January 15, 2031

As he waited, William Kittle read an article about the rising violence against journalists. It included a graph showed the number journalists imprisoned or killed across the globe had skyrocketed in the previous five years. Not a smart career move, he thought to himself. 
He was sitting patiently in the lobby of HokkenStrutt’s corporate headquarters. For a decade, HokkenStrutt’s ongoing large-scale construction contracts in South America and Southeast Asia made it one of the fastest growing companies in Europe. That is exactly why William needed the interview. 
 “Someone will be with you in a moment,” the woman at the front desk quietly announced. She was kind enough to speak in English, not wanting him to construct another sentence in his rusty high school level German. William felt out of place while travelling Germany. Yes, he’d seen other black men and woman, but not another African American. Not even at the airport. He still needed to get used to his new life with new rhythms.
Tall and increasingly out of shape, William Kittle was still recovering from divorce. As the dust settled, he quit his job teaching International Relations at the University of Chicago and committed himself to being a full-time writer. Or was it a journalist? He wasn’t sure what title to bestow on himself at that point. Within the first six months, using his credentials as a published academic researcher and professor, he'd gotten a few articles picked up by a few credible online outlets, most notably, The Atlantic, and The Economist.
A month earlier, just before the holidays, he’d successfully pitched the idea for a book that would – at least academically - answer the question “How is China going to economically expand in the world?” William spent the week cold-calling and knocking on doors – literally and figuratively – to arrange interviews before his money ran out. He’d received a small stipend, arranged by his publicist, Andrea. His initial interviews with policy makers, economists, and corporations could have led to a series of separate articles. Or, if he collected enough material, some chapters in a non-fiction book on global development projects. He focused on infrastructure projects - dams, bridges, tunnels, railways - and their major development contracts in Asia and Africa. 
A grounded pragmatist, William never distracted himself when researching geopolitical issues. He was intrigued by a presentation on China’s global development goals for 2035. That too, was an additional element to his research.  “Do you really believe China is that altruistic?” a fellow professor asked him at his farewell luncheon back in Chicago. “They want Africa’s resources. They will exploit Africans, not be their savior. How can you not see that?” he later bellowed at William. Maybe it was ironic that an African American wouldn’t see it that way, but that was not how William approached his work. Write what you learn, not what you feel about what you learn. He’d never write an op-ed piece if he could help it. 
The receptionist noticed William looking at his watch again. It had been twenty minutes. If she was hoping he’d give up, she was wrong. His flight wasn’t leaving for six days. He had the tenacity to wait until his money ran out. 
Five minutes later he was met with a handshake and a public relations smile, “Good morning, Herr Kittle, my name is Greta Ruckert.” Her accent revealed she learned English in a British boarding school. She walked him into her office without another word. 
William went through the interview asking typical questions about the company and previous industrial projects. Greta answered the questions like she was pitching the company to a room of investors. She repeated the company’s vision to be a “Leader in European economic partnership across the Middle East, and Southeast Asia,” just as it was written on their website. That was the opening William was looking for. He inquired about the upcoming bridge project with China. 
“Did you not see the news yesterday?” she asked. He silently nodded yes. She was terse and sterile. “Our company put out a press release,” she handed William a copy of a one-pager. He quickly scanned it as Greta spoke. It stated China suddenly backed out of 10-year deal worth billions. She added, “This is very upsetting, and our legal team is pursuing what fines or sanction can be brought against them.”
William hadn’t seen the news, “No, I understand this,” he bluffed. “What I mean is, why did they do that? This was potentially going to be the longest bridge in the world, wasn’t it? Your company developed new ocean-bottom construction techniques? And some kind of proprietary concrete? The sandy ocean bottom and length of span required HokkenStrutt engineering, I thought.” 
Sitting back in her chair, Greta pointed to the paper in William’s hands, “HokkenStrutt’s position is in the press release.” She added, “There will be another statement later today. It will explain both the German government and HokkenStrutt have significant economic and political influence to leverage against their dishonoring the contract.”
William had been quietly holding one last card. Sensing that the interview was ending abruptly, he played his hand. “I’d like to ask you about the ransomware attack last month, if you have a moment.” 
Greta stood up from her chair, gesturing for him to remain seated. “I cannot discuss that.” It was clear that Greta didn’t expect William would know about it. Because HokkenStrutt managed their public communications and security so well, there were very few people outside the company that knew about the attack. They had even not told their stockholders, in fact. William’s three contacts in the murky world of cybersecurity were helpful in preparation for this interview. 
“Did I get bad information?” William asked in an attempt to disarm Greta.
“Wait here please. I will be right back.” Without further conversation, Greta walked out. William sat in a chair against the wall, across from Greta’s desk in her office. He noticed a small stack of folders in a box under the chair next to his. Casually, he looked to see if anyone in the hallway could see him. He used a few fingers to flip some pages in the top folder. From his seat he noticed some key phrases and page headers that stunned him. He saw a CD in a plastic sleeve. Who still has a computer with a CD driver? Then he did something even he didn’t expect. 
Greta startled him, “Please come with me,” motioning to the things in William’s hands which had the press release she gave him on top, “and take that with you.” She didn’t notice that William held a small stack of papers and the CD under the press release. She told me to take it with me, he rationalized.
Walking briskly through the hallway of the corporate headquarters, she spoke hastily, announcing that she was needed in a meeting. Ending with, “If you would like to speak with someone at HokkenStrutt about any other topics, I suggest you call the same number you called for this interview.” The halls were glass and concrete offering dull echoes of muted office conversations. He could sense the tension in the offices around him. Before William could muster another question, he found himself back in the lobby being shown the door. 

