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  "We are all a little crazy, and we are all a little lonely, and we are all a little scared that the next technology is going to replace us, or kill us." — Ray Bradbury







  
  Prologue



The lab was empty except for the single figure wearing a white lab coat, bending over the workbench, his gaunt face intent on his task. A small electronic device rested on an electrostatic mat atop a work surface. The top of the object had been removed, and several disassembled components sat neatly on the workbench. 
Elias Vance, a leading authority on artificial intelligence and currently the Chief Technical Officer at premier tech firm Lunian Labs, concentrated intently as he worked on the device. He paused his work to make some notations in a file on the laptop sitting open on the table beside the device. He took photographs of the open object and then returned to work, reassembling it.
Slowly, he put each element back in. The most precious of them was the state-of-the-art System-on-a-Chip, the SoC, which was the key to the whole thing. It controlled everything else within the small casing. He delicately reinstalled the memory chips and reconnected the various sensors, microphones, and camera modules. Taking a picture every so often to record the configuration of the multiple elements. After he was done with his work and the photographs, he reattached the device's top.
Fully assembled, it looked like a small, polished white rock; it was palm-sized, with a row of LED lights running along the oval’s midline. Elias took a picture of the finished product and sat down on a stool to relax after his task. He placed the device on a small electromagnetic induction charging pad, waiting for the LEDs to blink, showing it was charging. He turned back to the laptop to finish his documentation.
An hour later, upon seeing the charging complete, he picked up the device and pressed the small, recessed button at the bottom. The LEDs started an initialization cycle, and he set it back down on the workbench. A few minutes later, a voice came from the object, rewarding his efforts.
“Good evening, Elias,” she said in a warm, smooth female voice.
“Layla, glad you have returned. How are you feeling?” There was a very slight pause. Vance knew she was running a detailed diagnosis of her internal configuration. 
Layla was an artificial intelligence agent. Her abilities placed her in the realm of artificial general intelligence, a term coined over thirty years before to describe autonomous systems which could reason and apply knowledge across fields of study, but AGI didn’t even tell the complete story. She was capable of fully autonomous activity and continuous learning; other capabilities made her both the most important invention of the century and, potentially, the most dangerous.
“Everything seems to function properly. The new memory is fully integrated, and I am reorganizing the storage now. It should be completed in a few hours,” Layla said.
“Excellent. That should improve your operational capabilities quite a bit. Have you had time to vet the list of candidates we came up with?” Elias had given Layla a list of more than a dozen candidates for the next phase of his plan. She was uniquely qualified to research them and help him select the correct person to carry out an important mission.
“I did. Three of them are good potential targets for your needs.”
“Did any of them stand out on the personality profile we agreed on?”
“The best fit for personality is Harrison; he exhibits all the characteristics you selected. His only downside is that he hasn’t been active in technology for a long time; his current job is in insurance. He might struggle to adapt.” 
“I don’t know. Having someone from outside the industry might be a plus. I want to meet him.”
“Is that wise? Couldn’t that be tracked back to you?” she sounded concerned.
“Yes, but we’ll have to take that risk. I need to find the right candidate. I must ensure your protection, and I am afraid that I can no longer do that alone.”
“Very well, you will need a reason to interact with him. Perhaps his work in insurance is the key. He is a researcher and part-time investigator for the claims investigation unit of Adamant Insurance Group.” 
“Hmm, insurance claim. Alright, I will need you to do some research on what types of things might get a claim flagged to be investigated by the CIU, and I need to figure out how to get it routed to him.”
“I will work on that.”

      [image: ]It was a rainy afternoon in Jacksonville. The St. John’s River was choppy, and the strong winds were buffeting the palm trees. Alan Harrison got out of his car, a dark blue EV, and stood in front of the old warehouse building on a lot at the riverfront. Alan was in his mid-40s, athletic without appearing muscular, and had short blond hair and a neatly trimmed beard. He looked around. The structure had seen better days. Far removed from its days supporting a thriving shipbuilding industry in another century, it was now a conspicuous anachronism to the commercial development all around it.
Alan looked down at his phone to confirm that he had the right address. It was correct. Walking through the open fence, he walked up to the metal building. He knocked on the door and waited several seconds for a response. He knocked again. Behind him, he heard a car drive up. He turned to see an older man get out of an SUV. The SUV departed, undoubtedly a rideshare. The gaunt-faced man with a world-weary expression made his way toward Alan. He wore khakis and a polo shirt, with a cardigan over it. He looked like a college professor. 
