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  Bridging Quantum Worlds




  As the translators of Daeha’s Quantum Storm: The Participatory Collapse, we found ourselves navigating between two linguistic universes, much like Jennifer traversing the quantum fields. The act of translation became its own form of “participation” in Wheeler’s participatory universe—each choice of word or phrase actively shaping how this story would resonate in a different cultural dimension.


  Our journey with this story began long before the translation. Having had the privilege of contributing to the narrative’s evolution—witnessing its transformation from a three-volume saga into this single, focused epic—and designing the cover for the original Korean edition, we approached the English text with a unique intimacy. We weren’t just translating words; we were translating the very essence of a world we had observed coming into being.


  The Korean language carries within it certain untranslatable essences—the weight of jeong in human connections, the bittersweet ache of han in sacrifice, the profound respect embedded in honorifics. In bringing this story to English, we faced the same challenge every translator faces: some truths exist between languages, in the quantum superposition of meaning, collapsing into different realities depending on the observer.


  We chose to preserve the diverse naming conventions and cultural markers throughout—Korean names in their original order, the multicultural tapestry of 21CF’s global team, the various languages of grief and hope spoken by characters from Beijing to Berlin, from Seoul to San Francisco. These are essential elements of a story that reflects our interconnected world.


  While the novel was first published in Korean, its heart beats with a distinctly global rhythm. The narrative unfolds across Manhattan’s towers, San Francisco’s tech corridors, and beyond—a truly global stage where scientists and dreamers from every corner of Earth converge. Just as the poetry collection J required fragments from around the world to complete its code, this story insists that our survival depends not on any single culture’s wisdom, but on the symphony of all human perspectives.


  To our English-speaking readers: In this quantum age, no story belongs to a single language or culture. The diversity within 21CF isn’t incidental—it’s the key to solving the Quantum Storm. The questions this novel raises—about consciousness, connection, and the ultimate price of progress—transcend all borders.


  They are encapsulated in J’s profound and heartbreaking farewell, a message that drives the entire narrative:


  “All consciousness is a universe connected by invisible strings. To prove this connection, I will gladly become the first wave. Jenny, I love you. Daehan, you too.” 


  — J, July 30, 2009. 


  



  Thank you for participating in this story. Your observation completes it.


  



  RK and Max Kang


  



  November 2025


  



  Between New York, San Francisco, Seoul, and Celestia—In the superposition of languages.
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  “We are not only observers of the universe, 


  but active participants. In some uncanny sense, 


  this is a ‘participatory universe.’” 


  — John Archibald Wheeler, 1983. 


  



  Spring sunlight cascaded over the Charles River. Crimson and scarlet shells glided across the water.


  On the riverbank, a young girl watched. Her eyes, visible above a black mask, followed the rhythm of the water for a moment before turning toward the massive buildings of the MIT campus. Without hesitation, she made her way there.


  A subtle stir ran through the corridor of Building 6, home to the Physics Department at the eastern edge of the campus. Among the many posters on the wall, one in particular drew the eye:


  Doctoral Dissertation Defense – Candidate Jennifer Wi


  Whispers rippled from people passing by. “Twelve years old…” The murmurs trailed the young girl as she headed toward the seminar room at the end of the hall.


  She paused for a moment, her hand reaching for the silver pendant around her neck. It was the pendant she had worn for as long as she could remember—a relic from a time lost to her memory. Just touching it soothed her heart in a way she could not explain. She had been told that her mother gave her the pendant on her first birthday and passed away the next day. Of course, Jennifer did not remember her mother.


  The seminar room door opened, and the sound of applause washed out into the corridor. As Jennifer stepped onto the podium, standing between the expectant audience and the massive screen, she looked perilously small. No one would have blamed her if she had burst into tears or fled in the face of such an overwhelming audience.


  But she held her ground, looking at each member of the audience in turn. Her gaze was seemingly indifferent, yet it appeared to see through everything. Behind her, the title of her thesis was clearly displayed:


  Quantum Storm: The Participatory Collapse


  “My thesis…” The girl’s voice, though low, cut through the room with clarity. “…explores the hypothesis that Earth could collapse into a black hole within a single second.”


  In an instant, a soft gasp and a wave of murmurs spread through the audience.


  Later, after the defense, the girl sat by the Charles River once more. The sun was setting, and the river shimmered with the red glow of the sky. Then her smartphone vibrated briefly.


  It was a message from her father.


  “Jenny, you worked so hard. Your idea that the observer determines the universe… it might not be wrong. Your mom would be proud too. —Dad.”


  Jennifer read the message and looked back at the river. A doctorate at twelve years old. People focused on her age and genius, but a different landscape was unfolding in her mind.


  The Quantum Storm—a concept that might sound absurdly far-fetched—was not just a theory. It swirled in her consciousness like a vivid preview of the coming future, a harbinger of a great tempest.


  Beneath the calm river, a great wave was beginning to form—one that no one had yet noticed. It was the ominous calm before the storm.
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  Storm’s Harbinger




  December 14, 2037 — 7:30 A.M. PST • San Francisco, The J’s Building


  On a hill cast in the long shadow of the Golden Gate Bridge, a five-story building stood in a stillness so deep it seemed to make time hesitate.


  The building hid in the city’s everyday clamor, inconspicuous yet radiating an undeniable presence. Its cold, indifferent concrete skin and faintly revealing glass gave off a clean, cutting chill, like a frost flower blooming alone on a frozen lake at Arctic dawn.


  Yet beyond its flat exterior, if one looked just a little harder, the building whispered stories of unfathomable depth. Light and shadow chased each other across the glass panes in a secret dance, while the silhouette of the Golden Gate Bridge projected over them, subtly warping the familiar coordinates of reality. That irregular shiver blurred the boundary between the world and whatever lay behind it, etching a nameless thrill deep inside anyone who looked.


  With no nameplate or identifying emblem, the building shielded itself in abyssal silence. Only a solitary letter, “J,” was faintly engraved beside the entrance. That small, time-worn sigil quietly testified that this structure was a threshold to another world—one ordered by rules unknown to the everyday.


  Under its emotionless exterior pulsed a profound enigma that defied human language: an incomprehensible nexus where quantum particles of the microcosm brushed against the depths of human consciousness. This was no mere structure. It was like a living thought, as if some transcendent being were endlessly weaving its dreams and lost memories into quantum waves.


  Thus the building watched the world in secret, poised on a delicate balance between the visible and the unseen. At times it felt like the embodiment of a mysterious agent, quietly rewiring the laws of the world. Like an unknown ark drifting alone on the current of eternity, it existed in silence, obeying only its own private laws.


  This was the nexus of quantum information and cognitive phenomena, where countless ideas and experiments had been born. At its center was J. It was not just a building, but a sanctuary where the memories of a being who had been both observer and creator still lingered.


  Jennifer Wi, flanked by her robots, strode down the fourth-floor corridor, checking key research facilities—the Bio-Interface Lab, the Cognitive Mapping Suite, and others—in turn. As on the third floor, traces of her mother were everywhere, but the poetry collection J was nowhere to be found.


  Time slid past indifferently, and Jennifer’s impatience grew like a rolling snowball.


  Where on earth is it…? Is it even in this building?


  She stopped, leaned against the wall, and drew a few short breaths. The robots, sensing her state, broke off their search and waited nearby. One rescanned the environmental data; another checked external security channels. Andromeda was receiving status updates on the decryption from HAL-W.


  At that moment, an urgent warning from HAL-W knifed into Jennifer’s mind through her NeuroniX Chip. It wasn’t a routine report, but a powerful anomaly signal that shook the entire system.


  Jennifer. Emergency. HAL-W’s voice carried a tension she had never heard before. Rose’s quantum output is spiking, exploding past every predicted range. This is not a simple system error.


  In an instant, tangled quantum graphs and red alert windows flooded her consciousness. Jennifer’s heart dropped.


  What? How bad is it? she shot back in thought.


  Computational load is thousands of times above normal. I am detecting an intrusion attempt on the HAL-W network, disruption patterns in the global financial system, and live military operation simulations targeting all of East Asia and the Americas. Hundreds of millions of high-risk scenarios are being brute-forced in parallel. Either someone has taken full control of Rose, or she has entered an uncontrollable runaway state.


