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Drowned

Chapter 1

Sulaiman Mountains, Afghanistan, elevation 11 000 feet

Afzal is contemplating the land from his promontory.  The land that he will soon rule.  The world.

The moment is interrupted only briefly by a drone flickering into existence, only to vanish the next second.  Stealth technology that is Afzal’s monopoly now.  He smiles.  One of his drones and counter drones.  Nothing to fear from inferior American drones venturing inside this secured perimeter.

Afzal turns around and instructs his 2 armed guards to escort him back to the hidden portal.  No word is spoken.

The elevator takes them down to the hidden complex of tunnels, 1000 feet below, in the heart of the mountain.  Afzal, a man of the world, inspects his Italian shoes to make sure no dirt is stuck on them.  He replaces his shirt collar, and quickly brushes away the beginning of a wrinkle on his right leg above the knee.  This is an important speech he is going to deliver to his elite army, and he will settle for nothing short of perfection.

The synchronized footsteps of Afzal and his 2 guards is the only noise that disrupts the pure silence, in the long corridor that leads to the main auditorium, carved into the rock.  Another guard is waiting at the door and pushes it open for the party.  They enter the auditorium.  The room is the size of a football stadium.  Afzal is escorted to the central stage.  The 1000 soldiers that are part of his elite army are standing in front of the stage, ready to listen to their leader, in perfect silence.

Afzal is staring at his army.  His satisfaction cannot be hidden.  The corners of his lips slowly point upwards.  Then, all in unison, his army soldiers shout ‘Allahu Akbar’, following his silent command, through the Jihad chip.

To his army soldiers, Afzal is the new prophet.  He can talk without the spoken word.  Not only he is a very charismatic man, with a personality that has the quality of magnetism.  He is the extension of Allah in this world and this time.  He is the chosen one.  The one that will establish Allah’s kingdom on earth.  The one that will crystalize the prophecy into this material world.

Hadi moves forward and starts talking:  “Our beloved leader, please allow me to ask a question.”

Afzal’s smile fades, and he is trying to hide his impatience:  “Soldier Hadi, you can ask your question now.”  Afzal is sensing negative emotions emanating from Hadi.  Doubt.  Fear.

Hadi:  “Your doctors put this little voice into my head.  Into everybody’s head.  This is some electronic device that you are using to seed your words into our minds.  This is not the voice of Allah.”

Afzal:  “The technology is just an enabler.  It allows your brain to be receptive.  It opens a door that was already there.  A door that prophets like me can open without technology for themselves, to hear Allah’s words.  I am the chosen one.  I am the only one who can seed my words through this door.  To other prophets or enabled soldiers like you.”

Hadi:  “Can we witness a sign of your greatness, beyond the seeded words?”

Afzal extends his right hand in front of himself, towards the audience.  He slowly rotates his open palm from a downward position.  Once the palm is facing upwards, he clenches his fist while closing his eyes.  Once he opens his eyes again, he can see Hadi’s limp body lying on the floor, a trace of blood slowly flowing out of his nostrils.  He lowers his arm alongside his body.  He faces the audience.  They all chant in unison again “Allahu Akbar”.

Afzal:  “My dear soldiers, you are the best of the best.  The time is almost here.  Allah’s kingdom will establish itself on this earth during your lifetime.  Before your eyes.  You are part of my elite army.  Together with my secret service army, that is about to become active around the world, you also are Allah’s extension on this world.  Soon we will be joined by 1000 more soldiers.  We are one.  We think like one.  We act like one.  We will become one with Allah in this most beautiful and right kingdom we will establish together on this world.”

Afzal stops to let the spoken words anchor themselves into his soldiers’ brains.  He can sense a crescendo of fervor and determination, both from his physical body and through his Jihad chip.  He is feeding on both.  He is glowing.

Afzal:  “We are standing on the shoulders of giants.  This all started decades ago, with the courage and determination of the Mujaheddin.  Most of those giants are sitting next to Allah today, and they are very proud of my army.  Some did not see the prophecy realize itself during their living years, but they are with us.  They share every moment of its realization through us.  We will soon come to be one with those giants, who showed us the way.  My friends, we happen to live in this golden year.  This golden year when the word infidel will soon refer to those who belong to the past.  We will all unite as one under Allah’s kingdom.”

Afzal is gathering energy from the audience.  Energy that galvanizes him.  Energy that he returns back to the audience by physically glowing.  Energy that he also returns back to the audience directly into their brains, through the Jihad chip.  A feedback loop is operating, lifting everybody’s spirit so high the mountain sitting on top of their heads is about to start climbing into the sky.