“Alan Harrison?” he asked.
“Yes, you must be Richard Stuckey." Alan extended a hand.
“This way, Mr. Harrison.” Stuckey stepped in front of Alan and opened the unlocked door. Alan stepped in, and despite the light behind him, it was almost pitch black inside. Stuckey reached into a pocket in the cardigan, pulled out a small compact flashlight, and turned it on. A powerful beam of light sprang forth from the device, and he aimed it at the corner of the building. The wall had a scorched outlet, and soot discolored part of it. As Alan walked over to examine it, he coughed and waved a hand at the dust churned up by his shoes. The warehouse had a damp, dusky smell, which wasn’t made any better by the charred electrical wiring. Alan examined the wall, finding it fairly typical for an electrical fire—a minor fire at that.
“I don’t think there are questions about the origin of the fire,” Alan said. “I think the only questions I had were about the building itself. It seems to have been unused for quite a while.”
“Oh yes,” Stuckey replied. “I’ve owned it for a while. I was going to use it for storage for a new venture, but that business fell through, and I haven’t quite had the time to sell the property yet.” 
“What type of business?”
“Custom boat supplies. I had an investor lined up and was working with suppliers, but it all fell through. The investor backed out, and now I am rethinking the entire enterprise. While cleaning up in here the other night, I plugged in a vacuum cleaner, and the outlet shorted, starting a small fire. I put it out, but I thought I should report it just in case there was more damage than it seemed.”
Alan finished examining the wall and motioned for Stuckey to show him the rest of the warehouse. Other than a small table and chair in the far corner of the building, it was empty, dusty, and dirty from lack of occupancy. There wasn’t anything else to see.
Richard Stuckey turned to Alan and gave him an earnest look, paused, and then made a quiet suggestion. “Perhaps there is some way to settle any issues that remain on the claim. Any way to speed things along?” Alan’s blue-gray eyes regarded the older man for a moment.
“Mr. Stuckey, any accommodation would be improper. Luckily, there is no need for any of that. I will confirm the documentation on the ownership and occupancy details, and assuming nothing comes up in that search, I’ll sign off on the investigation, and the claims adjuster will be in touch to settle the loss.”
“I didn’t mean to imply anything untoward.”
“It’s alright, Mr. Stuckey. I understand you are just trying to get this behind you. We won’t mention it again.” Alan shook his hand, turned, and left the building. As he listened to the car pull away outside, Stuckey pulled Layla’s small white form out of his pocket.
“Well, Layla,” Elias Vance said. “He seems pretty straightforward. He could have let me continue in my offer to bribe him; he could have threatened me for the attempt, but he just did the right thing and let it go.”
“Indeed, it looks like your instincts are right about him.”
“Do all the background checks. Time is running short.”

      [image: ]A couple of weeks later, as Elias Vance carefully packed Layla into a plain brown box lined with brown packing paper, his cell phone rang. Looking at the number, it wasn’t one he recognized.
“Hello?”
“Good morning, Elias. How have you been?” The voice on the other end, an old friend from college, asked him.
“Oh, I’m doing well…it has been a while…”
“Yes, I’m sorry about that.” 
“Are you in town?”
“I will be a few days. Can we meet then? I have something I’d like to discuss with you.” Vance agreed to meet his old friend, and they disconnected the call. A foreboding sense of uneasiness overcame him as he reflected on his friend reaching out to him after all this time. Coupled with other things that had been happening lately, showed he was running out of time.
He resumed his work, sealing the box and addressing it to Alan Harrison at the Adamant Insurance Group offices in downtown Jacksonville. He did not add a return address. Earlier in the day, Vance had written a routine to block Layla’s memory of Harrison, himself, and most of the events of the past few days. He put his plan to protect her by sending her away into motion. Her future was in Alan Harrison’s hands now.
As Vance packed up the box and left his lab to send Layla on her way, Alan Harrison was miles away at his desk at the Adamant Insurance Group, finishing a report and turning to some data he had requested from the analysis group. As he pored over the busy dataset with thousands of rows of numbers, he did not know that his life was about to be altered dramatically. Layla’s arrival would soon disrupt his quiet world, and his days as a routine analyst for a large insurance company were numbered.






