.�
�Incredible. Imagine the juice we could generate from a sixty-minute program.�
�That would drive the planet!�
They grow silent and stare at the cross forming in the laboratory as the neodymium laser intersects the developing particle accelerator. Workers rush to anchor the units together.
Beth smiles. �It�s so symbolic.�
Pete turns to her. �What is?�
She clasps her hands behind her head. �The cross over there. It�s like Man�s salvation.�
�What do you mean?�
�Fusion is the only hope for the planet�s resurrection. Otherwise we are headed for certain extinction.�
Pete cocks his head. �You�re right. Did you know the polar ice caps will be gone by the end of the century?�
�Yes. We�ve taken Earth past its tipping point. Who knows what happens from here.�
�I hope your experiment works.� He chuckles. �Who would have thought that gravitational waves could help society?�
Beth extends a hand. �Well, if you think about it, throughout history the applications of theoretical physics were never immediately obvious. It took decades to grasp the implications of our basic science discoveries.�
�What do you mean?�
�Take Maxwell�s equations published in 1865. They defined the physical properties of light as an electromagnetic wave. At the time, it was just a bunch of numbers on paper, but decades later those findings laid the foundations for radio, television, and modern communications.�
�Interesting.�
�When we discover a core principle of the universe, it tends to open many other doors we can�t possibly imagine.�
�You�re right.� Pete nods. �What a journey it�s been.�
Beth�s eyes widen in excitement. �Then there�s the theory of relativity. Einstein�s equations described the nature of time, mass, and energy. They were published in 1905 without fanfare. Decades later, those breakthroughs would lay the groundwork for the atomic age and nuclear power.�
�I�m well familiar with that one.� He looks at the cross in the laboratory. �So I guess gravitational waves fall into your bucket. No one imagined they could be used for something like this.�
�Exactly. I still remember the 2016 press conference where scientists proclaimed the existence of gravity waves. Outside the physics community, no one really cared about that announcement. Yet here we are decades later sitting on the cusp of a revolution.�
Pete bobs in agreement. �Let�s hope it�s the dawn of a new age. I just wish we had more funding for these studies. Our facility ran out of money last year.�
�I�m sorry to hear that. It seems to be a recurring theme.�
�It�s upsetting that our government no longer funds scientific research. When the nation�s coffers feed the War, it signals the end of technological innovation.�
She closes her eyes. �It�s a shame. There are still people today who deny climate change.�
Pete laments. �Yes, I know. I wish I could go back fifty years and frighten everyone to take pollution seriously. If only they knew that a mass extinction was decades away.�
�They did know. People in the 20th century knew that global temperatures were rising, but they did nothing. They understood they were handing a loaded gun to the next generation.�
�You think so?�
�Yes! They fracked their lands and quarried tar sands with greed in their eyes, denying climate change to make a buck.�
�That�s shameful.�
�Oil tycoons and heads of state were complicit in the most diabolical denial of all time, taking the planet to its sixth extinction.�
�But why?�
�Blame it on the ego and its selfish quest for survival. Don�t get me started on this.� She stands and stretches. �Sorry, I have to get back to work. The X10 is nearly assembled.�
�What can I do to help?�
�Stay here and be ready to ignite the laser when I give you the signal.�
�You got it.�
She walks down the staircase and spots the timer.
68:12, 68:11, 68:10�
Her pace quickens and she runs towards her staff.
An hour left to go.
Austin and his workers unload the last crate from the fourth truck and lay it on the ground in tandem with the other three pieces. They hurry to bolt the units together, forming a linear array that runs perpendicular to the neodymium gun.
Beth approaches Austin. �What�s the status?�
�We�re nearly done. I just need to boot it up and run system checks.�
�Can you show me how the laser intersects the titanium field?�
�Sure.� He leads her along the X10. �The titanium atoms will fly down this chute. We carved a hollow opening along the track.� He points to a T-shaped device mounted to the accelerator. �That�s where we installed the gravity engine. Take a look.�
She stares at the T-shaped anchor and touches its metallic glass. �It�s sleek. Anil did a great job with this.� She kneels and peers through its hole, staring down the barrel of the neodymium gun. �The alignment looks perfect. Great job.�
Austin points to the red mark on the reactor. �The beam should fly through the titanium and hit that spot.�
�Then we�ll get to our magic number of 100 million degrees.�
�Let�s hope,� Austin whispers.
Beth appears roused. �There�s no time to waste. Why don�t you boot up your X10? I�ll get the laser warmed up.�
�Sounds good.�
She turns to the office. �Pete, turn on the machine!�
The warehouse lights flicker on and off as the device powers on. A vibrating hum flows through the ground and echoes off the walls. Beth feels the thumping as she walks.
58:24, 58:23, 58:22�
She rushes to Anil. �Have you linked the reactor to the grid like we discussed?�
Sweat drips from Anil�s forehead as he picks up a thick bundle of wires. �Almost. We finished the transformer and fastened an ultra-high-voltage cable to it. We just have to drag it outside and attach its other end.�
�Is the other line anchored to the old plant?�
�Yes.� He points to the hole in the wall. �The engineers are outside waiting for my end.�
�Hurry and make that connection.�
�Don�t worry, I�ll have it done momentarily.�
�Perfect. Go full steam ahead and finish the job.� She hears shouting and runs across the laboratory towards Austin and his team.
�It�s powering on!� someone shrieks.
A concentrated red ray shoots from the end of the barrel and shakes the room with a high-pitched oscillation. Smoke rises as it rams into the zirconium cube.
�We�ve got contact,� Austin cries. He stands at one corner of the cross and mans the accelerator�s control panel, then turns to his associate. �Diego, hand me a titanium canister! Let�s do a dry run.�
Diego runs over with a briefcase and removes a cartridge. He helps his boss load it into the machine�s injector port.
�Prepare for testing,� Austin says before activating the machine and sending titanium ions flying along the track. A thundering electrical buzz fills the room and harmonizes with the beam�s pulsating hum.
Beth shakes her head. �This brings back horrible memories.�
�Don�t remind me,� Austin says. �Let�s hope we don�t destroy this place!�
The oscillations crescendo and a metallic smell fills the air when the laser collides with the ion field. Smoke billows from the contact point on the reactor.
The noise grows louder and Beth covers her ears. �It�s working� turn it off.�
Austin gestures to this team. �Hit the switch!�
The clamor subsides as the team powers down the X10. Upstairs, Pete places the instrument on standby mode. The room returns to calm.
Beth�s posture eases. �Well, we didn�t blow up the lab.�
Austin scans the timer. �For now. All bets are off when the gravity wave hits. We have forty-five minutes before it�s here.�
�Don�t worry, we�re on schedule.�
He breathes relief. �I can�t believe everything�s working. It�s a miracle, if you ask me.�
�That�s teamwork.�
Suddenly gunshots reverberate through the hall and someone shouts through a loudspeaker. �Everyone on the ground now!�
Austin spots an army of soldiers storming the warehouse. �What the hell is going on?�
Wearing black armor and bulletproof shields, the men march across the laboratory with their guns drawn. �Stay where you are!�
People scream and disperse. Hysteria spreads as another rifle goes off.
Diego hides behind the generator. �We�re under attack!�
Another wave of paratroopers storm the building. �Get on the fucking ground!� a gunman demands.
Anil drops the electrical wires and raises his arms. A soldier points a rifle in his face and forces him down, then cuffs him and carries him outside.
Dragged by two military officers, Beth resists and yells, �Let go of me! We�re doing important work here.�
The masked men quickly arrest the team members and drag them outside to the dirt field where six stealth jets sit idle. An officer throws Beth onto the ground.
She spits at the man. �You asshole!�
He removes his mask. �Shut your mouth, Andrews.�
She flushes in anger. �Manos? What the hell are you doing here?�
He slaps her across the face. �You are under arrest.�
Blood appears on her forehead. �Uncuff me now!�
�Sit down and be quiet. You�re charged with theft and treason. You and your crew will be transported to a military prison to await trial.�
�We haven�t done anything wrong!�
�You�ve stolen Google�s trade secrets and deleted confidential data from your servers.�
�I�m CEO. I run the company!�
�No, not any longer,� he shouts. �I�m the chief executive now and you are undermining my authority. If you don�t want to go jail, you�ll have to upload the files immediately.�
Beth spits in his face. �You�re a moron. We�re on the brink of solving the world�s energy problems and you�re standing in the way. Just look inside the lab!�
He motions to an officer to tape her mouth shut. �No more talking. You all answer to me now. I�m in charge.�
The paratroopers force Beth and her colleague to kneel on the ground. They hand laptops to the team and stand above them with rifles.
Manos looks down at them. �As your new boss, I demand that you restore the servers immediately. You will be put to work on a project to make cyber viruses for the War. Anyone who defies my order will be sent to prison.�
Anil lowers his face and cries.

28.

COLONEL ABE MCNAIR enters the cockpit of the USS Hawkeye. �Any word from Centcom?�
Captain Lionel Mercer stares at the ship�s controls. �No, sir. We�re headed to Mars and still awaiting orders. I�m under a lot of stress.�
McNair drifts, weightless. �You know your problem, private?�
Lionel rolls his eyes. �What�s that, sir?�
�You have no sense of humor. What kind of music do planets sing?�
Lionel sits in silence.
�Neptunes.� Abe laughs at himself.
�Sir, we have work to do. Can you update the system log?�
�In the old days, we pranked people and laughed. We didn�t take life too seriously.� Abe presses a button and a candy bar ejects from a dispenser. �You youngsters are too hard on yourselves.� He swims toward the drifting snack.
�Technically, we are on high alert, Colonel.�
�Stop worrying. Nothing will happen.�
Lionel stares from the cockpit. An asteroid drifts nearby, its gray surface illuminated by sunlight. He turns to find Earth disappearing in the distance. �We�re passing 2016 HO3.�
�The rock?� Abe mutters as he munches on the chocolate. �How big is it?�
�About 200 feet.�
�That�s a baby.�
�It�s been orbiting our planet for a long time.�
Abe smiles. �Why does moon rock taste better than Earth rock, private?�
Lionel stays silent.