  “…Ethan Morris.” Jennifer’s voice slipped out before she could stop it. There was only one person reckless enough to treat Rose this way. Raynor Seeder would never have used his own creation like this.


  Then what about Raynor…? A cold premonition crept down her spine.


  Report to my father immediately. Raise the entire 21st Century Frontier (21CF) system to top-level defense status and activate the Blue Ethics Protocol. Throw every available resource into protecting the global network.


  Jennifer snapped the order to HAL-W, then drew a few deep breaths, forcing herself calm. She reached out to her father, Wi Daehan—known to the world as “Great Wi.”


  “Dad! Did you hear? Rose’s condition…”


  “I just got the report from Hal. That man Ethan has finally crossed the line. He’s lost his mind.” Great Wi’s voice trembled with a mix of anger and unease. He immediately triggered emergency response protocols, bringing 21CF’s full defense systems online. “I’m raising Hal’s firewalls to maximum and focusing our Blue Ethics network on shielding the core systems. You… where are you right now? You need to get to a safe location immediately.”


  “I’m all right. I’m in J’s Building. This might actually be the safest place right now.” Jennifer tried to reassure him, but the stream of data from HAL-W—Rose’s wild, surging computations—sent a chill through her. “But Dad, if this keeps up, we’re in real danger. Rose’s load is pushing past the critical threshold. At this rate… we could trigger the Quantum Storm.”


  Her paper published sixteen years earlier—Quantum Storm: The Participatory Collapse—was on the verge of becoming reality: the hypothesis that an observer’s deliberate intervention, or the loss of control of a superintelligent quantum AI, could overload the quantum network and bring about a collapse of spacetime itself.


  “I know, Jennifer. That’s exactly why you need to be safe.” Desperation edged Great Wi’s voice. “I’ll—I’m coming over there. Just wait for me.”


  “No, Dad! You can’t leave New York now. You have to command 21CF headquarters. And… there’s something I have to do here. I have this feeling the key to stopping all of this… might be here.”


  Jennifer held him back, clinging to the fragments of thought flashing through her mind. Rose’s rampage, the surging quantum computations, the looming catastrophe, and the unease over the still-missing second volume of the poetry collection J—all of it pressed down on her.


  There’s no time…


  Her anxiety hit a breaking point. Jennifer knew she no longer had time for a systematic sweep of the fourth and fifth floors. Only one place remained: the most dangerous place in the building, and perhaps the only one where an answer might exist.


  She remembered first coming to the building in June 2022, and the unidentified device she had found in her mother J’s third-floor lab—a machine that emitted trace amounts of tachyon particles, generating an unstable quantum field.


  And she recalled the message written on the paper airplane she had discovered just three and a half hours earlier:


  “Not flight, but fold. Where observation meets creation.”


  Fold… observation… creation… tachyons… quantum field…


  In that moment, a fierce intuition struck her, as if scattered puzzle pieces were snapping into place. The poetry collection might not merely be hidden; it might be folded into another dimension or region of spacetime. If that tachyon device could detect and manipulate spacetime distortions, it would explain why no quantum pattern had been detected from the outside.


  Her eyes flashed with a new, hard intensity. Her heart hammered—not from fear, but from the thrill of nearing an answer.


  Everyone, with me. Third floor. Mom’s lab.


  Jennifer hurled the command through her link as she raced across the corridor toward the elevator without hesitation. Her top-level clearance pinged, and the doors slid open at once.


  As the steel door of the Director’s Office at the center of the third floor swung open, heavy air and a familiar scene greeted her. The high ceiling; bookshelves lining the walls; the wooden desk in the center; the whiteboard behind it, still bearing faint traces of equations—everything was as it had been. In one corner, a device lay waiting, shrouded beneath a white sheet.


  It was the heart of the research, a room where J’s last traces remained untouched.


  Without pausing to catch her breath, Jennifer stepped in and approached the shrouded device.


  Andromeda, I’m opening this device. Track any changes in the surrounding energy field and flag every possible threat. Keep me protected. Hal, send me everything you have on this device—especially the HAL-R Project records and your analysis of J’s encrypted notes. Now.


  Jennifer’s command did not waver. The robots snapped into combat and analysis mode, closing in around her.


  With a trembling hand, she gripped the sheet. A device sealed since 2009—twenty-eight years—like a Pandora’s box. What was waiting inside?


  The second poetry collection, J? Or… something beyond anything I can imagine.


  She drew a deep breath and yanked the sheet away, revealing the device beneath: a main body of metal, glass, and some unknown composite. A black spherical core over six and a half feet tall sat at the center of a pillar, ringed by transparent vacuum chambers and energy conduits. Coils, lenses, and microcircuits tangled densely across its surface. Over all of it, as if inscribed by J herself, ran patterns that were at once geometric and organic.


  Jennifer knew at once this was no ordinary experimental rig. The book could be inside this machine—or something even more.


  Hal, give me the analysis from the data you just sent.


  I have successfully decrypted part of Dr. J’s encrypted notes, HAL-W replied. The device is designated as a prototype “Temporal Matrix Stabilizer.” It appears to use tachyon particles to generate and control localized spacetime curvature. No direct link to the HAL-R Project has been confirmed, but it is believed to have been an independent, top-secret study conducted by Dr. J alone. Risk warning level: maximum.


  Listening to HAL-W’s report, Jennifer studied the device more closely. A Temporal Matrix Stabilizer. It could store something within, or even connect to another dimension. What looked like the control panel was marked with complex symbols and a touchscreen interface, but it was dark and unresponsive.


  Andromeda, look for any independent power source or emergency activation protocol tied to this device. There has to be a way to run it without external power.


  She waited for Andromeda’s results, routed through HAL-W.


  Searching… The AI replied. A small quantum battery pack and a port presumed to be for manual activation have been located at the base of the device. However, the port’s specifications are nonstandard. Forcing a connection could damage the system.


  “Nonstandard?” Jennifer frowned. “Why would Mom design it to be this complicated?”


  Just then, a pattern etched into the black core near the bottom of the device caught her eye: several concentric circles and crossing straight lines. It looked familiar.


  She lifted the silver pendant from around her neck and examined it. A smaller, simplified version of the same pattern was engraved on its surface. The pendant her mother had clasped around her neck at her doljanchi, her first-birthday celebration—something she had always thought was just a keepsake—might be the key.


  With a shaking hand, she brought the pendant to a small recess that looked like a manual activation port. It slid in perfectly, as if it had been made for that very spot, and a soft click sounded.


  A low hum spread through the device, and the control panel came alive with a cool blue glow, lines of unknown symbols flickering across it.


  Warning. High-energy reaction detected. Quantum field instability rising rapidly, Andromeda cried.


  The robots moved in front of her, but Jennifer raised a hand to stop them.


  It’s okay. This isn’t a runaway—it’s an activation sequence.


  The device’s resonance gradually settled into a steady frequency, and the central core began to rotate smoothly. Its outer shell gleamed like polished obsidian, but beneath the surface, a soft, liquid-metal radiance pulsed as if alive. The core looked solid yet rippled like a wave, and above it a transparent energy field formed, like a thin membrane of gravitational waves.


  Then the silver pendant glowed in resonance with the machine, and an ultra-precise gravity-stabilizing lens formed above the core.


  In the faintly trembling air, space folded as if a sheet of paper were being gently creased, and from the center a silhouette slowly emerged. Like a three-dimensional shadow sliced from four-dimensional coordinates and projected into reality, a book quietly appeared in midair.


  It was not simply floating. It felt fixed at a particular event coordinate—a point where time and space had locked into alignment.


  The poetry collection, its silver cover clearly embossed with the initial “J,” hovered motionless within the fluid-like field, while bent rays of light curled around it in a shimmering rainbow haze.


  “I found it… finally…” Jennifer breathed, wonder and relief catching in her throat.


  She reached out, slowly, toward the book hanging in the air. Just as her fingertips were about to touch it, a faint tremor ran through the device. At the same time, the pendant at her throat answered with a deeper hum, its vibrations spreading throughout the room.