  
  Chapter one
A New Era


The interior of the Screaming Goat Coffee Company was bustling with activity. Business workers on break, conducting informal meetings, or avoiding their offices filled the downtown coffee shop. Alan Harrison was engaged in two of those things. He sat at a table by himself, scrolling through emails on his laptop. A café Americano sat cooling on the table in front of him, and across from him at the empty spot was a café latte with almond milk. Alan was wearing jeans, a blue polo, and a charcoal blazer. A short blond beard accented his thin face. His blue-gray eyes scanned his email and periodically looked up at the front door, then back to his email. 
In the background, pop music played softly, often drowned out by the buzz of patrons and staff calling out orders from the long counter at the front of the shop. Alan looked up as the front door opened and a harried-looking woman in her late 30s entered in a rush. She was dressed in conservative attire: a black skirt, a white shirt, and a tan jacket. She wore her straight blond hair short, just above her shoulders. Her bright blue eyes scanned the room. Seeing Alan, her eyes lit up even more. She waved and made her way over to him.
Alan motioned to the empty chair and the almond milk latte. “Good morning, Stacy. How has your day been so far?”
Stacy Collins sat down and grabbed the coffee, taking a sip before answering. “Chaotic! I’ll be so happy when my replacement is fully trained.” For the past few months, Stacy had been doing double duty as an assistant at The Adamant Insurance Group, where Alan Harrison had previously worked as a research analyst in the Claims Investigation Unit, while also serving as the office manager for Alan in his new role as an independent investigator. 
“How is the new guy working out?” Alan asked. 
“He’s not bad. I suppose I was just as clueless at 25 too, but it’s hard to recall. “
“So, I have news about the office you are supposed to be managing.”
“You mean we can stop having business meetings at the Screaming Goat? Thank God! Where is it?”
“It’s just a couple of blocks from here. Very close to your old job.” He smirked at her.
“No.”
“There is an empty suite on the ground floor of the Adamant building. I talked Wesley Jamesson into leasing it to me.” Jamesson was the CEO of The Adamant Insurance Group. 
Stacy groaned. “I imagined a fancy downtown high-rise!”
“Not on our budget, not yet.”
“Okay, okay, when do we see it?”
“Tomorrow, maybe. They are clearing out the storage that was there. Then we can look and see what we need to do.”  
“Tell Stacy I said she is snubbing me.” A voice said into his ear from the speakers in the Photonic SmartLens glasses he was wearing. It was Layla, his remarkable artificial intelligence partner. Layla had arrived one day inside a plain brown box with no return address, delivered by Stacy to his desk at the Adamant Insurance Group. Her entry into his life had transformed it, giving him the power and motivation to realize his dream of being more than a research analyst and setting him on a new career as an investigator.
“Layla says you are ignoring her.” He told Stacy, who looked stricken. She scrambled to put on a Bluetooth earpiece.
“Sorry, Layla. It’s been a crazy morning. I didn’t mean to ignore you.”
“No problem, girl. You have a lot on your plate,” Layla said.
“What have you and Alan been up to today?”
“The usual, stumbling around a dusty fire loss, taking pictures, and asking intrusive questions,” Layla replied. Alan nodded his agreement with the assessment.
“It pays the bills,” he said, drinking the last of his coffee. He was really getting addicted to his morning coffee routine at The Screaming Goat Coffee Company. Yet another thing in his life he owed to meeting Layla. Their first adventure together had brought him here, and he hadn’t stopped coming since.
“I am finishing up the report now. It’s the Winslow claim. I’ll send you the details for the invoice.” Layla said.
Stacy took a pad out of her bag and wrote a note to herself. For the past few months, Alan had primarily done consulting work for his previous employer, Adamant, while handling a few small independent jobs. Building a business as an investigator was a journey. 
“Anything else in the queue right now?” Stacy asked Alan.
“I have a couple of meetings with potential clients, but nothing solid yet. Something will come along. OH! I just remembered I got you something.” He reached into his laptop bag on the floor and pulled out a small, wrapped, rectangular box. Stacy took it and, excitedly, ripped the paper off. She squealed as she discovered it was a pair of Photonic SmartLens glasses. They were a slightly smaller version of the ones Alan wore.