January 17, 2031

William drove to The Hague from Germany just to meet with his former colleague, Kirsten. She’d left her position in the University of Chicago researching and teaching various courses on contemporary economic principles a year before William. She was offered a job with the Treasury Department in Washington, DC, but soon found she didn’t quite fit the mold as a Financial Crime Investigator. Without warning, her supervisor sent her an email with a position description for a liaison position at the European Financial and Economic Crime Center (EFECC) in The Hague. Her lackluster performance combined with her teaching background and fluency in six languages led to her receiving a “strong recommendation to develop liaison skills overseas” from her immediate supervisor. For the past three months, she’d been assigned to the Expertise and Stakeholder Management Unit, putting together training materials on financial crimes. Monotonous work, but she was exceptionally good at it.
“So great to see you, William,” she began as they took a seat at a bench in Westduinpark. She asked only half joking, “I heard you left Chicago right after the divorce to be a writer or something. Mid-life crisis or a fresh start?” 
“A little of both,” he sheepishly admitted. “Thanks for meeting with me on short notice. I didn’t know who else to turn to.”
“That sounds ominous, William.”
	“Well, I’m not in over my head, but I think I’ve uncovered something,” William began. He explained the project he’d begun and his recent interviews at five corporations, ending with his meeting at HokkenStrutt. 
Kirsten knew, of course, all about the Chinese backing out of the deal. The implications on EU relations with China and the financial strain this would cause HokkenStrutt were significant. William added that they’d already invested millions fabricating the infrastructure needed to build a first-of-its-kind bridge. Further, because this construction was going to be done in China, HokkenStrutt already began the expensive process of designing the construction site on the other side of the globe. After they ensuring they had a shared understanding of the scenario, Kirsten asked, “So what’s got you tied up in knots?”
	“When I was in HokkenStrutt’s offices, I asked about a cyberattack they’d experienced.”
	Kirsten shrugged her shoulders, “I hadn’t heard about that, but that’s not really my specialty.”
	“Well even if it was, you likely wouldn’t have heard about it,” William assured her, “I only knew about it through some shady friends who know about hacking and the dark web and all the other things that go bump in the night. This brings me to my other point,” William shifted nervously on the park bench they shared. He looked over his shoulder subconsciously. 
	“Oh, my gawd, you’re so dramatic,” Kirsten teased.
	William’s face never lightened, “I accidentally left their corporate offices with some company papers and a CD.”
She didn’t believe ‘accidentally’ was true but also didn’t push the issue. Then Kirsten cocked her head to the side at the thought of getting information off a CD.
Knowing what she was thinking, he added “I had to buy an external CD driver online. And it was in German, so I’m struggling to decipher everything. Long story short, someone at HokkenStrutt was doing some internal damage control after the cyberattack.” 
	Kirsten was transfixed as William continued. Then stopped him, “I have to be honest, William, this is not really my domain. This sounds like cybercrime. Why did you think to share this with me?”
	“Well, I’m certain that a crime has occurred. They are too.” They continued talking for about twenty minutes before they got up from the park bench. “Who would investigate something like this?” William asked. 
Walking across the park, they talked more about diagrams and drawings William saw on the documents. Kirsten told William she would ask around the EFECC offices. “I barely know how our organization chart works,” she laughed with a bit of frustration, “and I’m not sure this is something that the EFECC would investigate.” Kirsten explained that the EFECC was a subset of Europol and jurisdictional lines were complex. Adding to the complication, Kirsten was only serving as a liaison from the Treasury Department. Also, both William and Kirsten were U.S. citizens, “so I don’t know what my official reporting responsibility is in this case,” Kirsten added. “What are your intentions? I mean, what are you going to do with this information?” 
William had already thought through a lot of this, it was clear. “I’m in an agreement to research and write. I have a contract of sorts, to write about what my stipend is supporting,” he began, “So yeah, I am going to write about this. I have no reason to exclude what I know. My publicist is going to go nuts over this.”
Kirsten asked cautiously, “What do you mean?” not knowing if ‘nuts’ was a good thing or a bad thing.
“This might be a huge story. No, it is a huge story. I already have enough to write an article. An article that would get picked up very quickly, I might add. I want to sit on it and get some more information off the CD.” William looked at Kirsten for a moment, “I don’t think I should tell anyone that I’ve spoken to you specifically, or where you work,” cautiously he hinted, “but it would be interesting to know what the EFECC or Europol or Interpol thinks about all this.” William realized that while he felt like he was over his head, Kirsten was definitely out of her comfort zone, not even sure what her responsibilities were. 
Kirsten and William made a tentative agreement. She would do some cautious digging at the EFECC. William would present information about the HokkenStrutt interview to his publicist but would leave out specifics of Kirsten and the EFECC. Also, he would continue to investigate more into the failed construction project. Kirsten and William would have to be careful. For each of them, the developments they were about to share with their colleagues could be the biggest breakthrough in their new careers or it could be what brings an early end to their new careers.