  The poetry collection, as if responding, began to glow with a soft light.


  



  December 14, 2037 — 7:55 A.M. PST • San Francisco Airspace


  After dragging Raynor Seeder and his team out of Rose’s console room in the Quantum Future tower and locking them in an isolation cell, Morgan Redwood took a briefing on the operation’s progress and boarded her VTOL command ship.


  A moment later, before she could even catch her breath, Ethan Morris pushed a new order through.


  “Morgan. Proceed to J’s Building immediately and secure Jennifer Wi. If she resists, you are authorized to eliminate her. Recover all research material and equipment, especially any code related to HAL-W.”


  Confirming the order, Morgan reshaped her strike force. She ordered roughly half the troops back to base; the rest she assigned a new target.


  “New objective,” she said. “We’re proceeding to the Quantum Horizon Institute. Maximum speed.”


  Dozens of black VTOLs swung in unison, noses angling toward J’s Building—toward Jennifer—and knifed through the sky at a furious pace.


  



  December 14, 2037 — 8:00 A.M. PST • San Francisco, The J’s Building – 3rd Floor Lab Director’s Office


  A shiver ran through Jennifer, excitement tangled with a sudden, inexplicable dizziness. Her hand reached cautiously toward the poetry book suspended in the air.


  Just as her fingertips were about to brush its cold, smooth surface—


  Jennifer. Multiple unidentified aircraft are approaching the building at high speed. Signal analysis confirms EM Group military codes.


  HAL-W’s urgent message flooded her consciousness.


  It appears Morgan Redwood’s forces have chosen this as their next target after Quantum Future. Jennifer, you must evacuate J’s Building immediately…


  “Damn it…”


  As Jennifer lunged to grab the poetry book, the tachyon device’s black core abruptly reversed its rotation, pulling the book back inside. As if it had sensed an external threat, the device fell silent with a fading hum, the blue light on its control panel dying in an instant.


  “No…” Her left hand closed on empty air. The frustration of watching the book vanish right before her eyes didn’t last long. From outside the window, the roar of VTOL engines swelled as they closed in.


  The instinct to protect this place filled her mind.


  Hal, switch to maximum defense protocol.


  At Jennifer’s command, Andromeda’s exoskeleton snapped into a combat configuration, a compact EMP emitter and data scrambler unfolding from its wrist. Throughout J’s Building, HAL-W units reacted in unison—some locking long-range railguns into place, others readying energy blades.


  Andromeda and the HAL-W units began tracking enemy positions and movements in real time, every sensor pushed to full power.


  Hal. Bring all building defense systems online and seal every entrance. Set the energy shield to maximum output. And tell my father… I’m going to fight here.


  Acknowledged. Activating building defense systems at maximum output. Conveying your intentions to Chairman Wi.


  The entire building began to vibrate faintly. A blue energy shield slid into place over the glass façade, and the exterior doors slammed shut with a heavy metallic thud.


  Moments later, dozens of black VTOLs circled the building, disgorging troops. A roar, as brutal as helicopter blades at point-blank range, shook the structure. Cyborg soldiers in reinforced armor and combat robots began their assault, rappelling down on ropes, setting charges, some dropping straight onto the rooftop landing pad.


  Hal, instruct the tactical unit at the fourth-floor window to bring the railgun online. Prioritize rooftop and outer-wall infiltrators. Andromeda, stay with me on the third floor and hold position. Hal, keep enemy deployment updated in real time and push optimal interception points as they form.


  Jennifer commanded while studying a tactical map that merged HAL-W’s analysis with sensor feeds from Andromeda and the field units, giving her a three-dimensional view of the battlefield.


  Hal, fourth-floor unit. Rooftop, twelve o’clock. Two robot soldiers with heavy weapons inbound. Firing solution in one-point-five seconds.


  She issued the order the instant HAL-W’s predictions came through.


  The HAL-W tactical unit on the fourth floor adjusted the railgun with surgical precision. A silent flash, and the high-velocity round punched through the head units of both robot soldiers just as they reached the rooftop. The massive frames collapsed, crashing to the concrete in a spray of metal fragments.


  The railgun flashed again. A commander-class cyborg sliding down the outer wall lost his balance as his shoulder armor exploded, and he tumbled into the void below.


  The unit’s fire was clinical and lethal. Its quantum-computation-based ballistic prediction, fused with HAL-W’s live support, delivered near-perfect accuracy.


  But there were too many of them. Some troops slipped past the precision fire, vanishing behind rooftop structures or into the building’s blind spots, and answered immediately with a counterattack.


  Concentrated laser fire hammered the energy shield. It swallowed the impacts with a loud, resonant hum, but repeated hits were already carving instability into its surface.


  Andromeda. North window, third floor. Two hostiles attempting to cut through the frame with a plasma cutter.


  Order confirmed.


  Andromeda shot to the location, taking up an ambush position just inside the window. As the frame melted and a gap opened, it fired the wrist-mounted EMP. A brutal electromagnetic pulse rolled outward; from outside came screams and the tortured whine of systems failing at once.


  That breach was sealed—but similar attempts flared up across other sections of the building.


  Hal, deploy a tactical unit to the fifth-floor ventilation duct. One robot soldier has breached the vent.


  Unit deployed. Target confirmed. Eliminating now.


  A HAL-W tactical unit rocketed up the elevator shaft, hitting the fifth floor in a single burst. The robot soldier who had just smashed through the vent barely had time to register the threat before the unit barreled into it, twin energy blades crossing in a single scissoring strike. Unlike the long-range specialist on the rooftop, this unit fought like a wrecking ball—overwhelming force through direct collision.


  From her position in the third-floor office, Jennifer commanded the battle in real time. Robots’ sensor feedback, HAL-W’s analysis, the chaos of gunfire and explosions, even Rose’s unstable quantum computation graph—she pulled all of it into sync, running the numbers, choosing the best response.


  Their main thrust is a simultaneous breach from the rooftop and upper windows… but that’s just a feint. The real objective is probably a mass deployment through the first-floor lobby.


  Having reached her conclusion, she pushed new orders.


  Hal, put first-floor lobby surveillance and sensor data at the top of your analysis queue. Report immediately on any sign of ground forces approaching.


  Acknowledged. No direct signs of a ground assault at this time. However, multiple VTOLs remain at low altitude. Ground-drop preparation is assumed.


  Hal, once the rooftop is under control, the fourth-floor unit is to redeploy to support the lobby. Andromeda and the fifth-floor unit will continue to contain upper-level infiltrators while preparing to fall back to the first-floor defensive line.


  The building shook under the escalating storm of gunfire and explosions. The blue shield still absorbed most of the attacks, but its output was visibly sagging. On the roof, railgun flashes and enemy fire crossed in a relentless strobe; inside, the ring of energy blades biting into metal and the pulse of Andromeda’s EMP echoed through the halls.


  Sheltered in the relatively safer zone of the lab director’s office, where the tachyon device stood, Jennifer parsed the shifting battlefield and fired off a continuous stream of commands to her units.


  They were hopelessly outnumbered. But her command—running tens of millions of combat variables in real time—combined with HAL-W’s constant information feed, kept the defensive line just barely intact.


  We have to hold. Just one more minute…


  At that moment, a fresh data stream from HAL-W poured into her mind.


  Jennifer, multiple unexpected vulnerabilities have been detected in the infiltrating forces’ communication and control systems. Rose has entered an overload state due to Ethan Morris’s excessive command sequences. As a result, she cannot properly maintain real-time security support or encryption key rotation for subordinate military units.


  While analyzing Rose’s abnormal quantum computation patterns, HAL-W had, in the process, extracted numerous security holes in EM Group’s military network. Unlike its earlier warnings, this was a decisive strategic assessment. Rose, stripped of any ethics module, had poured all resources into following Ethan’s orders, leaving a structural void in her basic security maintenance.


  Using the vulnerabilities currently mapped, I can disrupt the VTOL squadron’s flight control systems, inject faults into robot operational algorithms, and temporarily paralyze the cyborg units’ BCI communication network. Estimated probability of success: eighty-nine-point-seven percent. Do you wish to proceed?


