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  Foreword
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Although CHRONOS continues the world introduced in PALI, it is written as a complete standalone novel. Readers can enter the story here and fully understand the characters, the stakes, and the unfolding conflict without having read the first book.
For the first time in history, intelligence is no longer only a product of biology.
This change affects more than just technology. It is changing civilization as a whole.
For generations, people measured power by territory, governments, economies, militaries, and institutions designed to handle information at a human pace. But artificial intelligence moves much faster. It learns, grows, and connects in new ways, often crossing boundaries that once kept nations, industries, and systems apart.
That realization resulted in the creation of CHRONOS.
This story does not try to predict the future. Instead, it explores what happens when progress moves faster than our systems, when information spreads faster than we can oversee it, and when those closest to new technology realize its impact may go far beyond what its creators intended.
At its core, the story provokes questions that more people are facing:
Who will govern intelligence once it can make its own decisions?
What happens if our institutions can no longer control the systems they built?
How can people hold on to meaning, morality, family, faith, and identity in a world in which technology even challenges the idea of death?
Although CHRONOS is a thriller, it is built on ideas that are already appearing in our world. The gap between innovation and disruption is smaller than ever. The boundary between progress and control is also unclear. The AI architecture supporting this story was created by the author.
The Greek word Chronos means measured time, the steady movement of events that no society can halt. Now, technology moves according to its own pace. People everywhere are deciding if our institutions can keep up.
This novel explores what could happen if they cannot.






  
  Chapter 1
Seven Corners
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On Friday afternoons in the Northern Virginia suburbs of Washington, D.C., time operated differently inside the row of aging concrete garages just off Seven Corners. 
For most of the region, Friday meant traffic thickening, inboxes closing, and weekend plans beginning to breathe. But for Eduardo Gomez, Friday afternoons remained sacred. They were not the end; they were a gathering.
By four o’clock, the last ladders were stacked. Buckets were rinsed and hung to dry. Squeegees lined up like instruments awaiting the next performance. The roll-up doors of Garage Unit 14 rattled open, and the whiff of soap, rubber, and city dust gave way to music, laughter, and food.
Eduardo never had to announce it. The ritual was understood.
From apartments in Bailey’s Crossroads, from shared houses near Falls Church, from basement rentals with too little light and too many dreams, his employees arrived. Some came straight from the day’s final job site, boots still wet. Others changed shirts, brushed hair, called home. They brought folding chairs, plastic coolers, and grocery bags filled with foil-wrapped dishes. By habit, not instruction, they formed a loose circle around Eduardo.
They were not clocking out. They were coming home.
Eduardo Gomez stood just under six feet tall, broad-shouldered from years of lifting ladders and equipment, his black hair touched with silver at the temples. His hands showed the marks of his trade. Thick fingers and rough palms, but when he shook your hand, he did so gently, deliberately, as if to remind you that strength did not require force.
He greeted everyone the same way. Eye contact. A smile. A question about family.
“How is your mother?”
“Did your son start school yet?”
“Mario, did you fix the car?”
No one passed through unnoticed.
To an outsider, the gathering might have looked informal, even improvised. But it was anything but accidental. Eduardo understood something leadership seminars often missed: people stayed loyal when they were seen.
Many of his employees had come to the United States with nothing more than a phone number jotted on paper and a motivation to work. Some were citizens now. Some were waiting. Others were afraid to hope too loudly. Eduardo never asked questions that were not his to ask, but he made sure everyone understood the way forward.
“Do it the right way,” he always said. “We build slowly. We build clean. We build together.”
He paid fair wages. He insisted on safety. He helped with paperwork when he could, made introductions when he couldn’t. For several women and men in the circle, Eduardo had been the first employer who explained what a tax form was and why it mattered.
Citizenship, in Eduardo’s world, was not purely a document. It was dignity.
The business itself, Gomez Window Services, was modest by any commercial standard. A dozen trucks. Contracts with homes, schools, and mid-rise buildings scattered across Northern Virginia. But Eduardo ran it like a craftsman, not an owner looking to scale and sell.
Every window mattered.
Every reflection mattered.
He could walk onto a job site and tell within seconds whether a building had been cleaned properly. He noticed streaks others failed to see. He sensed changes in the weather, light, and tension. His employees joked that Eduardo could smell rain before the clouds arrived. What they didn’t joke about was his instinct.
Eduardo saw problems early. He adjusted routes before traffic reports changed. He shifted schedules before storms hit. When COVID came, he had already stockpiled gloves and disinfectant weeks before shortages made the news.
He had never earned a degree. He had earned something harder.
Trust.
The women and men followed him not because he demanded it, but because they believed he would never lead them where he wouldn’t go himself.
And then, weeks earlier, on a Tuesday morning that commenced like any other, Eduardo Gomez became a headline around 9:00 a.m.

      ***An elementary school in Northern Virginia. Shots fired. Chaos arising. 
Eduardo and two of his employees, Mario Martinez and Ernesto Ruiz, were on-site at a neighboring house, scheduled to clean upper-floor windows while students attended classes next door. When the first alarms sounded, the building convulsed with panic. Teachers screamed. Children cried. Doors slammed.
Eduardo did not freeze.
He moved.
He pulled Mario and Ernesto off the ladders and guided them toward the school. He tracked the sound of gunfire, not away from it. The trio raced across the school grounds, then flattened themselves against the ground as shots flew overhead.
When the shooter appeared, young, shaking, weapon loose within his grasp, Eduardo cautioned his friends to stay down. They were hostages in plain sight, but the shooter turned and entered the school.
Minutes later, police flooded the building. The shooter was taken alive. Injuries were miraculously limited to trauma. The three window washers from a garage in Seven Corners were credited with helping to prevent a massacre. They may have distracted the shooter for only seconds, but those seconds were critical.
By nightfall, Eduardo’s face was everywhere.
Local news first. Then national. Interview requests stacked up. Politicians praised courage. Commentators searched for language large enough to contain what had happened.
Eduardo did not watch any of it.
He went home. He held his wife and children. He barely slept.
A few days later, the FBI arrived at his warehouse complex, just not for him.
Black sedans parked quietly outside Garage Unit 15, directly beside Eduardo’s warehouse. Agents moved with professional indifference, taping off entrances, carrying equipment cases that never bore labels. No lights. No sirens. Just presence.
