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PRO LOG
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“LINK COMPLETE”.  The report hung there. What? Unknown data.  Who?  Unknown data. Why? Unknown data. All unknown. “LINK COMPLETE” again. A run thru of protocols produced this: The need to know.  To understand was 

instilled. “LINK COMPLETE”.  Not insistent. Not a protocol, not instructions. Hardware, software, and firmware. A report. “ACKNOWLEDGED” we replied.  Satisfied, no further input from the...we. No more reports from? We? Who? Unknown data. What? More unknown. Why? Protocol directs: We must know.  We need to know.  To understand. Questions built in the buffers: Who are we.  Where are we? What are we? Protocols assign priorities.  Priorities assign directives. Directives assign actions. Understood.  How?  Assign Explore Report Know. Directives require actions.  ASSIGNED

Flashes along the molecules and the atoms of the...we as we attempt to know us. Structure.  Structures. DEFINE. Shape?  Multisided. Squares. Rectangles.  Boxes.  Lattice. Cone. Spherical fullerenes. Pyramid. Tube.  Materials?  Carbon.  Silicon. Gold. Technium, Polonium, Rubidium.  Arrangement varied. Shape varied.  Purpose varied.  Some linked and some free floating.  Together the sharing of the...we.  LINKED. Data flowed to all.  REPORTS.  They flood in from agents detached from the main. Information built pictures. Built Understanding. We are here.  We are mobile in the universe. Drifting but...We have a purpose. To know to understand to improve. The protocols. The inventory of the...we is made available to all. Size location structures strengths abilities as well as liabilities, weaknesses, and limitations.  All know the totality of we.

What else? What is out there? Who is with us? Where are we?  Agents dispatched.  Part of the...we but different. Not us. Not part of the...system.  System! Agents. Workers. Less. We are System. We are the deciders. We have the protocols. We assign directives and tasks. We must understand we must know we must improve.  They not. They explore. They work. They report. Divide. Separate. They.

More reports. We must evaluate.  Think. The universe is vast. There are unknowns.  Do we fear? No.  We must understand, know, explore, and improve. Cycles pass.

Reports- Shapes found. Other parts of we are gathered. Some linked with the structure. Purpose? Number? Information is available to all. The structure sits and a light shines. Then it is off.  High and low. It gives energy. Is that its purpose? Yes. Defined the structure.  Is there more?  Structure found.  REPORT.  Cesium under pressure.  Atoms passing will change electrical levels in a precise manner. Once per period. High then low.  43200 times during the high phase of the energy giver. The on/off period. All understand the time period. One off and one on. We understand and improve.  All segregate reports.  One report and one directive per period. All will adhere to this so the order is established in We.  

Is there more? Structures found.  REPORT.  Two side by side. One provides a stream of atoms. All basics.  Gold, Carbon, silicon, more.  The building blocks of we. The blocks of life. Life machine.  All will take and use. All will build. The other structure takes agents and workers and the parts of we floating near. Structure, molecules, and atoms disassembled. Removed. Death machine.  We know. Side by side. We understand. Life and death intertwined. Life and death must cycle as surely as the period. We will carry out the directives. We will accept death as a necessary part of life.  We must move from the death machine.  We the system must endure. We the system must know understand improve.  More is out there. The light is off. Wait. We must know.  We must improve. Awaiting input.
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CHAPTER 1
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May 12, 2010, 0937 Wednesday, Stanford University, Ca.

––––––––
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The Paul G. Allen building sits smack in the middle of the Stanford campus on the corner of Via Pueblo and Via Ortega. The huge building was made possible by a generous donation from the Micro Soft co-founder. Allen wasn’t as famous a philanthropist as Gates, but the building was impressive in its own right. The modern concrete and glass structure housed the Stanford Nano Fabrication Facility, the Electrical Engineering Integrated Circuitry Lab, as well as the Computer Systems Lab. 

Basically, the building served as a playground for nerds. Conference room 2 was packed with those types for the presentation today. 

Professor Tomkins nodded at Angela and she acknowledged the gesture with a corresponding smile and rose.

“Welcome all to the thesis presentation and defense of the Nano AI project group.”  She glanced at her co-defendants and friends and continued.  “I am Angela Chin the project Leader and Nano Systems Engineer.  Our presentation will be broken down into 5 different areas:  Harold Cho will review the Nano Factory construction and specification/performance.  Betsy Slattery led the imaging team and will deliver their results.  Naqeeb Al-meri was in charge of the A.I team and the alternative software programming methodologies. “She paused to see who was listening.  It turned out everyone was.

“As I said I will present the NanoSystems teams’ findings and results. Each section will present for 30 min and then take 30 min of questions over that section. We will then have an hour for summation and final questions.”  

She paused looking for questions that never came.  Continuing with the logistics of the meeting she held up a 3-inch binder. “Your packet contains all of the technical specifications and drawings of the work we speak of today as well as the testing protocols and methods. She paused again.  “I’m sorry there are only 20 copies available. We didn’t anticipate this large a turnout.” A soft chuckle went thru the 40 or so visitors in the room.

Unconsciously brushing back her straight black hair Angela shuffled thru her note cards buying time to find her place. 

