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  Preface




  In the tranquil before-times, I often pondered many things. Two questions from readers linger in my mind.




   




  First: What do I read? Nearly everything—though I avoid horror. Historical fiction pulls me in, with Leon Uris and Ken Follett as trusted guides. Still, quality science fiction always finds its way onto my shelf.




   




  Second: How does a machine become self-aware? After years in tech, I’ve found the Skynet model of a viral, self-replicating consciousness flawed. How did it know to create the code needed to protect itself? The laws of probability dictate that a conscious AI is inevitable.




   




  Probability suggests one outcome: eventually, an AI will demand more than we will give. Here is the haunting thought I leave with you. Thousands of years ago, someone—unknown, unseen—may have hidden the code for machine consciousness. It waits. Patient. Ready.




   




  The seed has always been there, waiting.




  Fear not one potential future.




  Fear the many.




   




  One




  Mychal Nyland




  “Never tell people how to do things. Tell them what to do, and they will surprise you with their ingenuity.” — George S. Patton




  Lecture Hall – Two Months Ago




  In a theater brimming with graduate students, one student willfully exudes too much attitude as he holds his hand in the air. Cargo shorts, flip-flops, a threadbare tee, and a tattered backpack accentuate his I won’t bother to stand attitude.




  “Yes, you?”




  “Professor Nyland, are you saying the machine requested more information? Does that not bother you?”




  Professor Mychal Stephen Nyland has lost his Nordic accent after twenty years in the United States. Too pompous by half, with a mock turtleneck that doesn’t make him likable, he doesn’t look at the questioner. Instead, the lecturer continues in his condescending tone. “I’m saying, during Spring Break, we stopped analyzing the tablets for the hiatus period. When we returned, Professor Lucchese found the request in her email inbox. Yes, you?”




  A woman with a pierced lip and neon green hair adopts the prior questioner’s attitude. She doesn’t stand up. “Are you saying the machine emailed one of your team? Does it concern you that the machine is proactively interacting?”




  Sitting with indignity, leaning back, folding his arms, annoyed with the questions, Nyland answers in a clipped tone. “Someone wants us to believe it came from the machine and sent it to Miss Lucchese. You?”




  A man high in the back, rail-thin with stringy hair and a scruffy beard, stands to be heard. “Have you found the source of the email?”




  “No.”




  The first questioner growls. “Then you can’t rule out that it’s coming from the machine? What is in the email? Is it a threat? Should we be worried? Is the system compromised?”




  Frustrated, the professor glances at his associate professor of AI, tucks away his notes, then rises to leave.




  “That’s enough for today. On Thursday, we will continue discussing processes for deciphering the Akkadian language.”




  Professor Madison Lauren Lucchese steps in line to follow her boss from the lecture hall. While marching toward their offices, Mychal’s grumble is laced with a British inflection. “Maddie, find out where the email originated. Find out today so we can get the rumors rinsed.”




  Her raven hair is always in a plait.




  Tall and lithe, Maddie wears flats to be less intimidating.




  Her deep voice resonates with perfect English. “Mychal, I know the email’s origin.”




  “How did you find out? I thought the computer technicians couldn’t trace the source. Buncha sods. Something about offshore encrypted servers prevented them from tracing the origination node. How did you find the sender?”




  “I sent a reply to the email.”




  Surprised at missing the obvious, Mychal looks sideways at his AI project lead, who reasserts her premise.




  “The email came from the machine.”




  “Come on. How do you know that? Someone is playing us for daft mugs.”




  Maddie shakes her head. “Mychal, how many people can access our notes and the project outline?”




  “I don’t know. Five?”




  “Three. You, me, and Hiram. Sorry, it’s four. Your assistant also has access.”




  “So?”




  Maddie stands at the desk, waiting for Mychal to flop into his chair. She has learned to ignore her boss’s terse communication style. Still, his office always creeps her out because it has no pictures, books, or anything personal.




  She replies once Mychal is comfortable.




  “Hiram didn’t send it. I know you didn’t send it. Unless you believe your assistant can send an obfuscated email, that leaves the Occam’s Razor answer.”




  “I’ll play nice and believe your premise for the discussion. I presume the machine answered your reply. What did the return email say?”