February 1, 2031

“Get in here William,” he heard through the open door. William exchanged an eye roll with Andrea’s assistant, Gloria. Born in Nigeria, Andrea had lived throughout the UK for the past four decades working first as a newspaper reporter in the late nineties. In 2024 she sensed the demise of print writing was inevitable and focused on digital publishing and writers across Europe. Based in Manchester, England, Andrea had been William’s publishing agent since he committed to a full-time writing career. Experienced and driven, she loved writers like William because they knew their careers were on the line with every assignment. William gave Andrea a quick readout of three articles he’d been outlining. 
He pitched each one as Andrea typed her notes, offering a polite “Mmm Hmm” every so often. “Ok. Those all sound fit. I’ll send out some emails and see who might be interested in them. Keep me up to date.” Andrea looked up from the computer screen, “Tell me how you are using that stipend. The interviews in Germany went well? You said in your email you spoke with five companies or something like that.” She tried to recall the details he’d sent a few days ago when they scheduled this meeting, “And there’s something special about a bridge contract? What is going on with that?” Andrea suspected William was going to ask for more money to up-front his travel.
“Yes, HokkenStrutt in Berlin. I tried to get a second visit, but they didn’t return my calls after my first meeting with the bulldog running their public relations department.” William already had a document open on his laptop prepared with bullet points to keep him on task with Andrea. He gave her a ten-minute summary of the work HokkenStrutt specializes in, their significant position in the EU economic system, their global reach, and their expansion goals in the Far East and Middle East regions. “They are directly competing with firms of equal size and reach. Their main competitors come from companies in India, Russia, and China.” William wasn’t sure how much Andrea understood about the growing influence of BRICS but also didn’t want to get caught mansplaining either.
	“And what’s the problem?” Andrea was looking for the point that William was obviously leading her to.
	After fidgeting a bit in his chair, William sat up strait. He continued, putting his laptop aside and took a sip of the incredibly strong coffee, “The day before I got there, China backed out of a huge construction deal with HokkenStrutt. By some measures, it was going to be significant. I dunno, maybe the longest single span, or the longest in total length. Something like that. Anyway, we’re talking about hundreds of billions of Euros and a decade of work in China. Lots of jobs created too. It was heralded as a windfall in EU and China economic partnerships. Lots of other industries saw this as a precedent for other economic deals. Biomedical companies, agricultural projects, and a general easing of relations between the East and West.” William paused for another sip of coffee and wondered if he was overselling or underselling the scope of things. Andrea sat calmly, waiting for William to drop the other shoe. “HokkenStrutt is going to lean on the EU to fight it somehow - however those things get fought.” He wanted to focus on the impacts, not his own conjecture, “This is a big deal, Andrea. They have already spent millions building infrastructure. I did a little digging and asking around; the corporation is in financial trouble if they can’t get China to honor the deal.”
William paused. He wasn’t sure if he should tell Andrea everything. The CD he obtained from the HokkenStrutt office had a lot more information about their financials and the cyberattack, but he wasn’t sure how Andrea would react to his shenanigans. Andrea began asking questions about the interview and what else he thought he could learn from a second interview – if they’d answer his calls and emails. Without his asking, Andrea weakly offered to “find some funding” if he used it only for this specific story, but she didn’t sound very convincing. 
He said nothing about the CD to Andrea. He left her office feeling uneasy.

February 20, 2031

William flew back to Germany and scheduled interviews for his article on EU and Chinese economic partnerships. He spent more time in person, on the phone, and via Zoom with more economists, policymakers, and corporate offices. 
In between, William made some calls to other journalists and reporters he’d cultivated as colleagues. He asked, cautiously and vaguely, if they’d ever used physical information they’d obtained accidentally. The responses they offered were equally as cautious and vague. One war reporter who’d been imbedded with British SAS in the late stages of the Second Gulf War said with a smirk, “Someone imbedded with British SAS once told me they used information they found in a desk drawer when they were looking for a pen. Some documents outlined how Iraq was funding the Taliban.” Another writer admitted to using information they’d found in a hotel lobby as “unsubstantiated but reliable information they’d obtained first-hand.” They all suggested his only recourse was to reach out to HokkenStrutt and see if someone can corroborate the information. 
He repeated emails and calls asking them to respond to “unsubstantiated but reliable information regarding the loss of proprietary design data and construction techniques through a cyberattack.” They still weren’t responding to his requests to speak with him. 
It was too tedious for him to translate large sections of German documents, even using his computer and translation tools. William had made a few calls and made a copy for someone he could trust to discretely translate the German technical documents on the CD into English. That too, would cost money which William struggled to accumulate.
Within a few days, William received an email from his translator. There was more information about China. They met in person, avoiding any digital footprint, and William collected the copy from his translator. This new information gave William a broader scope and scale for the story, but he wanted to see how far Kirsten got with her financial crimes collogues. He called her right away.

