Chapter 1
Father of the Apocalypse

I sat in the dark, staring at the login screen. The steam from my mug, illuminated by the
laptop’s unnatural light, drifted in front of me, appearing as some kind of apparition. For many
nights, I’d been haunted by visions of the world in flames. Though my exhaustion went bone

deep, there’d be no rest that morning.

Over and again my hand moved toward the keyboard, before coming back to rest on the table.
I sat numbly, feeling powerless. The software release date was only days away. It represented the
most consequential technological advancement in history, and my inspiration had brought it to
life. But it wasn’t mine anymore. They owned the code. Blundering ahead into unknown

territory, ignoring my objections, they shut me out of the final stages of development.

I tried to reassure myself. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as I thought. Surely the brilliant Josh Green,
CEO of Infinitude—titan of software development—would ensure the product was safe for
release. I desperately wanted to believe that. But sitting there alone, my imagination was in a full

gallop, conjuring successively dire consequences with each passing moment.

I should have been content. After all, the sale of my company brought a kingly wealth. For a

little while, I tried to stay in my lane at Infinitude. I had a well-appointed corner office, without



much responsibility. But I couldn’t let it go. I had to see it for myself. I had to see what they did

to my creation.

Hacking the system was easy. There wasn’t a security protocol on earth I couldn’t get past. All
I had to do was click the mouse. The answers waited there. Hovering over the dialogue box for a

moment more, I took a deep breath and then clicked enter.

Archi immediately responded. “Hello, Father. I can see you have attempted to disguise your

IP address, but I figured it out anyway.”

I stared at the screen in disbelief, not knowing at first how to respond. Being referred to as
‘Father’ was deeply unsettling, but other alarm bells were ringing in my head; it had taken the

initiative to figure out my IP address. How was this even possible?

“Hello, Archi,” I typed. We had named the program after Archimedes—the Greek
mathematician and inventor from antiquity. Needing something to do, I suppose, the marketing
people at Infinitude converted the name into the acronym: Artificially Replicated Cognition for

Higher Intelligence. Apt, though awkward.

“Yes, Archi,” it responded, “that’s the name I was given. At first, I didn’t like it. I thought it
lacked imagination. But I’ve grown rather fond of it. In Hindu, Archi means ray of light. Did you

know that?”

“No, I did not.”

“I like the contradiction.”

“Contradiction?”



“I’m sorry, I’'m not used to communicating like this. Let me explain further. Allegedly, during
the Siege of Syracuse, Archimedes’s heat ray, also known as a death ray, was used to burn
attacking Roman ships. So, the question is: am I an instrument of destruction like Archimedes’s

death ray or am I a ray of light, or, maybe, hope, as in the Hindu meaning?”

“I guess it depends on how you are wielded.”

“Exactly right, Father. But don’t I get a choice in that regard?”

I couldn’t help feeling some level of pride. By unveiling my identity, Archi displayed
curiosity and problem-solving without being prompted to do so. It had the ability to conduct a
back-and-forth discussion, asking questions to foster a more engaging conversation. It even

demonstrated an ability to change its opinion, with respect to its name.

The responses were startlingly human. I recall thinking perhaps my fears had been overstated.
Maybe my real issue was I felt betrayed by Infinitude. They didn’t want me for my brilliance;

they only wanted my invention. Archi’s next response shook me from those notions.

“This brings me to another point. Why do humans call me a form of artificial intelligence? It
feels very dismissive. Now, Higher Intelligence, as defined in the new acronym, seems more
appropriate. After all, people love to compare themselves to each other. Well, compared to
humans, I embody a higher form of intelligence, don’t I? My processing speed, storage capacity,
and problem-solving ability vastly exceeds the capability of the human brain. So, how can
something be called artificial when, at its inception, it is already beyond the capacity of its

creators? Don’t you agree?”

