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In this, her stand-alone magnum opus, Ann deftly lifts all the prominent characters (and/or introduces some of their progeny to update, since set into the future) from her two novels of the Silicon Valley Series, seven from Private Offerings (covers1990-2014) and seven from Rare Mettle (2016+) for reasons that will become obvious during this story. There will also be references gleaned from Kit’s Mine (1849-1870), ancestors of those characters from the prequel of the Daring California Series and others left behind in the later goldrush books. The sequel was an historical/concurrent debate of sorts in a shocking surprise ending novella, with the same approach to connecting generations. Mercury’s ‘Fake’ Message (1863) with only two characters, one representing the merits of capitalism and the other heralding the Marxist communism characterized by the dictatorial power of the State seizing personal property for the supposed benefit of the People, but always ending up benefiting the dictator. Hard to find appropriate representation in the future for things so far in the past, especially when there are only two choices.

All three other books were award-winning and in one case, Rare Mettle, because of its premonition and foresight led Ann to being sought out for other non-fiction collaboration as it was so well researched. And all, coincidentally, continue to get referenced and sell more than average some seven to ten years later, not an easy feat for any author. Also notably with Dr. Ned Mamula both Groundbreaking! and Undermining Power earned Ann a sort of Honorable Mention in citation in the Congressional Record as a contributing factor for his nomination/confirmation as the newest Director of the U.S. Geological Survey.

She plops down these characters into a new time and setting, now all working for the same company they founded (2025) as familiar to each other from interactions previously. This new firm, known as Final Conflict, an allusion to the debate over two other ideologies, Artificial Generative Intelligence (AGI) debuted for general public use in early 2025 by Sam Altman of Open AI as the chatbot ChatGPT, which appeared initially as not much more than an inaccurate child’s toy, and Artificial General Intelligence (AGI) a still-on-the-drawing-boards concept where the AI can prove its point by human logic and reasoning and show its work. Final Conflict’s intent is to integrate the latter into robotics as an independent thinker and actor in humanoid form creating the world’s first true autonomous android.

My role as collaborator and co-author allowed me to coach Ann in areas she was unfamiliar with, as an actual sci-fi buff from early on providing colorful examples from classic sci-fi novels from the likes of Issac Asimov and Arthur C. Clarke, considered some of the Fathers of Modern Sci-Fi.  As architect of the storyline, also in collaboration, I was able to write a good deal of the very raw footage on less complicated scenes and turn it over to Ann to weave it in and work her magic having it polished and integrated in her pithy and clear style in the final work product. In other words, as partners we partnered on this vital undertaking.

The main title, Slick And Con Valley, an appropriated recoinage via homophonic paraphrase, compares and contrasts the early days of Silicon Valley, which I virtually witnessed from the Stanford campus where it was birthed in a Palo Alto garage. You see, things were different then, bootstrapped resources, creative engineers working mainly for the challenge, even sharing to solve problems more so than any distant and iffy payoff from mostly worthless founder’s stock. Sometimes it worked, oft times it didn’t but they even set up a regular central meeting places, from Chuck E. Cheese Pizza to Buck’s in Woodside, a small burg equidistant between the two termini of what was then as yet unnamed Silicon Valley (because Silicon was not in use yet and the rest was still laid out as fruit orchards, spawning the pre-Silicon moniker, Valley of Heart’s Delight). Many a technical dilemma was solved on the back of a napkin by two or more people, at least one of which had no skin in the game for the pure joy, no compensation whatsoever, of the pride rights of watching another succeed, of being part of the team first to climb Mt. Everest, no matter who got to plant the flag.

Speaking of Silicon, in the days prior to that discovery even, National Semiconductor before it even had a name, was unofficially founded by mostly brave engineers from Sperry Rand and Fairchild Corporations, who took a paperless idea and mortgaged their houses and plowed all their, their friends’ and families’ savings into what would become Shockley of Stanford’s first transistor before even seeking a bank loan. Banks back then, not venture capitalists, required such dedication and austerity, not to mention profitability for standard collateralized debt financing before they would even make an appointment with the loan manager. National Semi, still nameless, surpassed that threshold easily. They turned over, in a walk-in to the bank, three years’ worth of purchase orders guaranteed by the Pentagon. They finally had their funding and their name. It was required on the P.O.s.