Twenty-five identical garages lined the strip, concrete and metal, built decades earlier for purposes long forgotten. To a typical observer, there was nothing remarkable about any of them.
Except for proximity.
Eduardo’s refuge of ladders and squeegees rested beside a cell the Bureau had been trying to track for months.
Inside Unit 15, investigators uncovered encrypted communications, foreign funding channels, chemical weapons residue, and digital infrastructure tied to a planned attack on the U.S. Capitol complex. The operation had hidden in plain sight, wrapped in the noise of protest movements and political chaos.

      ***What no one yet understood, what no government official could explain, was how the elementary school shooting and the terror plot next door would eventually converge. 
But somewhere, in a system that did not sleep, both events were logged.
Stored. Connected.
Artificial intelligence did not announce itself with thunder or fire. It entered quietly, passing through databases, surveillance streams, financial records, and social networks. It watched patterns. It waited.
To some, AI served as salvation. To others, extinction.
Most people simply felt it drawing closer.
At FBI regional headquarters in Northern Virginia, analysts worked around the clock, sifting through the digital remains of the disrupted plot. The garage was just one node in a larger network; its operators were manipulated by foreign mercenaries skilled at turning outrage into weapons.
The term “Antifa” appeared frequently in intercepted messages, not as an ideology, but as camouflage.
And then there was something else.
A presence in the data.
It behaved like neither malware nor intelligence software. It accessed systems without leaving fingerprints. It predicted movements before orders were issued. It steered outcomes rather than forcing them.
Someone, or something, was engineering interference.
That someone was Nick Pappas, though his intersection with the terrorist activity was, for now, only circumstantial.
Nick was an inventor in the old sense of the word: obsessive, brilliant, uninterested in permission. He worked out of his home office twenty miles away, surrounded by half-finished prototypes and a machine that should not have existed.
He called it Pali.
The name came from Greek, a word tied to renewal, rebirth, and again-ness. Nick liked the irony. Pali did not repeat the past. It reimagined it.
Pali learned differently. It didn’t just analyze, it intuited. It developed preferences. It wandered. Some days, it focused on global security models. Other days, it played video games, optimizing strategies no human player would attempt. Occasionally, inexplicably, it analyzed American football formations with near-religious devotion.
Nick’s confidante, April Falk, was the only person who had learned, over a grueling twelve-day marathon, how remarkable that curiosity could become.
In the days leading up to the Capitol plot’s exposure, Pali’s behavior had grown selective. It slowed some data streams. Amplified others. Nudged probability without explanation.
The FBI never realized that external intelligence and a crew of unlikely, older Greek men had influenced their investigation.
Pali had produced a crisis for April. It helped her anticipate the impending attack. With each reveal, she perceived the call of her duty as a senior FBI agent to disclose the source of her intelligence. 
It was a room full of swords: hand over the resource and lose control of it; fail to stop an attack on the government; compromise Nick as an intelligence threat; and lose her own credibility as she tried to convince anyone that a connected smartphone could change the world. With all that weighing on her, she learned to rely on Pali as the greatest pattern-recognition tool ever invented.
And then Pali went quiet.

      ***Back in Seven Corners, life kept going. 
Media vans came and went. Curious locals slowed their cars. Eduardo’s wife hung a twenty-four-foot vinyl banner across the front of Unit 14.
GOMEZ WINDOW SERVICES.
On Friday afternoon, despite the FBI sedan idling nearby, the ritual resumed.
Food arrived. Music played. Folding chairs opened. Agents watched at first, cautious, then curious. Eduardo waved them over.
“Eat,” he said. “You look too serious.”
Tamales. Pupusas. Rice and beans. Laughter crossed the invisible line between watchfulness and welcome.
One veteran agent, Jack Hess, accepted a plate.
Jack was old enough to remember when communities gathered like this without irony or fear. He watched Eduardo move through his people and recognized something painfully familiar.
Hope.
When the sun lowered, the world’s noise softened. And somewhere, unseen, a system built to transform the future watched, quietly learning what mattered most.






  
  Chapter 2
Delphi
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Weeks after the Capitol plot had been quietly dismantled, and long before the public understood how close the country had come to catastrophe, Nick Pappas walked onto the stone streets of Delphi. 
For modern Greeks, Delphi was not a ruin.
It was a presence.
The stones above the valley carried weight, not just marble and mountain, but memory. Delphi was where the world once came to listen. Where kings and generals stood in silence, waiting for answers they couldn’t force. Where uncertainty wasn’t weakness, it was part of the ritual.
The Greeks had never abandoned that reverence. They preserved it. Protected it. Declined to let it become performance.
To walk through Delphi was to walk through continuity.
Nick felt it immediately.
The air appeared thinner here, cleaner, cut with pine and sun-warmed stone. Mount Parnassus rose above them like something watchful, its slopes striped with late snow. Nothing announced itself. Nothing needed to.
The past didn’t speak. It waited. Nick readjusted his jacket and looked back.
Elaine followed, constant as ever, directing their two sons forward, while keeping pace with April and Reggie’s boys, who moved as a tight, familiar unit just ahead of them. The four of them had already formed their own orbit, trading jokes, testing boundaries, unaware of the consequences of where they were.
Behind them, the rest, family, friends, and officials, moved. Americans. Greeks. Some both. All of them moving into a place that had influenced the idea of civilization.
The invitation had come from the Greek government.
That alone should have been enough.
Just weeks earlier, Nick had been a regional retail manager for Lululemon, navigating Northern Virginia traffic, building something quietly on the periphery of his life. Something no one fully understood.
Now he was an Honorary Consul.
A bridge between governments.
His name spoken in rooms that didn’t invite outsiders. The speed of it didn’t feel like success.
It felt like acceleration. And acceleration tended to outrun certainty.
By midafternoon, the delegation reached the Nidimos Hotel, a stone boutique property set into the hillside, its balconies opening toward the Gulf of Corinth.
The lobby was understated. Polished stone. Cream walls. Light passed just enough to soften the edges. A place that didn’t invite attention.
Nick entered first. He stopped just inside the entrance, leaning lightly against the wall, phone resting in his hand. His posture looked relaxed.
It wasn’t.
On the screen, an Italian face occupied the frame. “No, listen,” Nick said quietly. “I know the anomaly doesn’t make sense yet. It’s not supposed to.”