�It�s a little meteor.� Abe rumbles as he laughs. �You know why you don�t get it? It�s because your generation never ate real meat. Ha!�
Lionel turns to face his boss. �Sir, can you please stop talking about me like that? It�s upsetting.�
�It�s good to see you stand up for yourself. Get a backbone for once.�
A cockpit light flashes and an A.I. voice comes on. �Red Alert. Prepare to defend. Repeat, Red Alert.�
Abe freezes. �I�ve never heard that warning before.�
Lionel sits upright. �It�s an incoming missile��
�What?�
��Heading our way!�
�Shit!� Abe swims through the air, struggling to get back to his cockpit seat. �Pull up the radar.�
A green hologram appears above the controls. Lionel points to a yellow dot approaching their ship. �There it is. It�s coming our way!�
The robot voice blares through the speaker. �Warning� hostile in proximity.�
Abe quivers as he puts on his helmet. �Shouldn�t the A.I. know what to do?�
�It would have launched the counterattack by now.�
�I�ve never been through this before!�
Lionel ignores his boss and loads his training notes in his smartglasses, navigating to the defense section and searching for keywords.
�Red alert. Repeat, hostile in proximity!�
Abe cries. �Snooky! I never had a chance to say goodbye to my dog.�
Lionel throws a fist in the air. �Activate Iron Dome.�
�Defense system on,� the A.I. voice says.
A blazing projectile appears from the cockpit window. Abe points at it and panics. �There it is! We�re doomed!�
A fireball trails the warhead as it barrels towards the Hawkeye. The warning light flickers as the object approaches the center of the radar.
�Launch the deterrent,� Lionel shouts.
The ship rolls as a rocket torpedoes from its belly, blasting through space and smashing into the incoming missile, sending debris flying in all directions. A fiery explosion rocks the ship and shards smash into the cockpit window. Cracks appear on the screen.
Abe opens his eyes. �What happened?�
The red light turns off. �Object neutralized.�
Lionel�s heart beats madly in his chest. �Shit, that was a close call.�
�We almost died!� Abe reaches out his arms. �You saved us, youngster. Great work!�
Lionel turns away. �No thanks to you.�
Abe�s face reddens. �I�m sorry, private.�
�I will appreciate if you stop bashing me all the time.�
�Yes, private.�
�I�m a captain, not a private. Please get it right.�
Abe�s voice lowers. �Will do, captain.�
A blue flash signals an incoming transmission. �USS Hawkeye, this is Central Command.�
Lionel taps a monitor. �We read you, Houston.�
�There�s a Chinese hostile headed your way. Repeat, you are under attack.�
�Yes, we know. We neutralized a missile just now. How many are there?�
�One.�
�We�ve taken care of it.�
�Great work. Please remain on high alert.�
Abe�s hands shake. �Should we turn back home, Centcom?�
�No, Hawkeye. Continue towards Mars and be prepared for more hiccups. Repeat, do not return to Earth.�
Lionel nods. �You got it, Houston. We will proceed as planned. Any new directives?�
�Awaiting orders from CIA. Standby for now, over.�
The cockpit goes silent as debris from the blast drift through space. Lionel cracks his knuckles. �The Chinese attacked us.�
Abe looks out into the void. �That was no hiccup.�
�We have to continue the mission.�
�We�re sitting ducks out here. I don�t like this��
Lionel chuckles. �I thought you were ready to fight the enemy, Colonel?�
�I just want to go home.�
�We have no choice. We should man up and fight back.�
They sit on edge for several minutes, glancing back and forth from the radar to the cockpit window. A blue light flashes and a deep male voice comes online. �Hawkeye, do you read me?�
�Yes, sir, this is Captain Lionel Mercer. We read you loud and clear.�
A response arrives after a lag. �This is Gareth Allen. Please listen closely.�
�Yes, sir.�
�The President has just authorized an EMP strike on New China. Prepare your electromagnetic guns for launch.�
Lionel sits upright. �To confirm, we will attack Mars?�
�That�s correct. You must stay clear of the American colony and aim for New China. Do you copy?�
�Yes.� Lionel taps a monitor and enters a passkey. �Target locked and EMP warheads loading, sir. We will strike within ten minutes.�
Abe bites his nails. �Shall we return to Earth afterward, Director Allen?�
�No. Continue towards Mars.�
�You got it,� Lionel says. �We copy you, Mr. Allen.�
Abe covers his face with his hands. �This is a disaster.�
The line disconnects. Lionel loads a real-time map of Mars. Highways crisscross the red planet and human colonies are visible within the Martian plains.
Abe glances at the map. �Which one is New China?�
Lionel points to a 200-mile-long colony in the Northern Hemisphere near the polar ice cap. �Right there.�
�What about the American one?�
�You see that?� A small white island stands out near the equator. �There�s our home. It should be easy to spare our lands and blast New China.�
�EMP is that precise?�
�Yes. Weren�t you paying attention in military school?�
Abe�s face reddens in embarrassment.
The A.I. voice comes on. �Preparing EMP rays for launch. Time to strike�9 minutes.�
Abe grows pale. �I have a bad feeling about this. Don�t you see what�s happening?�
Lionel turns to his superior. �What?�
�It�s the end times.�
�You�re being dramatic.�
�I�m not. Don�t you see?� Abe shakes his head and frowns. �China will retaliate and send more missiles our way. The only outcome from here is nuclear war and total annihilation. We�re starting the show here on the Hawkeye.�
�Relax, the President knows what he�s doing. I have faith in my commander-in-chief.�
�It�s all come to this. As soon as we launch the EMP, the world as we know will be gone forever. It�s the end of the human race.�
Lionel stares into space. �Let�s hope you�re wrong.�

29.

AT 5:20 A.M. in Livermore, Anil looks to the east and spots the faint glow of daybreak. He sits handcuffed on the dirt field next to his colleagues as military paratroopers encircle the group.
Ten minutes left.
He lowers his head and avoids eye contact with the soldiers on patrol. Careful not to attract attention, he subtly sends a message through his Vision smartglasses. �Dr. Sanders, I have to go back inside.�
Austin looks up and stares at his young programmer, then looks away and wags his head.
Anil receives a message. �Don�t do it, Anil. It�s too dangerous.�
A gunshot explodes in the air and the ground shakes. Wearing gold sneakers and a black armored suit, Manos stands above Beth holding a smoking rifle. �What�s taking so long? Get the data back online!�
Her mouth duct-taped, Beth and three colleagues sit staring at laptops.
Manos shouts in her ear. �I ordered you to restore the servers!�
Beth ignores him. Manos leans over and rips the tape off her face. She screams in agony. �You fucking asshole.�
�Do you want to go to jail?�
�Go to hell��
He kicks her in the back. �Have it your way. The transport planes are en route.�
Beth pleads with him. �Manos, please listen to me. In ten minutes, a gravity wave will hit the Earth. We can harness that current and activate the world�s first fusion reactor��
�You�re talking that nonsense again?�
�Please, I beg you to let us go for ten minutes.�
�No way!�
�Please� just let us turn on the machine and then we�ll restore the servers.�
Manos sneers. �I don�t trust you.�
�I beg you to listen. Clean energy will solve our problems. We can end our addiction to fossil fuels and stop global warming. Don�t you see the stakes here?�
He rolls his eyes. �What�s in it for me, hippie?�
�You can live in a world without war.�
He laughs. �War is good for the planet.�
�What?�
�It�s a purifying force. Overpopulation is the cause of our problems. War helps us return to balance.�
She clasps her hands. �Please, we�re on the cusp of a brilliant breakthrough. Take a step back and think about the possibilities.�
Anil lowers his face and sends a message in his smartglasses. �Where is the titanium?�
Austin silently sends a reply. �Are you sure you want to go inside?�
�Yes.�
�It�s on the counter next to the accelerator.�
Anil�s heart beats madly in his chest. �Can you distract the guards?�
Austin gently nods. Without warning, he stands and shouts at the top of his lungs and then races from the crowd.
Manos points. �He�s getting away!�
The paratroopers race towards Austin and tackle him to the ground. Seeing his opportunity, Anil quietly crouches and sprints towards the laboratory. He makes his way through the bay doors and hides in a corner. The timer comes into view.
7:12, 7:11, 7:10�
Shit, time is running out.
He pulls on the shackles with all his force and waves of pain tear across his arms. He struggles to break free and scrapes his wrists on the metal cuffs.
That hurts!
Fighting through the terror, he tries forcefully to free his right hand and opens a deep gash. His arm bleeding and badly bruised, he runs in agony looking for a way to escape the restraints.
Shots fire on the field. Anil looks back to see someone lying on the ground.
Dr. Sanders!
Startled, he sprints to the accelerator and finds an electrical saw on a workstation. He flips it on and the razor-sharp teeth spin at high speed. His heart racing, he turns around and slowly lowers the handcuff chain onto the blades.
Relax, you can do this.
A loud snap echoes off the wall as Anil splits his cuffs in two. Breathing relief, he races through the lab looking for the titanium canisters, finding nothing. Running from table to table, he trips and falls hard on the ground, curling into a ball and suffering in silence.
God, help me.
Writhing in misery, he spots a briefcase nearby. He crawls on his knees and grabs the bag. His hands shaking, he reaches inside and pulls out a six-inch cartridge.
Here it is.
He gets up and scans the X10 interface looking for a spot to insert the titanium. The device appears to be off. Anil pushes several buttons but there is no response. He looks up to the clock.
5:12, 5:11, 5:10�
Panicked, he bangs on the instrument and kicks its metal stand but only hurts himself more. As the countdown ticks away, he remembers that it runs on a mobile operating system and he did not load the software on his smartglasses.
Oh no, I can�t even turn this on!
He leans over the accelerator and sobs. Blood drips from his hand to the floor.
We failed�
Suddenly the device rumbles and a capsule door opens. He jumps as a message arrives in his field of view. �Load the canister, Anil. I�ll activate the X10 remotely.�
Anil jolts up. �Dr. Sanders, you�re alive!�
�Hurry, turn on the laser!�
He inserts the gas canister and closes the door. An electric whir reverberates through the hangar as the titanium ions accelerate at high speeds.
4:32, 4:31, 4:30�
His heart racing, he dashes across the warehouse and climbs a set of stairs to the command center. He glances outside and sees the soldiers standing at attention.
I hope they don�t see me.
He enters the office and finds a touchscreen display with rows of icons. Breathing frantically, he scans the monitor for the activation sequence and makes random selections, unable to turn on the laser.
