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			For both Carl Sagan and Sam Harris—
thanks for turning the lights on

		

	
		

		
			Chapter One

			Only Advance

			She’s seventy going on forty. If properly motivated, she could pull off thirty-five and effectively halve her age—a dangerous thought she keeps in her back pocket for nights when the lights are low, and the mirrors are forgiving. Samantha Ravensby studies her reflection in the polished pane of glass above her workstation. Her eyes, sharp and calculating, drink in the taut skin, the smoothed contours of her face. The latest CRISPR therapy coursing through her cells is working overtime. This evening, she looks like someone she hasn’t seen in years—herself, circa the Terrible Twenties. The irony is not lost on her: a rejuvenated face, but the mind of a tactician sharpened by decades of maneuvering.

			The energy of the Golden Gate Nexus vibrates faintly beneath her feet, a constant reminder of the empire she’s building. This temporary office, deep within the hub of the HyperLoop’s west coast operations, feels more like a bunker than a workplace. The walls, sterile and angular, emanate a faint light—an echo of San Francisco’s heartbeat outside. Samantha likes it this way. Isolation fuels her focus. From here, she orchestrated the integration of Loopd>In into the HyperLoop’s travel pods, a milestone that will come to fruition in a matter of weeks. She glances at the schematics displayed on her brand-new retinal Leaf—a near invisible interface embedded beneath the skin, integrating with her vision almost like a second layer of sight. She closes her eyes and quiets her mind. A soft overlay appears as soon as she reopens them. The Leaf renders traditional screens nearly obsolete, allowing users to engage with the digital world without ever looking down. No distractions, no endless scrolling—just instant information woven into reality. She recognizes that, much like the innovations of the Digital Revolution of her youth, the Leaf is a collaborative effort of brilliant minds, a fusion of digitization and life sciences, akin to her very own, Loopd>In. The blueprints she reviews are a symphony of data and design that only she truly understands. Loopd>In isn’t software. It’s salvation.

			

			Or so she tells herself.

			Her desk, a relic in this space of gleaming technology, is a battlefield of papers, dossiers, and tactile remnants of a world she still values. Her hand hovers over the folders lining the edge, fingers grazing each one until she finds it. Dust clings to the edges of the manuscript, and Samantha’s heart rate quickens. With a flick of her wrist, she brushes it clean and opens past the cover page and to the manuscript’s opening chapter: Time & Space on a Gravel Road by Philipp Largo.

			All of it unpublished. Mostly forgotten. Effectively suppressed. All by her hand.

			The thought makes her smile—a wicked curve of her lips as she settles into her chair. Largo’s brilliance was unmatched, his naivety even more so. He had truly believed that enlightenment could be the answer, that an awakened generation of so-called UnPluggers could steer humanity toward a harmonious future. Samantha admired him for that, even loved him in her own way. But she didn’t share his optimism. After his death—his grisly, public, headline-grabbing death—she acted swiftly. His legacy, his ideas, his influence—all buried.

			

			I did that, she thinks, the smile widening. He was hers to remember, hers to study, hers to keep. The world didn’t deserve him, and she certainly didn’t want to share him.

			Flipping through the pages, she lands on her favorite passage that she never tires of rereading:

			
The Great Filter presents a potential explanation for Fermi’s Paradox—the absence of detectable civilizations in our universe. We teeter on a precipice, poised between self-destruction and transcendence. Technology offers liberation, but it also brings peril. To navigate this knife-edge requires enlightened leaders and a unified society. The question is: Who will guide us? Who will lead us across this fragile threshold?


			Samantha snaps the book shut and exhales sharply. Largo’s words, as always, stir something deep within her—remnants of guilt, a sliver of doubt. But they’re quickly extinguished. Oh, Philipp Largo—was there ever a more naively brilliant man? He knew the score better than anyone, but he foolishly believed that attempting to enlighten the youth of America would help solve our society’s ills. And while these so-called UnPluggers might have a few admirable traits as a collective whole, it’s nowhere near enough. Not if we’re to truly evolve, escape the ‘Great Filter,’ and spread out through the cosmos. With nuclear fusion now powering the globe, the ability to make gargantuan leaps in space travel is right around the corner. Samantha Ravensby, more than anyone or anything, knows the masses will need controlling, kept fully occupied if the necessary moves are to be made. Yes, control is most assuredly the answer. Not enlightenment. And the time is now. She has the fortitude and the resources to make it happen. Starting with Loopd>In—the first big domino in her grand design that needs to be pushed forward. But the rug could still be pulled out from beneath her. She knows everything could unravel with a single misstep, most especially if all loose ends aren’t effectively dealt with.