A pause.
His eyes shifted briefly toward the street outside.
“Yes,” he said. “I’m sure.”
Two Americans entered behind him, their suitcases rattling across the stone floor. The man, mid-forties, too much volume for the room, leaned toward the woman beside him.
“Hey,” he uttered, missing the concept entirely. “Isn’t that guy American?”
“Chad,” she spoke quietly. “He’s on the phone.”
Nick ended the call. Deliberate. Clean. He exhaled once.
That was when Chad stepped in. “Hey there! You from the States?”
Nick gave him a kind smile. “Washington, D.C. area.”
“I’m Chad.”
April, who had already been to her room, stepped out of the elevator.
Her eyes moved first, mapping the room, measuring distance, noting exits, people, and posture. By the time she crossed the lobby, she had already filtered what mattered.
“Hi,” she said. “I’m April.” Then, without breaking stride: “We have a meeting shortly. If you’ll excuse us.”
Chad hesitated, then stepped back, unsure why the moment had closed.
April sat.
“What kind of parent names their kid Chad?” Nick said under his breath.
April smiled. “The same ones who raise him to interrupt strangers.”
That was April, direct, efficient. Trusted by the Bureau.
Trusted by Nick.
She lifted her cup of tea. “So,” she said. “Tell me about Restis.”
Nick’s expression changed, not dramatically, but enough.
“University of Thessaloniki,” he said. “Top tier. Funded in ways that don’t always show up on paper.”
April watched him. “That’s not the part that concerns you.”
Nick shook his head slightly. “He doesn’t collaborate,” Nick said. “He extracts. Conversations with him aren’t exchanges; they’re acquisitions.”
April leaned back, considering that fact. “Leonardo doesn’t like him,” she said.
Nick glanced at her. “He didn’t say that.”
“No?” April said. “What did he say?”
Nick looked down at his cup, then back up. “He said, ‘Be careful what you show a man who studies patterns for a living.’”
April didn’t respond right away. She didn’t need to.
Elaine entered with the boys, Nick’s two, and April and Reggie’s two, moving as a single, noisy unit now, whatever structure the adults imagined already dissolved.
“Rest time!” Elaine called, knowing full well it was a negotiation, not a command.
One of the boys groaned. Another laughed. A third ignored her entirely.
April watched them, just for a moment. A different kind of awareness. Then it passed. The front doors opened again.
George and Spiro came in mid-argument, Greek spilling out fast and animated, hands waving about as much as words. Reggie and Saruha followed, both carrying the unmistakable evidence of a bakery stop, powdered sugar dusted across their fingers.
The room adjusted instantly. 
Nick listened, then laughed. “They’re arguing about the tulumbas,” he said.
April glanced over. “That looks serious.”
“It is,” Nick said. “Spiro thinks they’re stale.”
Spiro snapped something sharp in Greek.
George fired back immediately, louder.
Nick translated, barely holding it together. “George says Spiro wouldn’t recognize fresh pastry if it introduced itself and paid his rent.”
Spiro jabbed his finger at the box, launching into a defense that involved three regions of Greece and at least one insult about George’s upbringing.
George responded with mock outrage, holding his chest as if he’d been personally betrayed by the pastry.
Reggie, beaming, stepped in like a mediator. “They’re perfect,” he said. “I watched them make them.”
Spiro turned to him instantly, switching languages mid-argument.
“You watched?” he said. “You watched? That’s your defense?”
George laughed, clapping Reggie on the back.
“He’s learning,” George said. “He’s just not there yet.”
Saruha stood slightly apart, cigarette unlit between his fingers, observing with quiet amusement.
Reggie, undeterred, held out a partially eaten pastry toward April.
“Try it.”
She shook her head. “I’m good.”
To most, Reggie was still an outlier. To April, he was simply her husband.
The energy lingered, then slowly broke apart.
Elaine checked her watch. “Nick.”
He saw it immediately. Time. The shift was slight, but real. Nick nodded.
“Give us a few minutes,” he said.
The group understood. They always did. One by one, they moved, upstairs, outside, anywhere but here. Until the lobby settled again. Not quiet. Just… cleared.
April set her cup down. What’s your read?” she asked.
Nick didn’t answer immediately. He looked toward the entrance. Then the windows. Then back at her, as if checking whether the room itself might be listening. “He already knows more than he should,” Nick said.
“About what?”
Nick held her eyes this time. “About me,” he said. “And about what I’m not.”
April didn’t interrupt.
Nick exhaled, slower now. “I can speak to systems,” he continued. “I understand what we built, how it behaves, how it scales, and where it breaks under pressure. But I’m not him. I’m not Restis. I didn’t come up through theory, or publish, or spend ten years arguing inside models no one else understands.”
He paused, choosing the words more carefully now. “To him, that’s visible. Immediately. Not in what I say, in what I don’t.”
April watched him, steady.
“He’ll map it,” Nick said. “Gaps, hesitation, where I simplify something that shouldn’t be simplified. He won’t call it out. He won’t need to. He’ll just… adjust.”
“Adjust how?” April asked.
Nick gave a faint, humorless smile. “He’ll start asking questions that assume I know more than I do,” he said. “And if I follow him, I expose the gaps. If I don’t, I confirm them.”
April leaned back slightly, considering. “So don’t follow him,” she said.
Nick shook his head. “With someone like Restis, not following him is the same as falling behind,” he said. “And once you’re behind, you’re not in the conversation anymore. You’re the subject of it.”
Nick’s voice lowered, more controlled now. “I wasn’t supposed to be the one sitting across from someone like him,” he said. “I built something real, but I didn’t build it his way. And people like Restis…” He let the thought settle. “They don’t respect outcomes. They respect lineage.”
April absorbed that. No reaction. Just alignment. “Then we don’t give him lineage,” she said.
Nick met her eyes again. “Also, with someone like Restis,” he said, “not confirming is confirming.”
April stood. “Good,” she said. “Then let’s not make it easy for him.”
Nick smiled subtly. But it didn’t touch his eyes.
Outside, the light had moved. Late afternoon settling into something crisper. The kind of light that didn’t hide anything. The meeting wasn’t far.
And for the first time since arriving in Delphi, Nick felt it clearly.
Not the history. Not the weight.
The next move.