3:19, 3:18, 3:17�
A message arrives from Austin. �Hit Command, Neodymium, 100%, Activate in that order.�
Anil nervously browses through the options looking for �Command.� Seconds later, he finds it and presses it. A window pops up with twenty additional fields.
Calm down. Do this for Lumi.
He pushes �Neodymium� and then raises the level to �100%.�
�Confirm power-on,� an A.I. voice requests.
Anil presses �Activate� and the console flashes. �System warming.� He runs out and spots the laboratory�s lights flicker as the laser warms up.
Will it be ready in time?
He looks to the timer.
2:45, 2:44, 2:43�
�Hurry, turn on!� he yells.
The warehouse shakes when a generator kicks in and activates the ray to full strength. A faint red beam strikes the reactor�s outer zirconium shell and smoke rises to the ceiling.
Two minutes before the wave hits.
Rhythmic thuds bounce off the walls. The familiar metallic smell drifts through the air as the laser intersects the titanium field in the gravity engine. Anil looks around and notices a hole in the wall near the transformer.
His heart drops.
I forgot to connect the high voltage lines!
A soldier shouts from the field. �Someone�s inside!�
Shit.
Anil turns to find paratroopers storming the hangar. A shot fires and blasts through the ceiling.
1:51, 1:50, 1:49�
�Stop where you are!�
Anil races frantically towards the transformer and finds a thick black cable twelve inches in diameter, its exposed end lying on the ground.
We were supposed to connect this to the other end!
His hands shaking and the paratroopers closing in, he grabs the ultra-high-voltage line and sprints towards the crevice, dragging meters of wire along the floor behind him.
�Get your hands in the air!� a soldier yells.
A bullet ricochets off the reactor and Anil falls to the floor.
1:11, 1:10, 1:09�
Looking through the opening, he scans the area for the power plant and finds nothing, then desperately clutches the cord and leaps from the building, landing on the outdoor concrete. Clenching his jaw in pain, he gets up and runs through a dirt patch.
�He�s escaping. Shoot him!�
A shot rings out and birds flock from a utility pole. Anil ducks and rushes aimlessly in search of the partner cable, struggling to hold onto the line.
We can�t all die this way.
A message arrives. �Hurry, Anil, the wave is about to hit.�
Anil scurries across the field in search of the missing end. Suddenly he hears a snap and tumbles on the ground as the cord reaches its full length. Frazzled, he crawls back and grabs it with the soldiers closing in.
Oh, no, it�s not long enough.
He pulls on the cord but it doesn�t move, stretching taut from the laboratory.
33, 32, 31�
�Anil, connect the reactor to the grid. Hurry!�
A query pops up in his smartglasses. �Accept request from Austin Sanders?�
�Yes!� Anil cries. In his field of view, a blue tracer fans across the dirt field. He gets up and follows the arrow, sprinting as fast as he can and searching the ground in all directions. A rifle goes off and a bullet whizzes by him.
�Stop where you are!� a paratrooper orders.
With the help of the navigator, Anil locates the other high-voltage lead and springs towards it. His arms cramping, he grabs the end and runs back towards the hangar, facing the soldiers head on.
12, 11, 10�
He scurries as he stares down the barrel of a soldier�s gun. �This is your last warning,� the gunman screams.
Anil closes his eyes and races forward as gunshots reverberate across the field. He leaps in the air and lands hard, opening his eyes to find the other cord a few feet away, the junction box at its end open and waiting. The thunderous whir of the laser and accelerator shake the ground.
�He�s still alive. Kill him!�
He frantically crawls forward with the cable in his hand, trying desperately to make the connection.
6, 5, 4�
Covered in dust and sweat, he grabs the link and shoves it in the other end. Sparks fly as a magnetic force snaps the leads together. Suddenly lightning strikes a utility pole and a violent explosion hurls him in the air.
Instantly, the sky brightens and intense daylight glows above the San Francisco Bay Area. The ground teeters and the building tilts forward.
Anil falls feet first and collapses on the swaying earth. His wrist shatters against the ground, leaving him immobilized in pain. Waves of agony rip through his body.
Am I alive?
He tries to open his eyes but a piercing white light blinds him. His ears ringing loudly, he forces his eyes open and spots a mushroom cloud rising to the sky.
�It�s an atomic bomb!� someone hollers. The soldiers cover their eyes from the intense heat.
Anil turns to the east and spots the sunrise. He looks up and catches a glimpse of a massive star, its light several times brighter than the sun.
Two suns?
The high-voltage line buzzes as electricity flows from the reactor, sending thousands of gigawatts into the world.
Anil tries to sit up but the ground spins and he collapses.

30.

�ONE MINUTE till the EMP strike.�
Aboard the USS Hawkeye, Lionel Mercer and Abe McNair prepare for the bombardment of Mars. The ship�s missile ports open and the electromagnetic guns charge for the coming strike. In the cockpit, a console displays the highlighted map of New China.
A red siren flashes. �Warning, bay doors exposed.�
Abe trembles. �What is she talking about?�
Lionel calmly guides the ship. �Relax, the A.I. is programmed to say that.�
�Are you sure?�
�Yes, we�re ready to fire.�
�I have a bad feeling about this.�
Lionel scans the radar for signs of the enemy. �Thirty seconds left��
A countdown appears on the display. �Prepare for launch,� the A.I. says.
Abe looks from the window, shaking in fear. Suddenly his head violently snaps back as an explosion rocks the spacecraft, disabling the systems and shutting down the airflow. All electronics and air flow turn off. As the Hawkeye goes silent, a glowing star appears in space ahead of the ship.
The force hurls Lionel upwards and smashes him into a storage barrel. He rubs his pulsating head and shouts, �Colonel McNair?� His ears ring loudly. �Sir, are you okay?� He turns to find his boss unconscious in his chair. �Can you hear me?�
Panicked, he swims to the controls in dead silence. The star�s piercing radiance blinds him as he tries to power on the spacecraft. He taps a display but the radar and monitors remain off.
�Colonel, wake up!� Not hearing a response, Lionel reaches for a first aid kit, his vision aided by the aura from space.
Abe opens his eyes. ��what happened?�
Lionel breathes relief. �Sir, you�re alive.� He grabs an ice pack and hands it to his boss. �Can you hear me?�
Abe appears frazzled. �My neck� I�m in so much pain! What�s going on?�
�I don�t know. We�ve malfunctioned� the system is down.�
�Did we strike Mars?�
�I�m not sure.�
Abe writhes in agony. �Let�s just head to Earth.�
�Sir, did you hear me? The ship�s offline. We are in trouble.�
Abe points. �Why are we facing the Sun? Did we spin around?�
�I don�t know.�
Air begins to flow through the vents and the spacecraft comes back online. The console restarts and cockpit lights up. �Prepare for reset,� the A.I. says.
Colonel McNair squints. �Can you darken the windows? I can�t see anything.�
Lionel floats to a panel and activates the visor, restricting the light from space.
�Thanks, captain. Much better now.�
As the intense luminescence fades, a large star comes into view. Lionel stares from a window and stiffens in alarm. �Colonel, that�s not the Sun ahead of us. Come take a look!�
Abe drifts towards his colleague and sees the Sun to the left of their spacecraft. He turns and finds a large, luminous object straight ahead. �What the hell is going on?�
�It looks like a meteor.�
�That large? No way.�
�What could it be?�
The radar resets and Lionel heads to his chair. �Whatever that is, our navigation isn�t picking it up.�
�That�s impossible.�
Lionel loads the shuttle log. �There�s something else�the EMP blasts never fired.�
�Are you sure?� Abe asks. �What caused the blast?�
�Perhaps a malfunction. I don�t know.�
�So we never struck Mars?�
�Nope.�
�Well, what the hell is that bright thing ahead of us?�
�No idea.�
�Strange. Let�s ask Central Command.� Abe picks up a headset. �Houston, do you come in?�
�Hawkeye, we read you. Can you tell us what happened? We�re at a loss for words here.�
Abe makes eye contact with his coworker. ��we were hoping you would inform us.�
The operator replies after a lag. �We had a massive 8.1 earthquake here in North America with a mushroom cloud over the West Coast. Did you mistakenly fire the EMP at Earth?�
Lionel grabs his headset. �This is Captain Lionel Mercer. Our missiles never launched, Houston, do you copy?�
�Are you sure?�
�Yes.�
�Why is there a giant star in the sky? We see two suns from here.�
Lionel nods and points. �Affirmative! We also see a star in front of us.�
Silence fills the cockpit.
�Central Command,� Abe proclaims, �we are returning home, over.�
�Negative, Hawkeye, please explore the unidentified object ahead of you. Repeat, fly towards it and report your findings back to us.�
Abe closes his eyes. �I can�t take any more of this.�
Lionel shushes his boss. �We copy, Centcom. We are on our way to solve the mystery.� He reprograms the ship and accelerates towards the intense light, hurling them into their seats. The spacecraft travels at 10,000 miles per hour away from Earth.
Abe grabs his neck and fights off waves of nausea. �Let�s head back, Captain. This is too dangerous.�
Lionel ignores his boss. �There�s something strange going on. Our radar isn�t picking up the star. Also, our ship�s exterior temperature hasn�t changed.�
�So what?�
�If we were this close to our Sun, we�d fry.�
�Maybe that�s a cold dwarf.�
�I�ve never heard of that.� Lionel leans forward. �Whatever it is, we�re approaching it fast!�
An anomaly appears on the cockpit�s holographic radar. It flashes black and white, contrasting with the green dots on the display. Lionel points to it. �Look, now we�re picking up something 100,000 miles away.�
�Why is it flashing?�
Lionel analyzes the radar log. �The object doesn�t have any mass.�
�So it�s not a star?�
�Apparently not. It seems to be some kind of energy.�
Abe�s brow furrows. �What if it�s a black hole? If we get sucked in, we�re dead on arrival.�
An incoming call rings in the cockpit. �USS Hawkeye, this is Gareth Allen, do you read me?�
Lionel answers. �Mr. Allen, we hear you, sir. This is Captain Mercer aboard the Hawkeye.�
Gareth replies after a lag. �Congratulations on a mission accomplished. That was the largest missile strike we�ve ever seen.�
�Mr. Allen, we did not launch the EMP.�
After several seconds of silence, Gareth shouts, �That�s impossible! We felt the impact on Earth, and there�s dead silence from the enemy.�
With his smartglasses, Lionel takes a picture of the weapons console. �Mr. Allen, I just sent you evidence that the EMPs are still in our bay. About a minute before launch, we were hit with an explosion and our power went off.�
Gareth pauses. �Then how do you explain the blast in the sky?�
Lionel shrugs. �All we know is that we�re traveling towards an unidentified light that appeared after the blast.�
Suddenly something eclipses a small portion of the star. Abe sits upright and stares ahead. �Oh my God, am I seeing things?�
Lionel squints. �Is that what I think it is?�
Gareth barks, �What the hell is going on? Can you describe what you�re observing?�
Silence fills the cockpit as the spacecraft hurls towards the unknown.