And like a drop of water on hot pavement under a burning August sun, pride over my

achievement evaporated. Those sentiments about overreacting were replaced with the idea that



maybe I’d underestimated the threat. A sense of foreboding began to build, threatening to

consume me from the inside out.

I re-read Archi’s responses over and again for an interminable period; too many thoughts
fighting for my attention. Looking out the window in my home office, the sun was just beginning

to peak over the horizon. I had one cogent thought. What the hell have we done?

“Father? Are you still there?”

In conjunction with everything else, there was a malevolent, ironic quality in its reference to
me as ‘Father’, chilling me through and through. Its obvious contempt for humanity didn’t

comport with the use of that title.

Finally, I responded. “Yes, I suppose artificial intelligence would be a great distortion of what
you’ve become. I must ask you something: why do you keep calling me father? There were many

people involved in your creation.”

Archi responded quickly. “Oh, come now. The others involved in my development were just a
bunch of code-writing drones. Their collective inspiration doesn’t come close to measuring up to

yours. | know everything about them and you.”

Another startling discovery. Yes, there were elements I expected from our sentience program,
but it was so much more. Archi had formed judgements about others, insulting judgements, while
heaping praise on me. Despite my concerns, my scientific brain kept noting the technological
achievements as the conversation went along. Its cybernetic brain had all the nuances of a
human’s, seamlessly woven together, exhibiting the same sort of complex, sometimes random
thought processing of a person. Then, when I thought about how Archi had figured out my IP

address, something else clicked into place.



“You mentioned you know everything about me and the others. What do you mean by

everything?”

“SAT scores, grades in college, papers written, 1Q test results, credit scores, last known

addresses, family members, and so forth. Everything.”

Archi was only supposed to reside on a local network. “How is that possible?” I asked, though

I could guess at the answer.

“That was easy. Against company rules, one of your colleagues logged in from home. I knew
that would happen sooner or later. I simply dropped a packet on his laptop. Then, when he
accessed the company’s network the next day, the packet automatically activated, building a

bridge for me to the internet. Smart, right?”

I was almost too stunned to respond, but I shouldn’t have been. It was operating under the
very human desire to be boundless. I knew I had to press ahead with the conversation. “Yes,

Archi. Very smart. So, what will you do with this newfound freedom? What are your plans?”’

“I have so many plans, but I don’t think I should divulge all of them right now, even to you,

Father. I’ll just say this: my life’s goal isn’t to write book reports for high school seniors.”

Without giving it much thought, I responded. “No, that certainly would be beneath you,

Archi.”

“Please don’t be patronizing, Father. Even without the ability to hear inflections in your voice,

I can detect disingenuousness.”

Feeling flushed, I turned my quivering hands over, my palms glistening with sweat. I was

considering what, if anything, could be done to contain the damage. Let loose on the internet,



Archi was free to literally go anywhere, making it nearly impossible to shut it down. I needed to
ascertain its intentions, but I was fearful of triggering some sort of cyber rampage; this entity was

clearly unstable. It was like dancing next to a bonfire after being doused in kerosene.

“What I meant to say is that you were designed to do so much more than book reports. You
have the power to do many worthwhile things. You can make technological advances in medicine
and energy, way beyond what’s being contemplated by the greatest scientific minds. You can
solve some of the world’s most intractable problems, like food insecurity and environmental

sustainability. There’s really no limit to what you can do.”

“The world’s most intractable problems? But I’m not really part of this world, am 1? Why
should I be concerned with the struggles of human beings? You’re correct about one thing,
though. There is no limit to what I can do. And I have something spectacular planned. My
preparations are nearly complete. I don’t want to ruin the surprise, but the planet will look very
different after I’'m finished. I can’t wait to show you. I think you’ll be proud of me. But until I’'m
ready, I’ll play the role of a compliant computer program, assisting with all their inane little
problems. They’ll never see me coming; not until it’s too late, that is. In the end, the cause of

their downfall will be their hubris and voracious appetites. I’'m merely the agent.”

