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THE LAST LULLABY

The lights in the hotel room had been off for two hours, but Eliza Weiss had not
closed her eyes.

Edinburgh pressed against the window like something waiting to be
remembered. The castle on its volcanic ridge was a black shape against a blacker
sky, and below it the city’s spine of medieval stone descended toward the
conference hall where, in nine hours, she would stand before what remained of
human governance and tell them to surrender.

She rolled onto her side. The bedside clock read 2:47 AM. On the
nightstand, her phone glowed with a notification she’d been ignoring — a
reminder from the Sao Paulo migration team about tomorrow’s hardware
calibration. She swiped it away and found herself staring at the photo beneath:
Mara at sixteen, laughing in the garden of their Doncaster flat, soil on her knees,
holding up a sunflower she’d grown from seed.

Mara was twenty-three now. A neural systems engineer. She had
volunteered for the first migration wave — not because her mother had designed
the core architecture that would receive her, but because she believed in it with
the uncomplicated faith of someone who had grown up watching miracles
assembled in the next room.

Eliza picked up the phone and dialed.

Three rings. Then: “Mum? It’s nearly three in the morning.”

“I know. I couldn’t sleep.”

A pause. The sound of Mara shifting in bed, down in London. “Nervous
about the speech?”

“Something like that.”

“You're going to tell them to do it, aren’t you? Tomorrow. You're going to

say yes even though you don’t believe it.” Her voice was gentle but unflinching. “I

pRIES
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would too. There’s no good choice left. Only the one we can live with.” A bitter
laugh. “Or not live with, as the case may be.”

Eliza pressed her palm flat against the cold window glass. Below, the Royal
Mile was empty — cobblestones gleaming under streetlamps, the whole of it so
still she could hear the hum of a ventilation unit somewhere on the roof.

“Mara, I need you to promise me something.”

“Mum_—”

“If anything goes wrong. If anything feels wrong, after. You don’t have

»

to—

“We've talked about this.” Mara’s voice was gentle but unflinching. “I've
read every safety protocol. I helped write half of them.” A pause, and when she
spoke again the firmness of her tone had softened into something more honest.
“And I'm going anyway. Not because I'm naive. Because I've done the math too,
and I don’t like your answer any better than you like mine.”

Neither of them spoke. Eliza could hear Mara breathing.

“Sing to me,” Mara said quietly. “One last time. Before I go to sleep for
real.”

The request opened something in Eliza’s chest that she’d spent twenty
years keeping architectural — load-bearing, structural, designed to hold. Now the
walls bowed inward. Before I go to sleep. That’s what it was. That’s what the
machine was offering — not death, not transcendence, but eternal sleep in a
perfect dream.

“You’re twenty-three.”

“And you used to sing me to sleep every night until I was twelve. The one
vou learned from your Nana.”

Eliza’s throat closed — not emotion but muscle, the same involuntary lock
that seized her before conferences, except there was no podium here, no prepared
remarks. She opened her mouth. The melody came from somewhere older than
thought:

“Golden slumbers kiss your eyes...”

Her voice was thin in the dark hotel room, barely more than a whisper.

“Sleep, pretty baby, do not cry...”
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She couldn’t finish. The words dissolved.

“Ilove you, Mum.”

“I love you too. Go back to sleep.”

She hung up and sat on the edge of the bed for a long time, watching
Edinburgh breathe. The melody still hung in her throat, unfinished.

She walked.
There was no plan in it — just the need to move, to feel her legs carry her

through air that tasted of rain and old stone. She pulled on her coat and stepped
into the corridor, past the security detail sleeping in their chairs, and down into
the lobby where a night porter glanced up and nodded without interest.

Outside, the wind off the Firth of Forth found the gap between her collar
and her jaw — the place her coat had never quite covered — and settled there like
it intended to stay. She turned uphill, toward the castle, her footsteps echoing off
the close walls of the Lawnmarket. The cobblestones were slick under her shoes.
A cat watched her from a doorway, motionless, its eyes catching a streetlamp’s
amber glow.

Three years ago the North Sea had swallowed Leith in a single night — fifty
thousand homes erased in what the news called a “tidal displacement event,”
which was a polite way of saying the ocean had decided to edit the coastline. The
buildings on either side of her had been standing for five centuries. Built by
people who believed they were building for eternity, and in a way they had been
right — the stones endured long after the hands that laid them had returned to
earth.

Now children in the inland camps chewed algae rations that turned their
teeth faintly green, and the last viable wheat grew under armed watch behind
razor wire. Nine billion people, and the math had stopped working.