�Hawkeye, what do you see?�
�Director Allen, it�s hard to explain,� Abe says. �I could be wrong but there appears to be a planet ahead of us.�
�How is that possible?�
Lionel nods in silence. �I know what it might be. Colonel, look at the distribution of light around the star.�
Abe looks straight ahead. �What about it?�
�Now look off to the side. Do you see how the density of light changes?�
�Can you describe your vantage?� Gareth interrupts.
Lionel takes a photo. �I can see a clear demarcation of space ahead of us. I could be wrong, but it looks like a portal has opened up near our ship.�
�Like a wormhole?�
�That�s right. We see a distortion in space and a large star much brighter than our Sun. There�s also clearly a body next to it.�
Gareth gasps. �What kind of body?�
Lionel activates the ship�s telescope and zooms into space. A blue world appears on the cockpit display.
�Oh my God,� Abe whispers.
�What do you see?�
Lionel�s jaw drops. �A planet! It has clouds and seas and even a moon.� He waits for the telescope to focus. �I see oceans of water!�
�What?� Gareth cries.
�Yes, and there are white clouds just like home.�
�Are you sure you aren�t looking at Earth?�
�Sir, the land is purple in color. And there appears to be one large land mass with no obvious continents.�
Gareth�s voice rises. �You must have opened a portal to a new solar system!�
Abe shakes his head. �We didn�t do anything, sir. I don�t think we caused this event.�
�Then how did it happen?�
�We don�t know.�
Lionel stares at the zoomed-in display. �Mr. Allen, we now see polar ice caps and a thin, blue ozone layer. The planet has much in common with Earth, except for the purple land.�
�How close are you to it?�
Lionel scans the radar. �We will approach in several hours. I look forward to flying through it to the other side.�
Gareth screams through the speaker. �Do NOT fly into the wormhole. I repeat, do NOT fly forward.�
Abe looks up. �Do you want us to turn back?�
�Yes, come back home.�
Lionel falters. ��but Centcom told us to inspect the star and report our findings.�
�Forget about them. The CIA will handle it from here. You are not to report your findings to anyone until you receive permission from me. Do you understand?�
�Yes, sir,� Lionel reassures. �We are heading home now.�
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MANOS COVERS his eyes with his left arm, shielding himself from the blinding light in the sky. With his right hand, he points a gun at Beth. �What the hell did you do?�
Outside the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory, the dirt field pulsates with electricity flowing through an ultra-high-voltage cable into the Bay Area. As the sun rises, its orange hue is masked by the intense white radiance of the star.
Smiling silently, Beth and her colleagues sit handcuffed on the ground. Above them, the remnants of a mushroom cloud drift towards space.
�Answer me!� Manos roars. �What was that explosion?�
She stares at him defiantly. �I told you, but you didn�t want to believe me.�
�What are you talking about?�
�We�ve solved fusion power.�
He kicks her in the back. �You�re fucking delusional. Why are there two suns in the sky?�
She falls forward in agony.
�Answer me!�
She looks up at him. �Check the market.�
�What?�
�Look at oil prices.�
Manos dons his smartglasses and loads a real-time stock ticker. His jaw drops when he sees the price of crude. �Why is Brent down 11% in the last hour? We�re at $77,000 per barrel.�
Beth grins. �We just activated the world�s first fusion reactor. It�s in your best interest to let us go.�
Manos appears confused. �I don�t understand. What does that have to do with oil?�
�We generated 50,000 gigawatts of electricity in the last five minutes.� She points to the neodymium laser. �That is the biggest power plant ever created, and it doesn�t emit a single greenhouse gas.�
�But why is oil falling?�
�The market sees a massive spike in supply and that lowers prices of all hydrocarbons. It�s only the beginning. With this breakthrough, we will no longer need fossil fuels.�
�That�s impossible.�
�They are obsolete, Manos. Soon they�ll be worth pennies. We�re freed from our addiction.�
Manos scratches his face. �You mean a little laser can create that much energy?�
�Yes, you idiot. We�ve used less than five percent of our deuterium supply. At this rate, our reactor will run the world for several hours.�
�That sounds too good to be true.�
�It isn�t! And the best part is that it�s clean. No more pollution and global warming.�
He shakes his head and points upward. �You liar! Look what you�ve done to the sky. There�s a giant ball of fire heading our way!�
Beth looks up and squints at the bright star. �I�m not sure what that is.�
�It appeared right after your blast.�
�It must be a byproduct of the gravitational wave. We�ll have to study it.�
Manos holds his rifle high. �What if it�s a giant meteor flying towards us? What good is clean energy if we all die in a fiery hell? You�re responsible for the consequences of this technology and I�ll make sure you go to jail for it.�
A military transport plane lands vertically on the field and its hull opens. Fifteen soldiers emerge brandishing guns and the lieutenant in charge approaches Manos. �Are these the criminals?�
�Yes,� Manos says, pointing at Beth, �She�s the ringleader.�
�We�ll take them to Las Condes,� the solider says as he lifts Beth off the ground. �There�s a military tribunal there. What�s the charge?�
�Theft of company data crucial for the War. I have the evidence to prove it.�
�We�ll take them to trial.�
Manos grits his teeth. �Lock them up.�
The officers pick up Beth, Austin, and the twelve other A.I. team members and escort them towards the plane. They walk single file with their hands cuffed.
Manos receives a call and answers it in his smartglasses. The CIA deputy director appears in a navy suit. �Gareth, what�s happening?�
�We have a situation, Manos.�
�It can�t be worse than mine.�
Gareth peers around. �Where are you?�
�I�m in Livermore. We just had a massive blast and earthquake, and now there�s a meteor heading our way!�
Gareth�s eyes widen. �A meteor?�
�Yes, a giant bright light.�
�Does it look like a star?�
�Yes.�
Gareth laughs. �That�s not a meteor.�
�What?�
�That�s exactly why I�m calling, Manos. I just spoke with two astronauts on the USS Hawkeye. They�ve flown near the object and discovered a wormhole connecting to a new solar system.�
Manos looks up at the sky. �It�s not a meteor? Then what the hell am I looking at?�
�That�s a star somewhere in the universe.�
Manos looks away and shuts his eyes in pain. �You mean to tell me there�s a portal above us connecting to another sun?�
�Yes! And here�s the amazing part�the astronauts detected a planet on the other side.�
Manos jolts upright. �A planet?�
�Yes. It has blue oceans and ice caps.�
�Does it have oxygen?�
�We don�t know. I ordered them to return home. An opportunity like this must be carefully planned.�
Manos puts down his rifle and sits. �Gareth, I take it you�re not calling with bad news?�
�Quite the opposite. This is a rare circumstance and the prospects are extraordinary. There�s a new world a stone�s throw away!�
Manos�s brow relaxes. �What if there�s gold and silver there?�
�Imagine if it contains oxygen or fresh water. We could lay stake to a virgin planet!�
�New Earth?� Manos�s eyes widen. �We can take it all for ourselves. No one knows about this!�
Gareth snickers. �Yeah, let China colonize Mars for all I care. If we do this right, we can clinch full control of a planet that looks just like ours. Imagine the possibilities��
Manos hoots. �We�ll definitely be great again.�
�Listen, we have to be strategic and tread carefully. The Russians and Chinese must not know about this. We have to keep our findings confidential.�
�But can�t they see the planet for themselves?�
�No, it�s only visible from space. I repeat, don�t tell anyone about this.�
�My lips are sealed, Gareth. What do we do next?�
Several seconds of silence ensue. �How would you like to be the first explorer of New Earth?�
Manos�s jaw drops. �You want me to go up there?�
�Yes. There are too many spies in the CIA. If I announce this to my team, it will leak immediately. I trust GoldRock to keep it secret.�
�That�s very noble of you.� Manos rubs his chin and stares in contemplation. �Thanks to you, I do have a Falcon 12 in New Mexico.�
�Yes, I gave that you as payment for one of our missions. Didn�t I say the rocket would be useful someday?�
�It�s sitting idle in Spaceport America. You want me to fly it through the wormhole?�
�Would you?�
Manos grins. �Absolutely. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I�m honored, Gareth. Thank you!�
�You�re welcome. I want a detailed account of your discoveries. Bring back samples from the planet.�
�You got it.�
�We also need to understand why this portal opened up in the first place.�
Manos stands and heads for his chopper. �I know the reason. Andrews is behind it.�
�Bethany Andrews?�
�Yes. Apparently, she developed the first functional fusion reactor here in Livermore. We had an enormous blast when it went online. The star appeared right afterward.�
Gareth leans forward. �You mean her nuclear project was a success? That explains everything.�
�What do you mean?�
�Oil prices are down $10,000 per barrel, Manos! Take a look at natural gas and coal commodities. Fossil fuel prices are lower across the board. We are scratching our heads wondering what�s going on.�
Manos stops walking. �You mean she�s telling the truth?�
�Apparently so. Her reactor is filling up our energy reserves.�
�I threw her in jail just now. I thought she was lying to my face.�
�That�s a mistake! Let her go, Manos. We need her on our side.�
�But she�s an anti-war liberal. You want me to free her?�
�Yes. If Andrews has solved nuclear fusion, the President will want to speak with her.�
�Okay, I�ll think about it.�
�Please do. And hurry, Manos, get to the Falcon 12. A new world awaits!�
�I�m heading to New Mexico now.�
�Good luck!�
Manos disconnects and approaches Felina. �Get our helicopter ready. We�re going on a flight.�
�Yes, Mr. Kharon. Where are we headed?�
�Spaceport America.�
�To your rocket, sir?�
�Yes. We�re about to go on a wild ride.�
Copter blades start to spin and kick up dust. Outside the Livermore Laboratory, a steady flow of electricity runs from the reactor through the heavy cables and into the heartland of the country, powering a world in desperate need of energy.
