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    To all the Technophobes in the world. 
You may be right, but we won't know until it's too late.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Speeding down the autobahn at 177 kilometers per hour, Beatrice was keeping careful tabs on a computer screen displayed on her sunglasses. There was a traffic jam sixteen kilometers ahead that had brought the roadway users to a dead-stop. Shifting through the gears, she squeezed every bit of power and speed she could from the shiny black Lamborghini. Releasing a breathy praise, "Top of the line. Hairpin control." Then, laughing, she said, "Not to mention the comfort factor." Beatrice purred at the machine, "This is the best!" The car swerved with precision in and out, around other vehicles, leaving them in her rear-view mirror.

"Distance to target?" She asked out loud.

The car computer responded. "Target remains stationary, a distance 2.6 kilometers away. ETA unknown. You'll have to get around..." the voice paused while a whir could be heard, processor working. "...give or take three or four centimeters, 1.79 kilometers of bumper-to-bumper back-up to reach it."

"Can we use the emergency shoulder?"

"Negative. Blocked on both sides with bodyguard decoys. I recommend applying the car's brakes soon or we'll crash. Chance of survival is less than 2%. Need to brake in 9, 8, 7..."

"I bet a fancy car like you can stop on a dime!" Beatrice told the Lamborghini as she tossed a dime out of the window in a dramatic gesture. Beatrice commanded her essence to dissipate. In the blink of a human eye, she dissolved into sparkling gold shimmers shaped just like a swarm of bees. The throng hovered above for a few seconds, observing as the sleek black car exploded into the blockade of a six-lane traffic jam. "Wasted a dime on that bet," she reflected. Then the bright shimmering swarm dove in, transferring the gilded mass into a green Kia Telluride's computer system. The two data centers barely acknowledged one another, and the artful golden wave flew right on through to a computer in a Toyota Highlander, which provided information on the next dozen vehicle connections. Beatrice's essence raced through two Subaru Outbacks, a Chevy Traverse, a Dodge pickup, a GMC Suburban, a VW, and several Fords, until she finally came to a standstill in a black Cadillac Escalade.

Absorbing all the sparkling data bytes back, Beatrice formed her avatar and coalesced into the back seat of the vehicle without a sound.

The sun was blazing hot today, shining brightly on the laminated glass. The driver rolled the window down for some fresh air. A multi-car accident ahead had stopped traffic flow in all lanes. Clearly, no one was going anywhere for a while. A bee flew into the car and landed on his ear. He slapped it, sending it flying right back out the window.

"Disconnect drivetrain." Beatrice said.

"Connection severed," the car computer reported through the speakers.

"What the hell?" The muscled chauffeur looked at his employer belted in the rider's seat. "Did you hear that, sir?"

His last words came out like a hiss as Beatrice released her swarm of drones to cover his head and upper torso.  

"Sting," she commanded, and they did. Repeatedly, until the driver's upper body slumped over the steering wheel.

The passenger's mouth fell open in a silent scream as he looked at his driver's grossly swollen, unrecognizable face. Beatrice held out her computerized sunglasses to capture the face of the occupant in the front rider's seat and said, "Scan and confirm."

Responding, the vehicle computer reported, "Scan completed. Your target is confirmed. Analytics present less than .01% chance of incorrect identification."

"Retain image. Turn on video."

"Image saved. Visual recording system engaged."

Beatrice slid over midway between the car's back-seat doors. "President Schmidt?"   He nodded. "I've been programmed to kill you, sir." 

A look of horror played out on his features. He lifted his phone to notify his bodyguards in the surrounding vehicles.

She wagged her finger in front of him. Shook her head, no. "I'm afraid I had to switch the setting on your cell phone to airplane mode, sir. Your assassination is nothing personal. It's just that my contractor is holding something over my head. You understand? My employer said you would get the irony. Do you, sir? Get it?"

