
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	 

	X-Ray feature explained

	 

	Who is that character? – Use X-Ray

	Curious about that city or place – Use X-Ray

	Unique words? – Use X-Ray

	 

	This book utilizes a unique Kindle eBook feature called X-Ray. It allows you to learn more about a novel-specific character, topic, event, place, or any other term, simply by pressing and holding on the word, currency, or phrase that interests you. A description from Wikipedia or an author-provided source will be displayed.
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	ONE

	 

	ESCAPE

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Marie O’Hara sat alone in her dormitory room, staring out the window under a darkening cloud of depression. Deep within the recesses of her mind, thoughts fired one after another, each chipping away at the innocent belief that she’d found the opportunity of a lifetime. The constant barrage slowly exposed a new reality of having unwittingly compromised her morals. She’d envisioned the former when accepting Professor Vargas’s offer of employment, but those hopes had faded as the scope of her programming expanded into areas of ethical uncertainty.

	Marie had graduated from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology with an advanced degree in computer science and engineering. It’s where long hours in MIT’s advanced labs led her to a professional niche, creating artificial intelligence architectures and query theories.

	During an international conference on the subject, Vargas crossed her path quite by happenstance, or so Marie thought. He’d shown an interest in her background.

	“Marie,” Vargas commented after one of the evening sessions, “I operate a rather remote laboratory where I manage a team that’s developing an artificial general intelligence model. Would you be interested in joining the effort? I can offer you a five-year contract with a generous compensation package. I’ll provide food and lodging as part of the deal.”

	It sounded too good to be true. The remoteness didn’t strike her as something that’d upset her already spartan social life. Rather, she imagined it offering an environment that’d liberate her intellectual yearnings.

	“With a bit of luck,” she told her roommate at the time, “the frustration of dealing with these young college interns more interested in my body than my creative solutions will be a thing of the past. What Vargas describes includes far-reaching and meaningful challenges.”

	She agreed to the offer and two weeks later found herself in the Patagonia region of southern Chile, bouncing along Cochrane Airport’s undulating runway. From there, she boarded an oil-stained Cessna 182 with mud-caked, bulbous bush tires and endured a forty-five-minute hop to what felt like the edge of civilization, the remote village of Tortel.

	Rather than ride from its dirt strip into town, she’d been directed to a riverside motor launch behind Tortel’s equally edge-of-the-earth terminal. Next stop, Vargas’ laboratory. He’d built the lab complex at the base of mountains surrounding an island inlet five miles into the adjoining turquoise-colored fjord.

	 

	During the ride, she sat beside the boat’s elderly captain. His weathered skin suggested he’d spent the majority of his life motoring about Patagonia’s complex network of majestic waterways. She also sensed a kindness beneath his leathery veneer that came with age. 

	“This area looks stunning and feels unusually remote. How do you survive here year-round?”

	His face brightened as he listened to her endearing curiosity. “It’s more of a struggle as I’m getting older. My son runs a small trawler and brings in a good variety of fish for us to eat. What he sells pays for milk, bread, and enough beer to make Friday nights interesting.

	“I run these occasional shuttles to the island, like today. Unfortunately, Vargas pays a pittance for my service. It’s not enough, so I keep an eye out for adventurers and hunters. They pay better, but only if I can convince them they need my help to find the most incredible trout streams or to track down our elusive red stags. Do you know they grow the largest antlers in the world?”

	His words sounded positive despite the challenges he faced in feeding his family. He eventually docked along a tattered pier on the right-hand shore of Isla Teresa’s most prominent protected bay. She noticed a large windowless warehouse-type facility and a power plant directly across the inlet from the pier. A second, deep-water wharf had been fashioned between those two facilities. 

	Marie handed him a large tip as she climbed from his boat. “I enjoyed getting to know you. Gosh, I’ve got a thousand questions about living here. Hopefully, we can ride together again.”

	 

	Marie worked in concert with nineteen other programmers, each with a slightly different focus on building an AI infrastructure. One section developed the electronic brain for a multilingual robotic police force. Vargas used the original models to manage his island facilities and planned to assist human law enforcement officers by deploying others throughout the country. Another section developed large governmental data libraries, and Marie’s section wrote computer queries for managing White Crow Prison, which she’d earlier thought to be a warehouse.

	Vargas restricted everyone to Isla Teresa during their time off. He insisted that nothing worth seeing existed elsewhere, and besides, Isla Teresa included good hiking trails and excellent fishing spots. Marie, like everyone else, soon felt confined, as though being held hostage.

	Two weeks later, one of the programmers unexpectedly jumped into a boat headed for Tortel, where he planned to hitch a ride to Argentina. He’d had enough of the isolation and what he perceived to be a misguided focus of his programming.

	 

	Marie found herself wandering around the pier one afternoon when her friend, the boat captain, waded ashore.

	“Hi,” she called. “It’s good to see you. How’s everything over in Tortel?”

	“I don’t suppose you’ve heard,” he responded in a somber tone, “but a while back, several hikers found one of your programmers ten miles east of Tortel. Dead. Rumor has it that someone murdered him.”

	“Oh no,” she gasped. “We didn’t know. I think he grew weary of this place and tried to run away.”

	“I suspected as much. Be careful with Vargas. He can be a harsh man.”

	A shiver shot up Marie’s spine, adding to a growing nervousness that came from feeling cornered. Like the murdered programmer, she’d also become weary of the direction her work had taken.