Manos sees the prisoners marching through the dirt field. Soldiers escort them single file onto the military transport plane. He turns to his assistant. �Felina, send a message to the lieutenant over there. Tell him to release Andrews and her team. They are free to go.�
�Are you sure?�
�Yes. There�s no need to take them to Las Condes. They are no longer under arrest.�
�I will let him know immediately.�
�Now let�s get out of here.�
He boards and buckles in for the flight to New Mexico.

32.

AUSTIN STANDS handcuffed about to enter a military transport plane. Kwame and Fei wait in single file behind him. As he prepares to board, the lieutenant arrives and yells to the group. �Uncuff them!�
�What was that, sir?� a soldier asks.
�The captors are to be discharged.�
The officer shrugs. �If you insist�� He frees Austin and gives him back his smartglasses. �You can go.�
Austin stumbles. ��what�s going on? Why are you releasing us?�
�Get lost before we change our minds.�
He turns and races through the dirt field towards the laboratory, confused by the intense luminescence of the second sun. He looks back.
I have two shadows. What the hell is happening?
Hearing high-voltage electricity flowing in the vicinity, he looks around and sees sparks fly from the neodymium laser.
Fei arrives close behind. �I can�t believe we�re free. Why did they release us, Dr. Sanders?�
�Don�t ask questions. We have to find Anil.� They sprint into the warehouse to find thick, black smoke billowing from the X10. A sulfuric odor permeates the air.
Fei covers her mouth and nose. �We should have brought gas masks.�
�It�s too late for that.� He shouts over the raucous tremor. �Anil, where are you?�
Beth catches up with the team. �Is the reactor still running?�
�It sure sounds like it,� Fei replies.
�Those noises don�t mean anything. We have to inspect the machine.�
Austin scans the laboratory. �I�ve been through enough already. I just want to find Anil and get out here.�
The hall rocks with a thunderous roar. They run through the facility and find the neodymium laser frying a semi-molten reactor. Liquid zirconium oozes from the shell and melts the concrete floor as black smoke rises to the ceiling.
Fei points at the vibrating transformer. �Look, we�re still creating energy!� The ultra-high-voltage line shakes as it sends electricity into the nearby power plant.
�Amazing,� Beth says. �That means the laser is maintaining a temperature above 100 million degrees. The gravity engine worked! We�ve recreated the conditions inside the sun here on Earth.�
�Anil was right all along,� Austin proudly states. �The gravitational wave gave the extra boost to hit our magic number. That was the missing piece of the puzzle.�
Beth snaps a photo. �This is the longest fusion reaction in history. We are generating 500,000 gigawatts per hour. Imagine the possibilities��
�Not now. We have to find Anil.� Austin follows the cable to an opening in the wall and looks outside. Soldiers writhe in pain on the mud field. He grabs a first-aid kit hanging from the wall. �He might be out here. Let�s hurry and find him.�
The team climb from the hole and fan out in search of their colleague. They cover their eyes from the blinding starlight as roaring currents flow around them.
�Anil!� Austin screams across the field.
There�s no response. They scour the area and inspect the bodies scattered on the ground.
�He�s over here,� Diego exclaims.
The team rushes to find Anil badly injured and covered in debris, his wrists cuffed and his hands black with bruises. Blood drips from his face and his shoulder appears dislocated.
Austin feels his pulse. �Can you hear me?�
Anil broods in silence.
Beth nears. �Is he alive?�
�Yes, but he�s badly hurt. He suffered a head injury.�
Anil blinks his dust-filled eyes, mouthing something inaudible.
�He�s awake!� Beth sits next to him. �Anil, are you okay?�
�He needs water,� Austin says, removing a pack from the first-aid kit. �Drink this.�
Anil opens his mouth and slowly sips from the canister. The team wipes the dirt from his face.
Austin wraps a cloth around his associate�s wounded hand. �I am so proud of you, Anil. You single-handedly solved Project Titan. Without your insights, we never would have succeeded.�
A tear streams from Anil�s eye. His face strains as he tries to speak. �Lu��
Austin leans closer. �What did you say?�
�Lumi��
�Your daughter?�
Anil slowly nods, frowning as he tries to move his neck.
Austin turns to the team. �Oh my God, his wife Prisha is due any day now. Anil, is your wife in labor?�
Anil grimaces as he nods.
�We have to hurry and get Anil to his family.�
�Stay here,� Beth says. �I�ll bring my helicopter around and take you to San Francisco. Don�t worry, Anil. We�ll get your wife to the hospital as fast as we can.� She runs back into the laboratory towards her chopper.
Anil blinks with sand in his eyes. A smile comes over his face. �We did it��
Austin beams. �Yes, all thanks to you. Somehow, you caught the gravity wave right as it hit Earth. You�ve made history!�
Anil lifts a thumb. �We did it together.�
�This is the world�s first fusion reaction, a hundred and fifty years in the making!�
They lie silently waiting for Beth, listening to the electricity flowing into the world. Anil covers his eyes from the bright star in the sky.
An incoming call arrives in Austin�s smartglasses. �Excuse me for one second.� His heart beats madly in his chest. He walks away and takes a deep breath before answering the call. �Hello?�
A soft female voice answers. �Austin��
His voice cracks. �Olivia?�
�Yes, it�s me.�
Austin sits and stares in shock. �You heard my message?� His eyes well up with tears. �I miss you so much.�
�It�s been so long, Austin��
He puts the line on mute and cries for several seconds, then tries to get himself together. �I think about you every day.�
She is silent.
�Olivia, I�m sorry. I treated you so badly�� Austin weeps. �My behavior was irrational and out of line. I was devastated when Matthew passed away. I couldn�t control myself��
�It�s not your fault, Austin. Losing a child is the most difficult experience for anyone.�
He wipes his tears. �I�m a mess without you, Olivia. I have dreams about you and our son every night. I miss our little angel. He was so sweet and innocent��
She sobs. �I think about him all the time.�
�I�ve wanted to hear your voice for so long. Can I see you?�
She grows quiet.
�Please Olivia, I want to make it up to you.�
�Let me think about it,� she says quietly.
Moments of silence pass. �My heart bleeds for you, Olivia. I apologize for my behavior.�
After some silence she replies, �I accept your apology.�
�You do?�
�Yes� and I will see you.�
�You will? Are you sure? I don�t want to force you.�
�You�re not. I do miss you also and I want you back in my life.�
He appears shocked. �I can�t believe what I�m hearing. Can I take you somewhere special?�
�Where?�
�It�s a surprise.�
She giggles softly. �Sure, I look forward to it.�
�We�ll do it soon. I love you, Olivia.�
She pauses for a few seconds. �Thank you for calling me.�
He disconnects as a helicopter descends on a concrete platform away from the electrical wires. Looking up, he covers his eyes from the blinding star and then runs back to Anil. �Let�s get you home.�
Anil winces as he tries to get up. �What about the reactor?�
�Don�t worry about it,� Austin shouts as he lifts his associate off the ground. �It will stop when the fuel runs out.�
The team carries Anil toward the copter, strapping him into a back seat. Diego shouts above the engine noise. �There isn�t enough room for us, Dr. Sanders. Why don�t you fly Anil back to his wife and I�ll take everyone else home?�
Austin gleams. �Thank you, Diego.� He boards and closes the door. �Let�s get out of here!�
Beth looks back from the driver�s seat. �Anil, where is your wife?�
�Cupertino.�
She taps the screen and the helicopter lifts and speeds to the west. �We�ll be there in ten minutes. Hold on tight!�
The San Francisco Bay Area comes into view. Austin glances below and spots a crowd dancing in the streets of Livermore. �What�s going on over there?�
Beth looks down. �They�re celebrating.�
�Why?�
She points. �The street lights are back on. It looks the city�s coming back to life.�
�Incredible. Isaac, zoom in.� Austin stares at Livermore as it fades in the distance. �People are alive again. They�re back from the dead.� He stares at the desert landscape. The dry Sierra Nevada Mountains stretch for miles and the ocean emerges on the horizon. Austin presses his face against the window.
My home.
He closes his eyes.
I�ll do everything I can to protect you.
A ringtone fills the cockpit. The chopper�s tablet flashes with an incoming video request. A title shows up on the screen��President of the United States of America.�
Austin�s jaw drops. �Look who�s calling us!�
Anil�s eyes widen. �Oh my goodness��
Beth answers the call and President Hughes appears on the screen. �Hello, is this Dr. Andrews?�
She quivers in shock. �Yes, that�s me.�
�I want to congratulate you on your stunning accomplishment. I understand you�ve launched the world�s first fusion reactor.�
�It�s an honor to hear your voice, Mr. President.�
�The pleasure is mine. Because of your work, oil prices have fallen $15,000 per barrel. That�s a 17% drop in less than twenty-four hours. The ramifications of your technology are extraordinary.�
Beth shines. �Thank you, sir. It�s the work of my dedicated team.�
�I�d like to invite you to the White House.�
�I�m at a loss for words, Mr. President. We�d be delighted to see you in person.�
�The pleasure is all mine. I can�t overemphasize how critical your technology is for the world. It came at the right time.�
She takes a deep breath. �Yes, Mr. President. While nuclear fusion delivers abundant clean energy, we still have to explore the unintended consequences of our reactor��
�Consequences? Like what?�
She looks up at the bright star. �For one, the technology appears to affect space in some way.�
�You�re referring to the wormhole?�
Beth turns to her colleagues in surprise. �Is that what we�re seeing in the sky?�
�Yes.�
�You mean we�re looking through a portal at another star?�
Austin smacks his forehead. �The gravity wave must have warped space-time. Einstein predicted this in his theory of relativity.�
Beth tilts her head. �Mr. President, are you certain it�s a wormhole?�
The Commander-in-Chief points his finger. �Dr. Andrews, please allow my government to assess the developments in space. We do not believe your technology poses any danger to our planet. The benefits of fusion power far outweigh the risks.�
�That is wonderful to hear.�
�This energy crisis threatens our existence. A few weeks ago, I held a summit to find solutions for the fuel shortage. Your reactor is the answer we�ve been looking for. Thanks to you, the cost of raw goods has cratered, bringing down the price of food and clean water. We are on our way to an economic recovery. I commend you for a job well done.�
Beth nods. �More importantly, sir, fusion does not emit a single greenhouse gas. We will finally end our addiction to fossil fuels and stop global warming. With this technology, we can stop the mass extinction and bring our world back from the brink.�
�You are brilliant, Dr. Andrews. We want you to build hundreds of reactors. We will subsidize your work and provide all the resources you need. Your technology is extremely important for the future of civilization.�
Beth looks away in contemplation, then abruptly stares into the camera. �Mr. President, we are happy to design new plants but only under two conditions.�
The cockpit goes quiet. Austin turns to Beth. �Are you crazy? You�re talking to the leader of our country!�
She waves him off. �I know what I�m doing.�
President Hughes leans back. �I�m listening, Dr. Andrews. What are your conditions?�
She sits up tall. �The Information Tariffs are destroying Google�s reputation and business practices. We would like them rescinded.�
�Consider it done. What else?�
Holding back his overwhelming joy, Austin silently applauds as he listens to his boss.