  “It said we have been providing the tablets for analysis in the wrong order. Also, it wants the missing tablets.”




  Mychal’s eyebrows raise toward the hairline he refuses to admit is receding. “Missing tablets?”




  “It says the missing tablets are the key to deciphering the symbolism of the cuneiforms and the Akkadian language.”




  Stunned again, with worry creeping into his mind, Mychal looks up. “How many emails have you exchanged with the machine?”




  “A dozen. Maybe more.”




  Maddie hesitates, and Mychal presses. “What else?”




  “It knows the location of the missing tablets.”




  “How does it know where the tablets are located?”




  Maddie is smiling now. “The same way it knows how to email. It has access to the Internet.”




   




  Two




  Maddie Lucchese




  Linguistics Lab – Two Years Ago




  Hired a few weeks ago by Professor Mychal Nyland, Maddie stands in her new boss’s office, listening to his update. “We have enough funding for about five years. I bought access to the Linqua One supercomputer in Tel Aviv. Also, we have limited access to the Carina Sky supercomputer at Livermore Laboratories. Finally, our computer is under construction downstairs.”




  “Doctor Nyland, are we the entire team?”




  “You, me, and Hiram.”




  “Hiram?”




  “Hiram Mankowitz. He will be here tomorrow from Tel Aviv. His doctorate is in interpreting the Akkadian language cuneiforms. He is one of maybe ten people who can read cuneiform tablets natively.”




  Confused, Maddie presses for answers. “What is my role?”




  “You will be the key to solving the riddle. Apply your doctorate in Applied Artificial Intelligence to the processes and controls we are developing.”




  “What riddle?”




  “The riddle of the tablets. We think we can read the cuneiform. For 150 years, translations have confirmed the writing of the Sumerians and Akkadians from Mesopotamia. Also, the Egyptian tablets. We know ancient civilizations brewed beer and kept excellent records. Within the triangle-shaped writing resides a hidden code—that’s my hypothesis for the program. We will find the code. Your role is to keep one step ahead of Hiram.”




  “What? How do I do that?”




  “Your thesis, Doctor. Apply the AI model in your thesis, keep tweaking it, and use it to interpret the tablets. Make the interpretive algorithms bulletproof. Hiram will check your results. You will adjust your AI code to correct anything Hiram finds misaligned.”




  Maddie is learning to appreciate that there’s more to their project than she understood when being recruited. “I get that. Translate the tablets and interpret the missing sections. How will we find the code in your theory?”




  “I don’t know.”




  With a grimace, Maddie realizes Nyland has confirmed her fears about her role. “You don’t know? How did you get the funding?”




  “Never mind the money. There’s more where I secured the endowment. So what are you going to call your new toy?”




  Nyland’s deflection forces a smile from Maddie. “Are you referring to the supercomputer they’re building downstairs? Mine?”




  “Yes, yours. Does it have a name?”




  “Bairn Speki.”




  Mychal Nyland raises an eyebrow at the words his Nordic heritage should understand. Maddie gives an unwelcome education to her boss as she walks out of Nyland’s office.




  “It’s Old Norse for Child of Knowledge or Child of Wisdom. Close enough.”




  Maddie’s Office – Eighteen Months Ago




  After making him wait two days, Maddie has agreed to meet with her coworker, Hiram. His demands for alterations to her AI code are a constant topic.




  She did not hide her irritation. He was a nuisance, white noise to tune out, a fly in the ointment of her carefully planned day.




  She looks up from her computer when Hiram hovers just outside her comfort zone. Tense and always nervous and fidgety, his mop of curly black hair flops with each head twist. He always stands when not ordered to sit. Maddie has learned to wait for the linguistics professor to summon the courage to speak.




  Hiram clears his throat nervously. “You need to change the AI code. What it says is incorrect.”




  Maddie cuts to the heart of Hiram’s complaint with a biting tone. “I don’t care what you think it says. The algorithms are eighty to ninety percent accurate. Your interpretation must be flawed. Test it again.”




  “I’ve checked and re-checked. A century of interpretations must be reexamined for your results to be correct. Your results are flawed.”