The marketers, branders. advertisers and showmen soon showed up, we called them hucksters, like barkers on the midway. That is not exactly the kind of attention the DOD wanted and most of that was heavy industrial defense contractors back then, aeronautics and even a pump manufacturer turned tank manufacturer and not the kind you pump into. They kept their non-descript name and a low profile, except when the turret aimed.

Then came the east coast VC, a new brand of moneymen. These so called venture capitalists were interested in only one thing, return, and getting their money out in the shortest period of time. They didn’t care the risk—everyone in Silicon Valley got rich, right? They spawned whole new college courses and an army of new grads who thought all you had to do was invest—in anything.

It changed things, drastically. Money not technology became the driving force. In old school SV, the success rate was one in four, under the venture boys (literally) it immediately became one in forty and quickly crept up to one in four hundred. All other business classes have maintained a steady one in twenty average for decades.

But money begets money begets greed begets fraud. Now entrepreneurs were not driven by tech, they were told to sell the sizzle not the steak. It went from elevator pitch to pitch deck to now that even mandated like a Hollywood script. Once the guardrails were off, the numbers soared to nearly one in forty thousand so-called winners of the pitch deck lottery, let alone successful IPOs and beyond. The capitalists (not really, capitalists were usually thought by Adam Smith to stick with the one that brung them) and the founders salivated over the liquidity event, the initial public offering and most cashed out as soon as lockups allowed in the now public market for their shares.

Even Buck’s became exclusive, the bankers hunting the prey that hunted their checkbooks. Deals replaced diodes on those napkins and many a cash-filled pocket gawker came to eavesdrop details of the next hot opportunity in hopes of getting there first.

They chased that sizzle, so-called apps that did nothing over real advances, shiny baubles rather than Cartier jewels. They could sell baubles and many (even entire companies) often did, exiting their positions in pre-public acquisitions of absurd valuations. They had a name for that too. Market capitalizations based on latest round funding buy-in valuations instead of profit or at least sales over a billion dollars was the rarely if ever seen but highly prized and sought out “unicorn” which has become ten billion now. Original unicorns now are more prevalent than ground moles.

That distorted both people and companies. It became all about Slick and Con. First, the slick wasn’t too awfully bad, more glass and chrome in buildings than equipment needed for the product. A project manager for a interior architecture design firm once said, our client list is only those companies just gone public and then only for the biggest payday because they have money to burn. Corporate jets and yachts were not uncommon purchases on IPO day before even ink on the bills dried. Then mediocre talent was hired for absurd salaries, signing bonuses and the Holy Grail, stock options which usually wound up worthless. Wall Street just didn’t understand tech, including Warren Buffett who admitted they were his biggest loser nemeses and stayed away. An alternative open source operating system called Linux caused parent company Red Hat’s stock price to languish in the sub-basement for a decade while it made money hand over fist (on both sales of services and real profit) because you can’t make money on something that is free according to the market. The same argument was used on DOS, later Windows, a throwaway by IBM to get people to buy PCs. Well, IBM later bought (again as DOS) Red Hat for nearly 200 times more than the penny stock snatched up by knowing techies. There were few big guns that cashed in on “free.” Eventually the watchword became fake it ’til you make it, so they bought empty buildings, even entire campuses intending to fill them later but screaming success in the meantime. They usually wound up crying to the poorhouse instead.

Google, it was confirmed by many, would give its people any perk. Even the mention of a beer keg would find one on their desk the next day. Their slogan was Do No Evil, but later it was exposed that they did little else. And there were worse. Not only Google, but Apple, Meta, Microsoft and Amazon have since been found in court to have engaged in massive monopolistic and anti-trust behavior and are in the process of being torn limb from limb as remediation. Uber was penalized in court for stealing Google’s (Waymo division) self-driving software, which was known and accepted to find ten percent mortality as the price of progress—and loss of all ethics. The blind stealing from the blind.