			

			“Hey there!” some stumpy bald guy calls out from the hall. Clad in standard HyperLoop attire—a silver and black jumpsuit from top to bottom with black boots and a white hard hat. He looks like George Costanza dressed up as an astronaut going out for a night on the town. 

			“Yes, how can I help you?” Samantha says, moving toward her doorway. Just when she thought she had this level all to herself for the night. 

			“Oh no, no help. I’m here to ensure you’re okay. I’m Al’s helper, you see, and he thought it would be wise to make sure everything was good in your office and with everything else. You’re the only one onsite who’s not an official HyperLoop employee.”

			His aw-shucks attitude and demeanor ooze from his every movement and utterance. How’d this guy get anything more than a janitor job at a place like this. “Everything’s great here. Can’t complain about a thing,” Samantha says. “Is Al your boss?”

			“Oh no, well, kinda, I suppose. Al is what we call the AI that serves as this place’s central nervous system. I’m an AI-helper.” He snorts a laugh and smiles like a fool.

			An AI-helper? This guy is fortunate to not be a paperclip. Thankfully for him, people like me are far more tolerant and empathetic. “Okay then. Well, please tell Al we’re quite excited to be a part of the launch. All systems go!” She feigns a laugh and gives the man a playful wink.

			“And you’re that gaming or entertainment system, right?” He takes his hard hat off and wipes his bald, sweaty head with a cloth from his pocket as if he’s trying to solve some great problem.

			

			“Yes, something like that,” Samantha says. “Be sure to try it the first chance you get.” 

			“Me? No way! I can’t even do roller coasters.” He steps forward like he wants to come all the way in her office to chat some more. Samantha quickly fakes a call coming through her Leaf.

			“So sorry, but I must take this,” she says, holding up a hand and turning away from him. He mutters something apologetic and moves along his way.

			Once he’s out of sight, she closes her door and takes a seat at her desk. She thinks back to Largo’s words and dwells on his final question: ‘Who are the leaders and visionaries who will shepherd us across this fragile juncture?’ I am, she says aloud to no one. There’s no time for empathy or regret. Nothing can get in her way lest it be bulldozed completely over. Ten billion smart apes must be satiated if we brave and daring few take the next logical step in evolution. The time has indeed come. Her retinal Leaf pings softly, a reminder of her upcoming schedule that runs well past midnight. She initiates a command, sending an encrypted message to her inner circle. Everything is in place. The unveiling of Loopd>In is imminent, but loose ends remain. The subtle threats still linger, those who could disrupt her plans. The thought tightens her jaw.

			Rising from her chair, Samantha strides down the hall to the floor’s only window. The city sprawls before her, its lights a constellation of human ambition. Somewhere out there, the next chapter of her plan is waiting. And she will write it, in ink as indelible as the stars. 

			Only advance, she reminds herself. No retreat. No half measures. No contingency plans. Only advance. That wisdom-filled adage propelled and inspired more than any other since she was taught its meaning when she was a little girl.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter Two

			The Son and the Crane

			In the heartland of America, where the sky stretches wide and uncluttered, a construction site sprawls across a hundred acres, buzzing with constant activity. Like a well-oiled machine, a myriad of drones, each a cog in this grand design, swarm like a colony of bees assembling the remainder of a massive hive. All diligently following the queen’s orders, not one is off schedule or mission. But Dante Largo is not their queen, nor their commander. He is something more akin to a guardian or caretaker—tall and lanky, his six-foot-four frame marked by a long wingspan that once helped make his curveball nearly unhittable. His bright blue eyes, sharp but often distant, rarely betray emotion these days, locked behind five years of practiced stoicism and haunted retreat. A faint scar, above his left eyebrow, tells the story of a line drive that came screaming back at him during a high school game—a reminder of how unpredictable both the sport and life can be. His wavy, Beatle-like hair, a dark mop that once framed the face of a boy who smiled easily, lies beneath his company-issued bright orange safety helmet. His big hands, with long fingers built just right for the delicate grip of a baseball, now spend their days repairing drones instead, his touch more mechanical than instinctual.

			

			A service tech, his role is to ensure this orchestration of technology sings without missing a beat. Like most moments of his working days, everything is functioning as designed and scheduled. He takes a step back from the focus of his work and into the warmth of the late December day. It’s sixty degrees, not terribly unusual for this time of the year in the Midwest, just a few short hours south of St. Louis. The low winter sun casts long shadows across the site, turning the exposed beams into sharp lines etched against the sky. Nearby, drones continue to buzz and click as they shuttle building materials between metal and carbon fiber skeletons, each frame towering higher as the day inches on. His last shift before the holiday break, he’s restless, and his mind drifts to thoughts of the past, the things he’s avoiding.

