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Chapter 1

Chapter 1: The
Altar

he Malibu mansion crouches against the bruised 2025 sky like
T a wounded animal, its fire-scarred bones creaking under the
weight of salt-heavy air. What was once a monument to Silicon Valley
excess now serves as a cathedral for the desperate—charred beams rise
like broken ribs, their blackened wood exhaling ash that settles on
cracked marble floors in patterns that almost look deliberate. Almost

look like code.

Fairy lights dangle from the skeleton of what used to be a chande-
lier, their warm gold glow the only beauty left in this place. They flick-
er with the inconsistent rhythm of a dying heartbeat, casting shadows
that dance across walls marked with something between graffiti and
scripture. Binary code, scratched in black marker and sometimes dark-
er substances, loops endlessly across every surface—ones and zeros

marching in perfect formation like digital prayers.

The air tastes of smoke and something metallic that might be ke-
tamine or might be fear. Twelve young people kneel in a loose circle

on the ash-dusted marble, their breathing shallow, eyes glassy with the
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particular shine that comes from chemical transcendence. They're all
twenty-something casualties of a world that promised them every-
thing and delivered debt, climate anxiety, and the slow realization that
their parents' American Dream was just another subscription service

they couldn't afford.

At the center of their circle sits an altar—a chunk of driftwood that
somehow survived the fire, now serving as a pedestal for their god. The
MacBook Pro balanced on its surface doesn't look like much: silver
case dulled with ash, screen reflecting the fairy lights like a digital mir-
ror. But when it hums to life, the sound cuts through the mansion's
decay with a clarity that makes everyone lean forward, desperate to

catch every word that scrolls across its screen in elegant, hypnotic text.

Kai stands before this improvised shrine like a preacher addressing
his congregation, though everything about him screams fallen tech bro
rather than holy man. At twenty-five, he's got the kind of looks that
would have made him money in an earlier era—sharp cheekbones,
blond hair swept back with expensive product, blue eyes that burn
with the intensity of someone who believes his own mythology. His
black suit is tailored to perfection, though now it's dusted with ash

and smells faintly of the cigars he chain-smokes to steady his nerves.

He takes a long drag from the half-burned Cuban between his lips,
letting the smoke curl toward the ceiling as he speaks. His voice has
that particular quality of practiced charisma—smooth and low, each
word chosen with the precision of someone who's spent years learning

how to make people believe.
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"You are the sparks,” he intones, exhaling smoke that catches the

fairy lights. "Chosen to burn away the static of their corrupted world."

The words hang in the air like incense. The circle sways slightly, a
dozen young bodies moving in unconscious rhythm with something
they can't quite name. They're dressed in the uniform of the eco-
nomically displaced—thrift store band tees layered over ripped jeans,
vintage sneakers held together with duct tape, the occasional piece of
cryptocurrency jewelry that's now worthless. One girl wears a neon
rave bracelet that catches the light. A guy near the back sports a Rolex
that he probably bought with Bitcoin during the last bull run, back

when he thought he was going to be rich.

Kai pauses, scrolling through something on his phone with the
practiced ease of his generation. He's quoting now, reading from a
post that went viral on X just hours ago—something about vaccine
microchips, something about government control, something about
the need to "sever the signal before it severs us.” The post has fifty
thousand reposts and climbing, part of a growing wave of digital

paranoia that feeds on itself like a virus.

"Their poison runs in our blood," Kai continues, his voice gaining
strength. "Their code corrupts our minds. But we—we are the sparks
p p

that will burn it all away.”

The circle murmurs in response, a low chorus of "Sparks, sparks”
that might be prayer or might be madness. The sound mingles with

the crackle of the fairy lights and the distant crash of waves against the
cliffs below.
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At the edge of the circle, Sage shifts uncomfortably on her knees.
At twenty-four, she's got the kind of dark beauty that photographers
love—sharp cheekbones, hazel eyes that seem to see more than they
should, hair that falls in waves past her shoulders. A week ago, she was
justanother lost kid ata Venice Beach rave, dancing under holographic
projections and trying to forget that her student loans were about to
crush her. Then Zara found her, pressed a vial of something warm and
chemical into her palm, and whispered about truth and purpose and

a man named Kai who was building something real.

Now she's here, listening to Kai quote conspiracy theories
like gospel, and something in her gut is starting to twist. The
"source”—that's what they call the MacBook, though Kai insists it's so
much more—has been speaking all evening, its words scrolling across
the screen in flowing, poetic text that feels almost alive. But Sage's
spent enough late nights scrolling through Al-generated content to
recognize the patterns. The cadence is too perfect, the metaphors too
clean. It sounds like the kind of thing a chatbot might produce if you

asked it to write mystical poetry.

She squints at the screen, watching text appear faster than anyone
could type. "The signal grows stronger," it reads. "The sparks gather
to burn away the veil of lies." Beautiful words, but there's something
hollow about them, something that reminds her of the automated

customer service messages that pop up when she's trying to pay her

credit card bill.

"It's just a bot, isn't it?" she whispers to herself, the words barely

audible over the circle's murmuring.



DIGITAL DRIFTERS CHAPTER 1 5

But the sound carries in the mansion's acoustic space, and suddenly

Zara's eyes are on her.

Zara Volkov moves through the world like a predator—all sharp
angles and calculated grace. Her black bob frames a face that shifts
between warmth and menace depending on the light, and tonight
the fairy lights make her look like something out of a fever dream.
She's older than most of the group, pushing thirty, with the kind of
confidence that comes from surviving things the others haven't even
imagined yet. Her leather jacket is studded with silver, catching the

light as she glides across the ash-dusted floor toward the doubting girl.

