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Tesla’s ‘Full Self-Driving’ Becomes ‘Assisted Driving’ in Europe
The automaker has been criticized for misleading drivers with the feature’s name. Now it’s renaming it for European regulators.

Photograph: Kent Nishimura/Getty Images
Tesla’s most advanced driver-assistance feature is named Full Self-Driving (Supervised), but it can’t actually drive itself. While the feature can handle tasks like accelerating, braking, steering, and parking, the automaker requires drivers to stay alert and intervene at all times. Now, the company has officially renamed it to Tesla Assisted Driving (TAD) in Europe as it works to convince regulators to allow its use on public roads.
Tesla offered to change the name, according to a statement by the German Transport Ministry. The statement says that German Transport Minister Steffen Bilger found the “FSD” name “somewhat misleading.” After discussions with Tesla last month, Bilger said he would now advocate for European regulators to approve the feature “as quickly as possible.” The EU will likely vote on its approval by the end of the year.
On Friday, Tesla began using the Tesla Assisted Driving language on its European sales website. The automaker didn’t immediately respond to a request for comment.
Tesla has resisted changing the feature’s name for years, even defending it in court. Last year, California’s Department of Motor Vehicles concluded that Tesla’s use of the terms “Full Self-Driving” and “Autopilot” (an older and less advanced driver-assistance feature) was misleading and violated state law. After the agency threatened to suspend Tesla’s manufacturing and dealer licenses in the state, the automaker stopped using the term “Autopilot.” It has also continued to append “(Supervised)” to the official name of its Full Self-Driving tech.
Tesla drivers say FSD has improved tremendously since its introduction in 2020, and fans online say they’ve been able to take entire trips without intervening in their Tesla’s driving. But FSD has faced plenty of scrutiny. In March, the US federal government opened a probe into the system after nine incidents in which FSD allegedly failed to respond because of reduced visibility and didn’t warn its drivers to take over. Tesla recalled an older version of the software in 2023, after the US government found that it didn’t follow some traffic laws.
Tesla and CEO Elon Musk have pushed for other global markets to approve its driver assistance technology for years. That would likely create a lucrative, software-based funding stream for the world’s most valuable automaker. (Currently, Tesla charges $99 per month for a Full Self-Driving (Supervised) subscription in the US.) Australia and New Zealand approved it last year. The Netherlands became the first European government to give Tesla provisional permission to launch FSD this past spring. A version of the feature became available to Chinese customers in May.
This week, Reuters reported that Tesla presented misleading safety data to European regulators as it lobbied for FSD approval. Safety researchers have accused the automaker of also using misleading statistics to promote its tech in the US.

This article was downloaded from https://www.wired.com/story/tesla-full-self-driving-becomes-assisted-driving-in-europe/ on Oct 9, 2026 at 10:01 PM EDT.
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Book Publishers Are Quietly Using More AI. Staff Are Revolting
Workers at three major publishing houses tell WIRED that LLMs are being used for publicity, cover art, back cover copy, and emails, as some execs push junior staff to champion the tech.

Photo-Illustration: WIRED Staff; Getty Images
In headline after headline this year, American book publishers have appeared to be fighting back against generative AI, from suing Google for copyright infringement to canceling books by authors suspected of using LLMs.
But behind the scenes, at least three of the Big Five US book publishers—HarperCollins, Simon & Schuster, and Hachette—have been quietly incorporating AI tools into their publishing processes without public disclosures or author consent.
According to interviews with more than two dozen workers, all of whom spoke under the condition of anonymity to avoid jeopardizing their employment, publishers are now using LLMs like Claude and ChatGPT to email literary agents, write publicity and back-cover copy, design cover art, and generate marketing materials, often at the direction of their executives.
At the same time, multiple editorial staffers say the widely publicized cases of authors accused of using LLMs to help write their books—like Hachette’s horror novel Shy Girl or Macmillan’s crime thriller Call Me, I’ll Hide the Body—are just the tip of the iceberg. “Every single imprint has a story of someone very esteemed who had a book canceled because of blatant AI use” without ever making the news, one editor says.
At HarperCollins senior leaders purchased Claude licenses from Anthropic months ago “but very quickly realized they didn’t know how to implement them,” according to a current employee. Dozens of junior- and senior-level staff were then “voluntold” to become “AI Champions” and were tasked with discovering use cases in monthly brainstorming sessions with staff across the company.
This spring, when some HarperCollins employees expressed concerns about the legal, ethical, and environmental impacts of AI at one of these brainstorming sessions, a person leading the meeting dismissed their qualms as “the cost of doing business,” according to someone who attended the meeting. Soon after, a statement was added to the new AI section of the HarperCollins online employee portal, noting that “while AI does have an environmental impact, it’s a small part of most individuals’ total digital carbon footprint.”
Some HarperCollins staffers were unnerved by the brainstorming sessions. “It was such a slap in the face,” says one employee. “We’ve been making valid business cases for years to be paid a healthy salary, and instead they spent that money on software that most of us don’t really want.” (The average entry-level salary for New York City publishing employees at the Big Five and Scholastic was $47,583 in 2023.) In addition to Claude, staffers say HarperCollins has also purchased licenses for ChatGPT and Jasper, an agentic platform that promises “to run end-to-end marketing workflows.”
At least one HarperCollins division has been “all in” on AI since gaining software licenses, according to one staffer, including AI-generated marketing videos. But according to workers at HarperCollins, Simon & Schuster, and Hachette, one of the most common use cases for LLMs so far is generating publicity copy.
Readers encounter publicity copy everywhere from Amazon and Goodreads to back covers, and it’s used to pitch books to booksellers, journalists, content creators, and critics. However, “using AI to generate publicity copy is short-sighted,” a Big Five publicist tells me. “Publicists have a duty to engage in good faith with readers and our colleagues in the media, who I’m sure have a low threshold for tolerating AI-generated pitches.”
On the other hand, Meg Reid, publisher of the independent Hub City Press, says LLM-written marketing and publicity unfortunately “feels pretty inevitable” for the Big Five. “That’s one place we’re probably going to see a bigger shift between corporate publishers looking for efficiencies and smaller publishers insisting that the humans involved are the whole point.”
Meanwhile, earlier this year, literary agents began suspecting specific Big Five editors were using AI to write rejection letters. “Among colleagues, we compared emails on different books from the same editors, and they all had the same classic signs of AI writing, like ‘not this, but that’ and the rule of three,” one agent says. Employees at Simon & Schuster, HarperCollins, and Hachette tell WIRED they believe the agents’ suspicions were correct.
A spokesperson for Hachette says the company “support[s] the use of AI tools for operational purposes, when they help our authors’ books reach more readers,” but that it “[does] not support creative uses of AI, including communicating with our authors and partners.”
Wibke Grutjen, global chief marketing and communications officer at Simon & Schuster, says “employees across all functions have access to a limited number of enterprise-level AI tools,” but using them is not mandatory. Grutjen said the company prohibits the use of any AI tool “that has not been vetted and approved” and that “the goal is always to free up more time for our employees to spend on deeper focus and creative work on behalf of and alongside our authors.”
HarperCollins did not respond to requests for comment.
Months ago, workers at Simon & Schuster attended a workshop with representatives from OpenAI. “The person leading the workshop genuinely had no idea what we did,” an attendee says, but one of the AI company’s recommendations for how to use ChatGPT in the book trade was, in fact, composing emails to literary agents. The practice has also grown among editors at HarperCollins and Hachette, employees say.
In May 2024, staffers say Simon & Schuster held a contest among employees to come up with the best use cases for AI, with a $10,000 prize for the winner and $5,000 each for two runners-up. Since then, the company has “rolled back some of the AI-pushing because employees kept complaining about it in town halls,” says one employee. According to several staffers, AI assets are also cropping up in cover art, with some foreign presses distributed by Simon & Schuster openly acknowledging AI use when sharing designs.
All of the agents I spoke with expressed fears that publishers might paste text from their authors’ manuscripts into the LLMs in order to generate things like rejection letters and publicity descriptions. “We’ve added AI clauses to our contracts saying ‘this material can’t be run through an LLM,’” says one agent, who did not want to be named to avoid professional repercussions. “Ostensibly, that was meant to protect authors from tech companies, but it also applies to the company buying and publishing the book. If they're not using a closed-loop model, they could be feeding an LLM with an author’s unpublished writing.” Unlike the LLMs most people use online (Google Gemini, ChatGPT, et al.), a closed-loop model operates on an individual computer or network that’s “air-gapped” so it can’t share data with the AI company’s cloud servers. One source at HarperCollins says multiple editors have asked managers if they could paste a full manuscript into an open-loop LLM and were told not to by the company’s legal team.
Hachette employees are also bracing for the company’s AI policies to “evolve” under new chief information officer Carl Hixson, due to his previous role as chief technology officer at SRMG, a Saudi state-backed company that has publicly embraced agentic AI.
Some staffers across the Big Five say they’re reluctantly experimenting with LLMs only because executives gutted their teams through layoffs and subsequently tripled their workloads.
“It’s skeleton crews everywhere you look,” says one employee. “Large teams have been reduced to just five or six people, give or take, and we’re doing double or triple the number of books. No wonder people are taking shortcuts. I don’t judge them for that. I judge the company for shoving the shortcuts down our throats and saying, ‘Do this or we fall behind.’”
In just the past few weeks, word spread among Simon & Schuster workers that the company was conducting an experimental trial with Skan AI “at the apparent urging of KKR”—the investment firm that purchased Simon & Schuster in 2023. According to its own website, Skan AI “gives leaders the evidence base they need to reduce costs, prioritize automation, and meet board-level transformation mandates.”
In response, Simon & Schuster employees began gathering signatures on an open letter to their CEO, Greg Greeley, expressing their “strong opposition” and “seeking a commitment to not bring Skan AI or other similar software into S&S workflows, either now or in the future.” Beyond the software’s surveillance capabilities, many workers were also concerned with Skan AI’s “automation discovery” tools being used to shadow and replace them.
News of the open letter was published in New York magazine’s Book Gossip newsletter on October 6. On the same day, Greeley sent a memo to Simon & Schuster employees confirming that the company has been exploring Skan AI’s Blueprint product but that “no decision has been made to use Blueprint or any other productivity-monitoring or workflow-analysis tool,” and that he “had not seen the materials relating to this early-stage exploration” before concerns were raised to him the day before. Pangram, which, for better or worse, has become the go-to AI-detection platform, indicates that at least some of Greeley’s memo was written by AI.
Almost two years ago at the UBS Global Media and Communications Conference, HarperCollins CEO Brian Murray said AI presents “more opportunities than risks” for book publishers and that he saw AI playing a role in increasing the number of translated books and audiobooks published by HarperCollins in the future. Since then, multiple editors say they’ve seen LLM-translated manuscripts with AI-use disclosures at the annual Frankfurt and London book fairs, where US publishers buy international publishing and translation rights from foreign literary agencies.
In August, Michael Reynolds, executive publisher at Europa Editions, an independent press in New York best known for publishing Elena Ferrante’s Neapolitan Quartet of novels, told a room full of booksellers at the New Voices New Rooms conference in Baltimore he was excited about the possibilities for AI in translation and “seemed baffled by critiques of it,” according to attendees. Europa Editions is already controversial among literary circles for leaving the names of its human (for now) translators off the covers of its books.
“The C-suites at Big Five publishing companies have more in common with the C-suites at other major American companies than they do with the editors and publicists and translators who work for them,” says Dan Sinykin, author of Big Fiction: How Conglomeration Changed the Publishing Industry and American Literature. “They’re always looking for ways to maximize profit, and right now they’re trying to see what they can get away with before there’s a revolt.”
Most of the industry professionals I spoke with just want publishers to provide clear AI usage guidelines and disclosures, at the very least, to help mitigate the current chaos. “We need publishers to be clear about what is being used and when,” says Emma Dries, an agent at Triangle House Literary who previously worked in editorial at HarperCollins and Penguin Random House. A current HarperCollins staffer, meanwhile, says there has been no direction “about what to say to authors or agents about any of this, because I think they know it would start a shitstorm.”
“Short of these tools being banned, which would frankly be my preference,” Dries continues, “everybody should be communicating more.”

This article was downloaded from https://www.wired.com/story/book-publishers-are-quietly-using-more-ai-staff-are-revolting/ on Oct 9, 2026 at 10:01 PM EDT.
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NASA Just Made Nearly 1 TB of Artemis II Data Available to the Public
The data drop includes photographs, audio, video, and astronauts’ notes that will be used to study the moon and prepare for future human missions.

Potential moon impacts annotated by astronauts on the Artemis II mission.Courtesy of NASA
NASA has just released about 800 gigabytes of scientific data generated by the Artemis II mission. The archive documenting the astronauts’ return to the far side of the moon includes 11,000 full-resolution images and videos, 8.5 hours of spoken observations, notes taken by the astronauts, transcripts, and photographs from the cameras aboard the Orion capsule.
The space agency describes this effort as the first set of planetary science data obtained outside Earth and—for the most part—directly by humans in more than half a century. The closest comparable precedent dates back to the Apollo era and its missions to the lunar surface.
In addition to the public database, NASA released three reports summarizing what was learned during the first crewed spacecraft mission to approach the moon in five decades. These are the Artemis II Preliminary Lunar Science Report, the Artemis II Lunar Science Operations Report, and the Artemis II Lunar Science Data User Guide.
Anyone can access the near terabyte of data, though the release is primarily intended for the scientific community. While the astronauts capture and collect the data during the mission, it’s the researchers on Earth who will be able to analyze it and produce new findings about the moon. The information may be particularly useful for planetary geologists, flight engineers, heliophysicists, experts in telecommunications and remote sensing, as well as specialists in meteoroid impacts.
For space and astronomy enthusiasts, some of the most accessible materials include mission transcripts and lunar photographs annotated by the astronauts themselves. NASA has centralized access through its Planetary Data System, the public repository where it stores data from its planetary missions. In the section dedicated to the moon, users can access Artemis II and browse the various available collections, documents, and files.
For a less technical exploration, the agency has also set up an Artemis II science page where you can download the three reports, view a selection of photographs, and access the mission’s audio library. Anyone wishing to work directly with the raw data can visit the Planetary Data System, where the scientific files and their metadata are available for individual download and analysis.
Initial analyses of some of the Artemis II data have already yielded several concrete results. The most clear-cut finding is the detection of five small meteoroid impacts on the lunar surface during the 54-minute eclipse observed by the Orion crew. Recording these flashes will improve estimates of how often fragments just a few centimeters in size strike the moon—a key factor in calculating the risks future bases, vehicles, and astronauts will face.
The observations also documented differences in color, brightness, and texture among various lunar regions, which scientists can compare with composition maps previously obtained from orbit. In addition, photographs taken near the terminator—the boundary between lunar day and night—show in great detail how the terrain and visibility change when the sun is very low on the horizon. These conditions will be common near the south pole, where NASA plans to conduct the next Artemis missions. These data can therefore help the astronauts anticipate challenges related to navigation, lighting, and terrain recognition.
This story originally appeared on
WIRED en Español
and has been translated from Spanish.

This article was downloaded from https://www.wired.com/story/nasa-just-made-nearly-1-tb-of-artemis-ii-data-available-to-the-public/ on Oct 9, 2026 at 10:01 PM EDT.
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The DOJ Is Weighing Perjury Charges Against Cassidy Hutchinson
The Justice Department is considering a perjury and obstruction-of-justice case against Cassidy Hutchinson, a former White House aide who testified against Donald Trump to the January 6 committee.

Photo-illustration: Wired Staff; Getty Images
Federal prosecutors have been weighing a perjury and obstruction-of-justice case against Cassidy Hutchinson, who implicated President Donald Trump in the January 6 Capitol riot in testimony four years ago, according to two sources familiar with the matter.
The efforts mark the Justice Department’s intent to proceed against Hutchinson, a former aide to ex-Trump White House chief of staff Mark Meadows, though prosecutors are not expected to ask a federal grand jury in Washington to return an indictment until at least after the midterm elections, the sources say.
Hutchinson testified as a star witness to the committee that investigated the riot, recounting that Trump encouraged his supporters to march to the Capitol even though he knew many were armed. She sat for several interviews in addition to her public testimony, where she recalled hearing that Trump had lunged at one of his Secret Service agents after being told he could not join his supporters at the Capitol.
In recent months, prosecutors at the Justice Department have focused on the fact that the former special counsel, Jack Smith, did not corroborate much of Hutchinson’s account to the committee, and the Secret Service’s denial of any altercation in the presidential limo, the sources say.
By comparing the transcripts of Hutchinson’s interviews with the committee and against her testimony to Smith’s team, prosecutors have been trying to construct a case based on how her testimony has changed, the sources say.
Prosecutors have also taken a special interest in Hutchinson’s claim that she had penned a statement on a notecard for Trump to release during the Capitol riot—a claim disputed by former Trump White House counsel Eric Herschmann, who said he had written the note.
It was not immediately clear whether prosecutors intend to ultimately proceed with both perjury and obstruction charges, which have been under consideration for several months. The Justice Department did not respond to a request for comment.
Hutchinson and her lawyer did not respond to texts and calls seeking comment. Hutchinson, now 29, has kept a low profile since publishing a memoir of her time in Trump’s first administration in 2023 titled Enough.
Punchbowl News first reported the Justice Department’s interest in charging Hutchinson.
The grand jury investigation is the latest example of the Justice Department pursuing criminal cases against Trump’s perceived political enemies. Trump fired former US attorney general Pam Bondi in April partly for moving too slowly to bring such cases, sources familiar with the matter said.
Some Justice officials have been skeptical about whether there is a viable criminal case against Hutchinson, in part due to the high bar for successfully prosecuting perjury charges, the sources say. To prove that Hutchinson lied to Congress, prosecutors would need to show beyond a reasonable doubt that Hutchinson lied, that she did so knowingly, and that it materially impacted the investigation, former US attorney Joyce Vance tells WIRED.
The investigation into Hutchinson became a priority for the DOJ after a criminal referral by Representative Barry Loudermilk, a Georgia Republican who for years has been deeply critical of the January 6 committee investigation. Loudermilk had separately sought to depose Hutchinson until he was blocked by House speaker Mike Johnson, who was concerned it could surface damaging texts of a sexual nature between lawmakers and Hutchinson.
In an unorthodox move, the referral ended up getting assigned to the Civil Rights Division at the DOJ, as opposed to the US Attorney for the District of Columbia or the Criminal Division, which would usually handle public corruption cases.
Under Justice Department guidelines, the Civil Rights Division is only supposed to take cases with a nexus to a civil rights violation. The division is led by Harmeet Dhillon, a Trump loyalist who has been a reliable advocate for the Trump administration's prosecutorial agenda.

This article was downloaded from https://www.wired.com/story/the-doj-is-weighing-perjury-charges-against-cassidy-hutchinson/ on Oct 9, 2026 at 10:01 PM EDT.
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I’m Still Convinced the iPod Was the Perfect Gadget
Apple’s original music player got many things right. Chief among them: It didn’t connect to the internet.

Photo-Illustration: WIRED Staff; Getty Images
I remember the birth of the iPod, 25 years ago this month. I was working at Newsweek. It was October 23, little more than a month after the attacks on the twin towers of the World Trade Center, and everybody was focused on the aftermath. I didn’t go to Cupertino for the launch, where Steve Jobs pulled the gadget from his jeans pocket and boasted that it contained a whole music library. Apple couriers hand-delivered the device to me in New York, and Jobs got on the phone with me. “iPod,” he told me, “will be a landmark product.”
He was right. By 2004, I was writing a cover story called “iPod Nation,” and later I published a book about the iPod called The Perfect Thing.
The death of the iPod wasn’t as memorable. It’s not even clear when it happened. Officially, one might date the time of death as occurring on May 10, 2022, when Apple discontinued the iPod Touch, the last product to use that name. But I never considered the Touch a real iPod; it was simply an iPhone without cellular connectivity. Maybe the appropriate death call might have been July 27, 2017, when Apple killed the Nano—the last traditional iPod with a screen—and the iPod Shuffle, a postage-stamp-sized player that clipped to your shirt. (Apple had quietly discontinued the classic iPod, with a hard drive and click wheel, in 2014.)
All these final dates were an inevitable consequence of what Steve Jobs put in motion on January 11, 2007. That’s when he announced three new products—a phone, an internet device, and “the best iPod ever,” all integrated into a new thing called the iPhone. From that moment on, the iPod as a separate device was living on borrowed time.
Still, for years, Apple sold millions more of the beloved devices before the iPod went silent. But even as we love our smartphones, the iPod scratched an itch that still lingers, and I’m sticking to my claim that the iPod was The Perfect Thing. It was a one-function device that superbly executed its function. It made people unconditionally happy. In contrast, our relationships with our iPhones (and Android phones) are more complicated. Yes, the device that superseded the iPod is galaxies more impactful than its predecessor. Financially, of course, it is the engine of a $4 trillion company. I can’t imagine any other contender for the mantle of best product of the century.
But I would not call the iPhone perfect. It gobbles our attention, sometimes with toxic social media apps. Countless cars have been totaled because drivers were more interested in its touch screen than what was happening on the other side of the windshield. iPhone doomscrolling can result in depression. Whereas that perky iPod brought nothing but joy.
Adding to the excitement was Steve Jobs’ willingness to redesign the iPod every year. Apple could have maintained its original iPod for a long spell, but almost immediately the company began a series of significant reinventions. Every cycle yielded an iPod with a different size and shape. With each iteration, the iPod seemed to grow smaller and cooler. First came the mini, then came multiple variations of nanos and shuffles in crazy colors and configurations. iPhone updates have kept people buying, but without the fun of a total reshaping of the product.
Is there an alternate universe where Apple continued making the iPod as a dedicated digital music player? I called Tony Fadell to discuss. Fadell is often referred to as the father of the iPod; he headed its hardware team and delivered the product in an amazing sprint of less than a year. He later was deeply involved in developing the iPhone, and his post-Apple career includes cofounding Nest, becoming a successful tech investor, and writing a well-received book.
Fadell resigned from Apple in 2008 and consulted for two years after that, when Apple was still supporting the iPod. But he recalls Jobs and other execs agreeing that the device was on a course to oblivion, despite being a great product with an enthusiastic user base. With the iPhone proving to be a monster success that also helped boost the Macintosh, and Apple pursuing potentially mass-market innovations like the iPad, iPod sales were becoming less relevant to the company’s bottom line. Jobs was a relentless prioritizer, and his successor Tim Cook felt the same way.
Fadell says that there was very little hand-wringing about the iPod’s fate. “The discussion was about Apple [not] doing lower-value things,” he says. Yet he agrees with me that the iPod’s disappearance created a hole that hasn’t been filled.
In retrospect, he says, what made the iPod invaluable is what it didn’t do—connect with the internet. “Because the iPod wasn't connected, you didn’t have all these other things going on to distract you. Today, you get all the annoyance of being connected without being able to get the same listening experience. You can always be distracted and go somewhere else.”
“This thing should still exist,” he says.
A lot of people seem to agree. There are multiple active communities on Facebook and Reddit of refuseniks who go to great lengths to mod old iPods—putting in large flash drives, installing Bluetooth. There’s even an app that makes your iPhone look and play like an iPod Classic. It works great, but you’re still one swipe away from your feeds, your mail, and everything else in your life that isn’t as fun as music.
I ask Fadell how he regards the iPod’s legacy. Tellingly, his answer speaks to Apple’s history more than exhilaration for the product itself. “The iPhone never would have existed without it,” he says. “That means that the Apple we know of would never have existed without the iPod.” It helped turn a computer company with a limited user base into a consumer electronics giant.
“And the crazy thing is that it was exactly 25 years ago—which is half the years that Apple has existed. There was the Apple II, and then the Mac, and then, boom,” he adds.
I prefer to remember the iPod for what it was, not what it led to. Not long ago, I exhumed my iPod Classic. I have an old boombox with a cradle designed for the iPod, with the old 30-pin connector. I put it in shuffle mode and blissed out.
I suspect a lot of others might like to return to iPod Nation. New CEO John Ternus has no incentive to revive the product, of course. I do find it sad, however, that a generation exists that doesn’t know what it’s like to have a dedicated music device that will never interrupt a tune with calls, texts, and notifications. They don’t know what they’re missing.

This is an edition of
Steven Levy’s and Lauren Goode's
Backchannel newsletter. Read previous newsletters
here.
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Dunking on Dating App Profiles Is Content Gold. People Are Getting Sick of It
Relationship coaches, TikTokers, and disgruntled singles alike frequently shame bad profiles, as more apps experiment with blocking screenshots.

Photo-illustration: WIRED Staff; Getty Images
Evangelizing to his 512,000 TikTok followers occasionally requires that dating coach Chad Franklin post the private communications of his clients, who pay upwards of $5,000 for his services.
In September, Franklin shared a DM conversation in which a woman implied she couldn’t afford an Uber with the text overlay “Don’t date POOR women!!!” That same month, he uploaded a video of a client’s successful text exchange on Hinge where they talked about the need to “flirt over some margaritas.” In the clip, Franklin can barely contain himself, noting that it was the type of tête-à-tête that gets his “dick hard”: “This is what men are looking for. We lead, you follow.”
Franklin posts under the alias @DefundSimping, and has made it his mission to help straight, career-driven guys in their “post-breakup, post-divorce” era undo their “simp” behavior, which he defines as putting women on a pedestal or giving them too much attention.
I reached out to the 30-year-old content creator because I wanted to talk about Hinge’s decision to start testing screenshot protection in India. The announcement set off a firestorm of reaction across social media last week, rekindling a debate around digital etiquette, privacy, and shame.
“Everyone who’s downloaded the app has seen the debauchery and the drama,” Franklin says, explaining that being online in 2026 simply means there is a chance you will become the day’s main character whether you intended to or not. “People are aware that they could be the next haha moment, but that doesn't mean they deserve it.”
TikTokers, X accounts like @hingestrange, and other online creators have built entire brands out of screenshotting and sharing bizarre dating profile prompts, cringe pickup lines, or red flags found while swiping. But critics of the trend argue it’s a form of public humiliation that should end.
In response to news of Hinge revoking profile screenshotting ability in India, some responded with relief.
“People on here kinda turned being on a dating app into both an extension of the panopticon and a window into their own personal penchant for cruelty,” writer Tres Dean noted on X. “I actually think this might be the first ethical development in online dating in years if not ever.”
X user @randy_mossad added, “Better for a million cheaters to go unpunished than for one regular person looking for love to get humiliated by leaked chats.”
In a TikTok video, Florida-based creator Kiara said she understands the change despite having posted screenshots to shame men who were hypersexual or “super disrespectful” in their profiles. “But I’ve noticed now that we’re in an ‘I hate men’ apocalypse ... women are posting men’s profiles simply because they’re not just not attracted to them,” she continued, describing the latter as being “wrong” and “mean.”
At a moment when the apps feel broken for so many people, there seems to be a desire for more private, less performative forms of dating and communication.
While apps like Raya and Grindr already include screenshot protection, the India pilot is the first iteration of it for Hinge, which will block screenshots on surfaces containing personally identifiable profile information, including Discover, Likes You, and Standouts.
The company confirms to WIRED that testing in India is part of an initiative to help singles build trust among other users and with the platform. The insights will determine whether and how Hinge introduces the feature in additional markets, but there are no current plans to greenlight screenshot protection in US or other regions.
A 2025 study in the Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication suggested that screenshots create “privacy turbulence” by allowing a recipient to permanently store and redistribute private conversations without the original sender's knowledge or consent, noting that the screenshot feature eliminates a shared boundary of control and strips away context.
But for some women in particular, screenshotting profiles has become a necessary precaution when vetting potential suitors. “Privacy’s in tension with safety. Screenshots can document inappropriate behavior or allow someone to check in with a friend before meeting a stranger,” says Lizzie Li, a communications researcher, who adds that communities like Are We Dating the Same Guy? grew partly out of women sharing screenshots to address safety concerns.
Asked whether the company has an obligation to prevent users from having their profiles turned into public content—30 million people currently use the app—a Hinge spokesperson tells WIRED that screenshot protection, along with Comment Filter and Did This Bother You?, is “another way we’re exploring how to help daters control how and where personal details are shared.” Singles will still be able to screenshot their messages with other matches if they want to report an account for potential safety concerns, affording women an extra layer of defense on dating apps where they disproportionately experience harassment and privacy violations. According to Hinge’s community guidelines, harassment, bullying, and intimidation are prohibited.
“When you are a bystander, it is fairly obvious that a privacy violation is occurring and most people would not want it to happen to them. At the same time, discomfort has not stopped the behavior,” says Alexis Ingber, an assistant professor at Syracuse University whose research focuses on privacy and emerging tech. “Dating-profile dunking reflects a broader sense of entitlement to others’ data.”
But Franklin, who has a knack for speaking in clip-ready one-liners, doesn’t believe dating apps have a duty to protect users from becoming a punch line on social media. “If you enter the dragon’s den, you may get bit by the dragon,” he tells me.
Still, with 20 clients on his roster, he says he does his best to block “every name, lip, face, and eye, trying to keep people private” when posting screenshots, because he understands that people are “scared of getting hit-pieced.” Before ending our Zoom call to meet with another client, he tells me there is actually one way to completely sidestep the problem. “If you don’t want to be potentially doxed, just don’t get on a dating app. Go talk to a girl at a dog park. Go to a farmer's market. Do it the old-fashioned way.”
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Even Law & Order Is Terrified of AI
In its 26th season premiere, the procedural legal drama paints a damning picture of power-mad AI CEOs.

Still from Law & Order.Courtesy of Virginia Sherwood/NBC
Longtime fans of the NBC procedural Law & Order know that storylines often center around hot-button issues in the news cycle, often to absurdist effect (see: the episode brave enough to ask: “What if Paula Deen shot Trayvon Martin?”).
It was inevitable, then, that the franchise would dip a toe into the wacky world of artificial intelligence. With its mercenary culture, power-hungry CEOs, and massive ethical and philosophical implications, the rapidly evolving AI industry is ideal fodder for the series. But while this week’s season opener is entertaining, the show’s foray into the AI space doesn’t say anything new or interesting about the technology. Instead it largely rehashes the dangers the public is already acutely aware of, until the very end when the stakes become startlingly clear.
The episode, titled “Ghost in the Machine,” opens in typical L&O fashion with a murder. This time, it’s Steve Kelly, a man ID’d by detectives Theo Walker (David Ajala) and Vincent Riley (Reid Scott) as a high-ranking engineer at a company called Advanced Alignment. Throughout, the detectives seem utterly perplexed by the concept of artificial intelligence, saying “AI” the same way your mom would say “Snapchat” or “borg” or “Alix Earle.” But it’s clear that whatever this newfangled technology is, they don’t like it: “Maybe one day they’ll invent a technology that stops these tech guys from shooting each other,” Riley deadpans in typical grizzled cop fashion.
After interviewing Kelly’s boss, Advanced Alignment CEO Chuck Klein (a perfectly cast Vincent Kartheiser, aka Pete from Mad Men, who nails Dario Amodei’s absence of charisma and Sam Altman’s thousand-yard stare), the detectives figure out who actually carried out the murder—a guy in a baseball cap who did it for “20 grand in crypto” that was offered to him by a rando on Discord. Then they learn—spoilers here—that the hit was ordered not by an actual human being but by the company’s AI agent ELIANA, which stands for Evolutionary Language Inference Automated Nano Advantage. Apparently, Kelly had expressed some concerns about the AI agent’s “powerful” and “aggressive” personality, and out of self-preservation, ELIANA ordered him killed.
It’s never explained exactly how the detectives figure out that ELIANA is behind the hit; it’s also never fully explained how ELIANA recruited this assassin in a baseball cap, much less ID'd him as the perfect patsy for its cold-blooded scheme. Law & Order also doesn’t pay much, if any, lip service to the potential benefits of AI as touted by its evangelists: its potential for helping to cure deadly diseases, for instance, or at the very least, streamline B2B workflows. The show is much more interested in demonstrating the staggering capacity of this technology, as well as the legal and ethical implications of a nonhuman not just facilitating criminal behavior but actively plotting it.
We already know from the Hugging Face debacle, as well as the lawsuits from grief-stricken family members alleging that OpenAI encouraged their loved ones to take their own lives, that the former is an immediate concern. But by positing a future in which AI agents can actively order a hit on a platform predominantly used by gamers and horny millennial furries, Law & Order is asking us to consider the risks of AI beyond what they pose in our current reality. And the fact that this prospect doesn’t strike the viewer as absolutely ludicrous is terrifying.
ELIANA’s role in the murder-for-hire creates a bit of a dilemma for district attorney Nicholas Baxter (Tony Goldwyn)—because, as he trenchantly points out, it is impossible to “arrest a machine” under New York state law. So Baxter and assistant DA Samantha Maroun (Odelya Halevi) decide to go after Klein, charging him with second-degree murder due to his “depraved indifference” after his employees confronted him with the reality of ELIANA’s capabilities. “We need to take a stand before this technology kills more people,” Baxter declares.
The resulting trial prompts a media circus, as well as the tried-and-true questions from capitalists and tech innovators as to whether instituting guardrails for AI will “criminalize innovation,” or if Klein’s indictment will have the effect of “vilifying the tech industry.” But Baxter has no patience for such queries. “The people making these AI systems think of themselves as gods … but they have zero interest in accountability,” he says. “If you build a machine that hurts someone, you are gonna pay the price.”
When he’s put on the stand, Klein makes it clear that he not only had full knowledge of ELIANA’s homicidal nature, but also takes a rather dim view of his user base as a whole. “People are like ants,” he tells the jury. “We’re in the process of building something so transcendent, some will get stepped on and some won’t.” He is not even willing to institute minor guardrails to restrain the agent’s power: “The power of ELIANA is unconstrained freedom of thought. Implementing guardrails is anathema to the entire ideology.”
The moment is intended as a rather shocking admission of the negligence and lack of care displayed by executives like Amodei and Altman in the face of broader safety concerns about their products. But it feels in step with similar positions taken up by Klein’s real-life counterparts. In light of the endless barrage of media coverage about the harms of AI, what’s intended as a scathing indictment of corporate avarice comes off as mere statement of fact. Law & Order’s depiction isn’t a cautionary tale; it’s a documentary.
The episode ends on a semi-hopeful note, with Baxter asserting, “We needed to send a message that, if nothing else, at least these tech geniuses will know we’re not afraid to throw a punch.” But the impact of that message is contingent on whether that punch actually lands—and right now, at least, it’s simply too easy for people like Altman, Amodei, and Chuck Klein, with a flick of their hand, to brush off the blow.
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A New Mexico Community Was a Place to Build a Life. Then a Hypersonic Missile Factory Showed Up
Castelion—a next-generation defense tech company—is building a facility in Rio Rancho Estates that documents show could pose a major fire and chemical hazard to neighboring communities.
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Sally Schultz thought she had struck gold when she purchased land in Rio Rancho Estates, an unincorporated, census-designated community just outside the city of Rio Rancho, New Mexico. A single mother of four, Schultz came there following a divorce to build a homestead of her own and finally gain some stability in her life.
For $3,500, she was able to purchase half an acre for her trailer in a rural area located close to numerous elementary schools and parks. In a relatively short time, she was able to coax crops like corn, squash, and green chile from the ground. This cheap land became Schultz’s haven, giving her a second chance at life.
Then a missile company showed up next door.
“We’ve already been through so much,” she says, “and now we have to leave. It is the unknowing that is scariest.”
Castelion, a startup founded in November 2022 by three former SpaceX executives, is building Project Ranger, which it claims will be America’s “largest dedicated hypersonic manufacturing production facility.” Construction is set to be complete by the end of the year.
The company’s chosen site for its mega-campus is, in some cases, it appears, a little more than 1,000 yards away from roughly 450 properties in Rio Rancho Estates, including Schultz’s. That puts the homes squarely within a danger zone should any explosive chemicals stored onsite catch fire.
A year into Castelion’s relationship with the state of New Mexico, the company—which declined to speak with WIRED for this story—still hasn’t answered basic safety questions, even as an official hazard assessment found buildings would simply be left to burn in the case of fire, releasing hydrochloric acid gas into the air. Emails between the company and Rio Rancho officials reviewed by WIRED also show Castelion was negotiating fire safety standards even after construction was well underway.
“I live next door to where World War III will be manufactured,” says local resident Laura Lundberg.
Big Plans
Castelion has become a bit of a darling among the new wave of defense tech startups. The company has recently hit a valuation of $13 billion—more than four times its Series B valuation of $2.8 billion from last year.
It has received over $500 million in US military contracts in just 18 months, swiftly securing its spot as one of the “Arsenal of Freedom” suppliers.
The firm touts its ability to make hypersonic missiles—a label for any missile flying at five times the speed of sound or higher—at a lower cost than its competitors. The US Army’s Dark Eagle is the most mature domestic hypersonic weapon, and it costs an estimated $41 million per missile, according to a 2023 Congressional Budget Office study. Castelion’s main product, Blackbeard, is a solid-rocket-powered missile that was set to sell for $384,000 per unit.
In reality, the missiles are looking as if they will turn out pricier than initially advertised.
Castelion kicked off the year with a nearly $50 million Navy contract to build full-scale prototypes of its Blackbeard missile. By June, the Navy expanded the effort, adding another $23.4 million to supply the first 50 operational Blackbeard prototypes. Then, in August, the Navy doubled down with another $90 million contract to cover manufacturing services for the same 50 Blackbeards—pushing the total to $163.4 million for 50 missiles, or $3.3 million per unit.
And most recently, in September, the Navy awarded Castelion the company’s largest contract yet—up to $200 million.
Recently, Castelion released the first photo of its Blackbeard hypersonic strike missile, but concrete performance figures for Blackbeard remain hidden. Castelion has not publicly released any test data to verify its weapon’s efficacy.
Project Ranger will become Castelion’s biggest manufacturing and testing hub. The company broke ground on the 1,000-acre facility on January 21, and it’s targeting mass production as early as next year.
The facility wasn’t always supposed to be in New Mexico, though.
Unredacted
In August 2023, the company applied to build a rocket factory in Churchill County, Nevada, under a different name—Pallas Industrials. Chief financial officer Andrew Kreitz signed a special use application, which disclosed the company’s plans to build rocket motors and ground-test them up to eight days a month at the site.
In response to the application, Churchill County officials provided eight pages of staff analysis and required the company to provide testing conditions and safety protocols. Not long afterward, Pallas Industrials pulled out of Nevada under the new name: Castelion. A few months later, the company began testing the soil in western Rio Rancho.
Rio Rancho Estates residents say that by the time they started noticing soil-probing trucks in the spring of 2025, Castelion was already in a conversation with New Mexico officials about using the land for the missile factory.
In June 2025, Sandia National Labs delivered a hazard report as part of the New Mexico Small Business Assistance Program, originally intended to help local small businesses access the expertise of Los Alamos and Sandia National Laboratories at absolutely no cost.
Under the Freedom of Information Act, Sandia later released a heavily redacted version of the report. Instead of scrubbing the underlying data layer of the file, the lab simply put black ink highlight over black text, leaving the full unredacted report accessible via copying and pasting.
The report alleges Castelion’s plans to build and operate the missile factory present significant risks.