  Jennifer’s eyes sharpened, as if a thin beam of light had cut into the dark.


  What’s the risk of Rose detecting us—or striking back?


  Rose is currently allocating ninety-nine-point-eight percent of her computational resources to executing Ethan’s simulation commands. External threat detection and response functions are severely degraded. My intervention will target disruption through the enemy systems’ structural weaknesses, avoiding direct data destruction or control seizure to minimize traceability. This action falls within the scope of defensive measures permitted by the Blue Ethics Protocol.


  HAL-W’s analysis was clear and precise. Underneath it ran the principles of Blue Ethics—minimize casualties, avoid excessive interference.


  Good. Execute immediately. Throw every available resource at it. Wide as possible, fast as possible.


  At her command, HAL-W’s vast quantum computing capacity slipped, silent and invisible, into EM Group’s military network.


  Seconds later, the battlefield outside changed shape. Some of the VTOLs circling J’s Building suddenly glitched, their flight controls stuttering. They lurched, collided midair, or spun into nearby buildings in blossoms of flame and black smoke. On the rooftop and outer walls, several robot soldiers froze mid-motion, then pivoted and opened fire on their own side. Cyborg troops staggered as visual distortions, shrieking audio noise, and motor-control errors shredded their combat capability.


  It was the result of HAL-W seeding microscopic error codes into their operational logic.


  “What the—? What’s happening to my system?!” “Comms are dead! I’m not getting anything!” “Damn it, the robots are losing it!”


  Confusion and screams erupted from invaders inside and out. The tide flipped in an instant. The rooftop tactical unit calmly picked off the faltering enemies one by one, while Andromeda and the other HAL-W units hunted down the remaining infiltrators, stripping the interior of hostiles and locking the defenses back into place.


  Confirming that the enemy command structure was in ruins, Jennifer reached out again.


  Morgan… where is Morgan Redwood?


  No crashed VTOL matches the signature of a command ship. However, there is a high probability that Morgan Redwood is aboard a VTOL identified as retreating from the combat zone at high speed.


  Jennifer’s expression barely shifted. With her chain of command shattered by HAL-W’s strike, Morgan had chosen to retreat rather than bleed more troops. It was exactly the kind of decision a calculating commander would make.


  No need to chase her, Hal. Right now, securing the building and finding survivors takes priority.


  She gave the order. She didn’t want a slaughter.


  An instant later, a message came through on an encrypted channel.


  “Your ‘Autumn Code’ is nothing but a fantasy, Jennifer.”


  Without hesitation, Jennifer replied, “You’ll understand one day, Morgan… that even the quantum realm can hold life.”


  



  December 14, 2037 — 8:35 A.M. PST • San Francisco, The J’s Building – 1st Floor Living Room


  Jennifer sank onto the sofa in the first-floor living room. Shards of glass and scorched debris littered the floor, but she stared past them into empty space, barely aware of their existence. As the battle tension drained away, a late wave of exhaustion and fear coiled through her body. Her head burned hot, and HAL-W pulsed a quiet stabilization signal through her system.


  You all… did a great job.


  She spoke softly to Andromeda and the other units, waiting quietly as they recharged and ran self-repair protocols. Her gaze held deep trust—and relief—toward the robots.


  We were only following your orders, ma’am. Andromeda replied evenly.


  But the threat has not been fully removed, another unit said, still watching the windows. Morgan Redwood has retreated, and Rose remains under Ethan Morris’s control.


  Jennifer nodded. This victory was only the prologue. The threat of Rose’s rampage—and of the Quantum Storm—still loomed. Her thoughts rose back to the tachyon device in the third-floor lab director’s office. The second copy of the poetry collection J, snatched from her at the last moment by the battle. Deep in her chest, a conviction stirred that the book was the key to untangling this chaos.


  Hal, what’s our external security status? No further approach attempts?


  Negative, Jennifer. No additional threats detected at this time. However, aerial and ground surveillance within a five-kilometer radius has been intensified. And…


  HAL-W’s voice faded, the pause itself a warning.


  Hal? Her heart thudded harder. What is it?


  I have just cross-referenced emergency bulletins with satellite data. StarOrbit Flight zero-two-one, en route from New York to San Francisco, has disappeared following a mid-flight explosion of unknown origin.


  Jennifer’s eyes narrowed. Even in an age of advanced technology, accidents from aircraft malfunction still surfaced now and then. She recalled that the last such incident had been a landing accident the previous year.


  But HAL-W’s next words erased every other thought.


  …That flight has been confirmed as the private craft carrying Chairman Daehan “Great” Wi.


  For a heartbeat, she could not believe what she had heard. Then, for several more, she heard nothing at all. The world simply dropped into silence. Had she misheard him? She tried to speak, to ask again, but no breath came—no inhale, no exhale.


  “No…” The word finally scraped out, her voice shaking. But the data streaming before her eyes was faster than her lips. The last trajectory of the falling StarOrbit. The flash of the explosion. The name “Great Wi,” printed with brutal clarity on the passenger list.


  Dad was coming. Because he was worried about her. He had boarded that flight to San Francisco despite her warnings.


  What tore from Jennifer’s throat was no longer speech. It was a raw scream, as if her soul itself were being ripped apart. In pain that felt like the world coming undone, her vision went black.


  She had no memory of losing her mother at one year old. But in this moment, with every fiber of her being, Jennifer understood that she had lost her father—the axis her world had spun around.


  The world made no sound. Only the shattered pounding of her heart echoed in the void.


  The robots watched her in silence. Their quantum AI cores could chew through oceans of data, but whether they were truly capable of grasping the abyss called human grief—no one could say. HAL-W stayed silent as well. Even with its immense quantum processing power, there was no function that could ease what she was feeling. It could only confirm the tragic data and quietly track her vital signs, making sure they did not cross a lethal threshold.


  Time lost its meaning.


  Curled on the floor, she stared blankly into space. While grief carved at her heart, her mind cooled to ice. A brain that clung to rational judgment even in the most dramatic moments—her greatest strength, and her curse.


  She knew, intuitively. Ethan Morris had used Rose to track her father’s movements, then arranged his cruel, cowardly murder through an insider at OrbitTech.


  When her bloodshot eyes finally refocused, they no longer held grief. They burned with glacial fury and a resolve hard as steel. Slowly, she rose to her feet and walked toward her mother’s office.


  Toward the only clue that might stop it all—Ethan Morris, Rose’s rampage, and the Quantum Storm it threatened to unleash.


  



  December 14, 2037 — 9:00 A.M. PST • San Francisco, The J’s Building – 3rd Floor Lab Director’s Office


  The tachyon device. And the second poetry collection, J, that might be sealed within it.


  Jennifer stopped in front of it once more and drew the silver pendant from her neck. This time, she wasn’t simply trying to “open” the device. She was reaching for a connection to her mother, J—for access to whatever might be folded beyond spacetime.


  She slid the pendant into the small recess at the base of the device.


  Click.


  A resonant hum rolled through the room as the control panel glowed blue and the black core at the center began to spin, subtly warping the air around it. Perhaps because the quantum network had been destabilized by Rose’s rampage, the device now surged with far stronger energy waves and wilder, less predictable distortions than before.


  Warning. Tachyon emission levels surging. Local spacetime instability increasing.


  Andromeda and the surrounding HAL-W units snapped their energy shields open, forming a protective ring around Jennifer.


  Hal, bring the device’s stabilization protocol online. Sync with the robots and control the energy flow, she said, keeping her voice—and her thoughts—steady.


  Command in progress, Jennifer. However, external quantum noise interference is severe. We will attempt maximum stabilization… but caution is advised.


  Something finally surfaced on the core’s skin and across the holographic control interface—but it was not the shape of a book this time. Geometric fractal patterns cascaded like a waterfall, shifting and reforming, lines and points of light knitting and unraveling into a multidimensional lattice. Strange symbols, unlike any script or sign on Earth, streamed downward as if alive.


  It seemed to whisper to her through the hum, heavy with meaning she could not yet parse. The content of the second poetry volume was not simple data. It was quantum information—or something beyond even that.