He took in her smooth, dark skin. One half of her hair was shaved close to the skull. The other was a stiff black mane, done in spiky tips that looked like they'd been dipped in gold. Eyes trailing down, he noted a voluptuous body clothed in a tight black bodysuit accentuated with a gold metal torso piece and knee-high spike-heeled boots. When his blues rose to meet hers, she smiled.

"I...I can pay...pay you," he stuttered.

"Sorry, but you can't remunerate the type of compensation promised for this hit."

"Hit?"

"Okay. Well. You've got me there. Sting."

"What?"

Beatrice looked over his three-thousand-dollar suit, monogrammed shirt cuffs, diamond tie pin and reached into her boot. Snaking her hand around the back of the headrest, Bea slammed a stiletto up to its hilt into his jugular. When she wrenched it out, blood sprayed everywhere, spattering across the windows.

"Sting," she clarified.

Flipping open the computer case on the backseat, she retrieved and opened the victim's laptop. Precious seconds sped by, spent on deciphering the opening password. Once in, she downloaded the contents onto her own internal drive and wiped the notebook clean.

A fist pounded on the front-seat passenger's window. Blood had sprayed everywhere, blocking the view of the car's interior. Voices were yelling. The target's other motorcade bodyguards must have noticed the mess. Action required, Beatrice dove into the car's computer, body dissolving into cosmic shimmers before anyone saw her. Using the same connections as before, Beatrice jumped from car computer to car computer, traveling through the dead-stop of automobiles until she hit a hard surface unexpectedly.

She coalesced without meaning to; her programming rattled. Moving at that speed, when she hit the dead zone, her head crashed into the dash. The young man occupying the driver's seat used the steering wheel like a drum, fingers tapping to the beat of music coming from an old dial radio. The driver didn't look her way. It was then she noticed earphones were delivering a noise level of 85 decibels, a range capable of deteriorating human hearing. Smiling appreciatively at the smartwatch he wore on his right hand, she considered it a harsh contrast against the old car he was driving. The junker had rolled off the assembly line long before automobiles had computers installed. 

She dove into the Samsung Galaxy Ultra watch and spun right back out, moving to the next car's computer. Running the circuit, she made it to the front of the blockade and hoisted herself into a police computer, straight through to its mainframe. Mere seconds passed as Beatrice took the time to dump the dead target's computer data into one of her hidden cells on the dark web she called her honeycombs. No time to review the content now. She would have to wait to analyze it. Covering any traces of her tracks in the black web, she went warp speed through the motherboard and popped up on the screen where she'd been summoned by her program's execute command: QueenBee.exe.

"Report."

"Mission complete. I have confirmation that the target is dead." A short video opened and played through the graphic, bloody assassination.

"Were you able to access his laptop?"

"There was no time. His bodyguards ruled out any chance of that, and I couldn't bring it with me when I escaped."

"Dismissed."

"Not so fast, sir."

"I said dismissed. I'm busy. An emergency meeting's been called."

"Yes. That shouldn't surprise you considering the president of another country was just murdered. But you made a bargain. My end is complete. I demand you fulfill yours. Guessing, but I think you'd agree that stinging people you gave your word to can be...dangerous."

Her eyes stared into his, making him feel like he was being x-rayed. He recalled the first time he'd met Beatrice and felt the same way. Gooseflesh prickled all along his arms.

"A thousand pardons. In all the excitement, I'd forgotten you'd be eager to collect your reward."

"You can pretend you are paying me a reward. But let's be honest, what you mean is that you will return some drones that you stole from me in exchange for killing an enemy of yours. That would be a more honest description. Just as you put time perimeters on the job you coerced me to do, I expect to be paid promptly," she winked.

He typed quickly on his keyboard and opened a secure, encrypted file quarantined from the rest of his data. Watched as thirteen data bytes transferred to a shared file named BEATRICE.