			He takes a moment to appreciate the bustling, congruous movement around him, every drone performing its choreographed routine—welding, sealing, lifting—seamlessly conceived. The technology here is world class. Even though he’s worked as a drone tech the past two years, he’s still very much in constant awe of the way everything progresses as planned. A precision that borders on poetic. He lets his hand slip into his forest green hoodie and retrieves a thermos of coffee, taking a deep sip as he watches the construction drones swoop and dart between the steel beams like the most agile birds. The site manager, a grizzled old-timer with a bushy mustache, gives him a nod as he walks by, and Dante returns it with a half-smile. The relaxed camaraderie keeps him grounded here—men and machines working together. Dante has been one of less than a dozen on this project since it started. They are in sync, each one trusting the other to get the job done.

			

			He takes a few steps away from the official worksite into the designated break area. Only a few hours remain and he will be off for the rest of the year, getting to recharge his own batteries for close to three weeks. Something catches his boot—a small, jagged rock jutting out of the dirt. He pauses, leaning down to inspect it. Oddly shaped, with rough edges and a pale streak of quartz running through it. On any other day, he might leave it be, but something about it irritates him. He stoops, picks it up and tosses it back into the brush beyond the bush. Bam! The act of tossing it, the sensation of letting it go from the release point he thoughtlessly selected, brings him back to another place, another moment.

			Suddenly, he’s no longer here on the construction site. He’s back at Oracle II, on that most wretched day five years ago, a baseball in his hand. He’s warming up on the mound, having never felt better in his entire life. His whole body was tuned in, his mind calm, each breath easy, deep, and full. It was his shot, his chance to make the Show.

			Dante had developed an almost otherworldly control over his emotions by then, a skill he had sharpened through years of meditation and mindfulness. His father introduced him to Sam Harris’s Waking Up app before he was ten, and those daily sessions became a touchstone. Especially on game days, Dante practiced the art of shutting out the noise, letting the world blur into the background while he locked in, every part of him—mind, body, and breath—aligned in the calm focus he needed to perform at the highest level. And as always, he was fully unplugged.

			Dante’s hands, big and capable, gave him a unique grip on the ball. He perfected a curveball that took years to master, the kind of big-league pitch coaches absolutely adored. It didn’t matter that he was a right-hander without a zipping fastball. Not anymore. The game shifted back to its roots in recent years due in large part to new AI-assisted strike zones, pitchers were graded on precision and movement as much as speed. This new generation once again strived for getting outs rather than swing-and-misses. They didn’t all need to break a hundred miles per hour anymore. It was about strategy, control, and finesse. Just about every team had a Greg Maddux, an artist and maestro on the mound. And Dante was certainly on the path.

			

			But that gameday in late March didn’t go as planned.

			Dante’s arm felt electric. His final warm-up pitch snapped into the catcher’s mitt, and he exhaled slowly, rolling his shoulders, settling in. He felt untouchable, weightless. Every cell in his body was tuned to the moment. The crowd buzzed with anticipation. This was it—the day he took his biggest step toward the majors.

			Then, in the periphery of his vision, movement. A blur cutting across the bullpen. Someone was sprinting toward him like a bloody madman. Dante barely had time to process before Chew crashed into him, gripping his jersey, fingers digging into his shoulders. His best friend, his rock, the guy who was never rattled—was shaking.

			“Deuce—” Chew’s breath came in short, ragged bursts. His eyes were wild, bloodshot, and wet. “It’s your dad.”

			The words barely landed, a distant echo in the buzzing stadium. Dante, who was known to many, especially Chew, as Deuce due to that big league curve, blinked at him, confused. “What?”

			Chew’s grip tightened. His fingers curled around Deuce’s jersey, like he was trying to physically hold him together. “There was a shooting,” he said, voice cracking. “St. Louis. At his conference . . .” He shook his head, like he couldn’t believe the words coming out of his mouth. “Deuce . . .” His lips trembled. His chest heaved. “He’s gone.” Then Chew crying uncontrollably, a site Dante had never witnessed previously. What on earth was going on?

			The ground beneath Deuce ceased to exist. His brain scrambled, trying to grasp the words, to put them into a reality that made sense. But they didn’t. They couldn’t. His dad was supposed to be flying out after the conference. Celebrate his achievement, this moment, toast to his success. It was all planned. A full weekend in their favorite city to visit.