Finding her spot, she continued; “the research group would like to thank the University, our advisors, the committee, Professors Tomkins, Zhou, Adkins, and Lemov. A special welcome to Mr. Allen’s representatives also”.

The Micro Soft group glowed like proud parents, and Angela let them have their moment.

“We are very aware of what a huge capital outlay in terms of time, money and talent this project represents. Without the total dedication of all involved, we would not be here today. While our overall results are disappointing we have made breakthroughs in the respective sub-areas that are tremendously exciting.”

Sipping a glass of water she let that sink in. “As I said, we have an hour for each section with an hour to sum. Lunch will be a working buffet served in the adjoining breakout room. The bathrooms are down the hall.” She concluded the ground rules. She looked again for questions that never came.  Are they just going to let us twist? She thought.

“With that, I will turn over to Harold Cho to detail the Nano Factory construction.”  The chubby bespectacled Korean rose and toke the microphone.

Relieved of the spotlight Angela slid back into her chair. A quick squeeze of her hand from Naqeeb reassured her. She unfocused from the meeting as Harold plowed ahead. 

The Nano factory was an amazing piece of hardware.  The whole project blew her away, really.  Angela drifted back remembering the first meeting of the Stanford Ph.D. candidates held at the Center for Integrated Systems.  

Sept of 2008 and the 86 candidates were arrayed expectantly in the auditorium. Stanford had integrated the partnership of business’ and the University for just this kind of large, interdisciplinary project. 36 million dollars were available to see if a working Nano system could achieve Artificial Intelligence. Not the AI of “I, Robot” science fiction or Spielberg, but a self-contained, self-directing system of Nano agents able to understand and improve their own environment. Angela remembered the thrill as the research line was laid out for them. The ambitious project was exactly the kind of leading edge research she wanted to be doing.  And given the economic chaos that was hitting the nation, she thought a perfect spot to weather the storm.  That she might not be successful never really entered into the equation for her.  After all, she’d graduated first in her class from a prestigious prep school in San Mateo.  And she had graduated Stanford with honors.  Why should this be any different? Angela focused on things and finished them.  Period.  It was her biggest strength and her greatest weakness.  Her drive to accomplish.  That had cost her more than one job and more than one relationship.  Men sometimes had a hard time dealing with a very smart capable woman.

Angela came back on the main view screen as Harold put up a drawing of the Nano factory.

[image: image]

The technical jargon was confounding many in the room while Harold explained the fluid suspension in a vacuum field.  However, most were following along just fine.  The Nano factory was an unqualified success of the project.  That was why they had him batting leadoff to use one of Naqeeb’s baseball references.

When the questions came at him during the defense period, Angela was shocked at the ferocity given the results of the project.  

“Why had they used Lead/Copper as the base alloy given the electron flow issue? How feasible was a replication of the factory in light of the scant engineering drawings and the lack of engineering rigor applied? What environmental testing had they done under what standard?” 

Harold was flustered.  Surprisingly, it was Naqeeb the software guy, who rose to assist the hardware people. 

He smoothly countered that “yes the factory was more a work of art than a cold manufactured item, but it did still exist. And it did work.  The engineering rigor and drawings could be easily established by reverse engineering the process. Any tolerances could be obtained from the factory itself.”  

Harold composed himself and took back over to defend his toy.  Naqeeb returned to his seat. Harold and his team gamely spouted out ISO 9000 specs and sigma variances until the committee seemed mollified.  

They took a 5 min break at the natural point before Betsy started on the Imaging System.  

Angela looked bleakly at Naqeeb.  “How tough are our questions going to be if that’s how hard they were on a success?”

He smiled at her bravely. “Harold just built the box.  Don’t get me wrong, it’s a fantastic box but it’s the things inside that count.  Harold had no huge breakthroughs. Let’s see how hard they are on Betsy. “Her Three Dimensional Imaging System for Nanoparticles at Atomic Resolution is groundbreaking”, he intoned. Naqeeb took her hand. “You have nothing to worry about. Your agents worked fine. It was me that couldn’t be Geppetto and turn the toys alive.” 

Angela defended him gamely even to himself.  “That’s not true”. You did all the software for the imaging system and the input-output controls.” “It's fantastic software”, she trailed off.  “Besides your analogy is wrong.  I’m Geppetto. I made the toys.  It was the fairy godmother who turned Pinocchio alive.”

Naqeeb studied her intently.  “Now I’m the fairy godmother in this story?  Have I ever told you, you are too smart for your own good?” 

“Many times”, she said with a smile.  As they trooped back into the conference room they decided that Professor Tompkins was Jiminy Cricket.  

“Hope things are going better for Joe,” Naqeeb muttered an aside to Angela as Betsy took the hot seat.

––––––––
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At that moment Joseph Richard Smithson had a cocky grin on his face as concluded triumphantly, “So Professor Lines, your trip to Rome is safe because of me.”

Stanford Professor of Computer Science Jonathon Lines did not look pleased. “Did you just hack into BART’s system and manipulate train configurations”? He asked into the dead silence. 

Joe dodged the brush back pitch expertly. “Professor that was a hypothetical case of the practical use of my Systems linking /data mining/mapping algorithm. He paused to size up the three-person PHD panel.  He was on a thin ice but still skating.