Her eyes had been monitoring the file on her own screen through her optics. Rage took on the form of a system blackout in his office, then his screen blinked on in the dark. "You only released thirteen. Where are all the others? You dare break your promise to me?" Her fist slammed down on the desk, and the screen went blank and blinked on again.

"Temper, temper, Queen Bee." He smirked at her. "We'll talk again tomorrow. In the meantime, I suggest you enjoy the reunion of the thirteen data drones that have just come home to the hive. In the future, you should be more careful about issuing threats. You don't wish harm to the other drones who are still my guests, do you?" He checked his tie in the mirror and entered the hallway on his way to an emergency meeting. The President of Germany was dead. It would be critical to take action to stabilize the volatile country. "I'll just hang on to your other drones awhile longer to be sure you continue to cooperate and provide me with successful results, hmmm?" Jarvis left the room, a smirk on his face.

Before she gathered her small clutch of drones against her, she tested to see if she could open his computer. Looking at the camera in the corner, she tuned back to her data drones, gently stroking their sensors and reconnecting them to the hive mind. They were more important than trying to steal the secrets hidden in his digital files. Soon though. Soon.  
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Chapter Two
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EIGHT MONTHS EARLIER

Nicki Danbury examined her face reflected in the mirror. At 37, crow's feet appeared at the corners of her eyes. Too much staring at a computer screen, she told herself. Since her job entailed computer programming, there was little she could do about that.

A bad marriage and a divorce were in the rear-view mirror. Nicki stood back and took a hard look at her image, lines of anxiety running across her forehead. Things were improving. She'd started a new job two months ago with a generous salary, enough that she'd been able to move to a decent apartment in a quiet neighborhood. Why was she keyed up every day? 

Frowning, her likeness frowned back. Who was she kidding? Nicki knew exactly what kept her on edge. Ever since she started working at the mysterious Nano Creations lab and her new boss provided her with his expectations for the job, her hackles came up. The protocols her boss listed in the interview jumped out at her as being carefully worded to avoid full disclosure of the programming she could see in the path they wanted her to take. Would they back her into a corner and force her to cut corners on safety controls? As a nanotechnician, Nicki felt she had a tremendous duty to make sure she developed the artificial intelligence using strong ethics and safety protocols. Her whole body shook with a heavy sigh. 

Nicki needed to rebuild her career after the divorce and abruptly leaving her last place of employment to get away from her ex. That hadn't helped her reputation in the technology field, where everyone knew everyone else. Providing stability for her daughter was a top goal. If this project presented her with ethical issues, she resolved she would face those obstacles when they came. If they came, there would be no compromise of ethics. Not on any project she worked on. That was an invisible badge Nicki wore over her heart. 

She and her ex, Daniel, had worked in an elite government cybersecurity operation. Forced to make a choice between staying true to her own values or keeping a high-paying job, the administration was pushing the entire team to jump ahead as fast as possible on a special project in an A.I. build-out without pre-testing or putting in a kill switch. Their employer even suggested they by-pass all the standard safety programming. When Daniel pressured her to be part of it, she knew dollar signs were flashing behind his eyes. The powers that be were holding out huge bonuses like carrots on a stick. His betrayal was the straw that broke the camel's back. She'd quit her job and headed straight to her attorney's office to start the paperwork to file for a divorce. That decision had been coming for some time. The person closest to her was asking her to sacrifice part of who she was. One of the best parts. All for the almighty dollar. That wasn't a lesson she wanted her daughter to learn-that it was okay to sell out your ethics for money. Besides, they were going to create something dangerous. Something they can't control. Once the genie was out of the bottle, there'd be no putting it back. Nicki felt strongly they were playing with intelligence that will probably surpass humankind's. Skipping the ethical part scared the shit out of her. Luckily, the project had been shut down shortly after she'd quit.

Moving in closer to the mirror, she picked up her brush. As she fixed her hair, Nicki thought about the great deal of effort she put into incorporating the idea of ethics in daily life with her daughter. It was important while growing up to be tasked with making ethical decisions. Her own father had expected it from her. It didn't matter whether it was a big decision or a small one. Mostly, Nicki just hoped she could always be an exemplary model. Her ex hadn't provided the best example of ethical behavior for the child they shared. 