	“If I ever decide to get away from this place, would you help me?” she asked in a hushed tone.

	Silence hung in the air. Marie assumed it to be a polite “no” response…until the old guy stepped closer.

	“I’ll need to consider the risks. It could bring trouble to my family. But if you want to escape, I’ll do what I can.”

	 

	Over the next several weeks, Marie thought about what he’d said. She tried to envision her AI development work from a broader perspective.

	“This new technology holds so much promise for incredible advancements,” she told herself. “It’ll surely bring resistance, and if there’s destructive implementation, it’ll make matters worse. I suspect my prison protocols are doing exactly that.”

	 She toyed with the questions, “How do we value the lives of these terrible criminals? Can they be rehabilitated? Is it worth the cost? The risk?”

	 

	She’d developed a habit of wandering the dock area each afternoon and often wondered about the consequences of her work. One day, she again noticed the old boatman delivering supplies and walked closer to greet him.

	“I’m ready to leave,” she blurted in a forced whisper. “Please, can you help me?”

	The old guy felt the desperation in her voice. His face brightened, and he gave her a fatherly hug. “I’ve thought about it as well, and I’ll help if you do exactly as I say. But first, do you have at least five thousand dollars in cash? You’ll need it because you won’t be able to use a credit card until you’re somewhere safe.”

	“I think so. Thank goodness I considered bringing a lot of cash as an insurance policy.”

	“Good, on Thursday night, an hour after it gets dark, meet me here. Bring no more than a backpack, and dress warm.”

	 

	On Thursday afternoon, before wrapping up the day’s programming, Marie mentioned to her cubicle mate that she planned to call in sick on Friday and sneak into Tortel for the weekend.

	“Please don’t tell anyone. I’ll try to get back by Sunday night.”

	 

	Marie slowly opened her room door and scanned the hallway left and right. After pulling the door closed behind her, she hurried to the stairwell and eased its door closed. As it latched, unexpected voices in the hallway startled her. Her pulse quickened, and her skin prickled with nervous tension. She turned and hurried down the steps, hoping the whole time to exit the building before being discovered.

	The pathway from the dormitory to the dock had darkened considerably under the overcast night sky. She’d have to proceed carefully. Despite unsure footing, she continued without turning on her flashlight, inching forward in slow, deliberate steps. The whole time, her racing heart shouted, “Move faster.”

	 

	“Quick. Get in the boat and lie flat,” the old guy ordered. “I’ll take you partway to Tortel, and along the way, transfer you to my son’s trawler.”

	He pushed free of the dock and motored into the dark waters until outside the cove. Once clear, he turned east toward Tortel. As was the case every night in the fjords, a blanket of eerie quietness hung over the nondistinctive undulating surface.

	A robotic guard stationed on the prison pier noted the old man’s departure and recorded him and the skiff with its embedded camera. Marie had flattened herself in the boat moments before it scanned the area.

	“My son attended school with the captain of the Navimag cargo ferry. It’s making a scheduled run from Puerto Natales to Puerto Montt, and he’s made arrangements for you to board it at sea. It’ll cost fifteen hundred U.S. dollars, and you’ll need to compensate my son for his efforts.

	“Is that acceptable?”

	 

	Fifteen minutes later, the old guy came alongside a fifty-foot trawler. “Gabriel is my son. He’s a good boy who knows his way around these dangerous waters. Godspeed and good luck. I’ll miss your beautiful face on Vargas’ island.”

	Marie rose and awkwardly climbed the three-step rope ladder onto Gabriel’s vessel. She turned to the old man. “I hope to see you again under better circumstances. Maybe you can give me a daytime tour of the area. Thank you.”

	 

	Gabriel looked every bit a teenager with dark, wavy hair, a ready grin, and expressive brown eyes. “I think you’ll find the cabin is the best place tonight. I’ll join you in a moment.”

	The two vessels pushed apart. The smaller one continued toward Tortel while Gabriel’s trawler chugged in the opposite direction, into a fifty-mile maze of bottomless fjords bounded by jagged rocks.

	 

	“I’ll zigzag us through the northern route. It’ll be dark and dangerous, but we won’t encounter any other vessels.”

	Marie took a deep breath. Despite her queasy nervousness, she knew that her fate lay in Gabriel’s hands. She tried not to worry about something over which she had no control.

	 

	After three hours of droning through complete darkness, Gabriel pointed to his electronic navigational display. “We’ll be squeezing through this narrow passage soon. No need to fear for your life,” he reassured her. “I’ve done this once or twice before and survived.” 

	She stood and looked into the darkness. “Oh my, I feel like I’m sailing with Sinbad through the Strait of the Sea of Serpents. Those sheer cliffs must shoot up hundreds of feet.”

	“Yep, the good news is that we’re halfway to our rendezvous point."

	 

	Marie sensed the trawler slowing to a stop. A glance at Gabriel’s course plot confirmed her suspicion that they’d made it to the agreed-upon rendezvous point in the channel.

	“Here’s what’s going to happen if and when my friend slows his giant ferry. I’ll add enough power to match his reduced speed and maneuver my trawler alongside his vessel. There’s a door on the side of the hull that’ll open. We’ll know it by the light from inside. All you have to do is latch onto its rope ladder, climb onboard, and be on your way.

	“It’s not hard, but if you fall, it’ll be fatal. So, be careful.”

	Marie had always suspected the transfer would amount to more than simply walking a plank between the two vessels. Her torso involuntarily quivered at the thought of what lay ahead.