March 1, 2031

As soon as they met, Kirsten started. “Honestly, this is a non-starter on my end, William. I spoke to a few people and asked around, just trying to get a sense of who I should talk to at the EFECC.”
“And? No one is interested?” William sounded deflated.
“There’s really nothing to be interested in. China backed out of a huge construction deal with a German company. That is not out of the ordinary. If there’s a crime, it’s not a financial crime. At least not one the EFECC or Europol would be interested in. Sorry, buddy.” 
Kirsten was too embarrassed to tell him that part of the problem is that no one at the EFECC took her seriously. She was a financial crimes investigator from the U.S. who was sent off to Europe to write training manuals. There was a ‘Caution Tag’ hanging around her neck when she arrived. She didn’t have enough time in the law enforcement community to be considered ‘experienced’ and despite her mastery of languages, she was unable to communicate the potential magnitude of a crime that had not been reported by HokkenStrutt. At that point Kirsten was feeling self-conscious that she got caught up in William’s journalistic fantasy. Further, she was a bit dubious about information found on a CD that might be stolen property. “Is there anything of substance in the CD?” 
William pulled open a leather courier bag he kept strapped across his chest even as they sat at the café. He pulled out some notes from his translator – never admitting to Kirsten he used a translator – and started to reveal new information. “Hokkenstrutt knew that the attack was focused on their digital databases. There was no evidence that emails or financials or anything related to contracts were stolen or corrupted. I didn’t find any names, but someone at HokkenStrutt wrote an internal report showing that all of the design specs, engineering, and everything else they’d developed for the bridge in China was copied off their servers. Lots of the technical language in the report - well, there are a few reports actually - is a bit over my head, but they knew their proprietary engineering was taken. Or copied. They know someone else has it.” William continued for another ten minutes with more information he’d found in the files he’d obtained. Kirsten waited a few more minutes before William stopped to catch his breath.
“Still. This sounds like cybercrime, not financial crime,” Kirsten offered.
“It’s more than that. It’s international crime. It’s corporate crime. Isn’t that financial crime?” William pressed. 
“Ok, but to what end? What is the goal of the theft? Who stole it? What are they going to do with the data; sell it on the dark web? The dark web is monitored as much as the regular web. Nothing digital is truly hidden any longer.” She added, “No one secretly builds a bridge that big.” Kirsten was trying to be helpful, but she couldn’t risk too much for a half-assumed international corporate crime that hadn’t happened yet. “Look, I see it like this,” she paused to make sure she didn’t sound dismissive, “There’s only a theoretical crime. If what you say is true, then a cybercrime has occurred. We can agree on that. It was not reported, however. Until that stolen material is sold - meaning that the actual proprietary information is found to be in the possession of someone other than HokkenStrutt - there is no role for government to act - regulatory or enforcement.” 
William sat quietly. Frozen, holding a half dozen pages in each hand. Kirsten made an excellent point. Stealing proprietary technical information is not enough of a story. Proprietary information also needs to be transmitted. It needs to be shared or sold. He thought more about what was translated on the CD and in the papers. Now William was the one feeling embarrassed. He thought about his next move. “I have a meeting with some nefarious friends. Here in Europe. I asked them to see if they could find out anything for me. They called me the next day they said they wanted to meet me in person.”
“What about?” Kirsten was cautious.
“They wouldn’t tell me, exactly.” He lowered his voice, “They said they could share with me some information they’d found. They were elusive, as people like them tend to be, but suggested that I read a document from 2021 put out by China. In it, China defines their global development plans.” William pulled out another set of stapled pages and handed it to Kirsten. “Here, you can keep this copy. I found it online. It’s not a secret document or anything. It’s in the public domain,” he assured her.
“Ok. And?” Kirsten flipped through the document just to amuse him. Kirsten was visibly irritated.
William went on a five-minute summation of his theories and ideas, but saw Kirsten was no longer following him. He finished his thought anyway, “My guy says that he can give me proof that China has - and I’m quoting him here - political support from global leaders to expand development projects across the globe. He also says he thinks he knows how technical information can be shared with only the intended recipients. Something about an AI-created digital image used like a one-time key code.” They stared at each other for a second. He was thinking about big implications. William was also thinking about the money he was going to pay his snoop for the information. William’s bank account was thinning by the week.
Kirsten and William finished their lattes in awkward silence. He put away his papers. Kirsten didn’t buy what William was telling her, but also thought this was more interesting than writing financial crimes training. She would continue to accommodate this little distraction, if for no other reason than to entertain herself. 
“I’ll ask around again,” was all she could offer.