			

			Gone? A slow, sick feeling curdled in Deuce’s stomach. “No,” he said, the word barely audible over the stadium noise.

			Chew swallowed hard, holding back another onslaught of tears. “I saw the footage, man.” His voice cracked, barely keeping it together. “I—I shouldn’t have looked. It’s—” He clenched his jaw, squeezing his eyes shut, his whole body trembling. “It’s the worst thing I’ve ever seen.”

			Deuce’s heartbeat hammered in his ears. His breath quickened. This wasn’t real. This wasn’t happening. His fingers clenched tighter around the baseball in his hand, but his grip was weak, unsteady. His body knew before his mind did—knew that the weight in his chest was something permanent, something irreversible.

			The ball slipped from his grasp. It hit the dirt with a soft, hollow thud. A noise rose from the stands—a wave of murmurs, an unease spreading like a raging wildfire. He turned, following the stunned stares of the crowd. And then he saw it.

			The jumbotron flashed a breaking news banner, the words emblazoned in stark, merciless white.

			“MASSACRE IN ST. LOUIS: DOZENS KILLED, INCLUDING TRISTAN HARRIS AND PHILIPP LARGO.”

			The letters burned into his vision. He stared. Blinked. Waited for the words to change. They didn’t. Philipp Largo. Gone. Tristan Harris. Gone.

			His father, Philipp. His hero. His last parent.

			Now an orphan. Something inside him splintered, cracked like an old foundation giving way to collapse. His chest seized, lungs locking up. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. The world tilted on its axis, the stadium warping into something surreal, something wrong. The noise—crowd, vendors, announcers—became a dull, incoherent hum, distant and meaningless.

			

			Chew was still talking frantically, still gripping him, but Deuce couldn’t hear the words. All he could hear was the silence of everything else. The void. A blur of movement. Coaches rushing over. A trainer saying something urgent. But it was all muffled, distorted. His eyes drifted back to the jumbotron. The words weren’t changed.

			His father was dead.

			The weight of it crushed him, an entire building on his chest. His legs gave out, and he sank to the ground, his knees slamming into the dirt. The impact barely registered.

			Chew dropped down with him, his breath ragged, his own grief pouring out of him. “Deuce . . .” His voice broke, shattered. His hand hovered between them, unsure where to land—on Deuce’s shoulder, his arm, anywhere that might hold him together. But there was nothing left to hold.

			Deuce pressed his palms into the dirt, his vision tunneling. A deep, guttural sound clawed up his throat—rage, grief, agony—but it never made it past his lips.

			His father was dead. The man who taught him everything. Who pulled him out of the darkest places. Who showed him how to navigate a world that never quite made sense.

			Gone.

			A rush of static filled his head. He didn’t hear the umpire calling for order. Didn’t feel the presence of more teammates surrounding him. The game, his future, his shot at the majors—it all faded into nothing. The only thing left was the hole in his chest, yawning and endless.

			Chew’s voice cracked again. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

			

			And then, through the suffocating silence, through the numbness spreading like ice in his veins—rage. A spark of it. Distant, buried beneath the wreckage. But there. Because this wasn’t random. This wasn’t just some act of violence in a country still trying to shake off the nightmares of the 2020s.

			This was the MAGA Massacre. They wouldn’t call it that right away. The news would hesitate, dance around the truth. But that’s what it was. That’s what it would be known as. A massacre. And his father—one of the men leading the charge for a better future—had been at the center of it. For the first time since he saw those words, since the world shattered around him, Deuce sucked in a breath. Shallow. Jagged. And then another.

			His vision swam back into focus. The hiss and sway of the crowd. The presence of Chew still gripping his arm like a tether to the world. The dirt beneath his knees, solid and real. The baseball, lying inches away, forgotten in the dust. Somewhere, deep in the marrow of his bones, the beginning of something new stirred.

			Not acceptance. Not peace. Something sharper. Something that five years later, would lead him right back to the city that still haunted him.

			Dante shakes his head and sighs until he’s out of breath, bringing himself back to the present, though the memory persists like a bruise he can’t stop pressing. The purr of drones fills the air as they swoop across the site, almost in sync with his pulse, which is starting to slow again. The worksite is hyperefficient, almost flawless, with AI optimizing every part of the process. Soon the high-speed transit system will be complete and interconnected across the country. Having been on the project since it started gives Dante a small tinge of satisfaction, yet for all its technological perfection, it feels strangely hollow. Like everything since his father’s murder, it’s mostly just a routine devoid of meaning. 