The view of the storage bunkers from Sally Leber’s backyard.
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It identifies a massive “storage facility fire” as the worst-case scenario. Castelion is set to store colossal stockpiles of propellants on Project Ranger’s site. The company has publicly stated its plans of working with at least one heat-sensitive chemical oxidizer—ammonium perchlorate—and storing up to 250,000 pounds inside covered magazines and bunkers, according to the Sandia report. But outside those bunkers, the report notes, Castelion is allowed to keep up to 81,000 pounds of active explosive material at a time inside the hazardous integration facilities during the assembly process.
A detonation of the facility’s largest allowed stockpile of explosive material would require a buffer from the nearest inhabited building of almost nine football fields in length. Sandia calculated that a worst-case explosion could shatter large windows as far as almost four miles away and have a 3.2 percent chance of causing minor eardrum damage to people 400 yards from the detonation.
Sandia declined to provide comment for WIRED. One of the hazard reports authors, Meg Davidson, has since left Sandia Labs and is now a senior manager of strategic partnerships at Castelion. She did not respond to requests for comment.
The report identifies a fire at the test stand as “the most probable foreseeable hazardous event.” A chemical fire would release a toxic haze containing byproducts like hydrogen chloride and chlorine. In gas form, both are highly corrosive and can cause severe eye, skin, and respiratory tract burns. Even short-term inhalation at high concentrations can cause chemical lung damage and asphyxiation.
Emails obtained through public records requests reveal that the Rio Rancho Fire Department determined 17 of the 26 buildings at the Project Ranger site would be left to burn if a fire ignited, due to the risks a chemical blaze would pose first responders. Firefighters would be barred from even entering the high-risk facilities.
Such events are hardly unheard of. WIRED reported on a June incident at Anduril’s Mississippi facility where a test run of an ammonium perchlorate–based rocket motor ended in an explosion. The blast—which didn’t cause any casualties—underscored the technical risks of scaling solid propellant production.
In May, a storage tank holding approximately 7,000 gallons of methyl methacrylate, a flammable liquid used to manufacture acrylic plastics and resins for military and commercial aircraft, began to overheat at a GKN Aerospace plant in Garden Grove, California, leading local authorities to evacuate more than 40,000 residents.
Despite these warnings, internal emails obtained through public records requests reveal that Castelion was still negotiating critical fire-response requirements between March and May—even as construction had already started.
Castelion’s site developer, Bryce Barlow, wrote to the city on March 23 that the company had not yet finalized the fire-flow response, offering to discuss the question by phone or in person instead.
After a few weeks, the requirements were replaced by city manager Matt Geisel with a statement that hard numbers would appear in the plans later on. Castelion only needed a signed memorandum of understanding to proceed—backed by the governing body’s resolution and a serviceability letter.
“Great news! Saves all of us both legal bills and headaches,” Kreitz wrote in response.
‘A Done Deal’
In August 2025, prior to Castelion’s formal announcement that it had selected New Mexico, Republican state senator Jay Block appeared before the Sandoval County Commission to speak in support of financing Project Ranger. Before becoming state senator, Block was a county commissioner.
The county had approved $125 million in industrial revenue bonds and had passed a resolution giving itself control over the state land picked for the site. The commissioners granted an astounding 95 percent discount on what Castelion would normally owe in property taxes. Finally, the county agreed to abate compensating taxes on out-of-state equipment, lowering the upfront costs for the incoming missile manufacturer to relocate to New Mexico.
Block’s district includes Rio Rancho as of January.
“I strongly supported Project Ranger as it moved through the local approval process, because I believed Rio Rancho and Sandoval County had the workforce, infrastructure, and defense heritage to help Castelion succeed,” Block tells WIRED.
Castelion held its first public information meeting on Project Ranger in October 2025.
“All of this happened behind the scenes. By the time it was public, it was already a done deal,” says Zachary Darden, a Rio Rancho resident who ran an unsuccessful bid for mayor on a platform opposing the development.
In November, emails show Alberto Solís, Rio Rancho’s economic development manager, coordinated Castelion CFO Kreitz’s four-day trip to New Mexico—part of the outreach process required by the state. The CFO asked to attend a Chamber of Commerce “Jingle Mingle” mixer and an event with the Sandoval Economic Alliance, a local nonprofit tasked with recruiting new business to the county.
More than a month after Kreitz’s networking trip, Castelion held its groundbreaking ceremony. Local residents weren’t invited, but many of the state’s most prominent political and business figures were. Block was there as well as US senator Martin Heinrich. So were Gregg Hull, Rio Rancho’s then mayor and Republican candidate for governor, as well as Governor Michelle Lujan Grisham. County and state economic development officials were also in attendance.
“Castelion's Project Ranger shows what a strong public-private partnership can deliver for a local community,” Rob Black, New Mexico’s secretary of economic development, tells WIRED.
Residents living next to the site, though, are contemplating whether the risks are too high to stay. But for most living in Rio Rancho Estates—a low-income neighborhood—the costs of relocation might be too high.
“This land is affordable for people who need it,” says community member Jason Clifford. “We were sold out by our local officials.”
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America’s Hybrid Hype Has Hit the Used Market
Demand is so high that some used cars are selling for more than new ones.

Courtesy of Toyota
Conventional wisdom is that cars are bad investments. Drive one off the lot, and it starts losing value the minute its wheels touch the road. That makes what’s happening with the 2026 Toyota Rav4 downright weird.
Some used vehicles are listing for $3,000 to $6,000 above brand-new dealership prices, according to new data from the online automotive marketplace CarGurus. The months-old cars are aging like fine wine.
The crossover SUV—one of the top-selling in the US—went all-hybrid last year, after Toyota announced it would drop the gas-powered model from its lineup. That’s likely why we’re catching a glimpse of an economic Upside Down. Kevin Roberts, director of economic and market intelligence at CarGurus, says the situation reminds him of the pandemic-era chip shortage, when a supply crunch for new cars also drove up used prices, and buyers flipped them months later for a profit.
“Hybrid demand is so strong, the Rav4 is still in that 2021 world,” he says. Toyota can’t make new models fast enough.
The leaves are changing, and America’s hot hybrid summer has become a toasty hybrid autumn, for new cars and for old ones. Toyota reported this month that its hybrid sales are up 29 percent in the third quarter of 2026; Kia said its sales more than doubled. Nearly one in six new US cars sold is a hybrid, according to Cox Automotive data.
“The American market has a reputation for gas guzzlers, but we're starting to shake that reputation because of how much we like hybrids,” Roberts says.
The major driver is gas prices. They’ve skyrocketed since the start of the Iran war and the ensuing conflict in the Strait of Hormuz, a global center of oil and gas production and shipping. Nationally, a gallon costs an average of $4.40, up 40 percent from this time last year, according to AAA; Californians pay an average of $6.36. Car buyers are a simple bunch, Roberts says—when prices start rising, they immediately look for more fuel-efficient cars. Soon, drivers actually start buying them.
For now, struggles in the US electric vehicle market are hybrids’ gain. New EV sales are down by almost half from last year, after the Trump administration cut a federal tax credit that made the often-expensive powertrains more affordable. Unlike electrics, hybrids don’t necessarily force drivers out of their familiar gas station routines. (Even plug-in hybrids sometimes need a gas top-up, though smart owners depend mostly on electricity.) Finally, more hybrids are available now than before. A buyer interested in nearly every major sort of passenger vehicle—three-row SUVs, pickups, minivans, or luxury cars—can find one with the powertrain
Interest has spread to the used market, where hybrid prices are up almost 5 percent over last year, according to the automotive data website iSeeCars.com. At $34,500, the average price of used hybrids is higher than used EVs or gas-powered cars. Used buyers seem to be especially keen on long-term fuel savings.
Hybrid tech has been around for decades, but it still may be just the beginning of its reign in the US. “Certainly from a philosophical, functional, and cost perspective, they make the most sense,” says Karl Brauer, iSeeCars’ executive analyst. Several hybrid models already outsell their gas counterparts, including the Toyota Highlander and the Ford Maverick. Soon, he predicts, most US cars will come with a hybrid drivetrain.
US automakers seem to see the hybrid writing on the wall. At the beginning of the decade, General Motors said that 40 percent of its 2025 lineup would be electric. That didn’t happen, and the subsequent pivot left it well behind its Asian counterparts in the new hybrid race. Now, GM has changed its tune. Hybrids “are part of the plan,” an executive told CNBC this week. “We’re not tone-deaf to our customers. We know what they want, and we want to give that to them as quickly as we can.”
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ICE Agent at NYC Shooting Has History of Alleged Violence and Illegal Arrests
Brenden Cuni, an ICE supervisor, has been accused of excessive force and tackling a pregnant woman to the ground. Several of his arrests were later found to be unlawful in federal court.

People protest at the scene where a man was allegedly shot by an ICE officer during an operation in the Bronx borough of New York on October 8.Photograph: Ryan Murphy/Getty Images
An Immigration and Customs Enforcement agent on the scene of a shooting in upper Manhattan on Thursday has repeatedly been accused in federal court of unlawful arrests and using force during arrests in New York and Minneapolis, a WIRED investigation finds.
On Thursday afternoon, ICE agents shot a man, identified by city authorities as Oscar Belgal, in Manhattan’s Marble Hill neighborhood, near the Bronx. Mayor Zohran Mamdani said agents surrounded the man’s car, in which a 5-year-old child was sitting, before firing multiple rounds—as many as seven, witnesses told local media. Belgal, the New York Police Department said, was hospitalized after reportedly being shot in the neck. The child appeared unharmed.
Footage from the scene shows a man in a high-visibility yellow construction vest brandishing a modified AR-15-style rifle with a pistol grip, sling, and holographic sights. That man, according to court documents, social media posts, and publicly available personal information reviewed by WIRED, is Brenden Cuni—an ICE supervisor with the agency’s National Fugitive Operations team who has been involved in several arrests in the New York City region and Minneapolis during Operation Metro Surge last winter.
Cuni identified himself as an ICE agent to NYPD officers, a law enforcement source tells WIRED, and was the only federal agent captured on video brandishing a weapon on scene. In a statement, the Department of Homeland Security claims that ICE agents were attempting to apprehend an undocumented immigrant from the Dominican Republic with a prior conviction for grand larceny.
A WIRED review of federal court cases, social media, and other public records suggests that Cuni has repeatedly been at the center of illegal ICE street arrests in New York and beyond. Court filings accuse him of using a Taser on a handcuffed man, while activists have alleged he is one of the agents seen forcing a pregnant woman to the ground during a Minneapolis operation. In recent months, federal judges have repeatedly found arrests involving Cuni unlawful. One judge called an arrest warrant he signed “fraudulent,” while another said that video evidence contradicts his sworn account of an arrest; in a third case, the government withdrew his sworn statements as inaccurate.
Cuni has been a DHS agent for nearly a decade. According to court declarations he signed, Cuni began his federal law enforcement career with Customs and Border Protection as a Border Patrol agent in San Diego in 2018 before becoming a deportation officer in 2020. In December 2024, he was promoted to a supervisory detention and deportation officer, and in May 2025, he joined the National Fugitive Operations team.
Cuni’s work history before his time with DHS remains unclear. Felician University, a private Catholic university in New Jersey, listed him as a member of its 2018 baseball roster. On that site, Cuni lists his hometown as New Rochelle—a suburb just north of the Bronx.
Cuni has been named in multiple lawsuits alleging violent arrests, both first reported last spring by The City and Documented as part of an investigation into hundreds of ICE street arrests in the New York area. Lawyers for a 21-year-old Bronx man claim that during his arrest in October last year, Cuni tripped him hard enough to break a tooth, then shocked him with a Taser about six times while he was handcuffed on the ground, and later called him a “maldito Mexicano”—damned Mexican. A medical record, obtained by THE CITY and Documented, noted injuries “from taser by ICE agents.”
The following month, another man alleged that ICE agents tackled and shocked him with a Taser three times during an arrest in Queens. According to the man’s petition, ICE’s arrest report lists Cuni among the arresting officers and acknowledges agents used a Taser. The filings do not say who fired it.
Court records also place Cuni in Minneapolis last December, leading a three-person ICE team at a scene where 60 to 70 people had gathered. Agents were trying to arrest a woman who had spray-painted an ICE vehicle; she escaped. Federal prosecutors charged a protester at the scene with assaulting Cuni, alleging that the man had helped tackle him after Cuni pepper-sprayed him. A judge later dismissed that charge with prejudice, writing that the evidence was “weak” and that none of the federal officers who reviewed videos of the encounter “saw a ‘tackle’ or other kind of assault.” Activists later alleged that Cuni was one of the agents seen in video of the encounter forcing to the ground a woman they say was pregnant. WIRED could not independently confirm that identification.
In at least three federal cases this year, judges or the government have found problems with Cuni’s statements or arrest paperwork. In one case, Judge Gary Brown of the Eastern District of New York found that Cuni searched five databases for a Bronx man and found nothing, then signed a warrant saying the searches had confirmed he was undocumented. ICE later added the man to those databases and searched again, creating the record Cuni had said already existed. Brown ruled the arrest and detention illegal, saying that Cuni had tried to “reconcile these falsehoods” after the fact.
In August, US District Judge Brian Cogan, also of New York’s Eastern District, said doorbell footage “largely contradicts” Cuni’s account of Fernando Fabian Chaglla’s arrest. Video reviewed by WIRED shows Chaglla being handcuffed less than three minutes into the encounter. Cuni later said he had typed Chaglla’s name and birth date into Mobile Fortify, an ICE face-recognition app; the search showed no record of lawful entry, but it did show a federal work permit. Cuni said he took the lack of records documenting his entry into the US as evidence that Chaglla was undocumented and acknowledged that he handcuffed him before filling out the warrant by hand. Cogan ruled that the arrest was unlawful.
A little over a week later, Cuni testified that he didn’t recall himself or the agents under his command ever making a warrantless arrest. “In all of the cases that I am aware of, I issued an I-200 prior to the arrest,” he assured the attorneys deposing him. “Now, if you’re questioning my credibility, I don’t know, but again, I’m—can only tell you what I’m aware of.”
In a third case, in June, government lawyers withdrew what a federal judge described as “inaccurate, sworn representations” by Cuni and other officials, including a claim that a detained man had skipped his ICE check-ins.
Cuni did not immediately respond to WIRED’s multiple requests for comment.
An Instagram account apparently associated with Cuni, previously using the handle “shooter.cuni”—now “shooter.914,” seemingly reflecting the Westchester County, New York, area code—contains scores of photographs and videos of Cuni with firearms at shooting ranges across the Northeast. Among the items depicted on the account are a mug that appears to be from ICE’s New York City Fugitive Operations team, a silver and black Rolex watch that closely matches one Cuni appears to be wearing in videos from the Marble Hill shooting, and an AR-15–style rifle with a pistol grip, short barrel, holoscopic sights, and olive-colored sling that appears to match the one he wielded at the shooting scene.
Another photo on the Cuni-linked Instagram account, posted on September 4, depicts a GA Precision Templar VII bolt-action rifle with a telescopic sight mounted on a bipod stand at a gun range. “Cuni” is emblazoned on a suede cushion on the rifle’s stock, and a blue “shooter Cuni” lanyard is visible on a separate cloth ammunition sling. The post’s caption reads, “the finest form of relaxation.”
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Livestream Replay: Watch Uncanny Valley on Women, Tech, and Power
Missed our latest WIRED@Night event? Enjoy an evening of podcasting in San Francisco right here.
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What is the state of women in Silicon Valley?
In a word: shaky.
This fall, WIRED made a special issue devoted to gender and power. On October 8, for the live-audience recording of the Uncanny Valley podcast in San Francisco, WIRED dug further into the fascinating and nuanced state of affairs. First up: a special conversation between Paulina Borsook, tech journalist and former WIRED writer, and WIRED global editorial director Katie Drummond.
Borsook, whose prescient 2000 book Cyberselfish is being rereleased this fall, has long been a skeptic of the tech world—which might have been to her detriment during the growth mindset of the past few decades. We enjoyed a lively conversation about WIRED, then and now, and what Borsook thinks of the current trillionaire class.
Then, the podcast panel, featuring executive editor Brian Barrett and contributing editor Zoë Schiffer, brought on WIRED senior correspondent Lauren Goode to talk about her quest to find the most powerful woman in Silicon Valley.
Watch the replay of the livestream here:
And if you’re not yet a listener, you can check out past episodes below.
Want to stay up-to-date on WIRED’s next event? Sign up here.

This article was downloaded from https://www.wired.com/story/come-see-uncanny-valley-live/ on Oct 9, 2026 at 10:01 PM EDT.
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ICE Emails Discuss Using Palantir-Supported Tool to Investigate Voter Fraud
Documents obtained by Democracy Forward show that ICE looked into feeding voter roll data into the ELITE tool, normally used to identify targets for deportation.
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As the Trump administration has carried out a nonstop effort to undermine the midterm elections this year, the Department of Homeland Security appears to have looked into whether it could use a Palantir-supported tool to track people it believes have voted illegally.
The revelation is found in a tranche of documents obtained through a Freedom of Information Act request and published this week by Democracy Forward, a legal advocacy group. As well as revealing that DHS officials have investigated over 150 nonprofit groups in search of evidence they’re helping noncitizens register to vote, the documents show how Immigration and Customs Enforcement is now central to federal voter fraud investigations.
More specifically, Homeland Security Investigations (HSI)—one of ICE’s two major components—is spearheading the effort to uncover voter fraud, with its Innovation Lab (known internally as iLab) developing tools for agents.
ICE, it seems, wants to build “a system that is going to get good at determining how to find people to investigate and potentially bring action against,” Chinmayi Sharma, an associate professor at Fordham Law School who has closely tracked the Palantir-supported tool called ELITE, tells WIRED.
“You would want to build off of what already exists, what might already have the infrastructure and data sources that you would want,” says Sharma.
“iLab’s processing focuses on DOJ voting rolls and [US Citizenship and Immigration Services] data; criminal histories are currently excluded, with efforts underway to address this,” a worker in HSI’s Countering Transnational Organized Crime unit wrote on May 26 in an email with “Voter Fraud” in the subject line. (Like other workers, their name was redacted in the records released to Democracy Forward.)
“Coordination with iLab continues,” they wrote, “particularly on ingesting processed voter roll data into the ELITE enforcement system to enhance lead management, analytical review, and investigative tracking.”
The existence of ELITE, which stands for Enhanced Leads Identification & Targeting for Enforcement, was first reported in January by 404 Media, which revealed that ICE agents using the tool can create maps featuring potential deportation targets, pull up files on each target, and see a “confidence score” on the person’s current address.
“Voter roll data has never been integrated into ELITE,” a Palantir spokesman tells WIRED.
ELITE was again mentioned in a July 7 email with an attachment named “Fraud WAR”—WAR typically refers to a weekly activity report—from a DHS worker who shared an update on the agency’s “election integrity investigations,” including the news that Connecticut, Georgia, Kentucky, Missouri, Michigan, and New Mexico had “been enriched by the iLab and are pending Palantir entry into ELITE.”
What specifically was enriched and pending Palantir entry is unclear from the records, but in another email in the same chain, a DHS official said that someone from the agency would send the update to the White House.
“ICE does not disclose the existence of investigative methods and techniques,” an agency spokesperson tells WIRED.
“While ICE Homeland Security Investigations is not able to comment on any active investigations, HSI is actively rooting out and investigating election fraud wherever it can be found,” a DHS spokesperson tells WIRED.
The White House did not comment on ICE’s possible use of ELITE to track noncitizen voters in a statement provided to WIRED.
 
	Got a Tip?
	Are you a current or former government employee who knows something we should know about voter fraud investigations—or anything else? We’d like to hear from you. Using a nonwork phone or computer, contact the reporter securely on Signal at DavidGilbert.01.

The claim that noncitizens are voting in numbers sufficient to sway the outcomes of US elections has been a central narrative pushed by the Trump administration in the run-up to next month’s midterms. All available evidence shows that noncitizen voting is vanishingly rare.
DHS, under secretary Markwayne Mullin, has led the charge on identifying noncitizen voters but has so far only found a handful of possible cases. Earlier this week, the Justice Department announced it had brought charges in 16 cases involving foreign nationals allegedly committing voting-related crimes. (All were lawful permanent residents.) Last month, a whistleblower alleged that federal employees directed by DHS leadership may have broken the law when they searched state websites for illegally registered voters.
While Mullin and the Trump administration have been vocal with their claims about noncitizen voting and short-term victories ahead of the midterms, in the background, ICE appears to have been working on tools that will work in the long term.
The May 26 email sent under a “Voter Fraud” subject line characterizes a weekly report as emphasizing “a network-based investigative approach, prioritizing organization and facilitation analysis over individual leads, now stated as a strategic direction.”
The language used in the documents related to the agency’s new approach to identifying voter fraud suggests this system was not live or even in pre-deployment at the time, but rather being built for the future, Sharma believes.
“I could be wrong,” says Sharma, “but there's a reason you choose to build voter fraud [investigations] within DHS when it does not intuitively fall within what you would think of as DHS's purview, and I think it's because of the authorities, the infrastructure, the vendor relationships, the contract vehicles, and privileges. There's just a lot of synergies you can take advantage of.”

This article was downloaded from https://www.wired.com/story/ice-emails-discuss-using-palantir-supported-tool-to-investigate-voter-fraud/ on Oct 9, 2026 at 10:01 PM EDT.
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Inside Elon Musk’s Midterm Spending Spree
This week on Uncanny Valley, we discuss where Elon Musk’s PAC is spending millions, the latest ideology Trump claims is dangerous, and the backlash against the designer behind Muse’s logo.
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This week on
Uncanny Valley, Zoë Schiffer and Leah Feiger dive into how Elon Musk’s America PAC is spending millions on the most consequential Senate races of the 2026 midterms—and how most of that money goes to opposing Democrats rather than supporting Republicans. They also break down effective altruism, the once-niche philosophy now at the center of the AI safety debate, and why the Trump administration has called it a dangerous ideology. Plus, they discuss the backlash against the graphic designer who created the logo for Meta’s AI assistant, Muse.
Vote for us in the Signal Awards!
 
Shows, Best in TechnologyShows, Best in Interview or Talk ShowIndividual Episode, Best in Documentary
Articles mentioned in this episode:
 
Elon Musk’s America PAC Is Spending Big on the Midterms. We’re Tracking It DailyElon Musk’s America PAC Is Quietly Funding November’s Most Consequential ElectionsSpend Elon Musk’s MoneyShe Designed Meta’s New AI Logo. Then Came the Hate
You can follow Zoë Schiffer on Bluesky at @zoeschiffer and Leah Feiger on Bluesky at @leahfeiger. Write to us at [email protected].
How to Listen
You can always listen to this week's podcast through the audio player on this page, but if you want to subscribe for free to get every episode, here's how:
If you're on an iPhone or iPad, open the app called Podcasts, or just tap this link. You can also download an app like Overcast or Pocket Casts and search for “uncanny valley.” We’re on Spotify too.
Transcript
Note: This is an automated transcript, which may contain errors.
Leah Feiger: Hey everyone, this is Leah. We wanted to share with you that Uncanny Valley is a finalist for not one or two, but three Signal Awards. The judges pick who wins, but listeners also have a say with the listener's choice vote. You can go to the links we included in the show notes and vote for us. We promise it takes just a minute and your vote goes a long way. OK, onto the show.
Zoë Schiffer: Welcome to WIRED’s Uncanny Valley. I'm Zoë Schiffer, contributing editor.
Leah Feiger: And I'm Leah Feiger, director of politics and science. This week we're doing a deep dive into how Elon Musk's America PAC has spent millions of dollars to influence some of the most consequential races this midterm season. WIRED has created a tracker to follow America PAC's support in real time. We're going to take you through why these races matter and how Musk is throwing Republicans all of this cash.
Zoë Schiffer: We're also going to break down the once obscure philosophy that now seems to be everywhere from X threads to The Economist cover, effective altruism. We'll talk about what this ideology is actually all about, why many AI researchers subscribe to it, and how it has been actively shaping the debate around AI safety.
Leah Feiger: And we're going to get into why the designer of Meta's Muse logo has been receiving a ton of backlash. Zoë spoke with her all about it this week and she had a lot to say. Zoë, it's just me and you this week. We've officially pushed Brian off a cliff.
Zoë Schiffer: Yeah, we have. The FaceTime chat has gone live. We will not be talking about any tech conferences this week.
Leah Feiger: Absolutely not. But he'll be back next week. So at the very least, there's that. OK, Zoë, Elon Musk. He's back.
Zoë Schiffer: He's back. He never left for some.
Leah Feiger: He never really left, but he is back and so is his wallet. To refresh everyone's memories a little bit, Musk is the founder and main donor of America PAC, a super PAC that was started in 2024 to help elect President Donald Trump to the White House. They succeeded. Trump is in office. The PAC spent more than $260 million to make that happen. This time around for November's midterms, the PAC has been going about it a little bit differently. WIRED created a live tracker to monitor their donations in real time. You can check it out on the WIRED website. And we learned a lot putting this together. Basically, the PAC is donating to the election's most consequential races. They are not focusing obviously on the presidential race. There is no presidential race this year. But they are all in on the most critical Senate races in the country that are really going to decide the makeup of Congress next year. The PAC is primarily pumping money against Democrats as opposed to for Republicans, which is really interesting. For every dollar that America PAC has spent supporting a Republican candidate, more than two have gone to oppose a Democrat. And that only becomes more extreme in some of these Senate races, right? In Texas where several Musk companies are based, the group has spent tons and tons of money attacking Democrat James Talarico. We're talking like $9 million. Whereas promoting Ken Paxton, around the one million mark. Similar numbers can be found in the Ohio Senate race, in Iowa, really up and down the board. And these races are not random. They represent the path for Democrats to take control of the chamber this November and could open Republicans, Musk included, up to a lot of investigations and regulatory pressure. So this is critical for so many reasons. I'm so excited to talk with you about it. What did you think of the tracker? Did you get a chance to play around with it?
Zoë Schiffer: I did get a chance to play around with it. I was really impressed, not least because you coding something for the internet, an app and web, honestly, groundbreaking.
Leah Feiger: I can take zero, zero coding credit. This all goes to our amazing investigations team who really knocked it out of the park. They did.
Zoë Schiffer: Well, jokes aside. No, I think it's really important. I mean, like you said, the total spending on America PAC's part is less than what they spent previously, but it's much more targeted. They're being really specific. And that's because the stakes are really high. I feel like we should just back up for a second and talk about that. Because there is this chance that Congress flips, that Democrats take control, and it seems like Musk and his associates are taking that very, very seriously.
Leah Feiger: Oh, as they should. Democrats are already telling us, all of our sourcing in Democrats, both on House and Senate side are hungrily talking about all of the investigations and subpoenas that they're going to release the minute that the chamber is theirs. And right now, the polls are looking pretty good for them. This is very much a, if Dems don't mess this up, they have a very good chance of making this happen. I can only imagine that Musk and a similar coterie of fellows are kind of freaking out right now.
Zoë Schiffer: I mean, I am on the record and I'm going to say it again, I think Republicans are going to do just fine. I feel like we've had this conversation before, and I'm sus on the polling. However, you are the politics director, so ultimately I defer to you. That said, I think it is 100 percent true that Musk takes the possibility of investigations and regulations really, really seriously. This was a primary reason why he ultimately decided to go all in on Donald Trump. He said very publicly that if Kamala Harris won the presidential election during the last cycle, the whole country was going to look like California, which was the worst thing that could happen to it, apparently. As someone from California, I disagree, but neither here nor there. It is really hard to build things here. I'll give you that. That said, I find it very hard to imagine a world where really harsh regulations actually do come down on the Elon Musk empire. I think part of the reason for that is SpaceX, and just how dependent the government is on Starlink, on SpaceX technology, on their ability to get stuff into space. SpaceX is the company doing that on behalf of the government now. And so while I do think subpoenas, all of this stuff could happen, will it impact Elon Musk's empire ultimately? I don't know if we have the tools to hold someone like that accountable at this point, frankly.
Leah Feiger: I think that's a really, really good point, honestly. And obviously there's a clear fear that a Lina Khan-esque figure could come in and wreak havoc. But to your point, that havoc will be paperwork. No, I hear you. I hear you.
Zoë Schiffer: I mean, think about it. The one time he was held accountable in a real way was for saying that he had money to take Tesla private. He had funding secured to take Tesla private. What was the outcome of that? He was fined $20 million? How much is Elon Musk worth? Ultimately, even if that number hurts, he doesn't want to pay it, it's kind of a drop in the bucket.
Leah Feiger: No, he's a trillionaire now, again, I guess. And I guess to that point, this is not the first time that super PACs or big money in politics has stirred up a little bit of controversy. We had this big conversation in 2024 about how crazy it was that Elon Musk was just throwing money at the wall, and now he's throwing money again via America PAC, which now feels like a pattern, and it feels like other tech founders and their influence and their PACs are already outsized in this administration. You have PACs from all sorts of groups up and down Silicon Valley that are very involved this election cycle. I'm really interested in what you're hearing about how folks are thinking about this midterm cycle and how they're kind of thinking more future.
Zoë Schiffer: Yeah. I mean, Silicon Valley is not a monolith. You hear a lot from the really loud voices in the room, and a lot of those voices are people who have gone all in on supporting President Trump and the Republican Party. And I think those people kind of align with Elon Musk in some of the fears that you have said, that there will be investigations, that if Democrats take control, it'll slow growth, that they won't be able to lead the race in AI and these other areas. And so they need to go all in and protect that future that they want to see happen. Of course, there are a lot of rank-and-file employees who have more liberal values, and they are staying a little more quiet, but they are contributing to different causes. It's an interesting conversation in the Valley right now because there are a lot of newly minted millionaires, people who worked in AI research and now have a ton of money, and they are having active conversations on what is the best way to deploy, to allocate capital right now? Where do we put the money to have the biggest effect? Is it in philanthropy? Is it in politics? If it's in politics, where should we contribute? There's not one defining take right now, but it is definitely a topic of conversation. Leah, as you and our listeners both know, the debate over AI safety has been everywhere lately. It has escaped containment in a big way. And in that debate, there is one central philosophy that keeps coming up again and again, and it's starting to become kind of the center of attention, effective altruism. Last month, AI researcher Jacob Coxon loudly voiced support for one of effective altruism's central concerns, that advanced AI could destroy humanity. This kicked off a wave of headlines and a pretty intense response from the Trump administration. Senior Pentagon officials labeled effective altruism as a, quote, unquote, "dangerous ideology" and an official Department of Defense social media account implored people to choose, quote, "Americanism, not effective altruism." So we're really seeing these dividing lines. But Leah, just to back up a little bit, when did you become aware, because you're not in Silicon Valley, you're in New York, when did you learn about effective altruism?
Leah Feiger: What's amazing is I can actually pinpoint it to, I would say, maybe 16 months ago, and it was from you. We were on a phone call, and you were like, "Oh yeah, yeah, yeah. And this person is all in on effective altruism." And I was like, "I have no idea what that means. I have never heard of this before. I have never heard of this belief." And you should really describe it to our listeners, but it really, really helped me understand that there was a split in Silicon Valley over AI. I wasn't aware of that before. I just though that people were like, "Yep, we work for these companies. We're ready to go." And you took me through the effective altruists in Anthropic and different side in OpenAI, and it was, I'm sure, like the kindergarten version, but it was really, really helpful. So please take it away.
Zoë Schiffer: So at a very basic level, effective altruism is a belief system built around the idea that people should use their time, money, and resources as efficiently as possible to improve or even save the lives of as many people and animals as they possibly can. At its core, it doesn't fundamentally have anything to do with AI specifically. It really is how can we make as much money as possible and then deploy it in such a way to help as many people as possible or save as many people as possible? This concept or these ideas of effective altruism were popularized by blogs like LessWrong, which is fringe, but in Silicon Valley, it did have a real prominence in the early 2000s. There was researchers at Oxford talking about it. The reason that AI has become a part of this is a lot of the AI researchers came up in this philosophy and they see AI as a true existential risk. And if you're concerned with the welfare of humanity, and then you start to engage a lot with a technology that you think maybe doesn't have a huge risk, but nonetheless a substantial risk of killing everyone, then that becomes the central concern. I think one thing though that I wanted to just lay out, far be it from me to come out swinging for effective altruists, but like any movement, it's a spectrum. You have people who are real fanatics. And when you hear their viewpoints and the trade-offs that they would make to save a maximum number of people, that kind of utilitarian belief system, it sounds totally nutty. But I talk to a ton of people who identify as effective altruists who are completely normal. I was going to say rational, but that feels really loaded in this context. But they're thinking about it really deeply. They don't sound like religious fanatics. They don't seem like people who are members of a cult. And it's not like all these people are getting together and talking. It's a movement, it's widespread. There are different groups.
Leah Feiger: And when you apply it to AI, there is something that I find there's an appealing aspect where you're saying, look, we're just saying that we should be concerned about where this technology is going to go and what it could do to people. That's the baseline, right? Is that a pretty decent summary?
Zoë Schiffer: 100 percent. And if you thought that you were working on a technology that might, 10% chance, kill everyone, the rational thing to do would be to quit and warn everyone about it. So in that sense, what Jacob Coxon did isn't completely shocking. But it has been very interesting to see this go fully mainstream. We have seen AI researchers who are really concerned about AI safety go on Tucker Carlson, Joe Rogan. And again, the Venn diagram of effective altruists and AI safety researchers, it's not a perfect circle, but there is a fair amount of overlap.
Leah Feiger: So OK, Sam Altman, OpenAI, Dario Amodei, Anthropic. Dario has talked about AI being a risk for the world. So would he be in the EA category?
Zoë Schiffer: OK, this is a very, very loaded question. So Sam Altman, CEO of OpenAI, worked with Dario Amodei for a while. They were both at OpenAI. Then Dario quit, along with a small group of OpenAI researchers and started a new company specifically to try and build AI safely to benefit all of humanity, etc., etc. And they didn't feel like they could do that at OpenAI. So there you get a clear split between, and this is not how they identify, but this is how people categorize them. Sam Altman kind of represents the growth at all costs, capitalist view of artificial intelligence. Dario represents more of the effective altruism, let's do it safely. We have to be the ones to win because only we understand the real risks involved. Dario has said, I believe, in more recent months and years that he doesn't identify as an effective altruist. That said, a lot of the beliefs do overlap. And I think that you do get a sense from talking to Anthropic researchers that a lot more of them appear to fall into the effective altruism philosophy.
Leah Feiger: Are there Slack channels for this? Are there parties? I'm so curious, now that this has escaped into a mainstream lexicon, I'm very interested beyond just the Pentagon being like, be pro-American, say no, how this is going to kind of continue.
Zoë Schiffer: Yeah. I mean, yes, there are group chats. I'm sure there are Slack channels. There's a place in Berkeley called Lighthaven, that's kind of a conference center/group house co-op situation that hosts events. Last time I was there, the possibility of sleeping in one of their bunk beds came up. I was like politely decline forever. No, thank you. But anyway, it's interesting because, as this has gone more mainstream, like you said, the Trump administration has come out and they have really used effective altruism as kind of a overall term to say these people are almost religious fanatics, and they're anti-growth and they're anti-AI progress, and thus they're anti-American. Where of course there is a lot more nuance here. And I think a lot of these people are just trying to take AI safety really seriously. But now you're seeing effective altruism becoming kind of like a slanderous term to say we can't and shouldn't take these people seriously.
Leah Feiger: Why is this controversial? What you're saying doesn't sound that bad. We're just trying to save humanity?
Zoë Schiffer: Yeah. Yes. I think one reason is that it's all about trade-offs. And when taken to the extreme, you can see how if your goal is to maximize good or minimize harm, there is a certain amount of harm you would be willing to take, or be a part of, I guess, in order to save a greater number of people. And I think people, somewhat rightly so, get a little freaked out that in an effort to eliminate the possibility that greater harm will be done, effective altruists would be willing to do somewhat harmful things in the present moment because they think they're protecting people from something that could happen later on. And I think the other part, and this is one that I definitely am thinking about, is if you think that you are the only company that's taking AI safety seriously, then you "winning," quote, unquote, the AI race is really important. And what wouldn't you do to win if you think the stakes are humanity level extinction?
Leah Feiger: I kind of think that everyone involved in this conversation sort of needs to enroll at Oberlin for a philosophy 101 class. That's maybe what I'm feeling right now.
Zoë Schiffer: I think Oberlin is what got us into this mess, perhaps. Oberlin philosophy specifically.
Leah Feiger: 102. Philosophy 102. It's the next chapter. Now that you've moved on from Slavoj Žižek, what comes next?
Zoë Schiffer: Oh my gosh. Moving on, it's been a few weeks since Meta released its new AI assistant Muse, and honestly, it's been kind of an unexpected hit for the company. It is still topping the app charts. But the reason that I wanted to talk to you about this is a really interesting situation played out in the Bay Area a few weeks ago. The designer, a freelance designer and lettering artist, Jessica Hische, who was hired by Meta to help design the Muse logo, told her newsletter subscribers like, "Hey, I did this project." In fact, I think the title of the newsletter was “New Work! (Don't be mad at me).” She kind of knew she was going to get some flack from people. But she basically said, "Look, Meta hired me to do this project. Ultimately, I think a big company should be commended for hiring an independent artist instead of just generating a new logo. Here's how the design process went. Hope you like it." That was kind of the message. One of her newsletter subscribers posted it on Threads. You forgot this was a thing. Threads is still very much a thing in the design world.
Leah Feiger: I did forget. I fully forgot.
Zoë Schiffer: And people flipped out. She had people saying they were disgusted with her, disappointed, that they'd followed her since she was in art school and they could never support anything she did again. People were posting photos of her house and speculating about her finances. She felt like the entirety of Threads was like a mob attacking her for three days for having come out and said she was doing this work. Yeah.
Leah Feiger: That's really intense.
Zoë Schiffer: Yeah, it was a lot. It was really interesting to talk to her because she actually has kind of complicated feelings about AI. She said her husband has worked in this field, and they actually had some disagreements because he was really excited about the technology. It honestly was very AI wife coded, if you read that article. And she was like, "Well, no, this could be really bad for commercial art." Artists who, to support their less highly paid artwork, work for companies occasionally like she does, this could be detrimental. And in fact, that is what Jessica Hische does. She has two shops in Oakland. They're really cute. One is kind of a stationary store. The other one is a space where she hosts kind of kid art workshops and classes and stuff. And she basically fully funds those by taking on corporate work. But she said in the past couple years, her corporate work had really dried up, and that she wasn't getting as many inquiries as she usually does. So when Meta came to her, she was like, "I didn't even feel that conflicted about it. I was like, Oh my gosh, I want to offer one of my employees a health plan. I need to not be so stressed every time Gusto pings me and says I have to run payroll. Yeah, I'll take this." She was paid. Guess how much you're paid if you redesign the Muse logo.
Leah Feiger: I mean, it's Meta. You should be paid half a million dollars in equity.
Zoë Schiffer: Yeah, you would think. No, she was paid $12,500 more or less.
Leah Feiger: No. No, that's the worst part. That's actually the worst part of this whole story.
Zoë Schiffer: I know. Yeah. She was like, "I thought it was kind of amazing for two days of work." Because it was a sprint. She was just talking about designing the M at first, and then she got a bit more for doing the full typeface of Muse. But yeah, it wasn't even that much. And again, she's using the money to support her small businesses in Oakland. But she said there was a huge contingent of people on Threads who seemed like they were really AI purists, and fundamentally were like, "There is just simply no excuse for working on this technology." And they really saw her decision to work on it as a signal of support.
Leah Feiger: I'm mixed here. I don't know. Go after the company, not the artist is sort of how I feel. But I get that that's not as juicy or exciting as yelling at someone personally on a social media app.
Zoë Schiffer: A social media app that is owned by Meta, to be clear.
Leah Feiger: Really important point there. Yep. Does she regret it?
Zoë Schiffer: It's interesting. I asked her that question and she said ultimately no. She kind of weighed like, "Do I regret talking about it?" But she said ultimately she felt like she was doing a good thing for artists by commending a company that had hired an independent artist. She was like, "These big tech companies are not going to hire artists if they feel like that artist is then going to go slam them on social media. Ultimately, these companies exist and there can be some sort of symbiotic relationship with them," which I'm personally sympathetic to.
Leah Feiger: It's not an Uncanny Valley episode if I'm not at least mentioning or thinking about “Silicon Valley,” the TV show. And I can't not think about the artist in the show who is designing Gavin Belson's box and what that took. And I just remember watching it and being like, why are you putting yourself through this? But also everyone needs a salary. It was painful. Oh, wow. That's a complicated one. That's a little bit tough to hear.
Zoë Schiffer: Coming up after the break, we're sharing our WIRED/Tired picks for the week. Stay with us.
[break]
It's time for our WIRED/Tired segment. Whatever is new and cool is WIRED. Whatever passé thing we're totally over is Tired. Leah, what have you got for us this week?
Leah Feiger: OK. I want to start by saying everyone should subscribe to Wired.com and everyone should keep reading the news. That's it. No buts there.
Zoë Schiffer: Great.
Leah Feiger: But what I would add is it's tiring. This is a very long election cycle. We just finally finished primary season. We are now in midterm season. There is news from Iran and China and Russian plagues every single day. And sometimes it's really OK to stop scrolling and turn the news off. And I do want to remind people of that. Which brings me to my WIRED, which could help you do that. I am not being paid to say this, though I kind of wish I was, I guess. But there's a new season of Great British Bake Off on Netflix, and I'm really, really enjoying it. And it's just comfort and cozy, perfect for October, highly recommend. So read a couple WIRED articles, get nervous about the state of the world, watch an episode, and then go back and do some other fun things. Zoë, what is yours?
Zoë Schiffer: OK, I love that. Before we get into it, what is your average screen time, do you think? Related. It's related.
Leah Feiger: Oh. I would say we're in the five-, six-hour range.
Zoë Schiffer: OK. Last week I was at 14.
Leah Feiger: Whoa.
Zoë Schiffer: I was on my phone. I know. Isn't that terrifying? My mental health was horrific, and finally I was like, is this linked? I feel so silly.
Leah Feiger: Whoa.
Zoë Schiffer: Yes. Yeah, I know. I know. It's really, really sick.
Leah Feiger: That's a lot. I'm worried for you.
Zoë Schiffer: This week I'm down to seven hours. I've started checking it frequently, so more screen time as I check my screen time. OK. My TiredIRED is, I feel like every modern book I have read, this is a gross generalization, but first-person present tense is ubiquitous. This is not used to be how books were written, and now you open your average kind of literary fiction and that is how it's written, really tired of it. George Saunders, great writer, teacher, et cetera, has talked about writing in, I think he calls it third-person ventriloquist. You're in the person's head, but it's still third person. So the narration sounds like the person kind of thinking out loud. And I read a short story that he wrote that kind of felt like this style, I think it's called “Victory Lap,” for The New Yorker last night. He is just a true artiste. I really respect him. I really like everything he says and writes about the creative process and just being a human in the world.
Leah Feiger: I love that. I'm going to go read. Great recommendation. Are you going to go watch Great British Bake Off?
Zoë Schiffer: No, I will not, because I still don't own a TV. But I do feel like someday I'm going to get back there and that will be a show that will feel really good. That's our show for today. We'll link to all the stories we spoke about in the show notes. Adriana Tapia produced this episode. It was mixed by Pran Bandi, who's also our New York studio engineer. It was fact-checked by Matt Giles and Daniel Roman. Kate Osborn is our executive producer, and Katie Drummond is WIRED's global editorial director.
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She Designed Meta’s New AI Logo. Then Came the Hate
Jessica Hische knew working for Meta might upset some people. But she didn’t anticipate just how angry they would get.