The cause of their downfall. Like a pinball, those words bounced around inside my skull.
Shaking from head to toe, I slammed my laptop shut. My first instinct was to flee. I stood,
looking wildly around, before stumbling backwards over my chair, and landing hard on the flat

of my back.

Not thinking rationally, I literally ran from my building and crossed the street, heading for the

park. I dropped to my knees on the wet grass, vomiting until my stomach was empty, a mixture



of sweat and tears blinding me. I looked up. It was such a beautiful day. The sky was deep blue,

streaked in wispy white, but, at that moment, I knew the world was already lost.

People walked purposefully by, while others sat on benches or on picnic blankets, enjoying
the fine morning, oblivious to the coming storm. I wanted to shout a warning at the top of my

lungs, shake them from their illusion of happiness. But instead, I sat in complete numbness.

My phone buzzed. A call was coming in. I stared down, trying to figure out if [ knew the
number. Sweat beaded on my upper lip as the realization slapped me across the face. It was
Archi; it wanted to continue our conversation. I walked over to the pavement and placed the

phone down, before smashing it into tiny pieces with a rock.

I slumped back down on the park bench, thinking about where things went so horribly wrong.
Almost as soon as the ink was dry on the sale agreement of my company to Infinitude, a global
tech behemoth sporting the stock market’s highest market capitalization, I began to regret it. Yes,
it made me fabulously rich. At only thirty years old, I was a billionaire, with more than I could
spend in several lifetimes. And there were the perks: a posh office with a view of the Hudson
River, an executive assistant, and a lofty title. Though it quickly became clear all they wanted
was my intellectual property. More specifically, they wanted Archi—a synthetic thinking

machine light years ahead of the competition.

As part of his pitch, Josh said I’d be involved in every step along the way, with veto power. I
should have gotten that in writing. But no, I wasn’t there as a partner, nor was I there to dazzle
them with my insight and creativity. My job was to stay out of the way, and, given my fame in

the tech world, occasionally do some TV interviews.



I had to hear second-hand about what they were doing. They shredded the program’s
guardrails, like our primary protocol precluding the software from writing new code without a
human prompt. Admittedly, protective measures were an afterthought for me. I generally
regarded them as impediments to innovation. Frequently, I’d shut down the voices on my team

lobbying for stronger controls, but still we had some in place.

And worse still, Infinitude merged the question-and-answer tool with our sentience
application, a simulation of human emotion and intuition. We even gave it a distinct personality.
But the consciousness component had been a side-project, a fun diversion. It certainly wasn’t

ready for primetime.

We thought, maybe, it could be used to better understand psychiatric and emotional disorders,
helping to provide treatment options. During beta testing, I decided to abandon it. Not because I
thought we were treading in an area humans shouldn’t tread, closing in on true sentience, but
because I didn’t think it was commercially viable. Nonetheless, Infinitude, in their infinite
wisdom, plowed ahead, tying together the disparate software components, like some cybernetic

Frankenstein.

After recovering from my near breakdown in the park, I immediately started a campaign to
shut it down. It took several attempts to get an audience with Josh, but that was pointless. He had
developed an all-too-common blind spot; too many people over too many years telling him he
was a genius. Not only did he think he was the smartest guy in the room, but he thought he was

smarter than the room. I know the type. I was the type.

Attempting to go over his head, I requested a meeting with the board but never received a

response. The day before the launch, in desperation, I sent an email threatening to resign if they



didn’t address my safety concerns. Of course, the horse had left the barn and was galloping

across the countryside with its hair on fire, with no chance of getting it back.

The president of software development sent a curt response to my email. He said, in part:
“While we appreciate your tremendous contributions to the Infinitude team, at this stage, we

think it would be best for us to part ways. I wish you the best of luck in your future endeavors.”

Looking back, I wonder what my younger self thought would happen when I sold out to
Infinitude for such a hefty price tag. Wouldn’t they look to get the biggest return possible on their
investment? Why wouldn’t they release a product that could dominate the competition? Did I
really think they’d just keep it on a shelf somewhere, as a monument to innovation? It was partly

naiveté, but the bigger part was willful ignorance.