March 29, 2031

Kirsten sat at her desk pouring through source materials to use in a new training curriculum for a course called The Future of Cyber Enabled Crime. She’d been asked a few weeks back to research content to put into the course. She sat back from her computer screen to rub her temples and close her eyes for a moment. 
“Sorry to wake you,” Gunter began with his sarcastic tone, “but I heard you were asking about China’s development goals and European overseas construction contracts.” 
In his mid-thirties, Gunter was bright, but infamously and incredibly off-putting in his demeanor. Gunter’s reputation was, aside from his Austrian accent, that he spoke in a unique dialect of condescension and a total lack of curiosity in what anyone else thinks or knows about a topic. Despite this reputation, Kirsten attempted to join the conversation, “Yes, well not exactly. I was approached by someone…”
“Well, I told a few people I would come over and help you out. You are probably not aware, but in 2021 China put out a document that explains their approach to global development. I’ll email you a link so you can get up to speed on that. Also, I do not think that someone who teaches financial crime is the right person to be asking our financial crimes leadership about German industrial contracts.” Gunter continued to lecture Kirsten without pause for another five minutes at least. She listened quietly, waiting for him to catch his breath between sentences and declarations and assumptions. He did not. 
What Kirsten pieced together from Gunter was that two weeks earlier – when she visited one of the offices in the financial crimes division - and mentioned that she was approached by an American journalist, the story must have been told and retold and slowly transformed into office gossip. At one point he added dismissively, “I do not have the time to explain the current trends in cyberattacks, but I can email you some things on that too, I guess.” 
As Kirsten continued to listen, Gunter eventually and inadvertently revealed that by the time the story got to him, it had somehow changed suggesting Kirsten was asking for an article to be written – not that someone was research an article already. “If you stay here long enough, you will understand how we do things. I have to go, email me if you have any more questions. I will let them know you understand what I have explained.”
Gunter walked away as tersely as he arrived at her desk ten minutes earlier. Kirsten had barely spoken a word. She returned to rubbing her eyes. Within minutes she received an email. Gunter copied her on an unsolicited message to Kirsten’s supervisor, his supervisor, and three others that he’d “helped her understand her role,” and ended with “I will provide her more guidance on financial matters, cybercrime, and reporting procedures only as they apply to her role as a training developer.” His email and visit to her desk left her feeling embarrassed that she failed to effectively communicate what she felt was a credible source reporting information about a theoretical crime. Although she’d been dismissive to William, she thought he was on to something.

April 2, 2031

Despite the growing humiliation Kirsten felt, she begrudgingly agreed to meet William again. Because he was already in the area, they’d arranged to meet at a restaurant near her office in The Hague. As soon as they sat down, she could see William was filled with angst. 
“I know you don’t want me to come to you with this anymore,” William began, “but I’ve been doing research on this and it’s becoming more compelling.”
“William, please understand, this isn’t something I’m in the position to be a part of.” Kirsten was still feeling the sting from being chastised. Marlene Harlow, the Training Manager, summoned Kirsten in her office to explain the details of her initial interactions with William, what he explained to Kirsten, and how she felt it applied to her role as a training content creator. Ultimately, Kirsten was instructed to write a document summarizing everything William told her in their discussion. Marlene said, “After I read your report, I’ll consider what the appropriate actions – if any – should be taken by the EFECC.”
Kirsten was hesitant to explain any of this in detail to William for a few reasons. First, she wasn’t sure William would appreciate the structures found within law enforcement agencies. The complicated and hidden world of cybercrime was well beyond his understanding. Because he could not explain things clearly and with any certainty to Kirsten, she in turn, could not articulate the threat. Lastly, Kirsten feared that William would include their interactions in something he would inevitably write. An article on the internet? Some kind of exposé in The New Yorker? Or worse; he might write a full-length piece of non-fiction.
Kirsten’s attention was returned to the small café table when William spoke again. “Kirsten there’s more to this than I imagined. I paid a few people to do some digital searching for me.” He paused to see if Kirsten heard his inference to about black hat hackers and the Dark Web and other forms of information gathering. She did not. 
William placed some papers in front of Kirsten. “There’s more in here about AI-created images too. I don’t quite understand it yet, but…” He chose his next words carefully, “This guy I know, he said that it’s possible that China is going to publish HokkenStutt’s designs. So, anyone can have them.” Kirsten looked at him curiously. He continued cautiously, “It’s likely that they’ll use AI to layer the technical data – the designs and diagrams and specs – in other digitally-created images. Then anyone who knows where to look for them can replicate them. Maybe China will build the bridge themselves, or maybe one between Yemen or Djibouti. Or India or one of the other BRICS nations will get the contract worth billions.”
Kirsten was starting to envision William sitting in a dark room wearing a tin foil hat. He continued, “I have to clear it with my publisher before I write it, but there is a connection to the United Nations.”
“I don’t follow,” Kirsten was eating and only half listening. “Wait, United Nations? What are you talking about?” 
Again, William went on a tear. Kirsten could barely keep up. At one point he was talking about the United Nations Millennium Development Goals, then back to HokkenStrutt’s data being stolen, then human development and The Silk Road initiative. Kirsten was flipping through a printout he’d handed her. Brightly colored blocks on a page that looked like a well-designed marketing proposal. She’d heard of the MDGs and knew they were filled with all the typical phrases about food security, human rights, and basic human needs. In the middle of the one-pager, she read a quote from UN Secretary-General. Kirsten read it aloud, nodding her head in acknowledgement of what she was reading, “Yes, these are a ‘to-do list for people and the planet.’ So what?” Kirsten stared at William with a blank face.
“Kirsten, really? You don’t see this? This is a significant shift in global influence. This is a major shift in soft power. Economic power.” William implored, “This isn’t just about stealing proprietary design information from a European company. It’s way bigger.”
Kirsten found herself getting caught up in everything William was saying. On the table in front of her, she noticed he’d placed more papers without her realizing. She flipped through them. they looked like printouts from some online servers though she couldn’t be sure. One document was an internal email from someone at the International Monetary Fund who, based on what Kirsten could follow, sounded even more paranoid than William. The email used phrases like “a direct challenge to long-held centers of economic influence” and “increased desire for nations to join economic alliances and trade with BRICS.” Again, Kirsten felt she was out of her depth but continued to scan the papers William placed in front of her. 
After a few moments of silence, Kirsten looked up at William, “So what are you going to do?” She was afraid of his answer.
“I have a story here. There is no doubt. I can’t show you everything I have.” Much of his information was obtained through methods not available to law enforcement agencies. Journalists and writers, however, work in a vastly different domain and with different methods. “I will continue to write this story, but…” 
“But what?”
“My publisher is not interested in me putting out a book yet.” He paused, “She wants me to put together an article she can put in front of people at places like The Guardian, or Wired, or maybe The Economist. But that too has risks. Because…”
“What?”
“Because I told her I’ve tipped off someone at the EFECC.”
Kirsten’s face went blank.
William assured her, “I’m not required to name my sources. I have not given her a name at the EFECC or the other agencies I spoke with. You’re not the only person I’ve spoken with. Remember, I’ve been in Germany for weeks.” Making sure Kirsten heard him, “She insists, however, that I include my conversations in my writing. I can say ‘unnamed contact’ of course. It’s a far more compelling article if I can say that some authorities are aware of this.”
They both sat in silence.
“I have a week. She wants me to give her my first story by next Wednesday, the latest. It would be better, I mean, maybe even safer for me, if I had some sort of protection. Journalism is quickly becoming a dangerous job. They get locked up in prisons. Russia likes it when people fall out of windows.” Noticing Kirsten’s face, “Wikipedia has a list of people associated with Russia that fall out of windows. If I could say that I’ve been in contact with a law enforcement agency – maybe I only have to suggest the EFECC or Europol or Interpol or even the German government knew about this crime – I might be safer.”

