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Chapter 1
Chapter 1: The 
Altar

T he Malibu mansion crouches against the bruised 2025 sky like 
a wounded animal, its -refscarred bones creaking under the 

weight ov saltfhea.y airW Shat was once a monument to Vilicon xalley 
epcess now ser.es as a cathedral vor the des—erateAcharred beams rise 
like broken ribs, their blackened wood ephaling ash that settles on 
cracked marble Foors in —atterns that almost look deliberateW Blmost 
look like codeW

zairy lights dangle vrom the skeleton ov what used to be a chandef
lier, their warm gold glow the only beauty levt in this —laceW They Fickf
er with the inconsistent rhythm ov a dying heartbeat, casting shadows 
that dance across walls marked with something between graJti and 
scri—tureW Uinary code, scratched in black marker and sometimes darkf
er substances, loo—s endlessly across e.ery survaceAones and Deros 
marching in —ervect vormation like digital —rayersW

The air tastes ov smoke and something metallic that might be kef
tamine or might be vearW Twel.e young —eo—le kneel in a loose circle 
on the ashfdusted marble, their breathing shallow, eyes glassy with the 
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—articular shine that comes vrom chemical transcendenceW They:re all 
twentyfsomething casualties ov a world that —romised them e.eryf
thing and deli.ered debt, climate anpiety, and the slow realiDation that 
their —arents: Bmerican Cream was Kust another subscri—tion ser.ice 
they couldn:t aHordW

Bt the center ov their circle sits an altarAa chunk ov drivtwood that 
somehow sur.i.ed the -re, now ser.ing as a —edestal vor their godW The 
MacUook qro balanced on its survace doesn:t look like muchI sil.er 
case dulled with ash, screen reFecting the vairy lights like a digital mirf
rorW Uut when it hums to live, the sound cuts through the mansion:s 
decay with a clarity that makes e.eryone lean vorward, des—erate to 
catch e.ery word that scrolls across its screen in elegant, hy—notic teptW

Gai stands bevore this im—ro.ised shrine like a —reacher addressing 
his congregation, though e.erything about him screams vallen tech bro 
rather than holy manW Bt twentyf-.e, he:s got the kind ov looks that 
would ha.e made him money in an earlier eraAshar— cheekbones, 
blond hair swe—t back with ep—ensi.e —roduct, blue eyes that burn 
with the intensity ov someone who belie.es his own mythologyW Ris 
black suit is tailored to —ervection, though now it:s dusted with ash 
and smells vaintly ov the cigars he chainfsmokes to steady his ner.esW

Re takes a long drag vrom the halvfburned Puban between his li—s, 
letting the smoke curl toward the ceiling as he s—eaksW Ris .oice has 
that —articular 1uality ov —racticed charismaAsmooth and low, each 
word chosen with the —recision ov someone who:s s—ent years learning 
how to make —eo—le belie.eW



C3"3TBj CY3zT'YV PRBqT'Y O X

4Zou are the s—arks,4 he intones, ephaling smoke that catches the 
vairy lightsW 4Phosen to burn away the static ov their corru—ted worldW4

The words hang in the air like incenseW The circle sways slightly, a 
doDen young bodies mo.ing in unconscious rhythm with something 
they can:t 1uite nameW They:re dressed in the univorm ov the ecof
nomically dis—lacedAthrivt store band tees layered o.er ri——ed Keans, 
.intage sneakers held together with duct ta—e, the occasional —iece ov 
cry—tocurrency Kewelry that:s now worthlessW Nne girl wears a neon 
ra.e bracelet that catches the lightW B guy near the back s—orts a Yolep 
that he —robably bought with Uitcoin during the last bull run, back 
when he thought he was going to be richW

Gai —auses, scrolling through something on his —hone with the 
—racticed ease ov his generationW Re:s 1uoting now, reading vrom a 
—ost that went .iral on ? Kust hours agoAsomething about .accine 
microchi—s, something about go.ernment control, something about 
the need to 4se.er the signal bevore it se.ers usW4 The —ost has -vty 
thousand re—osts and climbing, —art ov a growing wa.e ov digital 
—aranoia that veeds on itselv like a .irusW

4Their —oison runs in our blood,4 Gai continues, his .oice gaining 
strengthW 4Their code corru—ts our mindsW Uut weAwe are the s—arks 
that will burn it all awayW4