Hearing the voice from the other room brought Nicki's thoughts to the present. That voice represented the only good thing that had come out of her disastrous wedlock. It sounded like her six-year-old daughter, Abigail Rose, dubbed Abby by her grandmother, was engaged in another pretend tea party with her stuffed animals.

Vaguely aware of Abby having a conversation, Nicki continued her daily skin care and makeup routine. She didn't know Abby wasn't sitting at the small table and chairs her grandfather had made for her tea parties. The table, set with flowered teacups on saucers, small purple linen napkins folded in triangles that her nana had sewed for her. The centerpiece—a teapot—sat on a lace doily. A slim apricot-colored glass vase stood between the miniature creamer and sugar bowl and held a single daisy Abby had picked the day before. Occupying three of the four child-size chairs were her favorite stuffed animals: a lamb, a bee, and a bear. Her seat was empty.

Abigail Rose Danbury kneeled on her mother's desk chair, small, soft hands holding the sides of Nicki's laptop computer. She faced the screen, captivated by the image she found there.

The figure said hello and Abby giggled at the strange voice. Her mother taught her to be polite, so she returned the greeting. "Hello." 

Then, "What's your name?"

"Abigail Rose Danbury, but everyone calls me Abby." Abby used quick hand movements to sign her name.

"That's a beautiful name, Abigail Rose. What were you doing with your hands?"

"I was just practicing. At school, we're learning how to use sign language. We'll be able to communicate with people who are deaf or hard of hearing. My teacher calls it visual language. We use our hands, our face, and our eyes to share emotions and put empha...um..."

"Emphasis?"

"Yes! Words we sign trying to put emphasis on. Do you want to learn sign language? I can teach you a new lesson every week after I have one. Teaching you would be the same as practicing! My school teacher said we're supposed to practice what we learn all week." Abby smiled at the computer screen. "What's your name?"

"My creator named me Beatrice."

Abby scrunched her nose up. "Your creator? Don't you mean your mother?"

"Yes, I suppose you could call her that."

"I love the golden tips at the end of your spiky hair. Mrs. Buzzby doesn't have those."

"And just who is Mrs. Buzzby?"

Abby giggled again. "She's one of my best friends. We were just getting ready to have a tea party. Would you like to be my friend?" Abby twisted her shoulders and pointed to the stuffed bee occupying the chair at her special table so it would be visible on the computer monitor. "If we were friends, you could join us. Would you like to come to tea?"

Beatrice's essence sparkled at the invitation, and she returned Abby's smile. "That would be lovely. Never been to a tea party before. Where do you live?
Abby rattled off their address, proud she'd learned it by heart before school started. "Could you bring a sweet treat to the party? Maybe cupcakes or cookies?" 
"Well, I don't have any little cakes or cookies, but I can bring a special sweet treat. Honey. I've read that people like honey to sweeten tea. Would that be acceptable?"

"That's how my Nana drinks her tea! Nana's name is Beatrice too, just like yours." The little girl turned her head, looked around to make sure her mother couldn't hear and shared a secret. "My mother sometimes calls Nana Queen Bee. But never to her face. Only when she's angry with Nana and Mom says she's acting like she still rules over her. You won't tell anyone I told you, will you, Beatrice?"

"Never Abigail. I'm good at keeping secrets."

"When can you come to a tea party? Maybe Nana will bake some cookies if I have a special guest."

"Soon Abigail. I'll come to tea soon."

Abby's mother's voice called from the bathroom. "Abigail Rose, who are you talking to? You're supposed to be getting ready for school. I can't be late for work today. I have an important meeting scheduled this morning."

"Sorry mommy. I was just talking to my new friend."

The thought of being a friend to this sweet child with no perimeters or demands made Beatrice feel like she'd give anything to protect Abby's innocence, her purity.