			

			A pop from his new retinal Leaf pulls him out of his own thoughts and the horror and memories of that fatefully awful day. In his direct view a soft purple glow appears across his retina:

			
Deuce, I went ahead and booked passage for both of us. We launch tomorrow night. It’s time. You know what I mean. Can’t wait to see you again, my man. It shall be one for the books.


			
—Chew


			A small, tired smile creeps onto Dante’s face. Chew, his best friend and former teammate, has been after him for months to make the trip back to San Francisco. Known to all as Chew, David Mastamann has been Dante’s best friend for more than half his life. The one Dante stayed in touch with these past five years. And he only ever refers to him as Deuce, the nickname bestowed upon him as a youngster when he first developed that big time curveball. Chew wants Deuce to face the city that haunts him, convinced that going back will offer some form of closure. But it’s more than that. Chew wants to rebuild their friendship, to remind Deuce of who he was before abject sorrow tore through him. And though Deuce knows Chew is right, the thought of going back is enough to make his pulse race all over again. After all, he just got triggered and thrown back in time by tossing a damn rock.

			Deuce’s gaze drifts to the massive crane towering over the construction site’s center. The late afternoon sun hangs low, shining a deep orange light that ignites the crane’s frame, giving it an ethereal glow. As the light hits the crane’s length, it casts a massive shadow across the dirt field, stretching far beyond the site boundaries and over the treetops like a specter reaching into the past. Deuce feels it like a pall, echoing his own unresolved grief—a reminder of what his father helped build and what the world had mostly forgotten.

			

			With the maiden voyage of the HyperLoop dominating the national press, Deuce can’t help but think of everything his father did, but few realized it was his hand at play. None more so than the HyperLoop because it came about closely following Elon Musk’s reconnection with Sam Harris . . . a reconnection bridged by none other than his father. When the Making Sense podcaster began to make sense for the world’s richest man and pull him out of the madness he slipped into during those Terrible Twenties. For Deuce, the ultimate tragedy was that his father’s grisly and untimely death drowned his legacy, and over time, the world moved on. And to this day, Deuce wasn’t sure of everything his dad had a hand in. It’s time to change that, he thinks. Starting in San Francisco.

			A second Leaf pop. He’s only activated the device less than a month and now, getting the hang of it. It’s a recent tech breakthrough on the level of fire and wireless as it changes the game of life for every user. Information and communication as simple as a concentrated thought. High tech gadgetry and life sciences amalgamated to reshape, well, everything. The message is again from Chew, as if he’s there with Deuce, egging him to shed the past and go forward together into the future in which hope abounds and pain recedes. 

			“If you can’t do it for yourself, do it for him.”

			The weight of it settles over him like the descending twilight. For five long years, Deuce had stayed hidden, convinced that his father’s legacy—overshadowed by the violent spectacle of his death—was out of reach. And that nothing carried any meaning. But today, something indeed feels different. San Francisco no longer seems like a place to avoid. Instead, it’s a place he needs to return to, a place where his father’s memory deserves rekindling.

			As the light slips away, Deuce lets go of the numbness that’s held him back since that day five years ago. The crane’s silhouette fades into the evening, its shadow absorbed into the darkness, but Deuce stands a moment longer, watching, resolved. For the first time in years, he feels the faint stirrings of purpose, and he’s looking forward to catching up with his closest friend. He responds to Chew that he’s ready—and excited—to make the play.

			

		

	
		

		
			Chapter Three

			The Abyss

			Charisma Sinclair slows to a walk, chest rising and falling in deep, steady breaths. Sweat cools against her skin as she pulls off her sunglasses and surveys the neighborhood she’s spent years pretending to belong in. Towering, architecturally ostentatious estates sprawl across manicured lawns, their owners ensconced in wealth so old it no longer recognizes itself as privilege. Every driveway hosts the latest autonomous vehicles, every home a monument to someone’s family legacy. She wonders, not for the first time, if they even know what it’s like to build something from nothing.

			Then there’s hers—a modest 3-D printed unit tucked at the edge of the community, an anomaly in this world of opulence. A testament not to lineage but to raw ingenuity, to a life built on intellect and innovation rather than inheritance. She prefers it that way. Or at least she did, until now. One step inside her home and she notices it. An envelope—thick, cream-colored, embossed with an insignia she doesn’t immediately recognize—placed dead center on her kitchen island, like a trap laid in waiting. Not slid under the door. Not dropped in the mail. Delivered.