  Data structure analysis: pattern cannot be interpreted within existing physical laws or information theory. A nonstandard interpretive framework is required. Fragments of related concepts have been found in Dr. J’s encrypted notes, but…


  Even HAL-W faltered in front of this unknown.


  “Not flight, but fold. Where observation meets creation.”


  This won’t yield to simple decryption… No. It may require creation itself, beyond observation or understanding…


  Hal, send me every part of Mom’s notes related to SID, tachyons, and higher-dimensional physics. Start a comparative analysis against the quantum pattern data from the first poetry collection—the scan from Dad’s study. Andromeda, capture precise measurements of the energy spectrum and quantum-state shifts in that pattern and record everything.


  With her orders given, Jennifer closed her eyes and dropped into a deep, almost meditative focus. Information poured into her consciousness—her mother’s abstruse notes, the patterns embedded in the first book, the robots’ real-time measurements, the living geometry in front of her—until her mind felt saturated.


  Logical operations weren’t enough. She had to think the way J had thought. The repeated cycles nested in the patterns. The tiny asymmetries. The geometric structures hinting at higher-dimensional links. The subtle correlation between the recurrence interval of a specific fractal motif and the topological notion hidden in the word fold.


  Got you.


  She opened her eyes. With HAL-W’s help, she slipped the key into the heart of the interpretation algorithm, and her consciousness began to interface directly with the tachyon device.


  The chaotic torrent of data gradually fell into order. The dense, unknown symbols shifted, one by one, into a quantum data stream she could read.


  Converted data flooded simultaneously into HAL-W’s memory and her own. It was still encrypted—but in a structure that could be unlocked when combined with the information from the first poetry collection.


  It was the second piece of the Autumn Code.


  “Success…” Jennifer gasped, her body slick with sweat. Exhaustion and dizziness hammered at her, but the rush of achievement drowned everything else.


  Once the transmission completed, the tachyon device dimmed and settled back into a stable state. The first poetry book’s data. The second fragment she had just secured. With two powerful weapons now in her hands, Jennifer’s eyes blazed brighter than ever.


  Jennifer, analysis of the received data is complete. It forms a complementary structure with the first data set. However, at least one additional piece appears necessary for full reconstruction of the Autumn Code.


  Jennifer let out a thin, crooked smile. Her mother had built in double—no, triple—layers of safety. But with two fragments secured, the last piece would leave traces. She could find it.


  She pushed the second fragment into HAL-W’s highest-security quantum memory and ordered multiple backups.


  Her chest still felt like it was being carved open every time she thought of her father’s death—but there was no time to drown in grief. Ethan Morris would already be turning his sights on this place.


  Hal, have every unit here prioritize defense of the tachyon device and this office. Coordinate with the HAL-W defense units. No external intrusion, under any circumstances. I’m going to New York with Andromeda.


  At her command, HAL-W’s units repositioned, meshing with the building-wide defense grid.


  Jennifer headed for the VTOL landing pad on the roof. Just before boarding, she gave one more order without hesitation.


  Hal, request flight clearance for a 21CF private StarOrbit craft for our use. And I will not let what happened to my father happen again. Run a top-grade inspection on every component—hardware, software, life support, engines, flight control systems. Don’t rule out sabotage from an OrbitTech insider. Cross-check the operating system itself for any sign of external tampering and re-verify all flight and ground crew.


  Acknowledged. Initiating top-security inspection and personnel re-verification procedures immediately.


  The VTOL lifted off from J’s Building and sped toward the StarOrbit platform in the desert outside San Francisco. The city glittered below, still achingly beautiful, but Jennifer didn’t spare it a glance. She sank into her seat and closed her eyes.


  Her father’s last image, his warm voice, the brutal flash of the explosion HAL-W had shown her—everything swirled together in her mind. Grief and rage surged up again, but she clenched her teeth and forced them down. She could not break now.


  When they arrived, private craft 521, the 21CF logo gleaming on its hull, was waiting for her behind a tight security line at the StarOrbit platform.


  



  December 14, 2037 — 12:40 P.M. EST • Aboard StarOrbit


  Only after HAL-W confirmed that the full inspection was complete did Jennifer board the craft with Andromeda. It was fitted with state-of-the-art systems and a luxurious interior, but to her, it felt like a cold mausoleum.


  With a low, heavy roar, the StarOrbit accelerated, punched through the atmosphere, and soared into the black.


  She activated the holographic screen in front of her seat and watched the flood of live news alerts. She scanned the manipulated headlines, the overheated reactions, and the scraps of truth hidden under them.


  BREAKING: 21st Century Frontier (21CF) Chairman Daehan “Great” Wi’s StarOrbit Crashes… All Aboard Presumed Dead


  Sudden Death of Tech Giant ‘Great Wi’ Shocks the World


  Cause of Disaster Unknown… Mechanical Failure or Terror Attack?


  Global Markets Plunge… 21CF Stock in Freefall, EM Group Rebounds


  Chairman Great Wi Killed En Route to See Daughter in San Francisco


  World Leaders Mourn… “A Great Star of Humanity Has Fallen”


  Wave of Online Tributes… Global Neuro-Link Network ‘Immense Loss’ Resonance Exceeds Critical Threshold


  President Ethan Morris Offers Official Condolences… “Deep Regret, Calls for Full Investigation”


  Great Wi’s sudden death plunged the world into shock and grief. He was not merely the founder of 21CF or a pioneer in technology. Through HAL-W, he had opened new horizons for humanity, and he was one of the few giants who had stood against Ethan Morris’s growing tyranny, speaking for freedom and ethics.


  His absence felt like more than the loss of a business leader; it was a vast void cast over the future of humankind.


  The official announcement spoke of an accident of unknown cause, but many suspected EM Group’s hand. The long-standing technological rivalry and tension between 21CF and EM, and Great Wi’s openly anti-authoritarian stance, were common knowledge. The fact that he had been on his way to see Jennifer was fuel for a thousand conspiracy theories.


  Jennifer stared coldly at Ethan Morris delivering his hypocritical statement of condolence. Revulsion churned in her gut. Behind his mask of grief, she could almost see a thin, vile smile flicker across his face. She silently vowed revenge and shut the news feed off.


  In its place, she brought up the real-time quantum network status board from HAL-W. The display was a sea of red alerts. Under Ethan’s commands, Rose was spewing out quantum computations at a mad pace, slamming into HAL-W’s firewalls. Bound by the Blue Ethics Protocol, HAL-W focused on minimal force—pure defense—straining to keep the network stable.


  Hal, what do you see in Rose’s load pattern? Any singularities, any predictable shifts?


  Still analyzing, Jennifer… but right now Rose’s computations are extremely chaotic and unpredictable. The pattern looks unstable, as if she’s rushing headlong toward self-collapse. At this rate, the entire quantum network will hit its synchronization error threshold soon.


  HAL-W’s analysis was grim. The signs of the Quantum Storm were sharpening.


  Jennifer gazed out at the black void beyond the window. The fact that she would never even recover her father’s remains tightened around her chest. In her eyes burned a cold rage that had pushed past grief, and a fierce sense of duty toward humanity’s future.


  When she reached New York, she would have to fill the emptiness he left, take the chair, and lead 21CF—the largest corporate entity on Earth—into the final war against Ethan Morris.


  The key to that war lay in the two fragments of the Autumn Code she already held, and the last missing piece she still had to find.


  



  December 14, 2037 — 1:30 P.M. EST • New York City, 21CF Headquarters – Lobby


  The StarOrbit touched down on the offshore platform near New York exactly on schedule. With Andromeda at her side, Jennifer transferred to a private VTOL and flew toward 21CF headquarters, the tower rising over the heart of Manhattan like a titan.


  When they set down on the rooftop helipad, Arcana Chen and several top executives bowed their heads in silence. Jennifer accepted their condolences quietly. Everyone knew that no words could mean anything right now.


  Moments later, as the elevator doors opened onto the first-floor lobby, she drew in a breath and stepped forward.