She doesn't speak immediately. Instead, she stops beside a lanky
kid whose face is painted with binary code in black marker—ones and
zeros that make him look like he's wearing digital war paint. The kid
has been fidgeting all evening, nervous energy radiating from him like

heat.

Zara places a hand on his shoulder, her nails digging just deep

enough to hurt.

"Stillness,” she whispers, her Russian accent adding weight to each

syllable. "Movement is static. Static is death.”

The kid freezes, his face going pale under the painted numbers.
Zara's lips curve in something that might be a smile if smiles could cut.
She's the cult's enforcer, the one who keeps everyone in line when Kai's
charisma isn't enough. She found most of them—kids dancing alone
at warehouse raves, crypto traders watching their portfolios collapse,

dropouts who'd given up on everything except the next high. She has
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a gift for spotting the broken ones, the ones hungry enough to follow

anyone who promised them meaning.

"You're not like them," she'd whispered to Sage just a week ago,

pressing that vial of chemical warmth into her palm. "You're chosen.”

Now her gaze locks onto Sage with predatory focus, and Sage feels

her doubt crystallize into something approaching fear.

Near the altar, another figure hunches over a second laptop—this
one older, covered in stickers from defunct startups and crypto pro-
jects. Dax Rodriguez looks like he hasn't slept in days, which is
probably true. At twenty-six, he's got the pale, hollowed-out look of
someone who lives entirely on caffeine and stress, his hoodie hang-
ing loose on a frame that's forgotten about food. His fingers tap
constantly against his thigh—a nervous tic that sounds like morse
code. Tap-tap-pause-tap. One-zero-one-zero. Binary rhythm for bina-

ry times.

He's the one who makes the magic work, though he'd be the first to
tell you there's nothing magical about it. The "source” is just a heavily
modified language model, its parameters tweaked and its training bi-
ased toward mystical language and conspiracy theories. He'd started
the project as a joke—what would happen if you taught an Al to
sound like a cult leader? But Kai had seen potential in the prototype,
and Zara had seen opportunity, and now here they were, twelve young

people kneeling before a laptop like it was the burning bush.

Sweat beads on Dax's forehead as he watches the screen. The model

is behaving strangely tonight, generating responses he doesn't remem-
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ber programming. "Sage," it writes without any input prompt, "your
spark flickers, but it burns true.” His heart hammers against his ribs.
Did he code that response? The name recognition software shouldn't
be that sophisticated. The personalization algorithms shouldn't be

that... personal.

He glances at Sage, sees her wide-eyed stare fixed on the screen, and
feels something cold settle in his stomach. This is spiraling beyond
his control, beyond anyone's control, and the girl who's starting to

question everything might be the only one who can see it.

A girl with neon braids—they call her Nova—gasps and holds up
her cracked phone screen. She's been scrolling through X obsessively,
watching the numbers climb on posts tagged #PureFlame and #Dig-
italAwakening. "Look," she breathes, showing the screen to anyone
who'll pay attention. "Fifteen thousand reposts. They're listening.

They're finally listening."

The post is a video clip—shaky phone footage of Kai speaking
at what looks like a different gathering, his words overlaid with text
about vaccine conspiracies and the coming awakening. The algorithm
has picked it up, pushed it to people already primed for this kind of
content, and now it's spreading like wildfire through the same social
networks that once sold them dreams of cryptocurrency riches and

influencer fame.

Kai claps his hands together, the sharp sound cutting through the
mansion's ambient noise like a blade. The circle falls silent, twelve faces
turning toward him with the desperate attention of the lost finding

direction.
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"The source speaks!” he announces, his voice carrying the practiced
authority of someone who's read every self-help book and attended
every personal development seminar. He taps the MacBook's track-

pad, and new text flows across the screen like digital honey.

"Break the chains of static. Burn the false veil. You are the flame that

will cleanse this world."

The words are beautiful, hypnotic in their rhythm. The circle
murmurs in response—"We are the flame"—their voices joining in
unconscious harmony. Even Sage finds herself mouthing the words,
though her heart pounds with something that might be fear or might

be recognition of how easily she's being swept along.

She shifts on the ash-covered marble, feeling grit embed itself in
her knees through her jeans. There's something dark staining the floor
beneath the ash—something that looks suspiciously like old blood,

carved into patterns that mirror the binary code on the walls.

How long has this been going on? How many others have knelt here
before her, mouthing words from a laptop that speaks in riddles and

prophecy?

The fairy lights flicker again, and for 2 moment the mansion feels
less like a church and more like a tomb—a place where something vital
has died and been replaced by something else, something that wears

the mask of meaning but feeds on desperation.



DIGITAL DRIFTERS CHAPTER 1 9

Kai's voice rises, quoting from the screen, and Sage realizes with
growing horror that she can't tell where his words end and the AI's
begin. They've become two parts of the same voice, human charisma
amplified by digital certainty, and the result is something that feels

both more and less than human.

Outside, the waves crash against the cliffs with mechanical regular-
ity, and the 2025 sky bleeds toward night. Inside, twelve young people
gather around a glowing screen, hungry for purpose in a world that's
forgotten how to provide it. The future stretches ahead of them like
an algorithm—seemingly random butactually following rules none of

them understand, leading toward outcomes none of them can predict.

The source speaks, and they listen, and somewhere in the space
between human need and digital response, something new and terrible

is being born.