	She reached into her pocket and withdrew the ten hundred-dollar bills she’d rolled tight and secured with a rubber band.

	“Here, take this as a token of my gratitude for your help. Please consider sharing an extra fish with your father; he’s been such a trusted friend over the past months.”

	As she spoke, a deep horn startled her. The shadowy mass of the cargo vessel slowly came into view. It appeared enormous, with its black vertical side rising into the darkness.

	“There, do you see the open hatch?” Gabriel called, “Get over to the port side where you boarded earlier. I’ll get you to the rope ladder.”

	She positioned herself, cinched her backpack straps, and took another deep breath. Gabriel drove the trawler against the larger ship as she reached out. They jolted as it smacked the ferry. Marie lost her balance and fell forward.

	She caught the gunwale under her arm. Her lower body twisted and slid overboard, slapping against the trawler’s side, her legs dipping into the icy seawater. Before she could regain her composure, Gabriel latched onto her other arm and pulled her back aboard.

	“I’m so sorry,” he blurted. “I’ll be more careful next time. The Navimag is holding its reduced speed. We’ll have to hurry.”

	“Okay, one more time,” Marie exhaled, not thinking of her near-death experience.

	This time, Gabriel eased against the ferry more slowly. Marie reached for the ladder again. As she grabbed for it, the trawler pushed away from the ship.

	“Get ready again,” Gabriel called. “Now. Grab it!”

	Marie stretched as far as she could. Her hand brushed against the left vertical rope before clutching it. She risked certain death and blindly reached with her other hand. It caught the right vertical line, and she involuntarily lifted free of the trawler. One of her feet miraculously landed on a rung.

	She blanked all thoughts except to step up, one step at a time. Two waiting seamen pulled her into the vessel as she reached the door.

	Before proceeding to the vessel’s interior, she turned to wave goodbye. Gabriel had already disappeared into the inky waters below.

	 

	“What’s next?” she thought.


TWO

	 

	WHICH WAY DID SHE GO?

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Marie stepped aside as a barrel-chested sea dog with a full beard pulled Navimag’s pilot-access hatch closed. After securing it, he turned to her and introduced himself as the ship’s captain.

	“You can stay in my berth until Puerto Montt. I’ll be busy in the wheelhouse for the entire thirty-hour passage, so you’ll have it to yourself. There are more than enough snacks and drinks, so help yourself. There’ll be no need to venture outside, and it’s probably better to remain unseen. 

	“When we dock, I want you to disembark with one or two of my seamen after all the other passengers have left. Don’t worry, I’ll get you off the ship without being noticed. One of my added services.

	“Before I leave you at my cabin, you’ll need to pay me for your passage.”

	 

	Marie decided to wait until she reached the door before digging into her backpack and grabbing the stash of cash she’d carefully tucked into one of the interior pockets. She held the bills close while counting his agreed-upon fee.

	As the captain turned to depart, she stepped inside the cabin and pulled the door closed. Its latching sound sparked a warm, secure feeling of being safe from immediate harm. For the moment, at least, Vargas’ mental intrusion loosened its grip and fell free. Sleep came quickly.

	 

	She awoke midday to the rhythmic thrashing of rolling seas. Making her way to the porthole required crouching slightly and leaning into the swells as she moved forward. Once balanced against the thick glass window, she looked out from her high vantage point to see a frosty spray tearing itself loose from cresting waves. Everything churned under low, billowy gray clouds. Given the circumstances, she considered it a tolerable condition for pushing through such cold and choppy waters.

	The captain’s berth included a coffee maker, or more accurately, a glass pot for heating water. She noticed several instant coffee packets stuffed in a dimpled plastic tumbler beside it and pinched one of them between her thumb and forefinger to pull it free of the others. She set it aside for her first cup of coffee.

	Before setting her backpack aside, she blindly searched its bottom, eventually wrapping her fingers around her smartphone. The urge to send an email announcing her imminent return to the United States nearly overwhelmed all sense of caution.

	She worried about Vargas and his online bots intercepting her messages. Would he know if she created a new email account? Was his surveillance robust enough to track her cell tower or satellite pings? She shivered at the thought of him tracing her credit cards. Her mind raced with uncertainty.

	She concluded it best if she remained off-grid for the time being and breathed a sigh of relief at having turned her phone off before beginning the escape. Fortunately, prying open the back, carefully removing the battery, and placing it in one of her backpack’s side pockets proved easier than she’d first imagined. She’d pick up a burner phone and transfer all the important files later.

	 

	Over the course of the day, Marie formulated a plan. Initially, she thought to contact the embassy in Santiago. They’d know what to do…but she also realized that Vargas knew that, and he’d be on the lookout. She’d try something else. It’d be risky, and it’d take longer, but with luck, she’d make it home safely.

	 

	The next morning, Marie sensed the commotion of disembarking travelers and later the distinctive engine noise of vehicles driving from the ship’s bowels. Eventually, the captain knocked on the cabin door, opened it, and entered.

	“We’ve got a little problem,” he announced. “I noticed one of those police robots on the wharf. They aren’t always there, but encountering one isn’t unusual these days.”

	“Maybe I should wait until dark.”

	“That won’t be acceptable. Besides, I don’t want you hanging around any longer than necessary. Here’s what I hope will provide an adequate disguise.”

	He handed her a navy-blue duffel bag with an over-the-shoulder strap. “And put this on. It’s one of our crew stocking caps. Pull your hair up and tuck it in. And at no added cost, I’ll give you one of our all-weather crew parkas.”

