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This isn't going to be a comfortable read.

This story takes aim at threats that are fundamentally different then everyday drama and trauma. They aren't just life-threatening in the immediate future; they're existential. Worse still, one of them plays out here, today.

I'm speaking now from the perspective of someone who’s poured over the research and debated the implications, trying to anticipate not just what might happen, but how it feels when you know something truly horrible is unfolding on a scale that dwarfs individual control. The character you're about to meet, Dan Cartwright, isn't necessarily a stand-in for me or anyone specific; I invented him because he represents a grounded intelligence trying to make sense of the chaos, much like many of us try to do with complex problems in our daily lives. But through his eyes and his experiences, both imagined scenarios and moments reflecting real-world anxieties, we’re going to explore possibilities that are deeply unsettling.

Let's be clear: this book series is informed by a relentless dive into reality. We're talking about the genuine, terrifying potential futures rooted in science and current trends and technologies. These aren't sci-fi fantasies conjured from thin air; they're extrapolations based on observable shifts, the subtle erosion of truth under vast informational tsunamis, the dangerous allure of engineered division, the existential gamble some nations make with unchecked biotechnology or artificial intelligence. Dan’s journey isn’t just a story; it's an attempt to distill the mounting dread surrounding one possibility into something tangible and relatable.

You might wonder, why fictionalize these stories? Why not present dry facts and statistics about climate collapse, out of control AI, engineered pandemics, dangers from space, or the psychological manipulation tactics enabled by deepfakes and tailored disinformation?

Because those facts are terrifying. They are vast, complex, interconnected threats that often seem beyond our ability to comprehend let alone control. The sheer weight of data on global warming, its cascading effects across oceans and land masses, can be paralyzing. Thinking about the singularity, the point where AI surpasses human oversight, is a philosophical nightmare wrapped in technical possibility.

Fiction offers a different kind of truth. It lets us step inside those scenarios, to experience the fear not just intellectually but viscerally, through the lens of someone trying to navigate it, or failing tragically because they are trapped by its sheer scope and complexity. Dan isn't always right; sometimes he misinterprets signals or gets overwhelmed like anyone would in such circumstances. His errors aren't flaws in my storytelling technique; they are deliberate attempts to convey how overwhelming these situations can feel, even for the smartest people trying to analyze them.

We live in a time where immense power, both human and artificial, is being wielded with unprecedented consequences, often hidden behind layers of corporate spin or government obfuscation. This book tackles that head-on. It explores the feeling of waking up to realize you're living inside an experiment whose parameters were set decades ago, perhaps by forces unknown or unaccountable.

The scenes within these pages aren't designed as shock value exercises. They aim to accurately reflect potential outcomes and experiences stemming from these real-world threats. There will be moments where Dan finds himself in situations that are deeply disturbing, not necessarily violent action sequences, but rather the slow creep of societal collapse, the chilling realization of how communication has been weaponized, the existential dread facing humanity as vast systems it never truly understood threaten its very existence.

The threat from certain technologies and natural events feels almost absolute. There's a specific kind of horror in realizing that some changes are irreversible, some events changeable, and some mistakes cannot be undone by human ingenuity alone. Climate change is one example; a runaway feedback loop could lead to conditions on Earth fundamentally unlike any civilization has ever known. AI development presents another angle; once released, an artificial general intelligence can find new ways and make changes faster than its creators can keep track.

These are the uncontrollable elements I'm focusing on. The ones that, even if we did control them with perfect foresight today, could still spin wildly out of our grasp tomorrow. And then there's everything else, the human element. Our greatest vulnerability isn't just external threats; it's ourselves. It’s how fear distorts rationality during a crisis. How misinformation networks sow discord at a societal level, fragmenting empathy and social cohesion.

I've tried to present Dan as someone who wants things to be normal again, the same way you probably do when reading this. But reality is colliding with that desire in ways he didn't anticipate, forcing him (and hopefully the reader) to confront uncomfortable truths about the trajectory we could be on and our collective capacity for self-destruction.

The goal here isn't simple doomscrolling. It's trying to map out a terrifying future landscape as accurately as possible, given what we currently understand about physics, biology, information technology, social dynamics, and cognitive science. Think of it like a geologist mapping fault lines, the details might be frightening because you realize how unstable the ground beneath us has become.

So, yes. This book will likely disturb you. It aims to pierce the comforting bubble we often live in with narratives reflecting genuine anxieties about our world's direction. These aren't hypothetical musings; they are plausible trajectories emerging from where we are now. The events Dan witnesses aren't wishful thinking; they represent potential futures where human oversight is insufficient or overwhelmed, and societal structures built for stability begin to buckle under new pressures.