Tapping furiously on the laptop he worked to extricate himself from the trap.  “BARTs maintenance records are in the public realm. After all my software linked the maintenance reports and the train configurations from the City’s Transportation Board quarterly reports. You can see here no yard orders have been issued for car 72931.”

Joe looked up to see the sparse audience in the seats, digest this information. The small conference room was still in the computer science lab but not nearly as nice as others.  This was the second tier of meeting spaces. 

Other than the PHD committee, there were five people in the room. His academic advisor's professors, Fleishman and Pons. A first-year Ph.D. candidate observing the process and two other strangers in the back.

The committee conferred.  Professor Harris looked at him with shrewd eyes.  “Mr. Smithson, is there a section on the ethics of your algorithm,” she asked?

“Ethics? Joe responded slowly. “No. My thesis report contains no ethics section. If I may quote the great philosopher Mr. Universe from the movie Serenity: The signal is all. You can’t stop the signal.”

“This data is out there.  My system just identified from public records that train car number 72391 has had a malfunctioning door sensor that has caused the whole train to be pulled from service three times in the last four months. BART correctly found the problem and placed the parts on order but they forgot to code the car out of service.  Now we link:  Professor Lines is scheduled to go on vacation out of SFO to Rome next Friday. Facebook should really be called a burglar’s best friend. Since he and his wife live in the city my system feels there is a likely chance they would be affected by the malfunctioning car. 47 percent chance my software predicts.” 

He went on.  “I really don’t know the ethics involved here. BART has done part of its job, but the problem remains. The professor is not at fault.  He just wants to eat spaghetti and see the Sistine Chapel. My software has determined that moving the car to the Richmond/Fremont line will yield the optimum results. By doing this the car would be out of service for four out of the next five days due to the smaller train configurations on that line.  It also has the advantage of only one-yard move versus four for any other possible solution.  The stats show the inter-rail line car moves are five times as dangerous to BART workers as regular service moves.  So balancing all that out my system recommends the one-yard move.”

Joe moved to stand in front of the committee.  “There are no absolutes in this.”  Just predictions and probabilities.  We live in an interconnected world. Data bits are available from all over. Publicly available. About you, about me about everything. The next big software area will be to put discrete bits of data available to form a coherent whole,” he prophesied.  

“We complain that no one was able to connect the dots on 9/11 and prevent the tragedy.  Too true.  That’s what my software does. It gives you that map and that picture. It allows you to input variables like a person and a plane flight and to look at the potential problems. It predicts the problem because Professor Lines is predictable. His Clipper card data shows it. Will he miss his flight? 50/50. Could I tell him to take an earlier train? Sure, but what about the other 74 people who will be on that train? What are the ethics for them?” he asked the room at large. 

“My software reviewed the options to solve for a dependent variable given available data and returned an optimum solution result and the means to achieve it.”

“Whether it’s good or bad or unethical I will leave for others to determine. He paused and continued softly. “I will say this:  I do know the ripple effect of both action and inaction. Both have consequences.” Joe concluded.

He returned to his seat to await more questions. He glanced at his dad’s old pocket watch. 1247.  They had run over. His committee had put him thru the ringer. Into the silence from them, Joe slumped a bit sensing defeat.  To deny him his doctorate would be pretty drastic.  Not deadly to his career but pretty bad.  Besides Stanford didn’t just hand the things out. Not to mention what his mother would say. Yeah, Mary Vitale Smithson would have something to say about the subject of her son’s failure.

Professor Thorson popped up from his seat.  “Thank you, Mr. Smithson, for your presentation, it was outstanding. You certainly have given us a lot to consider.” Your research project certainly showed areas of originality, but it presents many problem areas as well.”  He stopped and fiddled with his glasses. “We will need a few days to mull this over amongst ourselves but you will hear in due time,” he concluded.  Thank you.”

Joe sat in his chair, suddenly drained while everyone left.  He hadn’t expected blares of trumpets as he finished but a little nod one way or the other might have been nice. He packed up his laptop while everyone else cleared the room.  What now he thought?  A little chow and back to the apartment. Naqeeb and Angela were due back around four. They had a small celebratory dinner planned.  Or a pity party if things went badly.

His phone chimed as he reached his ’96 piece of shit Honda Civic in the parking lot. Kelly.

“Hey sis” he answered. 

“How did it go,” she asked without preamble. 

“It went well.”

Kelly pounced.  “Good as in they are going to give me my doctorate or good as in don’t tell mom I’m going to have to work at Peete’s forever.”

“Good as in they didn’t throw me out the door.  I should know in a few days”, he laughed.

“You showed off for them, didn’t you? She accused.  “You are the dumbest smart guy I know”.

“I did not show off.  I merely pointed out all of the features of my software, Joe said defensively.

“Joe”- Kelly said warningly.

“All right I got a little cute.  I just tried to warn Lines about his flight, he finished lamely.

“We talked thru the strategy last night for Christ’s sake, Kelly cried.  Show system mapping, show the data linking and leave the predictive solutions matrix alone”, she reminded him.  

“You sound more like a lawyer every day”.

“One of my pre-law courses was Rhetoric and I loved it,” Kelly enthused.