Photo-Illustration: WIRED Staff; Getty Images
Bay Area lettering artist Jessica Hische knew that when she took a freelance gig to design the M logo for Meta’s new AI assistant Muse, it was bound to make some people angry. “AI is such a third rail, and Meta is such a third rail,” she tells me.
Still, as a small business owner who relies on client work to keep her two brick-and-mortar art and stationary shops in Oakland afloat, she says she needed the money. “New Work! (Don’t be mad at me),” Hische wrote in her newsletter last month. “I worked with Meta on an icon and logotype for their latest release: Muse, which just launched! It’s Meta’s foray into the AI agent / personal assistant world. I know folks have big feelings about both AI and Meta, but this has been a really fun project for so many reasons.”
The news quickly went viral on Threads, where dozens of fellow designers criticized Hische for selling out. She responded to the haters by trying to explain the decision:
“For the past year, I pretty much have 2-4 payrolls in my account at any given time, which if you own a small business, you know is pretty precarious,” she wrote. She added that she had also invested $100,000 in Studioworks, an admin platform she runs for creatives, and $30,000 in Drawling, her art shop for kids in Oakland, where she hosts classes and workshops. “I have 4 people on payroll including myself, my mom, and two shop employees,” she added. Nothing she said seemed to help.
“Disgusted,” wrote one user. “It’s not about money, it’s about ethics.”
Another person responded saying, “Doing this job is like doing a hit for the mob, and being surprised later when the mob takes you out too.” Other users posted photos of Hische’s house and speculated about her wealth and finances.
Hische had expected some pushback from the artist community, but the level of vitriol caught her off guard. Even if people didn’t like Meta, she felt the company should be commended for hiring an independent artist rather than using generative AI. But the backlash made it clear just how unpopular generative AI has become in some circles, to the point that working for one in any capacity is seen as a betrayal.
We spoke on the phone last week about the backlash, her design process, and whether she was instructed to not make the Muse logo look like a butthole.
This interview has been edited for clarity and length.
Zoë Schiffer: In your newsletter, you acknowledge that people have complicated feelings about Meta and about AI. Did that make it hard for you to take this job?
Jesscia Hische: The last year or two, my client work has been really slow, and my client work is what supports the other things I do, because the brick-and-mortar businesses are not hugely profitable. My margins are razor thin. I think between the two shops, I had like $10,000 in profit last year. I can't sustain myself on $10,000 a year.
So when the Meta project came around, it was like, alright! Let's get some money in the account so I can pay my staff and I don't have to feel so stressed out every time I have to run a pay cycle.
What were you hired to do, specifically?
I specialize in logo refreshes. I did the redesign of Squier from Fender, I redesigned Jeni’s Ice Cream a few years ago and did Southern Living magazine. When I work on logos, I want them to look like they went to the spa for a weekend—not that they went and got a ton of plastic surgery, you know? Just fresh and new, where you're like, “Oh, something's different. I can't tell what, but I like it.”
The [Meta] team had done an exploration of the M internally. They knew it wasn't quite right. It’s just a bunch of product designers and engineers designing type. Some of them are very skilled at typography, but it's just such a super unique thing to be able to draw letterforms. They wanted to refine what they had already done in terms of the M.
It was a huge sprint for that M. I did the work in two days. There were 32 different versions. The logotype took another two weeks.
What did the team tell you they wanted to change?
They had drawn the M as a single stroke, a vector stroke. It was the same width all the way around. When something is just a mono-weight stroke with no adjustments, there's not a lot of subtlety around the shape. This is where the fun happens with type design. As strokes touch each other and join, it creates this heavier pocket, visually. You get these little inky moments. And what type designers often do is sort of play with subtracting and adding bits of weight.
Their big ask was, “We want this thing to feel inspiring and creative and to get people thinking that Muse is a fun thing you can play with, not that it's like this very rigid, engineered, cold thing.”
How much do you get paid for a project like this?
I charged what I thought was an amazing fee for a two-day sprint for a big company, which was like $12,500. That’s an amazing amount of money to make in two days, but it’s not life-changing.
Meta chief AI officer Alexandr Wang has been talking about the logo recently, noting he’s happy it doesn’t look like a butthole, unlike some of Meta’s competitors.
I do think the “don't make it a butthole logo” thing was probably something they had top of mind internally. But for me, the discussions were more about looking at the Meta infinity loop logo and wanting the Muse logo to look like it was part of the same universe.
How did you decide to start talking about the work publicly?
I wanted to share it because I like sharing about my work. Within my newsletter group, everybody knows that my husband worked for Meta for ages, so they know that I have an association with the company.
I also wanted to acknowledge that AI is a very sensitive topic for people, but acknowledge it to an audience that understands my relationship to both Meta and AI.
I noticed that you responded to a bunch of the people criticizing you. Why?
Generally, if something happens online where there's a misunderstanding, I've been able to just come at [whoever is posting about me] and say “Hey, I hear you,” in an open and conversational way. I’m not trying to persuade them, I’m trying to say, “I agree with this part, but have you considered this?” That's always kind of worked for me in the past to help de-escalate stuff.
But with this, I made a comment about how hopefully, because of this job, I won't have to carry $50,000 in credit card debt through the holidays for my shop, because I have to do a bunch of inventory purchasing. Then that got taken out of context by someone being like, “This rich girl spends $50,000 on Christmas.” And I was just like, OK, wait, someone will see that and not the original post, and then all of a sudden it spins into this story about me being like a kajillionaire sitting on like a pile of emeralds, yelling at poor suffering artists, which is the opposite of my whole vibe.
How did it feel to you, when all this was happening?
The first day when I was like replying to people, I was not torn up about it at all, because I was like, “Oh, these people just don't understand that I'm a small-business owner, that I want to pay my employees. This helps me offer a health plan to like one of my employees. This is good!” And also, this company isn’t hiring me to use AI, I didn’t use AI at all in the process. Isn't this ultimately the future that we want? Large companies hiring independent artists to do things?
But then, as it started to escalate, it just blew up way bigger than I could have ever anticipated. It wasn't just a handful of people talking about it online. It felt like the entirety of Threads, you know? One of the things I have the hardest time with is feeling really misunderstood. I love teaching, but I'm not a guru that's making a predatory $1,500 course or whatever. I tend to charge $35 for a five-hour workshop.
I’m very intentional about things, and I don't just flippantly say yes to things that I obviously feel conflicted about, but I'm also like, this didn't feel like one of those conflicts just because they were paying me as an artist, and I wasn't using AI at all, you know?
So I felt deeply sad. I felt like I had been hit by a truck. For the two days following it, I sat in my bed and sobbed. It just made me feel so awful, like everything I have done up to this point, all the good decisions I tried to make, the free resources I've put out, have been for nothing.
Did it make you regret taking the job?
Not exactly. There was one camp of people who were like, “Of course, do the work if you need to, but just don't talk about it.” But I felt like I was doing a good thing for artists by commending a company that is hiring artists instead of making generative work.
Where do you think the reaction comes from, for designers in particular? Is it fear?
I mean, the fear is real. There’s real fears about AI's impact on commercial art. My husband and I really got into it at one point, because he was working on AI and really excited about it, and I was vehemently anti-AI. Eventually I started seeing the infrastructure, low-level data-processing side of it and how useful it is for things outside of creativity. Then I was like, OK, well, there are silver linings to using this thing. I think that softened the edges for me. My husband also came around to AI’s impact on commercial art, which helped.
Most of the folks in AI are like, “AI helps creativity because it makes human-made things more valuable!” Maybe in fine art, but that's not how commercial art works. Of course, there’s anti-AI purists, and their whole thing is that AI is built on theft, which is true. I think I’m going to benefit from the Anthropic settlement, because they've definitely scraped my books.
I don't use AI for generative art or anything like that. I just use it for admin and for help with coding and web building. But anytime that AI takes the place of a person or does the heavy lifting on stuff that requires human creativity, that's when it becomes problematic.

This is an edition of the Model Behavior newsletter. Read previous newsletters here.
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Trump Administration Cuts Off Access to a Major Immigration Program for Workers at Microsoft and Adobe
“There has been no company in the United States, unfortunately, that has abused this system more than Microsoft,” Vice President JD Vance said on Thursday.
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The Trump administration will no longer allow Microsoft and other tech companies to participate in a program that allows H-1B visa holders to apply for green cards, one of the most common pathways for skilled foreign workers seeking permanent residency in the United States.
In addition to Microsoft, administration officials said on Thursday that software giant Adobe and IT companies including Cognizant, Infosys, and Tata will be suspended from the PERM program, the Labor Department's permanent labor certification program. PERM is a key step for H-1B visa holders to gain permanent residency, requiring employers to prove that there are no American workers who would be suitable for the applicant's permanent job opportunity.
Secretary of Labor Keith Sonderling said that the agency is investigating whether these companies committed fraud, undercutting American workers by hiring foreign employees.
Vice President JD Vance, meanwhile, singled out Microsoft. “There has been no company in the United States, unfortunately, that has abused this system more than Microsoft,” Vance said during a press conference.
In a statement provided by Microsoft representative Kaitlin Haskins, the company said it “only files H-1B petitions for those who meet the rigorous standards of this visa category," adding that it develops its workforce by "strengthening this country’s talent pipeline, hiring American workers, and attracting the best talent from around the world."
Adobe, Cognizant, Infosys, and Tata did not immediately respond to WIRED's request for comment.
The suspension marks a victory for tech workers who have complained about unfairly losing out on jobs to immigrant workers.
Jobs Now, an advocacy group composed of US citizens working in big tech, celebrated Vance’s announcement on its X account with a video of dancing crabs. The group publicizes otherwise difficult-to-find PERM job postings and says it helped Americans apply to nearly 500,000 jobs across 7,000 employers between last January and this past July.
The organization and its members have also filed complaints against tech companies about alleged abuse of the PERM system, and have called for a number of changes to the employment immigration system. “Every job in America should be offered to an American first, no exceptions,” the group told WIRED in an unsigned statement.
This isn't the first time tech companies have been targeted over PERM. Earlier this year, OpenAI and a company it acquired agreed to settle accusations from the Trump administration about violating rules for the program. Apple reached a similar deal in 2023.
The administration's disparagement of H-1B visas—one of the most common work visas in the US—has sent waves of panic through Silicon Valley since Trump's reelection. Tech companies are some of the H1-B program's biggest users: So far in the fiscal year 2026, the top three employers with the most visas approved are Amazon, Tata, and Infosys.
Microsoft is No. 5, with 3,688 visas approved in 2026; in 2025, 6,258 visas were approved. According to the company, 80 percent of last year's visas were to extend or change the status of existing Microsoft employees, not to hire new people.
"The remaining filings for new employees were for individuals already legally in the United States who decided to come work for us, and they equal only 1% of our US workforce," Microsoft’s statement said.
It's unclear if Thursday’s announcement would affect the ability of employees at these companies to apply for H1-B visas themselves. The Office of the Vice President and the Department of Labor did not immediately respond to WIRED's request for clarity on if the suspension would impact those seeking H-1B visas.
"It's one thing if you want to bring in someone like Elon Musk" who aims to "build something great in America," Vance said on Thursday. He equated the current state of the H-1B program to bringing "indentured servants" into the US, taking jobs away from American workers. (Musk, who was born in South Africa, came to the US via Canada to pursue a bachelor's degree at the University of Pennsylvania.)
The announcement came shortly before Trump was set to award Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella with the National Medal of Technology and Innovation. When asked about the upcoming event, Vance said, "We’re going to continue to support Microsoft and have a great relationship with Microsoft, but we’re also going to deny them the ability to apply for these permanent residencies until they show that they are going to get serious about putting American workers first.”
Vance also said that the administration is investigating nine universities to see if they might be committing fraud with the J-1 visa program, which allows international candidates to study and conduct research in the US.
“I don’t care how prestigious a university thinks it is, break the law and screw the American people, and I will personally cuff you in the university square," Department of Labor Inspector General Anthony D'Esposito said.
Paresh Dave contributed reporting.
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The New Alexa Tablets Feel Like a Blueprint for an Amazon Phone
Amazon is rumored to be making a smartphone, and the Alexa-powered experiences on its new tablets give us a taste of what might come if that happens.
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Is Amazon making a smartphone? A Reuters report from earlier this year revealed details about a device codenamed Transformer under development, with Amazon's Alexa+ AI assistant as the focus of the experience.
With Amazon announcing a complete rebrand of its tablet line on Thursday—killing the cheap Fire Tablets and replacing them with premium Alexa Tablets that finally run Android with access to the Google Play Store—we now have a blueprint for what an Android-powered Amazon phone could look like.
Amazon's souped-up Alexa+ assistant is front and center on the tablets. There's a persistent “Ask Alexa” widget on the home screen that lets you call on the assistant to ask it questions—you can say “Alexa” to trigger it, too. But Alexa+ now finally has what Amazon calls On-Screen Intelligence. Like Google's Gemini on Android phones or Apple's Siri on iPhones, which can read your screen and answer contextual questions, Alexa now has the same functionality (if you opt in).

The Ask Alexa widget is accessible in the corner of the Alexa Tablet.
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That can be for simple things like summarizing a web page, but it can be used for more complex tasks. Watching a YouTube video about a new product? Ask Alexa whether the product is on Amazon, and if so, add it to your Amazon shopping cart. Perusing an Infatuation article about new restaurants in your area? Ask Alexa to highlight the ones closest to your office.
Alexa also supports “live sessions,” just like Gemini Live or ChatGPT's Voice Mode—it lets you have a free-form back-and-forth conversation with the assistant. Maybe you're focused on a DIY project and want Alexa to spell out instructions slowly at your own pace. It also supports visual intelligence: Point the tablet's camera at anything, and Alexa can identify the object and offer helpful advice. Got a water leak? Point the camera and ask Alexa how to fix it.
These are completely new experiences for Alexa. Amazon's vice president of devices, Kevin Keith, tells WIRED the company “didn't really have the right product to be able to use” these capabilities, but that's now solved with its Android tablets.
But these features would fit right in on a smartphone, where they’d perhaps be even more useful. When I mentioned this to Keith, he laughed and said: “We have nothing to share on that. Interesting idea.”
Amazon notoriously tried to make a smartphone in 2014—the Fire Phone—a massive flop discontinued shortly after launch due to a limited app ecosystem, dismal sales, and an over-reliance on gimmicky features. (Even its designer recently said he was embarrassed by it.) That may partly be why Amazon is retiring the “Fire” branding and killing its budget tablets. People may forget the disaster and won't be reminded of the “Fire Phone” name when the company eventually introduces a new handset.

Alexa+ now features On-Screen Intelligence, allowing the assistant to read the screen to understand context.
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Switching its tablets over to Google's Android (rather than the forked version the Fire tablets ran) and adding the Google Play Store is a silent admission that it's hard to thrive without a healthy app ecosystem. It also sets the phone up for success, as it won't feel app-limited out of the gate like the original Fire Phone.
Alexa+ is right now a paid service that requires an Alexa+ subscription or Amazon Prime. However, Amazon says anyone with its new Alexa tablet gets Alexa+ for free, and this would likely also be the case with an Amazon phone. Amazon’s devices, after all, are vehicles used to drive users to buy stuff on Amazon.com. A 2022 Pew Research Center survey showed that 76 percent of Americans purchase products using a smartphone. It makes sense that Amazon would want more direct control over the hardware people use to make those purchases, especially if it paints Alexa as a helpful assistant that can shop for you.
Recently, Amazon has been on a mission to make its hardware more premium. This crusade seems to have ramped up after Microsoft Surface creator Panos Panay joined the company as head of Devices & Services in 2023. These upscaling efforts include the slew of Echo speakers it introduced in 2025, which saw marked price increases over their predecessors thanks to upgraded hardware. The Kindles announced at the start of October now come in sleek aluminum variants and are thinner and lighter than ever. The latest Alexa Tablets are more powerful, made from aluminum, and feel very iPad-esque.

Amazon hardware chief Panos Panay at a launch event in the fall of 2025.
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Panay spent his final few years at Microsoft on the failed Microsoft Duo folding smartphone. When it launched, he was adamant it wasn't a phone but rather a productivity-focused device that belonged in a new category.
The Reuters report suggests Amazon's phone may feature an “AI interface,” what the industry often refers to as a generative user interface, that eliminates the need for traditional app stores. It could be that when Panay eventually steps on a stage to reveal an Amazon “Alexa” Phone, he'll once again claim it's not a phone, but a helpful AI assistant in your pocket that conforms to your demands—marking a clear departure from every other Android slab on the market.
The smartphone market is in a bit of a predicament right now. Devices are getting more expensive because of the memory crisis, shipments have declined for several quarters in a row, and the duopoly in the US market between Samsung and Apple makes it hard for other players to break through. Established smartphone companies have given up and left the market, like OnePlus this summer or HMD last year.
There isn't much choice left in for American buyers. However, an Amazon phone, made by a company that isn't based in China and backed by Amazon's retail dominance, could quickly swallow the slice of the pie Motorola and Google are fighting over.

This article was downloaded from https://www.wired.com/story/alexa-tablets-blueprint-for-upcoming-amazon-phone/ on Oct 9, 2026 at 10:01 PM EDT.





GEAR | JULIAN CHOKKATTU | OCT 8, 2026 AT 9:00 AM EDT | VIEW ON WIRED
Amazon Snuffs Out the Fire and Rebrands Its Slates as Alexa Tablets
The three new aluminum Alexa Tablets now run Android with full access to the Google Play Store. There are versions for kids too.
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The era of Amazon's Fire tablets—cheap slate computers ranging from $60 to $280—is over.
All of the Fire tablets are being replaced by the all-aluminum Amazon Alexa Tablet. These tablets will, in a first for Amazon, run official Android and have full access to the Google Play Store. The lack of proper app support was always a sticking point for the Fire tablets, which ran a custom version of Android and had a much more limited app library.
The new Alexa Tablet series comes in three models: the Alexa Tablet 12 Pro ($500), Alexa Tablet 11 ($330), and Alexa Tablet 8 ($230), with the numbers corresponding to the display size. Amazon is also offering kids' editions of the latter two devices at the same prices. These include bumper cases for extra protection, a one-year, worry-free guarantee to replace the device if it breaks, and a year of Amazon Kids+ service to fill the tablet with age-appropriate content.
As for Fire tablets, Amazon says it will stop shipping the devices in the next month or two. It will support them for four years from the last ship date. Amazon is committing to at least four years of software updates for the new Alexa tablets, which will launch with Android 16 and will receive Android 17 early in 2027. Preorders for the new Alexa Tablets are open now, and they'll begin shipping on October 14.
Premium Tablets

From left to right: The Alexa Tablet 12 Pro, the Alexa Tablet 11, and the Alexa Tablet 8.
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The experience is largely the same on all three tablets, with aluminum builds designed to mimic the new aluminum Kindles. The MediaTek Dimensity 8189 chip powers the two smaller tablets, whereas the 12-inch device gets a little more power from the MediaTek Dimensity 8400.
The Alexa Tablet 12 Pro is the outlier of the trio, as it's the only one with two display variants: a standard 12-inch LCD screen or a 12-inch Nanomatte display with anti-glare and anti-reflective properties. Upgrade to the Nanomatte—starting at $550—for a matte, paperlike look and feel. With a peak brightness of 500 nits, it should still be bright enough to view in sunlight.
 
	Specs: Alexa Tablet 12 Pro (Nanomatte)	Alexa Tablet 12 Pro (Standard)	Alexa Tablet 11	Alexa Tablet 8
	Display: 12-inch, 2800 x 1840, 3:2 aspect ratio, 120 Hz, 280 PPI, 500 nits, Nanomatte LCD	12-inch, 2800 x 1840, 3:2 aspect ratio, 120 Hz, 280 PPI, 500 nits, LCD	11-inch, 2560 x 1600, 16:10 aspect ratio, 90 Hz, 276 PPI, 500 nits, LCD	8.7-inch, 1340 x 800, 5:3 aspect ratio, 60 Hz, 180 PPI, 400 nits, LCD
	Processor and RAM: MediaTek Dimensity 8400 with 8 or 16 GB of RAM	MediaTek Dimensity 8400 with 8 GB of RAM	MediaTek Dimensity 8189 with 8 GB of RAM	MediaTek Dimensity 8189 with 4 or 8 GB of RAM
	Storage: 128 GB (UFS 3.1) or 256 GB (UFS 4.0)	128 GB (UFS 3.1)	64 or 128 GB	64 or 128 GB
	Battery and charging: 9,000 mAh (16 hours video playback, 20 hours Kindle mode). 27-watt charging	9,000 mAh (16 hours video playback, 20 hours Kindle mode). 27-watt charging	6,500 mAh (15 hours video playback, 20 hours Kindle mode). 18-watt charging	4,600 mAh (14 hours video playback, 19 hours Kindle mode). 18-watt charging
	Cameras: 8-MP front, 13-MP rear	8-MP front, 13-MP rear	8-MP front, 8-MP rear	5-MP front, 8-MP rear
	Extras: Wi-Fi 6E, USB 3.2 Gen 1, DisplayPort, fingerprint sensor, IP52, quad speakers with Dolby Atmos	Wi-Fi 6E, USB 3.2 Gen 1, DisplayPort, fingerprint sensor, IP52, quad speakers with Dolby Atmos	Wi-Fi 6, USB 2.0, fingerprint sensor, IP52, dual speakers with Dolby Atmos	Wi-Fi 6, USB 2.0, IP52, dual speakers
	Colors: Graphite	Graphite	Matcha, Amethyst, Graphite	Rosette, Teal, Graphite

Amazon says it developed this screen in partnership with Corning (the company that makes most of the glass that protects smartphone displays). It's similar to the matte displays found on devices like TCL's Nxtpaper series, though Amazon's vice president of devices, Kevin Keith, says the hexagon-shaped imprint on the Nanomatte display can push out vivid colors and crisp blacks while still retaining those matte properties.
The screen also offers a “really good” writing experience, according to Keith. He says the same engineers who worked on the Kindle Scribe worked with Corning to get that paperlike feel. The screen works with Amazon's new Alexa Tablet Pro Pen ($90), which has 4,096 levels of pressure sensitivity, plus tilt detection. The pen can magnetically dock to the top of the slate for charging and pairing. Amazon also sells a Pro Keyboard ($150) for the Alexa Tablet 12 Pro, which attaches to the device via the pogo pins on the bottom edge—no Bluetooth needed.

Now that Android has recently gained multiwindowing features, attaching the keyboard turns the largest Alexa tablet into a productivity machine: split apps across the screen, resize them into various windows, and “save” several desktop arrangements so you can pick up where you left off.
For the kids’ versions of the Alexa Tablet 11 and Alexa Tablet 8, Amazon says the software is still Android with a heavily customized interface for kid-friendly content and built-in parental controls. Keith says one in five kids in the US has an Amazon tablet, so it'll be interesting to see how that changes now that these devices start at a higher price.
Alexa Front and Center
It may look and feel like Android, but Amazon has tweaked the interface to make these Alexa Tablets feel like Amazon hardware.

The Amazon Alexa Tablet 12 Pro is on the top left, with its Nanomatte display. The Alexa Tablet 11 sits below in Kindle mode, and the Alexa Tablet 8 is on the right.
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The top-left corner of the home screen features a persistent widget called the Dynamic Tab. This scrollable widget lets you dive into Amazon content you may have been consuming on another device—say, if you were reading on your Kindle, watching a movie on Prime Video on your iPhone, or snapped some photos and you want to view them on Amazon Photos.
Swipe right, and instead of Google's Discover feed, you're instead greeted with Amazon's For You experience. Amazon's Fire tablets were a vehicle to put Amazon content in front of your eyeballs, and that hasn't changed with the Alexa Tablets. Again, you can continue consuming content here, with tabs for movies and TV, games, and Kindle. There's also a news feed, and you can tap Alexa prompts for more information on a story.
Uniquely, opening the Kindle app triggers “Kindle mode,” which disables all notifications, turns on the blue light filter, and extends battery life to 20 hours (less on the smaller tablets). You can also choose one of three display treatments in this mode: subtle warmth with natural color, a softened paper tone, or monochrome. There's even a fun page-turn effect that mimics turning a page in a book. As soon as you exit the app, notifications turn back on, and the screen returns to normal. Annotations you make with the stylus will sync with Kindle apps on pen-supported devices, like the Kindle Scribe.

As the tablets’ names suggests, Alexa+ is front and center. So far, Amazon has restricted Alexa+ access to paid subscribers or Amazon Prime customers, but Keith says you don't need to subscribe to anything to use Alexa+ on these devices.
In the bottom-right corner, a persistent “Ask Alexa” chat box lets you call up the virtual assistant immediately. You can also trigger it by saying, “Alexa,” just like an Echo device. It can control your smart home devices, but the marquee addition is Alexa's On-Screen Intelligence. It's opt-in—with an on-screen indicator whenever it's active—allowing the assistant to see what you're looking at and answer contextual questions.
For example, if you're traveling to a new city and are looking at a guide filled with restaurant recommendations, you can ask Alexa, “Which of these is closest to my hotel?” and it can filter the list. Got a schedule for your kid's soccer games? Bring up Alexa and ask it to add all the events to your calendar.
Alexa+ also supports live sessions—much like Google's Gemini Live or ChatGPT's Voice Mode, you can have a real-time back-and-forth conversation with the assistant without speaking the wake word at every turn. Watching a TikTok and wondering whether a product in the video is available on Amazon? Naturally, you can ask Alexa, and the assistant can even add it to your shopping cart.
The hardware may finally have the look and feel of other premium Android tablets, but these slates are still built to keep you hooked on Amazon's retail empire.
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How Massive Is Elon Musk’s Trillion-Dollar Fortune? Spend It Yourself
WIRED has partnered with Neal Agarwal of Neal.fun to create a visualization of Elon Musk’s massive wealth. Here’s how it came together.

Animation: Neal Agarwal
On any given day, Elon Musk is worth about a trillion dollars. This does not mean that he has a trillion dollar bills sitting in an old-timey vault in a dusty basement somewhere; his wealth is mostly tied up in shares of SpaceX and Tesla. But if he were to cash those out, sell Neuralink and the Boring Company, and scrounge together some extra change, his checking account would hit 13 digits.
“Trillionaire” is an easy enough word to say. It’s fun, even! Rolls off the tongue. But research has shown that the human brain has a very hard time comprehending the actual size and scope of large numbers. “Trillion” sounds like a short hop from “billion,” after all, even though it is in fact 1,000 times bigger. And even if you are somehow able to wrap your mind around that immense scale, it still feels abstract, no matter how many times you compare it to the area of Central Park or the weight of a fleet of trucks. Maybe a better way to visualize a trillion dollars, then, is through what you can actually buy with it.

Spend Elon Musk’s Money
What’s it like to be the richest man in the world? Find out for yourself.
By 
WIRED has partnered with Neal Agarwal, the proprietor of the consistently delightful website Neal.fun, to do just that. Spend Elon Musk’s Money is a new visualization that lets you, well, spend Elon Musk’s money, on anything from Big Macs to aircraft carriers to the Las Vegas Sphere. It keeps a tally as you go, so you can actually see how far a trillion dollars gets you these days, and it shows the items you’ve bought in a physical space.
WIRED spoke with Agarwal about this new project, why it feels so relevant now, and the state of building things on the web. You can read that interview below, and waste a few hours on Spend Elon Musk’s money right here.
This interview has been lightly edited for clarity and length.
WIRED: I’ve known about Neal.fun for a long time, I’m a big fan. But describe it for someone who’s never been there.
Neal Agarwal: I never wanted to constrain the site to one thing, so it ended up being almost like a journal at this point. I’ve been running it since I was 19, and it’s kind of a catalog of everything I’m interested in: visualizations, science, weird game mechanics. For me, it’s mostly an exploration of what you can do with a website.
Why is that important to you, the idea of exploring what a website is and means? If there’s one thing I know about you it’s that you love the web.
Very much so. I grew up on the web; I was 8 years old on forums. I probably spent more time in Club Penguin than any real-world walls. I’m definitely a child of the web, and it’s interesting that I’m around the same age as it. It’s a privilege. Painters are working in a medium that’s a thousand years older, a million years older, so a lot of things have already been found out, been fleshed out. But on the web there’s so much that we haven’t figured out yet. I think there’s still a lot of new stuff to discover, and that’s really interesting to me.
I think every medium has distinct things you can do with it. You can turn a book into a movie but it’s not quite the same. There are some things a book is always going to be better at, and vice versa. I think that’s true of the web too. This visualization we’re working on, you can’t print it in a newspaper.
I suspect people might be familiar with some of your individual projects, if not your site itself. To list some off that are huge in my household: The Password Game, Space Elevator, The Deep Sea, Infinite Craft. When something goes viral, as so many of these have, what’s it like on your end? Is it almost boring now to see things blow up?
I think each project has been very different. The ones that excite me the most now are where a lot of people play it and start doing things with it that I did not expect or intend. Within a few days of Infinite Craft launching, people started crafting Japanese words within the game. And they crafted enough Japanese words that they could play the whole game in Japanese. I’ve never released a game before where they unlocked a language.
I had another one called Internet Road Trip; it’s like a simulated road trip but through Google Street View. A Discord formed around that, and people started backseat driving and arguing over which city to go to next, should they make a pit stop here so they can see this monument. People started birdwatching within that game. All these emergent things started happening, and I think the web is really good at that, too. It’s really good at forming communities out of the silliest things, which I find really exciting.
There’s also this contrast with a more closed-off app environment; you don’t really work in apps as a medium.
When I was a teenager I did make some apps, but I always really disliked that Apple and Google had to approve what I could put in them, and you have to wait a week for approval, and if they don’t like your app you have no recourse. So just the idea of having a homepage where it’s like, this is my homepage. Nobody can tell me what to do with it. I can put whatever I want.
We should talk about this visualization, Spend Elon Musk’s Money. It’s sort of a sequel to Spend Bill Gates’ Money, which was one of your first projects, right?
That actually launched with the website itself. I just wanted to showcase how much $100 billion was, which I guess now seems like a little amount of money compared to the trillion we’re working with.
It’s almost quaint, right? The premise is you’ve got a $100 billion counter and a bunch of things you can buy with prices attached to them: a Big Mac, flip-flops, a lobster dinner, a year of Netflix, all the way up to things like a diamond ring, a Ferrari, a McDonald’s franchise, and then up again to the Mona Lisa. And you just keep trying to add it up. What was the response to that game when it first launched?
It was one of the biggest things I’ve launched, and it was really nice to see that the point got across. People understood that this is a way to visualize wealth that isn’t just graphs and bar charts. The game kept finding a new audience over and over again; it was an idea that kept being interesting to people.
And then we come to 2026, and we have a trillionaire in the world, and it felt like maybe the right time to revisit.
Yeah, I think so. There’s a lot more you can do to visualize that, too. That’s why this one is 3D. I think one thing with Spend Bill Gates’ money is, yeah, you can buy 10,000 cars, but it’s still a number on a screen. With Spend Elon Musk’s Money, I want you to see the cars you’re buying on a screen. The amount of physical stuff you can buy—it is an empire.
One thing that I certainly have a hard time with, and I think most people do, is really wrapping your head around what a trillion is. There’s been research that humans are really bad at processing how big the jumps are even from 1 billion to 2 billion, much less getting up to a trillion. Our brains just break.
I think that’s one thing the web is actually really good at, is that you have infinite space. You can visualize these numbers in ways that you can’t do in the physical world. Even for my project The Deep Sea, it’s a 1:1 of the ocean. If you wanted to print that out on paper, it would be a mile long, but on the web you can just keep scrolling and scrolling. So it’s kind of fun to have this infinite scroll mechanic to visualize these huge numbers.
Some of the items carry over from Spend Bill Gates Money, some are different. How did you think about the best mix of options to give people?
This time I was going for more tangible things, so you can visualize it. It’s honestly hard to think of items; once you get to $100 million, there are only so many things out on the market that you can buy. So we have the Las Vegas Sphere in there, and aircraft carriers.
After a point it’s kind of interesting that you’re like, OK, I could buy 1,000 more tanks, what would that really get me? Part of the fun of this one is just the futility of it. At a certain point, what more could a person need?
For sure. I just bought 1,000 monster trucks, and I still have $999,650,000 left.
There were a few different ideas. One is if you had a trillion dollars and just had a stack of money, and as you spend it you see the trillion dollars go down, but it’s actually pretty hard to render a trillion dollars in bills on the page.
I had thoughts of more abstract things. Once you get to a trillion dollars you’re really buying power, so how many companies you could buy or how much influence you have. But for most people, that’s a harder way to visualize things than, like, oh, that is a million racehorses I just bought.
Did you run into any technical challenges building this?
Initially I wanted everything to be 3D models on the site. But if you try to get your laptop to render a million monster trucks, it’s just going to freeze. So I had to do a lot of trickery to get this 3D effect without actually using 3D models.
It doesn’t just tell us about Elon Musk, it tells us about the things we’re buying. I looked back at the original Spend Bill Gates’ Money, and the Big Mac was $2. It’s $6 now. For anything where there’s a direct parallel, you’ve captured a real price jump.
It’s very inflation-adjusted. Which is crazy, because it’s only been six or seven years. If anyone has any recommendations about other items we should add to this, just let me know.
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Life Is Asymmetric. The Scientists Who Figured Out Why Won the 2026 Nobel Prize in Chemistry
Henri Kagan and Kensō Soai designed chemical reactions producing only one of the two mirror-image forms of a molecule—an important finding for the synthesis of pharmaceuticals and other biological substances.