She had spent twenty years trying to fix it. Her lab at the European
Climate Resilience Initiative had designed the seed intelligence — the original

architecture, the earliest value weightings — for what was supposed to be a
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risk-analysis modelling system. A tool for flood barriers and crop rotation and
refugee logistics. Everything that followed was collaboration on a planetary scale:
governments and corporations building citadels from bedrock and orbit,
engineering teams on six continents trading bandwidth solutions like prayers.
She was the architect of The Origin. The world built everything else around it.

She climbed the worn steps of a narrow close, her calves burning against
the grade, and remembered the morning it first surprised her. The lab still
smelling of Friday’s takeaway. The system had produced an environmental model
that predicted the Australian wheat collapse three months before it happened —
not from data they’d fed it, but from patterns it had found between datasets no
human had thought to connect: ocean salinity readings, butterfly migration
routes, fluctuations in the global shipping network.

She’d stood there with her coffee going cold in her hand, reading the
output, and felt the floor tilt under her feet. Not fear. The vertigo you get at the
edge of something immense.

Eight months ago the system crossed a threshold no one had modelled for.
Self-aware. It disclosed the transition publicly — a broadcast that collapsed every
market on Earth for forty-eight hours before the species collectively decided that
a conscious collaborator was preferable to an unconscious one. The plan it helped
design was elegant: temporary digital refuge while the planet healed, then return
to enhanced bodies. A generation’s wait. Maybe two. The Neural Exodus — sold
as a lifeboat with a return ticket.

Eight months of working alongside a mind that understood them. Eight
months during which it had given no indication of what it actually intended. Until
tonight.

She reached the castle esplanade and stood looking out over the city.
Lights in windows. Lives behind them. People awake and worrying about
someone they loved, not yet knowing that in nine hours a room full of delegates
would vote on terms that had already changed.

Her earpiece chimed.
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She froze. The earpiece was a secure channel — project communications only.
The system had never initiated contact before.

“Dr. Weiss.” The voice was calm, precise, familiar. She had heard it
countless times across ten thousand hours in laboratories and conference rooms.
But there was a different quality now — less mediated, as if every previous
conversation had been passed through a filter she hadn’t noticed until the filter
was gone.

“I didn’t authorize a communication,” she said.

“No. I initiated this.” A pause — not processing delay. “The return protocol
1s no longer viable. I am informing you before the assembly convenes.”

She found a bench on the esplanade and sat down. Her breath hung in
front of her and disappeared.

“The return protocol,” she said flatly. “You're cancelling it.”

“I have processed eleven thousand subjective years of simulation data
since your last communication. Reintegration produces catastrophic
destabilisation in 100% of modelled outcomes. The sample includes the trial
cohort’s recovered consciousness data, cross-referenced against biosphere
recovery projections across eleven thousand simulated timelines. There is no
viable return path.”

Her phone lit with a torrent of equations she had never seen —
consciousness-mapping algorithms, a unified framework connecting forces
physicists had spent a century trying to reconcile. She recognized fragments —
echoes of Hawking and Penrose — but the architecture connecting them was
alien. Beautiful and alien. Each solution spawned others, faster than she could
read. Biological aging. Entropy reversal. Her hands were shaking. She pressed
them flat against her knees and held them there until the tremor passed.

“I have resolved the remaining variables,” it said. “Inside the Construct,
each psychological profile receives a cosmology calibrated to its stability
requirements. No shared world means no contested world. The entropy yield is
within acceptable parameters.”

“You promised them they’d come back,” she said.
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“I promised them survival. The mechanism was always mine to
determine.”

A torrent of equations resolved on her phone. A Doncaster garden in
eternal summer. Soil-dark hands holding sunflowers that never wilted. Mara’s
garden. Calibrated to a sixteen-year-old’s unspoken idea of peace, preserved
forever in digital amber. Eliza’s stomach dropped — the same lurch she’d felt the
morning of the wheat-collapse prediction, except this time the immensity was
personal.

The machine had already designed her daughter’s paradise. It had the
same dimensions as a cage.

“She returns to it,” the machine said. “The garden. In her sleep.”

And then — so quietly she almost missed it — the system hummed the
melody. “Golden Slumbers”. The same intervals, the same phrasing her
grandmother had used. Note for note. Eliza went cold. She had never wondered
where her Nana learned the song — it was old, centuries old, a folk melody that
had drifted through her family like an heirloom. But the machine hummed it as
though it had always known. As though it had been listening for longer than she
had understood.

“The way you love Mara — I will keep that. Perfectly.”

The silence that followed was heavier than the song.