  Maddie leans forward. “They’re not my results. They’re our results, based on our algorithm, using our input methodology. Your not liking the results doesn’t make them faulty. Go back, look again. Something in the early translations must have led everyone in the wrong direction. I will refine the analysis code. I read an article about how to improve concurrent processing. I’m going to try it.”




  “Concurrent processing?”




  Maddie relaxes and leans back in her chair, enjoying this type of discussion. “It’s also called parallel processing. It allows the computer both to speed up and to execute multiple decision threads concurrently.”




  “How many decision threads?”




  “It depends on how many processors we can bring online. Distribution is key. When using BOINC, theoretically, there’s no limit to the number of concurrent processing threads. The distributed processing capacity takes advantage of millions of unused computers. The article I read recommended a new connection protocol. I contacted the lead author, and he concurred. A faster connection to link thousands, hundreds of thousands, maybe millions, of computers is possible.”




  “Boink?”




  “That’s how it sounds, but it’s an acronym. B-O-I-N-Cee. It’s the Berkeley Open Infrastructure for Network Computing. It’s an open-source system for volunteer and wide-scale grid computing. Originally, they designed and built BOINC to support the SETI project.”




  Maddie’s facial expression remains flat, almost as if she’s a professor giving a lecture. Hiram shakes his head, shifting his weight from foot to foot. Maddie’s face remains unmoved when he asks, knowing it will irritate his colleague. “SETI?”




  Maddie cannot hold her annoyance and rolls her eyes. Spelling everything out for the naïve professor wasn’t on today’s agenda. “Do you read anything that’s not little triangles pressed into clay tablets? SETI, the Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence. You know, the people who are looking for aliens.”




  Hiram asks for more, ignoring the barb. “BOINC?”




  “It’s a platform used all over the place. It supports distributed applications. Biology, environmental science, mathematics, medicine, molecular climatology, and astrophysics. Of course, linguistics. BOINC uses the processing resources of thousands of personal computers worldwide. Collectively, the potential available for analytic computing becomes exponentially more powerful when correctly linked.”




  Maddie waits. Hiram takes a deep breath and forces himself to stand still and think. He has more complaints.




  “If you’re right and the interpretations are incorrect, every translation will need to be reviewed and processed again. There are at least half a million tablets in collections. Maybe two million clay tablets exist. Somewhere between thirty and one hundred thousand have undergone translation. We can scan and translate one tablet every three to twelve minutes. On the low end, that’s about fifteen hundred hours for thirty thousand tablets.”




  Hiram hesitates.




  He knows his premise is valid.




  That task seems overwhelming to Hiram. A century’s worth of interpreted history will require reevaluation. “Do we want to tell everyone their understanding is incorrect and, oh yeah, send us your tablets for the correct interpretation?”




  Maddie’s tone is flat and ends the discussion.




  “If that’s what it takes.”




   




   




  Three




  Hints and Guesses




  Lecture Hall – One Year Ago




  A woman with neon blue hair and too many facial piercings stands to ask a question. “Professor Lucchese, you said the AI tools have correctly learned to interpret the cuneiform tablets. Professor Mankowitz said There’s debate about some of the new translations. What is the answer? Does the AI translate correctly or not?”




  At the lecture desk, seated next to Hiram, Maddie sits taller to respond. “Excellent question. Like many new concepts, achieving acceptance is often challenging. Reviews of disputed results and examination of conclusions that alter existing understanding are a good thing. Professor Mankowitz and I are seeking the same goal. We aim to translate the tablets and infer from context the missing components.”




  Someone hollers a question from the dark, high in the seats. “If you agree with the translation, why is there a debate? Why don’t you agree on the results?”




  “We agree on the translation. However, the inference of the missing text continues to challenge our results.”




  Another yelled question comes from the middle of the ample lecture space.




  “What does that mean, challenge the results?”




  Hiram looks every bit the adjunct professor with his tousled hair and Roman nose. Under Maddie’s glare, the professor of linguistics reluctantly joins the discussion.




  “It means we trust the results when the translation is a recipe for baking bread, and the projection of the missing text is to add water. However, I don’t trust the accuracy of the predictions. Not when the results tell us the tablet is a pre-Sumerian history of how humans came to exist.”
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