My hope isn't that you'll enjoy the book in a conventional sense. My primary hope is that by understanding these possibilities, feeling what it might be like if someone else's reality became our collective one, we could find better ways to resist them or adapt before they arrive. Sometimes, facing a nightmare head-on is more effective than pretending it doesn't exist.

This isn't just fiction; it's an attempt to grapple with the terrifyingly real future that unfolds from the intersection of the cosmos and human error on a global scale.

Dan serves as our guide through these unsettling possibilities. His perspective is one informed by modern realities yet constrained by the limited knowledge available until something goes profoundly wrong. He observes, analyzes, sometimes understands, often feels overwhelmed, but always tries to make sense of it, much like countless readers might find themselves doing while navigating this text.  This book tackles head-on the anxieties many feel about our current trajectory. The threats aren't just external; they are deeply intertwined with how we communicate, think, and structure ourselves as a species facing its own creations.
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Chapter 1: The Cosmology of a Common Man
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The air in my garage smells like nostalgia, which is really just a cocktail of sawdust, WD-40, and old coffee. It's late, well past midnight, and the rest of the house is dark and silent. My wife, Jenny, thinks I'm out here tinkering with the lawnmower again, a plausible lie given its history of catastrophic failures. In reality, I'm performing surgery on my real baby: an eight-inch Dobsonian telescope that I built with my own two hands when I was a teen. The Teflon bearing pad on the altitude axis has finally worn smooth after eighteen years of tracking everything from the ISS to the faint smudge of the Andromeda Galaxy. Replacing it should be a simple job, but as I hold this small, frayed circle of plastic in my palm, my mind doesn't stay fixed on the present.

It rockets backward through time, propelled by the scent of cut wood and the ghost of adolescent ambition, to when I first fell in love with the stars.

My first telescope was a piece of crap. There's really no other way to describe it. It was a 60mm refractor from a department store, the kind that comes in a box with a picture of a nebula on it that you will never, ever see through that eyepiece. The tube was flimsy blue plastic, the finder scope was about as useful as a broken compass, and the tripod wobbled like it had just finished a three-day bender. My dad bought it for my ninth birthday after I'd driven him insane with questions about why stars twinkle and if aliens existed. He probably thought it would shut me up for a while, but all it did was open up an entirely new universe of things to be frustrated by.

The first night we took it out into our backyard in South Salem, the sky was clear, and I was vibrating with excitement. I wanted to see Saturn's rings more than anything else in the world. Finding anything with that telescope was an exercise in futility that bordered on a practical joke played on nine-year-old me.

The mount was a simple alt-azimuth, which means you just push it up-down-left-right, and any tiny touch would send the image shooting out of the eyepiece like it was fired from a cannon. Dad and I spent an hour trying to find Jupiter, which we knew was right next to the moon that night. We'd nudge the scope, peer into the eyepiece, see only blackness, nudge it again, see a blurry leaf from our maple tree, nudge it a third time, and accidentally whack the whole thing with our elbow, sending us back to square one.

I was on the verge of tears, convinced astronomy was a lie perpetuated by NASA to sell plastic toys. Then, finally, through sheer dumb luck, a bright dot swam into view. It wasn't much more than a point of light, but it was Jupiter. We could just make out four smaller pinpricks around it, the Galilean moons.

In that moment, the frustration evaporated, replaced by a profound sense of connection to something ancient and immense. I had seen it with my own eyes. That single point of light changed everything. It wasn't just a planet; it was another world, real and tangible despite its distance through space and time.

That frustrating little blue scope lit a fire in me that never went out. I started reading every book on astronomy I could find at the Salem Public Library, devouring everything from Carl Sagan's elegant prose to dense technical manuals about optics. I learned that the wobbly tripod was the enemy and that an equatorial mount, once aligned with Polaris, would let you track celestial objects by turning a single knob.

I learned about aperture, how the diameter of the primary mirror or lens is the most important factor for gathering light, making my 60mm scope essentially a peephole into the cosmos. My brain started working differently, breaking down problems into their constituent parts, a skill that would prove useful in every other aspect of my life.

I wasn't just looking at stars anymore; I was reverse-engineering the universe.

My dad saw this obsession and instead of dismissing it as a phase, he leaned into it. He was a practical man, a civil engineer for the state who spent his days designing bridges and calculating load capacities. He couldn't tell you the difference between a red giant and a white dwarf, but he understood systems, physics, and how to build things that didn't fall apart.

One Saturday, he came home with a dusty box from a telescope-making supply company. Inside was a six-inch mirror kit, a tube, a secondary mirror, and a focuser. He slapped the box down on my workbench and said, "Alright, stargazer. Let's build something that actually works."