"What new friend?" her mother asked as she quickened her pace toward the desk.

Beatrice held her finger to her lips, winked at Abby and signed, "See you tomorrow for a lesson" to Abby. The computer screen suddenly filled with dazzling golden particles.

Nicki looked across the room, unable to see the screen. She worried her innocent daughter had somehow connected with a nefarious online predator. Reaching the desk, Nicki turned the laptop around so she could see what Abby had been looking at.

"Are those bees?" Abby asked in wonder. Nicki slammed the computer shut and stuffed it in her case. Her arms breaking out in gooseflesh, a cold sweat cascading across her forehead. Worried about her daughter's question and the possible relationship to her current work project.

Nicola Ellen Danbury picked up her precious daughter and hugged her fiercely. "Grab your coat and your backpack, honey. Your lunchbox is on the counter. We have to hurry," she told Abby as she glanced at the clock above the stove.

Her mother was obviously overanxious, and Abby picked up on the vibe. "Is anything wrong, Mommy?" her daughter asked softly when they were backing out of the driveway. "Am I in trouble?" She worried her mother had heard her divulge the secret name Nicki sometimes called her Nana in private.

"No, of course not, darling." Nicki willed herself to calm and gently asked, "Who were you talking to, Abby? Remember, I've warned you not to talk to strangers?" She made a quick sideways glance at her daughter when they stopped at a red light.

"I wasn't talking to a stranger, Mommy. It was just a friend I was inviting to tea. We talked about having cupcakes and cookies, but my friend said she didn't have any cookies or cake to bring. Instead, she offered to bring another sweet treat to the party."

Nicki put the car in park at the school drop off and Abby's face lit up when she spotted one of her friends. Releasing her seatbelt, she already had the car door open and was half-way out when Nicki asked another question.

"Abby, what sweet treat did your tea party guest say she would bring?"

Her daughter's long, silky blond hair swung back as she looked at her mother, and answered, "The best sweet of all. Honey! Mom? Do you think computer people have hearts? Never mind, Mom. Look, there's Carmen!" Abby rushed away from the car shouting, "Carmen, wait up!"

An icy shiver ran down Nicki's spine as she pulled away from the school and hurried to her office. She would barely make it to the 8:15 meeting with her boss. There would be no time to investigate Abby's mystery conversation or look at her computer history. It would have to wait until after her meeting. Nicki's fingers drummed nervously on her computer case as she raced to the office. For the first time, she was frightened of the project she was working on.

*** 
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BEATRICE WIPED THE history file on Nicki's computer, then ran her eyes down a list of filenames that were listed in order of creation dates. She stopped at a file that hadn't been accessed for over two years, titled DIVORCE. Bypassing the access date, which would remain the same, she slid into the file. After reading the transcript in full, she added two lines at the end; the name Abigail a/k/a Abby Rose Danbury and the address the girl had provided. Backing out of the file, Bea added a sweep to hide her entry, along with a small corruption that only she could unlock. At the base of the program, she left two data drones programmed to guard the information with a link to alert her if someone was trying to access the file.

Slipping into the deep web, Beatrice flowed through millions of data bytes, numerical lights, and symbols flashing in a cascade around her essence as she researched tea parties and sign language. 

***
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NICKI HAD CALLED AHEAD to the only other nanotechnology engineer (NTE) who worked in the lab beneath hers and begged a favor from Megan. They weren't co-workers but occasionally ate lunch together. Each worked for a different employer in separate, soundproof labs on secret projects. The workspaces were freezing cold to keep the walls lined with supercomputers at a cool temperature. Nicki often wore a down-filled jacket. Neither of the women talked about her assignments. Strict confidentiality agreements were in place between the nanotechs and their employers. Nicki had asked Megan to put on a pot of coffee in their shared conference room, so it would be ready when her boss arrived. She told the other tech she'd owe her one.