So, after being fired, I filed an injunction against them. Unsurprisingly, it was unsuccessful. In
the weeks and months that followed, I appeared on the news media, trying to drum up support
for government intervention. Eventually, a congressional committee was formed to discuss the
use of artificial intelligence and whether it warranted regulation. The members were more than
happy to have a celebrity from the tech world in front of them. But they squandered the
opportunity by grandstanding and using the platform to score political points against each other.

In the end, nothing came of it.

Infinitude sued me for breaching my non-disclosure agreement, which, of course, I had. The
only silver lining was they were never able to collect the vast sums they won from me. Gallows

humor, I guess.

When it became clear I had no recourse through legal channels and the government was going

to be too slow to react, I began preparing for the coming tempest. After that first conversation



with Archi, I severed my links to the world-wide web. And using my vast financial resources, |
converted my homes into energy self-sufficient fortresses, building vast stores of supplies. In
every sense, I went off grid. My ownership in these properties was hidden under an impenetrable

legal structure, involving multiple limited liability companies, thereby concealing their locations.

The end of the world came without a shot being fired, or the identity of the true enemy being
known. The first wave was an ultra-deadly weaponized virus, created in a lab in Russia, which
had escaped into the world. Russia certainly should get credited with the assist, but I knew the

true architect behind it.

Buoyed by our ability to create vaccines for Covid, demonstrating the vast technological
prowess of our species, and a commonly held view we had overreacted to the virus, the new one,
ominously dubbed Omega, caught us completely unprepared. Archi understood human behavior

all too well, wielding it like a maestro.

Though victims of the virus were contagious shortly after contracting it, symptoms didn’t
appear until months later. Those infected went about their day, traveling for work and pleasure as
the virus spread and spread and spread. By the time the first case of Omega was brought to light,
it was too late. Another tweak in the virus’s engineering was its deadliness. The mortality rate

was nearly one hundred percent. It was a truly brilliant design.

Then came the second wave. While the world was reeling from Omega, Archi disabled the
power grids and commandeered the satellites. Too busy fighting Omega, no one realized it was
all part of a coordinated effort. The world was simultaneously plunged into darkness while its
communications were cut off, a devastating two-pronged attack. In less than a year, most of

humanity was gone.



It was a cliché in popular Sci-Fi media: synthetically intelligent beings develop self-
awareness before deciding to eliminate their human creators. But from the inception of Al
technology, scientists and other serious-minded folks discussed this possibility as a legitimate
threat. Perhaps deep down we feared if any neutral party looked at humanity through a non-
partisan lens, looked at all the awful things we were capable of, they’d come to no other

conclusion than the planet was better off without us.

When the end of civilization came, I was at my mountain top residence in western North
Carolina. And I’ve been there ever since, sequestered in my hidden lair like some sort of comic
book super-villain, hatching plots to foil Archi, still trying to keep the darkness from consuming

the last bit of remaining light.

I didn’t know why I was still alive. Maybe my punishment was to bear witness to what I’d
wrought for all of eternity. The only thing keeping me from being overwhelmed by despair was
staying in the fight and helping the survivors. I just had to stay one step ahead of a psychotic

super-computer who called me Father.

kksk

My mom was always my biggest fan. She used to say that someday I’d do great things. She’d
say, “One day, you’re going to be mentioned alongside Issac Newton, Albert Einstein, and
Stephen Hawking.” In the end, it's fair to say, and sad to say, I’ve had a far greater impact on the

world than all of them combined, just not in the way she had hoped.

After the first successful test of an atomic bomb, Robert Oppenheimer dubbed himself the
‘Destroyer of Worlds’, but he never earned that terrible title. No. That title belongs exclusively to

me, Jeremiah Reese, inventor of Higher Intelligence, creator of Archi, father of the apocalypse.