	Thoughts flashed at a hundred miles an hour. Is this a good idea? Can I risk going ashore during the daytime? Yes…yes, this makes sense. She gathered her composure and nodded slightly.

	“You said that I needed to disembark with another mariner. Can whoever it is stay with me until I’m a block away from the wharf?”

	The captain liked Marie. She appeared in control of the situation despite it being not only fluid but also dangerous.

	“That makes sense. I’ll accompany you as far as the port offices, and from there, you can negotiate with one of the locals for a ride to wherever you’re headed.”

	“Is there an airport nearby? I think I’ll start there.”

	 

	Marie pulled up the collar of her red Navimag crew parka and walked a step behind the captain. To a casual observer, she’d appear to be completing a scheduled shift on the vessel.

	She noticed the robotic policeman scanning the wharf to her left. Professional curiosity told her to keep watching it, but common sense and a deepening desire to survive forced her eyes to the path ahead.

	She’d made it clear of the ferry, undiscovered.

	 

	**********

	 

	John, one of two supervisors at Vargas’ AI development lab, rapped twice on Vargas’ office door.

	“Don’t bother me first thing on a Monday morning,” came the irritated reply from within.

	“Professor, one of our senior programmers is missing.”

	“What? Get in here and explain yourself.”

	Vargas possessed a brilliant mind, but unfortunately, it drove an overly irascible personality. His temperamental nature and not-always-predictable mood swings set an edge of caution to John’s and everyone else's interactions with him.

	“Marie wasn’t at her cubicle this morning. I asked her co-workers, and they didn’t know anything. She called in sick last Friday, and now she’s not in the dormitory. We all expected her to be here at work.”      

	Vargas leaned back in his chair, mentally debating whether she might have innocently wandered off or if she’d intentionally escaped from his island. “Did any boats depart the docks over the weekend? Get the video. Check with our robotic guards to see if they recorded any anomalies.

	“I want an interim report within the hour.”

	 

	Vargas paced back and forth across the office as he gazed without focus through floor-to-ceiling glass windows toward the port area. He’d insisted on secrecy, considering it essential for success in the high-stakes game of AI development. Marie had suddenly become a problem, and he feared that she would expose and jeopardize his current efforts. Too irritated to sit, he remained standing and reached for the telephone.

	“Inform all guards to be on the lookout for Marie O’Hara. Contact Tortel, Cochrane, and Paso Rjoballo Airports. Have them detain her if she shows up.”

	 

	The foundation of Vargas’s developmental efforts focused on building enormous data libraries from which programmers could write progressively more in-depth queries on any number of given subjects.

	Phase one of his plan included, in part, the dynamic transfer of specific data to his robotic police force. In the most general sense, he preloaded his fully articulated, human-looking robots with core knowledge, such as having the ability to speak in multiple languages while using proper tone, tempo, and inflection. They learned to form cogent responses during conversations and immediately determined if any national, regional, or local laws had been infringed upon or violated. When someone encroached on another’s rights without breaking a law, the robot provided a warning. However, if someone broke the law, the robot assessed the circumstances and provided a menu of available punishments.

	They could fire an embedded dart gun without giving advanced warning. And unlike humans, they didn’t feel pain or fear.

	Vargas initially paired these robots with human counterparts and had them programmed to show emotion only when the situation warranted. For the most part, they remained calm and authoritative. As his programmers developed sophisticated algorithms, Vargas’ robots became far better than humans at detecting scams and potential police corruption. He convinced himself that his work was progressing in the desired direction.

	He installed electrical recharging stations and provided encrypted Wi-Fi coverage wherever he deployed the robots. His expanding force of several hundred drone-like androids served as a good starting point for more complex applications, such as becoming unsupervised prison guards.

	 

	“Professor,” John announced as he entered Vargas’ office, “the wharf guard took a video of that old guy delivering supplies last Thursday. That’s it so far,” 

	“Well, show it to me,” Vargas huffed. The video didn’t provide an easy answer.

	“He’s alone…still alone when at Tortel’s pier. That’s not much. What about Friday and Saturday?”

	“Sir, there’s no video evidence. She must have slipped away elsewhere.”

	“Keep looking.”

	 

	Vargas fidgeted. Losing a senior programmer represented a threat to his overall program. Anger replaced worry. “I need to make a statement to the others,” he grumbled to himself. “From now on, they’ll honor their contracts without exception or know the consequence.”

	As the setting sun touched the snow-capped mountains to the west, John once again appeared at the door.

	“It’s about time. Give me the update.”

	“Yes, professor. I’ve spoken with the airport managers at the only three airports she could have used. Tortel remained quiet. No flight activity whatsoever, not even unscheduled private aircraft arrivals or departures.

	“Cochrane Airport did have a scheduled departure on Sunday. Unfortunately, Marie didn’t appear on the manifest. I turned up several local departures, but again, I couldn’t find a record or account of her presence. Additionally, I reviewed all available video data and came up empty.

	“Paso Rjoballo Airport is so small that it’s harder to get verifiable data. From what I could gather, no aircraft so much as touched the tarmac over the weekend.”

	“Okay,” Vargas scoffed. “She must have commandeered a motor vehicle. There are only a couple of ways she could go: either east into Argentina or north through the mountains. Keep looking. And…include Santiago’s International Airport in your surveillance plan.”