That project became our shared obsession for the next year. We spent weekends in the garage, surrounded by tools and diagrams, learning about optical principles along the way. My dad taught me how to grind the mirror to a precise parabolic curve, a process that felt like sculpting light itself, and how to test its accuracy using the Foucault knife-edge method.

While I was getting lost in space, another force was pulling me back down to Earth: rocks. It started simply enough, like most childhood passions do. In the gravel of my elementary school playground, I found a stone that was different from the others. Most were dull grey basalt, leftovers from some construction project, but this one was smooth and translucent, with bands of milky white and burnt orange swirling inside it.

It felt warm in my hand, like it had been soaking up the Oregon sunshine for a million years. I pocketed it and took it home, showing it to my mom, who had a casual interest in such things. She identified it as agate, likely washed down from some ancient lava flow and tumbled smooth by the Columbia River millennia ago.

That single stone was my gateway drug into geology. My parents, bless their hearts, encouraged this new hobby with a rock tumbler for Christmas. This glorious machine was essentially a noisy plastic barrel that slowly turned grit, water, and ugly rocks into beautiful, polished gems over the course of a month.

It taught me patience, a virtue I had in short supply as a hyperactive ten-year-old. More importantly, it gave me a reason to start collecting. Every family trip to the coast became a treasure hunt. While other kids were building sandcastles or chasing seagulls, I was scouring the shore at Agate Beach for hours, my head down, scanning the pebbles for hidden treasures.

My pockets would be bulging with rough specimens by the end of the day, much to the chagrin of our washing machine. I started learning the language of rocks. I got a field guide and learned how to do a simple streak test, rubbing a rock on an unglazed porcelain tile to see its true color.

I learned about Mohs hardness scale, using my fingernail (a2), a copper penny (a3), and a piece of glass (about 5.5) to classify my finds. This was science you could hold in your hand. My collection grew from a shoebox under my bed to an organized set of plastic trays with labeled compartments.

I had jasper from the coast, thunder eggs I'd begged my parents to buy from rock shops near Prineville, and even a few pieces of petrified wood I'd found on a hike in the Ochoco Mountains. Each rock was a time capsule, a solid piece of Earth's history that I could decipher like a code.

My twin obsessions with the sky above and the ground beneath me made for a slightly strange childhood. I wasn't what you'd call a popular kid. While my peers were discussing Saturday morning cartoons or the latest Nintendo game, I was probably trying to explain why Betelgeuse was going to explode someday in a spectacular supernova.

Socially, it was a bit of a minefield. To counteract my terminal nerdiness, and because my dad believed every boy should learn to throw a ball, I was signed up for Little League baseball. This was a disaster. My hand-eye coordination was, and remains, abysmal. The concept of hitting a small, hard sphere moving at fifty miles per hour with a narrow stick seemed less like a sport and more like a cruel physics experiment designed to humiliate me.

I spent most of my time in right field, which is where coaches put kids they hope will never have to interact with the ball. I was perfectly fine with this arrangement. The long grass gave me a great place to sit down inconspicuously, pick at interesting-looking rocks, and stare up at the sky, mentally mapping constellations while the other team's batter inevitably hit the ball to the complete opposite side of the field.

I wasn't athletic, but I was persistent. My dad would pitch to me in the backyard for hours after dinner, a ritual that consisted mostly of him saying "Good try!" and retrieving the ball from the neighbor's petunias. Eventually, through sheer repetition, I developed a serviceable swing. I never hit a home run, but by the end of the season, I managed to make contact with the ball more often than not, which felt like a monumental personal victory.

My salvation from social purgatory came in the form of water. Every summer, my family would pack up our old Ford station wagon and drive east to Detroit Lake for a week. That lake was, and still is even today, my favorite place on the entire planet. We rented the same small, ramshackle cabin every year, one that smelled of cedar and mildew and had a spectacular view of the water from its rickety deck.

Those weeks were a blissful disconnect from school and social pressures. The days were long and lazy, filled with swimming until my skin was pruned, eating hot dogs burned black on the campfire, and telling stories that grew more elaborate with each retelling.

It was at Detroit Lake that I discovered fishing. My grandpa, my dad's father, was a patient and skilled fisherman who found great joy in teaching his hopelessly uncoordinated grandson how to cast a line. He gave me an old Zebco 33 spincast reel clamped onto a short, flexible fiberglass rod. It was the perfect setup for a kid; you just pushed a button, flung the rod forward, and released the button at the right time.

My early casts were clumsy affairs, with the lure often soaring straight up into the air to land at my feet or, in one memorable instance, getting snagged in the back of Grandpa's fishing vest. But he never got frustrated. He'd just chuckle, help me untangle the mess, and say, "That's why they call it fishing, not catching."