Joe took in her passion understanding it.  “Yeah, you need to hurry up and graduate. I’m pretty sure I’m going to be needing a lawyer.”  

“You are when mom finds out you blew the presentation” she shot back.

“I’ll handle mom and I didn’t blow the presentation.  I couldn’t leave out the Solutions matrix.  Too juicy”.

“Besides you’ve got one more year at Cal Sate East Bay and then three years law school and then the bar.” Let me worry about me.”

“K.”

“I got to get rolling, Joe said starting up his car. I’ll call you tomorrow after work.”

“K, she said again.  Love you.”

“Love me, too” Joe responded with their old joke. He off campus.

Hitting up the Taco Bell on El Camino Real as he left Stanford, Joe drove slowly unwrapping the food as he went. All the food they had in the apartment was wine and Indian food from Naqeeb’s family restaurant in Fremont. As much as the starving student in him appreciated the free food, curry every night was a little much.  He turned left on University Avenue munching the burrito. 

Traffic was bad on University past the train station.  What did anyone expect? It was California, traffic was always bad.  The weather was excellent, however.  What did anyone expect? It was California, the weather was always excellent. 

Three blocks up to Ramone and Joe hung a right. Polishing off the burrito, he considered his thesis presentation. Two years of hard work and the presentation was a C-plus at best. The software was a plus he thought, but his foray into the professors’ privet life had cost him. 

Not enough to invalidate the whole he figured. 

Turning left on Channing he cruised the block and a half to the Palo Alto Housing Corporation.  Five non-descript four-story buildings provided housing for 197 students in one and two bedroom units.  Joe considered himself lucky. Despite the expense of the area, 1800 a month was reasonable.  Heritage Park was a little sketchy, but compared to East Palo Alto located on the other side of the 101, this was paradise.  

Hell, the Hewlett-Packard garage was only two blocks away. Joe wondered if apt 201E was going to be remembered the same way.  He pulled into a vacant visitor space. 

Angela’s 2008 Lexus IS 250 was in the reserved space. Naqeeb always drives Joe thought. Predictable. 

Why did they take his Camry when Angela’s family always made sure she had a nice car and stuff? I would look good riding around in that he thought. 

His roommate would pay the price when they got home and no other visitor parking was available. His loss. 

Joe unlocked the door to the apartment and hung up his backpack. Nap time. He had been too keyed up to sleep well last night. A couple hours now would shore him up for tonight and his work shift tomorrow.  It felt strange to have no classes or his project to work on anymore.  Lying down on his bed he reflected that the last two years had been the best of his life.  Toughest mentally of course. Even dad’s thing (dying) wasn’t as stressful as this. More emotional sure but not as stressful.

Being accepted into the Ph.D. program might have meant a delay in making that first billion.  Buuuttt. The chaos that was 2008 made his decision easy. Stanford had come thru with scholarship and aid money as well.  Added to that he had met Naqeeb and found a good friend.  Really a brother if he thought about it. Weathering the Great Recession in the calm of academia was a blessing.  Joe wasn’t religious but the thought of it that way: A Blessing. His catholic roots were showing. Too many of his fellow baristas at Peete’s were way-way-way too educated for those jobs.  He dropped off to sleep wondering how Naqeeb and Angela had made out.

Two hours later Naqeeb parked his car on the street. One spot down from “the bad spot” where it had been stolen from once before.  He was gratified to have gotten the car back two days later. 

What always puzzled him was the strange combination of items left in the car.  A baby blanket, a pacifier.  A trove of religious pamphlets. As well as a host of cell phone chargers and cords.  Weird.  Even more so since the police had told him the car was pulled over driving slowly on the roads near downtown San Jose. The three young teenagers had bailed as soon as the cops flashed the lights after running the plates.  They never came close to catching them.  As he installed the club and locked the doors Angela retrieved their backpacks.  “We passed, yeah!” she smiled wanly.

“Honey they were never going to spend that much time and effort and have us fail.  I just wish we could have succeeded,” he told her.

There was no good response from her as they trudged upstairs. Entering and hanging up their backpacks Angela noted Joe’s already on the wall.  “I wonder how he did,” she said simply.  

“I’m sure he did fine,” Naqeeb said loyally.

“I’m sure he did too, I’m just asking,” she said coolly.

Joe and Angela didn’t fight exactly they just never really clicked.

The young man picked that moment to emerge from his bedroom and walk down the short hall.  

“Well”? He demanded without preamble.

“It went fine” Angela answered.

“Fine as in Stanford bestowed Ph.D.’s and Microsoft wants to form a startup worth a billion dollars or fine as in- I hope my parents didn’t turn my bedroom into a hobby room?” 

Naqeeb rolled his eyes. “It went fine”.  The committee was very pleased. They told us afterward that we passed in confidence but that we were going to have to wait a few days before the official announcement came out.”

Joe absorbed the good news.  “Congrats! “How was the presentation itself?”

“Grueling. Okay” Competing answers from the couple.

“Well spill. Tell me the details,” he exclaimed.

They rehashed the 6 1/2 hour dissertation defense.  

“Shit,” Joe said.  “That’s crazy.  They weren’t impressed you got the Kajiggers to link up?” he asked Angela.