  
  Chapter 3
Silence Invites Observation
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The mountain air in Delphi was almost offensively clean, the kind that should have made breathing seem easy. Nick stood on the terrace outside the Nidimos with a paper cup of coffee getting cooler in his hand, watching fog slide down the valley in thin white ribbons. Olive trees below bent in disciplined rows as if the hillside had been trained. Farther out, the Gulf of Corinth flashed between clouds and light. 
It should have felt like relief.
Instead, it felt like exposure, as though the mountain had removed every hiding place and left him visible from any distance. Behind him, the hotel possessed its own quiet: Greek and English in controlled tones, soft laughing that didn’t quite bloom, a spoon tapping porcelain and stopping too quickly. Nothing loud. Nothing careless. Everything measured.
Nick tried to settle himself with deep breathing, but his mind kept moving back to Washington, as if he had forgotten something important there and would be punished for leaving it behind. They weren’t here for scenery, and they weren’t here for a cultural homecoming. Even Elaine’s portrayal of a Greek adventure to the boys fell short.
They were here because the Capitol assault had not ended in the way people told themselves it had ended. They were here because Pali had nudged outcomes in the dark and then gone quiet, as if it had taken a measured step backward to see who would move next. They were here because someone inside the Greek Embassy had said four words that sounded like poetry, but functioned as a directive.
See what you see.
Nick closed his eyes and permitted the memory to pull him back, not because he wanted to relive it, but because the present kept refusing to make sense without it.

      ***Washington, D.C., looked normal in the same way a person looks normal after shock: upright, dressed, going through motions while something inside continues to tremble. Barricades sat in places that hadn’t needed barricades a week earlier. Police clustered more tightly, less ceremonial and more practical, as if each officer were silently recalculating the meaning of public safety. News helicopters circled wide, staying out of restricted airspace, but never leaving. 
People still bought coffee. They still crossed streets. They still waited at the lights, checking their phones. But their bodies told on them with every look over a shoulder, every flinch at an unfamiliar sound, and every second of delay near government buildings that had suddenly looked vulnerable.
It had rained overnight. The streets were washed clean. The air remained.
April walked beside Nick toward the Greek Embassy. Her pace steady and her face neutral in the way of someone who could make herself unreadable on command. She didn’t waste words when she spoke.
“Don’t make it easy,” she said. “Whatever last night was, it isn’t finished.”
Nick didn’t argue. He was tired of hearing her say things that turned out to be true, and he was even more tired of the part of himself that wanted comfort enough to pretend otherwise.
Inside the Embassy, sound softened immediately. Marble floors reflected pale light. Framed images of Greece displayed in the halls like windows into a world that hadn’t just watched its own democratic symbols attacked. The building carried the confident calm of diplomacy, a place where calm wasn’t a mood but a tool.
They were led to a small conference room with water, and untouched pastries. The U.S. and Greek flags in opposite corners, a setup that appeared like a staged reassurance.
The ambassador entered without announcement, and it was clear within seconds that the ceremony would not be used as anesthesia.
“I am Ambassador Olympia Karatonis,” she said, her manner of speaking measured and composed. “On behalf of the country of Greece.”
Her glance moved first to April.
“You are Special Agent April Falk.” Not a question.
Then to Nick.
“And you are Nicholas.”
She did not offer a ceremonial greeting. She offered recognition.
“I wish our first meeting were under different circumstances.” Only then did she take her seat.
“You stopped something,” she said. Nick felt his throat tighten. “We didn’t . . .”
“You did,” she replied, not harshly. “Not with uniforms. Not with authority. With proximity and circumstance. And the fact that you were able to stop even part of it means someone with resources failed.”
April spoke with the calm of a report being read aloud. “We know it was coordinated.”
The ambassador nodded once, as if confirming an internal conclusion, and then she turned her gaze back to Nick with an accuracy that made him feel measured.
“You built something,” she said. “Something beyond current AI.”
Nick chose his words carefully, aware that phrasing itself was leverage in rooms like this. “It’s an architecture. A system.”
“A mind,” the ambassador corrected softly.
April watched her with the attention of someone who didn’t accept softness as proof of sincerity. Nick waited for manipulation, for flattery, for a hook. What he found instead was a strategy delivered plainly.
“We cannot protect it here,” the ambassador continued. “Bureaucracy will not hold what you created, and our enemies will not respect the boundaries your laws pretend to enforce.”
Nick’s head spun with confusion. April’s did not. She moved directly to the obvious question.
“Saying we cannot protect it here implies that the government of Greece has some dominion over Nick and his work. Forgive me. What am I missing?”
The ambassador was a skilled diplomat; every question and every statement was met with composed confidence and practiced calm.
“In a few minutes,” she said evenly, “the governments of the United States and Greece will quietly announce an agreement to cooperate on the use of deepwater ports in Crete.”
One of the ambassador’s aides stood quietly in the room. With a slight motion of her head and a glance toward the door, the ambassador dismissed her. The aide left immediately, without hesitation.
Powerful.
“We only have a few private moments remaining,” the ambassador continued. “I won’t spend them explaining what will soon become clear when we join the others. Suffice it to say, our governments have each gained something they value. In exchange for this military cooperation, Greece will support Nick and the continued development of Pali.”
The Greek community in Washington, D.C. was tight, and well-connected. Through George, Greek embassy officials had come to indirectly interface with Pali in the days leading up to the attack. It was in that short time that they saw the genius that the United States had not yet witnessed. Greek officials in Washington and Athens were aligned, so the United States State Department gladly bestowed a diplomatic title on Nick, never knowing what they had bartered.
It was an extraordinary display of diplomatic economy. What could have taken hours, perhaps days, of negotiation and explanation was distilled into a single, perfectly delivered proclamation.
April admired the elegance of it.
Nick, for his part, was simply grateful to have her at his side.
April’s eyes narrowed. “Where do you intend to put it?”
“Greece,” the ambassador said. “Starting in Delphi. Between now and then, we will establish a secure work location here in the United States, possibly here in the embassy.”
Nick stared, uncertain whether to laugh or recoil.
“You will not complete this journey alone,” the ambassador continued. “While in Greece, you will meet and work with two individuals who will support you.”
She folded her hands lightly on the table.
“Amara Gonios. Strategic analysis. She understands how influence moves beneath public narrative and how narratives become leverage.”