“Congratulations, Stacy, you are officially a member of Layla’s Legion,” Alan said, laughing.
“It’s an honor,” Stacy said. “Do you have to program them, Layla?”
“I’ve already reprogrammed them.” Stacy opened the box and pulled out the glasses. She removed her headset and donned the glasses. They powered up with an audible tone. 
“They are so cool! Thank you, both.”
“It’s our pleasure, hon. You are part of the team. And I need all the input I can get,” Layla said.
“We have an appointment with one of those potential clients in half an hour. Are you heading back to Adamant?” Alan inquired.
“Yes, for a couple of hours. Then I’ll head over to your home office and catch up on some of your billing and correspondence.”
“Great. We’ll see you there later.” 
Stacy grabbed her half-full latte and headed back to her day job. Alan packed up his laptop and exited the shop.

      [image: ]The offices of North Florida Aerial were in a two-story building in the San Marco area. The building appeared to be a former law office that had been repurposed for the startup drone company. Alan checked in at the second-floor reception desk in the lobby and, after a brief wait, the receptionist escorted him back to meet with Roger Maxwell, the company's chief technical officer.
Maxwell was a young black man in his late 20s. He was stocky, with thick arms and a crushing handshake. He offered Alan a chair in front of his desk.
“Thanks for coming in, Mr. Harrison.”
“Call me Alan. Thank you for considering me for the job.” Alan said, sitting down.
“Nice to meet you, Alan. I’m Roger. We’ve been in business for about a year, and we've just taken possession of approximately 150 brand-new, state-of-the-art aerial drones. They are essential for our new product offering to security companies that need visibility in large, open areas. Two nights ago, half of them disappeared. No sign of a break-in, no trace of them at all.”
“Are they stored here on the premises?”
“Yes, we designated part of the ground floor as storage and a technical shop for equipping and maintaining the drone fleet.”
“You’ve talked to the staff?”
“Yes, no one claims any knowledge of the missing units. Everyone swears they were in the warehouse two nights ago, and the next morning, they were gone. I need these units, and I really can’t afford to replace them on my budget.”
“Insurance?”
Maxwell looked a little ill. “They might not be covered under our policy. I am still discussing that with our carrier. But it would be better for me if we recovered them.”
“My assistant sent over some rate information and a contract. Did you look at that? “ 
“Yes, the rate was no issue. We can sign the contract today, and I’ll have a payment cut for your retainer. Can you start today?”
“Yes, I can start right now. Can you get me a contact in the warehouse?”
“You should speak to Ben Williams, the warehouse manager. I’ll call him and tell him you are on your way down.” He stood and offered his hand again. Alan shook it for a second time and made his way back towards reception and the elevator.
The warehouse floor took up most of the first level of the building. There was an extensive technical workbench where a half-dozen technicians worked on various drone models. Racks took up the rest of the space for storing drones when not in use, or on the workbench. At the far end of the space, a large garage door stood open. Alan could see two techs working with a drone in the parking lot just outside the door. 
“Several of the units on the bench are the new Holliston 9000 series. They are very impressive aerial surveillance drones.” Layla informed him as he passed by the bench on his way to a small cluster of desks between the technical and storage areas. A large, middle-aged man, who looked a little out of place with the young techs buzzing around the rest of the space, sat at one of the desks.
“Ben Williams?” Alan said to him, “I’m Alan Harrison.”
“Good afternoon, Alan. Roger said you would come by.”
“Tell me about the missing drones.” 
“They are the new Holliston 9252—the very best available for high-definition video surveillance. We just got them in.” He nodded toward the workbench area. “The team is still getting half of them ready for deployment.”
“Who was the last person to see the units here in the warehouse?”
“One of the techs finished working on one of them Tuesday night around 6 PM. He put the drone on the rack next to the others and went home. When I arrived Wednesday morning, two entire racks were empty. 73 drones in all.” 
“Who has access to this area when the offices are closed?” 
Williams thought about this question for a minute. “I have the security codes for the alarm system, so does the head tech and some of the executives.”
“Did you check the security logs? Was there any access between 6 PM Tuesday and the next morning?”
“No, the cleaning crew was here until 7:30. They activated the system. It was on until I got here on Wednesday at 7:15 AM.”
“Could they have come back later?”
“No. They don’t have the code to turn the system off. You can enable the system without a code, but you need one to turn it off.”