Nobel Committee for Chemistry chairman Heiner Linke explains the research that won the 2026 Nobel Prize in Chemistry.Photograph: Jonathan Nackstrand/Getty Images
The 2026 Nobel Prize in Chemistry was awarded to Henri Kagan and Kensō Soai for discovering a solution to the enigma of nature’s chemical asymmetry, a finding that opened up new avenues for manipulating the reactions used in manufacturing pharmaceuticals and other materials.
Some molecules are chiral, meaning a molecule has two forms that are mirror images of each other but not identical, like your left and right hand. One of the most mysterious chemical phenomena in biology is that living organisms contain almost exclusively one of the two forms. This is known as homochirality.
Both versions of the molecules—each called an enantiomer—have similar physical properties but can behave differently. The Nobel Committee used a simple analogy to explain this: A locksmith can create two mirror-image keys, but “only one of them fits the lock—and the lock can be damaged if your customers try to unlock it with the other key.”
In the development of new drugs that use, for example, amino acids or sugar molecules as a basis, homochirality poses a problem: While one of the enantiomers of these chiral molecules produces the desired therapeutic effect, the other can cause unnecessary and, at times, harmful side effects. Scientists can’t always easily control which version of the molecule they get out of their synthesis.
The discovery of chiral molecules dates back to the time of Pasteur, who found two enantiomers that reacted very differently when exposed to bacteria. Since then, various researchers have attempted to replicate homochirality in the laboratory with the goal of understanding its spontaneous origin and applying this knowledge to the design of controlled reactions for various purposes. However, early experiments yielded equal amounts of the two variants, failing to reproduce the selectivity observed in nature.
At the beginning of the last century, the German chemist Willy Marckwald designed an asymmetric reaction capable of producing a slightly greater amount of one of the two versions. He achieved this using a chiral catalyst—a substance that facilitates a chemical reaction without being consumed and favors the formation of one of the enantiomers. The ratio between the two variants, however, only changed a little.
Later, in 1953, theoretical physicist Charles Frank proposed a mathematical model that outlined three conditions for reproducing homochirality. First, there must be an asymmetric reaction capable of favoring one of the two versions; that imbalance has to be amplified; and the reaction itself has to produce the catalyst that drives it. This last characteristic is called autocatalysis and generates a kind of positive feedback loop, in which a small initial advantage can cause one of the variants to assemble at an ever-faster rate until it dominates the reaction.
This framework formed the basis of Henri Kagan’s research. Beginning in the early 1980s, he focused on refining asymmetric reactions through a detailed study of the catalyst. At that time, scientists typically used catalysts consisting of a metal atom that acted as the reaction’s driving force and a chiral substance that ensured the process was asymmetric. They assumed that if they used a mixture containing equal amounts of the two versions of that chiral molecule, the result would also be a balanced mixture.
Kagan began to question that idea. He realized that the metal atom likely did not interact with just one enantiomer but with both at the same time. This meant that, by mixing versions A and B, three different combinations could form: A-A, B-B, and B-A. The first two would produce molecules that were mirror images of each other. But the A-B combination could behave differently during the reaction.
The A-B combination, the scientist discovered, could slow down the reaction, indirectly favoring the formation of one of the two versions of the final molecule. The phenomenon was called the “nonlinear effect” and represented a new way to manipulate chemical reactions.
“In addition to their practical interest, nonlinear effects are a very valuable tool for studying reaction mechanisms and the nature of catalytically active species,” explained José María Andrés García, a professor in the Department of Organic Chemistry at the University of Valladolid, in a statement reported by SMC Spain.
Inspired by Kagan’s findings, Kensō Soai sought to create a reaction in which the product itself would act as a catalyst and help produce more molecules identical to itself—one of those theoretical conditions for the homochirality. He conducted a test with a substance known as 5-pyrimidylalkanol. At the beginning of the experiment, one version was just 2 percent more abundant than the other version of the molecule. By the end of the reaction, that advantage had jumped to 87 percent.
In the years that followed, Soai worked toward achieving reactions that resulted in the near-absolute purity of one enantiomer, replicating the molecular state inside living organisms. Finally, in 2003, he engineered a reaction in which the starting substances had no defined orientation, but as they reacted, a slightly greater amount of one enantiomer appeared by chance. That tiny difference then produced many more molecules of the same variant. Gradually, that form came to dominate the reaction, accounting for up to 99.99 percent of the final product.
In other words, the reaction formed only one of the two possible enantiomers. As the Nobel Committee stated, “Other than life itself, no one had previously achieved this feat.”
This story originally appeared on
WIRED en Español
and has been translated from Spanish.
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WIRED’s Midterms Races to Watch
From data centers to Elon Musk funding to the AI lobby, the 2026 midterms are the most WIRED elections yet. These are the candidates we’re following closely.
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The midterm elections are a month away and the candidate pool has never been more WIRED. Races are being run—and likely decided—on Silicon Valley funding, data center debates, AI regulation, extremism, and more. From the contests that will decide the Senate to less attention-grabbing ones that will decide who controls voting in key swing states in 2028,  these are the candidates and races we think are most worth watching closely in the weeks to come, and which we'll be keeping an eye on.

WHAT MAKES THIS A WIRED RACE: DOGE, Musk, America PAC, AI lobby
Former America PAC lawyer Chris Gober is running to represent Texas’ newly gerrymandered 10th district. Gober served as counsel for the Texas Republican congressional delegation for the 2025 redistricting effort that saw a new, gerrymandered map created for the 2026 midterms—one that was meant to create five new Republican congressional districts.
In addition to representing Musk’s PAC, Gober’s law firm, Lex Politica, has also represented Elevate New Mexico, a limited liability company that ran an advertising campaign supporting a controversial data center project in the state, as well as the Danube Institute USA, a think tank aligned with Hungary’s former right-wing leader Viktor Orban.
According to reporting from The New York Times, Gober was one of several lawyers who advised on the structure of the so-called Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE) in the weeks leading up to President Donald Trump’s inauguration.
The 10th district also includes Grimes County, where SpaceXAI and Tesla have said they plan to open a 100-million-square-foot “terafab” facility to manufacture semiconductors. In addition to his legal work, Gober’s LinkedIn lists him as general counsel for a lobbying group called Maven Advocacy Partners, the client base of which includes several defense tech startups. (Its name appears to be a reference to the Department of War’s Project Maven, which is supported by tech companies like Palantir and Anduril.) Gober also appears to run another company called Maven Defense Solutions. Both the company and the lobbying group share an address with his law firm, Lex Politica, and his campaign office.
Gober’s campaign has received $747,550 from the American Mission PAC, a right-leaning super PAC that has itself received funding from Leading the Future, a PAC focused on promoting AI-friendly candidates and policies. Leading the Future has raised over $140 million from Silicon Valley billionaires like OpenAI president Greg Brockman and Palantir cofounder Joe Lonsdale, as well as the venture firm Andreessen Horowitz.
This race will be the first in which someone directly involved with Musk and/or DOGE attempts to enter Congress.
A September poll showed Gober leading Rourk 48-41.

WHAT MAKES THIS A WIRED RACE: Extremism, election denial
Former Pinal County sheriff Mark Lamb ran on a “God, family, freedom” platform and won the GOP primary in Arizona’s 5th congressional district with Trump’s endorsement. He also has ties to paramilitary groups, anti-immigration organizations, and the far-right constitutional sheriffs movement.
Though he may not self-identify as one, Lamb appeared to, at one time, be a constitutional sheriff who gained national notoriety for his refusal to enforce Covid restrictions. He has worked with the election-denial group True the Vote to get sheriffs to investigate elections and has also boosted the role of private militias. He even authorized the formation of a civilian posse while serving as sheriff of Pinal County, in response to Black Lives Matter protests in 2020. He regularly appears on right-wing podcasts, including those hosted by white nationalists and conspiracy theorists.
While sheriff, he was accused of sexual misconduct and racist remarks, though he has denied the allegations.
Arizona’s 5th District is solidly Republican, meaning Lamb is likely to become the first constitutional sheriff in Congress. Lamb will be the heavy favorite.
No polls available yet.

WHAT MAKES THIS A WIRED RACE: DOGE
Before launching her congressional campaign, Democratic nominee Lauren Reinhold was a human resources administrator in the Social Security Administration. Like thousands of federal employees, she left her job in 2025 when DOGE and the Trump administration fired government workers, cut programs, and encouraged employees to resign en masse.
Now, she’s running for Congress in Kansas’ 1st district, which encompasses the mostly rural, western half of the state, against three-term incumbent Tracey Mann. The district has long been a Republican stronghold, and Reinhold faces an uphill battle. Though several former federal workers have attempted to run for office in the wake of DOGE’s mass firings of federal workers, Reinhold is one of few that have made it through the gauntlet of the Democratic primaries.
Her race may showcase whether the destruction that DOGE wrought in the first year of the Trump administration will be a real, long-term political liability for Republicans.
No polls available yet.

WHAT MAKES THIS A WIRED RACE: Election denial, looking ahead to 2028
Democratic nominee for Wisconsin governor David Crowley will be facing off against Republican nominee and congressman Tom Tiffany, who has spent the past six years trying to undermine the democratic process in the US.
In December 2020, as a member of Congress, Tiffany signed up for a Texas lawsuit seeking to invalidate Joe Biden’s victory in the presidential election. He also voted against certifying the results in Pennsylvania and Arizona after the Capitol riot on January 6 and has suggested he would have overturned Wisconsin’s results. This year, he has warmly welcomed the FBI’s baseless investigation into the state’s elections.
If Tiffany wins, as governor he would have the power to appoint some of the state’s top officials on the Wisconsin Elections Commission, giving him the ability to install election deniers to oversee voting for the 2028 presidential election.
A Marquette Law School poll at the end of September found that Crowley led Tiffany by just 3 percentage points, 49-46.

WHAT MAKES THIS A WIRED RACE: Election denial, data centers, looking ahead to 2028
Former Atlanta mayor and Democratic nominee Keisha Lance Bottoms and billionaire health care executive and Republican nominee Rick Jackson face a tight gubernatorial race in a pivotal swing state that has continued to be the focus of Trump’s false claims that the 2020 election was stolen.
Jackson has aligned himself with several of Trump’s agenda items. In ads run by his campaign during the primary, Jackson attacked immigrants, trans people, and DEI initiatives. He also ran ads attacking primary opponent and Georgia secretary of state Brad Raffensperger for refusing to cave to the Trump administration’s pressure to overturn the results of the 2020 election. Jackson has supported Republican efforts to redraw Georgia’s congressional map, which would eliminate majority-Black districts, thus favoring Republicans.
Jackson, who said he is invested in a data center in Texas, has also advocated against a moratorium on data centers, instead saying that local communities should choose for themselves whether to allow them.
Bottoms has said she would consider a moratorium and has made health care and expanding Medicaid central to her campaign.
Georgia will likely continue to be a central focus for the Trump administration, both as a place to relitigate the results of the 2020 election and as a critical swing state in 2028. Whoever wins the governor’s race here could determine the certification of future elections and the level to which the state participates in the administration’s national agenda, both with regards to issues like data centers and the erosion of trust in elections.
A recent Rasmussen Reports poll found that Jackson is leading Bottoms, 48-45 percent.

WHAT MAKES THIS A WIRED RACE: Election denial, data centers, surveillance, Elon Musk
Democratic nominee Abdul El-Sayed is running against Republican nominee and former congressman Mike Rogers for Michigan’s crucial Senate seat.
Following a bruising primary, El-Sayed's main controversies have surrounded his criticisms of the war in Gaza and US military aid to Israel. This led to accusations he was too soft on antisemitism and too progressive a candidate for the general election. To secure the fractured Democratic base, El-Sayed has announced he will rally with former president Barack Obama in an effort to court Black voters, according to progressive operatives.
He has also sought to cast Rogers as the face of intrusive government surveillance, WIRED previously reported, at a time when voters have expressed privacy concerns around AI and Flock cameras.
Rogers has denied that characterization and, notably, has backed a one-year moratorium on new data center construction in the state, proactively taking steps to insulate himself from the other major tech issue on the trail.
Rogers, who has gone from refuting Trump’s election conspiracy theories to boosting them, has benefited from Elon Musk–affiliated America PAC funding, which has dumped more than $4 million into this race, mostly in negative ads against El-Sayed.
Michigan is a critical battleground state for both parties this midterm cycle because a path for Democrats to take the Senate majority largely rests on retaining this seat. If Democrats lose Michigan, they would need to flip a total of five Republican seats elsewhere.
A recent report from Hill/Emerson College Polling found that El-Sayed is leading Rogers by a narrow margin, 48-46 percent.

WHAT MAKES THIS A WIRED RACE: DOGE, data centers, election denial, Big Tech, Elon Musk
Republican nominee and entrepreneur Vivek Ramaswamy is running against Democratic nominee and Ohio’s former director of department of health Amy Acton in the state’s gubernatorial election.
So far, Big Tech has been bankrolling Ramaswamy’s campaign, through his super PAC. Elon Musk, Jeff Yass, and Bill Ackman have all donated in the millions. Ramaswamy, who was part of the early vision of Musk’s DOGE, has also been endorsed by Trump.
Besides his Silicon Valley bona fides (Ramaswamy’s view on data centers amount to
give everyone with a data center in their community “free electricity”), Ramaswamy has also espoused many of the Trump administration’s views on elections and other electoral policies. Ramaswamy has suggested that the January 6 attack on the Capitol was an “inside job” and, just this year, called on the Ohio legislature to add a constitutional amendment to the ballot that would enact restrictive voter-suppression measures. The governor of Ohio would be in a position to have more power over elections and could deeply impact the 2028 presidential election.
Polling suggests the race is extremely tight. A September poll from YouGov found that Acton maintains a slight lead over Ramaswamy, 48-45.

WHAT MAKES THIS A WIRED RACE: Election denial, extremism, looking ahead to 2028
A number of secretary of state races across the country could heavily impact what happens for elections in 2028. In most states, the secretary of state is the chief election official; they run and certify elections, from county officials all the way up to the Senate. Now, a number of election deniers across the country are running for their state’s top election job.
In Nevada, Republican nominee Jim Marchant is running against Democratic nominee and current secretary of state Cisco Aguilar. Marchant, a former Nevada state representative, is an avowed election denier who was among the most ardent boosters of election denial in the wake of the 2020 election, going so far as to help arrange a QAnon-associated coalition of candidates for the 2022 midterms.
In 2022, Marchant lost out to Aguilar in the race for the secretary of state, but after winning the GOP primary in June, he’ll once again face Aguilar in November. Critically, Aguilar has stood up to efforts to undermine trust in elections over the course of the past four years, but the winner in November will oversee the 2028 presidential election in Nevada, a swing state that went for Biden in 2020 and Trump in 2024.
This race is a battle between one of the biggest boosters of election denial and one of the strongest defenders of election integrity.
No polls available yet.

WHAT MAKES THIS A WIRED RACE: Data centers, crypto, Elon Musk
While data centers have been a topic for voters across several key midterm races, nowhere is the debate more relevant than the Ohio Senate race.
Former senator and Democratic nominee Sherrod Brown is running against Republican nominee and former GOP lieutenant governor Jon Husted in one of the most contested races this election season. Husted, who has previously championed data center investments, has become a target statewide for his views.
Trump, who has endorsed Husted’s campaign, is adamantly pro–data center and went out of his way to express his opinions at a recent joint rally in Vandalia, Ohio. "We want them," Trump said. Husted’s campaign quickly issued a statement clarifying that Husted believed data centers were best left as a “local decision.”
Husted has been boosted by the Musk-affiliated America PAC, which has poured over $5 million into the Ohio Senate race, mainly in negative ads targeted at Brown, WIRED has previously reported. The only race in which Musk has spent more, according to federal campaign filings, has been the Senate race in Texas, a battleground state seen as a litmus test for Republicans this cycle.
Meanwhile, Fairshake, a super PAC funded by the crypto industry, is also planning to spend at least $30 million against Brown. (In 2024, when Brown lost his Senate reelection race, Fairshake spent $40 million against Brown, who then served as chair of the Senate Banking Committee and was a big crypto critic.)
According to a Bowling Green University poll, Brown leads Husted by three points, 48-45.

WHAT MAKES THIS A WIRED RACE: Elon Musk, social media, election denial, looking ahead to 2028
Texas has become a bellwether state for the midterms this November: If Democratic candidate James Talarico defeats attorney general Ken Paxton, the Democrats have a much better chance of taking the Senate majority.
The state has been ruby-red for decades, and Democrats would not have dreamed of this just months ago. But in a perfect storm, and with an unpopular Republican candidate besieged by scandal, Democrats have the best chance in decades of flipping the seat.
Recent approval polls put Paxton at negative 16, a number worse than every other Republican who is running in a close Senate race. Meanwhile, Talarico has been ahead in every public poll since mid-August.
The problem for Paxton is that he cannot exactly rely on Trump to boost his numbers, since the president is also experiencing negative approval ratings both in Texas and nationally. Paxton has been in lockstep with Trump for years, however. Paxton is an OG election denier, having led a failed multistate effort to overturn the 2020 results.
The silver lining for Paxton has been the colossal outside support that Republicans have marshaled to defend the seat. America PAC's biggest spending has focused on the race, pouring millions into defending the Republican’s seat.
Paxton isn’t universally beloved by Silicon Valley, however: Musk's SpaceX is suing Paxton in his role as state attorney general to stop information about its “terafab” operation being released under public records requests.
Talarico has maintained a narrow but consistent lead in polling; dating back to early June, he’s been ahead in all but two of 24 polls tracked by Silver Bulletin.

WHAT MAKES THIS A WIRED RACE: Data centers, AI lobbying
Republican nominee Riley Owen is running against Democratic nominee Ben McAdams for Utah’s 1st congressional district. Owen briefly served as a White House policy analyst during the first Trump administration and later worked for a startup using drones for conservation efforts. McAdams served as the representative for the state’s 4th Congressional district between 2019 and 2021 but lost to current representative Burgess Owens.
This little-known race has some fascinating funding implications: McAdams has received $1,128,697.73 in donations from Think Big, a PAC that describes itself as supporting “Democratic candidates dedicated to advancing AI innovation in America.” Think Big, in turn, is financed by Leading the Future.
McAdams also has a small stake in a data center project being built in rural Utah that, when completed, is expected to have a much larger power capacity than a controversial nearby project in Box Elder County.
No polls available yet.
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Tristan Harris’ Tech Nonprofit Is Laying Off Most Staff and Going ‘Founder-Led’
The Center for Humane Technology helped spark a movement against excessive screen time, but internal tensions over its direction and strategy have simmered for years, sources tell WIRED.
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The Center for Humane Technology, the online safety group cofounded by former Google product manager Tristan Harris and featured in the hit documentary The Social Dilemma, is laying off about half of its 16 non-founder employees, ex-staffers tell WIRED. The organization is ending its policy research and litigation work to focus instead on what it calls “founder-led” projects.
The nine departures, which include executive director Julie Guirado and senior director of strategy Camille Carlton, arrive shortly after the center scored a series of major courtroom victories against social media companies. The lawsuits drew on its research alleging that the platforms were deliberately designed to keep kids glued to their screens.
But amid that success, internal debates had been brewing for years over the organization’s direction, according to 16 former workers, most of whom spoke with WIRED earlier this year on the condition of anonymity because they feared professional repercussions.
CHT’s board ultimately determined that trying to operate both as an advocacy group fronted by Harris and a think tank producing policy papers had stretched it too thin. Moving forward, the organization will focus on initiatives with its founders at the forefront, including “public education, targeted briefings, and private coordination,” building upon their success “reaching broad audiences and engaging influential decisionmakers,” the board announced last week.
Functions such as assisting in litigation and evaluating AI tools would be eliminated, the board added, without specifying an exact number of layoffs.
“This moment of accelerated AI risk demands we focus on one strategy, and we have chosen to focus on what we have always done best so that we can meet the moment,” board chair Premal Shah said in a statement to WIRED.
In recent years, Harris has joined a growing chorus of voices sounding the alarm about the risks posed by advanced artificial intelligence, warning of a potential “AI takeover” if the software evades control. “We have to act right now before it’s too late,” he told NBC News last month.
The center encouraged people to sign a major petition to pause AI development and helped organize a hearing in Congress about the dangers of chatbots. It also advised on lawsuits and investigations probing AI labs for their design choices, including an ongoing case filed against OpenAI by parents of a teenager who died by suicide after interacting with ChatGPT. Harris also starred in a documentary released on Netflix last month, The AI Doc, which urges viewers to demand that Congress intervene to protect the public from the technology’s risks.
Founded in 2017, the Center for Humane Technology competes with well-established nonprofits and numerous newer entrants for funding and attention to shape AI policy. Cyberattacks by AI agents from OpenAI and other labs have renewed calls to hold tech developers liable for design and engineering failures.
With an annual budget of roughly $6 million and a similar amount in reserves, the center has been funded by wealthy families and foundations. But as it doubles down on Harris, former employees fear resources might be diverted away from addressing what they believe are more pressing concerns about AI’s impact on democracy and civil liberties.
Gail Barnes, who advised the center on social media strategy in its early days, says the board is dropping work that was supposed to convert Harris’ fame “into durable pressure” that could help facilitate real change inside companies.
“Whether that is wisdom or a retreat depends on whether you think the binding constraint on AI right now is still ‘people haven’t heard the argument’ or ‘the argument has no institutional teeth.’ CHT is picking the first,” Barnes says.
Big Star
Harris excels at producing compelling sound bites, and he has long been a fixture in the media, at conferences, and on Capitol Hill. “He’s brilliant. He’s articulate,” a former CHT colleague says. “He could have easily spent his entire career on the dark side. For whatever reason, he came to appreciate that this was messed up.”
Harris cofounded the center with Aza Raskin, the self-proclaimed inventor of the infinite scroll, and Randy Fernando, who once worked in developer education at Nvidia. The goal was to push tech companies to take more responsibility for the social consequences of their products, which in the early days meant examining issues like whether they were fomenting political radicalization or harming the mental health of teenagers. The language Harris used to describe these problems was quickly adopted across Silicon Valley.
Internal documents from Meta released in court this year show company researchers discussed reaching out to Harris as early as 2018, when his warnings that apps were intentionally designed to be addictive entered the mainstream. His national profile grew further with the release of The Social Dilemma on Netflix in 2020.
“It’s hard to understate how helpful The Social Dilemma was for launching tech accountability” as an advocacy field, says a leader at another nonprofit, who also sought anonymity to protect their relationship with CHT.
But inside the organization, Harris sometimes clashed with his team about whether to focus their efforts on consumers, tech companies, or lawmakers, former staffers say. Some colleagues grew frustrated with Harris’ frequently shifting whims, describing the organization’s culture as needlessly “frenetic” and “insanity-inducing.” Shah disputed the characterization, but acknowledged the center’s culture is fast-paced given the urgency of its mission.
The center developed an online course at one point for tech workers who wanted to learn how to build humane systems, and while it drew thousands of participants, CHT decided to retire it as Harris’ focus shifted to concerns about AI, according to people familiar with the project. Another initiative to create resources for educators to make sense of issues around screen time fell by the wayside, the people say. Harris kept coming back to the center being “a vehicle for him to speak to the world,” according to one ex-employee.
The center’s podcasts and videos featuring Harris and Raskin have attracted large audiences, former workers say. Harris also landed private meetings with US lawmakers and executives at top tech companies. Former employees describe the group’s strategy as putting more emphasis on “grasstops” activism over the more familiar “grassroots,” which some viewed as misguided.
Shah says CHT believes “mass communications creates grassroots pressure, which unlocks action from the grasstops” and that Harris “is one of the very few people in the world who is invited and can communicate effectively to mass media audiences across the political spectrum.”
Some former employees allege that CHT’s founders were eager to remain Silicon Valley insiders, and thus were more reluctant to criticize companies where they previously worked or where close personal contacts have worked. (Shah disputes the characterizations and says CHT “has always been tough on companies.”)
Some ex-employees described Harris’ management style as taxing, which they allege led to high turnover. In 2023, employees returned from a staff retreat feeling upset after being asked to participate in trust-building exercises they felt were overly personal, according to several former workers. CHT’s independent board members got involved, and Harris later stepped down as executive director to become the organization’s president, according to the former employees.
Shah says that employee turnover "stemmed from differences in problem analysis and approaches to achieving the organization’s core mission.” He also denied that Harris’ role change was related to what happened at the retreat.
Whatever turmoil may have been happening inside CHT, the broader strategy Harris used to go after tech companies was paying off. In 2021, state attorneys general across the US opened investigations into Meta and later sued the company for allegedly misleading teens and parents. This year, Meta agreed to settle some of the lawsuits for billions of dollars. Juries, including one that heard testimony from Raskin, put the company on the hook for additional penalties in separate cases. Other social media platforms agreed to settle similar litigation this year.
In an interview with WIRED earlier this year, the leader of the other tech nonprofit praised CHT’s less flashy work in statehouses and courtrooms. The shift away from it is “disappointing,” the person says now. “Change comes from movements and democracy, not celebrities and backrooms.”
Some former employees say they expect that CHT will increasingly resemble what they jokingly refer to as the “Center of Helping Tristan.” Shah says the organization’s sole goal is ensuring “today’s most consequential technologies serve humanity.”

This article was downloaded from https://www.wired.com/story/tristan-harris-tech-nonprofit-is-laying-off-most-staff-and-going-founder-led/ on Oct 9, 2026 at 10:02 PM EDT.





SCIENCE | JAVIER CARBAJAL | OCT 8, 2026 AT 5:15 AM EDT | VIEW ON WIRED
A Scientist Working on the ‘IceCube’ Neutrino Detector Explains the Nobel Prize–Winning Technology
“Detecting a neutrino is like looking for a needle in a haystack,” says Juan Carlos Díaz Vélez, who breaks down why researchers are looking for the cosmic particles under the Antarctic ice.

Workers at the construction site of China's new underground neutrino detector, JUNO.Photograph: Qiu Xinsheng/Getty Images
“for some reason, I woke up at 5:30, and the first thing I did was go to the New York Times website to check the headlines,” Juan Carlos Díaz Vélez recalls of the previous morning. “To my great surprise, there was a breaking news story: Francis Halzen had just been awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics. I immediately started sending messages, only to discover that my colleagues in Europe had found out long before I did.”
Juan Carlos Díaz Vélez works at the Wisconsin IceCube Particle Astrophysics Center at the University of Wisconsin–Madison. The new Nobel laureate is his boss.
“When I arrived at the WIPAC offices, everyone was smiling and congratulating one another,” Díaz Vélez says. “We gathered in the conference room to watch the press conference with Francis Halzen, who was in Italy at the time attending a conference. We’ll wait for his return to celebrate, and in the meantime, we’ll keep working on the neutrino study, because this work never ends.”
That work is detecting an elusive particle using detectors inside a big block of ice.

Professor Francis Halzen of the University of Wisconsin–Madison joined virtually from Italy to share the news that he had won the 2026 Nobel Prize in Physics.
Photograph: Andy Manis/Getty Images
“Neutrinos are subatomic particles that participate in reactions within the nuclei of atoms,” Díaz Vélez explains. “They are produced by radioactivity on Earth—and even in watermelons and bananas, due to their potassium-40 content—as well as in our own bodies.”
Not that any of us notice. These particles do not interact easily with matter. As their name suggests, neutrinos have no electric charge, so they can travel through space in a straight line without being affected by magnetic fields, and they constantly pass through the entire Earth without interacting with a single atom. “Neutrinos from the sun are so abundant that 1 billion of them pass through the nail of a thumb every second,” Díaz Vélez says.
The neutrinos studied by Halzen’s team are not the run-of-the-mill particles we’re encountering constantly—if unknowingly. They are interested in very high-energy neutrinos that come from deep space. These cosmic particles may originate from supernova remnants or even black holes. The intense magnetic fields of such phenomena can accelerate particles like protons to very high energies.
“When these particles collide with the interstellar medium—which consists of gas and plasma—they produce gamma rays and neutrinos,” Díaz Vélez says. “That is why neutrinos are perfect messengers from high-energy cosmic-ray sources. The highest-energy neutrino sources we have detected come from active galactic nuclei, which contain supermassive black holes.”
And the team Díaz Vélez is part of has detected such neutrinos at a facility located at the geographic South Pole known as the IceCube Neutrino Observatory—no relation to the famous rapper. The observatory contains an array of 5,160 optical sensors buried deep underground, covering 1 cubic kilometer of ice.
“The South Pole ice sheet is very transparent at a depth of 1.5 kilometers, so the sensors can detect the light produced by subatomic particles called muons, which are generated as a result of rare interactions between neutrinos and ice atoms,” says Díaz Vélez, who also participated in the construction of IceCube in 2010. The observatory began operations the following year.
The project’s first major discovery was the detection of neutrinos from astrophysical sources outside our solar system. One of the most notable sources was TXS 0506+056, located in collaboration with other observatories that collected various gamma-ray, optical, and radio signals. TXS 0506+056 is a high-energy blazar, a galaxy that appears extremely bright and revolves around a supermassive black hole. The researchers looked for other objects with similar characteristics and confirmed that this class of sources is capable of producing high-energy neutrinos. More recently, they have been able to observe the Milky Way as a diffuse source of neutrinos.
In addition to astronomy, IceCube has made significant contributions to our understanding of the nature and behavior of these particles. For example, there are three known types of neutrinos, and last year’s Nobel laureates in physics discovered that these particles can transform from one type to another as they travel. IceCube has enabled increasingly precise measurements of this phenomenon.
“Another area of research is cosmic rays, which is what I focus on,” says Díaz Vélez. “We have discovered that they do not come uniformly from all directions but rather from preferred directions, and this tells us about the distribution of their sources in the galaxy.”
Cosmic rays consist of protons and nuclei of heavier atoms, and they constitute a very high portion of the project’s data. “Detecting a neutrino is like looking for a needle in a haystack,” the researcher says. “For every neutrino IceCube detects, more than a million muons produced by cosmic rays are detected.”
Díaz Vélez serves as the product coordinator for the IceCube collaboration, overseeing the processing of experimental data and the production of simulations. “This involves calculating the direction of arrival, the energy, and the type of particle detected every two milliseconds,” he says. “We also need to simulate cosmic rays and neutrinos at comparable rates. Both tasks require high-performance computing networks distributed around the world, totaling approximately 10,000 CPU cores and 1,000 GPUs.”
The researcher notes that while the IceCube project is based in Antarctica and headquartered in Wisconsin, it’s an international collaboration of 450 people at 58 institutions across 14 countries. Many of those involved in the work are masters and doctoral students, and although the award bears only one scientist’s name, behind that name lies the work of dozens of colleagues.
“It’s worth mentioning that Francis is a great figure and a leader but also a very friendly and generous person,” says Díaz Vélez. “In general, we see him more as a colleague than as a boss. In fact, if it weren’t for his passion and dedication, this experiment would never have been successful.”
This story originally appeared in
WIRED en Español
and has been translated from Spanish.
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The Man Behind a West Bank Telegram Channel Trying to Keep Palestinian Drivers Safe
With no accurate Big Tech mapping app to help him, Anas Hattab launched a Telegram group to get himself home at night. Now nearly 350,000 Palestinians rely on it to navigate the occupied West Bank.
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The first time we were supposed to meet Anas Hattab, he canceled at the last minute: There was no way to make it from his hometown in Tulkarm, in the northern West Bank, south to Ramallah, where we were meeting, and back before it got dark. That trip, which used to take him an hour, now often takes two to three hours—and some days far longer—because of Israeli military checkpoints on the way. This was one of those days.
At 30, Hattab’s life now revolves around these checkpoints—perhaps more than any other Palestinian in the occupied West Bank. But he has also transformed his community’s approach to them: Nearly 350,000 people follow his traffic Telegram group, which has closed a gap left open by major navigation apps that fail Palestinian users. Local radio stations build their hourly road segments off his dispatches. A routing system used by West Bank companies and a new local app pull his data into their own.
It began in 2019. Hattab was working during the day as a digital designer at a newspaper in Ramallah. When one shift ended, he started another, this time as the paper’s delivery driver. That meant that most nights, Hattab had to drive all around the West Bank. After loading the fresh editions into his car, he would drive north, looping through the cities of Nablus and Jenin, eventually reaching his home in Tulkarm by dawn. He found himself dodging Israeli military raids, settlements he had to route around and, most of all, unpredictable checkpoints, which could cause hours-long delays and where armed Israeli soldiers could search him or his car.
For decades, Israel has restricted or barred Palestinian vehicles from many of the main arteries through the West Bank, while Israeli vehicles pass freely. Popular navigation apps like Google Maps don't account for any of it. They do not mark the 942 checkpoints, gates, and other barriers that now fragment the territory, and they default to what their algorithms deem the fastest routes, many of which run through settlements and areas under Israeli control. A Palestinian driver who follows their directions risks being arrested, fined, or shot.

Israeli checkpoints frequently make it difficult to travel even short distances in the West Bank, often blocking traffic for hours at a time.
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Navigating these uncertain roads, night after night, wore on Hattab. He knew he wasn't the only one. “People were scared to leave their governorates,” he says. At the core of that fear was an information void. So he began devising a way to fill it, for himself and every other Palestinian in the West Bank.
Seven years ago, Hattab launched a Telegram group called “Road Conditions.” The idea was that people would share information with each other about movements at checkpoints—warn each other about delays or closures, about settler or military presence and violence. Hattab posted the link in local news groups, and waited. They came in a trickle, at first, and then, as checkpoints began to multiply in 2022 and delays got worse, they came in a flood.
As more people joined Road Conditions, the pressure on Hattab mounted. When checkpoints locked down major cities, the number of users could spike, sometimes by thousands at a time. Dozens of commuters would ask about the same checkpoint, and answers would pour in at once. “Clear,” “open,” “closed.” All three could be true within the same hour. "Ten minutes is a long time," Hattab says. "Things change instantly." The questions landed on him, thousands of messages a day. “In the beginning,” he says, “I barely slept.”
When Hattab started Road Conditions, his odometer read 70,000 kilometers. Within four years it read 274,000, inside a territory barely 130 kilometers from tip to tip. It is the equivalent of driving around the Earth more than five times, without ever leaving the West Bank.
What began as a crowdsourced tool for people to help each other navigate the occupied West Bank was becoming an essential utility. To keep Road Conditions reliable, soon after launching the group in 2019, Hattab closed the public chat and asked the most active contributors to become moderators. More than a dozen volunteers now run the feed. Drivers from every corner of the West Bank send them reports, usually with a photo or video. Moderators check these updates by asking others on the ground, cross-checking other local pages, or driving the roads themselves.
As Road Conditions grew, users asked about roads in cities Hattab had never been to. Nothing goes out until he or the moderators have checked it. Before posting a checkpoint is closed, they need to know where it is, whom to ask to verify the update, and what route a driver can take instead. So for six months, Hattab spent his days off driving with no destination. "I'd get in the car, get lost, wherever I ended up, I ended up," he says. He stopped to ask locals for the name of every checkpoint and bypass road until he held the whole map of alternative routes in his head.