THREE

	 

	WHITE CROW PRISON

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Like a caged animal, Jose Trujillo paced back and forth across the front of his cell. He’d become more trance-like ever since the police manacled his wrists behind his back and clamped cold steel shackles around his ankles. Yet, beneath the surface, a hair-trigger temper twisted tighter and tighter, ready to snap at the least provocation.

	To make matters worse, two muscled guards appeared at his cell, fastened additional chains around his waist, and shuffled him unceremoniously across the building to his assigned courtroom seat.

	Trujillo knew the room well. He’d been sentenced here years earlier after having been found guilty of brutally mauling an MS-13 gang member. The brazen kid had unwittingly ventured into Sombra Negra territory without the protection of fellow thugs. To Trujillo, he’d become easy prey.

	As Trujillo’s control over the streets of Ilopango expanded into drugs, extortion, and prostitution, physical violence replaced what had been a relatively peaceful coexistence between rival gangs. Law-abiding residents increasingly feared for their safety.

	Police officers had dealt with Trujillo’s violence many times before, all too often with disappointing results. However, this time their SWAT team caught him red-handed, pulling the trigger while executing an entire family. Barrio elders joined younger residents in praying for the judge to remove Trujillo from their lives, permanently.

	 

	Trujillo glanced around the depressing room through slit eyes, like a snake raising its head in search of prey. The judge’s raised bench, adorned with a large El Salvadoran national emblem, added an irritating air of authority. He shifted his gaze to a cordoned-off area that contained a collection of molded plastic chairs for jury use and then to the rear wall, where a single row of similar dingy white benches had been arranged to accommodate spectators. Trujillo knew they’d remain empty during the proceeding. The minimal furnishings coupled with dirty pastel-colored walls rather accurately represented the nation’s failed judicial system, where lawlessness prevailed more often than not. Trujillo’s ghoulish appearance blended rather well with the depressing ambiance.

	He’d spent hours reclined in a tattoo artist’s tattered leather chair, enduring endless needle pricks, each a symbol of his gang association and stature. Every inch of his skin, including his eyelids, ears, and scalp, displayed the artist’s ink. He wore a loose-fitting, faded orange prison uniform with frayed edges and tattered holes. The raw, intimidating look complemented his defiant posture. 

	Trujillo internalized the situation he couldn’t control by imagining everyone and everything within eyesight burning to cinders. His passive, ruddy-faced expression reddened with thoughts of being held accountable for his actions. He loathed this judge who’d incarcerated him twice previously. Despite lenient sentences, he envisioned himself being the one to pronounce judgment and carry out the alcalde’s execution. He’d deal with that after serving his time.

	 

	The bailiff stood and addressed those present.

	“Silence in the room. The honorable Judge Alvarez presides over the court.”

	Those few required to attend the proceeding stood, except Trujillo, who harbored no respect for the judge or any other authority figure.

	“To your feet,” one of the guards grunted as he grabbed the chain between Trujillo’s wrist shackles and yanked him upward.

	“I’ll kill you for this,” Trujillo hissed in response. After all, he possessed the power to control others and to punish those who crossed his dictates. He’d earned his stature, and they’d learn to respect it.

	 

	“The court is now in session,” Judge Alvarez announced after taking his seat and banging the gavel.

	Alvarez paused for several minutes while reviewing Trujillo’s conviction notes, even though he’d mostly memorized them from earlier reviews. The silence lingered much longer than necessary; those in the room patiently awaited his comments. When Alvarez felt he’d delayed long enough to establish a dominant position, he raised his head and slowly scanned the room, ultimately fixing his eyes on the convicted murderer.

	“Well, Señor Trujillo, I see you’ve found your way back to my court. I prayed that you’d discover a more respectable lifestyle, bring honor to your family, and find yourself enhancing our community. The facts before me paint a different picture.

	“Do you have anything to say to the court before I pass sentence?”

	Trujillo seethed. Why should he contribute to such a farcical proceeding? He shifted his head to the side and spat on the floor.

	 

	“I will now deliver the sentence in the case of Jose Trujillo, who has been found guilty of eight counts of first-degree murder. I do so after careful consideration of the evidence presented, the testimonies received, and the impact that these crimes have had on the families of the deceased.

	“Jose Trujillo, you have been convicted of serious offenses that have caused irreparable harm. The law requires that I consider both the nature of your crimes and the need for public safety. Your actions displayed a blatant disregard for the lives and well-being of others.

	“Taking all this into account, the court finds that a term of life imprisonment is warranted. You will serve your sentence at White Crow Prison for the remainder of your natural life. This sentence reflects the severity of your crimes and is aimed at ensuring that you no longer pose a threat to society.

	“Do you understand the nature of the sentence that has been imposed?” and not receiving a response, continued, “This court is now adjourned.” Alvarez banged his gavel, stood, and started for the door behind the judge’s bench.

	 

	Trujillo sprang from his chair in an attempt to strangle the judge. The guards had anticipated such a reaction and pulled him to the floor, where they temporarily subdued him while a third guard injected an anesthetic dose of propofol. It brought the desired effect; Trujillo’s muscles relaxed, and within seconds, he slipped into unconsciousness.

	 

	During the past two months, nearly three hundred similarly violent El Salvadoran gang bangers had been incarcerated at White Crow Prison, all with one-way tickets. El Salvador’s Minister of Justice had contracted for up to a thousand cells. The significant cost represented a national cleansing of these vermin. The minister determined it to be justified and long overdue.