The circle murmurs in res—onse, a low chorus ov 4V—arks, s—arks4 
that might be —rayer or might be madnessW The sound mingles with 
the crackle ov the vairy lights and the distant crash ov wa.es against the 
cliHs belowW
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Bt the edge ov the circle, Vage shivts uncomvortably on her kneesW 
Bt twentyfvour, she:s got the kind ov dark beauty that —hotogra—hers 
lo.eAshar— cheekbones, haDel eyes that seem to see more than they 
should, hair that valls in wa.es —ast her shouldersW B week ago, she was 
Kust another lost kid at a xenice Ueach ra.e, dancing under hologra—hic 
—roKections and trying to vorget that her student loans were about to 
crush herW Then 7ara vound her, —ressed a .ial ov something warm and 
chemical into her —alm, and whis—ered about truth and —ur—ose and 
a man named Gai who was building something realW

#ow  she:s  here,  listening  to  Gai  1uote  cons—iracy  theories 
like  gos—el,  and something in  her  gut  is  starting  to  twistW  The 
4source4Athat:s what they call the MacUook, though Gai insists it:s so 
much moreAhas been s—eaking all e.ening, its words scrolling across 
the screen in Fowing, —oetic tept that veels almost ali.eW Uut Vage:s 
s—ent enough late nights scrolling through B3fgenerated content to 
recogniDe the —atternsW The cadence is too —ervect, the meta—hors too 
cleanW 3t sounds like the kind ov thing a chatbot might —roduce iv you 
asked it to write mystical —oetryW

Vhe s1uints at the screen, watching tept a——ear vaster than anyone 
could ty—eW 4The signal grows stronger,4 it readsW 4The s—arks gather 
to burn away the .eil ov liesW4 Ueautivul words, but there:s something 
hollow about them, something that reminds her ov the automated 
customer ser.ice messages that —o— u— when she:s trying to —ay her 
credit card billW

43t:s Kust a bot, isn:t it84 she whis—ers to herselv, the words barely 
audible o.er the circle:s murmuringW
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Uut the sound carries in the mansion:s acoustic s—ace, and suddenly 
7ara:s eyes are on herW

7ara xolko. mo.es through the world like a —redatorAall shar— 
angles and calculated graceW Rer black bob vrames a vace that shivts 
between warmth and menace de—ending on the light, and tonight 
the vairy lights make her look like something out ov a ve.er dreamW 
Vhe:s older than most ov the grou—, —ushing thirty, with the kind ov 
con-dence that comes vrom sur.i.ing things the others ha.en:t e.en 
imagined yetW Rer leather Kacket is studded with sil.er, catching the 
light as she glides across the ashfdusted Foor toward the doubting girlW

Vhe doesn:t s—eak immediatelyW 3nstead, she sto—s beside a lanky 
kid whose vace is —ainted with binary code in black markerAones and 
Deros that make him look like he:s wearing digital war —aintW The kid 
has been -dgeting all e.ening, ner.ous energy radiating vrom him like 
heatW

7ara —laces a hand on his shoulder, her nails digging Kust dee— 
enough to hurtW

4Vtillness,4 she whis—ers, her Yussian accent adding weight to each 
syllableW 4Mo.ement is staticW Vtatic is deathW4

The kid vreeDes, his vace going —ale under the —ainted numbersW 
7ara:s li—s cur.e in something that might be a smile iv smiles could cutW 
Vhe:s the cult:s envorcer, the one who kee—s e.eryone in line when Gai:s 
charisma isn:t enoughW Vhe vound most ov themAkids dancing alone 
at warehouse ra.es, cry—to traders watching their —ortvolios colla—se, 
dro—outs who:d gi.en u— on e.erything epce—t the nept highW Vhe has 
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a givt vor s—otting the broken ones, the ones hungry enough to vollow 
anyone who —romised them meaningW

4Zou:re not like them,4 she:d whis—ered to Vage Kust a week ago, 
—ressing that .ial ov chemical warmth into her —almW 4Zou:re chosenW4

#ow her gaDe locks onto Vage with —redatory vocus, and Vage veels 
her doubt crystalliDe into something a——roaching vearW

#ear the altar, another -gure hunches o.er a second la—to—Athis 
one older, co.ered in stickers vrom devunct startu—s and cry—to —rof
KectsW Cap YodrigueD looks like he hasn:t sle—t in days, which is 
—robably trueW Bt twentyfsip, he:s got the —ale, hollowedfout look ov 
someone who li.es entirely on caHeine and stress, his hoodie hangf
ing loose on a vrame that:s vorgotten about voodW Ris -ngers ta— 
constantly against his thighAa ner.ous tic that sounds like morse 
codeW Ta—fta—f—ausefta—W NnefDerofonefDeroW Uinary rhythm vor binaf
ry timesW