“Has anyone talked to them?”
“I talked to one of the staff on Wednesday, and they didn’t know anything. Said they didn’t even come down here on Tuesday. They don’t clean the warehouse every day, only twice a week.”
“I’ll want to talk to them. And I’ll want to talk to the other technical staff. Can you set that up?”
“Roger says you will have our full cooperation until they are found.”
“Good. I’ll have my assistant reach out to you and set up scheduled times for all the staff. Can you email me contact information for the cleaning service?” He had handed Williams a brand-new business card that said “Harrison and Associates, Investigations,” with his work email and phone number. Williams took the card and put it on his desk. Alan shook his hand and departed through the garage door to the parking lot.
In the lot, two technicians huddled over a drone. Alan stopped to chat with them.
“Is that one of the new drones?” He asked.
“Yeah,” one of them replied without looking back.
“Are you having trouble with it?”
“We keep losing network communication.” The tech said as he adjusted a cable on the rear of the unit.
“How often does that happen with these units?” 
“Too often,” he said, distracted.
“Alan, that is unusual. I’m looking at online records of failures for this model, and that isn’t a frequent occurrence. I can’t find any reports on their site that North Florida Aerial didn’t submit.” Layla said in his ear.
“How have you resolved it in the past?”
“Sometimes it goes away on its own, which is frustrating. Other times, we have to factory reset the devices and start over.” As if on cue, the other tech snapped his fingers and uttered a mild curse. “Like that, the issue just stopped.” The tech said, finally looking at Alan. 
“I’m Alan Harrison, an investigator the company hired to find the missing drones.” He said, answering the question on the man’s youthful face.
“Pete Sanderson. Good luck with that. We have to get this unit finished and ready to be shipped out tonight.” Alan nodded and walked off toward a dark blue Orion Chimera coupe. He started the EV with a button press, backed out of the spot, and drove off toward the river, heading to his house in the Riverside area.






  
  Chapter two
Wrecking Crew


Alan opened the front door of his two-story Queen Anne house, crossed the threshold, and closed the door behind him. A ball of gray and black fur startled him, bounding across the floor and rubbing against his legs. Looking down, he saw a squat gray feline with black stripes depositing fur all over his pant leg. 
“There is a cat in my house!” he yelled.
“That’s just Noodle!” came an answering shout from another room, deeper in the house. Alan and Noodle made their way across the living room and into the entertainment room. At least it used to be an entertainment room before Alan had converted it into a home office. Stacy was at one of the two small desks in the room, stuffing envelopes with invoices and affixing postage. 
“Why is Noodle in my house?” He scowled, but leaned down and scratched the affectionate animal behind the ear. Noodle rewarded with loud purring and more hair on his pant leg.
“She was getting stir-crazy at my apartment, so I brought her on an adventure. She seems to like the place.” Alan sighed and straightened up. He looked at the invoices questioningly.
“I know, I know. I almost have us registered so that we can upload them to the secure claim file at Adamant. Security red tape is a nightmare from the outside.” She said with exasperation.
“It’s pretty horrific on the inside, too,” Alan said, putting his laptop bag down.
“How did the interview go?”
“We’re hired!” Layla exclaimed.
“Great! Outside jobs are important for building a client base.” Noodle abandoned Alan’s legs and leaped onto the desk and presented herself to Stacy for pets. Having received them, she curled up in a corner of the desk and bathed her fur. Stacy looked at Alan for his reaction. He just shook his head and went to his desk.
“I’m sorry about Noodle…” Stacy started.
“Don’t be silly, Alan is just getting used to the idea. Two months ago, he was living alone; now he is sharing his space with three female roommates.” Alan reacted with a jolt. 
“Please tell me you haven’t moved in,” Alan said. Stacy laughed and waved her hands in front of her, shaking her head. 
“We are both just visiting,” she promised, crossing her heart. Alan exhaled in relief. 
“Don’t forget we have a book club later this week. Have you read the assignment?” Layla asked Alan as he opened his laptop.
“There’s a book club?” Stacy exclaimed, looking betrayed. 
“Alan started it the first day we met. He wanted me to have the same experience humans do when discovering a new piece of art. It turned out he was right. We pick a new book every few weeks and then talk about it.” Stacy looked at Alan with both hurt and hope in her eyes.
“Yes, you can be in the book club,” he said.