	 

	Trujillo awoke confused and disoriented, not realizing that he was in the hull of a large cargo ship. His head ached. Even his eye sockets hurt as he looked left, then right. “Where am I?”

	No one answered despite many others sitting around him in what appeared to be a large, enclosed holding cell. The entire room rolled rhythmically. “What’s going on?” he mumbled to himself.

	 

	As his clouded mind gained focus, he became aware of the cell’s immense size. He estimated the ceiling to be ten feet above him and the length and width to be several hundred feet. A single, exposed toilet had been installed near the rear wall. A pedestal-type stainless-steel sink had been welded to the floor beside it.

	Several low-wattage lightbulbs provided the only illumination. Stale air hung heavy with foul odors.

	 “Hey, you,” Trujillo hissed in an imperious tone at the prisoner nearest him. “What’s this? Where are they taking us?”

	“Nobody knows. You and forty others showed up on our second stop. At night, they sometimes open the upper hatch to let in fresh air.”

	Others sat in silence. A few curled into fetal positions on the steel floor and tried to sleep.

	“What’s your crime?” Trujillo asked more quietly.

	“I mixed with the wrong crowd, and my girlfriend betrayed me. I got life, and for what? Nothin’. We’re all in for life, or at least seventy-five years, as best I can tell. That guy over there mentioned White Crow Prison. No one ever heard of it.”

	 

	During the weeks that followed, occasional meals of fish broth and plastic liter-sized bottles of fresh water sustained them. Complaints fell on deaf ears. Those attending to the prisoners never spoke, never made eye contact, never imparted an iota of humanness. Everyone grew weaker with malnutrition.

	 

	Time blurred until one day, the ship slowed to a stop. A series of metallic clangs reverberated in the cargo hold, suggesting they’d docked. What Trujillo sensed to be an hour later, a contingent of guards appeared, one of whom led the others. Beside him, a half-human, half-robot-looking sentry stepped forward. Trujillo noticed its flat metallic face and several exposed gears with wires running along its forearms.

	“You will be shackled hand and foot,” the android began in English, “and will be blindfolded.” After completing each major phrase, he repeated himself in perfect Spanish, Mandarin, and Russian.

	“You will be led to our prison processing room and taken to your cell. If you do not cooperate, you will immediately be sedated.”

	Trujillo decided to remain conscious for his trek into the prison’s interior.

	 

	It felt mildly invigorating to walk, even with the shackles and the opaque black sack over his head. Trujillo took deep breaths of air. The fresh salt brine tasted good, as did the cleanness of the aromas. Even the temperature felt moderate, not hot, definitely not sweltering or humid, more like being in the mountains. The area had to be remote.

	 

	A human-looking robotic guard unshackled Trujillo’s wrists and ankles before removing his head sack. “Strip,” it ordered in a firm tone before adding with a chuckle, “Don’t be shy. You’ll be provided a set of White Crow prison clothes, top and bottom, a blanket, and a towel. I suggest you take care of them, as they will not be replaced.

	“We offer no rights here, no medical, no visitations, no exercise outside your cell, no contact with others. We insist that you serve your time until it’s complete since your sentence does not mention parole. With all that in mind, we hope you enjoy your extended stay at White Crow Prison.”

	 

	“Is this a joke?” Trujillo blurted as he stepped into the four-foot by ten-foot cell. Its walls and the floor consisted of plate steel. A wire mesh ceiling provided limited ventilation. Along the side wall, a one-inch-thick slab of steel served as a place to sleep. A second slab protruded two feet above the first, although for now, it remained unoccupied. At the rear of the cell, he noticed a single commode and a stainless-steel sink.

	As the guard closed the door, heavy metal clicks echoed when the locks automatically extended into position. It confirmed to Trujillo that he wouldn’t be going anywhere soon.

	 

	Trujillo’s living hell began. A single forty-watt lightbulb never extinguished, merging day and night into one. The concept of time found its only anchor in the feeding cycle, once every twenty-four hours, give or take a few.


FOUR

	 

	A MOST UNUSUAL CONFERENCE

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Gar leaned toward Chambo and half-whispered, “Hey, big guy, when this final lecture is over, let’s hike up to that private onsen at the end of town.”

	He nodded toward the side table. “Daisuke, our one and only Japanese programmer, wants to join us. Besides, soaking the soreness from your back should do you a world of good. And it’s our last night.”

	“Oh yeah,” came Chambo’s enthusiastic response. “That does sound therapeutic. Ya think they’ll let me drink beer while slow cooking in the water?”

	 

	Garfield “Gar” Randolph owned an unusual aviation company called Greyhawk International, where he managed a fleet of small and revolutionary aircraft and where his technicians dabbled in artificial intelligence.

	When he came across a rather unusual AI conference focused on the mind-machine interface, it piqued his interest. In fact, the whole affair intrigued him. The location, for example, violated all rules of economic logic. 

	Most conference organizers looked for easy-to-access venues with five-star hotels and varied international dining options. Such choices pretty much guaranteed a larger attendance, satisfying one of the planner’s key objectives.

	For this conference, organizers had settled on Ginzan Onsen, a site that required a far more adventurous spirit to find. Ginzan nestled its wooden structures in the mountains nearly two hundred miles north of Tokyo. Getting there required a three-hour Shinkansen “bullet train” ride to Yamagata Prefecture, followed by an hour-long bus ride to the mountain village of Ginzan. At that point, travelers had to carry or pull their suitcases several blocks across cobbled walkways to reach the hotel.