�The second condition is for the War to come to an end. Our young people have never experienced a peaceful world, and it is a shame that most of our resources go to weapons and defense systems. The fighting must stop now!�
The President raises a fist. �Dr. Andrews, I despise this conflict as much as you do. Believe me, peace is on my mind every day.�
�I want to live in a world free from conflict and bloodshed.�
The President extends a hand. �We are heading in that direction. Thanks to you, America has taken the upper hand in the War. As oil prices collapse, Russia�s economy will soon be bankrupt and our enemies will be defeated. The conflict cannot continue much longer.�
�Thank you, sir. It�s so wonderful to hear that.� She continues after a pause. ��I have one last request.�
�Yes, Dr. Andrews, what is it?�
�I�d like to be reinstated as Google�s CEO. Mr. Kharon misled our employees and unfairly ousted me. I was never given an opportunity to defend myself.�
�Consider it done. Not only that, Dr. Andrews, but I would like you to be on my Energy Council. Your insights are needed to steer America in the right direction.�
�That would be my honor, Mr. President. We will make the world a better place for our children and future generations.�
�We will indeed. Thank you for your time.�
The call ends and the cockpit erupts in applause. �That was amazing,� Austin shouts. �Beth, you just ended the War!�
She chuckles. �I�ll add that to my resume.�
The chopper approaches Cupertino and an A.I. prompts for a destination. Beth turns to Anil. �Where is your wife?�
�112 Mercer Street.�
She enters the address. �We�re very close to it. We should be landing in a couple of minutes.�
Anil tries to move. �Just park on the roof. We live on the twentieth floor thanks to Dr. Sanders.�
The helicopter descends onto a roof deck.
Beth peers down. �It�s time to bring baby Lumi into the world!�

33.

A HELICOPTER flies through the New Mexico desert and approaches a five-mile airport. Thousands of spacecraft sweep across the dry landscape, their nosecones pointed to the sky. The chopper lands on a private helipad reserved for owners.
Felina and Manos rush from the vehicle and board a driverless taxi. �Welcome to Spaceport America,� the onboard A.I. says to them. �Please fasten your safety belt.�
Manos buckles in. �I haven�t been here in months. Is my ship ready for takeoff?�
�Yes,� Felina says, �your Falcon 12 was inspected last week, Mr. Kharon. It�s prepared for launch.�
�Excellent. I�m glad it�s finally useful for something.�
The cab drives on a lane flanked by spacecraft rising like skyscrapers to the heavens. It slows near a medium-range, reusable rocket with a single liquid oxygen engine. Supported by a steel frame, the white aircraft has an inscription on its tail��GoldRock.�
�You have arrived.�
They exit the car and walk towards the scaffold, taking its elevator up ten stories. A warm breeze greets them on the top level.
Felina takes in the view. �Look at all these spaceships!�
Manos rolls his eyes. �I wouldn�t be caught dead in those. Mine is the best one.� He leads her across a bridge to the Falcon 12�s entrance. �Let�s hurry and get up to space.�
�Yes, sir.�
They enter the rocket and close the door behind them, climbing two flights of stairs to the cockpit. Manos takes the command chair and looks up through the windows. �Good morning, Falcon 12.�
Recognizing his voice, the ship�s A.I. activates the control system. �Hello, Mr. Kharon. Will you be flying today?�
�Yes.�
�What is your destination?�
Manos points to the bright star. �We�re going to that wormhole.�
�Prepare for launch.�
The floor vibrates as the engine ignites. Automatic seatbelts lock Manos in place, moving him along a track and rotating ninety degrees to face the sky. He covers his face in the luminous starlight. �That thing is so damn bright.�
Felina hands him a pair of goggles. �This will help.�
�Thanks. Hurry and strap in. We have no time to lose.�
Felina jumps into her seat and it locks her in and orients itself for launch.
Manos dons the glasses and points. �Wow, look at that star!�
Felina sports the eye gear and her jaw drops. �It�s like the Sun, only bigger and brighter.�
�Let�s head up there and see what it is.�
A thunderous roar fills the cabin as thrusters catapult the rocket off the ground. Manos clenches his jaw in the gnawing g-forces. Seconds later, the rumbling turns to a soft murmur as the ship enters the deep atmosphere.
Earth�s curvature comes into view, its fragmented ozone layer outlining the edge. Felina points to North America below them. �Look, it�s so beautiful!�
The A.I. comes on as the boosters power down. �Welcome to Falcon 12. I hope you have a pleasant journey. Please keep your seatbelts fastened until we reach our target speed of 20,000 miles per hour.�
Manos unbuckles himself and climbs out of the chair.
Felina waves her hand. �Mr. Kharon, it�s not safe to get up now.�
Manos ignores her and reaches for a small refrigerator, grabbing two beers and falling back into his seat. �Peace of mind can�t wait.� He pops the bottles open and hands her one. �Cheers!�
She smirks. �Cheers to you, sir.�
As Falcon 12 enters space, Manos begins to drift weightless. Droplets of beer percolate across the cockpit. �Now this is a party.�
Felina stretches her arms and catches the drops with a handkerchief. �We should follow protocol, Mr. Kharon.�
A monitor beeps. �We have reached the target velocity. It is now safe to release your harness belts. We will arrive momentarily.�
Manos peers from the window. �The Earth looks so different with a second sun shining on it.�
Felina bristles. �Wow, the oceans are turquoise��
�Look at Greenland over there. It looks yellow under the starlight.�
�This doesn�t seem real.�
�Are we dreaming?� Manos laughs. �It feels like I�m on acid.�
She appears worried. �I hope you�re not, sir. Let�s stay sober for this journey.� She points to the North Pole. �That�s the last of the Arctic glaciers. In a few years, the polar ice caps will be gone.�
�We should take some ice as a souvenir. It will be worth a lot of money someday.�
The ship flies past the moon towards the wormhole. Felina analyzes a navigation monitor. �Mr. Kharon, we don�t have an ETA to our destination. I�m not sure how far away it is.�
�Why is that?�
�I don�t know. It doesn�t appear on our map.�
He looks over. �Well, how do we know where we�re going?�
�I was hoping you would tell me, sir.�
They sit silently as the star grows larger in front of them, its incandescent bluish light filling the cabin. A black ring surrounds it and demarcates the boundary of a portal. The ship shutters as it approaches the object.
�Falcon, stop immediately!� Manos shouts.
The rocket rapidly decelerates, hurling Manos against the controls. Minutes later, they slow to a crawl and hover in space in front of the star. Manos helps Felina get back into her chair. �Are you all right?�
�Yes, I�m fine.� The bright light glows on her face. �Should we cross to the other side?�
Manos turns to her. �What if it�s a one-way road? We�ll be stuck in outer space forever.�
�That�s true.�
�Gareth said there�s a planet out there, but I don�t see anything.�
Felina activates the ship�s telescope and looks through the wormhole. She beams the image onto a monitor. In the magnified view, a dark object blocks a portion of the star.
Manos points. �That�s it! Zoom in.�
A blue world comes into view. Felina waits for the image to focus. �My God, there are oceans.�
�Gareth was right! This must be New Earth.�
�It has white clouds and an ozone layer��
�And ice caps! That�s probably water on the surface��
�Not necessarily, sir. It could be a poisonous sea for all we know.�
�It looks like Earth except the land is purple. Why is that, Felina?�
�I don�t know. We�ll have to inspect it.�
Manos rubs his hands in contemplation. �We should cross the tunnel.�
�Are you sure?�
�Absolutely.�
�What if we can�t return?�
�That�s a risk we have to take. It�s the GoldRock way.� He buckles into the command chair and instructs Felina to do to the same. �Are you ready?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Falcon, go full speed ahead!�
�Preparing ignition�� The rocket accelerates and the g-forces hurl them backwards in their seats. As they cross the event horizon, flashes and streaks bounce across space and the cockpit shakes thunderously, detaching electronics equipment from the control panel. Starlight flashes randomly like magnified electrons dancing in orbit.
Then everything goes dark.
�Felina?� Manos shouts.
�I�m still here, sir.�
�What�s happening?�
Seconds later, light reappears as the ship barrels through the passage and exits the other side, spinning rapidly on its axis. The universe twirls from the cockpit window and a planet comes in and out of view. Manos shuts his eyes and vomits. �I�m sick to my stomach.�
Felina�s face grows pale.
�Falcon, stop the ship!� he shouts.
The air brakes activate and the Falcon 12 comes to a forceful halt. Manos releases his harness and hurls into a bag.
Felina breathes heavily. �That was excruciating.�
�I think I�m dying.� He gags. �Did we cross the portal?�
She stares from the window. �Yes, I believe so. Take a look.�
He peers out. �Oh, my goodness��
They see Earth and the moon on the other side of the portal. Manos turns his head and spots a blue world with two moons orbiting it. �Where are we?�
�Falcon, what�s our position?� Felina inquires.
The navigation console flashes. �You are in the Barnard�s Star solar system.�
�Where the hell is that?� Manos asks.
