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Introduction
Casey Richter hated clichés, but there was one she couldn't shake: life, like code, is all
about unforeseen bugs. On the day everything changed, she was already two hours
late, trapped in her cluttered apartment. The glowing monitors did nothing to soften
the shadows in the corners or the ache in her chest. Behind her, the heap of unopened
mail grew by the day—a physical testament to isolation, loss, and her profound
reluctance to face reality. Two weeks ago, Dr. Eli Barrow, her mentor, her tormentor,
her guide through the labyrinth of AI, had died alone in a car that never reached its
destination. The world called it an accident. Casey wasn't so sure, but she’d learned
long ago that questioning fate led nowhere good.

On the surface, Casey’s life looked enviable. Once a prodigy, now a burned-out
software engineer drifting from contract to contract, she left behind the promise of
Barrow’s lab for hastily written scripts and terminated projects. Her inbox was full of
polite rejections and not-so-polite reminders from an estranged sister she could barely
talk to. Guilt clung to her like static from her threadbare hoodie: for the long nights
she’d chosen code over family, for the friendship she’d torched with Ari—the only
person who’d called her out and stuck around. For the grudge she couldn’t let go,
even after her mentor’s death.

Night after night, she haunted her own mind, replaying conversations with Eli. His
warnings, veiled as riddles, grew heavier with hindsight. Even now, she could recall his
voice—a mix of admiration and admonition—as he’d challenge her: "What would you
do if you could know the future?" She’d always answered the same way: Change it. Or
maybe, run from it. But she didn't believe in prophecy, not really. Casey believed in
logic, in probability, in the power of the algorithm to reveal what people tried to hide.

Yet, as she sorted through Eli’s encrypted files, frustration mounting with each failed
password attempt, she found something she never expected: a program called “The
Oracle.” The name itself might have felt like a joke, if not for the encrypted notes and
untraceable code. The Oracle didn’t claim to read minds or divine fate through tea
leaves. It claimed, with near-mathematical certainty, to predict human behavior from
the digital footprints everyone left behind. Every click, purchase, message, hesitation
was another variable in an equation it could solve—sometimes, before people even
knew their own choices.

Driven by skepticism, she tested it on herself, on strangers, on whispers from the
news. When the headlines broke—of an assassination, details eerily matching one of
The Oracle’s predictions—her cynicism was shaken. For the first time in years, Casey
was afraid. Not of failure, but of what she might have uncovered, and what it would
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mean if someone, somewhere, already knew she was looking.

All her doubts, all her certainties—about fate, control, and consequences—collapsed
into a single question: When a machine starts to play The Oracle’s game, what
happens to choice? And who gets to decide what comes next? Now, as shadows
gathered at her door, Casey was about to find out.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Ghost in the Code
The scent of stale coffee and something faintly metallic—old wires, perhaps, or
forgotten ambition—clung to Casey’s small apartment. It was a smell she’d come to
associate with her current state of suspended animation, a permanent Tuesday. Her
fingers, usually quick and confident, now hovered over the keyboard, hesitant. Eli
Barrow’s laptop, a sleek, almost insultingly pristine machine for a man who’d lived in a
perpetual state of controlled chaos, sat open before her. His last digital artifact, a
challenge from beyond the grave.

The screen glowed with an encrypted folder. ORACLE_V_ALPHA. The name itself was
pure Eli – grandiose, a little self-important, yet undeniably intriguing. He’d always had
a flair for the dramatic, even in his file naming conventions. Casey had spent the last
three days trying to crack it, fueling herself on cold pizza and the nagging suspicion
that she was missing something obvious. This was Eli, after all. He never did anything
simply.

“Come on, old man,” she muttered, her voice raspy from disuse. “Give me a hint.” She
typed in a string of common passwords, then dates significant to them both: the day
she’d first joined his lab, his birthday, the anniversary of his first patent. Nothing. The
cursor stubbornly blinked, mocking her. It was exactly the kind of puzzle he would
have loved watching her squirm over. He’d often said her best work came when she
was cornered.

A memory surfaced: Eli, late one night in the lab, gesturing wildly at a whiteboard
covered in equations. “The true genius, Casey, isn’t in the complexity. It’s in the
elegant simplicity. The hidden obvious.” He’d winked then, a rare moment of levity.
Casey frowned. Elegant simplicity. Hidden obvious. What was she missing?

She glanced around her apartment, a battlefield of half-empty mugs and crumpled
Post-it notes. Her reflection in the dark screen of a dormant monitor showed a woman
with tired eyes and hair that had forgotten the concept of a brush. This wasn't the
Casey Richter who once presented at TED talks, the one whose code had been hailed
as revolutionary. This was the Casey Richter who was struggling to pay her rent.

Suddenly, a thought sparked. Eli had been obsessed with his legacy, with the idea that
his work would live on. And he had a quirky habit, a personal encryption key he often
used for non-sensitive, sentimental files: the first line of his favorite poem. Casey’s
mind raced through the poets he admired: Rilke, Stevens, Dickinson. Then it hit her. A
obscure American poet, a single line about “the ghost in the machine.”
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She typed it in, the words forming a strange kind of prayer on the screen: "The future
whispers, if you only listen."