April 28, 2031

Sitting in his hotel room, William typed furiously to put the final touches on his article for Andrea, his publicist. She discouraged him from being too brief or high-level. “Put everything you have into it. Don’t worry about word count. I’ll take care of that with the editors. We’ll make it a series.”
Andrea already made calls to a few media outlets and - based on her description – three well-known periodicals were preparing to make early financial commitments to the exclusive rights for the story. Andrea thought more money could be earned by selling it to multiple outlets but would see what the offers produced. Regardless, William and Andrea felt that a three- or four-part exposé series was needed. This excited potential publishers even more.
Looking through his notes, William began by outlining key trends behind the story before presenting a single plausible future. He began by quoting the source document, China: Democracy That Works. He pointed out that China explicitly outlined their goals and intentions to raise all of humanity out of poverty. China’s expansion and drive as a founding member of the growing BRICS coalition of nations was apparent. He copied their words directly, “They intend to build a global community of shared future and presses for a new model of international relations based on mutual respect, fairness and justice, and win-win cooperation.” He added other direct quotes such as, “The future of the world should rest in the hands of all peoples of the world,” and “…the fruits of development should be shared by all.” He then when on to argue that no one seems to ask how China might do it.
Next, William summarized the goals – and the failings – of the United Nation’s decades old Millennium Development Goals and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). For most readers, like China’s public declaration from a decade ago, this too would be new information. The article would show the “systemic apathy for the world’s perpetually developing nations.”
Then he transitioned into the implications of a trend to “disrupt the hegemonic status quo of global development projects that funnel money from the poorest nations of the world into the wealthiest corporations in the richest nations of the world.” His writing presented the unexpected collaboration between China, Djibouti, and Yemen to build the Bridge of Horns. The bridge, he revealed, would be a key supply line on The Silk Road.
From there, William’s writing turned to the novel application for Artificial Intelligence. He referred to AI as “a topic of discussion fully latent with tropian-like buzzwords and bulletized hyperbole.” Without revealing his black-hatted sources, William explained in layperson’s terms how HokkenStrutt’s proprietary design and manufacturing techniques would likely to be “layered under ubiquitous digital artwork in such a manner that only the intended recipients would know where to find and how to separate detailed technical information free-of-charge.” 
Though he put off writing the last parts of the series, William hoped they would be a call-to-action by governments, regulatory bodies, and enforcement agencies around the globe. Because the laws, regulations, and ethics of AI were still being developed, understanding how it could be a threat remained only vaguely understood. His research – again shielded by phrases like ‘unnamed sources,’ ‘documents obtained,’ and ‘people with expert knowledge’ – would outline for the reader that “ineffective organizational structures and the lack of expert knowledge provides adversaries a landscape of lawless opportunities to innovate at light speed.”
The initial draft of the final article would include a summary of what William learned not just from his interactions with Kirsten, but from interviews with other law enforcement entities in Germany and other EU nations. Though he would not be specific, some readers might recognize departmental titles used in the article, suggesting William met with either the EFECC or Europol, and faced equal disinterest from the Federal Criminal Police Office of Germany. His writing would outline how financial crimes investigators are shackled to outdated laws and protocols. 
He hoped to include polite but biting accusations that “organizations are not always structured – or have the capacity – to understand an unrealized threat or commit limited resources to something that has not happened yet. Especially one that involves multiple innovations or methods that have not been seen before. In short, they lack the ability to operationalize foresight.”
A three-hour car ride from William’s Berlin hotel room, Kirsten put the final touches on her report for Marlene. She felt uncomfortable. She was unsure what to include into the report and how much detail or speculation should be included, knowing that everything she knew was second-hand information. William provided her some of his initial notes and what looked to be the outline of a substantial article. She used them, heavily summarizing information without using William’s more derogatory assessments. She included a brief background of William, his initial contact with Kirsten, and her first attempts to make inquiries around the EFECC. 