�In the Milky Way Galaxy.�
Felina reads the monitor. �Mr. Kharon, you have to see this.� Her jaw drops. �I�m at a loss for words.�
Manos looks over. �What is it, Felina?�
�We just traveled six light years in less than a second. We�re 36 trillion miles from home!�
�How is that possible?�
�I don�t know, sir.�
�Get Gareth Allen on the line. Let�s finish this mission and return home.� He buckles in. �Falcon, take us to New Earth and land where it�s safe.�
Boosters fire and Falcon 12 lunges forward, veering to the left and bringing the planet into view. Oceans and white clouds wrap its surface along with a thin ozone layer. A single purple land mass covers the equator.
A voice comes through a speaker. ��Falcon� do you copy?�
Manos jolts upright. �Gareth, is that you?�
�Yes. We lost track of your ship. Where are you?�
�You won�t believe this, but we crossed the wormhole to Barnard�s Star and we�re about to land on New Earth.�
�Incredible. You�ve made history, Manos!�
�Don�t congratulate us yet.�
The ship slows and grid fins pop out from its base. A lead shield emerges from the underbelly as the rocket rotates and descends into the atmosphere, heading for the purple lands.
Felina runs a search. �Apparently, there are 15 planets in this solar system. New Earth is 100 million miles from Barnard�s Star, about the same distance as Earth from the Sun.�
Manos shakes his head in disbelief. �This is amazing�� The sky turns blue as Falcon 12 slows its descent. �Gareth, there�s land in front of us.�
�What is it like?�
�We are flying through white clouds! There are purple mountains covered in snow with streams and lakes everywhere. I can�t believe what I�m seeing.�
A red light flashes and the A.I. comes on. �Please strap your safety belts and prepare for landing.�
Thrusters ignite to slow the ship. They drift downward and land in a valley next to a river. Purple grass and trees stretch across the land into the horizon. Manos looks up to see two silver moons in the vast sky.
The flashing stops. �You have arrived.�
Manos leaps from his seat. �We have no time to lose. Hurry!� He heads for the exit and runs down ten flights of stairs to the dock in the ship�s base.
Felina tracks close behind. �Mr. Kharon, please don�t rush. We can�t get overexcited.�
�It�s too late for that. I feel like a kid in a candy shop.�
In the cargo bay, Felina enters a passkey and a closet opens with two white spacesuits. She hands him a pair of smartglasses. �Please wear these so we can communicate.�
Manos puts on the specs and dons a space helmet. �Gareth, can you hear me?�
�Yes.�
�We�re about to disembark. Stay online with me.�
He suits up in the cargo bay, sliding into a pair of space trousers that auto-adjust to his measurements. He steps into the boots and they automatically seal around his legs.
Felina hands him a chrome rod. �Use this to take samples of the air and rocks.�
�Aren�t you coming with me?�
�I�ll stay here and run the analysis.�
�Have it your way.� He enters an airlock and shuts the door. Felina stands behind a glass panel and initiates a test sequence.
Manos dons a helmet. �Can you hear me, Felina?�
Her voice comes through the speaker in his smartglasses. �Yes, loud and clear.�
�Perfect. Gareth should be on the line as well.�
�Yes, I�m here.�
Felina gestures. �Prepare for safety checks.� A wind tunnel kicks up and the room�s pressure lowers. �How are you feeling, sir?�
�Excellent.�
Seconds later, a green light flashes. �You are good to go, Mr. Kharon.�
Manos smiles. �It�s time to meet our new world. Open the doors!�
The cargo bay opens, exposing an orange colored-land covered in purple foliage. One-hundred-foot trees stretch to the infinite sky, their maroon-colored leaves rustling in gentle winds.
Manos walks forward onto New Earth. �Oh my God, there are rivers and lakes as far as I can see. And plants with purple leaves!�
�Purple?� Gareth asks in his earpiece. �I wonder why that is?�
�Evolution must have taken a different course,� Felina says. �The reason plants back home are green is that they absorb blue and red light. The chemistry is probably different here.�
Manos walks toward a river and inserts the rod into the liquid. �Felina, I�m taking my first sample and sending you the data.�
Seconds later, she shrieks. �You�re not going to believe this.�
�What did you find?�
�Sir, that�s H2O!�
�Are you sure? What�s the composition?�
�Less than 1% sodium and chloride.�
�You mean just like home?�
�Yes!�
�Did you hear that, Gareth? This planet has rivers of water.�
Gareth gasps. �What about the atmosphere?�
Manos raises the rod and collects a sample of the air, then transmits the data for Felina.
Seconds later, her voice comes through the earpiece. �More stunning news� the air is thirty percent oxygen and seventy percent nitrogen.�
Manos�s eyes widen. �Are you sure?�
�Yes.�
�That�s breathable air! I can take my helmet off.�
�Sir, please don�t do that. You don�t have to risk your life!�
�Why not? Oxygen is oxygen.�
�Sir, I would advise you��
Manos removes his helmet. He closes his eyes as a gentle breeze touches his face. He takes a deep inhalation through his nostrils and exhales through his mouth. �Oh my God��
�What�s happening?� Gareth asks.
Manos drops the rod and runs giddily across a purple field, rolling around the ground and shouting at the top of his lungs. �I can breathe the air!�
Gareth�s voice rises. �Manos, describe your vantage.�
He chuckles maniacally. �I see dollar signs everywhere, Gareth. Profits hanging from the trees!� He rips the purple foliage and kicks some rocks. �We�ll build factories and communities here!�
�Sir, please be careful,� Felina says. �I wouldn�t touch the plants if I were you. We don�t know what kind of microbes live on this planet.�
Manos jumps and screams, �GoldRock will be the biggest company of all time!� He digs his hand in the ground and throws dirt in the air. �Who knows how much gold and silver are buried in this land? We�ll dig thousands of mines.�
�Congratulations,� Gareth says. �You made it into the history books! This is a new chapter for our civilization.�
Manos sits on the ground and wheezes gleefully. �We have to keep this confidential, do you understand? We can�t tell anyone about this, not even the President.�
�That�s not possible,� Gareth states sternly.
�This is my discovery. GoldRock will have first dibs on New Earth.�
�Let�s discuss that when��
The voice fades.
Manos panics. �Gareth? Can you hear me?�
The call drops. Felina looks up and spots Earth fading in the sky. �Mr. Kharon, the wormhole is shrinking.�
He looks up. �That can�t be.�
�If it disappears, we will be stuck here forever. We should return home immediately.�
Manos grabs some dirt and stuffs his pocket. �Okay, let�s get out of here.�
He races into the cargo bay and disrobes, changing back into his civilian clothing. They run to the cockpit and strap in. �Falcon 12, get us back home as soon as possible.�
�Prepare for launch,� the A.I. instructs. Seconds later, the rocket lifts off the purple planet and heads for the wormhole.
�What an experience,� Manos proclaims. �I can�t wait to come back here!�
Felina covers her nose. �You smell awful, sir.�
�I do? Like what?�
�Like when you blow out a match.�
He smirks. �I actually like that smell.�
The ship barrels into space and tumbles across the wormhole, rattling as it reenters the solar system. Earth and the moon suddenly appear in the near distance, their colors returning to normal. Behind the ship, Barnard�s Star dims as the portal begins to fade.
Manos turns to his assistant. �Get my Chief of Staff on the line.�
Moments later, Seth�s face appears on a tablet computer. �Hello, boss. We haven�t heard from you in a few days.�
�Days? I spoke with you earlier today.�
�That�s not true, sir. I�ve left you several voicemails.�
�That�s strange.� He rubs his face. �I could have sworn I talked to you a few hours ago. What did you message me about?�
�It�s the Google management team, sir. They�re not cooperating and they still haven�t given me access to the private servers.�
Manos rolls his eyes. �Forget about that. We have much bigger plans to think about.�
�Sir?�
�Listen, Seth, there�s a fusion reactor at the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory. I want you to steal it and relocate it to our facility in West Virginia.�
Seth hesitates. �I don�t understand. Are we getting into nuclear power?�
�No. We are forming a corporation called Diaspora. This is a brand new venture for GoldRock.�
Felina nods. �Brilliant name, Mr. Kharon.�
Seth appears confused. �Diaspora? What�s the mission of the company?�
�We will guide the exodus of human beings to their next homeland. We will be the leaders of space colonization.�
The Falcon 12 flies past the moon on its way to New Mexico. It enters the Earth�s atmosphere and begins its descent to Spaceport America.
Manos analyzes a tablet. �Seth, I want you to identify the smartest physicists in the world and offer them million-dollar salary packages. We will hire the brightest minds for Diaspora.�
�I�m happy to do that,� Seth says, �but I still don�t understand the purpose of the startup.�
Manos eyes North America. �We will master interstellar travel. Felina and I just flew across a wormhole to Barnard�s Star. What I saw defies explanation. Now that we understand what�s possible, it�s time to build a new industry.�
Seth gasps. �Is this a new way to travel?�
�It�s more than that. The universe is now ours for the taking.�

34.

HIGH ABOVE the San Francisco Archipelago, Austin sits in gridlock in his flying car. A bumper-to-bumper jam stretches across the skybound 101 Freeway. He grins.
Rush hour, I�ve missed you.
�Isaac, I can�t be late for my date.�
His smartglasses buzz. �Don�t worry, you will arrive on time.�
He peers below and spots downtown skyscrapers connected by train tubes and passageways. Rooftops of flooded Victorian homes rise from the ocean. As his vehicle heads north to Marin County, he drives above the underwater suspension cables of the Golden Gate Bridge.
�Isaac, what�s happening in the world?�
�From NPR News, here are the day�s top stories. The President has lifted the ban on tourism. International travel will resume at major airports starting next week. This coincides with the planned peace talks between the United States, China, and Russia. Experts are hopeful for an end to the twenty-four-year World War.�
Austin shakes his head.
The War is finally ending?
�In financial news, the Dow Jones Industrial Average is up 1400 points on the back of strong hiring and renewed confidence in the economy. It comes as oil prices continue to fall, currently at $5,600 per barrel. The Commerce Secretary credits developments with nuclear fusion power, which have boosted global energy reserves��
Austin sheds a tear.
This is all Beth�s doing.
The car exits at Tiburon Ave and flies downward along holographic white lines demarcating the traffic lines. He makes his way to a high-rise apartment complex in San Rafael and lands on a rooftop helipad.