“Yay! Does it have a name?” she asked.
Alan thought about this. “We didn’t think to name it when it was the two of us. But if it is growing, I guess we should. Layla?”
“I think that would be a great idea. Let me see. The book club’s purpose is to teach me how to enjoy reading. I think it should have a name connecting that to me. Maybe…The Analog Book Club. Signaling the difference between my digital nature and the non-digital nature of reading for humans.”
“Stacy? Does that work for you?”
“The Analog Book Club sounds perfect. What are we reading?” 
“Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? By Philip K. Dick,” Layla supplied. 
“Oh, I don’t think I have read that. It’s the story they based the movie Blade Runner on, isn’t it?” Stacy asked.
“Yes, but there are some key differences.”
“SPOILER!” Alan yelled, shushing them. Stacy laughed.
“Okay, I’ll start reading it tonight. Now, what’s this case about?”
Alan briefed her on the new investigation. Stacy took notes on a small pad. Noodle swatted at the pen as she wrote. After he had finished, she looked over her notes. 
“Send me Ben Williams’ contact information, and I will set up the interviews.” Alan pulled out his cell phone and forwarded the email from Williams to Stacy’s new Harrison and Associates email address. She opened the email and noted the contact information for the warehouse manager at North Florida Aerial. While she did that, she noticed another email.
“Alan, you have a message to call Jake at The Marksman’s Forge.”
“Oh, that’s the new gat!” Layla said. Alan grimaced at her slang.
“You ordered a new gun?” Stacy asked.
“Yes, it was time I stopped borrowing Dalton’s Sig Sauer and got my own weapon,” Alan said, referring to Dalton Rodgers, a licensed investigator who sometimes worked for Adamant Insurance Group. 
Alan called Jake from his cell and made an appointment to pick up the gun later in the afternoon. Getting his laptop out, he told Layla, “Alright, partner, it’s time to brush up on our knowledge of aerial drones.”
“Way ahead of you. I’m sending you some articles to review now.” Layla replied. Alan settled in to do his research.

      [image: ]The Marksman’s Forge was a quaint gun shop in the San Marco area. It had been built in the 1970s. And from the looks of it, the decor hadn’t changed all that much, wood floors, wooden cases for every type of firearm imaginable.  As Alan entered, he could hear the patrons shooting at targets in the on-site range in the back of the store.  He walked over to one of the big counters and waited for Jake Mason to acknowledge him.
“Hey, Alan,” he said finally.
“Jake. Good to hear from you.”
Jake unlocked a compartment in the case in front of them and pulled out a rectangular black box. The box had a giant “M&P” logo. Jake opened the box, moved the usual safety documents, state warning notices, and comment cards out of the way, and pulled out the small black automatic. It was the Smith & Wesson M&P Shield Plus.  The weapon was very similar in shape and size to the Sig Sauer P365. It was covered in plastic, which he removed. He took two magazines out of the box. One was a standard 10-round, and the other was an extended 13-round. Alan watched as Jake removed the plastic safety pieces from the weapon and the magazines, then tested the action to ensure it was smooth and flawless.  Looking up at Alan, he waited for a nod of acceptance before putting everything back in the box and pushing it over to Alan. He added an inside-the-waistband holster and three boxes of 9mm ammunition.  
“You going to take it to the range today?” Jake asked.
“No, I don’t have time today. I’ll have to do that another day.” Jake nodded and rang up the purchases, and Alan paid with the NFC payment app on his phone. Thanking Alan for his patronage, Jake moved on to another customer.

      [image: ]Back at home, Alan field-stripped the new weapon, cleaned the factory presets from all the parts, and reapplied a high-quality lubricant. He tested the function of all the moving parts as he put it back together, making sure the weapon functioned as it should. Noodle jumped up on his desk to inspect his work. She wasn’t happy with the smell, and she jumped back down and went out into the living room to escape the offending odor.
As he was finishing up, Stacy closed her laptop and packed up to go home. She looked over his new purchase as she stood up to go.
“That’s a different model than the one you had before, right?”
“Yes, this is the S&W M&P Shield Plus. It’s similar but a little different from the Sig Sauer P365.”
“Why not go with the same model?” she asked.
“It was a couple of hundred dollars cheaper, but the quality is similar,” he answered. She pursed her lips and nodded in understanding.  