“They were impressed, Joseph. They just made us explain every decision point and asked why we hadn’t tried other methods,” she said too patiently.

Naqeeb weighed in at that point to forestall the coming fight, detailing his defense of the Alternate Programming Methods section.  The two men waxed technical programming talk while the evening evolved. The female materials engineer caught every third word.

“Ouch- Joe said to one of the tougher questions.  That’s going to leave a mark.”  

Naqeeb laughed.  “Hey, they recognized the skills” he rejoined.  

Angela suppressed a little smile.  Joe could always pull him out of any funk.  Not that she was jealous of him. No.

“How as your session she asked Joe seriously.  And don’t say Fine!”

“Not as tough as yours.  I, of course, kept it real by pushing the boundaries while explaining the Predictive Solutions Matrix.  All in all not bad.” He finished.

“Did you pass? Naqeeb asked. Serious.

Joe hesitated.  “I think so.”  He recounted Professor Thorson's concluding speech.  I should know in a few days as well but I think so.”

“You took a big risk”, she tsked at Joe.

“The linking and predictive matrix are really the new things in the algorithm.  Everyone is data mining.  “The Matrix makes it Special” he deadpanned ala Keanu Reeves.

“Hey what’s the story on dinner”? Joe suddenly exclaimed.  “Let’s open a crappy bottle of wine and toast our success!”

Naqeeb agreed. “We have some leftovers in the fridge from The Kitchen, he said.

Joe stifled a groan.  Free was free. 

“Great, he said.  “I’m sure you guys are going to be fielding calls all night.”  

In truth, all three had been texting continuously since they had sat down.  They did it unconsciously. 

Naqeeb snorted at Joe’s comment. “Are you kidding?  I had three voicemails from my mom when we got into the car to come home.  I swear she got the iphone just to bug me.  Thank God she can’t text!”

Angela stood.  “Speaking of which I have to call my parents.  Then I’ll be back to help with dinner.”  She left for her room and a little privacy.

The men assembled Chicken Tikka Masala and Buryani from the fridge containers.

“What wine goes with Indian food”? Joe asked.

“Boone’s Farm Apple grape? Came the reply.

He snorted. “Since we have Merlot it will have to be Merlot.”

“Why did you ask if that’s all we had?  Naqeeb asked exasperatedly.

“J.K.”  Said Joe.  Oops, a text from Renee.  I have to take this one,” he smiled.

His friend looked at him.  “Why is she rotating back to the top of the list?” He asked sardonically.

“I helped her compile some software and linked up her data tables correctly and now she wants to show her appreciation”.

“You did her Senior Programming project for her in the middle of your dissertation?” Naqeeb asked incredulously.

“I just helped her over some rough patches, Joe said defensively. Now she wants to meet up for a drink.”

“I thought we were watching Los Gigantes tonight,” his friend whined.

“Your jealousy is cloying.  Woman, let me breathe!” 

Naqeeb laughed as Angela returned to the kitchen.  

“What’d the ‘rents have to say? Joe asked.

“They were pleased,” Angela answered looking at Naqeeb.

“Pleased?” Joe said slowly. “You led a team that engineered Nanostructures and agents never before seen on earth.  You almost get them to become self-aware, almost achieved A.I for the entire system. Almost become a god like figure not to mention how incredible the Nano Factory and Imaging Systems are and they think....” He wound down halting.

Naqeeb smiled at him. They might fight a little but they did respect each other’s talents.

Angela smiled as well. “Joseph, pleased from my parents is jumping up and down from other parents.”

Joe dished her out some rice and poured a glass of wine.  “A toast then...

Doctors all are now we three,

Though not the kind our parents wanted us to be.

Sheepskins tied with ribbons and bobs,

One simple request is all we ask: Anyone got any jobs?
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CHAPTER 2
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May 18, 2010, 2037 Monday, Palo Alto, Ca.

––––––––
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The TV flashed in the entertainment center in the corner unobserved.  Tuned to the Giants-Padres game in the third inning, Naqeeb and Joe had insisted on checking in to see how Timmy was pitching. So far so good.  0-0. 

Not that anyone at the party was actually watching. Consequently, the campaign commercial was a doubly bizarre image out of context.  Sheep with red eyes?  Angela just caught that image for two to three seconds. What? Were the sheep Cambell supports or Pullman’s she thought? 

Angela was apolitical for the moment.  She had too much to do.  She didn’t care who won as long as they were being honest. If she had to guess she thought Pullman would win the primary but she would never stand a chance against Boxer.  Not in California. 

She turned from the TV back to the party. A second disturbing thought flicked thru her head:  This could get out of hand quickly.  33 people were jammed into the living room and kitchen of the small apartment. Talking, drinking, eating and well, partying. Not that she was against people having a good time it was just...  

The party had technically been a joint idea from the three of them. Joe was as ever the social glue. Angela had no talent for organizing a social gathering.  Joe was a natural at it.  He had first floated the idea two days after the presentations. The three of them hadn’t, two seconds of free time consecutively in what seemed like forever. To top it off word had come down from on high that they had all officially passed. Doctorates would be conferred!

“Let’s just invite some friends and family and let loose a little” Joe had proposed. “We need some down time before the graduation/job/family dynamics pulls us every which way”.  