			

			By whom? And how?

			A sharp tension grips her ribs, compressing her post-run exhilaration into something cold and tight. She knows, with the kind of premonition that doesn’t require opening it, that nothing inside that envelope is good. She stares at it in her hands as if it were a relic from an extinct world. It’s thick, almost ceremonial, a weight that doesn’t belong in 2049. Who even sends letters anymore? Everything important—contracts, legal notices, corporate negotiations—flows through encrypted quantum channels—secured, documented, permanent. Especially with the recent advent of the retinal Leaf. But this . . . this is different. Tactile. Deliberate. A definitive power play. 

			She runs her fingers along the embossed insignia, her pulse quickening as recognition sets in. A law firm—one of the big ones, the kind that deals in multibillion-dollar lawsuits and existential corporate warfare. A sense of wrongness creeps over her, an icy knot forming in her stomach. She inhales sharply, tries to center herself. No assumptions, react later, she tells herself.

			Then she sees it. Cease and desist. The words sever all ties with Loopd>In leap out at her like a physical attack. A rush of adrenaline spikes through her veins, heat rising to her cheeks, her chest tightening as if the air itself is turning against her. 

			No. No.

			Her knees threaten to buckle, but she steadies herself against the cold, polished edge of her kitchen island. The document is dense, packed with legal jargon designed to overwhelm, but the meaning is crystal clear—She has been exiled from her own creation.

			The next words make her stomach lurch: Any attempt to assert intellectual ownership, interfere with ongoing operations, or communicate with active stakeholders will result in immediate legal recourse, including but not limited to financial restitution, punitive damages, and permanent injunctions.

			

			It reads less like a warning and more like a death sentence. Her vision blurs, nausea creeping up her throat. She blinks rapidly, forces herself to read it again, as if a second pass might soften the brutality of it. But it doesn’t. Loopd>In is no longer hers.

			She can’t breathe. How? Why? She forces her mind to move, to untangle the impossibility of it. This can’t be legal. Her name is on the patents. Her work is written into its very DNA. But there, at the bottom of the page, is the signature that makes her blood run cold.

			Samantha Ravensby.

			It’s a clean, bold stroke and unmistakable in its finality. The betrayal flares like a wound ripped open mid-healing. Charisma moves before she can think. Her legs propel her forward, instinctive, desperate, her body seeking proof—real proof—that this isn’t happening. She practically throws herself into her office chair, jabbing the power button on her console. The machine comes to life, screens blinking awake, their cold glow illuminating the panic etched across her face. Her hands slam against the keyboard. Fingers fly, keystrokes sharp and erratic, pounding out the login sequence she’s typed a thousand times before. But now, the screen hesitates, lagging, buffering longer than usual. Each passing second stretches unbearably.

			Then—ACCESS DENIED.

			The phrase blinks at her in bold red letters. She blinks back, uncomprehending. Her hands freeze over the keyboard.

			No. She tries again, typing with deliberate, forceful precision. Charisma.Sinclair_Admin. Enter. ACCESS DENIED.

			Her breath shudders in her chest. Her cursor hovers over the recovery options. She tries her financial accounts next, hands shaking as she swipes through the verification process.

			

			Account Locked.

			She grips the desk. The screen seems to shrink, to loom, to suck the oxygen from the room. A fresh wave of nausea rolls through her. Every piece of her existence is being erased in real time. She swipes to her personal development files. The blue progress wheel spins. And spins. And spins.

			Then—FILE NOT FOUND.

			Gone. Her mind fractures into static. This isn’t real. This can’t be real. But it is. The nausea surges. She shoves back from the desk, stumbling to her feet, her breath coming in sharp, uneven bursts. Her body moves on instinct, seeking an anchor, anything to keep her from spiraling. But there’s nothing. Just the deafening silence of a life that has been stolen from under her.

			Charisma steps away from everything and closes her eyes, standing in the middle of the kitchen, trying her best to summon all those lessons from yesteryear. Mindfulness. Deep recollection. Cadenced and focused breathing. She tries to summon something from her interactions with Samantha over the past months that would lead to this. Unreturned phone calls. Body language in the office and boardroom. Passing comments, tones in correspondence. Nothing overt, but there was subtlety everywhere, wasn’t there? She wasn’t invited to meet the HyperLoop team following their proposal. She didn’t think much of it at the time, but now, it certainly appears to be a bellwether.