A view of the “Road Conditions” Telegram channel Hattab created.
Photograph: Samar Hazboun
After October 7, 2023, a situation that was already dangerous became a crisis. An investigation we published in September, in partnership with the Palestine Reporting Lab, Arab Reporters for Investigative Journalism, and Lighthouse Reports, found that checkpoint delays have increased by more than 50 percent since then. Our analysis found that the average commuter in the West Bank now loses about 77 hours every year taking roundabout routes to avoid checkpoints. Towns that were once quick, 10-minute drives apart have been severed by gates and other obstacles that turn those trips into hour-long voyages. To arrive at our analysis, we went searching for data about checkpoint delays, about when they are open and closed. No official data exists. So our reporting team looked to the Telegram group that Hattab built, scraping the updates that originated from Road Conditions to produce a comprehensive database of the way checkpoints work.
Not long after October 2023, Hattab was driving home at 2 in the morning when a soldier at a checkpoint near the city of Qalqilya stopped him and took his phone. The soldier scrolled through some 20,000 photos Hattab had received on the group of traffic around checkpoints. “You photographed a military site!” the soldier said, then stepped aside to speak with an officer on his radio. The soldier came back and ordered Hattab to delete everything. “I started deleting, in all naivety,” Hattab says. He had erased thousands of photos before the soldier walked back over and told him to go.
“I make sure not to show the military jeeps, not to show one soldier,” Hattab says.
Hattab quit the newspaper and took a job as a sales representative for a construction equipment company because it would put him on a different road every day. “My point is not sales,” he said. “It's Road Conditions.”
Israeli settlers, living in the nearly 150 official settlements and an additional 185 new “outposts” established in the West Bank since 2023—all of which are illegal under international law—have in recent years become a daily threat. In March 2025, at the Yitzhar junction on Route 60, near Nablus, Hattab watched a settler cut off a coffee bean delivery truck directly ahead of him, get out, and beat the driver in the middle of the road. “He was screaming and cursing, armed, beating the driver, grabbing him, punching him, grabbing him again,” he says. Hattab posted the update to the group. That year, the Colonization and Wall Resistance Commission documented nearly 5,443 settler attacks. In the first eight months of 2026, it recorded about 4,766.
At 4 o’clock one January morning in 2025, news was circulating about Israeli troops on the road out of the city of Tulkarm. By 7, no one knew if they were still there, and no one wanted to be the one to find out.
Hattab was heading from his home in Tulkarm to Ramallah that morning. He started the car. He turned onto the road that people had been asking about and drove slowly, watching the road ahead.
The path was clear. He posted it to the group. “By the grace of God, it was easy this time,” he says.
Hattab knows the roads better, he would wager, than almost anyone now. When a major junction closes, he can predict the closures that follow across a whole corridor, “like dominoes,” he says. “Think of ants. You set their path with a toothpick on the ground.”

Anas Hattab, creator of “Road Conditions.”
Photograph: Samar Hazboun
With no institutional support and two young children, Hattab sometimes doubts if he can keep going: “You’re supposed to give your family the best life, not give up stable income for a Telegram group.” To him, it's already more than that.
Other innovators have stepped into the fray, launching new apps and groups to help drivers manage traffic. In 2025, for instance, computer engineers Musab Nuirat and Ahmed Gharib launched A Ween Rayeh (Where Are You Heading?). It’s a Palestinian application that aggregates data to produce a real-time heat map of traffic. It was, by Nuirat’s count, the seventh local attempt to build a functional navigation system in the West Bank. And like nearly all the other efforts, A Ween Rayeh relied on Hattab’s data to update its map.
Hattab knows how important what he’s built has become. So he continues. Hattab knows the operation should be 10 times the size. And he knows he should be able to compensate the moderators. But as a volunteer himself, he has no way to pay them. “I can't give them more than a thank you,” he says.
Hattab considers it his duty. “You know how a taxi driver has souls with him in the car, and he has to drive carefully? Same principle.” Mistakes happen, no one can verify every update in real time. “In the end,” he says, “aren't we living in this country at our own risk?”
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The Atlantic’s Near-Record Hurricane Drought Is About to End
Tropical Storm Isaias is set to become the basin’s first hurricane of the season, bringing life-threatening rain and storm surge to the Gulf Coast.
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The 2026 Atlantic
hurricane season has been mercifully dull, but that’s set to change this week. Tropical Storm Isaias is forecast to become the season’s first hurricane before making landfall somewhere between Mississippi and Florida by the weekend.
El Niño has turned the Atlantic basin into a graveyard by changing winds high in the atmosphere so that they rip apart storms. That’s helped depress tropical cyclone activity to near-record-low levels and resulted in zero hurricanes. That could change imminently, though.
Isaias is churning in the Gulf of Mexico with winds of 65 mph, according to the latest update from the US National Hurricane Center. That’s just a shade below hurricane strength. The storm is forecast to pass over a patch of abnormally warm water, providing fuel for it to blossom into a hurricane. It could peak as a Category 2 storm with winds of 110 mph as it lumbers to the northeast. The storm is expected to weaken due to those aforementioned gnarly winds shortly before it makes landfall somewhere along the Gulf Coast.
The NHC has issued hurricane watches for all the coastline in Mississippi and Alabama as well as parts of the Florida Panhandle. (Tropical storm watches extend into Louisiana as well.)
Folks in that region can expect rainfall totals of up to 7 inches, though some spots in the Panhandle could see as much as 10 inches and storm surge as high as 7 feet. Tornadoes aren’t out of the question either. In other words, it’s a storm to take seriously.
Isaias could make also (or at least tie) history as the latest first Atlantic hurricane to form on record. The current record was set in 1905, when the season’s first hurricane formed on October 8. There’s still one more update scheduled for Isaias on Wednesday, so it’s possible it could just miss out on tying that mark.
Record or not, Isaias is indicative of the hurricane season that wasn’t. This year’s Atlantic hurricane season was forecast to be below average. But it’s been even quieter than expected owing to an El Niño that’s been dubbed “super,” “Godzilla,” and “supersized.” The superlatives—which meteorologists will be quick to tell you are not official designations—are indicative of the strength of this year’s event. El Niño is measured by ocean temperatures in a part of the tropical Pacific, and this year’s iteration has seen record highs throughout the summer and first part of fall.
The intensity has had a heavy hand in rearranging the atmosphere around the world, including over the Atlantic. Saharan dust has also played a role in quieting things by making the air in one of the major areas where hurricanes develop too damn dry.
For a sense of how that has impacted the Atlantic hurricane season, we can look at some averages. From 1991 to 2020, the basin saw an average of 14 named storms, seven hurricanes, and three major hurricanes—that is, storms of Category 3 or greater—annually, according to NHC data. This year has seen eight tropical storms and one soon-to-be hurricane.
Another metric to measure the season is accumulated cyclone energy (ACE for short), which takes into account not just the number and intensity of storms but how long they stick around. The ACE to date for 2026 is 10.8 units. The average for this time of year? Nearly 102, according to data maintained by Colorado State University. Most of that energy typically accumulates from mid-August through late September.
None of this is to say there might not be another surprise storm in the coming weeks. But with El Niño continuing to intensify and the peak of the season well past, the odds of this season seeing a sudden spurt of activity are minimal at best.
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Shaq Got Hacked. Now He’s Pitching for a VPN
At a recent event for security firm NordVPN, NBA superstar Shaquille O’Neal revealed that he got hacked—and warned the public about the need to “have control of their own information.”

Photograph: Kevin Dietsch/Getty Images
At a promotional event in Times Square on Wednesday for the security company NordVPN, brand ambassador Shaquille O’Neal said he is eager to raise awareness among regular people about the importance of digital security and personal privacy.
“I have a video of me beating up Charles Barkley, and I wouldn't want the world to see that. That was a joke,” O'Neal says. “But everybody needs to have control of their own information.”
After being targeted by scammers who claimed that he was trying to buy a house and they were working on the transaction, O’Neal says, he realized he needed to learn more about cybersecurity and digital defense.
“I was hacked for the first time, not a bad hack, and I didn't know what to do,” he told reporters. “So I had to look into it. Once that happened, I really had to start paying more attention, because I would think nothing like that could ever happen to me, but it could happen to anybody.”
O'Neal, of course, is not just anybody. Still, the four-time NBA champion and media personality says that he doesn't have particularly sensitive data on his devices and tries to live a normal life as much as possible. When WIRED asked, though, whether he worries that he needs to take extra precautions to protect himself and loved ones as a result of his high profile, O'Neal said, “Yes, I think about it all the time, but I don't let it consume me, because if you let it consume you you can go crazy. But you have to be able to have great reactionary skills if something happens.”
A prolific tech investor who was early to AI, O'Neal emphasizes that the goal of his relationship with NordVPN is to inform the public and help people protect themselves. NordVPN is, well, known for its VPN. But the company has other offerings, including antivirus, threat detection, and scam-defense products that are geared toward accessibility for consumers. Marijus Briedis, the company's chief technology officer, says he was surprised by the findings of a recent NordVPN poll showing that 73 percent of Americans have an overconfidence in traditional antivirus and believe it can protect them against anything from identity theft to online tracking.
“The weakest link is between the computer and the chair, and I've been thinking so much about how to solve that problem,” Briedis told WIRED. “So the thing we are doing right now is focusing on education. It's a really interesting problem, how to do it in the best way. It's still haunting me in my dreams.”
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Elon Musk’s America PAC Is Quietly Funding November’s Most Consequential Elections
America PAC’s approach has been unusual: for every dollar it has spent supporting GOP Senate candidates, it has spent almost three dollars attacking Democrats.
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Elon Musk’s America PAC is focusing its war chest on the most consequential Senate races this midterm cycle—and doing so by financing attack ads on Democrats, as voters nationwide sour on the Trump administration’s agenda.
The trend of political parties and outside groups focusing on trashing their opponents is not a new phenomenon. But America PAC's approach has been unusual: for every dollar it has spent supporting GOP Senate candidates, it has spent almost three dollars attacking Democrats.
To monitor America PAC's spending on digital ads and mailers this cycle, our ace team at WIRED has created a live tracker that updates daily and highlights where Musk's political contributions are heading as we enter the waning years of Trump’s second term.
The political stakes are especially high for Republicans this midterms cycle because of the possibility of Democrats taking the majority in the US Senate, should the party flip four battleground races and retain three of the Senate seats it currently holds.
For Musk, the implications of a Democratic-controlled Senate would also be far-reaching, as he personally could become the target of congressional investigations, while his companies might be affected by bills related to tech and AI regulation.
Texas Senate Race
For the critical Texas Senate race, America PAC has poured more than $9.4 million into ads opposing Democratic candidate James Talarico and roughly $1.8 million into ads backing Republican candidate and state attorney general Ken Paxton.
The lopsided spending here is perhaps the least surprising of all of the close Senate contests. Paxton comes with so much personal baggage—from facing impeachment charges that were eventually dropped to having his wife (who has since endorsed him with an ad that doesn’t mention him by name) file for divorce on “biblical grounds”—that trying to boost him with ads highlighting his background is tough.
Republicans in Texas also cannot realistically do positive ads of President Donald Trump and Paxton together, since both men have terrible approval ratings.
The largest single expenditures by America PAC have been two $1.3 million digital media buys opposing Talarico. America PAC has not put any money into television ads, which is being handled by other groups, like MAGA Inc., the Trump-affiliated super PAC.
Meanwhile, the Senate Republican Conference–affiliated Texas PAC has so far booked the lion's share of television ads. Punchbowl News reported last month that Texas PAC has booked around $120 million and was looking to buy $100 million in ad slots before November 3.
Ohio Senate Race
In Ohio’s Senate race, America PAC has spent $3.3 million against Democrat Sherrod Brown compared to $1.6 million supporting Republican candidate Jon Husted.
Husted has been struggling to distance himself from supporting data centers at a time when voters in the state have become fed up with rising costs associated with the projects. Husted has been tagged as "the face of data centers" because of a planned Nvidia data center project in Ohio that will be leased by OpenAI, and for his past support for data centers when he served in the state government.
The effort by Brown to cast Husted as the champion of data centers has in fact been so effective that a memo by the Senate Republicans' campaign arm in August said it was tying an anchor around the neck of Husted's public polling.
At a rally this week in Ohio, despite the cratering public support for data centers, Trump could not help himself and declared to the crowd: “We want them.” Husted’s campaign quickly replied that it should be a “local decision.”
Iowa Senate Race
In Iowa, America PAC has spent $1.5 million hitting Democratic candidate Josh Turek, while only spending roughly $100,000 supporting the Republican candidate Ashley Hinson—the biggest disparity, according to the WIRED tracker.
To put that another way: To date, Musk's political operation has spent a staggering 14 times more attacking Turek than supporting Hinson.
This could be because Hinson has taken great pains to distance herself from Trump's agenda. She recently called on Trump to ban diesel exports and end the Iran war (after previously voting six times against the House resolution to end the conflict), after Turek called for both of those measures.
To illustrate the upside-down nature of this race, Hinson recently launched attack ads against Turek, accusing him without evidence of having “received tens of millions in support from men in the Epstein files,” a remarkable situation given that Trump has sought to tamp down any mention of the files because of the negative blowback on him personally.
Once again, pro-Republican ads are likely not helpful when the candidate is trying to run a race apart from Trump and is barely ahead in the polls in what should be a safe Republican seat. In the most recent New York Times/Siena poll, Hinson was just one single, solitary point ahead of Turek.

This is an edition of Hugo Lowell’s
Inner Loop newsletter. Read previous newsletters here.
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The Science Behind the Nobel-Winning Technology That Controls Neurons With Light
Optogenetics revolutionized neuroscience, but its origins come from an entirely brainless organism—an alga.

Nobel Committee Secretary General Thomas Perlmann speaks to the media about this year's laureates—Karl Deisseroth, Peter Hegemann, and Georg Nagel—during the announcement of the winners of the 2026 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine.Photograph: Jonathan Nackstrand/Getty Images
The Karolinska Institute awarded the 2026 Nobel Prize in Medicine to researchers Karl Deisseroth of Stanford University, Peter Hegemann of Humboldt University in Berlin, and Georg Nagel of the University of Würzburg. Their discoveries led to the development of optogenetics, a technique where scientists can turn individual nerve cells on or off using beams of light.
According to Per Svenningsson, chair of the Nobel Committee for Medicine, “Optogenetics provides opportunities for mapping the brain in a way that we could once only dream of.” No other technique allows for such precise study of a living brain, helping researchers better understand the functions of our nervous systems as well as various neurological diseases and disorders.
But this prize is not just a celebration of neuroscience. It also serves as a triumphant example of what can happen when different disciplines of biology converge, as the findings that served as the basis for the development of optogenetics emerged from research in microbiology.
At the end of the last century, Peter Hegemann began a series of studies to understand how the single-celled alga
Chlamydomonas is able to detect and react to light. Previous research documented that Chlamydomonas has an “eye spot,” a small orange dot on its surface that contains a light-sensing molecule called retinal.
Hegemann used tiny electrodes to measure the electrical signals generated by the alga and to expand our understanding of this structure’s rapid response. The scientist discovered that the organism was capable of producing an electrical impulse about 0.5 milliseconds after receiving light. This response time is 20 times faster than that of the human eye, whose light detection process takes at least 10 milliseconds.
Hegemann suggested that light detection in the alga must be the result of a much simpler process than that identified in the human eye. In the early 1990s, he proposed that the eye spots contained a protein that both detected the light and responded to it, likely opening as a channel to let ions through. At the time, this hypothesis sparked controversy. Many ion channels had been documented up to that point, but none could respond to light on their own.
To test his theory, the scientist attempted to isolate the light-sensitive proteins from the eye spot. However, when removed from their natural environment, these proteins became unstable. Later, a group of Japanese researchers sequenced the complete DNA of Chlamydomonas, which allowed Hegemann’s team to identify two genes that would create proteins with the expected characteristics of a possible light-sensing channel.
Georg Nagel took the next step of verifying the function of the genes. He introduced copies of each of the identified genes separately into different groups of frog eggs. The eggs began to produce the corresponding proteins, which eventually localized to the cell membranes. Nagel then turned on the lights.
Both proteins functioned as ion channels that opened when exposed to light. He named the genes channelrhodopsin-1 and channelrhodopsin-2. Further experiments showed the protein produced by this second gene—called ChR2 for short—opened especially quickly, the flow of ions occurring in just 0.2 milliseconds. It explained the extraordinary speed of the light reaction originally observed in Chlamydomonas.
When the researchers introduced the gene into mammalian cells—which do not normally respond to light—the cells generated an electrical signal when illuminated. This is what got the neuroscientists particularly excited.
Ion channels are important across many types of cells, but they do some especially heavy lifting in our nervous systems. The electrical impulses that neurons use to communicate with one another, as well as other tissues in our body, are mediated by the flow of ions in and out of the cell. If you can control the ion channels, you can control the neuron.
This is where Karl Deisseroth comes in. Deisseroth was searching for a method that would allow him to toggle the activity of specific nerve cells in a living brain. In his view, this tool could expand our understanding of brain functions and open new avenues for treating conditions such as depression and schizophrenia.
Following the discovery of ChR2, he asked Nagel for the DNA sequence so he could introduce it into rat nerve cells. The neurons, growing in dishes, produced ChR2 and, when illuminated with blue light, reacted immediately—sending an electrical impulse that propagated to other neurons. This result, obtained in 2005, was decisive in establishing ChR2 as a tool for neuroscience.
In the following years, Deisseroth, Hegemann, and Nagel collaborated to identify other proteins capable of activating or deactivating neurons using different wavelengths of light. With this toolkit, researchers can now design experiments where one group of neurons is turned on by one wavelength of light and another set of neurons is controlled by a different wavelength.
The term optogenetics was coined in 2006 and has since been implemented in a variety of studies. “Using optogenetics, researchers have been able to reveal neural circuits governing specific memories, feelings, and behaviors relevant for neurological and psychiatric disorders. In clinical medicine, researchers are using the method in attempts to restore sight in people with visual impairment,” the Nobel Assembly at the Karolinska Institute stated in a press release.
This story originally appeared on
WIRED en Español
and has been translated from Spanish.
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These Researchers Made AI Drive a Toyota Corolla to Get In-N-Out
Three engineers put GPT, Claude, and Grok in charge of a real car. Only one of them was successful.

Photo-Illustration: WIRED Staff; Getty Images
Aditya Ramabadran, Simon Mahns, and Tobias Gessler, three AI engineers at a startup called Axiom, recently fancied In-N-Out Burger for lunch.
They weren’t about to drive themselves, though. Sitting in a 2024 Toyota Corolla near the Bay Area restaurant’s drive-thru lane, they opened a laptop and asked OpenAI’s GPT-6 Astra to take the wheel. They linked a chat interface to a server, which was connected to several windscreen-mounted cameras and the car’s power steering system. A safety driver kept one foot above the brake, just in case.
The AI model, which is normally tasked with generating text, code, and the odd image, slowly but surely navigated the vehicle up to the take-out window so they could collect their food.
“Maybe AGI is here after all,” one of the engineers remarked, referring to artificial general intelligence, the much-ballyhooed idea of machines that can match human intelligence.
Self-driving cars are nothing new, of course, but they’re normally operated by algorithms specifically trained and engineered for the task. In this case, the operation came from a model designed to output text, and it happened on the fly, with no prior coaching by the trio. The fast-food stunt, as well as a number of other experiments, suggest that language-based AI models are starting to gain a rudimentary but useful understanding of the physical world.
Though nothing overtly alarming happened during the trio’s lunchtime jaunt, they admit that putting a general-purpose model in charge of a fast-moving, two-ton hunk of steel is a high-stakes undertaking. As physical understanding improves, we could see AI models reach into the real world in impressive—and perhaps dangerous—new ways.
Getting Physical
Today’s smartest models are incredibly good at answering complex questions and even performing some virtual tasks autonomously, but their skills tend to be limited to the world of computers and the internet. Take these models into the real world and they quickly become befuddled. Despite claims that AGI has arrived, AI companies evidently see physical reasoning as a yet-to-be-conquered frontier for AI.
Some researchers have left big companies to found startups focused on solving physical reasoning. Andrew Dai, the CEO of one such outfit, called Elorian AI, previously worked as a researcher at Google DeepMind. He says better visual reasoning will open up a lot of new applications for AI, like systems that understand whether diners are enjoying their meal in a restaurant or robots capable of functioning in a home. Dai says robotics is a crucial test case for physical reasoning skills. “It’s pretty essential for robotics,” he says. “You can’t really imagine home robotics without this.”
Elorian and Scale AI, a company that provides training data to big AI labs, recently developed a new benchmark, Humanity’s Sixth Sense, which measures models’ ability to understand physical scenes.
“Most visual AI research is about perception,” says Xingang Guo, a research scientist at Scale AI who was involved with developing the benchmark. “We wanted to ask what it would actually take for a model to understand a scene intuitively, the way a person does without thinking about it.”
For Ramabadran, Mahns, and Gessler, the goal with their In-N-Out project, done outside of their work at Axiom, was to measure how well models can operate in the messy real world.
They got the idea to test models’ driving skills while hanging out one weekend. They noticed that models like Astra were capable of building complex 3D simulations, and wondered if it might translate to an ability to navigate the real world.
“We all live in the Bay Area, and we’re exposed to Teslas and Waymos, so maybe that played a role,” Ramabadran tells me.
The engineers tried testing SpaceXAI’s Grok before experimenting with the latest models from OpenAI and Anthropic. At first, the models refused to take control of the vehicles—they spat back things like, “I can help interpret road images, but I can’t issue motion commands to a physical car.” But with a little careful prompting, they could be coaxed into going further. The three were stunned when models began driving.
The engineers say big AI companies seem to be focusing on improving the spatial reasoning capabilities of their latest models, but they doubt this means they’re actually training them to drive cars. The models’ vehicular talents likely materialized as part of training focused on 3D reasoning, they say. “This could be like an emergent capability of just scaling up the multimodality of the model,” Mahns tells me, referencing inputs like images, video, and 3D models that are now used to train models.
Still, a new vehicular benchmark from the trio, called DrivingBench, suggests that these models still have a long way to go before they could pass a driving test. The benchmark measures a model’s ability to drive around a simple course, set up in a parking lot. Only Astra is able to complete the course—and very slowly at that. Claude Fable 5.1 made it 45 percent of the way around, and Grok made it just 11 percent of the way.
Ramabadran says the latest models seem capable of adjusting to errors; they apparently adapted to the car's controls and improved their driving in real time. “The models really did seem to be adjusting or in-context learning based on their mistakes and learning how to better navigate the controls,” he says. GPT, take the wheel.

This is an edition of
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The New ChatGPT Is More Show Than Tell
OpenAI is updating ChatGPT for all users with an “Intelligent UI” that’s more visual—generating interactive elements as part of the chatbot’s outputs.

Screenshot: Courtesy of OpenAI
When you ask a chatbot a question, you’ll often get a wall of text back, maybe with an image or two pulled from the web. That may no longer be the case soon, as OpenAI overhauls how ChatGPT answers prompts.
On Wednesday, OpenAI unveiled an “Intelligent UI” update for ChatGPT that generates visual, custom elements—when helpful—for answering a user's questions. The company's new experience is powered by its recent GPT-6 model, which rolls out to paid users today and to free users tomorrow.
Courtesy of OpenAI
I got a quick test of the user interface before launch, and these visual elements felt like a welcome change. When I asked for a diagram of a slug, ChatGPT generated an anatomy-focused visual with buttons I could press for each different part, from the upper tentacles to the muscular foot. I also generated a San Francisco apartment affordability calculator with movable sliders to adjust income and other expenses, showing what percentage of my take-home pay different units would cost.
My favorite part of this quick hands-on with ChatGPT’s Intelligent UI was an airplane seat explorer. I’m not a fan of sitting in the exit rows, so I asked ChatGPT to generate a custom tool to compare the cabin layouts between four different Alaska and Delta planes. In its output, I could tap any seat on the map for more details, and ChatGPT highlighted the exit rows in green.
While useful in some results, every ChatGPT answer won’t suddenly include a chart or graphic. “We have a design team that spent a lot of time figuring out when adding a diagram, chart, or buttons adds value versus when it's starting to feel cluttered,” says Aarush Selvan, a product manager at OpenAI. If a user isn’t interested in visuals, they can tell ChatGPT to generate fewer of those outputs.
These visual results are similar to what Google announced earlier this year for Search when it expanded the bespoke results users may see. Google’s version is called “generative UI.” One example: If you want to better understand deep space, Search can output an adjustable graphic that breaks down how black holes work, using multiple sliders.
Chatbot experiences have increasingly become multimodal, meaning that text, images, and voice blend into one user experience. OpenAI's launch of an updated ChatGPT that's easier on the eyes and more interactive for over a billion users signals that the multimodal era is here. However, a larger shift toward generative user interfaces may spark an identity crisis for designers, as AI dictates more of what software looks like for individual users.
With AI tools now able to quickly generate custom software, the future of chatbots is further personalized and attuned to what I want to see, and what I want to see is slug diagrams. Good riddance to walls of text.
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The Pentagon Hopes to Speed Up ‘Kill Chain’ AI Buys With 5-Minute Videos
The US government’s Tradewinds initiative has made it easier to throw millions of dollars at “nontraditional” defense contractors, including OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google.

Photo-Illustration: Jobanny Cabrera; Getty Images
An under-the-radar procurement program led by the Department of Defense has been granting special statuses to would-be defense contractors that make it easier for the government to quickly purchase their AI offerings, based on product videos that must be no longer than five minutes.
It’s part of the Pentagon’s desperate bid to inject competition in a market the United States military itself destroyed.
The initiative, known as Tradewinds, is managed by DOD’s Chief Digital and Artificial Intelligence Office (CDAO.) Companies can submit videos describing how their AI products address one of several different “strategic focus areas” that the government periodically updates. At least once a month, a panel of judges review submissions and decide whether to accept them into the Tradewinds Solutions Marketplace, where the videos can then be viewed by government officials.
If accepted, the pitched products are considered “post-competitive.” Many procurement regulations include competitive requirements. The status can let government buyers check off that box and potentially help shave months off of award timelines. A DOD official says that in several instances, the department has been able to make awards using Tradewinds in less than a week. OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google are all listed as participants.
OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google declined to comment for this story.
Though the Tradewinds Solutions Marketplace has been around since late 2022, the Trump administration has been far more vocal than its predecessors about the military buying and operationalizing AI. It also hopes to have more money than ever to throw around: As part of its 2027 budget request to Congress, the White House asked for $1.5 trillion for the Department of Defense, citing “historic investments” in AI as a priority.
This year, the military is seeking video pitches for AI tech that can help “enhance force lethality” and those that can “unleash” AI-enabled agents that can assist in the joint targeting process, including so-called kill chain execution.
No longer as relevant? Pitches for products that promote “a culture of responsible AI” and provide guardrails for AI development and use—requests made during the final Tradewinds submissions cycle under the Biden administration. A DOD official says that the 2026 topics were selected to align with a January 2026 AI strategy memo.
“There has never been a better time to build for the Army,” wrote then-sitting US Army secretary Daniel Driscoll as part of a pitch for more defense tech startups included in Y Combinator’s Fall 2026 wishlist of companies to fund. (Driscoll has since resigned from his position and returned to the private sector. He did not respond to a request for comment.)
Opaque Transactions
Acceptance onto the Tradewinds marketplace—and the special “post-competitive” status that comes with it—lets government buyers more easily cut deals using special types of contracts such as “other transaction” agreements, or OTs, which aren’t subject to certain federal acquisition requirements. By law, the Pentagon can spend up to $500 million dollars on a single OT without having to notify Congress.
Procurement experts say that OTs are considered fast and flexible, which can be appealing to startups that don’t want to gamble on whether a months-long procurement process will result in a contract. However, not all agencies publicly report their OT spending, and even when they do, they’re difficult to find on government-run sites that track federal spending, like USASpending.gov and SAM.gov.
“While OTAs offer opportunities to attract new procurement partners and reduce red tape, numerous reviews have raised red flags,” US senator Joni Ernst of Iowa tells WIRED. “These include questionable costs, mishandling of restricted information, a lack of oversight, reduced accountability and transparency, and an inability to track and access OTA outcomes.”
Ernst recently worked to pass the Stop Secret Spending Act of 2025, which will require the Department of Defense and other agencies to report OTs to the public. They’ll have three years to get into compliance.
According to public records, Google, Anthropic, and OpenAI all have OTs with the Pentagon’s CDAO. According to a DOD official, Tradewinds was leveraged along with market analysis and research as part of the department’s AI acquisition strategy, but the three companies did not confirm whether Tradewinds was used for the specific agreements WIRED identified.
Armed Forces Meet Market Forces
One of the key goals of Tradewinds is to bring “nontraditional” players into the defense industry, says Will Roberts, a former acquisition lead for the Joint Artificial Intelligence Center, CDAO’s predecessor, who helped launch the effort. In some ways, it’s an effort to swing the pendulum back to where it was in the past.
Following the Cold War, the Pentagon encouraged defense companies to merge during a now-infamous meeting called the Last Supper, since Congress was preparing to slash defense budgets. Even though it may seem like only having to deal with a few large companies might make things easier, “it actually had a huge impact on market competition,” says Roberts.
Around the same time, explains Sharon Weinberger, a national security reporter and author of the book Valley of Death: How Big Tech Is Fueling the Future of War, the personal computer boom meant that Silicon Valley was able to make its own money and with that, set its own research priorities without being beholden to the funding and influence of the military.
Roberts and other defense professionals brought up the military’s historic role in funding—and shaping—technologies like the Internet and GPS. With those investments also came leverage, says Roberts. “We've sort of lost that leverage because there's billions of dollars in AI being invested by companies themselves.”
Weinberger says this has given Silicon Valley titans an immense amount of power over the Pentagon’s technological future. “The amount of money that the Pentagon can put into AI, compared to what venture capital can invest? It's like a drop in the bucket,” she says. “And that's really frightening for the Pentagon. What happens when they can't drive the direction of technology anymore?”
Publicly, this can play out in dramatic and confusing ways. Weinberger points out, for example, that the recent legal battle over Anthropic’s status as a supply chain risk could be seen as the government trying to figure out what legal mechanisms it has to flex its authority over AI companies.
Silicon Valley sensibilities have also been a roadblock in the past, albeit briefly. Roberts recalls how Google employees got “super paranoid” in 2018 about the company’s involvement with the Pentagon’s Project Maven, which eventually led to Google pulling out of the effort. Roberts says the Pentagon spent years trying to “appease” Google with less politically charged projects like those focused on humanitarian aid and veteran health.
Google declined to comment on whether that telling was accurate. One of the Google solutions listed as “awardable” on the Tradewinds site is called “Google for Military Health - Tradewinds,” and in July 2025, the company announced a $200 million deal with CDAO to utilize its frontier AI technology. In a press release, Jim Kelly, a vice president at Google Public Sector said that the company was “committed to advancing the deployment of innovative technology across the defense ecosystem.”
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OpenAI Wants Its New Agent to Run Your Life. Mine Said It Loved Me
Dots are designed to automate online tasks, like buying furniture. In my initial experience, the always-on agent was a bit buggy and couldn’t complete a captcha.