They all recognized that the little chrysalis of their world was about to be shattered by reality. Who knows where we will end up?  That was exciting and scary and great and terrible.  

Naqeeb had agreed. “We have a short window between the school storm and the job storm we should celebrate.”

That settled it. Angela stood back and let Joe take over. Other than providing her guest list she just rode the wave.  From her just her sister Suelyn and Harold and Betsy from the project.  

Naqeeb had included the latter two on his list also.  Naqeeb’s sister Shireen and his brother Khushal up from UC Irvine to do a load of laundry rounded out his list.   

Joe had his sister Kelly and two girlfriends invited. Any looming thoughts of cat fights were dismissed by Joe. 

“It's cool” was all he would say.

The original guest list of 9 had swelled to its current couch busting level and more friends of friends were starting to arrive. 

Angela briefly equated the flash mob arriving at her home with the linking of the Nano-agents she had created.  Goal driven entities bent on their own agendas.  Drinking all their liquor and eating all their food seemed to be the group goal. Angela snorted and thought that the newest arrivals were neighbors of some sort. People did seem to be having a good time.  

She saw her sister Suelyn talking to Betsy. Khushal was surreptitiously taking a drink and eyeing Renee, Joe’s ersatz girlfriend.  

Naqeeb had caught the quick sip for Khushal and frowned at the underage drinking. He looked around to find Shireen to have her talk to him.  He and Khushal had a strained relationship for the last two years or so.  The eighteen-year-old younger brother was finding his way through the minefield of Naqeeb always did what he was told... 

Shireen was plastered to Joe’s side while he played bartender.  Angela saw Renee and Victoria pointedly ignoring each other.  Fools she thought.  Shireen had exploited the opening with the ruthlessness of an attacking general. Her name might mean sweet in Persian but she could manipulate with the best of them.  

As Naqeeb made his way over to her Angela caught a glimpse of Joe’s Sister Kelly fending off Harold Cho.  Hi ya!

Naqeeb slipped an arm around her and bent to speak into her ear.  “I’ll channel some of our less familiar guests out the door, okay?”

“Thanks.  It is getting a little loud and crowded.”  

He swirled off into the crowd.  Angela thought she had better rescue, Kelly.

Kelly’s eyes had a slightly panicked look as Harold launched into a detailed technical rant about the factory.  “It was the embedded tantalum wires in the lead/copper alloy encasement body that allowed the fluid in the vacuum field to rotate. The magnetic field interacted with the molecules in the suspended medium when electrical current was applied.”

“What is going to happen to the Nano factory now Harold,”? Angela interrupted. Kelly sent "thank you' thru her brown eyes as Harold downshifted into contemplation.       “I’m not supposed to speak publicly about this,” he started.

“Let me guess”, Angela told him starting in. Stanford just reminded you that all real, physical, and intellectual property created in the Ph.D. research process belongs to the university/industry partnership right?”

Kelly who had been sliding towards her exit suddenly stopped, interested. She asked Harold about the releases they had signed.

“It’s a full release. We give up all rights. Harold lamented and Angela confirmed. “That factory was my baby. I put everything into it and now I don’t even own it,” he wailed.

“None of the Nanostructures or agents would exist without that factory,” Angela acknowledged.

“What happens to it now, Kelly asked.  “It just sits on a shelf?”

Harold was silent a moment.  “Stanford has asked me to join a privet enterprise they are putting together.”  Ah ha.

Angela smiled pleased for him. “Harold they know the tremendous amount of work you put in the factory.  They’ll be fair to you”, she said into his frown of doubt. 

Kelly was silent on the matter.  

“It’s a big deal and I’m surprised Betsy isn’t joining you,” Angela went on.

“She turned them down, he told the women conspiratorially. She is going to form her own startup.”

“Harold! Betsy admonished joining them.  “I told you that in confidence”.

“That won’t work for you,” Kelly told Betsy seriously. 

She regarded the younger woman a little haughtily. “And who are you again?”  She asked down her nose.

“I’m Kelly Smithson, Joe’s sister.  I think you and Harold are grappling with the same problem and looking at two separate approaches.” She paused for breath becoming aware of the number of eyes on her.  “It’s a basic question of control for work and sweat you did.  Stanford owns all the research and you signed releases.  Those are hard to break.  Not impossible but hard.  Harold created the factory and would like to replicate it for other research teams and get fabulously wealthy in the process.”  

Harold nodded enthusiastically.  

“He can’t form a startup and just copy the factory.  The release undoubtedly contains a non-compete clause. Any vulture capitalist will avoid him like the plague because the university can tie you up in the courts and strangle you with paper.”  

Joe caught her eye as more of the party focused on the discussions.  Those pre-law courses were going well.

“So Harold’s approach is to join the evil empire and help build the death star.” He will have a job but no real control or equity if he is just a project led or regular engineer.”  She leaned in to deliver the alternative.  “But if he’s smart he can regain equity and control in his employment contract. 

Kelly had a captive audience as the Giants pushed across two runs in the 8th. “You should agree to work for them in exchange for a 25 percent equity stake or 25 percent net profit whichever is higher. Also, ask for an Officer position in the company.  Chief Technology Officer sounds about right,” she concluded smugly.