			She closes her eyes and focuses on the days leading up to this moment. She sees it clearly. This wasn’t a fracture—it was a controlled demolition. A calculated move, made by someone who was planning for a long time. Samantha wasn’t just taking Loopd>In. She was erasing Charisma from it. A quiet sob escapes her throat before she can stop it. She presses a fist to her mouth, desperate to contain the sound, but the tears come anyway. Hot, silent, furious tears.

			

			It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Loopd>In was her ticket out. From her mother’s shadow. Out of the suffocating circles of influence that dictated who belonged and who was merely tolerated. She built something real. Something visionary. And now, in the span of a single evening, it’s taken from her like a child ripped from its mother’s arms.

			Her gaze moves to the letter still clenched in her shaking hands. The paper crinkles slightly under her tightening grip. It’s nothing more than a formality—a taunt, wrapped in legal jargon, a polite way of saying, Stay down. Don’t fight. It’s over.

			Samantha knew exactly what she was doing. Charisma had nothing left to fight with. The walls of her home inch closer, the air suddenly thick and oppressive. For a space designed with openness in mind, it now feels cramped. The living room—once her sanctuary of solitude—seems almost predatory. The glass coffee table at its center, normally pristine and uncluttered, now feels sterile, an empty reflection of herself. Two charcoal-gray sofas sit across from each other like silent witnesses to her unraveling, their cool, modern form mocking her. The recessed lighting, always set to a warm, amber glow that match her eyes, now casts long, sharp shadows against the walls, deepening the hollowness in her chest.

			She turns toward the sliding glass door, her gaze drifting past the transparent pane to the only thing in her world that still feels untouched—her garden. Beyond the threshold, native irises and California poppies sway in the night breeze, their soft hues muted by the dim moonlight. The manicured hedges stand like silent sentinels, framing chaotic bursts of color. There was harmony here once. A balance between wild growth and cultivated beauty.

			This is where she reads. Where she problem-solved in the twilight hours as Loopd>In went from a concept in her mind to becoming reality. Where she sits beneath the open sky, allowing her mind to drift up to the stars. She spends countless nights here, nestled into the worn Adirondack chair, letting the vastness of the cosmos comfort her. She feels closest to her truest self here, untethered, limitless.

			

			It was the Time & Space program that shaped her more than anything else—opened her eyes to the incomprehensible scale of the universe. It showed her a perspective beyond the petty battles of power and control, gave her a sense of wonder that no material success could replicate. She recalls the teacher who first introduced her to the world of the cosmos, Mr. Cody. What would he tell her if he were sitting with her tonight? Look up to the stars and not down at your feet, his most oft-used maxim. She has mixed feelings and emotions about going any further down this path. Then she recalls what spawned from that national program’s wake. The UnPlugger movement that emerged resonated with her deeply, the idea that disconnecting from the digital noise meant reconnecting with something real. Nature and the tangible world. Together, they were the first steps toward her creation, no, not creation, but the beautiful blend of life and mind sciences that became Loopd>In.

			Now, she feels disconnected from everything. She forces herself upright, gripping the counter for balance. The wine rack catches her eye.

			Not yet.

			Her hands twitch, muscles tightening in protest. She stares at the bottle of Pinot Noir tucked between two others. Her old companion. The one that smooths the edges when they get too sharp. She doesn’t even bother with a glass. The bottle is open in seconds, the deep crimson liquid hitting her tongue before she has time to think about it. One gulp. Then another. The warmth spreads through her chest, but it doesn’t dull the ache. If anything, it makes it sharper—a cruel reminder that there’s no real escape.

			Her stomach churns in rebellion. She barely makes it to the bathroom before it all comes back up. Collapsing onto the floor, forehead pressed against the cool tile, she breathes raggedly. Pathetic. Even her body is rejecting her now. With a weak, shaking hand, she reaches for the worn dark green blanket draped over the armrest near the kitchen. She pulls it over her shoulders like armor, curling into herself on the living room couch.

			

			Sleep. Just sleep.

			The tears still come, but she’s too exhausted to fight them anymore. The weight of everything presses her deeper into the cushions, the quiet rush of the city outside a dull backdrop to her own unraveling.

			Tomorrow, she’ll still be ruined. Tomorrow, she’ll still have nothing. Tomorrow, she won’t be able to avoid the truth.

			But tonight? Tonight, she lets herself break and fall into the abyss.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter Four

			Perilous Pachyderm

			Chew steps into his side-by-side unit, the familiarity of the 3-D printed walls greeting him like an old friend. The look and smell of his compact, efficiently designed living space, identical to Deuce’s next door, offers a comforting embrace after weeks on the road. The subtle whir of advanced technology, hidden within the very fabric of his home, showcases modern convenience and a shared life with Deuce, separated only by a wall built from the same innovative process that shaped their twin abodes. 