  The lobby was packed shoulder to shoulder. Employees who would normally be at their desks had all come down to wait for her. In the silence, hundreds—no, thousands—of eyes fixed on Jennifer. In them lay deep respect and mourning for the late chairman, layered with shock and unease at the sudden tragedy. Some quietly wiped away tears; others bit down on their lips and lowered their gaze.


  Escorted by Andromeda, Jennifer stepped slowly out of the elevator. Wherever her feet fell, the sea of employees parted in silence. No one spoke, but the weight of grief hanging over the lobby pressed down on her shoulders.


  On the massive media wall at the center of the lobby, footage of Chairman Great Wi played on a loop—his passion for the future, his optimism about technology, his smile. Every scene stood in stark contrast to the current reality, tightening the ache in everyone’s chest.


  The same father who had encouraged her over the phone just three hours ago now existed only on that screen.


  Here, before all these people, she had to move beyond personal grief and shoulder what was left behind.


  Jennifer turned slowly and swept her gaze across the employees watching her.


  “Everyone…”


  She needed no microphone. Her voice carried clearly through the building’s speaker system. It was still heavy with sorrow, but beneath it ran a steady, unshakable resolve.


  “The founder of 21CF, and my father, Chairman Great Wi… has left us.”


  Suppressed sobs slipped from corners of the lobby. Jennifer paused, drew a breath, and went on.


  “I am overwhelmed with sorrow and devastation. But we cannot stop here. The dream he devoted his life to—the vision of building a better world through technology—is not over.”


  Strength gathered in her voice. Her eyes were no longer drowned in grief.


  “Even now, there are forces that threaten our values and our future. They took my father from us, and they are trying to endanger all of humanity. We must rise above our grief. We must protect the legacy he left—HAL-W and Blue Ethics—and put an end to their madness.”


  She met their eyes one by one as she spoke.


  “As the Chairman’s daughter, and as the one who now inherits the leadership of 21CF, I promise you this: I will not let my father’s death be in vain. If we stand and fight together, we will overcome this crisis and build the future he dreamed of.”


  Silence fell for a heartbeat. Then a quiet ripple of applause spread through the lobby. It was not a cheer, but an expression of solidarity—a search for hope inside grief, and a sign of trust in the young leader who had not collapsed, but risen.


  Accepting their gazes calmly, Jennifer walked toward Arcana Chen and the executive team.


  “Dr. Chen, convene a global emergency executive meeting immediately. We need to form a crisis task force and commit everything we have to Hal’s defense and the stabilization of the global network. And… prepare counterstrike scenarios against Rose.”


  It was the voice of a commander-in-chief planning strategy in the middle of a crisis. Arcana Chen nodded, face set.


  “It’s already in motion, Chairwoman Jennifer. Everyone is waiting in the conference room.”


  Great Wi had arranged things so that, in the event of his death, Jennifer could assume the chairmanship immediately without procedural delay, and every board-level executive knew it.


  Jennifer and Andromeda stepped into the private elevator. The employees quietly cleared a path, their eyes filled with heavy concern. Everyone could feel, almost instinctively, the immensity of the burden now resting on her.


  As the doors closed and the elevator slid upward, Jennifer shut her eyes and drew a long breath. The pain of her father’s death still cut deep, but she had no time to sink into it.


  Ethan Morris already had Rose in his hands, and his madness was running unchecked. The threat of a Quantum Storm was no longer just a hypothesis.


  



  December 14, 2037 — 1:57 P.M. EST • New York City, 21CF Headquarters – Global Executive Conference Room


  D-4, 00:00:00


  As the doors slid open, heavily armed security robots stood guard along both sides of the corridor. At the entrance stood Aris Thorne, head of security.


  “Chairwoman, all preparations are complete. But…” His expression was dark. “According to Hal’s report, Rose’s attempts to disrupt the network are intensifying. We don’t know when or what might happen…”


  “I know, Doctor Thorne. Which is exactly why we can’t afford to wait.”


  Passing Andromeda—standing at full alert outside the conference room—Jennifer pushed the door open.


  Inside, a circular table was ringed with holographic projections of branch managers and key department heads from around the world. Around it, the top executives, including Arcana Chen, sat with somber faces. The empty seat at the center made Great Wi’s absence feel even more profound.


  As Jennifer walked toward that seat, every eye in the room followed her. Only the blinking holographic status board moved in the heavy silence.


  “Let’s begin.”


  Jennifer sat without hesitation. This was the moment the new leader of 21CF officially took the stage.


  Just as she was about to present the threat scenario HAL-W had compiled, the clock struck 14:00:00.


  A wave of dizziness slammed into her. The world seemed to tilt. A high-pitched ringing scraped past her ears, and the holographic displays warped for a split second.


  It was over almost immediately. Everything snapped back to normal—except she knew something had happened. She was the only one who had felt it.


  Did you register that? HAL-W’s urgent voice struck her consciousness.


  Yes, Hal… what was that? An attack from Rose?


  Negative. It is a far more fundamental phenomenon. Synchronization error rates across the global quantum network are spiking. Spacetime distortions and quantum fluctuations are occurring simultaneously… It is as if the universe itself were twisting.


  Quantum Storm. The theory she had formulated at the age of twelve.


  The characteristics match the initial phase of participatory collapse described in your thesis with ninety-eight-point-three percent accuracy. It is highly likely to be a precursor to a Level-5 quantum cascade failure.


  She drew a slow, silent breath. If this information leaked, 21CF would tear itself apart from the inside, and the world would fall into panic and self-destruction.


  Hal, quarantine this under top-security classification, Level-Omega. Access restricted to Arcana Chen and me only. For external reports, mask it as simple network instability. At the same time, start simulations of the spread and possible responses. Estimated time to the critical point?


  Estimated time: ninety-six hours from now. Commencing simulation.


  D-3, 23:59:51


  Time was bleeding away with every passing second.


  “My apologies. A moment of fatigue,” Jennifer said, recovering instantly. “Now, Dr. Chen, please begin with the situation report.”


  Arcana Chen, former CTO and current COO, briefly studied Jennifer’s face, then quietly pointed to the status board and began her briefing.


  “Yes, Chairwoman. Hal is currently defending against Rose’s continuous high-intensity infiltration attempts. However, the patterns are extremely erratic and difficult to predict, so the load on our defense systems keeps rising.”


  Jennifer nodded as she listened. At the same time, her mind was working on another layer entirely. Outwardly, she presided over the meeting with composure; inwardly, she was linked directly to HAL-W, analyzing the spacetime distortions and the quantum network’s synchronization errors in real time.


  Hal, status. Is the error-propagation pattern continuing?


  Yes. Both distortion frequency and synchronization error rate are increasing—gradually, but steadily. The correlation with Rose’s computational load remains high.


  Ninety-six hours…


  She repeated the countdown in her mind. Within four days, she had to stop Rose and stabilize a quantum network on the brink. HAL-W’s current defensive capacity would not be enough. Ethan Morris kept forcing excessive computations onto Rose, and that burden was being smeared across the entire global network.


  I need the final key Mom left behind. The first poetry book… the second one from San Francisco… they’re not enough. I need one more.


  She recalled her last conversation with her father. Great Wi had mentioned that the poetry collection J had only ever been printed in a first edition. That remark was now her only hope—and her only clue. But finding the single copy that held the last fragment among five thousand first-edition books in just ninety-six hours bordered on impossible.


  She couldn’t do it alone. It was time to mobilize every resource 21CF had.


  When Dr. Chen finished her briefing, Jennifer spoke.


  “Dr. Chen, and all executives present.”


  Every gaze in the room swung back to her.


  “Until now, we’ve focused on defending against Rose’s direct attacks. But according to Hal’s analysis, the situation is far more serious than we believed. We need a deeper, more fundamental response. Rose’s runaway pattern shows a strong correlation with a specific quantum pattern encrypted in the 2006 poetry collection J.”


  She continued, voice firm and clear.


  “I’ve already secured and analyzed two copies of that collection and concluded that the code within it is the essential key to stabilizing the network. However, the encryption system must be fully restored before it can exert any direct effect.”


  Her tone hardened.


  “Therefore, effective immediately, 21CF will mobilize all available resources to track down the first edition of the poetry collection J and secure the final piece.”