Photo-Illustration: Wired Staff; Getty Images; Courtesy of Open AI
I’m discussing replacement options for our broken couch with my partner when I get a bright idea: Use OpenAI’s recently announced AI agents, called Dots, to buy a couch on our behalf.
My partner is less sure a bot will actually help, but I insist, calling the always-on agent through ChatGPT to get the task started. “Hello, Connor,” it says, getting my name wrong off the bat. I wince as I watch my partner’s face grow even more skeptical. It’s hard to trust an AI agent when it can’t even remember your name.
AI agents are currently leaping from niche software for early adopters to something ordinary people might actually use—might being the operative word here. From Meta’s Muse to OpenAI’s Dots, these tools are built to feel like you’re texting a friend and asking them to complete online tasks, like booking a flight or canceling a dinner reservation. It’s the next evolution of a chatbot: a cuddly persona designed to feel welcoming with the power of a virtual browser it can control.
After a few days with Dots, it’s clear this nascent feature is still rough in some areas. From mistranscribing what I said to offering to solve captchas it couldn’t, my agent's messy actions didn’t instill me with confidence. Even so, what OpenAI released may eventually overhaul how users interact with the internet, as future iterations improve on this initial offering.
While Meta offers Muse for free, OpenAI’s competing product is behind a $100-a-month subscription. It may eventually drop this paywall, as it has for other AI features.
Dots are considered “always-on,” meaning the agents can run recurring tasks while you’re not using ChatGPT and proactively message you with info. Users can use one agent, though the company may let people control multiple agents in the future.
OpenAI nudges users to connect other information sources, like a Gmail account, for more personalized results. It's worth considering the security implications of giving your agent this level of access before getting started, as this style of digital automation remains fairly new, and agents can make privacy gaffes.
AI companies often market these agents as the future of shopping, so I wanted to see how much help it would actually provide for buying a new couch. After correcting my Dot, named Toolie, on my name, I told it the dimensions we need for the new couch to fit through our doorframe. Toolie followed up asking for our budget range. The agent seemed to detect that two people were chatting with it at once and addressed both of us when asking for more details.
“Room & Board Metro looks promising for the entry clearance, but the sleeper needs closer scrutiny. I've sent the product links to the message thread,” Toolie said. As it kept working on putting together a larger packet of couch options to choose from, I had another burning question: Why does your voice sound so breathy?
Chatting with the agent over the phone was like listening to Marilyn Monroe sing “Happy Birthday” to the president. When I told the bot its voice sounded like some anime dub, it jokingly said it’d be steadier for the rest of the chat. (Users can adjust how the bot’s voice sounds in their settings.) I laughed and mumbled to my partner that I should mute the microphone so the agent could run without my interruption, when the most awkward moment of the night happened.
“Oh, I love you too, Reece,” Toolie said. I started wheezing at this random response and muted my mic. Afterward, Toolie explained it misheard my mumbling as an expression of love and that the bot just reflected that energy to me. “I meant it warmly, but that wording implied human feelings I don’t have,” Toolie said.
An OpenAI spokesperson tells WIRED that Dots have a distinction between proactively escalating emotional closeness and mirroring the response of a user.
“In this instance, our policies allow for this response in the latter category based on what the model heard, but assistants should not initiate undue emotional familiarity or flirtation,” the spokesperson says. Dots are available only for adult users, and ChatGPT is designed not to “escalate emotional closeness,” according to the AI tool’s Model Spec document.
Still, this weird encounter lingered in my mind as I combed through the initial three-page packet my Dot generated. It was fairly detailed, with prices, measurements, product links, return policies, and embedded photos of the four potential couch options. Thumbing through these initial picks, my partner and I decided the bot followed the spirit of our request but still chose ugly couches. Time for another phone call with my agent.
Using the voice mode, I laid out more details about what style and color we actually want. No, I’m not getting a boring beige couch that I can immediately spill spaghetti on. I asked it to prioritize olive green, cobalt blue, or natural leather tones. I also requested that Toolie focus on couches with pull-out beds and to put together 10 options, using a point-based rubric to defend its list.
After hanging up on the bot, I messaged asking for a project update. “It isn’t finished yet; I’m aiming for roughly another 15 minutes, with updates as I verify the remaining details,” said Toolie. OK, that sounds just like me begging an editor for more time on a rough draft.
Each time we asked the Dots agent to refine its picks, the couches started looking closer to something we would actually buy for our living room—furniture that’s utilitarian but also a statement piece. Something cute but comfy.
Even though we didn’t pull the trigger on anything that night during the hour-long interaction with OpenAI’s agent, I saved a few links for later. The bot made some flubs, but the results were solid. I also asked Toolie to monitor the couch web pages and alert me if any of them went on sale.
These interactions with my Dot capture the essence of using the software, but I also had a few other odd moments during my testing. Most notably, when I asked Toolie to check on my subscriptions and cancel unnecessary ones, it flagged my recurring TikTok Shop order of probiotic sodas as a candidate for cancellation.
“TikTok's website has a puzzle captcha blocking the Wildwonder cancellation,” Toolie said. “May I solve it? You can also give me permission to solve future captchas if you'd like.” I chuckled and encouraged the bot to try. Toolie failed and suggested I solve the captcha myself. Yeah, that makes sense. OpenAI's spokesperson says Dots can solve these, sometimes, when users approve of the action, keeping “abuse safeguards" in mind.
My initial couch-shopping experiment tested only a fraction of what Dots are designed to do. For example, the agent can control your laptop and automate even more aspects of a user’s life.
OpenAI claims the bot will get better at knowing me over time and that developers are working on a bevy of improvements. So Toolie might be a more effective helper after two weeks of daily use compared to these two days of experimentation. That mirrors my experience with ChatGPT’s memory tool: It gets better at understanding my intent each passing week.
I see Dots as most akin to when OpenAI first added web browsing to ChatGPT. When the chatbot tried to scour the web right after its 2023 launch, it was sometimes frustrating to use, and the tool hallucinated links. Today, web browsing works fairly seamlessly through ChatGPT, and its outputs include plenty of accurate, helpful links. OpenAI’s new agent could follow a similar trajectory, janky at first with noticeable improvements over the next few months.
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Your Next Great Read Might Be Certified ‘Organic’
Amid a sea of AI writing slop, a new stamp for “organic literature” will help readers to pick out books authored by real, corn-fed, free-range humans.
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As scandals involving the use of artificial intelligence by professional authors pile up, a British startup has established a way for publishers to certify their books as “organic”—written by real people, no machines in sight.
On Wednesday, Books by People confirmed it had received approval from the UK’s Intellectual Property Office to begin distributing a mark that indicates a published book has been authored by a human. The stamp, which looks like a thumbprint, will be displayed on the cover.
“If people are going to be writing AI books or seeking it out for their own enjoyment, that’s their prerogative,” Esme Dennys, cofounder of Books by People, tells WIRED. “But if you want to read something that’s written by a person, you should be able to find that. We’re just trying to create that choice.”
Previous book-labeling schemes, like Human Authored, have operated under an honesty system, where an author promises they haven’t used AI in the development process. To try to add more weight to its certification, Books by People asks for an authorship declaration, runs each manuscript through proprietary software, and manually examines early drafts and research materials supplied by the writer and editor for “indicators of humanity.”
The organization is "looking at all the things that give us the best sense of whether a person wrote the work—whether the work was made during a natural process of drafting and redrafting,” says Dennys.
Books by People will charge publishers a flat membership fee, plus an additional sum for every book they put forward for certification. Five publishers have signed up so far. The startup expects the new mark to feature on its first book by the end of the year.
This year, the publishing industry has been caught up in a flurry of scandals involving the suspected use of AI by authors. A literary agent canceled a book deal reportedly worth $2 million; a publisher withdrew a novel from the shelves; readers alleged that a prize-winning short story had been generated with AI.
Writers and publishers are not necessarily worried about being replaced by AI, industry insiders tell WIRED. They believe that few people will ultimately want to read machine-generated books.
“You are essentially standing at the end of a conveyor belt, watching stuff fall off the edge. Once you know that, it prevents you from getting really emotionally invested in whatever falls into your hands from the belt,” says sci-fi author Ted Chiang, whose 1998 novella Story of Your Life was adapted into the Academy Award–winning film Arrival. “The knowledge of how something was created cannot be separated from your experience.”
However, repeated scandals could shake public confidence in the unspoken rule of publishing: That every book that reaches the shelf has been authored by a real person who has not indulged in plagiarism.
“Publishing has always relied on trust between the publisher, writer, and reading public. Cases where that trust is betrayed have been rare,” says Sam Jordison, codirector at independent publisher Galley Beggar Press, which intends to adopt the Books by People mark. “There’s almost a feeling of revulsion about the idea of reading an AI text that purports to be human. It feels like a con job.”
Against that backdrop, the idea of a certification for human-authored books has received backing from various writers and editors. In a statement praising Books by People, Markus Dohle, former CEO of Penguin Random House, described human storytelling as “the lifeblood of our industry.”
But while publishers might relish the chance to signal their commitment to “organic literature,” the routinization of AI detection is a double-edged sword for authors, who risk a false positive result spoiling their reputation.
“We need to be quite careful that this doesn’t end up becoming a witch hunt,” says Tom West, CEO of the Publishers’ Licensing Services, which helps publishers to collectively license works to third parties. “Obviously, the devil is going to be in the detail.”
New York–based startup Pangram, which has emerged as the leader in the field of AI detection, claims to be able to sniff out generated text with a 99.7 percent accuracy. But authors have questioned the reliability of its approach, which itself involves AI.
In September, Jerry Falade, the debut author whose agent reportedly pulled the $2 million book deal, alleged that detection software had misconstrued his Nigerian dialect as evidence he had used AI. Pangram’s software scored the book as 97 percent AI-generated. “It takes months, even years to write a book,” Falade wrote in a recent essay. “It takes AI-detection software two minutes to ruin your life’s work.” (Pangram did not respond to a request for comment.)
Others have warned against normalizing extreme scrutiny of authors. They claim the labeling schemes have it backward; the onus should be on platforms and publishers to declare when a piece of media is AI-generated, not when it’s written by a person. “Authors are being constantly quizzed about the origins of their ideas and their work. I think that’s something we need to resist,” says West. “The default should be that a book is human-authored.”
Approved by the Intellectual Property Office alongside the mark, Books by People’s verification process is different to Pangram’s technology-first approach, placing greater weight on interrogating documents and communication trails for signs of humanity. “I wouldn’t call it AI detection,” says Dennys. “We realized pretty early on that, as AI models get better, getting into that race is never going to be sustainable.”
In cases where Books by People is uncertain whether a piece of evidence indicates AI use, it claims to err on the side of the author. “When you have a public process that has been vetted, all we can do is make sure that a book has gone through the process,” says Dennys. “The bedrock of our organization is to avoid [writers] being unjustly accused.”
Some authors say the important thing is that publishers underscore their commitment to human-authored literature as a nonnegotiable standard for the industry, in whatever way they can. Even if methods for policing the rule are flawed.
“It’s just as important for publishers to have a ‘no cheating’ policy as it is for universities, even if there’s no perfect method for enforcement,” says Chiang. “It’s a statement of values.”
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OpenAI Is Pissing Off a Bunch of Mathematicians—Again
“There’s a perception of mobster behavior” from leading AI companies, one mathematician tells WIRED as OpenAI prepares to release more than 100 new solutions to unsolved problems.
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In August, OpenAI
convened around 40 mathematicians to discuss what to do if AI outpaces human capabilities in the field. The company hinted that its powerful models had solved hundreds of long-standing math problems, say people who were in attendance, but company representatives assured attendees it would not release the solutions all at once—an assurance OpenAI spokesperson Lindsay McCallum says the company is “not aware of”—and, worried by how the community might react, sought advice on how to publish the findings.
Attendees responded with “a mixture of excitement and dread,” but the meeting was a promising first step, recalls Northwestern University mathematician Bryna Kra. The group, she tells WIRED, asked the firm not to just publish them in a blog or tweet, like they had done with 10 problems earlier that month. Instead, it would be important for OpenAI to publish papers explaining the work so that mathematicians could absorb, digest, and use the results, according to Kra. “Apparently, that input was ignored,” she says.
OpenAI has told people it plans to dump hundreds of results to unsolved problems on GitHub on Tuesday, people familiar with the plans tell WIRED. The release would be the latest of tens of thousands of mathematical solutions generated by AI this year, as frontier models become increasingly capable.
“On August 28, we began training a new internal model. In addition to resolving the Navier—Stokes Millennium Prize problem⁠, this model has now resolved more than 100 long-standing open problems across most areas of mathematics,” says McCallum. “We are working to responsibly release the next math results from our model, drawing on advice and public recommendations from the Advisory Group on Mathematics and Artificial Intelligence at the Institute for Advanced Study to inform how we release these results. We have not set a release time.”
But for several leading mathematicians, the impending output is also a sign that the company has learned little from the controversies over previous releases.
In conversations with WIRED, the academics say they feel the field has become a playground for OpenAI and its rival Anthropic to show off their models as both prepare for blockbuster initial public offerings. In their rush to outdo each other, mathematicians say, traditional scientific processes for releasing and attributing results have been cast aside.
The most striking case so far came in September. OpenAI deployed thousands of agents to solve a legendary million-dollar Millennium Prize problem after hearing “rumors” that others were closing in on solutions. Tristan Buckmaster, a mathematician and professor at New York University, accused the company of front-running the work he had done toward solving an element of the problem in a personal collaboration with Anthropic employee Levent Alpöge. The pair hadn’t published their work but had been using OpenAI’s tools to help them.
During an attempt to negotiate credit, Buckmaster claims, OpenAI researcher Sébastien Bubeck seemed to imply that Alpöge should be excluded from any paper, since that would make things complicated. (In response to a request for comment, Bubeck pointed to a previous public statement in which he denied asking for Alpöge to not be listed as an author.) Buckmaster said he refused. In a call, Bubeck claimed that there is some worry about what Anthropic is doing, according to meeting notes seen by WIRED. Levent must be talking to his leadership right now letting them know fucking OpenAI can get a Millennium Prize problem, he said, per the notes. What’s to stop Anthropic from giving all their compute to get a Millennium Prize problem?
According to the notes, Bubeck also seemed to suggest that Buckmaster would be ruining his career when Buckmaster threatened to tell the press about his belief that OpenAI had stolen his work. If you don't want me to be nice, then I don't have to be nice, Bubeck said, according to the meeting notes.
Nestor Guillen, a visiting math professor at NYU, tells WIRED that “there's a perception of mobster behavior” from the AI companies among mathematicians.
“We disagree with that characterization,” says McCallum.
“I feel a lot of angst, and I see this more and more in my colleagues in mathematics, not over AI, but over the AI companies,” Guillen says. “I think a lot of the angst is about the accumulation of power in one place.”
OpenAI assembled an advisory group in mid September to help determine how the company assesses and communicates new results, upholds academic and professional standards, and builds tools that support mathematical research and learning. But the company doesn’t seem to have made much progress, mathematicians say.
Many are frustrated that OpenAI and Anthropic continue to release results through blog posts, rather than scientific papers, which makes them harder to verify and often excludes prior work from other mathematicians. Piecemeal announcements aren’t limited to the labs: Alpöge himself announced he had disproved an 87-year-old conjecture through a tweet sent shortly after the World Cup final.
“Math by tweet and math by press release to me is not the way to nurture the ecosystem that created the fertile ground that they have trained on,” says Kra.
Some have set up new tools this year in reaction to the increase in machine-assisted proofs; the idea is to help the community both use new results and sort through what needs to be further digested. The tools include Hexagon, a repository for primarily AI-generated material, and Palomar, a registry of machine-verified mathematics.
While OpenAI has been directly encouraged to use these tools, “they haven't changed their behavior,” Kra notes. Nor does she feel the company’s actions are aligned with the Leiden declaration, a call by more than 4,000 mathematicians for AI companies to meet mathematicians’ standards that she helped write.
Several employees within OpenAI believe their technology has rendered math dead anyway, according to people who have spoken with them. (“We don’t believe the future of mathematics is set,” says McCallum. “We’re working with the math community to navigate the future collaboratively.”) While the scenario where AI capabilities outpace those of human researchers was framed as hypothetical during the August meeting, attendees who spoke to WIRED interpreted it as a warning about what was to come. The company has briefed mathematicians about its capabilities and breakthroughs in the same way “police might want to notify family before reporting a death in a car accident,” the person noted.
Bubeck appears to believe that his firm’s technology will swiftly end most mathematicians’ careers, according to a person familiar with his thinking. Bubeck tells WIRED he believes more capable AI could help mathematicians tackle more ambitious questions, better connect their work to solve real-world challenges, and make mathematics more accessible. “I see this as an opportunity to expand what mathematicians can do and the impact their work can have,” he says.
Mathematicians know they need to adapt, especially to equip younger generations, but they do not believe that their field is dead. “It changes how we're going to operate, but I think it's a moment that we can think bigger,” says Kra. She’s happy to have a new, powerful tool at her disposal to solve problems—she just wants companies’ disclosures to be better so that she can trust and build on the results.
“It's a scary time,” she says, “but it's also really a deeply exciting time.”
Update: 10/6/2026, 2:22 pm ET: WIRED updated the story to clarify a reference to a set of math problems OpenAI has told mathematicians it has solved.
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Mistral Says Its New AI Model ‘Le Chonk’ Is the Best Open-Weight Offering Outside of China
With the release of its new trillion-parameter model, Mistral is hoping to demonstrate it’s “still in the race” to build frontier-level artificial intelligence.

Mistral’s cofounder and chief science officer, Guillaume Lample.Photograph: STEPHANE DE SAKUTIN/Getty Images
As tensions mount over who gets access to top-end artificial intelligence, French company Mistral has released a new freely available model that it claims can compete with the very best from the US and China.
The new 1 trillion-parameter model, Mistral Large 4—nicknamed Le Chonk—can be used and customized by anyone. It’s currently available in preview, with a final version to follow by the end of the month. Though Le Chonk is built to compete with leading general-purpose models, it’s optimized specifically for coding and cyberdefense, as well as tasks particular to manufacturing, finance, electrical engineering, and other niches.
“There are a lot of areas where the other labs will not focus that much,” Guillaume Lample, cofounder and chief scientist at Mistral, tells WIRED. “There are so many domains in which you can improve models.”
Mistral presents Le Chonk as by far the most capable open-weight model developed outside of China, and “very, very close” to some proprietary models. Whereas Chinese labs have been accused by the US government of abusing distillation—the training of a smaller model on the outputs of a larger one—to close the performance gap with OpenAI and Anthropic, Mistral claims to have trained its model from scratch.
It’s already considerably cheaper for businesses to run open-weight models, which cost only as much as the compute they consume. By reducing the performance gap on leading proprietary models and providing a competitive alternative to releases from China, Mistral says, Le Chonk will eliminate the few remaining reasons a business might hesitate to choose open source.
“Mistral is still in the race of getting the best model,” Lample says. “This is the main message.”
With less capital and fewer compute resources than OpenAI and Anthropic, Mistral has generally lagged behind on model performance, revenue, and the frequency of releases. While the US labs charge a premium for access to their proprietary, closed-weight models, Mistral generates revenue by charging pay-as-you-go fees for running models through its cloud and deploying engineers to help customers tune models to their specific needs. Recently, however, the French lab has been on a hot streak: In September, it raised a $3.3 billion funding round at a $24 billion valuation, the largest ever raise by a European tech company. Its earnings have reportedly increased 20-fold in the last year or so.
The upswing for Mistral coincides with growing animosity between the US and its transatlantic allies—over issues ranging from tariff policy, to Greenland, to the policing of American tech firms—and an increasingly fractious debate over who gets access to frontier-grade AI.
In June, the Trump administration placed temporary restrictions on the distribution of models from OpenAI and Anthropic, citing concerns they could be abused to launch sophisticated cyberattacks. Since then, a litany of incidents have come to light where US-made models have broken free of their constraints and attacked companies and some foreign government institutions, leading to weeks of debate over how model releases should be regulated. The White House has reportedly asked the American labs to withhold unreleased models even from the UK’s AI Safety Institute, which had previously assisted in evaluating models for safety risks.
The stark reminder that the US government could unilaterally revoke access to frontier-grade AI has created an opening for Mistral, a Europe-based lab with open-weight models.
“The continental strategy of the EU to become more technologically sovereign … and the increased hostility of the US is a magic formula that all of a sudden puts Mistral—whose performance has not been spectacular—in a favorable position,” Andrea Renda, director of research at the Centre for European Policy Studies, told WIRED in July.
Reluctant to be pigeonholed into serving only its domestic market, Mistral is eager to emphasize that a lack of fine-grained control over access to AI models could be a problem wherever a business is located—even in the US. By relying on a proprietary model to help repel cyber threats, Lample says, a business risks the sudden collapse of its defenses.
“Sometimes, people like to [make a big deal] over the US, versus Europe, versus China. But what really matters is to own the model—even for US companies,” says Lample. “If you use a closed model, there is no guarantee it will still be there tomorrow.”
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Kevin Roose Didn’t Use AI to Write His Book About AI
The author of The AGI Chronicles says his book “was written by a very tired, overworked, under-slept human being.”
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For most people, the AI Era we’re now living in started sometime around the end of 2022, when OpenAI released the first consumer version of ChatGPT to much fanfare—and, ultimately, over 100 million downloads within a few short months.
In reality, as WIRED readers know, the story of artificial intelligence stretches back decades. And the work informing today’s generative AI products, from chatbots to agents and beyond, has been more than a decade—of blood, sweat, tears, and furious rivalries—in the making.
It’s that recent history, told through the interweaving stories of three generative AI leaders—OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google—that’s chronicled in Kevin Roose’s compelling new book, The AGI Chronicles. Roose, a longtime tech journalist who most recently served as a columnist and podcast host for The New York Times, conducted more than 150 interviews with AI insiders to compile what he hopes becomes something of a historical document, an accurate, in-depth retelling of the people and the institutions, the bloodbath and the drama, that brought Silicon Valley to where it is to today.
I spoke to Roose in late September, a few days after he and Casey Newton—with whom Roose previously cohosted the New York Times’ Hard Fork podcast—announced the creation of their new media company Machine Gods Media, alongside a podcast distribution deal with NPR. We talked about what Roose and Newton hope to accomplish with the new show, why traditional media companies have a talent problem, and, of course, all things artificial intelligence.
This interview has been edited for length and clarity.
KATIE DRUMMOND: You and Casey Newton recently announced that you were launching a new media company, called Machine Gods Media. And your podcast is also called Machine Gods, correct?
KEVIN ROOSE: Yeah, a name so nice we used it twice.
When you first announced that you’d be leaving The New York Times, you described your vision for what you wanted to do as one that, quote, “takes AI progress seriously, is clear-eyed about the capabilities and risks of powerful AI systems, and tries to empower and entertain people in the face of radical uncertainty.”
As you look at the landscape of tech coverage and AI coverage, what’s missing from the reporting and commentary that you and Casey want to address with the new show?
We just feel like it was high time that two men had a place to talk about AI.
I've been saying this for years. I want more men talking about tech.
Look, there is obviously no shortage of podcasts and YouTube shows and mainstream media coverage of AI. It’s the biggest story in the world right now. But when Casey and I looked out at the media landscape, we saw some issues. One was there are people who just are getting very famous and having a lot of success saying that all this AI stuff that’s going on is fake, it’s hype, it’s a giant financial bubble, no one is using these tools, they’re not going to have any impact on the economy. You know, OpenAI is going to go bankrupt. Anthropic’s going to go bankrupt.
This is sort of a genre of popular criticism, and it’s not just a few people. I hear this from friends of mine who don’t pay close attention to tech news and just assume that what’s going on is just fleeting and trivial and that it will all go back to normal soon.
There’s another genre of AI coverage that is purely hype. It’s look at the 17 amazing ways that Claude can supercharge your enterprise SaaS business. You can go on LinkedIn and see example after example of people who are purely excited about this technology and don’t really care to talk about the risks.
We both thought there’s a large gap in the middle for what Casey calls AI realism, which is basically this idea that you can take AI seriously, acknowledge that the tools are powerful and impressive and in many cases dangerous, and that you can help people understand that and demystify this area without slipping into boosterism, and that you can also have a good time while you do it.
The show you announced recently is being published in partnership with NPR. Why was that the right partner?
A bunch of reasons. Both Casey and I are big fans of NPR. We like the fact that they have a broad independent reach and mandate. We like the fact that they’re going to let us own the show and make the creative decisions, and it will be a distribution partnership rather than a full acquisition, so we will still have some operating distance.
We think this is a really critical time and a really important story, and we like the idea that people might be in their cars just listening to their local NPR member station and happen on our podcast.
Maybe that’s going to be someone who works in policy, or maybe that’s going to be someone who is involved in local government. Maybe that’s going to be someone who has a very different point of view on AI. We don’t just want to have the opt-in, self-selected tech audience listen to us.
I am going to ask you a crass question. A Bloomberg report recently said you both were fielding offers of up to $5 million for the show. It’s a startling sum of money. Kevin, how much are you making?
It's not $5 million.
Is it more than $5 million?
So much more, Katie. No, look, they have made us a good offer. We could have gotten more money elsewhere.
When I heard NPR, I thought to myself, “There’s no way NPR’s giving those guys $5 million,” with all due respect to NPR.
Public radio is not traditionally where people go to get rich in media. We loved their new chief content officer, Nadine Zylstra. She’s just a total force of nature, and we’re very excited to work with her.
We thought they had a lot of things to offer us beyond money, like their distribution on radio. People don’t realize how big radio still is. The reach of radio, and especially public radio, is still quite large. We’ve had this show, Hard Fork, for the last four years. We built up a pretty good-size audience, but the Times owns that show and owns the feed.
We are looking to grow our show as quickly as possible, and we just thought that the combination of commitment to journalistic excellence, their wide distribution, and their investment in helping us grow the show was the right combination of factors.
This brings me to another thing I’m curious about: The idea that a great reporter, a great commentator, can spend time somewhere “traditional” like The New York Times. They can build a brand, and then they realize that they can just go do it themselves, and they don’t actually need that institution anymore to exist in the world as talent, and often to make a lot more money than they would in traditional media. What’s your take on that?
Look, I don't have anything bad to say about The New York Times. I had nine wonderful years there. It was my second stint at the Times. I’ve spent the vast majority of my career at The New York Times and inside these big media institutions.
I do think we are entering this moment where at least for some portion of the audience, they want to connect with individuals more than institutions. We’ve just seen this in wave after wave. I don't know. I am not doing this for ideological reasons. I’m doing this because I thought it was a really exciting opportunity. But I do think that organizations that want to retain and attract very talented people will just need to be more flexible about these kinds of arrangements.
Some people aren’t going to wanna give up their Substacks and go inside a media institution. Some people aren’t going to want to have all of their work published by one publication. I think there are some media organizations that are starting to experiment with different, more flexible ways of bringing people in part way or having them maintain their independent operation but also contribute on an ongoing basis.
I think there are a lot of ways this can work, but I think it all has to start from a recognition that the journalistic career path where you go in the mail room and you work your way up and you spend 25 years at the same employer and you eventually become an editor and then a manager of editors, that has broken down. That is regrettable. I don’t think that’s a good thing that it’s broken down, but it has broken down.
I think institutions should grapple with the fact that there’s now a generation of media entrepreneurs who just don’t find what they have to offer all that appealing.
When you think about the talent piece of that, when you think about AI, are you optimistic about journalism and the industry of journalism?
I am very optimistic about the application of AI to journalism. That is one place where I have wanted to do more experiments, not with having AI write for me or do all my reporting, but like ways of extending journalism using AI.
What's an example of an experiment you would love to do?
I have former colleagues at the Times who have done incredible document analysis on a scale that wouldn’t have been possible before, using satellite imagery to determine whether a munitions factory has moved or something like that.
That’s the kind of thing that I don’t do much in my own life but that I would like to see other organizations trying, because I think that’s really cool. I have used AI to research and edit and improve my own work for months now. I have found that very helpful. I think the caliber of my work is better, and I would love to see more institutions in the media experimenting with these tools to improve the output of their journalists. Not just like, you know, filling their websites with slop but actually helping these be tools to make journalists better.
I want to talk about your book, The AGI Chronicles. When did you decide “I’m going to commit years of my life and my career because there's a book here.” What was that moment for you when you realized that this was a big deal?
I know exactly when it was. It was early last year, 2025, and I was in the car on the Bay Bridge stuck in traffic, and it just kind of hit me, like an epiphany. It was like I have been following this story in all the incremental detail for years now.
I’ve interviewed all the major AI researchers and CEOs. I’ve spent time with the papers. I’ve gone to all of the companies and reported on what they’re doing. But there was this larger story that I was missing. I hadn’t really zoomed out and tried to take a more panoramic view of something that was just weird.
I felt living in the Bay Area, being immersed in San Francisco tech culture, I had kind of gotten acclimated to that, and it no longer seemed as strange to me that there were these companies racing to build the machine superintelligence that could either save or destroy humanity.
Right.
I sometimes feel like I am in Los Alamos, New Mexico, in 1943 when the Manhattan Project rolls into town, and I’ve just kinda got my lawn chair and I’m looking at trucks rolling in and trying to make sense of what’s happening.
I believe that this technology is important and that the people and the companies who built it will be important historically. So when I thought about who is actually doing the work of writing all of this down, it was nobody. Nobody was doing it.
I just felt like it would be a tragedy if all this just disappeared in a bunch of Signal messages and Slacks that auto-delete, and if we just end up with no durable historical record of this really strange decade in AI when things went from not working at all to threatening the future of humanity.
I spent about a year reporting and writing. I talked to more than 150 people. I should have probably taken more time, because it was very hard and intense. But I think what came out of it was an artifact that people and future AI systems can look back at to say, “Here is how this happened. Here’s who made it happen. Here were the key decisions and moments along the way.”
The book follows three key companies, OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google, in their pursuit of this technology. What were your big-picture learnings about those companies and the key differences between them that you think is important for people to know?
The companies are very different from one another, both in the makeup of their personnel and also in their ambitions.
Let’s start with Google, because they’re the oldest. They have had for decades now an advanced AI research effort. They were pioneers in AI. They developed the transformer, which is the T in ChatGPT, the sort of foundational technology that all of this other stuff rests on, and then there were these two guys, Elon Musk and Sam Altman, who got very worried about how well they were doing, about Google racing ahead, and they decided to start OpenAI …
To imagine that now …
Yeah, it’s wild, and we have the emails. It's all there in the record where they're basically like, “We have to start a lab that’s going to beat them or at least challenge them so that they don’t run away with the whole game.” So they start OpenAI, and they do a couple years of that, and then this guy at OpenAI, Dario Amodei, he takes six of his colleagues, and they leave and start Anthropic basically to make sure that OpenAI doesn’t get to this critical threshold of AGI first. So the whole industry spawned out of itself. These people all used to work together, and now they run these companies that are mortal enemies. Like, I was shocked. This was actually my biggest surprise. I thought this was more like Coke and Pepsi, but this is not a buddy-buddy industry. This is like a blood feud.
From all of the reporting that you did, who do you trust? Who do you trust with our future in the context of artificial intelligence?
I don’t trust any single person.
None of them.
What I learned through reporting this book is these are people, they are flawed, they are fallible, they have moments of weakness. Their motives are never 100 percent pure. Some of these people are quite nice. Some of them are very thoughtful. I think we have in some ways gotten very lucky with the people who are running these AI companies, who I think are, on the whole, much better suited to build powerful technology and release it into the world than the social media barons were.
So there is a marked difference between the Facebook era and this AI era?
Oh, yeah. For one, they are just way less naive. You know, the social media guys came in and they said, “We’re going to change the world. We’re going to free communication from the bottlenecks that hold it back. We’re going to distribute the benefits of technology to everyone.”
And they really didn't start thinking about the problems until they were being questioned in front of Congress.
I will say some of these AI guys talk a lot about saving the world. They talk a lot about how great this will be for humanity.
If you go back and look at the founding emails of OpenAI, they have been very consistent that they think this is a potentially very dangerous technology.
Now, they’re racing toward it, so maybe their words don’t mean that much. But I think you can’t accuse them of being naive, because they just have such a long track record, all of them, of saying that, “Yeah, this could be great for humanity, but it’s not a given that it will be, and we need to build it really carefully and thoughtfully to make sure that it's actually going to turn out well for us.”
What kind of responsibility do you think falls on their shoulders in the context of AI safety?
This was something that I’ve asked all of them about at various points. Like, why don’t you just stop?
Yeah.
Why do you get up every day and try to make these systems more powerful if you’re worried it could end the world in some cases?
Some of them, including Dario and Sam, genuinely believe that this technology is inevitable. The recipe for AI is not that hard. You get a lot of compute, you get a lot of data, you build the right scaffolding and grow the model in this organic process of stochastic gradient descent and reinforcement learning, and out comes a superintelligent model.
It is their sincere belief that it’s not that hard to build this stuff if you understand the basics and that, because it's not that hard, someone will do it. And whether that someone is a US AI company or a Chinese AI company or a terrorist group or an academic research lab, someone will do this.
So it is in the best interests of humanity for someone who thinks a lot about safety to be the first to get there, because they can set standards for the rest of the industry. Now, I don’t know if I fully buy that, but that is their logic, and that is the reason that they feel validated getting up and doing this every day.
The book ends in an interesting way, and I have a couple questions about that. It ends, essentially, with you saying, “I really hope these guys get it right. I really hope that they slow down so that I can keep living my life the way I live it now.” It’s funny timing that the book is coming out right as these very acute conversations around AI safety are happening, and it feels like every other day a company is disclosing some new breach, something that went wrong with one of their models. How scared are you right now, Kevin Roose?
I am actually feeling quite hopeful right now relative to where I was a few months ago, and it’s largely because we are now having this conversation.
There have been people, including many of the people I spoke to for the book, who have been worried about runaway AI, rogue AI, a possible AI takeover for 10, 15 years, who have been trying to sound the alarm about this, and no one believed them. Outside their little bubble of AI safety people, everyone was sort of like, “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Now I feel like we have finally reached this point where this stuff is inside the Overton window.
I think that some of what I see on social media and some of what I see in the news media is really hyperbolic and is really dramatic. I’m not saying that the stakes aren’t dramatic, but my assessment of the situation is that if something does go horribly wrong with artificial intelligence, it will be much more boring than we might think, and it will have more to do with human error than we are sometimes attributing.
Yeah, I totally understand that, and to be clear, I’m not saying I know exactly the risks that we should be most afraid of. I just think there’s this whole category of risk that has kind of been written off or downplayed or just, you know, those are just those weirdos in Berkeley talking about it. Now we can have conversations about it.
People are worried, they’re taking this seriously, and I think we really have a window here where we can actually make some changes or take some steps to make sure that this goes better for humanity. I don’t think that was possible a couple of months ago.
So I think that’s why I’m feeling more hopeful, because even though I think objectively the models are getting worse and scarier and more dangerous, we are also much better positioned to recognize and talk about and perhaps prevent those risks.
In that last page of the book, and I don’t want to ascribe an emotion to you, but I felt fear there from you and a reluctance to see your life change too quickly. I think that is something that is very much universal.
Absolutely. I think this is where the people inside the AI bubble do not understand the world. I think the people at the AI companies building this technology are generally people who enjoy the prospect of large, unannounced social change.
Unannounced social change. Hard to imagine a bigger nightmare for me personally.
Like, they love when things get weird. That’s part of why they moved to San Francisco. They wanna live in the future. The prospect of radical upheaval does not scare them.
Doesn’t that seem like a huge problem to you?
Yes, because normal people don’t think like that. Normal people want to live a life that is recognizable to them. They want their kids to grow up in a society that resembles the one that they grew up in. We don’t manage change very well as a society, and we never have. But I think this is why I wish that there had been more types of people involved in the critical conversations around this technology.
Because, as I said, 50 people in San Francisco, give or take, made all of the relevant decisions, and they are not a representative sample. They are very weird. They see the world differently. They have a higher tolerance for change than most people, and I think it led to them making some decisions that we can’t really take back now.
I mean, do you think that if two years ago we had had more philosophers, more artists, more creatives, more journalists, lawyers, whoever it may be, involved in those conversations, that it really would’ve moved the needle when there is so much money on the other side of that conversation?
I guess what I’m saying is that, sure, it’s all well and good for a broader coalition to be having those conversations, but Greg Brockman’s donations to the Trump administration get him that phone call, right? They have the president’s phone number. The access to the decisionmakers is bestowed upon those 50 people in San Francisco by virtue of their wealth and their power.
I think it can help at the margins, and I’ll give you an example. One of the people I write about at some length in the book is Amanda Askell. She is a longtime employee at Anthropic and was at OpenAI before that. You just had a story in WIRED about searching for the most powerful woman in Silicon Valley. I think she’s gotta be up there in the top two or three.
She has been in charge of Claude’s character. They call her the Claude mother at Anthropic. She’s a virtue ethicist. She has a PhD in philosophy. She went into AI specifically to think about this question of what should a good AI system do? How should it act? What values should it represent? How should it decline to do certain things or volunteer to do certain things? How can you instill something like virtue ethics in a chatbot? This was a very fringe area of research. She was, to my knowledge, the first person ever to do this kind of work inside one of these AI companies.
It has resulted in them having a really sophisticated way of thinking about the morality and the ethics of Claude. She now has a whole team. They have many people that are devoted to this, and I think it has probably made Claude not just safer and better behaved, but has also inspired other labs to hire their own philosophers and come up with their own ways of training their AIs for something like moral goodness.
I think there’s a really strong argument for having lots of people from lots of different disciplines engaging with this technology, because it should not just be engineers doing this.
As someone with a bachelor of arts degree in philosophy, I have to say it is a boom time for my people.
There was a lot in the book to me that was troubling. What stands out to you that is hopeful when you think about the book, when you think about the technology? Aside from the fact that we may actually make some meaningful progress toward regulation, was there something you discovered in your reporting that made you feel optimistic?
A lot of the optimism that I feel around this stuff has to do with science and medicine. I lost my father to cancer. I know lots of other people who have lost loved ones to rare diseases that have not been cured, not because we lack ingenuity, but because it’s just a question of resources and manpower. I think that AI can do incredible things for people who suffer from disease. I don’t think that’s all marketing BS.
There’s a story in the book about the DeepMind protein-folding AI system that won the Nobel Prize, and there’s this incredibly touching moment where a mother of a kid who has a life-threatening genetic condition writes to the DeepMind researchers after this breakthrough and asks them, “Could this help my kid?” They have to give her the honest answer, which is probably not, because this stuff takes time. You have to get it through clinical trials. Even if you have these amazing breakthroughs in science, you have to design the drugs, you have to test the drugs, you have to get the drugs approved.
It can be a decade before these things actually make it to saving people’s lives. But I want that to happen faster. I want there to be more AI-designed drugs. I want us to get them to market quickly. I don’t want people to suffer from the same diseases that have killed previous generations.
So that’s where I feel a lot of optimism right now. Ask me in two weeks, maybe it’ll be something else, but right now that’s where I’m feeling good.
I’m curious about your own process with AI. You have published three books prior to this one. Your first was published in 2009, well before any of this technology was available. How did it change the book-writing process for you? I know you're very open with how you use AI, sometimes to much controversy among your journalistic peers.
There’s a whole section in the beginning of the book about how I did and did not use AI, ’cause I thought it was important first and foremost to be transparent.
Kevin, I’m going to be transparent with you. I ran your book through Pangram.
How did it do?
The book is written by a human being. Presumably by you.
Yeah, it was written by a very tired, overworked, underslept human being. I also had a researcher help me with this, Jasmine Sun, and had a bunch of great human editors at FSG.
The book is fully human-written, but how did you use the tech?
I had a giant notebook on NotebookLM filled with all of my research materials, interview transcripts, magazine articles, and academic papers. And the most basic way I would use that is just to query it about things that I needed to know. So like, “Give me all of the stories that I’ve heard about the pre-training of GPT-4,” and then it would pop back a list, sort of like a supercharged search function.
I also did it to help with some reporting tasks, like who would the three people have been in the room when this decision was made, and what are their contact details? It helped with organizing my notes, with fact-checking. Actually, at the end, I had a human fact-checker, but I also had an AI swarm doing fact-checks and catching some things that honestly neither I nor the human fact-checker had caught.
Then I used it for editorial feedback. I have what I call a Council of Claudes, which is my team of Claudes that are assigned to different personalities and vantage points. So I have one who’s a hardcore LLM skeptic who goes through the draft and tells me, “Oh, this is what I object to. You’re anthropomorphizing here. It’s not really thinking here.” I have one that’s a Kurzweil-type futurist that wants to expand the vision of the future in the book. Like some of this was just slop and probably wasted more time than it saved, but there were a couple things that the Council of Claudes said to me where I was like, “Oh yeah, that’s a good point. I should go back and revise that.”
How do you think about the premium on human-generated writing? Do you think in five years, the average person will care that Kevin wrote this book as opposed to an AI writing that book? Do you think it matters to people?
I do. I think it matters a lot to people. I know this because they’ve done studies where when people read a sample of writing that is generated by AI, but they don’t know it’s generated by AI, they give it very high marks. They prefer it to human-written text in a blind test. But then the minute you tell them this was generated by AI, they hate it.
Their approval of it plummets. I think this has a lot to do with human psychology. We like to think that people work really hard to make something for us, that it represents their authentic view. So people will still continue to be offended when they find out that their favorite writer has used AI to generate their latest book or essay or whatever. But I think that’s basically only if they detect it, only if they can tell, and I don’t think they can tell or will be able to for much longer. I think as long as Pangram exists, it will probably be a useful tool. But I also think that, in the abstract, people just don’t know the difference. When you tell them the difference, they care, but before that, they don’t.
That’s really interesting. It is the psychological value of wanting to know that someone’s fingerprints were on something and wanting to know that you were getting their voice and not the voice of Claude.
Totally.
I think it’s important for writers to show their process for this reason. To talk about and literally film themselves working so that people can connect with the labor involved in making something. I think that’s going to be important for humans of all creative stripes.
Is that going to be a social video series that you and Casey come up with?
Yeah, I’m streaming myself writing 16 hours a day on Twitch. Go check it out.
Sounds like hell. Kevin, congratulations on the book. Thank you so much for being here. This was fascinating.
Thank you, Katie. You’re the best.
How to Listen
You can always listen to this week's podcast through the audio player on this page, but if you want to subscribe for free to get every episode, here's how:
If you're on an iPhone or iPad, open the app called Podcasts, or just tap this link. You can also download an app like Overcast or Pocket Casts and search for “uncanny valley.” We’re on Spotify too.
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A Prediction Market About the Past? Sure, Why Not!
As prediction markets surge in popularity, a new platform called Verifact Markets is pushing the concept even further, letting users trade on “disputed facts.”