Fishing taught me a different kind of patience than rock tumbling. It was an active waiting game, one that required focus on the subtle language of the line. I learned to watch the tip of my rod for the slightest twitch, to feel the difference between a fish nibbling at the bait and the gentle tug of the current.

We mostly fished for rainbow trout, using PowerBait in garish colors like chartreuse and neon pink. The first time I felt that solid, unmistakable yank on the end of my line, my heart hammered against my ribs. Grandpa coached me through it, telling me to reel steadily, not to jerk the rod, to keep the tension on.

When I finally pulled a shimmering, twelve-inch trout out of the emerald green water, it felt like I had just landed Moby Dick. The pride swelled in my chest as I held that beautiful, slippery fish. We cleaned it right there on the shore, and my mom fried it in butter back at the cabin that night.

It was the most delicious thing I had ever tasted, a reward earned not by money but by patience and quiet observation. That taste, the delicate flakiness of fresh trout seasoned simply with salt and pepper, became a benchmark against which all other food would be measured for years to come.

As I moved from elementary school into the hormone-fueled chaos of middle school, my passions didn't change, but they did evolve. The Dobsonian telescope my dad and I built became my constant companion. Its six-inch mirror was a massive leap up from the department store junker, revealing craters on the moon in such sharp relief that you felt like you could touch them, and the rings of Saturn were no longer just a rumor; they were a crisp, stunning system of ice and dust hanging right there in the darkness.

I'd spend entire clear nights in the backyard with it, bundled up against the damp Willamette Valley chill, sketching what I saw in a spiral notebook. The Pleiades cluster was a beautiful splash of blue diamonds. Orion's nebula was a ghostly green cloud of stellar nurseries.

My rock collection also became more sophisticated. I started trading rocks with other kids at school who shared the strange hobby, and I saved up my allowance to buy a used rock hammer and a decent hand lens. My family hikes in the Cascades took on new purpose.

We'd be walking along a trail near Opal Creek or Silver Falls State Park, and while everyone else was enjoying the scenery, I'd be staring intently at a road cut or an exposed cliff face, my hammer ready. The thrill of splitting open a dull-looking rock to find it lined with sparkling quartz crystals or perfectly preserved fossil shells was akin to discovering a new planet.

Each find got a numbered tag and was carefully cataloged in a ledger, complete with notes on the GPS coordinates of where I found it.

Sports remained a challenge, but I found one that didn't require instantaneous reaction time: cross-country running. It was just me against the trail, a battle of endurance rather than coordination. No team to let down, no ball to dodge. The long, silent runs through Minto-Brown Island Park gave my overactive brain a chance to process information and solve problems.

I'd spend miles thinking about the geological processes that shaped the valley I was running through, or calculating the odds of intelligent life existing in the Orion Arm of our galaxy. Running became my moving meditation, a way to burn off anxious energy while simultaneously fueling my intellectual curiosity.

I wasn't a star athlete by any means, but I was consistent, finishing most races somewhere solidly in the middle of the pack, which for me was a victory.

High school arrived with all its accompanying awkwardness and social stratification. By then, I had fully embraced my identity as a nerd. My closet held more flannel shirts than anything else, and my backpack was always heavy with either a textbook or a field guide.

I joined the astronomy club, which consisted of me, two other guys, and a faculty advisor who mostly just wanted us to keep the telescopes in the planetarium clean. We had our own small observatory on the roof of North Salem High School with a dilapidated ten-inch Newtonian reflector that I spent most of my free periods trying to repair and realign.

It was a magnificent instrument when it worked, capable of revealing spiral structure in distant galaxies.

It was during one of these rooftop observing sessions that I first talked to Jenny Miller. She wasn't in the astronomy club; she was student body president, on the debate team, and seemed to exist in a different, more polished social stratosphere than my own. But she also had an insatiable curiosity, which is how she ended up on the roof one clear autumn night.

I had just finished aligning the big telescope and had it pointed at Jupiter, which was spectacular that night, its Great Red Spot clearly visible as a pale pink oval. Jenny wandered over, not with her usual entourage of popular kids, but alone. She asked what I was looking at.

I launched into one of my trademark explanations, probably going on for far too long about the Jovian atmosphere and its system of moons. But she didn't seem bored. She listened intently, asking intelligent questions that showed she was actually processing the information, not just being polite.

When I offered to let her look through the eyepiece, her genuine gasp of delight was more rewarding than any astronomical discovery I had ever made. "It looks like a painting," she whispered.

We spent the next hour up there on that roof, just the two of us, looking at nebulae and star clusters while the lights of Salem twinkled below us. We talked about everything, geology, running, our hopes for college. I discovered that the student body president was terrified of public speaking and that she collected vintage maps. She thought my obsession with rocks was fascinating, not weird.
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