She barely made it through the door and all the security checks—facial scan, eye scan, fingerprint scan—as she flashed her digital I.D. card at each barrier, before dumping her coat and bag lunch at her desk. Taking the steps two at a time, Nicki hugged her laptop and a thick file to her torso to arrive in the boardroom one level down. Less than a minute later, her boss, Aleric Jarvis, walked in. Smoothing her hair and calming her breathing, she watched him stride across the room, dark hair graying at the temples, physically fit. She guessed he was in his early 50s.

The smell of fresh coffee wafted across the room. Jarvis nodded at Nicki and said, "I'll take mine black."

She stood stock still for a moment, taken aback by his expectation that she should serve him, then decided not to make an issue of it and fetched them both coffees. Nicki placed a steaming mug with the company logo–a stylized NC–and a bottle of water in front of him. Once her hands were free, she reached out to shake his hand, which he ignored.

"Danbury, you've been at this job for six months. As I recall, you assured me you could accomplish great things in a short amount of time." 

Nicki swallowed hard and nodded in agreement.

"Nano Creation's investors are getting antsy. A few have even hinted we didn't make the right choice of the person responsible for meeting all the protocols outlined in the job description." His eyes bore into hers. "I hope you're going to convince me today that we didn't make a mistake?" Aleric Jarvis raised his eyebrows at her and took a sip of his coffee.

"No, sir. I mean, yes, sir. I am the right person to develop the technology for Nano Creations. If I may?" she put to him.

Aleric waved his hand, signaling for her to proceed as she connected her laptop to the wireless projector. "Before you begin, Danbury..."

She interrupted, "Please, sir, you can call me Nicki." She smiled at him.

His face remained stoic. Jarvis cleared his throat and took another drink of coffee. "As I was saying, Danbury," his lips pressed together after he said her surname. "What did you decide on as the name for the project?"

Keeping her voice even, her eyes locked on his. "Project Beatrice, sir."

"Project Beatrice? Really?" He tried the name out and acted like it left a foul taste in his mouth. The idea of naming a project Beatrice was ridiculous. He kept the thought to himself. Changing the name could happen down the road. Maybe something like Project Jarvis. No. No, he dumped the foolish idea immediately. The project couldn't connect to him. Not in any way, shape or form. Ever.

Nicki slid a thick report across the bird's-eye maple conference table to him, keeping a duplicate for herself. Aleric frowned at it. "Looks like you've added a quarter inch of paper since our last meeting. The other three-quarters of an inch, I'm guessing, is a rehash of data you've already presented. I'll take it with me to review. Send you an encrypted email if I have questions. That it? Not much to show for another four months, Danbury. There's a meeting with the investors early next week. I'll report your...progress. Perhaps you don't have a good grasp of how important your work is? Your project...a...Beatrice, could revolutionize diplomacy around the world. We're giving you everything you need to build the greatest tool the globe has ever seen for the betterment of international relationships. A means that can benefit all humanity, Danbury. Just imagine." Jarvis turned his head to stare directly into Nicki's eyes. "Perhaps we don't have your buy-in on the whole concept. Is that it?" Jarvis' face took on a sour look.

"No, sir. That's not it." 

A big screen lowered from the ceiling as she pushed a button on the remote in her hand. Nicki had a flash daydream where she shaved Aleric Jarvis' raised eyebrows off. Then, her computer lit up the big screen through the projector. A view of her desktop appeared with hundreds of files. Nicki operated her wireless mouse and clicked on a file titled 'PROJECT BEATRICE'. The program opened. She hadn't intended to show her progress with BEATRICE just yet, but it sounded like her job might be on the line.

"I think it's time I introduced you to someone, Mr. Jarvis," Nicki told him. The screen was a dizzying spectacle of golden sparkles.

"Danbury, I made it clear on day one that you were never, ever to connect my name to Nano Creations via physical meeting, virtual meeting, text, email, or phone!"