May 15, 2031

Ironically, the same day Kirsten sent her report to her supervisor, Marlene, the first article from William Kittle was published online and picked up by other news outlets. At best, it created a mid-grade stir in some European economic circles. William referenced his interview with various companies but ended the article with a ‘teaser,’ stating, “HokkenStrutt has not responded to my repeated requests for them to comment on a significant cyberattack to their digital design databases. Next week, this series will present what I’ve learned about this attack, that it remains unreported it as a crime, how they failed to alert their stockholders, and how it was related to China backing out of a multi-billion Euro deal with HokkenStrutt.”
	Somewhere in the middle of the article William made other vague references. One that put Kirsten and whomever else he’d with on edge. He wrote “While I have reached out to multiple European law enforcement bodies to propose that a novel crime is about to occur, there is no indication that the threat is being investigated or comprehended by officials. As this story continues to develop, I will present a new nexus between artificial intelligence, corporate espionage, and an effort by the Chinese government to follow through with vision that ‘the fruits of development should be shared by all.’ My initial investigations have revealed that the United Nations may have finally found within their member nations a government willing to eradicate systemic poverty and economic marginalization perpetuated by western nations for generations.”

May 22, 2031

A week later, William’s second article was released and picked up by more media outlets. He dropped more accusations and included reporting that senior leaders (to be named) within the United Nations were aligning with China as a “willing partner in achieving the Millennium Development Goals.” 
The same day HokkenStrutt woefully went public with the details of their earlier data breach, a reporter from Sky News conducted a live panel interview with representatives from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. They publicly accused China of engaging in economic attacks. European news outlets ran wild with the story and new tangential issues arose as the IMF and the World Bank found a rising China was “inevitable but cannot be politically supported.” A backlash quickly arose on social media outlets – well beyond Europe now - claiming global financial systems consistently fail to meet the needs of 80% of the world’s population.
More news outlets invited leaders of multiple UN councils to chime in on the issue. Prepared statements, read in the same defiant and politically neutral tone, make it clear that the “MDGs are no longer aspirational, but with the strategies and leadership of BRICS nations a new world of human development would be on the horizon funded by something other than an economy dependent on the USD.” The United States and other nations bristled with distain at the veiled threat of a new center of soft power in the world.
Inside the EFECC - who continued to remain publicly silent about the potential crime, their ambiguous authority to investigate it, and even that one of their members (technically an American on loan) – they eventually began to answer questions from Interpol. Interpol and Europol used complexly worded queries that, in plain language, ominously sounded like “What did you know? When did you know it. Who should you have told?”


May 29, 2031

On schedule, the next article from William was printed – this time with heated anticipation from media inside and outside the EU community. This third installment included information that China had already struck a deal to build the Bridge of Horns, connecting Yemen and Djibouti as a part of their Silk Road initiative. His article mapped out long-term implications of a supply route powered by trade agreements that help the “economically strong but resource poor China” so that it no longer falls victim to trade deals unfavorable to the Yuan. 
He ended the third installment with another teaser. This time he stated that he will present evidence that China will truly “share the fruits of development with the world” after they began construction on the Bridge of Horns. William promised readers that his next installment – the fourth of five – would include proof that China had a plan to share technology like HokkenStrutt’s by layering technological information in AI-created images. Only intended recipients – like the current and future members of BRICS, for instance – would know where to find the images and how to de-layer the needed information. What readers didn’t know, but his publisher and her editors did, was that William’s interviews with multiple government agencies across Europe showed “a severe lack of coherent cyber-threat policies, ambiguous or competing authorities, and systemic lack of foresight to anticipate new crimes.” 
HokkenStrutt, he would show, was just the beginning of what China had planned. William’s first draft of the article went on to suggest that the future of information-sharing from China to other nations using this technique would likely include technology to help poorer nations solve everything from food security issues to national power generation. 
Based on the overwhelming response of the third installment of the story – and the growing information William had collected - media outlets began clamoring for interviews with William, but he resisted. Andrea agreed that he should not be interviewed until he was done with the series and was positioned to speak about – and promote - an upcoming book on the topic.
	The media frenzy around William Kittle’s articles continued to grow. Questions from Interpol revealed that more assertive action from EFECC could have helped the EU put political pressure on China when they backed out of the HokkenStrutt deal. The quick answer was to send Kirsten back to the US with yet another ‘Caution Tag’ hung around her neck while EFECC leadership continued damage control to their image and reputation within Europol and Interpol.