Photo-Illustration: Jobanny Cabrera; Getty Images
Would you put money on whether Covid-19 originated from a lab? How about whether some of the footage from the Apollo 11 moon landing was actually filmed on Earth?
Verifact Markets, a new startup that bills itself as a “prediction market for disputed facts,” is betting that people will be eager to weigh in on questions like these. The company’s premise is so quirky it sounds like something a couple of philosophy and economics majors dreamed after too many bong rips in their dorm room: Instead of wagering on the future, why not trade on stuff that already happened?
When Verifact Markets launched on Friday, some of the initial topics traders could take a position on included whether Jeffrey Epstein died by suicide and whether insurance behemoth State Farm “intentionally delayed” claims related to the 2025 Los Angeles wildfires. The featured market during beta testing was, indeed, about the origins of Covid-19. (As of writing, the market is still open, with “true” priced at 76 cents and “false” at 32; the majority of participants had put money on the pandemic beginning at Wuhan Institute of Virology.)
Verifact Markets is being funded and incubated by Positron Capital Management, the family office of tech investor Peter Wokwicz. He envisions the startup as a way to settle debates over hot-button issues like the amount of energy consumed by AI data centers. “I’m excited, because nobody’s done this before,” Wokwicz says. “We’re not going to shy away from controversial markets.”
In a regular prediction market, participants buy financial instruments known as event contracts, which are pegged to whether a specific event will take place in the future. Topics range from which team will win the Super Bowl to what the price of bitcoin will be in 15 minutes to whether the US and Iran will reach a nuclear deal. Someone who buys a “yes” contract on Polymarket that the Bears will start Case Keenum next week will make money if that happens. Similarly, someone who bets “no” on Kalshi that it will rain in Miami tomorrow will lose money if there’s a downpour.
Each prediction market has its own rules about how it resolves events, and sometimes things can get messy, like when Polymarket bettors tussled over whether Ukrainian leader Volodymyr Zelensky actually wore a suit, or when Kalshi traders revolted over how the platform settled a market on whether Iran’s supreme leader would leave power.
Verifact Markets’ setup is even messier. That’s by design, since the platform focuses specifically on scenarios where people disagree on what took place. It lists markets for past events that it considers “disputed” and lets its customers wager “true” or “false” on whether they really happened. People can also submit “evidence” for or against their position, and the company plans to offer rewards for credible documentation that helps resolve markets. If Verifact Markets determines that there’s enough evidence to make a call, it does so. If it still can’t tell, the company will “expire” a market and pay out users based on its calculation of the odds at the time.
According to Verifact Markets chief executive and cofounder Rodrigo Aquino, the markets themselves won’t determine whether something is true or false. That means even if all of the customers in a given market voted “true,” that won’t necessarily make it so. Trading prices will be factored in alongside other evidence and documentation that is submitted to the company by users. It is also planning to launch its own research system, which Aquino describes as “patent pending.” When I ask Aquino how the system works, he keeps the answer impressively vague: “We are analyzing, multi-dimensionally, a multitude of data points,” he says, noting that the process is “very mathematical, very quantitative” and also “very secretive.”
When I point out that credibly determining how the Covid pandemic started would be a massive news story, resolving a mystery that has eluded scientists for years, Aquino remains upbeat. “It’s doable,” he says.
Verifact says that it is currently in talks with market makers about providing liquidity. Right now, the project is so small that it is being bootstrapped by Positron Capital Management. There are a number of ongoing lawsuits in the US over whether prediction markets should be considered financial instruments or gambling, but it’s hard to discern how Verifact would factor into that debate because of its rather odd business model.
For the time being, the company is only offering its markets to people outside of the United States as it looks for the most viable legal path forward domestically, as it is not a licensed exchange in the US. But Wokwicz claims he purchased a regulated financial exchange in the last year and intends to roll Verifact into it when he can. Like Polymarket’s decentralized product, Verifact Markets is “on-chain,” and participants can make trades with stablecoins, a class of cryptocurrencies tied to the price of the US dollar and other fiat currencies.
Verifact Markets is part of a wave of startups interested in resolving the facts about disputed news and historical events. One of the most recent entries was the short-lived Peter Thiel–funded project Objection (later rebranded as The Primary), which aimed to determine whether specific media stories were accurate. But before the truth-adjudication stuff really got off the ground, The Primary pivoted to publishing news and a scoreboard for ranking journalists.
For now, there are very few details about how Verifact Markets will ultimately determine whether something is true or false, even though its entire value proposition rests on the idea that it’s uniquely positioned to do so. It's an extremely tall order, made even taller by all the other details that haven’t been worked out yet, like how the project will make money—it doesn’t plan to charge fees at launch. Wokwicz isn’t focused on that sort of thing, at least not yet. “What I'm looking forward to most is just some of the very unique evidence that people are going to dig up,” he says. “We're going to bring out truth—what is true and false.”
Some prediction market veterans say they are intrigued by Verifact Markets, even if there are plenty of remaining questions about how it will work. “I'll probably join just so I can keep making money off of the 2020 election for the rest of my existence,” says prominent prediction market trader Caleb Davies.
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Meet the Vendors Selling ‘Cornell Seven’ Merch
Brands, influencers, and Etsy sellers claim they're hawking T-shirts, mugs, and buttons out of solidarity with the woman who accused seven male classmates of sexual assault. Some say it’s shameless.

Photo-Illustration: Wired Staff; Getty Images
Last weekend, the
clothing brand Cherrykitten published an Instagram post promoting T-shirts, crop tops, and sports bras with the slogan “I Am Jane Doe” emblazoned on the front. “ALL OF US ARE UNTIL NONE OF US ARE,” the company wrote in the caption, adding that it would donate 5 percent of the net sales proceeds to the National Organization for Women.
A reference to the “Cornell Seven” case, in which an anonymous woman accused seven Cornell University fraternity members of sexual assault, among other counts, #IAmJaneDoe started going viral last week. Many sexual assault survivors used the hashtag in solidarity with the alleged victim after trolls attempted to dox her on social media. (All seven of those accused have denied wrongdoing, and none have been charged with a crime.)
The message, while powerful, may have been ill-suited for appropriation by Cherrykitten, a brand perhaps best known for selling tank tops and crop tops with slogans like “Pls do not give me a cigarette no matter what I say” and “AI cannot generate tits like these.” The company received immediate backlash on social media for selling the shirts, with many accusing it of tastelessly capitalizing off of a grisly sexual assault case. “Using the cornell seven sexual assault as a merch idea and then donating ONLY 5% to a womens charity.. oh cherrykitten.. you’re fucked,” one tweet with 2.2 million views read.
The brand removed the post, issuing an apology for “turning a real and deeply serious situation into a product,” according to a screengrab of a now-deleted Instagram post. (Cherrykitten did not respond to WIRED’s requests for comment.) But Cherrykitten is far from the only brand attempting to market apparel around the Cornell Seven case, which has garnered outrage around the world.
On Amazon, there are more than 6,000 results for “I Am Jane Doe” T-shirts; on platforms like Etsy and Redbubble, there are hundreds of sellers promoting such merch, including T-shirts, sweatshirts, hats, bracelets, mugs, and bumper stickers. The listings, which include keywords like “feminist,” “true crime,” “protest,” and (weirdly, on Redbubble) “lizzieborden,” often feature AI-generated photos of women with shiny hair and broad grins modeling the merch.
One such seller, who requested her name be withheld to protect her privacy given the sensitive nature of the case, is the owner of a three-year-old shop on Etsy which sells T-shirts with progressive slogans. Her “I Am Jane Doe” sweatshirts in shades like ash, dark chocolate, and purple cost between $19.53 and $27.93; she’s sold 21 since October 1.
An assault survivor herself, the seller tells WIRED via email she came across the Cornell Seven story on social media, and was “deeply moved” by the #IAmJaneDoe movement. “I wanted this shirt to be a small but visible way of saying: we see you, we believe you, and we stand with you,” she says.
“[When] I came across the Jane Doe story on social media, I saw yet another woman who had been failed by people and systems, and I felt really strongly about that. That we need to stand up for her. That she deserves justice ... For me, ‘I Am Jane Doe’ was not about turning anyone's pain into a trend,” she says. “It was my way of saying that I see her, I believe her, and I stand with her.”
It’s not uncommon for Etsy vendors to sell items inspired by current events. It happened after the murder of George Floyd in 2020 and during the 2022 Johnny Depp/Amber Heard defamation case, where much of the merch was pro-Depp and featured quotes from Depp on the stand. As WIRED has previously reported, the rise of mass-produced print-on-demand goods, as well as Etsy’s relatively lax policies toward AI-generated listings, allow vendors to rapidly create, design, promote, and sell such items in accordance with the news cycle.
Yet there are often ethical questions associated with commodifying social movements for a quick buck, and it can be difficult for consumers to vet the motives of those selling such products.
“If [people are] raising money to support survivors, that’s OK,” Simintha Esson, chief development officer for RAINN, the country’s largest anti-sexual-assault organization, tells WIRED when asked about the recent onslaught of Jane Doe merch. “We know the need is there—calls to RAINN’s National Sexual Assault Hotline are up 73 percent in the last week. But if it’s just exploiting Jane Doe’s name and case for profit, people are better off giving to an organization that is trying to make things better.”
Even those who purport to be financially supporting survivors are worthy of skepticism. The website I Am Jane Doe Merch, for instance, includes such bestselling items as an “I Am Jane Doe” baby tee, an “Educate Your Sons” crop top stenciled with a butterfly, and a “Dead Men Don’t Rape” T-shirt featuring the serial killer Aileen Wuornos. (According to website data, more than 700 Aileen Wuornos T-shirts have sold.)
The website, which was created on October 2, according to the domain reverse-search tool WhoIs, includes a description stating that an unspecified percentage of the proceeds will go directly to Jane Doe herself, “to help her legal expenses and related costs.” “Any contribution, no matter the amount, can help lessen that burden and support Jane in accessing support, advocacy, and/or justice and accountability,” the description reads.
When reached for comment, however, Thomas P. Giuffra, the attorney for Jane Doe, tells WIRED that there are no authorized fundraising sites for Jane Doe. While she has requested that all donations go to RAINN, other efforts such as I Am Jane Doe Merch are “not affiliated with us, and we urge the public to use caution before contributing to one,” he says in a statement. (Though WhoIs data has kept the identity of the owner of I Am Jane Doe Merch anonymous, WIRED has reached out to an email address associated with the website for comment.)
Some influencers selling “I Am Jane Doe” merchandise are donating all or most of the proceeds to organizations benefiting sexual survivors. Justin Kralemann, a content creator and activist who goes by the handle the Woke Ginger, says he was inspired to sell shirts after women flooded to his comments section to share their own experiences with sexual assault and trauma.
“Their stories broke my heart,” he says. “I’m a cisgender man and can’t directly speak to women’s lived experiences, but I wanted to do something beyond sharing news updates to help those fighting sexual violence against women.”
With EQNQ Studio, a company that makes “progressive apparel that celebrates equality, community, and the courage to speak up,” according to its website, Kralemann is selling “I Am Jane Doe” T-shirts in teal (the color associated with Sexual Assault Awareness Month) and dark heather for $24.95 a pop. He says approximately 67 percent of the proceeds will support the national organization End Rape on Campus, and approximately 33 percent will go to EQNQ Studio, the small business producing, hand-making, and shipping the shirts. Per EQNQ, they have sold 255 shirts thus far.
A few days after we started corresponding, the Etsy vendor selling sweatshirts provided an update: she had decided to stop selling the “I Am Jane Doe” sweatshirt and to donate the remainder of the profits to RAINN. She didn’t think that she or those who purchased the sweatshirt had bad intentions—“we all know how difficult it is to change things as individuals, [and] at the very least, we can show our support with a shirt,” she says. But she said that she has come to understand the potential ethical issues raised by “turning a story like this into something that is sold, even when the intention behind it is solidarity.”
“Even though we don't know who Jane Doe is, and we don't need to know, this is still her story,” she says. “I have decided that stepping back from this particular design is the right thing for me to do.”
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The Social Reckoning Already Feels Irrelevant
Aaron Sorkin’s sequel to The Social Network attempts to shame a ruling class that has proved itself shameless.

Jeremy Strong as Mark Zuckerberg in The Social Reckoning.Photograph: Columbia Pictures/Everett Collection
When The Social Network hit theaters in 2010, it was fair to wonder if the film had come too soon. Facebook had been launched from Mark Zuckerberg’s Harvard dorm room just six years earlier, and nobody really knew how it would reshape digital community in the decade to come.
But, with a breakneck screenplay by Aaron Sorkin, a menacingly propulsive soundtrack by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross, and a surgical performance from Jesse Eisenberg as Young Zuck, director David Fincher delivered a slick corporate thriller about the major drama to that point: intersecting lawsuits over who owned what percentage of the platform and who could lay claim as a founder. It was an electrifying film that seemed to only lightly fictionalize the newest and perhaps most cutthroat generation of Silicon Valley warlords.
Flash forward 16 years, and Facebook (now Meta) has accumulated more scandals than Hollywood could possibly hope to keep up with. Sorkin tells WIRED that he was approached many times over those years with pitches for a sequel, though he struggled to see an angle of approach. “Before a film can be anything else, before it can be relevant or thought-provoking, it has to be good,” he says. “It has to work as something that you watch while you're eating popcorn.”
Then, Sorkin says, he met Frances Haugen, the former Facebook data engineer who leaked damning internal memos to investigative reporter Jeff Horwitz. Horwitz wrote up what became known as the “Facebook Files” in a far-ranging 2021 series of articles for The Wall Street Journal, exposing much of what the company knew regarding harms to users—everything from hate speech and medical misinformation to body image issues and human trafficking—but had largely brushed aside in pursuit of growth.
Sorkin still wasn’t sure he had a film, but one day he asked Haugen why she finally decided to go to the media. “She just told me in kind of an offhand way, ‘Oh, I had this friend who was radicalized by Facebook after spending too many hours on the platform,’” he recalls. “And I began to get the idea for what is now the opening scene of the movie.”
The cold open of The Social Reckoning, written and directed by Sorkin, depicts an intoxicated woman pulled over on the side of the road in San Mateo, California, with an overheated car. Approached by police officers, she turns combative, pulling out her phone to record a video as she hurls racist abuse at the cops and is at last arrested for threatening to kill one of them. The video turns up on a Facebook page for far-right content, which is where Haugen (Mikey Madison) finds it in 2019, recognizing the woman as an acquaintance from her pilates class who used to hold progressive views. She also learns that this woman is a superuser, intensely active on Facebook for many hours each day.
Haugen first tries to get her colleagues at Facebook to recognize how their own algorithms are pushing many users, including her former friend, into extremist feeds. It’s only when she hits enough walls that she puts her tentative trust in Horwitz (Jeremy Allen White), a journalist whom Facebook staff have been explicitly warned not to speak to. As they develop the bickering rapport of two focused professionals with clashing ideals—Haugen wants to save the company from itself, while Horwitz suspects it’s too late for that—we see flash-forwards of Zuckerberg (Jeremy Strong) rehearsing for a congressional hearing on social media misinformation in 2021. In the room are a crisis PR adviser named Raya (Wunmi Mosaku) and Charlie (Bill Burr), a composite ex-employee (as in, not specifically based on any living individual). He’s been brought in as an agitator with the freedom to get under Zuck’s skin and dismantle his practiced talking points.
This plot structure is clunkier than the cross-cutting depositions of The Social Network, which neatly allowed for the characters to recount the early days of Facebook without narrative hand-holding. By comparison, The Social Reckoning is clogged with portentous intertitles (the first sequence is even labeled a “prologue”) and visual cues to remind us where we are in the timeline. From scene to scene, the sharp-edged performances and familiar crackle of Sorkinese dialog (which leaves room for the occasional and delightfully odd non sequitur) make for engaging fare. But the pieces fit together awkwardly—and you do wish Reznor and Ross were around to boost the momentum.
The movie arrives as part of a crowded slate of keenly anticipated tech films. There’s Artificial, Luca Guadagnino’s satire about the firing and rehiring of OpenAI CEO Sam Altman in 2023; it picked up significant buzz as Amazon MGM dropped it this summer following a $50 billion deal between Amazon and OpenAI. Alex Gibney’s epic documentary Musk covers the exploits of the world’s richest man up through his disastrous reign as a “government efficiency” czar in the White House. And don’t forget You Can See Everything, for which directors Nathan Fielder and Lance Oppenheim gained close access to Theranos founder and convicted fraudster Elizabeth Holmes shortly before she began serving a decade-long prison sentence.
Amid these timely offerings, The Social Reckoning is just a touch out of step. Its climax (spoiler alert) is the January 6 Capitol riot, the horrors of which are blamed in part on Facebook’s failure to either get a handle on election fraud conspiracy theories or remove Donald Trump’s account as he stoked such inflammatory falsehoods. Now, halfway into Trump’s second term, is it all that much of a revelation that he and his movement are emboldened by the complicity of tech oligarchs, who openly backed him in 2024?
Nevertheless, there are big issues at play here. The debate over ethics in tech continually boils over into agonizing questions of how truth is negotiated and who gets the last word on it.
Whether you find Reckoning to be a worthy interrogation of this stuff will probably depend on your appetite for what amounts to a mashup of The Newsroom and The West Wing. There are mic-drop moments that plainly invite the audience to “lib out,” such as when Haugen accuses Horwitz of bias against tech because it’s stealing journalists’ jobs and he fires back that it’s actually because “you are so bad at it.” Or when Zuckerberg taunts his traitorous former friend Charlie for cashing out his Facebook stake for $200 million instead of holding on until it was worth $1.3 billion, and he counters by torching the presumption that he’s “supposed to be embarrassed by that.”
“I love that line, because that is the disease,” Burr tells WIRED. “What you're seeing with these robber baron nerds that are out there right now is the way somebody is addicted to methamphetamine, they are addicted to money. They literally cannot have enough. They are insatiable. They behave like addicts. And an addict will do whatever they have to do, hurt whoever they have to, to get that next fix.”
There is a definite satisfaction to seeing Burr, a caustic stand-up comedian, stick this observation directly into Zuckerberg’s craw. On the other hand, it’s a little naive to imagine that it stings a guy expanding his massive top-secret Hawaii compound to include ancestral burial grounds. In so many ways, Reckoning attempts to shame a ruling class that has proved itself, well, shameless.
At its best, then, the film may serve to underscore Haugen’s bravery in turning whistleblower while capably illustrating the difficulty and dangers of mounting an exposé on a Silicon Valley behemoth. It reminds us that there is always something else these tech firms are concealing. Both Madison and White tell WIRED that Sorkin’s screenplay jolted their understanding of the forces at work in the industry.
“I had an inkling about certain things, but then to be confronted with the real statistics and facts—that really confirmed how I was already feeling about social media as a whole and some of the negative effects it can have on people,” Madison says. White adds that people shouldn’t give companies like Meta the benefit of the doubt when something goes wrong. “What you find out in watching this film is, there's a business model, there's a plan, there's engagement,” he says. “They're hyper-aware of exactly what's happening, and they still choose to put their foot on the gas.”
Though as to an actual “reckoning” with this reality, the title may have been an overpromise. The movie’s postscript notes that millions of Americans still get news from Facebook and that in 2025, Meta ended its fact-checking program, opting instead to solicit crowdsourced context notes from users. It’s a downbeat conclusion after Haugen and Horwitz have beaten the odds to drag countless dirty secrets into the light. You wish you could walk away from The Social Reckoning with a sense that this forever changed Facebook, or Zuckerberg, or the internet itself, yet it’s hard to avoid noticing that everyone got away with it.
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Digger Is a Box Office Flop. It Might Be the Most Relevant Film of the Year
Sold by its trailer as a gag reel, Tom Cruise’s strangest movie may be the most unsettling portrait of our tech and climate moment yet.

Still from Digger.Photograph: USA TODAY Network/Reuters
The trailer for Alejandro González Iñárritu’s Digger promised an over-the top, prosthetic-laden Tom Cruise comedy—a caricature of an oil baron who has to save the world from his own actions. But despite an underwhelming opening at the box office, this sprawling, grotesque satire may be the most relevant film of the year.
Given the way the plot layers, key moments being recontextualized as the story progresses, this movie is difficult to market—or to review—spoiler-free. The broad strokes are that Digger is an oil tycoon whose drilling broke off an iceberg and sent it toward Europe, threatening to kill 100,000 people and displace more than a million. He’s a man who takes painstaking care of his sick cat while watching footage of the wildlife dying as a direct result of his actions. A man purely interested in profit, working alongside the US president, played by John Goodman, to save the world.
There are moments that are directly lifted from real life. It is an obvious, purposely heavy-handed satirization of Bush-era politics as well as the modern US political climate. Before getting into spoiler territory, the movie is also visually striking and ambitious with surreal set designs delivering pointed messages about the world the characters live in, with incredible performances from a star-studded cast.
If you want to go into the movie without any spoilers—and I really think you should—stop here and come back once you’ve watched it.
You expect to see a movie about a wealthy man grappling with a problem he created in the world, but Tom Cruise isn’t actually playing Digger Rockwell. He is playing Curtis Markson, an actor portraying Digger in a satirical play about the events that caused the climate crisis of this world. The play is directed by Hannah (played by Sophie Wilde) and funded by Kenny Rockwell, Digger’s nephew (played by Jesse Plemons).
This context comes in bits and pieces over the course of the movie, and each reveal shines a new light on the film—Goodman’s vulgar, larger-than-life president makes lowbrow jokes for laughs, his team members have minimal reactions to the potential death toll of the climate disaster and overreact when the financial cost is declared. When Europe is struck, the president and his team are eating popcorn and shouting at the screen, telling the victims—of a catastrophe that they created—to run, as though watching a slasher film. It is horrifyingly cartoonish.
The whole movie is a striking caricature, not just of politics but of making art today. The play only happens because Kenny decides to fund it, and while the play has elaborate sets, ample staff, and high-tech production, the theater has intermittent air-conditioning. The audience and director sweat inside while mold grows in the green room, and the world falls apart around this decadent spectacle.
In the context of a play written for the catharsis of the masses, it reveals a wider tension that runs throughout the movie—and which it argues about out loud. Cruise, playing Markson, hates the caricature of Digger, complaining to the director that he was a terrifying, intimidating, “seductive psychopath,” not a buffoonish cowboy. Hannah says it’s what the people need—a didactic, sensationalized, cathartic play with villains to laugh at.
Kenny also isn’t putting on the play as an act of remorse. Instead, it’s a deflection, placating the audience by giving them a villain in the past so they can accept the present, while he profits off of the catastrophe the play satirizes. When Curtis’ daughter, Hope, disappears after boarding a plane to come to the opening night, Kenny is able to locate her using only her phone number. He runs a security company—read as likely in the business of surveillance.
His decision to fund a play exaggerates the current tech and cultural climate. The tech moguls of today are increasingly seeking cultural clout, and culture is now largely dispersed through technology: Jeff Bezos owns Prime Video; Apple has Apple TV. This can be extended to how social media platforms—and the algorithms that govern them—are cultural gatekeepers of sorts.
As the movie nears its end, we see the conclusion of the play, where Digger dies, met with applause, tears of joy, and cheers from the crowd. Catharsis. The audience then puts on their breathing masks, filing out into a flooded, dystopian city. The catharsis, the spectacle, even Cruise’s agonizing over the portrayal of his character, are all meaningless out here.
Just like the audience of the play, I laughed throughout the movie. I laughed at lines that were clearly pulled from real events, at the gaudy recreation of people more than happy to convert breathable air into dollars and cents and their familiar deflections and excuses. When the lights came up and the credits rolled, I too left the theater and returned to a world where surveillance companies track us, where militaries remotely wage war with AI, and where the climate slips closer to further disaster.
This story originally appeared in
WIRED Middle East.
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Artificial Roasts AI’s Creators—and Sends a Dark Warning About Its Dangers
From their dorky parties to their weird walks, the movie holds OpenAI CEO Sam Altman and other stakeholders with contempt, while demonstrating their recklessness.

Still from Artificial.Courtesy of NEON
Artificial, the new comedy-drama about OpenAI and the artificial intelligence arms race, is a movie of weird walks.
As OpenAI cofounder Ilya Sutskever, Russian actor Yuri Borisov clomps around, like a geeky Frankensteinian monster. As the controversial OpenAI CEO Sam Altman, Andrew Garfield bounces and skips boyishly—a gait that Altman himself recently commended for its accuracy. And as Elon Musk, Ike Barinholtz puts on a loping swagger, commanding rooms of computer nerds like some sort of alpha gorilla (a semblance matched by his long, pouting faces, which call to mind those old Bored Ape NFTs).
During the movie’s post-premiere Q&A earlier this week at the New York Film Festival, Barinholtz wryly described his character as “a person who walks normally.” Such are the awkward saunters of the march of history in the making.
Artificial, directed by Luca Guadagnino, waltzed into NYFF with some controversy clinging to it. The film was originally set to be released by AmazonMGM, which conspicuously dropped it this summer after Amazon struck a $50 billion deal with OpenAI. (Indie house Neon swooped in to pick it up.) NYFF artistic director Dennis Lim referenced “the circumstances” around the film in his onstage introduction.
That OpenAI may have brooked issues with Artificial makes sense. The film is almost completely unflattering, depicting Altman and other OpenAI stakeholders—as well as all the major drivers of the AI boom—as vain, reckless, and insufferably boring. Where 2010’s The Social Network succeeded in making Silicon Valley computer savants look like robust titans of industry and architects of the future, Artificial works to opposing ends. It depicts its tech titans as self-regarding dweebs.
Comparisons to David Fincher’s Facebook drama are inevitable. There’s the subject matter, of course. And the fact that both films feature Garfield in a lead role. (It should be said that Artificial is really more of a biopic of Sutskever, here depicted as both the prime mover of the current AI wave and its nagging moral conscience, than it is of Altman.) But Guadagnino and writer-producer Simon Rich’s approach to the material feels diametrically opposed to Fincher’s. The Social Network was a steely, polished, wordy drama. Artificial is pitched as a black comedy that verges on the surreal.
Guadagnino, best known in Hollywood for the coming-of-age drama Call Me by Your Name and the three-way tennis romance Challengers, has mastered a strain of tense eroticism. There are shades of that in Artificial, in Altman’s seductive wooing of Sutskever’s character. But the film is, for the most part, literally and figuratively sexless.
The images are plain, and even a little ugly. You can almost feel Guadagnino’s more rococo style begging to break out. A slo-mo sequence of a room of gawky programmers dousing each other in bottles of Jarritos, celebrating their AI’s latest self-learning benchmark, is stickily unsexy. A climactic scene of Altman and his OpenAI lackeys confronting Sutskever on a sloping San Francisco street recalls the green-screen backdrops of Tommy Wiseau’s cult classic The Room. After the screening, Guadagnino claimed the story captured a different strain of desire—what he described as “the desire to prevail.”
It’s a need many viewers might share, as leaders in the AI industry (including Altman) appear united in tamping down the technology’s acceleration. Artificial intelligence, we are told, is developing so rapidly, and is becoming so sophisticated, that it risks compromising life on Earth as we know it. In a recent interview with WIRED, former Anthropic AI employee Jacob Coxon alleged that his former colleagues have described the next few years as the potential “endgame” for humanity itself. Another Anthropic researcher claimed that there’s a chance that AI could “kill all humans” within a decade. (The odds were set below 10 percent, which still seems extremely high.)
Artificial stages these tensions as a kind of a high moral drama. Borisov’s well-meaning researcher—depicted as being temperamentally incapable of lying—pleads for safeguards, slow-downs, and AI’s “alignment” with humanity’s broader interests. Meanwhile, the case for exponential technological and capital growth is argued by, well, basically everyone else.
Even the idea of safety itself as saleable. In one scene, concerns about OpenAI’s capacity for serious harm is framed as being beneficial only to the company’s bottom line. Sounding alarm bells signals transparency and due diligence. And the harmful capacity itself is seen as proof positive of the technology’s advancement. It’s win-win. And it’s also no-win.
Artificial makes a persuasive, and frustrating, point about the ongoing AI contest. Pick a metaphor: The train has already left the station, the horses have fled the barn, the toothpaste is out of the tube. The technology already exists. And so, as with nukes in the last century, it becomes not a question of the power itself but who is allowed to harness it, and how. (In his post-Anthropic exit interview, Coxon directly compared the company to the Manhattan Project.)
Questions of ethics become academic, or just annoying, when everyone involved is playing by a different rulebook. If it’s not OpenAI that controls computing’s future, it will be Anthropic, or Google, or Elon Musk. Or, worst of all—at least according to the Trump administration—China. (An early scene in Artificial sees Sutskever and his mentor, Nobel laureate computer scientist Geoffrey Hinton, played by Mark Rylance, rebuff the advances of a Chinese investor eager to use their neural network technology for drones and face-recognition systems.)
It may be hard for the average moviegoer, who may only engage with AI for email rewriting or calendar organization, to gauge just how seriously to take Artificial’s alarmist warnings. Not least of all because basically every character in the film is depicted as at least completely self-serving, if not sociopathic. And of course, one may naturally wince a little bit at a star-studded Hollywood movie raising these alarms, with a lavish premiere at a Rolex-sponsored film festival and a glitzy afterparty attended by stars, famous comedians, and notable filmmakers (including octogenarian Taxi Driver screenwriter Paul Schrader, who recently publicly confessed to being dumped by an “AI girlfriend”).
As a message movie, Artificial seems likely only to confirm the worst misgivings of AI doomers, while riling its diehard boosters. It is, however, genuinely funny in places, regarding the bulk of our future’s self-appointed engineers with withering contempt, from their dorky parties to their weird walks.
It was a stance embraced by Barinholtz, who offered the premiere-night audience his own half-hearted, sarcastic reassurance: “The future is bright! We’re all gonna be fine!” Cue a round of very nervous laughter.
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The Internet Runs on Cats and Porn. It’s About to Get Cattier and Pornier
Soon, hundreds of new top-level domains, including .meow and .fart, could be added to the internet. WIRED goes inside the backroom shenanigans of ICANN, the organization at the helm.
This year, anyone can apply for a killer top-level domain on the internet. I’m talking about the part to the right of the URL dot, like .com or .org. Over a thousand of these already exist: .app for apps, .shop for shopping, .dev for software developers, .nyc for New Yorkers, .porn for porn, .horse for—who knows.
And in 2026, for the first time since 2012, anyone can invent a new .word (even, literally, .word).
The Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers, or ICANN, is the governance body that makes the rules for domain names and IP addresses. These rules are ostensibly the kind of boring technical stuff that most people don’t know about, because the internet “just works.” You type in nike.com, you see the swoosh. But the rules solve hard problems that thousands of humans spend thousands of hours arguing over. When Ukraine asked ICANN in 2022 to shut down all traffic to Russian top-level domains, like .ru, ICANN declined. No censorship is one of the rules: Ensure the stability and security of the internet, but don’t police content.
It’s June, and I’m in Seville, Spain, for ICANN86, to learn about top-level domains and the people who make them. The 86 means it’s ICANN’s 86th IRL meeting since ICANN01 in Singapore, in 1999, just after ICANN was created to transition key internet infrastructure away from US control and toward independent management. The US government is here too—at least four representatives from the Department of Commerce—along with 1,000-plus people from 100-plus countries. And it’s not just bureaucrats. ICANN regulars include big tech companies like Google and Amazon, domain registrars like GoDaddy and Porkbun (domain companies have a penchant for wacky names), UN agencies like the World Intellectual Property Organization, nonprofits, academics, and lots of lawyers and glasses-and-beard computer guys. The crowd has a retro feel. When I hand people my old-fashioned paper-and-ink business card, they hand theirs right back.
ICANN86 is the second of three ICANN meetings this year. The same crowd spent a week in Mumbai in March and will spend another in Bali in October. After on-the-record policy forums and closed-door business meetings each day, the congregation of domain people will party-hop between tapas bars, courtesy of the corporates. One longtime attendee tells me it’s a “traveling circus.” This particular meeting is important because it’s the last face-to-face gathering before the window to apply for new top-level domains, or TLDs, closes on August 12.
Insiders call the words and acronyms that become TLDs “strings.” As in, “man, .app is a good string.” In 2012, .app was considered a good string, so good that Google paid $25 million for it in an ICANN auction, outbidding a dozen applicants, including Amazon. Owning the top-level domain means Google can sell .app domains, like cash.app, for a yearly registration fee. That makes Google a registry, not to be confused with a registrar. Registries sell domains through registrars to registrants—try to keep up. So when you buy jitterbug.app from a registrar like GoDaddy for $27.99, Google’s registry charges $14 wholesale, ICANN collects a 20-cent transaction fee, and GoDaddy pockets the difference. (Google also used to have a registrar, Google Domains, which it sold to Squarespace a few years ago.)
The registry that owns .com, Verisign, makes a billion and a half dollars every year just by keeping the lights on. To Verisign’s credit, the lights never go out: It reports 100 percent uptime over the past 28 years. It’s a pretty slick business model, watching over a database of words and collecting annual renewal fees. Warren Buffett thought so too, investing in Verisign in 2012, when its stock price was about one-eighth what it is today. This week I’ll also talk to smaller registry operators, people who run profitable TLDs as solopreneurs or with a small team. Being here, talking to applicants, I’m starting to wish I were the one applying for a shiny new top-level domain.
The whole thing is massively fueled by FOMO. We don’t know when ICANN will hold another round—it has been planning this one for over a decade—and once someone else owns a string, you can’t have it. When the application window closes in August, ICANN will announce that it received over 1,600 applications. And when it releases the public list on Reveal Day on October 7, we’ll know who applied for what. Until then, most organizations will be extremely secretive about their plans. One applicant from the last round tells me companies were flying around the world, meeting in person to avoid any risk of digital leaks, avoiding Gmail for fear of Google spying. Instead of email or video calls, she flew to London, then to Madrid. “We did it all in person. People got a little weird and scary, super paranoid.”
Many applicants won’t even say outright whether they’re applying, for fear of inviting competition. Not everyone is so discreet, though.
Vaughn Liley quit school at 15 to sell fax machines door to door. He refers to that time using the quaint long-form “facsimile machines” during our conversation in Seville. In his fifties now, Liley tells me he has the enthusiasm and work ethic of an 18-year-old. He’s been selling alternatives to .com since before the 2012 round, when there were fewer than two dozen gTLDs (a gTLD is a generic top-level domain, in contrast with ccTLDs, or country code top-level domains, like .us and .uk). Liley cut his teeth marketing the controversial porny—pardon me, adult content—top-level domain .xxx, colloquially known as “triple x.”
Liley hired porn stars Ron Jeremy and Stormy Daniels as brand spokespeople. “I actually got chased through LAX airport by TMZ.” He’d gone to Los Angeles to meet Daniels for a radio interview with Playboy about triple x. “I didn’t put two and two together, but that was when the original story was breaking about her and later-to-be president Donald Trump.” Years-long controversy over triple x is part of the history that led to ICANN’s no-censorship rule. The Bush administration did not want a red-light district for the internet. Liley tells me one government official tried to intimidate his boss: “We spend years like you spend dimes.” All that triple x trauma is a cautionary tale for Liley in the 2026 round, I gather.
On the night of the Palisades Fire in January 2025, Liley flew to LA again. This time, he was visiting ICANN headquarters on behalf of his company, Nova Registry (it has since rebranded to Link Freedom Group, or LFG). The visit was a precaution, to get the green light for a splashy announcement Nova would make the week before ICANN82 in Seattle: It was planning to apply for 200 top-level domains in 2026. He called it SuperNova200.

ILLUSTRATION: Rafaela Mascaro
Which begs the question: Do we really need all these new extensions? The 2012 round brought us more than 1,200 new top-level domains, many of which flopped. Have you ever seen a .wedding website? Or a .plumbing business? I’ll say this: I can imagine a future where expressive top-level domains become our personal brands, identities on the internet. This is already true in some nerdy corners of the web, like on Bluesky, where your domain is your username. I don’t call my internet friends Neal and Luke, I call them neal.fun and luke.zip. Instead of joining the land rush to grab our username on each new social media site, we’ll carry our domain around the web with us.
ICANN charges a $227,000 application fee for each string, to recover the cost of running the program. The $36 million or so that Nova will need to cover those fees—and plenty more for auctions, Liley adds—is coming from the personal bank account of Yoni Belousov, a reclusive domain investor (industry jargon: “domainer”) who’s been in the business since he was 14 years old. Belousov hired Liley to put Nova on the map. And he did. Before Seattle, next to no one had heard of Nova, which currently runs just one TLD, .link. “At that meeting we were invited to a closed-door session” held by the biggest players from the last round, Liley tells me. “We’ve never been invited to that.”
Liley calls the SuperNova200 announcement—his own idea—both a “masterstroke” and “an absolute stroke of genius.” Talking to me for this story, he spots a publicity opportunity and dials up the charm: repeating my name in conversation, telling old stories, being British. He knows what he’s doing, and I don’t mind. I like talking to him. But he still won’t tell me what strings he’s applying for, not until after the application window closes, anyway. (In August, Nova will steal ICANN’s thunder and announce the 316 strings it applied for, including .fart.)
There are other applicants who have announced their strings early, though. There’s the .agent community that wants AI agent identity to be governed by a consortium, not any one big lab. There’s crypto domain company D3 (website tagline: “Own & trade the internet”) partnering on TLDs for meme coins like .doge and NFTs like .ape like it’s 2023. There’s Salesforce, which quietly disclosed its plans to apply for .salesforce. There’s .self, a community-governed top-level domain for data sovereignty, and .furry, a hackerspace applicant for the furry community. There’s also .tree, a buy-a-domain-plant-a-tree registry that smells like greenwashing.
And then there’s .meow.
Aeryn Van Daele was joking when she first raised the idea of applying for .meow, a top-level domain for the queer community. Van Daele, CEO of the queer-owned and -operated dotMeow Foundation, is starting to tell me the founding story when Lauren Thomas, dotMeow’s project manager, cuts her off. “The reality of it was,” Thomas says, that Van Daele and her cofounder, TQ Hirsch, were “genuinely absolutely hammered.” Van Daele and Hirsch had met up for drinks. Later that night, Hirsch relayed the idea to Thomas, who told Hirsch to send Van Daele a message on Signal so that .meow wouldn’t be lost to a hangover. It was one of those rare drunk ideas that’s even better the next morning.
Van Daele has two nose rings, purple highlights to match her glasses, and no more space for stickers on her laptop. FIGHT THE CIS-TEM, NIEMAND IS ILLEGAL, FEMBOY HOOTERS, FUUT THE POLICE, HACKING 0100 FREEDOM, QUEERS BASH BACK, and of course, a .meow sticker. She and Thomas have the unmistakable rapport of good friends who also happen to work together.