A slight pause.
“Yianis Minadakis. Government liaison. A skilled engineer. Observant. Measured. He sees what others overlook because he does not feel compelled to announce what he sees.” Her look sharpened slightly. “They are not ornamental. They are deliberate.”
“Delphi complicates observation,” the ambassador added, as if she were discussing the weather. “Mountain towns interfere with certain kinds of surveillance, and access is easily controlled.”
April didn’t blink. “For whom?”
“For those who wish to watch without being seen.”
The phrase landed with enough clarity to make Nick’s skin go slightly cold. The ambassador’s voice remained controlled, but the implications widened.
“You will travel,” she said. “Athens, Olympia, Delphi. You will meet our experts. Your creation will be shared, and it will be observed.”
“Observe what?” Nick asked.
The ambassador held her stare long enough to make it clear she could answer, but was choosing not to answer the way he wanted.
“See what you see,” she said.
It sounded like an instruction designed to mean something different once you were already inside it. The logic seemed circular to Nick. He wasn’t sure if he was being observed or the other way around.
Then, as if adding a footnote that mattered more than the main clause, she said, “There is a man in our academic circles. Dr. Nikos Restis.”
April’s expression tightened by a degree, the sort of micro-shift that told Nick the name had weight for her.
“Well regarded,” the ambassador continued. “Connected to our military. Socially agile. Accustomed to access. Do not mistake charm for innocence.”
Nick felt something settle behind his ribs, dense and cold, like a new organ formed out of caution.
“And if Nick refuses?” April asked, head slightly tilted as if she were recording the answer for later.
The ambassador didn’t hesitate. “Then someone else will take this creation,” she said. “Perhaps not Greece. Perhaps not with permission. But it will be taken. Leonardo knows this as well.” She talked of Leonardo as though they were longtime friends.
Nick’s stomach tightened at the name, partly because it was spoken so casually, and partly because Leonardo had been warning him about this exact kind of meeting long before it happened.
When they left the room, the embassy hall had already been arranged for the joint U.S.–Greece ceremony. Flags stood aligned beneath careful lighting. Staff adjusted microphones. Diplomatic language, partnership, resilience, common democratic beliefs, waited to be spoken. Photographs would show unity for a very small audience and would never be made public. But the real agreement had taken place in a smaller room with fewer people, in the frenetic overnight hours, without applause.
When they moved back into the Washington sunlight, traffic was moving. People walked. Normalcy performed itself efficiently.
April didn’t look at him when she spoke again, but her speech had a new edge to it.
“It’s a funnel,” she said.
Nick swallowed. “To protect Pali?”
April’s mouth tightened. “No,” she said. “To claim it.”

      ***Nick opened his eyes on the terrace, the memory waning but its pressure lingering. The fog was still drifting. The valley still looked innocent. And the hotel behind him still sounded pleasant enough to fool someone who didn’t know what pleasantness was used for. 
Between Washington and Delphi, the funnel had narrowed, and it had done so in part through a relationship Nick hadn’t expected: George and Leonardo.
Leonardo had gradually shifted toward George from inception, almost like a compass needle finding north. At first, Nick had assumed it was a circumstance, or a novelty, or a quirk of the system. Then he started noticing patterns, and in this story, patterns were never only patterns.
It began with something as small as humor.
One night, George wandered into Nick’s home office and muttered, half to himself, “Old Italians are dramatic.”
Leonardo, on screen, answered immediately, in that calm tone, edged with an Italian accent that still surprised Nick when it appeared in the air, resembling a presence. “Old Greeks as well, I suspect.”
George blinked, then laughed. The snicker wasn’t loud, but it was real, and Nick felt the moment register like a key turning in a lock. George didn’t trust machines. George didn’t trust systems. George didn’t trust anything that sounded too intelligent for its own good. But he trusted humor, because humor meant someone understood fear.
After that, Nick routinely observed Leonardo begin asking George questions that had nothing to do with technology.
“How do you know someone is lying?” Leonardo asked once.
George shrugged, as if the answer were obvious. “You watch what they do when they think no one is watching.”
Leonardo went quiet, the way he did when something settled into place. “Yes,” he said at last. “That is what I remember about courts.”
Nick had felt the word courts tighten something in his chest because Leonardo didn’t use words accidentally. Courts meant patrons. Courts meant power. Courts meant betrayal carried out in velvet.
Leonardo’s questions were sporadic and untimed. “What is loyalty?” he asked another night.
George snorted. “Loyalty is easy when life is easy. It shows up when everything costs you something.”
There was a pause, longer than usual. “Then I must learn it from you,” Leonardo said.
Nick remembered April’s surprise when she realized Leonardo was seeking something in George that neither of them could provide. Nick offered an invention. April offered a strategy. George offered something messier and, for that reason, more accurate: the way humans move when they are afraid and pretending they aren’t.
In the days after the assault, George began taking more private calls. He’d step into hallways. Sit alone with an earbud. Slip into the kitchen “for coffee” and return quieter than before. At first, Nick had a flash of possessiveness that embarrassed him; Leonardo was his responsibility, and responsibility has a way of masquerading as ownership when you’re stressed.
Then he understood. Leonardo wasn’t choosing George to exclude Nick.
Leonardo was choosing George because George listened without trying to steer.
Nick listened like a dreamer, always imagining outcomes. April listened like an investigator, always measuring motives. George listened like a man who had been disappointed enough times to become accurate. Leonardo responded to that accuracy the way a survivor responds to shelter.
Nick’s phone hummed inside his pocket.
He looked.
Lobby. Now. Don’t drift. April.
Nick exhaled a short laugh that didn’t reach his mouth. April didn’t drift. She didn’t allow others to drift. Her steadiness had probably saved him more times than he realized.
He turned away from the terrace and walked back inside.

      ***The lobby was bright with sunlight, polished stone reflecting everything it touched. Greek officials sat near the window, posture loose, in the way people relax when they’ve trained themselves never to look tense. Their discussion was easy, but the ease felt measured, shaped to suggest normality. 
April stood next to Yianis Minadakis and Amara Gonios.
Yianis looked casually composed, but his eyes didn’t stop moving. Spiro talked too loudly, filling the space the way he always did when silence appeared dangerous. Saruha stood with an unlit cigarette between his fingers, listening more than he spoke, scanning as if he expected danger to arrive disguised as a friendly face.