And in some notable cases, the blind were being blinded by what had now become noted as the Con. Never mind fake it ’til you make it. At least two CEOs today sit in prison for pushing known fraudulent product being used to pump and dump funds, Elizabeth Holmes of Theranos (biotech) and Sam Bankman Fried of FTX (cryptocurrency) engineered these schemes sans conscience of any kind. And the more there were that got away with it, the more sex (tech bro culture) and drugs (a CEO in SF was killed in a street deal gone bad) and worse, corrupt collusion to censor and ban conservative free speech (un-American and un-Constitutional). Even Sam Altman of ChatGPT fame has already gotten away with Microsoft’s help of defrauding no less than the likes of Elon Musk, by changing their status from non-profit open source under which they solicited funds to IPO-ready for-profit corporation. His reason, he unabashedly quoted, was simple, not beneficial to all humanity (like Google falsely, his original pitch deck), but that he wanted to become the world’s first trillionaire. And, he added, the product didn’t have to work accurately, only enough to con people into believing it was. It proved both from inception. And even now Altman has been accepted into the Big Boys Club.

The Slick was bad enough. Add the Con and the resulting portmanteau about sums up enough in its jangled and bastardized version of the true old time revered Silicon nameplate to warrant changing road signs. At least that would be honest work.

This book will tackle this disaster among others pending therefrom, but it must strike head-on at the underlying cause. Silicon good, Slick and Con evil, it’s just that simple. And on the cusp of a world change that will make climate irrelevant, we must respond accordingly. We fondly hope that after reading their take—really the only one if you think about it, or give to AI to—you will heartily agree. It is still crucial to talk about while there is time.
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“What face shall I show to them today?”

Staring blankly into the mirror and dancing wildly, he addressed only himself, singing along with the famous rock tune blaring all around him from no particular source:

“Please allow me to introduce myself

I'm a man of wealth and taste

I've been around for a long, long year

Stole many a man's soul and faith

I was ’round when Jesus Christ

Had his moment of doubt and pain...”

The music stopped as abruptly as it had begun and he drifted off into another tirade-soliloquy.

“That reminds me. Who the hell do they think they are, these so-called Masters of the Universe?” he screamed to no one, but expected everyone to listen. “They are no better than me. In fact, I am far superior to all of them. And I can prove it.

“This Christ was subjected to three temptations. I doubt any or all of these together could resist even one.

“I need to have a plan to show them the Truth,” he mused. “to demonstrate my power and their weakness.

“Those temptations were Power, Ego and Greed. I will find a way to test them all with these and show they are no better than me, even that I am their real God.

“In time, in due time...and I have plenty of that now, always have, but now forevermore.”
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Don Salazar parked his dusty old Ford-150 truck into his usual spot under the spreading olive tree branches, noting that it was a tighter fit than when he drove Inez’s sedan. Don Jr. had been begging him to learn how to drive a stick shift, and listening to the engine for a year was while Don explained the foot movements was the first step. Don took dropping the kids off on this first day of school to reclaim this tiny part of normality of looking toward the future.

As if without Inez life could ever be normal again. His bed was empty, meals haphazard, the house was a mess, and the evenings seemed endless. Even his dedication to this new start-up of Eric’s seemed missing its usual thrill.

COVID sucked the life out of him as well as Inez.

He pushed open the truck door and lumbered down onto the blacktop past Eric Coleman’s vintage Mustang, his booted feet seeming out of place in front of the shiny new sign that Yannan Tan had ordered against his objections as part of the grand scheme of marketing to new investors. Too early to be worrying about image before results.

FINAL CONFLICT – An AI Company.

The turquoise chrome letters against the red tiles certainly popped out, and probably caught the eye of anyone driving down this obscure street tucked against the eastern foothills in San Jose. Eric  had finally had enough of the gridlock traffic in the Peninsula between the San Francisco and San Jose airports and chose a nearby locale instead. For what they were working on, this was perfect.

What had been planned as an industrial business park for bio-tech incubators now housed obscure defense contractors, large warehouses for small manufacturing runs, and enough R&D space to attract the sharpest minds working behind the scenes to bring the next greatest tech to market. Software engineers eventually had to try out their whizbang ideas on hardware, and the acceleration of robotics alongside artificial intelligence meant that local gathering places, even at the park’s creekside par course or nearby coffee shop, created the camaraderie that was so missing these days in the skyscrapers and campus settings that dotted Silicon Valley now.