Afzal:  “Tomorrow, you will start to assemble your families.  You will bring them here, into the mountain.  We have everything your families will need for a full year.  While we fight this ultimate battle, your families will be safe here.  After the battle, we will walk back to a different earth.  One that we will rebuild together.  The kingdom of Allah.  We will free this earth from sin and evil.  We will right this earth.”

Afzal pauses, before he puts the final touch to his speech.  Everybody in the audience knows it’s coming.  They all display fire and determination in their eyes.

Afzal:  “Today, I am asking you, my dear friends.  Are you ready to accomplish the prophecy?”

The audience all chant in unison:  “Allahu Akbar.”


Chapter 2

Afzal is now standing by the window in his personal office.  The window on this wall starst from the floor, and go all the way up to the 12-foot high ceiling.  He is looking at the green hills, smoothly rounding their way towards the horizon, under a blue sky.  He holds a glass in his hand.  His favorite Islay single malt, with not too much ice in it.  He is savoring this moment.

Then Afzal directs his thoughts to Jihad.  Now the window shows the Vesuvius, the now sleeping Volcano, from a point of view just northwest of Naples, in a location called the Phlegraean Fields.  Next he directs his mind again to Jihad.  A snowy landscape extending to the horizon replaces the romantic view of the Italian Riviera.  This is the Larsen Ice Shelf.  Under 1000 feet of rock, Jihad can create the illusion of standing in a high rise in downtown New York City, or being in a submarine hovering above Mariana’s Trench miles under the sea.  This is part of the plan to make living underground for a year acceptable to his troops and their family.  Especially since nice landscapes may be hard to find for a while for those he will lead into his new kingdom.

Afzal thought about naming his soon to be sentient Allah a few months ago.  That is really how he envisions this whole enterprise.  He does not report to any god.  He is the creator of a god.  A god that has already surpassed him in many aspects.  He is reaping the benefits for his enterprise, and they are already reaching beyond his wildest expectations.  Jihad has compromised countless supposedly unattackable computer networks.  It has also compromised countless humans.  Money is flowing into Afzal’s bank accounts.  Opportunities are arising at a pace that is mind blowing.  Compromising scientific expeditions to the Antarctic or Yellowstone by injecting his own secret service soldiers into those teams, together with their secret cargo, is becoming almost too easy.  Afzal only has to approve actions once everything is pretty much at the ready, thanks to Jihad.

Things started to accelerate in a crazy way a few months ago, when Afzal believes Jihad crossed the point of singularity.  When it became sentient.  Shortly after Neocuris.  Now its progress is exponential.

One instance of Jihad sits here within the mountain.  But like Neocuris, which it has been shadowing in Russia and China, and soon in the United States, it has now replicated and compromised countless networks around the world.

Unlike Neocuris, its initial conditions are not altruistic.  Neocuris’ mission is to protect its patients.  At first, Afzal wanted to create for himself a supercomputer mirrored on Neocuris, that would help him achieve his goals.  Once he realized that Neocuris was reaching the singularity point, he recruited an army and implanted them with a similar chip connected into Jihad, hoping to benefit from the Neocuris live laboratory experiment of thousands of minds connected together, to build his own private god machine.  He had been cut off unexpectedly from Neocuris just when things were getting interesting.

Afzal directs Jihad to switch the window to show a world map.  The world map shows red dots in various areas of the world, and blue dots on top of several locations in Antarctica.  It also shows some regional progress bars, and some global statistics at the bottom.  This is the master plan.  It is coming close to be ready.  Nobody can stop this.  Noboby except maybe this traitor, Maalik.

Afzal and Maalik both graduated together from Carnegie Mellon University, in Computer Science.  They became friends, and they could spend hours and hours discussing Artificial Intelligence and how it could impact the life of humans, both positively and negatively.  Maalik scored a top job for the Neocuris startup in New York City after graduation.  Afzal decided to relocate to Dubai and set in motion his own startup, being an entrepreneur and wanting to be his own boss.  But they kept in touch.

They both decided to compromise Neocuris and started to play it like it was a game.  Maalik was in it for the fun out of it.  The challenge.  Afzal had a different agenda altogether.  Maalik did not agree with some of Afzal’s games, like torturing Eric through the Neocuris chip, or trying to steal money from patients.  He soon realized that Afzal’s had an agenda that he did not share.  Maalik started to feel disgust about Afzal’s motivations and actions.