June 1, 2031

Kirsten’s redeye from Amsterdam to Dulles landed on time at 740am. She hadn’t slept a wink. Tired and filled with regret, she caught an Uber to her apartment in Arlington before heading to the office in downtown Washington DC. There, she would be summoned to a conference room to give a summary of what occurred while on loan to the EFECC, her interactions with an American journalist in Europe, and what she did not – but should have – reported back to the Treasury Department. First, however, she needed to catch her breath.
	Kirsten plopped on the sofa in her apartment and opened her laptop to scan the headlines. She saw articles coming out of Germany about HokkenStrutt’s stock value tanking after a cybercrime coverup. She watched small clips of interviews posted online with UN officials who praised “foresight and strategic thinking needed to advance the developing world where Bob Geldof and Quincy Jones had failed.” She scanned American news outlets, caught up on the US impact of the story, and watched news reporters declare China was “confronting the US in economic warfare.” 
	One report coming out of Amsterdam was titled “AI-Powered Espionage Stumps Interpol and Europol.” She cringed, knowing this is only a taste of what she’d face in the conference room later that day. She wanted to avoid the article, but through squinted eyes saw names of senior investigators she recognized. Phrases like “necrocracy of EU forefathers” and “antiquated understanding of technological possibilities” forced her to close her laptop. 
Then, as she put on her coat to head into the office, she opened her smartphone to see what showed up on her newsfeed. Morbid curiosity or a sense that she needed to be informed before facing questions, her eyes landed an article on Wired.com just released an hour earlier. The article was called “Was Kittle and his Tinfoil Hat Right About China?” The use of the past tense ‘was’ caught her eye. Why didn’t it say “Is Kittle and His Tinfoil Hat…” she wondered. 
She read an ominous sentence in the first paragraph. She didn’t believe the words in front of her. She clicked a hyperlink leading to another headline. “Journalist William Kittle Killed in Autobahn Accident.” The subtitles read “Dubious Interpol Says Kittle’s Personal Devices are Missing,” and “His Remaining Articles Published Post-Mortem.” 
Thirty minutes later, still in a haze of depression, Kirsten climbed out of a car and walked into her workplace. She took a moment in the lobby to brace herself what she assumed would be a difficult conversation with her superiors at the Treasury Department. Standing tall she focused her mind and prepared herself to act calmly. I have a strong resume. She told herself. I can be teaching back in Chicago or plenty of other universities by the beginning of the fall semester. Heading up to the third-floor conference room, she was prepared for whatever came her way.
“Good morning, Kirsten,” her supervisor began. He seemed a bit nervous as they were flanked by two other people at the large wooden table. Kirsten did not recognize them, assuming they were either from the legal department or human resources. Before she could catastrophize any longer, he continued. “I’ve been asked to kick this meeting off, and then once you get into the meat of the discussion, I’ll excuse myself and you can continue working without me.” He motioned to the two people sitting with them. “Darlene Coy and Mark Chambers are here to pull out as much valuable lessons as possible from you. They’re helping define this new initiative and will act as consultants to you moving forward. By the end of the week, you’ll have the first members of your team assigned to you. Things must happen quickly as we begin to allocate resources – both in the form of people and funding.” 
Kirsten was still trying to pivot herself out of survival mode and realize she was being relied upon to “take a lead in creating research and define future threats as they relate this initiative.” Kirsten gradually pulled out a notebook and began writing as her – she now learned – former supervisor would ensure her a smooth transition to her new role in a new department. 
“I’m not sure I completely understand,” Kirsten said when he finally stopped speaking.
	“Did you not get an email about all of this” He asked cautiously. She silently shook her head that she had not. “Oh, well that’s an oversight. I thought you knew.” He pulled out a sheet of paper and slid it across the table. Kirsten scanned the document quickly; aware the three people were staring at the top of her head as she did. She got to the last page and skimmed a list of functions and responsibilities. While she didn’t recognize any other names, their department titles included ‘Liaison to Academic Institutions,’ ‘Liaison to FBI and DoS,’ and ‘Development of Mitigations’ among others. Finally, she saw her name. Next to it read ‘Department Head: Future Threat Analysis and Research Team.’ While it was clear she was not being given a promotion, she was given a job title and responsibilities that suited to her skills. She was also relieved she wasn’t being fired. Her eyes still affixed on the title next to her name. We’re going to be called TART on the organizational diagram. She was brought back to the room by the sound of her former supervisor’s voice.
“Sorry you didn’t get this information before today. Why don’t you begin with Coy and Chambers and we’ll meet this afternoon to go over your new responsibilities.” He stood up, shook her hand in a congratulatory manner and excused himself from the room. 