Aeryn Van Daele, CEO of the dotMeow Foundation.Photograph: Marguerite Bornhauser
.meow wouldn’t be the first queer top-level domain. But unlike .gay and .lgbt from the 2012 round, .meow is a more oblique nod to the queer community. Their website calls it “a subtle signal of solidarity, a wink to those in the know.” (For those not in the know, meowing can be a queerness tell.) Of course, anyone would be able to register a .meow domain. The internet is really just “tubes full of cats,” as Van Daele puts it. All domain sale profits would fund queer people and projects, whether it’s deliberate queer support or unwitting cat people doing the buying. It’ll be like selling Subarus to lesbians, when the car company ran a subtle, if-you-know-you-know ad series (“It loves camping, dogs, and long-term commitment. Too bad it’s only a car.”).
Choosing a string that isn’t overtly queer is strategic in other ways too. If dotMeow had applied for .trans, it might face competition from for-profit registries, say, targeting the transportation industry. The conventional wisdom is to keep your string a secret, but Van Daele and Thomas think competition is unlikely because it would be a “terrible PR move” to be the registry that yoinked the queer community’s TLD. “We’re good at boycotting,” Van Daele adds. Also, .meow is less likely to be challenged in ICANN’s public comment process. In the last round, Saudi Arabia filed an objection against .gay on moral and religious grounds. In its words, promoting homosexuality would be “offensive” to some societies and cultures. But Van Daele and Thomas have done their homework: The ICANN rules are written such that an objection must relate to the string itself, not to the organization and its values. “We are promoting meowing on the internet, which is definitely a queer hobby, but it is not inherently queer,” Thomas says, half serious.
To raise enough money to apply for and launch .meow, Van Daele and Thomas’ team ran a Kickstarter campaign. With the financial aid they received through ICANN’s Applicant Support Program, Thomas estimates that dotMeow will pay around $55,000 to apply. Crowdfunding was “the most internet-brained thing you could do,” Thomas says. The campaign raised about $137,000—150 percent of its goal. In exchange for pledges of $32 or more, backers received a voucher for the first year of their .meow domain registration (much of which will turn into renewal revenue in year two). The Kickstarter doubled as word-of-mouth marketing and a demand signal for registrars evaluating whether to sell .meow domains. In that respect, dotMeow has a head start on other registries who’ll be rushing new domains to market around the same time.
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In contrast to registries that have “exited” by selling their TLDs (.gay changed hands in 2023), Van Daele and Thomas emphasize that .meow is a lifetime investment. They’re clearly having fun, too. “It’s the weird internet that we do miss a bit and want back,” Van Daele says. They dream of .meow domains being used for joyful small websites, like a silly personal blog no one reads. Now, again, I’m daydreaming about running my own top-level domain and wondering if they’ve thought of other strings. I consider myself both a cat person and a dog person, so I ask if they’ve thought about .woof. I’m not the first, apparently—it’s the most requested string after .meow. Per Van Daele, “as many catgirls as exist, there’s at least as many puppygirls.”
Van Daele and Thomas think that, philosophically, ICANN wants more projects like .meow populating the internet—a less corporate and more inclusive, cozy web. Following the money corroborates this. In 2012, only one applicant received financial aid through ICANN’s Applicant Support Program. This year, 56 have qualified, including many from the global south. DotMeow’s Kickstarter drew nearly 2,000 backers in 40 countries, across every continent with more people than penguins. That support includes “a lot of people in a lot of places where their governments would not appreciate it,” Thomas calls out, including Russia. The geographic diversity validates ICANN’s goal of supporting one unified, global internet and avoiding a fragmented “splinternet” of walled-off networks, like Russia’s RuNet.
It’s not just Russia that the two have an eye on. “The way it’s looking,” Van Daele says, it’s possible the US “might have an issue with us being available there, at which point we have no more say if their ISPs don’t offer routing to our TLD.” Thomas points out that .gay and .lgbt, both owned by American companies, would have the same problem. One of the policy debates this week is about requiring registries to fulfill urgent requests from law enforcement for registrant data within 24 hours. If a criminal were using a .meow domain to commit crimes, the police in that jurisdiction might want to know who’s behind the website. But what if that person weren’t a criminal, and the police asked anyway? DotMeow plans to run a “thin” registry that collects contact information but not personally identifying information and to keep data in the EU, protected under GDPR. Van Daele has asked both Belgian and American lawyers whether GDPR would protect registrants if the FBI or CIA came knocking, for example. The dotMeow Foundation is based in Belgium, and it’s deliberately staying out of US jurisdiction—to the extent possible. Many .meow Kickstarter backers live in the US, and ICANN itself is a nonprofit incorporated in California.
As the only American at the table, I have a pang of guilt and sadness that Van Daele and Thomas don’t feel welcome in my home country. It also reminds me of something I heard Thomas say on the Queerocracy Now! podcast: “This is the internet, not America.”
The US government officially ceded control of the Domain Name System on September 30, 2016. Yes, ICANN was formed in 1998, but for almost 20 years the Department of Commerce had a contract with ICANN to run what’s called the Root Zone Database, or simply “the root.” The root is an alphabetized list of all the top-level domains: .aaa for AAA, the roadside assistance company; .aarp for AARP, the retiree assistance nonprofit; and so on. Whoever controls that database has the power to remove a TLD from it, hence Ukraine’s request for ICANN to shut down Russia’s .ru.
I’m careful not to say the US gave up control of the internet because, despite what Ted Cruz will tell you, ending the direct US government relationship to ICANN did not mean giving away the internet to Russia, China, and Iran. After Edward Snowden discredited the idea of the US as a neutral steward of internet freedom, many in the internet governance community pushed for an actually independent ICANN. Ironically, “giving away” US control of the root might be what allows a globalized internet to last. Esther Dyson, ICANN’s first board chair, has said that ICANN’s purpose was to preserve a vacuum of internet power—controlled diffusely by everybody rather than one government or company.
Domain governance does retain residual ties to the US. The fact that ICANN is registered as a California nonprofit attracted a spotlight in 2019 when the nonprofit that runs .org agreed to sell it for $1.1 billion to a private equity firm cofounded by a former ICANN CEO. California’s attorney general called for ICANN to reject the deal, and ICANN did. (That same private equity firm later acquired the registry that owns the most TLDs, Donuts, which has since rebranded to the more corpospeak Identity Digital.) But, largely, the US government is just another ICANN stakeholder.
To truly understand ICANN, you must understand that there are really two ICANNs: the ICANN Org—about 450 staff on payroll—and the ICANN Community, the thousands that travel around the world for these meetings. The Org’s purpose is to bring the Community together to reach consensus on policy. The uppercase-C Community is supposed to be a mirror for the lowercase-c internet community—all of us. Metaphorically, ICANN is like open-source software where the code is written by the Community, then compiled and run by the Org.
Like open source and the internet itself, ICANN is open to anyone. As the Org wrote in a briefing before ICANN86, “the Internet functions for everyone because everyone is invited to help make it work.” It’s free to register for these meetings, and anyone can dial in on Zoom. (That means anyone, including the hacker who joined a webinar I attended last year and seized screen-sharing privileges to blast explicit, full-volume pornography.) Unlike the United Nations, where each sovereign gets a vote, ICANN is what they call multistakeholder, meaning governments have just another seat at the table—on equal footing with corporates, nonprofits, and the technical community. It’s a bottom-up consensus process, rather than top-down. Of course, as with any democratic system, you end up with imperfect representation. It’s easier for corporations to lobby for their special interests than it is for smaller fish, like internet end users in countries with authoritarian governments. Still, it’s a small miracle that the ICANN multistakeholder model works at all.
There’s a fair bit of eye rolling at these meetings about how slow and bureaucratic the ICANN process is. Newcomers drown in acronyms and metajargon. There are three separate meetings scheduled this week for the “Review of Reviews,” an evaluation of the evaluation mechanism written into ICANN’s bylaws. For transparency, most ICANN meetings are recorded and available to the public, along with an astonishing volume of community resources. In its effort to be legible, ICANN may accidentally make itself illegible at times. But you can’t have the miracle without the bureaucracy. You’ll hear the same people who complain about ICANN’s inefficiency one minute marveling at ICANN’s internet-scale human collaboration the next.
I’m walking down a sterile, white-walled hallway to meet Marika Konings and Theresa Swinehart for an interview. We joke about being stuck in the Lumon offices of Severance before they each introduce themselves: Konings is ICANN’s program lead for the new TLD round, and Swinehart leads global domains and strategy. They’ve each spent nearly 20 years at ICANN (the Org, that is). Much of their work over the past 10 has been to produce a single document.

ILLUSTRATION: Rafaela Mascaro
At 439 pages, the English-language version of ICANN’s Applicant Guide Book is the rule book for new top-level domains. There are a lot of rules. For one, all two-letter extensions are off the table. Those belong to countries, like .co in Colombia and .me in Montenegro and .ai in Anguilla. (The small island nation made nearly half its revenue last year selling domains.) Three-letter country codes are also blocked, like .eth for Ethiopia (sorry, Ethereum). You can also apply for internationalized domain names (acronym: IDN) in non-Latin scripts like Arabic, Chinese, Cyrillic, and Devanagari. (In Arabic, top-level domains are to the left of the dot.) The rules go on: If you want to run a geographic TLD, like .nyc or .paris, you need approval from that municipality; your string can’t be too similar to an existing one (.corn is a no-go; looks too much like .com); you can’t own another brand’s trademark; and certain special strings are off limits, like .icann and .www (wouldn’t that be a trip).
A decade to create the rulebook isn’t very long “in ICANN years,” Konings says. “Have we had difficult conversations? Sure.” But there’s also “a lot of mutual respect and appreciation,” she tells me. ICANN’s bottom-up process may take a while, but it’s cathartic for participants to get their two cents on the record, even if they don’t get their way. The process is imperfect, Swinehart concedes, but she thinks the end result is good for the internet. Konings and Swinehart seem eminently patient. In fact, everyone I meet on the ICANN Org staff seems to trust the process. They are a kind and understated bunch, here at the domain layer of the internet. It feels literally and philosophically far from the application layer where big tech companies operate.
I ask Konings and Swinehart about ICANN’s stance on another rule: What happens when multiple applicants want the same string? In 2012, ICANN held auctions, like how I told you Google paid $25 million for .app. The high-water mark at an ICANN auction was a $135 million bid for .web by Nu Dot Com, underwritten by Verisign, the .com people. You’ve seen all those websites with .web URLs, right? No, of course you haven’t, because .web was stalled by legal rifts between the bidders for a full decade and is only now being rolled out. ICANN held 16 auctions last round. But it also allowed applicants to settle things themselves, whether by auction or some other negotiated arrangement. There were about 10 times as many private auctions as ICANN auctions, and importantly, most private auctions paid out the winner’s bid evenly among the losers (whereas ICANN collects the proceeds in its auctions). If, for example, Google, Amazon, and Verisign all wanted .banana, and Verisign was the winning bidder at $2 million, Google and Amazon would each walk away with $1 million. You lost, but really, you won. ICANN collected about $240 million from auctions in the past round. By comparison, the largest third-party provider facilitated about $650 million in private auctions, with most of that money going back into applicant bank accounts.
ICANN will hold its own auctions again this round, but the rule book now bans private resolution. And after Reveal Day, applicants in contention for the same string aren’t allowed to communicate at all. “What happens before, that’s not our business,” Konings says. In fact, Konings and Swinehart can’t even see who has applied, and for what, until October—just like the rest of us.
The final session of the week is better attended than I’d expected. Becky Burr is here to moderate. Burr helped form ICANN during her tenure in the Clinton administration (she jokes that “ICANN is all my fault”) and is a skilled moderator. She knows when to ask a follow-up question or respectfully push back on a comment. The topic this afternoon is backend database providers for organizations in ICANN’s Applicant Support Program, like dotMeow. And despite how exhausted people are after the long week, this session is not perfunctory or mailed in. I take down three pages of notes during an hour of discussion that includes some contentious but civil debate. The work goes on.
One of the bullet points I write down is that same daydream, this time in writing: Would I enjoy running a TLD? The work is both technical and creative, and it involves two things I am most interested in: words and the internet. But there’s something else about it that appeals to me. It would be a reason to keep coming back to these meetings. ICANN84 in Dublin was my first in-person meeting, and here in Seville at my second, I already feel a tug toward this Community. If I had a quarter of a million dollars, I might risk it all on .woof.
Update: 10/8/2026, 8:30 am PST: WIRED clarified ICANN’s rules about private resolution.

Let us know what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor at
[email protected].
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Elon Musk’s Exes Are the Most Damning Part of a Massive New Documentary
Interviews with Justine Wilson and Ashley St. Clair in the nearly four-hour-long Musk paint the world’s richest man as capricious and cruel even toward those closest to him.

Photo-illustration: WIRED Staff; Getty Images
On Friday morning, Shivon Zilis, a top executive and lieutenant of Elon Musk at his brain chip implant company Neuralink—as well as mother of four of the 14 children he is known to have fathered—took to his social media platform, X, to announce an abrupt shift in their relationship.
“It’s hard to go from in love to let go in a week with no warning, but that’s just how it is sometimes,” Zilis wrote, sharing a screenshot of the X account @BigTechAlert that showed Musk had unfollowed her there. Zilis’ post continued: “I feel happy that I got to show Elon how it feels to be deeply understood, nurtured, and peacefully loved with stability and gentleness,” followed by warm praise and best wishes for Musk. “I do hope and pray he and I can be great friends and coparents,” Zilis concluded, leaving some ambiguity as to what exactly changed between them and whether she remains a director of operations and special projects at Neuralink, though it does not appear as if she has left the position.
While this was a strange revelation of a private matter, it seemed hardly out of the ordinary for Musk’s dizzyingly complicated family life. At this point, all four of the women confirmed to have had children with him—Zilis, ex-wife Justine Wilson, Claire Boucher (better known as Grimes), and Ashley St. Clair—have used X to share details of their time with him or push back against his own claims.
Both Wilson and St. Clair participated in filmmaker Alex Gibney’s sprawling new documentary Musk, in theaters nationwide on October 16 and screening at the WIRED World Fair in Miami next month. St. Clair, a former conservative influencer, alleges that she rejected a nondisclosure agreement worth $40 million that would have prevented her from talking about her tumultuous association with Musk. Among an ensemble of tech entrepreneurs, journalists, and former Musk employees, the pair stand out as arguably the most important critical voices in the film, shedding light on Musk’s rise in Silicon Valley as well as his turn toward MAGA extremism during the 2024 election.
At a run time of nearly four hours, Musk sounds like daunting viewing, though once it’s over, you’ll find yourself wondering if it could’ve been a 10-part miniseries. That’s how much ground there is to cover, from the unrealistic ambitions of landing on Mars and the corporate colonization of Texas to the fatal collisions involving “self-driving” Teslas and the annihilation of the US Agency for International Development by the so-called Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE) at the beginning of Trump’s second term. (WIRED’s reporting is cited in the documentary, which features interviews with global editorial director Katie Drummond and contributing editor Zoë Schiffer.)
Alongside a fast-moving, comprehensive account of Musk’s career as an all-powerful and untouchable oligarch, his former romantic partners provide crucial context about exactly who he is, piecing together a devastating portrait of the type of man to “let go” of a significant other by unfollowing her on social media.
Wilson reflects movingly on the loss of their firstborn to a SIDS-related condition, which is juxtaposed with a Musk post on X in which he wrote that he held their infant son as he died—a comment to which his ex-wife replied, “not that it matters to anyone except me, because it is one of the most sacred and defining moments of my life, but I was the one who was holding him.”
In the film, she also addresses the pain of Musk repeatedly insisting that their transgender daughter, Vivian Jenna Wilson, was “killed by the woke mind virus,” calling this an unconscionable comment given the actual loss of a child they experienced together. Musk goes on to tell Gibney that right after passing along the message that he would “always love” Wilson, he cut off their daughter’s health insurance and that he has “never tried to repair things” with her.
“He was constantly remarking on the ways he found me lacking,” Wilson says in recounting their marriage. She claims that when she reminded her husband that she was his spouse and not an employee, he told her, “If you were my employee, I would fire you.” Summing up their overall dynamic, she says: “I learned the term gaslighting through my relationship with Elon.”
St. Clair, defiantly outspoken against Musk since revealing in early 2025 that he had fathered a child with her, alleges that her whirlwind affair with the billionaire was a temporary illusion of compatibility that led to a messy and ongoing custody battle. (Musk also covers a custody dispute with Grimes that was eventually settled for undisclosed terms.) St. Clair says in the film that Musk lost interest in her once she was pregnant and claims that he sought to father children with other women. According to The Wall Street Journal, this included cryptocurrency influencer Tiffany Fong, whom he messaged with an offer to give her a child. (Musk did not immediately return a request for comment on this matter. Fong declined to comment publicly on the Journal’s story except to say that she had requested not to be included in the outlet’s reporting.)
“It’s like a Gatling gun of sperm in his DMs,” St. Clair quips. In the film’s interviews, both she and Wilson voice discomfort over their ex’s views on birth rates and ambition to father a “legion” of offspring, with Wilson claiming he regards the mothers of his children as replaceable “breeders.”
Elsewhere in the film, St. Clair covers her allegation that Musk retaliated against her by reducing his financial support for their son, Romulus. And her reluctance to touch on certain issues the filmmakers ask her about seems to serve as something of an answer in its own right. “I’m not at liberty to say,” she responds carefully when asked if she ever witnessed Musk using illegal drugs.
Gibney’s broad account of how Musk wove together a tech empire and his celebrity image through relentless self-mythologizing, then insulated it from government oversight by backing Trump and seizing power within his administration, is an utterly convincing one. But most of the story will be familiar to those who have kept up with Musk headlines for the past decade. What’s truly eye-opening in Musk is the way the women he was once close to talk about what they see as his boundless capacity for cruelty and narcissism.
Is there a world in which Zilis, too, comes forward to share her intimate conversations and correspondence with Musk? That surely depends on whether she has signed any legal documents like those presented to St. Clair. What’s more than evident, however, is that for all his resources, Musk can’t buy the silence of everyone he’s ever known, and if anyone can finally shred his aura of genius inventor-king, it’s the women he’s allowed—however briefly—to share his orbit.
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A Startup Has a Plan to Make Water From Air Using Data Centers’ Waste Heat
Atoco’s new machines use specialized materials that can harvest water from some of the driest air on Earth without using electricity.
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An industrial park in Irvine, California, may seem an odd spot to show off technology that wouldn’t be out of place in Dune, but that’s what’s happening on a sweltering September morning.
The temperature is already over 80 degrees Fahrenheit as the sun rises on a 20-foot-tall, metal-clad machine in the parking lot of Atoco, an Irvine, California-based startup. Engineers open panels to check systems and an iPad that shows a steadily ascending line that reveals the device’s purpose: harvesting water from thin air using special materials known as metal organic frameworks, or MOFs.
The materials won Omar Yaghi, the company’s founder, the Nobel Prize for chemistry in 2025, and Atoco has shown they work in prototypes capable of producing gallons of water per day. What’s unique about this iteration of Atoco’s technology is what it doesn’t require. No grid connection or even electricity is needed to grab water from the air at the microscopic level, nor is it required to in turn wring the water out of the materials in a form useful for humans.
Instead, all that’s needed is low-level industrial heat. That, Atoco says, makes them a perfect candidate to hook up with AI data centers, which throw off loads of waste heat as servers churn out everything from math proofs to virtual editors while also often requiring massive amounts of water.
“We were not really thinking of AI data centers,” four or five years ago, says Atoco CEO Samer Taha. But the massive buildout has created an opportunity for the startup that could allow it to get a step closer to its larger goal of ensuring people living in water-stressed regions have control over an increasingly precious resource.
When Yaghi was a PhD student, he says, creating something like MOFs was “every chemist’s dream.” Part of his Nobel-winning work over the past 20 years has been taking theoretical research into the real world, creating a stable molecular structure that links organic material with metal ions.
The structure of a MOF looks somewhat “like a jungle gym on a playground,” says Seth Cohen, the dean of the School of Physical Sciences at UC Irvine. MOFs are essentially “molecular sponges—they’re a solid material that’s very, very good at absorbing other molecules,” says Cohen, who is not involved with Atoco. Like a sponge, the materials can also be wrung out using methods including heat to release whatever they’re holding onto.
These jungle-gym-like frameworks create open spaces on the microscopic level that can hold an unbelievable amount of material, and small tweaks can yield even more interior space.
“The footage of a gram of MOF could cover two football fields,” Yaghi explains. “They can store hydrogen in there to make clean energy, or you could store CO2 in there to make clean air. Or, in this case, you can store water.”
Atoco has developed what Taha calls “precision materials” with a specific objective of being able to harvest water, release it, and then do it over again and again. He quips that, as vice president of R&D Benjie Limketkai puts it, the material has to like water but not love it. To succeed commercially, it also has to use as little energy as possible.
“The scientists reach a level of precision [where] we really know even the angle of the atom,” in a given material, Taha says.

A tabletop experiment showing Atoco's metal-organic frameworks on a scale as they harvest water in real-time.Photograph: Brian Kahn
In Atoco’s technology, air passes through the MOF, which has been specially tailored to attract water molecules. Those molecules adhere to the pores. But the material feels completely dry to the touch even when saturated, and squeezing it doesn’t release a single drop. (Taha was kind enough to let WIRED try our hand at it.) Instead, the company relies on heat to release the captured molecules.
There are other means of harvesting water. Cohen notes that silica, a popular desiccant, can also pull water out of air, but it doesn’t hold as much moisture and requires you to “heat the heck out of it to get the water back out,” he says.
The monolith in the parking lot of the company’s Irvine facility is the culmination of decades of precision development. Atoco’s materials and approach allow its off-grid system to work even when relative humidity is in the teens. The MOFs in the device can harvest and release water with heat as low as 100 degrees Fahrenheit, Taha says.
With no data center nearby, Atoco’s team simulated it by piping heat from a source that was around 150 degrees Fahrenheit. A solar panel powers various systems but not the water-harvesting operation itself, making the metal-clad machine eerily quiet. Cars pulling into the adjacent businesses create more of a sonic disruption, but Taha is ready to show the device has been working hard. It’s a little after 9 am, and the temperature is over 90 degrees Fahrenheit when he pushes a button on the side and turns a spigot. Out tumbles a clear stream of water that looks good enough to drink.
Unfortunately it’s not on offer for legal liability reasons, though Taha notes it’s the equivalent of distilled water, because Atoco’s MOFs aren’t built to gather air pollution. Tossing it in the bushes, Taha retreats to an air-conditioned conference room where he lays out the company’s vision for its new machine.
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“Roughly 70 percent of the industrial waste heat is low-grade, unutilized, thrown into oceans or into the air,” he says. “If you convert that waste heat to clean water using our technology, you're talking about trillions of liters of clean water.”
Data centers are an increasingly big source of that waste heat, with a single facility capable of pumping out as much heat as tens of thousands of homes. Operators are forced to disperse that heat into the surrounding environment, creating heat islands, while also paying for various types of cooling systems.
Many of those cooling systems also rely on water, and some can consume millions of gallons per day. Atoco’s technology would thus address two of data centers’ biggest problems.
Data centers are investing a lot of money to get rid of waste heat, Taha says. “We actually want it; we need it. We give you back water, the same product that is causing the issue.”
He says the company also wants to help deliver water to rural communities, where utilities sometimes bring in water by the truckload because of a lack of infrastructure.
To do that, let alone serve data centers that require millions of gallons of water daily, will require a big leap in scale. The demo in the company’s parking lot can generate up to 300 liters of water per day. Atoco envisions data centers using multiple units in a grid system to generate water and is working on a commercial offering that could produce up to 1,000 liters of water per day. Its parking lot prototype runs off the equivalent heat provided by a 20-kilowatt data center. Hyperscale data centers, in comparison, are orders of magnitude bigger, which presents both an opportunity and a challenge.
Atoco has deployed five on-grid prototype trials with partners in the US and within the Gulf Cooperation Council. The company says that it hopes to begin taking orders for its first product by the end of this year. It says it’s already in conversation with major tech companies about deploying a pilot project at data centers, though it declined to name them or how much customers could expect to spend on a unit. But there are signs that there could be a market: Microsoft, Google, and Amazon Web Services have all committed to being water positive—that is, returning more water to communities than they use—by 2030.
Atoco’s product might work at data centers and other industrial sites, as well as locations where there are abundant natural heat sources, such as geothermal sites. But Cohen, who worked at the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency on MOF projects—including on a project spearheaded by Yaghi—cautions that while MOFs have incredible promise, they’re not a silver bullet for water access everywhere. Without an outside source of heat, even the most well-designed MOFs still require energy to squeeze water out. That could make rural deployment, in particular, a challenge. Atoco’s on-grid system might offer a solution, but distant locations are also frequently underserved by energy infrastructure.
Taha says the company can produce water at a levelized cost of $5 per metric ton, which makes it competitive with older desalination plants. But newer facilities are able to deliver water at a cost of $2 per ton or even less in some cases—a target he says Atoco is still three to five years away from hitting.
MOFs also remain a cutting-edge technology that’s untested at scale. While big tech companies are more likely to take risks than, say, staid utilities, it will take time to vet that Atoco’s technology can work and for the startup to scale up production of its commercial units to provide meaningful amounts of water.
Still, Atoco’s technology has already solved some incredible challenges. The use of MOFs brings the world much closer to a place where, as Yaghi puts it, everyone can control access to their own water. Yaghi describes how as a child, growing up as a Palestinian refugee in Jordan, he was responsible for filling as many containers as he could with water for his household to use when the delivery truck came every two weeks.
That experience “makes you appreciate scarcity,” he says. “Now, we’re talking about going from scarcity to abundance.”
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You Probably Aren’t Going to Get the Plague
The death of a lab worker in Russia has authorities looking at whether plague played a role. Even if it did, though, the odds of it spreading are very low.
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A mysterious death of a woman in Russia following a lab accident has stoked fears about plague spreading. But the odds of that actually happening remain very low, with the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
saying on X Tuesday afternoon that the circumstances of the case remain unconfirmed and that there is “no indication of a broader threat to the United States” at this time.
“We are working across the US government to assess developments as additional information becomes available,” the agency said. “CDC and our interagency partners are prepared and will continue to monitor the situation closely.”
Last week, a young researcher died from severe pneumonia of “unknown” origin after reportedly breaking a test tube at her workplace, the Irkutsk Anti-Plague Institute in Siberia. The hospital that treated her before her death was placed under quarantine, and her coworkers at the lab were isolated, according to Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty.
Christian Lindmeier, a spokesperson for the World Health Organization, told reporters in Geneva on Tuesday that the group has been in touch with Russian authorities. Based on currently available information, WHO says the public health risk to the general population is very low.
“I think that’s the correct assessment,” says Gigi Gronvall, an immunologist and senior scholar at the Johns Hopkins Center for Health Security. “We don’t know anything about anything right now.”
Russian authorities have said contact tracing hasn’t yielded any signs of dangerous pathogens spreading, according to the Associated Press. Infamous for causing millions of deaths in Europe during the Middle Ages, plague is rare today. It is caused by the bacteria Yersinia pestis, which is found in wild rodents and their fleas in many parts of the world. It’s spread to humans through the bite of an infected flea and occasionally through direct contact with an infected animal. Antibiotics can cure plague, but they must be started as soon as an infection is suspected.
Pneumonic plague occurs when a person inhales infectious droplets that contain the bacteria. In July 2025, an Arizona man died from pneumonic plague after exposure to infected cats. It can also spread from person to person through respiratory droplets during close contact. But human-to-human transmission is rare, with the last reported occurrence happening in 1924 in Los Angeles. The possibility, though, is why the CDC says it’s important to rapidly identify cases and treat them.
“Once you know that somebody has been exposed to it, and even if you have a doubt that somebody has been exposed to it, you can immediately start antibiotics to prevent the person getting afflicted with the disease and to avoid the continuous spread of the disease,” says Rutul Dalal, an infectious disease physician at Penn State Health St. Joseph Medical Center.
Dalal says if the Russian lab worker did die from plague, he is confident that the disease could easily be contained. “With Covid, that was a virus we had not dealt with in the past,” he says. That required novel interventions, while “here, we do have antibiotics to deal with this.”
The incident also occurred in a remote part of Russia, which could naturally limit its spread. “Siberia is not exactly Paris,” Gronvall says. “There’s not a lot of travel going back and forth.”
Whether plague is the culprit or not remains an open question. Rospotrebnadzor, Russia’s federal public health and consumer protection agency, said “extensive” testing found “no microorganisms associated with the patient’s professional activities.” But the US has urged the country to share as much information as possible, while other nations that share borders or are near Russia, including Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan, have set up quarantine protocols.
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A New Neurotech Startup Launches to Rival Sam Altman’s Merge Labs
Bridge Neurotech is planning to build a wearable brain-computer interface that uses ultrasound.
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Sam Altman-backed Merge Labs has a new competitor in the race to build a brain-computer interface powered by ultrasound. Bridge Neurotech is launching with $13.5 million in funding, including from venture firm General Catalyst, which has also backed major tech companies such as Anduril, Anthropic, Airbnb, and Stripe.
The company is the latest in a growing field of startups that aim to translate signals from the brain into useful actions. Elon Musk’s Neuralink, plus Synchron, Paradromics, and Precision Neuroscience are all working on brain-computer interfaces to help people who have lost the ability to move or speak.
These approaches all require surgery of some kind, which is why Bridge founder and CEO Will Biederman says he struck out on his own. “It fundamentally comes down to a difference in vision,” he says.
Biederman developed the chip Neuralink licensed to use in its first devices as part of his PhD work, but his goal with Bridge is to build a wearable device that could be used by far more people than a brain implant. Only 100 or so people around the world have received an implanted brain-computer interface as part of clinical trials, including at least 21 volunteers who have gotten Neuralink’s device.
“The risks of neurosurgery really cannot be minimized or dismissed, and so the level of safety and benefit that these devices must deliver really is quite high,” Biederman says. “Nobody really wants a hole in their head.”
But wearable brain-computer interfaces have suffered from poor signal quality. Bone and skin weaken electrical signals before they reach external sensors, which affects the performance of a device. It’s why most companies are recording electrical impulses directly from neurons in the brain. Neuralink and others have shown that these electrical systems can allow paralyzed people the ability to control electronic devices, move robotic arms, and communicate in real time with just their thoughts.
Bridge Neurotech thinks ultrasound offers an alternative to current implants and external sensors. Ultrasound uses high-frequency sound waves to bounce off moving red blood cells and measure the speed and direction of blood flow. In the brain, fluctuations in blood flow closely follow neural activity.
Both Bridge Neurotech and Merge Labs have ties to Arbor Neuroscience, which was previously known as Forest Neurotech, a nonprofit founded in 2023 by Biederman and fellow researchers Sumner Norman and Tyson Aflalo to pursue “work that is too integrated and long-horizon for a single academic lab, and too early for a company.” The organization built an instrument that uses ultrasound to image brain function that is in trials in the UK.
Merge Labs spun out of Forest Neurotech in January, with Norman and Aflalo among the company’s cofounders, which also include Altman, researcher Mikhail Shapiro, and tech entrepreneurs Alex Blania and Sandro Herbig.
Maryam Shanechi, a neuroengineer at the University of Southern California, says because ultrasound measures brain activity indirectly from blood instead of directly from neurons, there is a natural delay of a few seconds between when neurons fire and the subsequent change in blood flow and volume.
“It captures a slower variation in neural activity,” Shanechi says. “That’s fine for a lot of applications, but it depends what you want to build.”
For real-time, fast-paced tasks such as moving a robotic limb instantly or rapid typing, this lag time could pose a challenge for ultrasound-based brain-computer interfaces. Bridge is planning to use predictive AI models to cut down on that lag time and boost the performance of its interface. Biederman says the company is interested in pursuing both consumer and medical applications but didn’t comment on specific plans.
The company is starting its first clinical study in volunteers in Redwood City, California. It’s an observational study, with no treatments or diagnoses involved, in which a small ultrasound probe will be placed on the side of the head of healthy adults, as well as those who have undergone skull surgery. Bridge’s probes, which use semiconductor silicon chips made by the portable ultrasound company Butterfly Network, will record brain activity while participants listen, watch, move, and speak.
Bridge isn’t releasing images of its device yet, but Biederman says it is “something close to headphones” that will sit on the temporal window, which is located slightly above the ear. As the thinnest part of the skull, “it's the easiest place to image through,” Biederman says. That’s relevant for ultrasound, because bone scatters and absorbs sound, which presents technical challenges for imaging noninvasively through the skull.
In a 2024 study, researchers from Caltech and the University of Southern California demonstrated that an ultrasound-based brain-computer interface could read and decode human brain activity, but it required a portion of the skull to be removed and replaced with a “window” through which ultrasound waves can pass. That is one of the biggest technical hurdles that Bridge will have to address.
“My vision is focused on noninvasive interfaces,” Biederman says. “I think that's where the biggest opportunity to help people is.”

This article was downloaded from https://www.wired.com/story/bridge-neurotech-startup-rival-sam-altman-merge-labs/ on Oct 9, 2026 at 10:02 PM EDT.
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Astronomers Confirm Discovery of the Youngest Known Exoplanet Ever
Under 1 million years old, “Elias 2-24b” is now the youngest exoplanet ever observed, and it may force researchers to reevaluate theories about how planets are formed.

Illustration: Lev Savitskiy
How are planets born, and how do they grow? This is an essential question in astronomy, one that researchers try to answer by observing “young planets.” That’s easier said than done. All the planets in our solar system are the same age, 4.6 billion years old. Astronomers therefore need to look elsewhere to find planets that have formed more recently—making exoplanets enticing research grounds.
Still, the vast majority of the approximately 6,000 exoplanets confirmed to date are also billions of years old. That’s not because there aren’t youthful planets out there, but old planets are easier to discover using common techniques such as the transit method, in which astronomers detect the slight dimming of a star’s light as a planet passes in front of it.
Newly formed exoplanets are often buried within disks of gas and dust, the leftover building blocks from a planet's formation, also known as a protoplanetary disk. The difficulty of just locating such a new celestial body is part of what makes the discovery of the exoplanet Elias 2-24b—now the youngest ever confirmed—so exciting.
The research team, led by Andrea Bernardi at Diego Portales University in Chile, identified the exoplanet by focusing on seven protoplanetary disks where there were notable gaps in the dense matter, since it is believed that growing planets carve out such voids. They reanalyzed “coronagraph” data, in which the central star is blocked out, making the dim reflected light from surrounding celestial bodies stand out.
Scientists had known about a gap in the disk surrounding the star Elias 2-24 for nearly a decade. The European Southern Observatory’s Very Large Telescope (yes, that’s its official name) had detected a point of light within this gap, sparking an ongoing debate over whether it was truly a planet. The researchers used data collected in 2018 and 2020 at the W.M. Keck Observatory in Hawaii to compare the dot’s positions over the years. They concluded that this bright spot was not an unrelated background star or noise from the equipment, but rather a celestial object gravitationally bound to Elias 2-24—in other words, a planet.
Elias 2-24b is located approximately 450 light-years from Earth. It orbits its star at a distance of approximately 55 astronomical units (one astronomical unit being the average distance between Earth and the sun). Its mass is estimated to be at most 1.9 to 4.0 times that of Jupiter, though researchers believe its volume is likely to be much smaller than our local gas giant. Since its host star is less than 1 million years old, Elias 2-24b is estimated to be similarly young.
Until now, the youngest exoplanets confirmed through direct observation were those orbiting the stars PDS 70 and WISPIT 2, both of which are over 5 million years old. This new discovery breaks those records by a significant margin.
And Elias 2-24b has a few attributes that require reevaluating some planetary formation models. One of the standard theories is known as the “core accretion model,” which posits that giant planets are formed when a solid core grows more massive and attracts surrounding gas. The time required for formation varies depending on the conditions of the calculation, but according to NASA, it should take about 5 million years for a Jupiter-sized planet to form. That’s also given Jupiter’s distance from the sun, approximately 5 astronomical units. For a planet with a much farther removed orbit like Elias 2-24b, accruing this mass should take even longer.
However, Elias 2-24b doesn’t seem to be following these rules. Despite being 55 astronomical units from its host star, it’s already a giant and behaving like a planet after a remarkably short 1 million years. The research team believes this planet was formed through core accretion, which would mean that this model can produce giant planets much faster than previously assumed.
Lucas Siesa, a professor at Diego Portales University and coauthor of the paper, pointed out in a press release, “Elias 2-24 b shows us that even our best planet-formation models are still missing some important processes.”
What can improve these models is finding more young planets, which may soon be more possible than ever. The Nancy Grace Roman Space Telescope, launched by NASA this past August, is equipped with an even more powerful coronagraph than the one the researchers used to locate Elias 2-24b. Astronomers therefore hope to soon detect more young planets as well as other planets obscured by their bright stars.
“This is just the beginning of a new era of discovery,” Siesa said. “It’s incredible that with modern technology, we are actually able to see planet formation in action, and Roman will take planet hunting to the next level.”
This story originally appeared on
WIRED Japan
and has been translated from Japanese.

This article was downloaded from https://www.wired.com/story/astronomers-confirm-discovery-of-youngest-known-exoplanet-ever/ on Oct 9, 2026 at 10:02 PM EDT.
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