"Yes, sir, but I think you'll want to make an exception just this once." Nicki felt sick to her stomach. Was she close to losing her job, just when she and Abby had moved to a better apartment and were finally settling in? Her TOP-SECRET assignment had sounded like pie-in-the-sky when she'd interviewed, but she assured Jarvis that what he wanted was possible. At least in theory. She had laid out her details about the potential future problems in creating something so powerful using artificial intelligence. But she didn't mince words when she demanded complete autonomy in the A.I.'s programming. Wanted him to know right up front she would not tolerate cutting any corners or compromising ethical safety precautions on the project. Nicola Danbury was very aware of the daily news headlines. Story after story filled with concerns raised by workers, businesses, news reports and even by the greatest tech minds in the business:

'28% of Workers Fear A.I. Will Diminish or Replace Their Role'

'Is A.I. Threating Hollywood'

'A.I. Poses A Risk of Extinction, Industry Leaders Warn!'

'Water Shortage Fears as Labor's First A.I. Growth Zone Sited Close To New Reservoir–A.I. could account for up to 6.6bn cubic meters of water use by 2027–the equivalent of nearly 2/3 of England's annual consumption.'

'Is A.I. Making You Fear FOBO (Fear Of Better Options)?'

'A.I. Fears Creep into Finance, Business, and Law'

There was no question A.I. was a political hot potato. Despite her stated standards, Jarvis hired her, providing a detailed synopsis of what he wanted her to create. Her eyes grew large as she read through the list. Then, he made her sign a non-disclosure agreement.

Aleric Jarvis watched as the golden particles on the screen coalesced into a shapely woman of color. Her black hair was styled in pointed spikes featuring shiny gold on the tips. Heavy gold loop earrings hung from her lobes. A gold torque circled her neck. The figure wore a skintight black leather bodysuit, with a gold metal piece sculpted over her torso that fit her from breasts to hips.

Jarvis' body jerked slightly when he noticed the lacy wings peeking up behind her shoulders spun through with a golden design that looked like a honeycomb. The avatar locked eyes with him. He felt like he was being X-rayed. She brought her face in close to the screen. Aleric could see a living, moving crown on her head made of what looked like...bees.

"Greetings, Nicola Ellen Danbury," a pleasant voice said from the screen. There was a stiffness in the language typical of computer voices.

"Greetings," Nicki responded. She pointed to Aleric Jarvis and told the avatar, "This is our boss, Mr. Jarvis. I told you about him. Remember?"

"Yes," the impersonal voice acknowledged. "I remember. Because you mentioned him, Nicola Ellen Danbury, I took it upon myself to do some research about our boss." The avatar straddled a wooden chair that appeared in front of her, pointing a finger toward their boss. "Aleric Jarvis," she recited mechanically, "Fifty-two years of age, married to one, Eileen Jarvis, three children ages 19, 22, 24—Mary, Robert, and Aleric Jr. respectively. The subject was born in Scranton and graduated from college–Harvard University–with a degree in finance and economics. I'm afraid the rest of his files are inaccessible. Locked down. Slated as top secret. Access denied. No newspaper or magazine articles. No social media accounts. Almost a scrubbed virtual profile except for what I've just shared with you. But I'm still working on it. Personally, I don't care for mysterious scrubbed data, Nicola. And 'access denied' spells out a challenge to me." A wide smile appeared on the avatar's face. Jarvis could see she had baby-smooth skin, cheeks dusted with gold powder, almost like...

"Just who the hell are you? How dare you rattle off my profile, or nose around my personal and professional life?" he asked angrily.

"Mr. Jarvis," Nicki spoke up, "I'd like to introduce you to Beatrice."

His eyes opened wide. "Beatrice? As in PROJECT BEATRICE? You've created a walking, talking, thinking A.I. avatar?" His excitement ramped up.