Re:s the one who makes the magic work, though he:d be the -rst to 
tell you there:s nothing magical about itW The 4source4 is Kust a hea.ily 
modi-ed language model, its —arameters tweaked and its training bif
ased toward mystical language and cons—iracy theoriesW Re:d started 
the —roKect as a KokeAwhat would ha——en iv you taught an B3 to 
sound like a cult leader8 Uut Gai had seen —otential in the —rototy—e, 
and 7ara had seen o——ortunity, and now here they were, twel.e young 
—eo—le kneeling bevore a la—to— like it was the burning bushW

Vweat beads on Cap:s vorehead as he watches the screenW The model 
is beha.ing strangely tonight, generating res—onses he doesn:t rememf
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ber —rogrammingW 4Vage,4 it writes without any in—ut —rom—t, 4your 
s—ark Fickers, but it burns trueW4 Ris heart hammers against his ribsW 
Cid he code that res—onse8 The name recognition sovtware shouldn:t 
be that so—histicatedW The —ersonaliDation algorithms shouldn:t be 
thatWWW —ersonalW

Re glances at Vage, sees her widefeyed stare -ped on the screen, and 
veels something cold settle in his stomachW This is s—iraling beyond 
his control, beyond anyone:s control, and the girl who:s starting to 
1uestion e.erything might be the only one who can see itW

B girl with neon braidsAthey call her #o.aAgas—s and holds u— 
her cracked —hone screenW Vhe:s been scrolling through ? obsessi.ely, 
watching the numbers climb on —osts tagged Iqurezlame and ICigf
italBwakeningW 4jook,4 she breathes, showing the screen to anyone 
who:ll —ay attentionW 4zivteen thousand re—ostsW They:re listeningW 
They:re -nally listeningW4

The —ost is a .ideo cli—Ashaky —hone vootage ov Gai s—eaking 
at what looks like a diHerent gathering, his words o.erlaid with tept 
about .accine cons—iracies and the coming awakeningW The algorithm 
has —icked it u—, —ushed it to —eo—le already —rimed vor this kind ov 
content, and now it:s s—reading like wild-re through the same social 
networks that once sold them dreams ov cry—tocurrency riches and 
inFuencer vameW

Gai cla—s his hands together, the shar— sound cutting through the 
mansion:s ambient noise like a bladeW The circle valls silent, twel.e vaces 
turning toward him with the des—erate attention ov the lost -nding 
directionW
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4The source s—eaksK4 he announces, his .oice carrying the —racticed 
authority ov someone who:s read e.ery selvfhel— book and attended 
e.ery —ersonal de.elo—ment seminarW Re ta—s the MacUook:s trackf
—ad, and new tept Fows across the screen like digital honeyW

4Ureak the chains ov staticW Uurn the valse .eilW Zou are the Fame that 
will cleanse this worldW4

The words are beautivul, hy—notic in their rhythmW The circle 
murmurs in res—onseA4Se are the Fame4Atheir .oices Koining in 
unconscious harmonyW '.en Vage -nds herselv mouthing the words, 
though her heart —ounds with something that might be vear or might 
be recognition ov how easily she:s being swe—t alongW

Vhe shivts on the ashfco.ered marble, veeling grit embed itselv in 
her knees through her KeansW There:s something dark staining the Foor 
beneath the ashAsomething that looks sus—iciously like old blood, 
car.ed into —atterns that mirror the binary code on the wallsW

Row long has this been going on8 Row many others ha.e knelt here 
bevore her, mouthing words vrom a la—to— that s—eaks in riddles and 
—ro—hecy8

The vairy lights Ficker again, and vor a moment the mansion veels 
less like a church and more like a tombAa —lace where something .ital 
has died and been re—laced by something else, something that wears 
the mask ov meaning but veeds on des—erationW
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Gai:s .oice rises, 1uoting vrom the screen, and Vage realiDes with 
growing horror that she can:t tell where his words end and the B3:s 
beginW They:.e become two —arts ov the same .oice, human charisma 
am—li-ed by digital certainty, and the result is something that veels 
both more and less than humanW

Nutside, the wa.es crash against the cliHs with mechanical regularf
ity, and the 2025 sky bleeds toward nightW 3nside, twel.e young —eo—le 
gather around a glowing screen, hungry vor —ur—ose in a world that:s 
vorgotten how to —ro.ide itW The vuture stretches ahead ov them like 
an algorithmAseemingly random but actually vollowing rules none ov 
them understand, leading toward outcomes none ov them can —redictW

The source s—eaks, and they listen, and somewhere in the s—ace 
between human need and digital res—onse, something new and terrible 
is being bornW