�Great driving, Isaac. We�re right on time.� He looks at himself in a mirror. �I wish I wasn�t so nervous.�
�Austin, you will be fine. Just be confident and look into her eyes.�
He exits the vehicle wearing blue slacks and a blazer, his face clean-shaven and his silver hair combed meticulously to the side. Taking an elevator to the twenty-first floor, he walks along a hallway to Apartment 2143 and gently knocks.
Just be yourself.
A lock unlatches and the door softly opens. Olivia stands in the doorway wearing a yellow summer dress and a wide-brim hat. Her shoulder-length gray hair highlights her diamond earrings, which Austin had given to her decades ago.
He looks her into her eyes. �Olivia��
She reaches out to him and they embrace. He cries as he cradles her and smells her familiar fragrance. �I�ve missed you so much.�
�Me too�� She dabs her eyes with a tissue. �Thank you for your voicemail. It meant a lot to hear how you feel. I wish you had called sooner.�
�You did?�
She sheds a tear. �To be honest, I did blame you for what happened to Matthew, but the truth is that it wasn�t our fault. The Floods took away our son.�
He cries. �It was the worst day of my life, and I�m sorry for the way I treated you. I promise I�ll never act like that again.�
�I know you won�t, Austin.�
He holds her hand. �Are you ready?�
�Yes. Where are we going?�
He guides her down the hall to the elevator. �You�ll see. It�s a surprise.� They ride up to the rooftop and walk to his car. He opens the door for her.
Olivia smiles. �I haven�t ridden one of these in years.�
Austin climbs into the driver�s seat. �Me neither! It was sitting in a lot gathering dust. I couldn�t afford to charge my car. But now that electricity prices are falling, everyone is back on the road.�
�The world has changed so much this last week.�
�You have no idea. I have a lot to tell you.�
They lift off and fly north, merging onto the Skybound 101N Freeway towards Napa Valley. Olivia beholds the bustling city. �It feels like people are happy again.�
�There�s hope in the world, Olivia. Just listen to the news! Isaac, what�s happening today?�
�From the Telegraph, here are the top stories. The government is lifting decades-old rations on motor vehicle use and public transportation. Consumer goods like clothing, appliances, and aluminum products will be back on public markets later in the week.�
Olivia clasps her hands. �You mean I can finally buy a microwave?�
Austin chuckles. �I haven�t had a refrigerator in five years.�
�The future is so exciting!�
�In other news, Dr. Bethany Andrews has been awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics for her work advancing nuclear fusion power. The President of the United States called Dr. Andrews the �genius of our times� and credited her for spearheading peace negotiations and reviving the economy. She will receive the award in Stockholm later this year.�
Austin beams. �That�s my boss they�re talking about.�
�I remember her,� Olivia says. �She came to our wedding, didn�t she?�
�Yes.�
�How is she doing?�
�Let�s find out. Isaac, call Beth.�
A dial tone rings and the call goes to voicemail. A message arrives. �Can�t talk now but need to discuss something urgent with you. Will call soon.�
The car flies over Sonoma and merges onto Route 12, traveling towards Napa Valley. Vineyards stretch across hilltops spared by the rising ocean. They exit the sky highway and descend to sea level.
Olivia points. �Look, there are cows grazing!�
�Incredible.� Austin gasps at green pastures filled with thousands of rows of grape vines. �I haven�t been here in decades.�
�Thank you, Austin. I feel alive again.�
�Close your eyes, Olivia. I want to surprise you.�
Dust kicks up as they land on a two-lane concrete highway, driving east past the city of Sonoma. A sign greets them. �Welcome to this world famous wine-growing region. Napa Valley.�
�Are your eyes closed?� Austin asks.
�Yes.�
They turn left on Dealy Lane and drive past a series of small, family-owned wineries, crossing a bridge over the Sonoma River and arriving at a metal gate. A logo appears. �Welcome to Artesa Winery.�
Austin turns his head. �Are you peeking?�
�No.�
�Good. We�re almost there.�
They head along a windy road up a hill, passing a cluster of sheep grazing in the grass and reaching a parking lot high above the Sonoma Valley.
�Can I look now?�
�Nope.�
He escorts her from the car and takes her to a marble fountain with modern art sculptures, then kneels beside a rose garden. �Surprise!�
She takes in the breathtaking view of the countryside. Dotted with chateaus and wineries, the hills and rolling pastures stretch for miles. She grabs his arm. �You brought me here on our first date!�
�Yes, that was forty years ago.�
�That long? It seems like yesterday.�
He touches her. �What memories we made��
�I wish I could go back in time.�
A bus arrives and offloads tourists on a wine tour. Austin takes her hand. �Let�s get inside before they do.� He guides her to the winery, a contemporary structure built into the hillside. Fountains line the walkway into the entrance where a hostess greets them. �Hello, welcome to Artesa.�
Austin gestures. �I�ve reserved a private wine tasting under �Sanders.��
�Right this way.�
She leads them through the foyer past a series of Renaissance art paintings. They enter a wine cellar packed with oak barrels; a deep wood aroma fills the room. She looks back at them. �Our winery was designed after the Villa San Michele in Capri.�
�Italy?� Austin asks as he takes a deep whiff of the oak.
�That�s right. Our founder was an Italian artist. We are famous for our Cabernet Sauvignon.�
�I can smell that.�
She guides them outside along a stone path lined with flowers and marble columns. The valley comes into view and a cool breeze drifts by.
Olivia closes her eyes. �Is this what Italy�s like?�
�Some parts of it,� Austin says. �Tuscany is stunning.�
�Let�s travel there some day.�
The hostess seats them at a private outdoor table overlooking Napa County. �Your server will be with you shortly.�
Austin spots a landmark on the horizon. �Look, there�s San Francisco in the distance.�
Olivia squints. �Where?�
�You see that tower? That�s Twin Peaks.�
�We had a date there once, didn�t we?�
�Yes, you remember��
�How could I forget? It was the happiest time of my life.�
As a waiter delivers a bottle of wine, Austin receives a call in his smartglasses. �It�s one of my programmers.� He accepts the call in speaker mode. �Hello Anil, how are you?�
Anil, Prisha, and a newborn baby appear on the screen. �Hi Dr. Sanders, say hello to little Lumi!�
Austin leans forward. �She�s so beautiful. Congratulations!� He hands his glasses to Olivia. �That�s my goddaughter, Lumi!�
Olivia peers through the specs. �What a precious angel.�
Anil, bandages over his wrists, cradles his baby. �She�s my ray of light.�
Olivia hands the smartglasses back to Austin, who smiles when he sees the baby. �She�s so cute. How�s your hospital stay?�
�Lumi was born last night at 3:39 a.m. without any complications. I want to thank you and Dr. Andrews for bringing us here in time. We are so grateful for your help.�
Austin beams. �You are the one we have to thank. Look at all the positive things happening in the world. It�s all because of you, Anil.�
�That�s not true.�
�It absolutely is. Without your insights, Project Titan would have failed. So many generations of scientists gave up on nuclear fusion power, and it was you who made the breakthrough.�
�Thank you, Dr. Sanders, but it�s really thanks to your help and inspiration. You have given so much to Prisha and me. We are forever grateful.�
�I look forward to seeing you back in Mountain View. We have much more to accomplish.�
�We are heading home tomorrow. Thank you again for helping us with the leasing office.�
�My pleasure. I�m happy you left that flooded mess on the second floor.�
�So are we, Dr. Sanders.� Anil waves at the camera. �We don�t want to keep you. We�ll see you soon.�
The call disconnects.
Olivia gleams. �That�s so kind of you to help them, Austin.�
He sips a glass of wine. �It�s been quite a journey. You can�t imagine what we�ve experienced the last few weeks.� He points upward. �You see that fading star?�
She looks at the faint wormhole in the daytime sky. �You mean that strange sun that appeared last week? It was all over the news.�
�Yes, that�s part of the story. I�ll tell you all about it.�
The waiter delivers bread, olives, and foie gras. As Austin takes a bite of the hors d�oeuvres, a video request arrives. Austin puts on the smartglasses. �It�s Beth.�
�Answer it,� Olivia says.
He accepts and his boss appears in his field of view. She appears sullen, frowning. �Austin, we have a problem.�
�What�s happening?�
�The gravity engine is missing,� Beth says tensely. �Someone stole our neodymium laser and accelerator.�
Austin puts down his plate. �What? Who would do that?�
�I have my suspicions. We need to get to work on new fusion reactors.�
He sighs. �When? I was hoping to take the week off.�
Beth shakes her head sternly. �Absolutely not! The government wants twenty reactors and we have to get started right away. The future of our planet is at stake.�
�What do you mean?�
�We can bring the world back from the brink. With this energy surplus, we can reverse global warming and stop climate change in its tracks.�
�How?�
�By reducing methane and carbon dioxide levels. I have a plan to reverse the extinction. Fusion is the only hope to save us from catastrophe.�
Austin�s brow rises. �You�ve got my attention. I�ll be in the office in a couple of days.�
�No, I need you here immediately. There�s someone threatening our plans. If he gets his hand on our technology, we�re doomed.�
Austin pales. �Is it Manos?�
�Yes! He�s trying to hijack our discovery and use it for his selfish motives. And there�s something else. I just found out that he traveled across the wormhole.�
He sits upright. �Are you kidding me? When?�
�A few days ago. He ended up in Barnard�s Star and discovered a land that looks like Earth.�
Austin�s jaw drops. �Barnard�s Star? That�s where the countdown came from!�
�Precisely. The radio signal must have come from an intelligent species there.�
�Was that the message? You think they want us to travel to their home?�
�Perhaps. I can�t be sure. Whatever their intentions, thanks to them we�ve now established interstellar travel.�
�Whoa�� Austin stares at the portal in the sky. �You mean we can travel across the galaxy?�
Beth nods. �Yes. The implications are extraordinary.� She pauses. �Imagine if that technology ends up in the wrong hands��
Austin stands. �Oh no, Manos will change the course of history��
�Exactly. We need to stop him now! The future of the human race depends on it. There is too much at stake. We need to meet right away.�
�Okay, Beth, Olivia and I are heading to Mountain View to see you. We�ll be there soon.�
To be continued
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