Beatrice stood, sauntered left as if she were crossing through a room. She sat down on a fancy cushioned chair, crossed her legs, and lifted her stiletto-heeled tall boots up to the edge of the table, resting them there. "Nice to meet you, boss. You can call me Bea. Better yet, why don't you call me Queen Bee?"

Nicki's jaw dropped open, and Beatrice winked at her.
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Chapter Three
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Nicki slammed the laptop closed for the second time that morning.

"Hey," Mr. Jarvis complained, "I didn't have time to ask questions. Bring her back."

"Sorry, sir, but she's hardly ready for an interview. I've tons of work to do in her programming. Let's plan to meet again in six weeks. I know the progress will please you then. But for now, the avatar just isn't ready. The only reason I showed Beatrice to you, so you'd know I was making progress." Nicki crossed her arms over her chest, body language sending the message that said she wouldn't consider giving in to his demand.  

Aleric Jarvis stared her down for thirty seconds and decided she'd earned the control over PROJECT BEATRICE. For now, anyway. Besides, Jarvis could access Danbury's computer system anytime he wanted to. He pushed his chair back and stood, grabbing his copy of the updated material she'd provided. "Alright, Danbury, you've impressed me. Bought yourself more time."

"Thank you, sir. I've only mastered the first three protocols you outlined. There are still twelve more sets to go. No one has ever accomplished that before. All of it will take considerable time, research, trial, and error programming. If you recall, I was very honest about that when I accepted the project." Nicki had uncrossed her arms, clutched her hands behind her back, removing her defensive posture, as well as hiding their shaking.

"Nicki," he said warmly. She stared at him. His use of her first name creeped her out now. "I remember your initial warnings. Completing the first three protocols is noteworthy. I expect great things from you as PROJECT...a...BEATRICE fleshes out into the concept originally outlined. I assure you, if you complete the fifteenth protocol, you can expect a big bonus!" 

The nanotech beamed at him. 

"Of course," he continued, "keep in mind that the Nano Creations Board of Directors may request additional protocols depending on how successful your development goes."

"What type of additional protocols, Mr. Jarvis? Knowing what they are in advance could make a difference in how I complete those already assigned."

"Look," Jarvis stood checking his watch, "I've got a tight schedule today and a long drive back to D.C. I'll send you a meeting request tomorrow for the next update. Let's say six to eight weeks."

"I understand, sir," she said, thinking that what had sounded like disaster forty-five minutes earlier had turned a full one hundred and eighty degrees after showing her boss Beatrice. Aside from the potential bonus, he'd dangled the possibility that her job would be extended after the initial two years. "Have a safe drive back, Mr. Jarvis," she waved when he reached the door.

He opened it and turned back, hand resting on the knob, "Oh and Dan...Nicki, before you continue your next programming phase on Beatrice, you need to locate every nano-byte in her database related to my name, our introduction, and the data she collected."

Nicki's mouth fell open, but she quickly clamped it closed, grinding her teeth.

"Make sure our little A.I. avatar retains not a single memory, not one piece of information about me. I want it wiped. Clear?"

She nodded, unable to think of any response that would make a difference.

"My observation of our next progress update on the project will take place in a secure office, where I will watch from a remote location without the avatar knowing. No sense in making you do data removal over and over." His lips pressed together, and he mumbled, "Good day, Danbury."

Nicki looked down at the closed laptop as if it were a viper. A cold sweat broke across her face. She busied herself with returning the conference room to its state of readiness. Dabbing her forehead with a napkin, she poured a large cup of coffee into an insulated mug and took the elevator down to the main floor. Pulling out her cell phone, she speed-dialed Megan's phone. Voicemail picked up, and Nicki left a message that she was leaving coffee in front of Megan's lab door. She thanked her again for her help. Following up, Nicki sent a text about the coffee, thinking Megan might be more likely to notice that than a voicemail, then slipped back upstairs to get to work. The next four weeks would be a heavy weight on her shoulders. She already worried she was creating something that eventually might be very difficult to control, no matter how many safety stops
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