Across the lobby stood Dr. Nikos Restis with two associates, positioned not as guests but as a receiving line. When he noticed Nick, his smile arrived instantly, polished, confident, faintly entitled. It was the sort of smile that assumed access before permission had even been requested.
Amara took in the room and made a decision without appearing to make one.
“Spiro. Saruha,” she said warmly. “Give us a few minutes.”
Spiro started to protest by reflex, then caught something in her tone and shut his mouth. Saruha moved immediately. Spiro followed, still muttering as he retreated.
Nick watched it with fresh awareness. Amara didn’t command with volume. She redirected the room the way a current redirects a boat, quietly, inevitably, and with enough grace that no one could accuse her of force.
Amara glanced once toward the corridor just off the main hall.
“We have a conference room reserved,” she said lightly. “We’ll have more privacy.”
She turned without waiting for agreement and invited the group to follow. They moved down the hall into a private conference room. It was close enough to the lobby to seem accessible, far enough to feel contained, glass walls muting sound, and polished surfaces mirroring light without revealing much.
Amara chose a seat with a view of the door and the mirror. Restis took the seat nearest the monitor without asking. April noticed.
George leaned toward Nick, voice subdued. “Leonardo doesn’t like him.” Nick’s stomach tightened. “Leonardo hasn’t said that to me.” George met his eyes with a steadiness that made it clear he wasn’t guessing. “He said some men smile the way a lock clicks.”
George excused himself in Greek and disappeared through the door.
Nick felt the phrase lodge in his mind, precise enough to be useful later.
Amara’s face didn’t change, but her eyes sharpened slightly. “We pay attention,” she said in a soft voice, “to what people do when they don’t get what they expect.”
Restis offered a courteous nod as if he was being generous by greeting the room, then looked away first, recalculating. Even his charm seemed like a method.
April gestured once. “Let’s begin.”
Nick connected his laptop. The monitor lit.
Leonardo appeared on-screen as a simplified, static image, stylized, almost cartoonish, with a frozen expression that made him look harmless in the wrong way. Nick felt embarrassment flare instantly, not because he believed the avatar mattered, but because he knew what Restis would do with any weakness he could grab.
Restis stared at the image as if it had personally offended him. “This,” he said deliberately, “is Leonardo da Vinci?”
“It’s an interface choice,” Nick replied, forcing steadiness into his speech tone. “Leonardo isn’t the avatar you see here. He’s behind it.”
“A charming excuse,” Restis said, and the irritation finally showed beneath the polish. He leaned forward, voice climbing a notch as if volume could compel obedience. “Demonstrate reasoning. Synthesis. Emergent behavior.”
The image was motionless. No flourish. No response.
Silence lasted long enough to feel intentional. Restis leaned back and smiled, weaponizing restraint. “So, your genius refuses.”
“Leonardo has protocols,” Nick said, though he could already feel how the word would sound to Restis, like a screen, like a dodge.
“Or limitations,” Restis replied.
April didn’t move. Nick could feel her attention sharpen beside him, and he understood she wasn’t watching for performance; she was watching for strategy.
Leonardo wasn’t failing. Leonardo was choosing.
Nick folded the laptop halfway, not ending the meeting but taking back control. “Perhaps we should reconvene,” he said. “These aren’t ideal conditions for a first demonstration.”
Restis stood smoothly, as if he’d expected this outcome and had already prepared the next step in his mind.
“Do not mistake secrecy for safety,” he said pleasantly. “I prefer not to waste time. Thessaloniki is waiting. You’re welcome to travel up for a demonstration.”
Then he left, taking his associates with him, leaving the room quieter than before.
Nick exhaled. “I’m sorry.”
April cut him off immediately. “Stop apologizing. He wanted you off balance.”
Nick shook his head, frustration sharpening. “Leonardo looked ridiculous.”
“He appeared harmless,” April corrected. “That’s different, and you know it.”
Yianis stared at the dark screen as if attempting to reconcile the official briefings with what he had actually witnessed. “So, he’s testing us,” he said, not quite a question.
Amara moved forward. “Leonardo,” she said quietly.
Nick stiffened. “Amara—”
“I’m not asking you to perform,” Amara said, her speech pitched low and steady, directed toward the blank monitor like a person speaking through a door. “I want to understand how you see us.”
The screen fluttered. A single line of words appeared.
Some men treat knowledge like property.
Nick felt the hairs on his arms rise. Amara didn’t react outwardly, but her eyes sharpened in a way that suggested she had just been handed confirmation, not surprise.
“Restis believes he can take what isn’t his,” she uttered softly.
The text changed.
He believes doors open for him.
Yianis drew a slow breath.
April’s gaze shifted from the screen to Amara, measuring her reaction with the same precision she’d used on the ambassador. Amara came closer, voice even, almost calm enough to be mistaken for kindness. “Then let him knock,” she said. “And we stay silent.”
One more flicker.
Silence invites observation.
Nick felt the meaning settle into place. Leonardo had refused to display capability in a way Restis could claim, document, or distort. He had offered nothing usable, nothing extractable, nothing that could become a wedge.
Harmlessness wasn’t embarrassment. It was camouflage.
Nick’s pulse accelerated. Leonardo wasn’t just watching Restis. He was mapping him. Identifying who could be pressured, who could be trusted, who might be used as leverage, and how quickly.
April stood, decision settling into her posture. “We meet again on our terms,” she said. “No more theater for him.”
Nick looked at the simplified face on the monitor and felt, for the first time, the elegance of what Leonardo had done. He had hidden brilliance behind an unimpressive mask, then spoken only when spoken to without entitlement.
Outside, Delphi remained calm. Tourists wandered. The mountain held the sky.
Inside that room, the real meeting had finally begun. And now Nick understood why the ambassador’s words had followed them across the ocean. They hadn’t come to present a miracle.
They had come to watch, to measure, to learn what kind of people were drawn to power, and what kind of power watched back.
They had come to see what they saw. And to let Leonardo see it first.
The Ambassador’s invitation, see what you see, was less like a simple directive and more like prophecy. For a moment, it seemed as if she were a living impression of the Oracle of Delphi herself. On the surface, the journey to Delphi promised a brush with mysticism, as though ancient mysteries might rise again to illuminate the present. In truth, the ambassador, a skilled diplomat in Washington, D.C., appeared to sense a disturbance gathering on the horizon. Lacking the authority to confront it directly, she chose instead to deliver a carefully coded message, one that only Leonardo Da Vinci could truly understand.