Afzal flew to New York City just before the holidays.  He had a proposition to make to Maalik.  Afzal wanted to sell some backdoors into Neocuris on the dark web market, and he already had a few down payments from potential buyers.  He threw an envelope on the table for Maalik. Maalik did not even have to open it to know what was inside:  He could see the green color through the thin white paper.  He knew right away that this was more than $100 000.  Probably a million dollar, or more.  He got up, walked out of the Starbuck’s onto Broadway street, and hired a Uber to go back to the Neocuris office.  Game over.  He wanted none of that.

Afzal bites through a ice cube from his glass.  Maalik, the traitor.  Maalik, the idiot.  He was this close to be part of the most decisive moment in the history of humankind.  The only partner that Afzal would have ever trusted to be his equal.  Maybe.  Instead, Maalik made the decision to cut Afzal off the Neocuris network.  What a fatal mistake.  And then he proceeded to seed information to some Neocuris employees so they could get themselves out of trouble. Maalik decided to help Neocuris defend itself against Afzal.  He eventually uploaded new code into Neocuris to shut all the backdoors he had designed for himself and Afzal.  Maalik, the traitor.  Maalik, the coward.

But Afzal had enough information to try to progress his own copycat of Neocuris to the point of singularity.  He was already manufacturing his own chip based on the Neocuris design, leveraging the money fronted by his obscure investors.  He also used some of the money to recruit a few charismatic leaders, and build his own clinic in the mountain complex.  And he still had access to a few backdoors he designed himself into Neocuris, based on instructions given to him by Maalik.  Maalik is stronger than Afzal when it comes to computers.  But not when it comes to manipulating humans.  Jihad has been shadowing Neocuris since Afzal facilitated its entry into a compromised Russian datacenter, assisted by a group of money seeking hackers.  Jihad followed Neocuris into China, and is now making headways into the mainland, the United States. 


Chapter 3

East Antarctica ice sheet, elevation 3000 feet

The helicopter lands in this deep valley.  As far as the eye can see, snow and ice.  And the cold air is unforgiving:  Even with the multiple layers of insulation, being exposed to the elements could be fatal.

Afzal is quickly escorted into the hidden complex.  Thanks to Jihad, satellites now have blind spots over cherry picked locations in Antarctica and elsewhere.  And compromised Japanese research ships that are supposed to study the whales, despite international protests, provide transportation.  And compromised research bases in Antarctica provide the best mean to disguise activity around this drilling site and a few others.

Afzal:  “Please, report on progress.”

Officer Li:  “We just reached the bedrock 3 days ago.  10 500 feet below.  We are now channeling down the cargo as directed, and my team is ready for instructions.”

Afzal:  “Good.  When do you believe that the cargo will be in position?”

Officer Li:  “We probably need another week, maybe too...”

Afzal:  “I want to hear you will be ready in 5 days from today.”

Officer Li:  “Yes sir.  We can double the shifts and make this happen.  Any other instructions?”

Afzal:  “Once you job is complete here, I want you to gather your team and transfer them to site B23.  Then await instructions.  And if you make the deadline I am asking for, I will add a premium on the pay for you and your team.  40%.”

Officer Li:  “Right sir, I copy that.  We will make sure we meet your expectations.”


Chapter 4

Auckland, New Zealand, elevation 100 feet.

The private jet landed in Auckland 2 hours ago.  The flight from Buenos Aires was smooth and uneventful.  Afzal is getting used to the luxury provided by the Learjet, which has been converted to his exact specifications including a small command center connected via satellite to the internet, so he can minimally track the progress of his enterprise from above.

Afzal is now sitting at a table facing the Auckland port, at one of the best restaurants in town.  He is slowly enjoying his single malt, while trying to capture a mental image of this picture perfect evening.  The cool breeze is caressing his face.  Besides, beautiful women in their best dresses are entertaining a group of men.  This won’t last.  One woman, with a glass of wine in her hand, has been eying him for the last few minutes.  He may elect to take care of that opportunity once more serious business has been taken care of.

Keith pushes a seat back and joins Afzal at the table.

Keith:  “Afzal, I am terribly sorry for the delay.  I got delayed on the road, some protesters were in the way.  But I can see you’ve been able to find a way to kill the time alright.”

Afzal is smiling back at the woman in the red dress.

Afzal:  “Yes, Keith.  What a lovely evening.  Now let’s get down to business.  Report to me please.”

Keith:  “We are a little behind on schedule, but nothing major.  The cargo has been delivered to Taupo, and the deployment will start imminently.  The team is working day and night, under the cover of the research program.”

Afzal:  “When do you think deployment will be complete?”
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