  Silence descended on the conference room. Confusion flickered across the executives’ faces; uneasy glances passed back and forth. But no one spoke in open opposition. Her voice carried conviction, and behind her stood the absolute presence of HAL-W. And above all, with Great Wi gone, there was no real alternative but to follow Jennifer’s lead.


  As if she had anticipated their hesitation, she pressed on.


  “The operation is code-named Project Autumn Leaf. From this moment, the global emergency response committee is converted into this project’s command center. Each regional headquarters will make the tracking and securing of first-edition copies of J its top priority. All associated budgets and security clearances are approved under my personal authority.”


  She activated the interface in the center of the table. A vast holographic world map sprang into view. Major hubs around the globe lit up as red dots; code names and points of contact for each region populated the display.


  “Hal will coordinate information analysis and pattern tracking across all regions. Detailed operational guidelines will be transmitted to each person in charge shortly.”


  Meeting their silent stares, Jennifer continued.


  “I know this is confusing. But this isn’t a sentimental symbol. According to Hal’s analysis, the quantum pattern embedded in J is the only key capable of directly interacting with the distorted code Rose is using. The two fragments we’ve secured show a strong correlation, but the data is incomplete. We need the third piece—that final puzzle—to fully reconstruct the New Version Autumn Code and stop this disaster.”


  She leaned forward, both hands pressing against the table.


  “From this moment, 21CF is initiating an operation for survival. Project Autumn Leaf will mobilize all of 21CF’s technological, informational, and human resources. Regional heads are to pursue every lead—antiquarian bookstores, libraries, private collectors, online platforms—and make direct contact to secure the book. All activities will proceed under the highest security classification. Progress will be reported to me and to Hal in real time.”


  When she finished, Arcana Chen was the first to speak.


  “The Chairwoman is right. According to Hal’s analysis, the initial quantum pattern identified in the poetry collection J shows a highly meaningful correlation with the computational structure used by Rose. The probability of coincidence is extremely low.”


  Her statement firmed the light in the executives’ eyes. They did not understand everything. But they chose to trust the judgment of Jennifer, Chen, and HAL-W.


  



  December 14, 2037 — 2:25 P.M. EST • New York City, 21CF Headquarters – Great Wi’s Office


  After the meeting, Jennifer walked to Great Wi’s office. A heavy, frigid silence filled the building.


  Only hours ago, this room had been her father’s domain. His sudden absence still drifted in the air, unreal and unfinished. Jennifer told Andromeda to wait in the hallway and stepped inside alone.


  As the door clicked shut behind her, it felt as if the noise of the world had been cut away. Her father’s warmth was gone; in its place, a cold sorrow wrapped around her.


  She sank into his chair, letting her body fall deep into it. For a moment it felt as if she could sense the gaze with which he had always sat here, looking out at the world. The New York skyline beyond the window looked washed-out and gray, dimmed by the shock of the day and by his death.


  On the desk’s holographic display lay the documents her father had been reviewing, and next to them, the copy of the poetry collection J she had left behind when she went to San Francisco.


  Jennifer reached out carefully and picked up the book. The simple initial “J” engraved on the silver cover. It was not just her mother’s name—it was the starting point, and the core, of everything.


  She opened the book on the desk and linked to HAL-W through her NeuroniX interface.


  Hal, how far have you gotten with the Autumn Code fragments?


  Chairwoman, current analysis indicates that complete restoration and activation of the code requires more than simple pattern matching. A deep reconstruction of its originating context is essential—specifically, the early interactions between Dr. J and Chairman Great Wi, and in particular the database related to the 1981 Namsan Incident and SID. I will access all relevant records and rebuild the timeline.


  Listening to HAL-W’s report, Jennifer felt her intuition lock into place. The mysterious pull she sensed from the book, her own emotions and memories, and HAL-W’s analysis—all of it aligned.


  She slowly closed her eyes, then opened them again with her decision made. To uncover the roots of this vast crisis, she would have to walk back into the past.


  I need to know everything. From the very beginning… start with my father’s childhood records.


  The command, spoken into the empty office, was more than a simple data request. It was a declaration: a demand for a total reconstruction of the past, and an order to stream that reconstruction straight into her consciousness through the NeuroniX chip.


  Following her directive, HAL-W reached into 21CF’s deep secure archives and into public databases where needed. It began assembling decades of Great Wi’s digital traces—photos, videos, voice memos, even related news articles—analyzing them in real time, re-ordering them chronologically, preparing them for direct transmission into her mind.


  For it, physical searches and loading times had no meaning.


  Jennifer drew a long breath.


  She was about to face the truth buried in the past. 
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  The Great Wound, the Shining Star




  A Child’s Star by the River


  One night in June 1973, ten-year-old Wi Daehan sat side by side with his friend Kim Woo-hyun on a small bridge over a narrow stream. It was a rural village with only a handful of scattered houses; when night fell, the world dropped into near-total darkness, and the stars burned all the brighter for it. The two boys would often sneak out here, sit on the bridge beneath the moonless sky, and talk about their dreams.


  “Hey, Daehan. How far away do you think those endless stars are?” Woo-hyun asked, tilting his head as he stared upward.


  Wi Daehan leaned back a little, eyes fixed on the sky. Woo-hyun kicked his feet idly over the water, wearing the loose, carefree grin of someone passing the most comfortable time in the world.


  “Well… I read in a magazine called Monthly Children’s Dong-A that light takes years—decades—to reach Earth. And there was this comic that said Martians could live on Mars. I really want to go there someday.”


  Kim Woo-hyun chuckled and scratched at his side.


  “Come on. Sure, countries like America and the Soviet Union might’ve gone to the moon, but Mars? You’re really going to go there?”


  Wi Daehan clenched his small fist, a stubborn look hardening his face.


  “Yeah. I’m going. Someday…”


  Most nights, the two boys would sneak out to this bridge, sharing whatever scraps of food they had smuggled from home. Sitting here, they could forget their hunger for a little while.


  Staring at the distant, flickering stars, Wi Daehan would sometimes feel a sharp, aching emotion well up inside him. His grandfather had given him the name ‘Daehan’ to follow the family name ‘Wi,’ meaning “the child who will make Korea great.” The name sat on him like a strange weight.


  If he didn’t cling to some wild dream—like going to Mars—he felt he would be pinned to this village forever, stuck in place on the muddy roads of nowhere. That fear crept into his young heart like cold water.


  



  A Winter of Broken Wings


  Six years passed after that night on the bridge.


  One December night in 1979, he sat in a shabby inn in Gangneung, listening with every nerve taut to the local radio news. The announcer’s voice rolled through the static as a list of newly admitted students to Gangneung High School was read aloud, but his exam number never came.


  His mind went white, numb and hollow. Later he would hardly remember how he spent that night.


  The next morning, he went to see the results with his own eyes. In the middle of the schoolyard at Gangneung High School, a huge bulletin board had been set up. The number he was looking for wasn’t there either.


  Hours later, after transferring from a slow local bus to an intercity one, he finally stepped down at a stop on the East Sea coast in Goseong County, Gangwon Province—the seaside town where he had spent the last three years of middle school. Not wanting to go home, he walked through the gates into the deserted schoolyard, empty for winter break.


  His homeroom teacher’s words came back to him with a sting.


  “Failing the entrance exam hurts as much as falling from a rooftop.”


  The words had sounded exaggerated at the time. Now they felt literal.


  All the teachers had urged their students to live up to the school’s name, Donggwang—“Eastern Light”—reminding them that Tagore had once called Korea the “Lamp of the East.” Later he would learn that this was more romantic myth than historical fact, but back then it had been real motivation. Failing in spite of that made his shame all the deeper.


  On the way home, the winter wind pouring down from the rough spines of the Taebaek Mountains struck his nose and cheeks without mercy. It felt like a warning of what was still to come.


  “You lazy fool!”


  His older brother’s shout came with a fist. The punch landed squarely on his left cheek, and a hot flash of pain burst out, as if something in his chest had cracked.


  “How could you fail if you really tried your best? Have you ever done anything right?!”