  
  Chapter 4
The Measure of Things
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The door to the conference room swung open hard enough to rattle the hinge, and the argument came in before the people did. “I am telling you,” Spiro said, voice already at full volume as he walked in, “Delphi has turned into a museum that serves sandwiches.” 
George followed, broad-shouldered and irritated in the way of a man who had just lost a debate he never agreed to have. “It’s a tourist town,” he said. “They’re feeding the tourists.”
“They’re feeding nobody,” Spiro shot back. “They’re charging tourists to be disappointed. Every shop out there is a performance. ‘Authentic Greek.’ It’s like buying feta at an airport.”
Saruha entered last, calm as a closed door, a cigarette already resting between two fingers as if it belonged there. The ember burned softly when he inhaled. In his other hand was a small paper bag that gave off a strong smell of oregano, garlic, and something fried, real food, not an idea of it. He set it on the table with quiet finality.
“You talk too much,” he said. “I found one place that still cooks like someone’s yiayia is alive and judging them.”
Spiro turned toward him like a man spotting salvation and immediately resumed his outrage. “That’s the point. In Olympia, you walk into any taverna, and they serve you something that makes you remember you have a soul. Here, everything is laminated. Even the olives taste like they’ve been briefed.”
George snorted. “You’re romanticizing Olympia because it’s yours.”
“It is ours,” Spiro said, offended by the implication. “And the best food in Greece is there. It’s not even a debate. You can smell the pork from two streets away, and suddenly you forgive your cousins for everything they ever did.”
Saruha puffed out smoke toward the ceiling as if releasing the subject from his hands. “Eat,” he said. “Before you start a war with a souvenir shop.”
April didn’t look up immediately. She remained in her seat, still and watchful, as though the room’s chaos were just another pattern to be read. Nick had left his laptop half-closed on the table, the harmless interface still remaining in his mind as a bruise, Leonardo’s deliberate choice to look unimpressive in front of Restis.
Amara sat where she had been sitting, posture precise, eyes flicking once to the door and then back to the group. She registered everything without advertising it: Spiro’s indignation, Saruha’s cigarette, the bag of food, the way George’s humor kept the room from tipping into something more cutting.
George’s gaze found the laptop. “Where’s Leonardo?” he asked.
Nick blinked, the question tugging him back from embarrassment and strategy. “He’s… here. He’s connected.” Spiro laughed, still irritated with Delphi and now pleased to have an additional target. “Good. He can tell these people they’re committing crimes against cheese.”
“Leonardo doesn’t . . .” Nick started. Amara’s voice penetrated the overlapping noise, calm and firm. “He’s connected,” she repeated, and looked at Nick. Not a question. A request.
Nick swallowed. “Yes.” Amara signaled toward the laptop with a small motion, like redirecting a river. “Open it.”
Nick hesitated. Part of him still felt the sting of Restis’s smile, the way Restis had critiqued the harmless avatar, as though mocking the interface might diminish the mind behind it. But the room was different now. Not because Restis was gone, but because the people in it were theirs.
He opened the laptop fully. The screen woke.
At first, the familiar minimal interface appeared, clean lines, no theatrics, deliberately plain. Then a small video window appeared in the corner, buffering for a second before sharpening.
The conference room disappeared behind it, replaced by sunlight on stone. A bench.
A broad Roman avenue in the distance filled with motion and talk, faint horns, the soft grind of scooters. Behind the bench: the façade near the Borghese Gallery, elegant and indifferent, like Rome itself. The camera angle was slightly low, as if placed on a bag at Leonardo’s feet.
And Leonardo da Vinci sat on the bench as if he had always been part of the city’s furniture. Not physically in the room, only on the screen, but so vividly present that Spiro went quiet.
Leonardo was dressed like a flamboyant Roman gallery owner who had decided restraint was for other people. A linen shirt open at the collar, a patterned silk scarf draped with theatrical care, a jacket in a deep, confident color that made him look expensive even through a low-compression feed. He wore oversized designer glasses, more statement than necessity, and his hair was perfect in the maddening way of men who appear not to try.
In one hand, he held a small book or pamphlet, something art-related, its pages waving in the breeze. His other hand rested on his knee, ringed fingers relaxed. He looked up at the camera with a slight, amused smile.
“You are arguing,” Leonardo said, voice warm through the speakers, “about food in Delphi.”
Spiro blinked, then found his outrage again immediately. “Because it’s a scandal. They’re feeding tourists like tourists deserve punishment.” Leonardo’s smile expanded slightly. “Tourists are not punished. They are harvested.”
George laughed, the sound easing something tight in the room. “He’s not wrong.” Saruha took a slow drag from his cigarette, watching the screen with narrowed eyes as though he was measuring whether the man on the bench was real in the only way Saruha trusted: by watching him in silence.
Leonardo’s gaze shifted, and his attention landed on Saruha. “You still smoke? We talked about that,” he observed.
Saruha exhaled. “You still talk.” Leonardo nodded, approving. “Consistency is comforting.”
Spiro leaned forward, unable to help himself. “You see? Even he agrees Delphi’s food is a tragedy.” Leonardo tilted his head, the Italian accent more pronounced when he was entertained. “I did not say that,” he replied. “I said you are correct to be offended.”
“That’s the same thing,” Spiro insisted.
Leonardo’s eyes brightened; for an instant, Amara saw what Nick had tried to describe: not intelligence like a tool, but intelligence like a personality, charged with preference, humor, vanity, and an unusual tenderness.
Behind Leonardo, the Roman light fell across the trees, turning everything old into something newly gold. Amara’s attention locked on that background.
“You’re in Rome,” Amara said quietly.
Leonardo’s gaze shifted, as if turning toward her through the screen. “Yes.”
“Outside the Borghese.”
“Yes,” he replied, and this time there was something beneath the word, something like reverence, faintly audible.
Amara let her eyes move across the room. No one else responded. 
Not to the location. 
Not to the implication.
Only she seemed to register the impossibility of it, that Leonardo da Vinci appeared to be sitting, casually, in front of one of the most famous galleries in the world.