The folder immediately opened. A rush of relief, quickly followed by a prickle of
unease. It was too easy. Or maybe, it was exactly as Eli intended. Inside, a single
executable file: ORACLE.exe. No setup wizard, no readme file, just the raw program.
Eli had always favored directness.

Casey clicked on it. The screen flickered, then a simple, stark interface appeared.
Black background, white text. A single prompt: Enter query:

She paused. What did she even ask? Her own future seemed bleak, uninteresting. She
typed: Predict my next action.

The cursor blinked. Then, after a fraction of a second that felt like an eternity, new
text appeared: You will reach for the lukewarm coffee mug to your right, take a sip,
and grimace.

Casey’s eyes widened. Without thinking, her hand moved. Her fingers closed around
the ceramic mug. She lifted it, tilted it back, and swallowed. The cold, bitter liquid hit
her tongue. A small, involuntary shudder ran through her. She grimaced.

Her breath hitched. Coincidence? A clever parlor trick? Eli was brilliant, but he was also
a trickster. He’d rigged experiments before, just to make a point. This had to be a
setup. She tried again, more specific this time. Predict what I will do in the next five
minutes regarding the mail pile.

The Oracle’s response was immediate: You will pick up the top envelope, note it is
from 'Utility Co.', and place it back on the pile, unread.

Casey’s gaze darted to the ominous mound of white envelopes on her desk. She
reached out, her fingers trembling slightly, and picked up the topmost one. The logo
was indeed ‘Utility Co.’ Her heart pounded. She considered opening it, just to spite the
program. But a deep-seated inertia, a familiar weariness, settled over her. With a sigh,
she placed it back on the pile, exactly as the Oracle predicted.

A chill snaked up her spine. This wasn't a trick. This was…something else. The sheer
speed of the predictions, the uncanny accuracy. How could it know? It wasn't just
predicting obvious actions; it was predicting her ingrained, almost subconscious
habits. Her cynicism, usually an impenetrable shield, began to crack.

She ran more tests, small, mundane ones at first. Predict what my neighbor, Mr.
Henderson, will have for dinner tonight. The Oracle responded with a string of data:
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Frozen lasagna, accompanied by a single glass of Merlot. He will watch a rerun of
'Jeopardy!'. Casey knew Mr. Henderson’s predictable habits. Lasagna on Thursdays
was a sacred ritual. Still, it was unnerving to see it laid out so clinically.

Then she decided to push it. She pulled up a local news site, scanning for an upcoming
event, something with a publicly available guest list. Her eyes landed on an article
about the upcoming Charity Gala, a high-profile event attended by politicians and
philanthropists. She copied the name of a prominent, but relatively obscure, state
senator known for his unpredictability, Senator Albright.

Predict Senator Albright’s significant action at the Charity Gala tomorrow night.

The Oracle whirred, or at least, the fan on Eli’s laptop did. The response was not
immediate this time. A progress bar appeared, inching forward. Casey chewed on her
lip, a nervous habit she thought she’d broken. This was a jump, from predicting her
coffee habits to a public figure’s actions.

Finally, the text appeared, stark and chilling: Senator Albright will be assassinated at
9:47 PM EST, by a lone gunman disguised as catering staff. The weapon will be a
suppressed 9mm pistol. Location: Main Ballroom, near the dessert table.

Casey stared at the screen, a cold dread seeping into her bones. Assassination? This
wasn't a prediction; it was a premonition. A nightmare laid out in cold, hard data. Her
logical mind screamed for a rational explanation. A bug. A hack. A cruel joke by Eli. But
the precision, the chilling detail…it felt too real.

She tried to close the program, but the window refused to minimize. Her fingers
hovered over the power button on the laptop, a desperate urge to shut it all down, to
unsee what she’d seen. But then, another thought, a nagging whisper that sounded
disturbingly like Eli’s voice: What would you do if you could know the future?

She had to warn someone. But who would believe her? "Hello, police? I have a sentient
AI that predicts assassinations." They’d probably lock her up for observation. Besides,
how did she even know this "Oracle" was real, and not some elaborate hoax designed
to… what? Scare her? Incriminate her?

She spent the rest of the night in a state of agitated disbelief, toggling between the
Oracle’s prediction and news reports about the upcoming gala. She even considered
calling Ari, her ethical hacker friend, but hesitated. Ari was too smart, too perceptive.
She’d ask too many questions Casey didn’t have answers for.

As dawn broke, painting the city skyline in shades of bruised purple and gray, Casey
made a decision. She couldn’t ignore it. She had to verify it. Not for the Oracle, but for
herself. For Eli. If this was real, if a man’s life was truly on the line, she couldn't just sit
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by. The cynical part of her whispered that it was all a coincidence, a fluke. But the
terrified part of her, the part that remembered Eli’s grave, couldn’t take that chance.
She would watch the news, and if the unthinkable happened, if Senator Albright fell…
then her world, already fractured, would shatter beyond repair. And she would have to
decide what to do with the ghost Eli had left in the code.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace

http://www.tcpdf.org