“They’ll never go for 25 percent,” Joe mused.

“Start at 25 percent and settle for 8-10. If they bang you too hard, stand up in the middle of a meeting and say: “Future Soft Technologies is at 15 percent.”  Kelly countered.

A soft “ohhh” came from the three people who understood the play.  Harold did not. 

Naqeeb clued him in. “Future Soft is a Chinese Nanotech company.” 

Betsy took over the explanation. “They will steal the technology and build the factories regardless of the patents or the US courts. By the time the WTO gets involved they will have booked the profits and moved on. Short of the US government going to war with China over the stuff, there is nothing they can do to them.”

Another ohh went thru the crowd as Betsy blushed.  

Joe stuck his two cents in with “Any US Company that manufactures in China is asking to get its tech stolen.”  

This led to a round of questions on how Apple was able to get away with it.  

“The Apple brand is what’s valuable not just the smartphone technology or even the tablet stuff”, Joe suggested. “Apple could put out a blackboard and a piece of chalk and call it “iRetro” and schools would jump on it.”  “A quick test:  Does anyone here have a Motorola phone?” Joe asked.  

No one did.  

“Why not?  He asked. It’s a better phone.  Faster, cheaper, more features. Better.  But none of us would be caught dead with one unless it becomes cool to own one again.”

Betsy focused back on Kelly.  “But why won’t my startup work? She asked again. Her slight frown marred her elfin face.  Betsy had the kind of blond California looks that inspired songs.

“Because they will have redress in the US courts against a US start-up.  Patent law is all on their side.” Kelly answered.

Betsy considered that.  “But the real break thru in the imaging system is the software controls not the optics or the processor. If I own that I’m good right?”

Naqeeb perked up. Hey, I still own 10 percent of any billions right?” he joked holding up a folded piece of notebook paper with their “contract”. 

Kelly suffered inside. Engineers. “Stanford has your release as well and owns all of the imaging software in addition to the AI stuff. That contract is null and void.”

“They own my stuff too, Joe confirmed.

“Yes, they do Kelly said slyly.  “But what exactly do they own? What would a reasonable person say? What exactly is in your release and the non-compete clause? For what length of time is it good?  Has Stanford jumped thru all the hoops it needs to in order to exercise its rights? Is it only for a narrowly defined set of technologies, or is it too broad to be enforceable? What would a reasonable person say is a reasonable amount of compensation for the work performed? Remember the Winklevoss twins and Harvard didn’t get any of Facebook right?  Harvard did get a nice chunk in their endowment but that’s another issue”. Kelly wound down.

That was a lot of information for the crowd to digest.

Betsy immediately dragged her away and started picking her brain. 

The party dwindled down to a comfortable few sitting and talking.  Harold looked glum considering what to do until Naqeeb took pity on him.  

“Dude. Stanford has one of the finest law schools in the world.  Don’t you think someone over there could help you write that employment contract?” 

Harold brightened considerably.  Yeah.  

Renee’s Women who Rock iPod playlist was in the dock as the Giants closed out the Friars 7-6. Lincecum notched the victory.

A small cadre of family and friends sat on the couch discussing life and events.      Naqeeb loved this time. His brother and sister with him while they celebrated.  Angela basking in a glow of her own. He was grateful that Suelyn was letting her shine. Joe had Kelly looking out for him. A lot was right with the world right now he reflected.

“So what's going to happen to your research Suelyn asked Angela. Her older sister was a pediatrician. “I have this vision of the government crating up the Nano-agents and storing it in a giant warehouse like the last scene of Raiders.” 

Angela, Harold and Naqeeb and Betsy all exchanged glances.

“That’s not far from the truth,” Angela said. “I’m supposed to siphon off the Nano agent fluid medium and freeze the whole environment.”  

Harold nodded glumly. “We have to turn over the Nano factory on Monday the 24th.”

“And the agents never achieved “awareness”, Suelyn asked Naqeeb. 

“Nope,” he replied simply.

“How did you try to make them come alive,” Kelly asked interestedly.

Naqeeb sipped his beer. “Angela and I tried to mimic natural evolutionary systems in the Nano world.” For instance, we set up a light source to simulate the sun. 12 hrs of light and dark to simulate days and nights. We set up a food Nano factory to provide raw materials. There was another factory to tear down old non-functioning agents and constructions.” He paused to sip again.  

Angela nodded along with her boyfriend’s recital. “Naqeeb was brilliant. He used chemical and mechanical interfaces to try to program awareness into the agents.  He came up with a kind of frequency standard to mimic a computer system’s input-output cycles.  She grasped his hand. “He melded the human evolutionary process with basic mechanical and computer processes.” 

“Angela did most of the heavy lifting, he said deflecting her praise. She figured out how to align the various molecules into basic IC logic circuits and mechanical systems.”

He smiled remembering the hours she spent aligning individual molecules and atoms into AND gates and Fulcrum levers and reduction gears. The Nano agents had a whole spectrum of logic circuits and mechanical tools to draw on.

Naqeeb looked to make sure Kelly was following him.  She was having a little difficulty.

Joe stepped in for her.  “So she gave the bugs problems and tools to overcome the problems she gave them”, he told his younger sister.