			The neural network connection on his new retinal Leaf isn’t working properly, so Chew goes old school with the touch screen. After a few taps on a phone nearly as old as he is, he holds up his ID card, and a second later, he purchases two tickets on the HyperLoop. They’re for David Mastamann and Dante Largo. Chew chuckles. Seeing his actual name spelled out alongside Deuce’s never ceases to amuse. Has anyone called his best friend anything other than Deuce over the past decade? His phone dings, indicating an authorized email. It’s his receipt for the trip. He swings his feet from the floor and plops down on his couch. $199 for everything. He cannot believe it sometimes. He remembers when he was a young kid, and a single plane ticket cost over $2,000 to fly to Paris. How could he forget? His mom and dad reminded him of the price every hour of that two-week trip.

			

			But that matters very little this go-around. Neither he nor Deuce has been back to San Francisco since . . . Chew wonders if this isn’t a huge mistake. It was only, what, four years? Five? He went through all this in his head before. And he talked plenty with Deuce. He reminds himself why this is the right move, trying to brush away the lingering doubt and fear. Besides, this will be their maiden voyage on the HyperLoop! What better way to initiate this return to their once-favorite city? It’s time, damn it.

			Chew scrolls through a few pictures of San Francisco. Nights out in North Beach and the Mission. They were epic, but ephemeral. There and gone in the blink of an eye. No other city came close to matching San Francisco. The city was a mosaic of unforgettable experiences for Chew and Deuce, a singular experience—alive in a way no other place could match. The city didn’t just exist, it continually pulsed, electric, and boundless, as if the very air carried the energy of all who walked its streets before them. Their memories were filled with the excitement of big-time sporting events. As precocious youngsters they joined in the collective cheer and felt the roar of the crowd. Leisurely strolls through Golden Gate Park offered moments of tranquility and a deep appreciation of the natural world in a major city center, as they wandered beneath the towering cypresses and eucalyptus, where golden shafts of sunlight filtered through the canopy, dappling the winding dirt paths. The scent of damp earth and blooming jasmine clung to the air, while the distant strumming of a busker’s guitar mixed with the rustling leaves, turning the park into a sanctuary that felt both wild and welcoming. 

			

			They cherished the panoramic views from the city’s hills, in which life in the great western metropolis met with natural beauty in stunning harmony that few, if any, throughout the world could match. Biking through the restless arteries of the city, they weaved between vintage streetcars and honking rideshares, past the welcoming glow of taquerias and jazz lounges spilling saxophone notes into the cool night air. The scent of grilled sourdough and sizzling dim sum clashed and mingled, an olfactory signature of a city always in motion, where every turn revealed another burst of life—skaters bombing down hills, muralists lost in their latest masterpiece, lovers wrapped in twilight embraces beneath glimmering marquee lights. Those experiences were the constant backdrop of their time in San Francisco, vibrant and full of life, until an abrupt turn of events cast a wicked shadow over these cherished places, transforming them from scenes of joy to echoes of past demons. Since then, San Francisco has only been a house of horrors for Deuce and Chew. It’s time to change that, Chew thinks.

			He exhales, staring up at the ceiling. Deuce was barely functional after Philipp’s murder, and in those early days, Chew was the one to keep him moving. He helped Deuce land the construction gig, giving him something physical to do, something that didn’t require being in the public eye, talking to people, or thinking too much. At the time, it felt like the best way to keep him sane. But Chew knows better now. He knows Deuce has been hiding. Knows that, despite his intelligence and the potential Philipp saw in him, Deuce chose a life that lets him disappear into routine. That’s what this trip to San Francisco needs to be about—helping Deuce remember who he used to be. Before grief hollowed him out, Deuce was a force—lanky and loose-limbed, yet composed, a quiet confidence simmering beneath the surface. He carried himself with ease. Everything he did looked effortless, whether it was painting the edges of the strike zone with that wicked curveball or holding court in late-night debate, weaving his logic like a craftsman shaping wood. His mind as sharp as his mechanics, a wit as quick as his reflexes, and an intensity that never felt forced, just . . . natural. He didn’t simply move through the world. He belonged in it, like he was always on the verge of something greater. And now? Now, he was a faint memory of that promise, a young man treading water in a life too small for him. San Francisco wasn’t only about facing ghosts—It was about dragging Deuce back to the surface before he disappeared completely.
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