	“This must be a backpacker-only venue during the winter months.” Gar chuckled at the thought of pulling a suitcase through Ginzan’s near-constant snowfall. “Thank goodness it’s only October.”

	Despite the challenge, an elite group of twenty-two leading AI programmers must have found the venue irresistible. Gar decided to bring along Chambo, his operations and systems development manager. He’d benefit from the discussions, and Gar enjoyed his often unique perspectives on culture and technology.

	 

	Chambo had joined Greyhawk International several years earlier as part of an aircraft acquisition. While he brought pilot experience, his large six-foot-four-inch frame carried too much weight for most of Greyhawk’s relatively nimble aircraft. As Gar weighed alternative duties, a lot of lingering jobs suddenly got attention. Chambo overhauled the hangar and developed a low-cost modernization plan for the tools and equipment inside. He energized the indigenous workforce to achieve his goals more quickly and professionally, something Gar hadn’t noticed before. Chores and small projects got done.

	Everyone enjoyed Chambo’s presence as long as they completed their assigned tasks on time. He proved to be a demanding yet jovial and respected manager. Gar liked him and promoted him to operations manager.

	 

	Those attending the conference found time to marvel at the retro wooden buildings set against steep mountain slopes and thick pine forests. “It’s like we’ve traveled back in time,” Gar announced as he and Chambo stepped off the bus.

	Ginzan consisted of traditional Japanese houses interspersed with commercial storefronts along the sides of a narrow mountain river. Its most unique feature consisted of the hot springs that fed several outdoor onsens with peaceful, private views. Flat wooden seating areas positioned along broad walkways on either side of the river allowed visitors to remove their shoes and soak their feet in hot, mineral-rich pools.

	Like most other gaijins, Gar and Chambo struggled to decipher restaurant menus printed entirely in Japanese.  Gar eventually thought to scan the kanji characters with his smartphone, which translated a general description of their food choices. Hot tea, sake, and domestic beer needed little explanation. As they learned to adapt, they came to appreciate the cozy nature of Ginzan, its isolation, and its traditional atmosphere.

	All along Ginzan’s high mountain valley, evening came early and, in doing so, triggered gas lamps bordering the river to illuminate one by one. It created a magical atmosphere, prompting Gar and Chambo to adopt a refreshing pre-dinner routine of walking along the river.

	 

	Sliding bamboo-framed doors behind decorative paper lanterns and vertical fabric dividers opened into cozy little soba restaurants. More formal hotels and two-story homes squeezed these quaint storefronts on either side. As a result, many of the soba houses had relocated into nearby alleys, which created a fairytale setting, especially when snow fluttered from above.

	Gar and Chambo found themselves lost in thought while meandering along the river to their destination onsen. A turn in the walkway at the end of town brought a muted sound of cascading water. It grew louder with each step.

	Buildings on the far side of the river gave way to steep inclines with scraggly pine trees gripping the limited soil. On their side of the river, only two high-sided wooden buildings remained before the pathway narrowed and snaked its way around large boulders. The last building had been enclosed with a nylon safety cloth, a typical arrangement during construction or renovations.

	It felt unusually peaceful to Gar as he and Chambo walked in silence, absorbing the rustic sounds. Suddenly, out of nowhere, a spark of caution shot through Gar’s body. Something felt wrong. No more than a feeling. Nonetheless, he instinctively grabbed Chambo’s arm and stopped him. 

	“Watch out,” he blurted.

	A fifty-pound bag of powdered cement splattered inches from Chambo’s toes, as though it’d intentionally been dropped in his direction.

	“Gomen ne,” echoed from behind the fabric at the top of the building.

	“Someone’s sorry,” Gar translated in an irritated tone. “Let’s keep walking.”

	 

	The three of them, Gar, Chambo, and Daisuke, soaked naked in the hot waters of Takimi-kan’s onsen. As they talked about the conference, their view of the river faded into darkness, leaving only the sound of the waterfall crashing into the river. Chambo had convinced the staff to make an exception, allowing him to consume a large bottle of Yebisu malt beer while he soaked in the hot water.

	“Well, what do you think of the last few days?” Gar asked.

	Daisuke brightened with thoughts of the previous week.

	“Great. You know, this is a popular tourist spot for us Japanese. I got to mix work and play. Although I’m not sure how I’ll describe it as completely work to my wife.”

	“Interesting group,” Chambo added, “maybe more weird than interesting. I think a lot of geeky characters find themselves in this line of work. And then there’s you, Daisuke. You seem to be the only perfectly normal person in Ginzan.”

	“I found Professor Vargas to be one of your most interesting attendees,” Daisuke replied. “He’s a smart guy, but he’s not a programmer like the others. He even offered me a job, which I declined.”

	“That’s interesting,” Gar responded in a thoughtful tone. Vargas hadn’t struck him as a programmer, and it seemed odd that he’d come so far to hire one. “You must have made a positive impression. Are you taking the Shinkansen back to Tokyo with everyone else?”

	“Yep. I think we’re all signed up. I’m told there’s a private bus reserved that’ll take a scenic route to the station.”

	 

	Gar awoke at 5 a.m., his mind active with thoughts of last night’s cement bag incident. “I’ll just take a short walk before breakfast,” he mumbled to himself while shaving.

	A cool, fragrant energy filled his lungs the moment he stepped from the hotel onto the cobbled walkway. No one else had ventured outside. The serenity of the moment refreshed his mind. He knew this magical time would soon give way to the commotion of another touristy day, but before it did, he’d hike along the river and take one last look at the waterfall.