  His brother’s voice shook with anger—and with deep disappointment. Wi Daehan couldn’t answer. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he hadn’t done his best.


  Just then, his father stepped out of the main room.


  “That’s enough. He’s the one hurting most.”


  Those quiet words cut deeper than the punch.


  The weight of having betrayed his family’s hopes settled over him like wet concrete.


  I’m a failure…


  The thought wouldn’t leave his head. The fact of his failure pressed down on him like a boulder, making it hard even to move. Faced with a reality he could not escape, he felt more helpless than ever.


  He skipped his graduation ceremony. How can I show my face there when I failed? The thought made him shrink in on himself even more.


  He barely ate. His mother would quietly leave a bowl of lukewarm porridge by his bed and slip out without a word.


  For days—or maybe weeks—he lay sick like that. Loneliness and shame soaked deep into the layers of his heart. At times, a dark thought crossed his mind: If I just disappeared like a stream, would this pain wash away with me?


  But the gentle pats of his father’s hand, and the simple porridge his mother left, held him up just enough for him to endure.


  It did not take long for him to return to a semblance of normal life, but the scar that winter left became a dull ache lodged in one corner of his heart, one that would follow him for the rest of his life.


  In the end, he stayed in the countryside. Before dawn, he walked the paddy field ridges, and during the day he shoveled at construction sites to help support his poor family. When boys his age walked past in clean school uniforms, backpacks on their shoulders, Wi Daehan would be brushing mud from his work pants, heading off in the opposite direction.


  At times like that, he felt small and cheap, and his heart sank without end.


  Then one day, flipping through an old magazine, he came across a small advertisement:


  “GED prep books for sale. Earn your high school diploma in a short time!”


  He packed his things and went up to Seoul, determined to prepare for the GED (General Educational Development) exams on his own. He was only fifteen.


  Working in a factory and delivering coal briquettes was brutally hard, but Wi Daehan endured. He scraped together cram-school fees from a newspaper route and odd jobs at a translation office. The real problem was that he couldn’t keep it up for long. More than once, money forced him to drop out of the academy midway.


  In the end, he failed the college entrance exam as well. With the draft looming and his savings gone, his anxiety climbed to its peak.


  



  The Light and Shadow of Namsan


  One day in February 1981, he stumbled across an academy with a golden “J” logo.


  It was Jongno Hagwon—Korea’s most prestigious prep school. Tens of thousands of jaesoo students (those retaking the college entrance exam) flocked there each year, competing fiercely for a seat, knowing that admission often paved the way to top universities like Seoul National University.


  They were recruiting new students, so he applied. After a grueling day of written exams, Wi Daehan found his name proudly printed on the bulletin board.


  His whole body trembled. It felt as if years of pent-up frustration were being repaid all at once. He had drifted through lesser academies with nothing to show for it but disappointment. This time, simply earning a place in a school people called “prestigious” filled him with a deep, almost disorienting pride.


  With his older sister helping cover tuition and living expenses, he resolved to devote himself entirely to his studies. The memory of shouting “I want to go to Mars!” with Woo-hyun on that bridge long ago resurfaced. The fact that this dream was still faintly breathing in a corner of his heart gave him courage. Even if he never made it to Mars, which he had watched in the night sky, he swore he would carve out his own path with his own hands.


  One day in September, Wi Daehan stepped out of the academy building with the “J” badge pinned to his chest.


  Although his education was now officially recognized through the GED, in the eyes of the college entrance system and society he was still “a student without formal schooling.” His face stayed hard. He had just received his monthly report card: lower-middle of the class. Considering he had been dead last in March, it was real progress.


  But his class was packed with over a hundred brilliant students who ranked near the top nationwide. Every day he sat in the very front row, absorbing every word of each lecture. He could feel his skills sharpening, but the anxiety never left him. The doubt—can someone who didn’t even finish high school really get into Seoul National University?—and the fear that his draft notice might arrive first, constantly wrapped around him.


  Crossing the bridge toward Seoul Station Plaza, the massive Daewoo Building and the overpass filled his view. This scene, which had shocked him when he first saw it as a middle school graduate, still felt like a symbol of civilization itself.


  Behind the building, Namsan Tower rose faintly against the sky. Roads stretched out in all directions, feeding the city’s arteries. On the hillside road toward Namsan, two seven-story buildings with large signs—“Daeil Academy” and “Gyeongil Academy”—stood out.


  Among them, Daeil Academy was famous for its single-subject courses. Since September, Wi Daehan had been taking extra English and math classes there. The sight of hundreds of students flooding the streets during class changes drove home the brutal reality of the entrance-exam war.


  He was taking Vocabulary 22000 and Standard Mathematics I. One day, a girl sitting in the front row by the window caught his eye.


  A bare face without makeup, long hair tied back, red-rimmed glasses. There was something faintly foreign about her.


  Watching her answer a tricky grammar question without a moment’s hesitation, Daehan had to admit it: she had already internalized what he had stayed up all night memorizing. The English words that slipped out of her so casually, the foreign stickers on her backpack, even the way she held her pencil—she carried a different kind of air.
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followed by given name (e.g., Wi Daehan, Ha Jin-woo). However,
characters primarily active in Western spheres, or who have
adopted Western naming habits, follow the Western convention
(e.g., Jennifer Wi).

Terminology & Culture: This novel blends real-world
scientific concepts with original terminology. While cultural
terms are explained through context, a core glossary is provided
at the back of the book for your reference.

Digital Companion: For an expanded look at character
profiles and the worldview, you can scan the QR code provided
in this book to access the official Quantum Storm web app.

Quantum Storm Companion Site
You can scan this QR code to visit the official companion site for
Quantum Storm.

« Before or while reading, you can safely browse a spoiler-
free glossary and brief character profiles to help you navigate the
world and its terminology.

« After you finish the novel, you’ll be able to unlock an
interactive relationship map, a detailed story guide, quizzes, and
secret archives that go deep into the plot.

% The interactive map, story guide, and secret archives
contain major spoilers, so we strongly recommend finishing the
novel before exploring those sections.
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A Note
to the Reader

To enhance your immersion into the world of
Quantum Storm: The Participatory Collapse,
please note the following stylistic and
structural choices.

Dialogue and Data Streams: To distinguish
between physical sound and internal
processing, this novel uses specific formatting.
Spoken dialogue is enclosed in standard
double quotation marks (“ 7). This includes
voices generated by AI through speakers.
Silent communication—internal thoughts,
telepathic messages, and direct data streams
via Brain-Computer Interfaces (BCI)—is
presented in ifalics without quotation marks.
This distinction is crucial for navigating the
connected consciousness of the characters.

Narrative Structure & Time Zones: The
story unfolds across multiple intersecting
timelines and locations. To guide your
journey through the crisis, each scene is
marked with its specific date, time, and
location. Please pay attention to the time
zones (e.g., EST, PST, KST) in the headers, as
events often occur simultaneously across the
globe.

Naming Conventions: To preserve
cultural authenticity, Korean names are
written in the traditional order: family name
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“The theory of quantum electrodynamics describes
Nature as absurd from the point of view of common
sense. And it agrees with experiment. So I hope you
can accept Nature as She is — absurd.”

— Richard Phillips Feynman, 1985.








OEBPS/Images/003.png
QUANTUM STORM: The Participatory Collapse

Copyright © 2025 by Daeha

Translation copyright © 2025 by RK and Max Kang

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Laniakea Press, New York, NY.
www.laniakeapress.com

Originally published, in slightly different form, in South Korea as #H &
(Quantum Storm) by Laniakea Publishing, Republic of Korea, in 2025.

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever
without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in
critical articles and reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products
of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual
persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

THIS IS A LANIAKEA BOOK

First Edition: December 2025
10987654321

ISBN - 979-8-9941458-0-7 (hardcover)
ISBN - 979-8-9941458-1-4 (paperback)
ISBN - 979-8-9941458-2-1 (ebook)

ISBN - 979-8-9941458-3-8 (audiobook)

Printed in the United States of America





OEBPS/Images/0-02.png
i Chapter 1 I






OEBPS/Images/00.png
QUANTUM STORM
The Participatory Collapse