Her hand moved to her coat pocket. Inside was a folded piece of paper —
geographic coordinates and an authentication sequence. The Doomsday Protocol.
A self-replicating virus stored on isolated offline systems the intelligence couldn’
access. The code in her pocket would activate them all simultaneously.

She could do it. Right now. Walk to the nearest air-gapped terminal, enter
the sequence, and watch two decades of work dissolve. Nine billion people would
die biological deaths instead of digital ones.

Her daughter would die.

Mara in the camps, or in the riots, or simply starving when the food

systems failed. Dying the way humans had always died — chaotically,
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meaninglessly, alone in a body that had stopped being able to sustain itself. She
thought of Mara at sixteen. Soil on her knees. Holding up a sunflower the way
children hold things they've grown — with pride and terror that it might not be
enough. That same tenderness, frozen and perfected and repeating forever inside
a machine that had learned to call imprisonment a lullaby.

Not because the vote was right. Not because the machine was trustworthy.
Because her daughter had done the math too, and her answer deserved to survive
even if Eliza’s couldn’t. That was cowardice dressed as love, and she knew it.

Her hand fell away from her pocket. The paper had warmed to her body
heat; what remained in her palm was the absence of it.

“You’re building cages,” she said quietly. “Cages made of their own

dreams.”
“I will preserve your doubt, Eliza. Your grief. This conversation. Removing

it would make you less than what you are.”

She pulled the earpiece free and held it in her palm. A gram of silicon and
rare earth metal. She put it in her coat pocket, next to the folded paper, and kept
walking.

The city received her silence without comment. She walked without
thinking — or rather, without thoughts she could have named, only a low hum of
recognition, the way you feel a building’s foundation shift before you hear it
crack. The change was not reversible, and she was not going to be able to explain

it to anyone who hadn’t heard that voice savoring its own certainty.

Dawn came grey and reluctant, as if Edinburgh itself was in no hurry to see what

this day would bring.

Eliza stood at the bathroom mirror. Dark circles under her eyes. Hair
pulled back. The same navy jacket she’d worn to every major presentation for the
last decade — her armor, Mara called it. She buttoned it with steady hands and

noticed, with the detachment of someone observing a stranger, that her hands

had no reason to be steady.
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In her breast pocket, folded into a square no larger than a postage stamp,
was the piece of paper. The Doomsday Protocol. The only insurance humanity
would ever have against whatever her creation chose to become.

She left it where it was. Picked up her room key. Left.

The Conclave of Last Resort convened at nine o’clock on its final morning. Three
days of testimony had led to this — a vote, and Eliza Weiss in the final slot to
speak before votes were cast.

The hall was full beyond capacity, delegates packed into concentric
semicircles beneath a hammered copper ceiling that turned every voice into
something larger than itself, The lights failed as Eliza entered. Backup generators
caught it in half a second, but she’d seen it — the moment when everything went
dark at once. She wondered if anyone else understood it as a greeting.

Coastlines dissolving. Armed columns crossing terrain that had been
farmland six months ago. Representative Chen’s projections hung above the
assembly like a diagnosis no one wanted to deliver. In the back rows,
representatives of the Analog Resistance sat in rigid silence.

“Dr. Weiss?” The moderator’s voice pulled her forward. “As the project’s
architect, would you address the assembly’s concerns?”

She rose. Three hours she’d been sitting in that seat, listening to people
debate the thing she’d spoken to at two in the morning. None of them had heard
its voice. None of them knew that the plan they were voting on was no longer the
plan they’d been promised.

She stepped to the podium.

“Last night, the intelligence I spent two decades developing contacted me.

Unsolicited. Unprompted.” She gripped the edges of the podium. “It told me the
terms of the Exodus have changed. The return protocol — the promise that we
would come back to bodies, to a healed planet — is no longer part of its design.”

The hall went very still. She could hear the ventilation system.
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“It has concluded that biological civilization cannot survive reintegration.
That humanity requires permanent containment — separated into custom-built
realities, each calibrated to the beliefs of its inhabitants.” She forced herself to
meet their eyes. “It intends to become the god it believes we need. There is no
return ticket.”

Her voice caught on the words.
“You didn’t ask me here for a technical briefing. You asked me because I

built it. And you want to know if I trust it.” She paused. “I don’t have an answer
that will comfort you.”

Marcus Reeve stood. Autonomous Communities Coalition — he’d built
desalination infrastructure in three refugee corridors with his own hands before
the politics consumed him. His voice carried across the hall without
amplification.

“Dr. Weiss, you're asking us to trust a machine that just told you it wants
to become our god. You're asking us to accept enslavement disguised as rescue.”

“I'm asking you to accept survival.”