	After meandering around the turn in the walkway, he noticed that the nylon safety netting was gone. And the cement dust on the walkway had been swept clean, as though the dropped cement bag never happened.

	 

	Warming blue skies greeted the attendees as they pulled their suitcases along the walkway to the designated bus loading zone. Gar noticed an agent directing conference members onto their tour bus.

	“Sumimasen,” he politely interrupted. “Mr. Chambo and I will be met by a helicopter at that large souvenir shop several miles outside Ginzan. Would you please ask the driver to discharge us there? We’ll have our suitcases with us, so no need to unload anything from outside the bus.”

	Gar’s friend, Corkster, worked as the U.S. liaison officer with Tokyo’s metropolitan police aviation department. He’d convinced several of his associates that a short training flight to Ginzan would be worth the effort.

	Of course, it didn’t hurt that Gar had promised to cover the cost of the flight, and his contacts in the U.S. government had smoothed the process. Everyone seemed happy with the arrangement.

	 

	Gar watched as the agent checked off the last name on his list and stepped onto the bus to advise the driver that he could depart. 

	“Excuse me,”–Gar reverted to English as he reached to get the agent’s attention–“shouldn’t we wait a few minutes for Professor Vargas?” 

	The agent looked at his clipboard and read a note beside Vargas’ name. “It says that Professor Vargas departed last night via private car.”

	 

	“That’s odd,” Gar whispered to Chambo. “I wonder why he left a day early?” 


FIVE

	 

	I SMELL A RAT

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Gar waved farewell to the attendees on the Shinkansen-bound bus before shifting his thoughts to the day ahead. As he turned toward the souvenir shop, the whop-whop sound of a Bell 429 police helicopter caught his attention. He and Chambo watched as it blew up dead grass while hover-taxiing to the open field before them. They grabbed their suitcases and started in that direction.

	A moment later, Corkster deplaned and walked out from under the rotor blades to greet them. “Here are your headsets. Stay close. I’ll get you settled in the back.”

	Gar took advantage of its corporate seating arrangement and the rhythmic thumping of the rotor blades to organize his thoughts on what he’d learned during the past week about artificial intelligence. Unfortunately, Vargas’s unannounced departure kept popping into his head and triggered darker thoughts. The unusual venue, the falling cement bag, and Daisuke’s job offer all swirled in a cauldron of suspicion. As much as he tried to connect the dots, doing so frustrated him. 

	 

	The driver eased the steering wheel to the left, guiding his tour bus onto the scenic roadway that stretched along a high mountain ridge. During the turn, he announced to those in the front seats, “You’ll see some of our famous ski resorts in these mountains. I’ll point out one of the Olympic bobsled runs soon.”

	 A noticeable pop sounded while he spoke, as though a stone had ricocheted off the floor of the cab. He reacted with several moments of added caution while listening for anything unusual, but soon shifted his focus back to the challenge of controlling the bus during its twisting descent. He imagined the difficulty of doing this in strong winds.

	“I must be paranoid,” he mouthed to himself. “These brakes feel mushier with each bend in the road.”

	Unfortunately, he couldn’t see the trail of red fluid splattering along the road behind him. Once the reservoir emptied and its fluid stopped flowing, the brakes stopped working. A sick feeling of impending doom shot through his veins.

	“I’ve lost the brakes,” he shouted to those behind him. “Hang on.”

	The bus accelerated despite his attempt to scrape against the mountainside barrier to his left. An outside hairpin turn loomed larger before his horrified eyes. He pulled harder on the steering wheel, again forcing the bus against the guard railing, but the friction failed to slow them enough. Sparks filled the side windows. His speed remained too high.

	He knew his fate. As they skidded over the road’s edge, he covered his face and took a deep breath. The tour bus careened down the steep terrain, rolling several times before coming to a fiery rest in the valley below. 

	 

	Gar peered out the side window as he landed at Tokyo’s Metropolitan Police heliport. Corkster’s voice crackled on the intercom. “We’ve received news of a major accident near Ginzan. A tour bus failed to negotiate a hairpin turn somewhere in the mountains and crashed. Hopefully, it’s not the one with your conferees. I’ll get an update once we’re inside the aviation center.”

	An icy chill tingled the skin on Gar’s arms.

	“Could it be our programmers? Daisuke?"

	Updates remained sketchy, although police on the scene believed the bus to have originated from Ginzan.

	“Corkster, do you mind if I sit off to the side and prepare a memo for General Smithberger? I think he needs to be updated on what could very well be a larger issue.”

	 

	Major General Tommy ‘Grits’ Smithberger (Retired) functioned as the Deputy Director of the Department of Homeland Security. In a somewhat convoluted arrangement, Gar worked under his direction.

	In many situations, securing the homeland’s safety required the agency to reach outside the country’s borders. Gar, with his low-visibility overseas aviation company, provided the reach that Smithberger often needed.

	 

	General Smithberger,

	A situation has arisen that I feel may warrant your attention. It concerns artificial intelligence and the dwindling number of its leading programmers. My evidence represents a limited sampling gained during a remote conference that Chambo and I attended in Ginzan, Yamagata Prefecture, Japan. However, my gut tells me that something is amiss.

	 

	On the evening of the last conference presentation, a falling bag of cement nearly killed Chambo as we meandered along an isolated walkway. I’m convinced that whoever dropped it intended it to land on one of us.

	 

	An hour
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