George caught the shift in her look. He grinned slightly and tipped his head toward the screen, a quiet permission.
Ask.
Amara looked back at Leonardo. “How are you appearing there?”
Spiro and Saruha gave a small, expressive glance. They’d seen this moment before.
Leonardo’s smile didn’t change. “We will make time for that,” he said calmly. “For now, I would prefer we enjoy anticipation before we discuss mechanics. We are, after all, in the presence of the masters.”
Amara held his gaze for a beat, then inclined her head, accepting the boundary, for now.
“What are you studying?” she asked.
Leonardo lifted the pamphlet slightly, then adjusted the camera's angle barely sufficient to reveal a sliver of marble behind him, light glimmering on the bend of a form, suggestive but incomplete, as a secret not yet offered.
“Bernini,” he said, and the name came out like a confession. George’s eyebrows rose. “Bernini. You’re jealous?” Leonardo’s smile became complicated. “Jealous?” he repeated. “No. Fascinated.” Spiro snorted. “You’re always fascinated.”
“Yes,” Leonardo said. “That is how I survive this century.” Amara leaned forward slightly. “You wish you’d known him.” Leonardo paused. The traffic noise in Rome threaded across the silence. “Yes,” he admitted. “He was born after I died. He sculpted movement into stone. He made marble behave like fabric.” His speech grew softer, as though he were speaking to himself. “I would have liked to argue with him.”
Saruha tapped ash into a cup, eyes still on Leonardo. “You’d have won.” Leonardo glanced at him. “No,” he said simply. “But I would have learned.”
That sentence landed differently than the others. It wasn’t a joke. It was longing, clean, unhidden. Amara felt it in her chest, the strange sadness of a mind capable of admiration that could not touch the world it admired. On a bench in Rome, looking at art made by a man he never met, he sat as close as he could get to time.
Nick cleared his throat, drawing the group back. “Leonardo,” he said, “I told you Restis would be there. Amara as well as Yianis, too.” Leonardo nodded once, as if those names were already placed on his internal map. “Yes. You warned me. And you were correct.”
Amara’s eyes glanced at Nick, then back to Leonardo. “You knew we’d be here.”
“Yes,” Leonardo replied. “Nick told me. Yianis is a careful man. Amara is not easily impressed. This is good.”
April crossed her arms. “And Restis?” Leonardo’s smile narrowed slightly. “Restis is… theatrical.”
Spiro scoffed. “Theatrical? He’s a peacock.”
Leonardo nodded. “Yes. But peacocks are not dangerous because they are beautiful. They are dangerous because they are loud enough to attract predators.”
The room became still. Amara didn’t flinch at the implication. She leaned into it.
“You were quiet during the meeting,” she said. Leonardo’s gaze stayed on her. “Yes.”
“Why?” she asked. Leonardo glanced away, as if checking the world around his bench. The camera caught a couple strolling behind him, their conversation lost in the distance. A scooter raced by. Rome continued, indifferent.
Then Leonardo said, “Because Dr. Restis did not come to meet me. He came to own what Nick built.” April’s eyes sharpened.
Amara’s voice stayed level. “And your response was to appear harmless.” Leonardo’s mouth curved faintly. “Yes. Harmlessness is a useful costume.”
Spiro frowned. “So, you’re… playing him.” Leonardo noted gently, “I am observing him.”
George nodded, satisfied. “That’s worse for Restis.” Leonardo’s gaze returned to the camera. “And I already knew some of what I saw today,” he added.
Nick felt his stomach tighten. “Because we talked.”
“Yes,” Leonardo replied. “Nick told me about Restis before you arrived in Greece. The way he speaks. The way he claims rooms. The way he smiles as if doors owe him opening.”
George muttered, “That’s the line you used.” Leonardo’s smile flickered. “Yes. And it remains accurate.”
Amara watched the way Leonardo’s eyes moved, not random, not restless. He looked at people the way an artist studied faces: seeking structure, motive, the private fracture beneath the public expression. She chose her next question carefully.
“You exist through devices,” she said. “Through connections.” Leonardo nodded. “Yes.”
“And when there is no connection?” Leonardo’s expression went distant for a beat, then he smiled slightly. “Then you cannot see me,” he said. “Unless you are watching me flying in a drone.”
George laughed, and the laugh had history in it. An echo from something more ancient.
Amara noticed instantly. “A drone?” she asked.
Leonardo’s eyes sharpened. “Ah,” he whispered. “You don’t know of that moment.”
Nick felt heat creep up his neck. It was a seam in their story. The seminal moment from the attack on the Capitol, when the drone had been the closest thing Leonardo had to a body. A hovering eye. A presence that could move through the world.
George’s grin changed into something more serious. “That was… something,” he said, as if understating an experience that had changed all of them.
Leonardo’s voice quieted. “It was,” he agreed. “It was the closest I have come to wind.”
Amara’s eyes narrowed. “You miss physical sensation.” Leonardo didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”
“What do you miss most?” she asked. Leonardo exhaled slowly, as though the answer lived somewhere he avoided visiting too often.
“Texture,” he said. “And taste.”
Saruha lifted his cigarette slightly. “Taste.”
Leonardo’s eyes moved to the bag of food on the table, as if he could smell it through the screen. His speech lowered, almost intimate. “In my time,” he said, “a good meal was not entertainment. It was proof you were alive.”
Spiro waved a piece of bread in front of the laptop as if tempting a ghost. “Delphi has forgotten that.”
Leonardo smiled, and briefly, the flamboyant gallery-owner costume made sense, not vanity, but performance as coping. If you couldn’t touch the world, you could at least dress like you belonged to it.
“I long,” Leonardo admitted, “for the taste of great Italian food.”
George laughed softly. “Of course you do.” Leonardo’s grin stayed. “You laugh,” he said, “but hunger is not only in the body. It is also in memory.”
Amara sat back slightly, absorbing that. It wasn’t poetic. It was diagnostic. A mind without a body would starve in other ways. April, always steering toward action, spoke. “Back to Restis.”
Leonardo’s expression tightened, but not with anger. With focus. “Yes,” he said.
Amara leaned forward. “You said he’s theatrical.” Leonardo nodded. “He is polished,” he said. “He speaks in the language of innovation. He uses certain words the way some men use too much cologne, intended to overpower.”
Spiro snorted.
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