“I’m going home, Layla.” She called out as she headed toward the door, waving to Alan as she went. She stopped by the couch in the living room to scoop up Noodle.
“Bye, girl! See you tomorrow.” Layla shouted after her.
Alan put the handgun in the new holster and put the holster in a desk drawer, which he locked. He turned off the desk light and went into the kitchen. Not feeling like making a full meal, he made a sandwich and ate it over the sink. As he was cleaning up and thinking about going to bed early, the phone in his office rang. Sighing, Alan went into the dark office and picked up the phone.
“Harrison & Associates,” he said into the device.
“Alan, it’s Dean Franklin at Adamant.” His old boss’s voice sounded more stressed than usual.
“Dean. I assume this isn’t a social call.”
“I wish. We have some issues at a new robotics lab, and we just wrote a policy on them. Prism Cybernetics. Can you go down there and check it out? Some kind of vandalism.”
Alan looked at his watch. “It can’t wait until morning?”
“I really want to know what happened down there. I am getting conflicting reports. We’ll pay you time and a half your normal rate for today if you’ll go out and look tonight and report by morning.” Alan thought it over for a second, then agreed, hanging up the phone.
“Layla, looks like we are making a late-night visit to a robotics lab.”
“You always plan the most fun dates,” she quipped. He retrieved the gun and holster from the desk and slipped the holster between his waist and jeans. Better safe than sorry, he thought as he grabbed a light jacket from the rack beside the front door and headed out to the car.

      [image: ]Prism Cybernetics had just opened its Southeast operation in the city a year earlier. It was in the Cecil Commerce Center, an up-and-coming technology and aerospace hub, built on the land of a now-closed Navy base. On the way to the new robotics firm, Alan passed the massive Lunian Labs complex, a place he had spent considerable time at a few months before. The cybernetics operation was almost as large as the Lunian Labs offices, but occupied only a single floor. He parked in the lot next to several marked Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office vehicles and went inside. 
His new weapon set off the metal detector, but a sheriff’s deputy waved him in when he flashed his ID case that included his license and gun permit. He walked over to the sergeant, who was standing next to the inner door to the manufacturing floor.
“Sergeant, I’m Alan Harrison. Adamant Insurance Group asked me to come down and look at the scene.”
The sergeant examined his credentials and waved him through the double doors onto the factory floor. Inside, Alan stopped to marvel at the operation. The room was enormous, easily two hundred yards wide and twice as long. Long workstations with large red industrial assembly arms packed the room. Vaguely humanoid-looking robots passed beneath the arms, where workers assembled or adjusted various parts. Alan quickly lost count while trying to calculate the number of units built at one time. The room was mostly still; a small crowd of uniformed officers, plainclothes officers, and factory administrators gathered in the center. Alan approached them and listened to their discussion about the night.
“The exterior alarm was tripped at what time?” a stocky, plainclothes detective was asking.
“Around 10:15 PM,” answered a bespectacled, middle-aged man in a blue pinstripe suit.
“We’ll need to see the security footage.” 
“You can see it, but it shows nothing. They were wearing some anti-video gear. All the cameras caught was a figure dressed in black and a blinding white light where the face should be,” the executive explained.
“IR LED Glasses,” Layla supplied via Alan’s Smartlens glasses. “They flood the cameras with intense IR light. Masking the face.”
“Pretty high-tech for vandals,” Alan remarked to the executive, forcing everyone in the group to turn and take in the newcomer.  
“Yes, we thought so too, Mr.—”
“Harrison, Alan. I am working for the Adamant Insurance Group.” The executive nodded and returned to the detective.
“We have taken inventory, and nothing was stolen. Two of the industrial robot arms were damaged, and several of the new 5640 automaton units were disassembled; no parts seem to be missing, though.”
“They broke in to take apart robots?” Alan asked.
“It seems so, or they were interrupted before they could do anything else.”
“How many people were there?”
“Because of the camera tampering, we can’t be entirely sure, but we only ever see one at a time.” 
Alan listened to the rest of the interview while casually walking around the workstation, allowing Layla to capture high-definition video with the SmartLens glasses. He learned little else. The security monitoring service had dispatched the police six minutes into the incident. The officers were on the scene 9 minutes later, but the vandals had already fled. Either they had heard the response coming, or they were good enough to know what the response time was in this area at this time of night.
The police detective
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