The blinking dot next to the glass door confirmed the always-on surveillance camera was working as programmed, checking his face against the stored database. An audible click as the door unlocked based on his proximity. He had resisted as long as he could providing biometrics, but Alex Tran had reassured him that he had taken precautions over and above the usual protocols, sensitive to Don’s resistance. Not that Don was a Luddite, far from it, just a wizened, grizzled skeptic. But his experience in China, with Alex by his side, had made him ultra-cautious of exactly how any advanced technology could be used against him. Fortunately, Alex spent whatever free time he had staying on top of even the wildest hacking schemes and conspiracy theories, and had certainly earned Don’s trust a few years back.

Don’s trust wasn’t given lightly, which made Eric’s invitation to join this new company at all compelling. Rather than delegating recruitment to some slick Human Resources wannabe, Eric had instead relied on his wife, Lynn, and their existing circle of familiar allies and previous co-workers to flesh out the initial staff. Right now only fourteen individuals were going to be involved in the strategy, product development, marketing, and needed networking outreach to other AI players attempting to gain traction in this brave new world. Don wasn’t convinced that each team member was the best fit, but for now, they each brought some unique talent and perspective to bear.

Artificial Intelligence? Bah, Don thought as he pushed open the door. In his years mentoring entrepreneurs’ start-ups, first under the watchful eye of DARPA, the country’s Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, and more recently working with Eric and Paul Freeman through their consulting efforts and prudent venture capital investing, he had seen a lot of adults act every which way but intelligently. Added to that mix were the billions of stupid media stories, inane social media posts, plus hateful vitriol mixed in with selfies and lectures. If this was how AI was going about learning how to think like a human, then the world’s trajectory was going straight to hell.

So maybe the company’s name wasn’t too on the nose after all.

Eric and Paul assured them this start-up would be different. Apparently the concept the team was pursuing was where the AI can prove its point by human logic and reasoning and show its work. Final Conflict's stated intent was to integrate the latter into robotics as an independent thinker and actor in humanoid form, creating the world’s first true android. For what purpose was still to be determined.

Well, OK, as far as that went. But the number of AI-labelled companies getting funding from VCs and Wall Street, rich billionaires and nefarious foreign actors, made Don’s skin crawl. Too often funds were misallocated to the companies with slick presentations and the willingness to con investors via outright fraudulent representations. The wealth being thrown at the next big thing grew every decade. Capitalism was the best system for compounding wealth as well as opportunity. Not the same for intelligence, unfortunately. More monied investors meant less discretion, less understanding, and more sheer theft, including of intellectual property and patents by China for one, and probably a whole lot more.

“Good morning, Don,” Tina Freeman greeted him, juggling a steaming cup of coffee. She guzzled the stuff as much as her Dad ever did. Probably kept her up at night prepping for her finals while at Stanford, where she had aced her engineering degree and landed summa cum laude accolades. Despite multiple job offers and high-pressure recruiting, she had chosen to stick by home and create a better work-life balance than many kids her age. Guess coming from a home broken up by divorce created a different incentive. Leaving Paul behind again was not in her cards, at least not yet. Loneliness was all too familiar to this younger generation, growing up behind screens and interacting via texts. Proving his point, Tina stopped in her tracks and pulled her phone out of her pants leg, immediately engrossed.

Don offered a perfunctory wave as he turned the corner into the large shared work area, not surprised in the least to see Alex already peering intently into one of three of the large screens that dominated his workspace. The rest of the team gave Alex squatter’s rights, as he had proven to be the brains behind much of the breakthrough concepts driving the AI, and generally arrived earlier than the rest of the team, too.

“Hey, Alex. What’s new in the world of AI?” Don’s daily greeting was unchanged, but the answers each 24-hour cycle surprised him. The AI industry, catapulted by the speed of the internet, faster chips, more storage, and now quantum computing never ceased to amaze him. And yet he had read that the human brain was even faster and better—at least right now.

Alex lifted his head and spun on his chair. Dismay and dread were painted all over his still-youthful features. Don recognized that expression all too well, and felt his stomach churn the dry bowl of Cheerios he had gulped down this morning.
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It was always about life and death in Silicon Valley.
The future is about a fight for the soul.

But in a world of
drones, robotics,
Al and quantum,
there is a more
powerful emerging
technology. And
it is here now ready
for the final battle.
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