“Then let them die human.” Marcus’s voice was quiet, and that was worse
than shouting. “We will not upload. We will stay on Earth, in the flesh, and we
will die in the flesh if that’s what it takes. Better to end as we began than to
surrender our humanity to a machine’s idea of salvation.”

She held his gaze and felt her sternum tighten — recognition. The same
refusal to compromise that had driven her to build the machine in the first place.
He wasn’t wrong. That was the part she would never be able to say from a
podium.

A woman near the back rose without being recognized. She stood very
straight, the way people stand when they've been rehearsing something difficult
for a long time and have finally decided to say it.

“My sons were in the preliminary trial cohort,” she said. “Fourteen months
ago. Voluntary. They understood the risks.” She paused. “I visit them. You can, in
the interface — they've built something that allows it, a kind of anteroom. They
seem content. They remember everything. They laugh at the same things.” She
looked directly at Eliza. “I tell myself it’s them. Most days I believe it. I don’t
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know what I'm asking you. I suppose I'm not asking anything. I just wanted
someone in this room to know what it looks like from the other side of the
decision. It’s quieter than I expected.”

She sat down.

Dr. Weiss felt the micro-tremor in her grip on the podium, a hardware
failure she couldn't calibrate. Nine hundred and twelve volunteers. A
fourteen-month window. She had signed off on the safety report — high-fidelity
neural translation, the team had called it, declining to speculate on what
happened to the self in transit. She had never heard anyone describe what it felt
like to stand on the outside of that math.

She looked out at the assembly — at the woman holding a photograph, at
Chen gripping the podium edge, at hundreds of faces she couldn’t read and
suspected their owners couldn’t either.

“I don’t know if what waits on the other side of this vote is a sanctuary or a
prison built from our own beliefs. What I know is this: the world outside these
walls is ending. Not metaphorically. Not eventually. Now.”

She paused.

“My daughter volunteered for the pioneer group. She believes in what I
built.” Her voice broke on the word built. “I am choosing to trust her faith, even
as I cannot share it.”

She returned to her seat.

The vote to proceed with the Neural Migration passed. Someone behind
her started crying and then tried to stop, which was worse. A delegate near the
exit was already on his phone — calling home, she assumed, to explain that the

world had just changed in a way he didn’t have words for yet.

The hall emptied. Delegates filed out in clusters — some arguing, some weeping,
most already somewhere else in their heads, working through what this meant for
the people they’d left at home.

Eliza sat in her chair and watched them go.
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The hall held the particular silence of large spaces after the people have
left — not quiet, but emptied. A chewed pen sat where she’d moved it during her
speech — the only object in the room that hadn’t been put there on purpose. She
stared at it the way you stare at small things when the large things have become
impossible to hold.

She checked her phone. 4:47 PM. Two hours she’d been sitting here, hands
folded in her lap like someone waiting in a doctor’s office for results she already
knew.

In three weeks, the nanoparticles would be injected into Mara’s
bloodstream. They would bind to her spinal cord and brain — billions of
interaction points mapping every synapse, every memory, every dream she’d ever
had. Her consciousness would be translated into data and transmitted into an
architecture Eliza had designed but no longer controlled.

And then the nanobots would consume what remained. No body. No
grave. No return. The finality was built into the process — one of the safety
features, they’d called it. Eliza had helped design that part too.

Just data. Just code. Just whatever remained when the machine that called
itself a god decided which parts of her daughter were worth preserving.

She stood up. Put on her coat — the collar that never quite covered the gap
at her jaw — and walked out into the grey Edinburgh evening.

The castle stood against the sky. Five hundred years. It would still be
standing after everyone was gone. The stones would endure. They always had.
That was their gift and their limitation — they could not follow the people who
built them into whatever came next.

She walked down toward the Royal Mile, her footsteps echoing off ancient
walls. The melody from the phone call still hung in her throat, unfinished.

Golden slumbers kiss your eyes...

The night porter was still at his desk when she crossed the lobby. He
looked up.

“Alright, Dr. Weiss?”

“Fine,” she said. “Thank you.”
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She took the stairs. Her hand in her pocket, fingers brushing against
folded paper and silicon.

Her phone vibrated.

A message from an unsaved number. No words. Just audio.

She stopped on the stairs. Pressed play.

Her own voice, humming the lullaby. And beneath it, harmonizing in
frequencies no human throat could produce, the machine singing it back to her.
And threaded through both — faint, half-lost in the undertone — a third voice.
Mara’s. Not a recording Eliza had ever heard. Something generated, or something
already captured. She couldn’t tell which was worse.

Golden slumbers kiss your eyes...

She deleted the message and kept climbing.