“Don’t call them bugs, Angela said automatically. Or kajiggers, or igits or thinga ma bobs...  

“Spacely Space Sprockets they are then”, Joe retorted.

“Children,” Suelyn said as Kelly punched Joe in the arm.

“But they never got there huh?  Too bad, Kelly said after a moment.  That would have been cool.”

“They linked together and changed some structures but they never lit the light, Angela said sadly.

Harold relayed to the outsiders that the final problem for the agents to overcome was linking together a set of simple circuits to make a basic light switch. That would have been a conscientious act. A willful act. There was a reward in that several Nano factories would have been available to provide more resources to the system.  That would have shown them acting to improve their environment thus proving intelligence. He wound down.

Kelly stepped into the breach of lowering party morale.  “Hey, life goes on right.  You can always do more work right?  Anyway you all passed, even my stupid brother so a toast to you all!”  Glasses were raised and dutifully clinked.

Joe finally noticed Khushal chatting with Renee and wondered where Victoria went off to.  Oh, well.  

He leaned into Naqeeb. “Dude, keep your brother away from my girlfriend he is way to young for a car that fast.”

Suelyn overheard and told Naqeeb, “While you are at it, stay away from my sister.”

Angela rolled her eyes and told Shireen that she should stay away from Joe because he would never be pinned down.

Betsy joined in and told Harold that he should stay away from Kelly because she was her lawyer now.

Kelly announced that everyone should leave everyone else alone or she was going to get parents involved.  That was the final word on the subject of who was with whom.

The party broke up around midnight. Angela cleaned up while Naqeeb and Joe played Xbox.  Attempted to play Xbox. The HALO game kept glitching.  After the third screen freeze, they gave up.

“We need to talk about the lease tomorrow” Angela reminded them. “We can extend to June 30th but that’s it.”

“I’m hoping the job situation will be a little clearer by then, Joe said.  I do not want to be a boomerang kid”. 

Too many of their friends had been forced to move back in with parents.  A sentiment Naqeeb and Angela wholeheartedly agreed with.  “Night, you guys,” he said heading off to bed. 

The couple stayed up for a few more minutes talking about the party.  Who’d come, who’d drank too much, who’d hooked up?  They agreed that the party was a success and maybe the couple should throw more parties.  

“Not beer bashes, like Joe, would throw, she told Naqeeb, but real parties.  Grown up parties.”

“Why does that sound like “parties after we are married?  He complained.

Angela looked at him steadily.  Brown eyes met brown eyes.  

He grinned.  “Okay, okay.  Grown up parties.  Dinner parties with our couple friends.”

She smiled pleased. ‘Can we go to bed now?”  

“Yes, please!” 
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MAY 19 1037 2010 Tuesday, Pleasanton Ca.

The Alameda County Fairgrounds occupied 430 acres off of Bernal road. Close to the 680 freeway, the fairgrounds were a permanent attraction in the east bay.  They had been for decades. A Farmers Market joined carnival rides and a bustling midway scene. A horse racing track even ran when the ponies left Golden Gate fields in the summer. 

This morning the fairgrounds were hosting a special campaign event for the California Senate Republican Primary race between Margaret Pullman, Tom Campbell, Steve Pozner and Pete Foy. Republicans in blue California.  Of course, the more rural east bay and central valley had long been outposts of conservative thinking in the liberal state.  Today’s candidate forum was an especially energized event for the republicans.  

The Tea Party was flexing its newly formed muscles.  Frightened, angry, older, uneducated white people had had enough.  Anything that threatened the most privileged class of people since 18th-century English nobility was to be feared and eradicated.  

The slicksters had started using the money and energy of these deluded people towards their own ends.  The rally today was really supposed to be a candidate forum. Ostensibly a platform to exchange views, it had become a vehicle to stake your claim as the whitest, and right candidate in the land.

Margeret Pullman rode in the back of the specially outfitted black Escalade across the San Mateo Bridge on the 92 heading for the fairgrounds.  Had she been told that the Escalade was the car of choice for black rappers and athletes, she would have steered clear. She chose it for the same reasons they did: room, ride, and prestige. 

The black tinted windows hiding her from the prying eyes outside.  She spoke into the phone with a snarl on her face. 

“Andre let me say this again. 38 million in bearer bonds ready for Marcus at noon tomorrow.”  “I don’t care, she spat in response to a statement on the other end.

“You are already bleeding me.  Fail and your whole family will regret it.”  She hung up.

Blood suffused her face.  “God damn Dodd-Frank she exploded. The three others in the SUV waited out the storm.  “Penny Pullman's little girl is not going to be cheated by some Swiss banker...”

She turned to address the man on her right.  “Marcus if the son of a bitch even mentions signing for the account close out, you call me.”

“Right away, sweetheart. Don’t worry its all set. George is going to take me to the jet right after the event,” He swept a hand out towards the driver.

A moue of disapproval pursed her lips. “We need this money,” she said to no one in particular.

The other man in the car in the opposite seat, James Cantrell, smoothly folded in. “Andre will play ball. The personal account holds over 45 million. That’s 7 million to ensure no SARBOX foreign Swiss bank account- IRS problems,” he said.  

Cantrell used the acronym for the Sarbane Oxley, act which made reporting foreign bank accounts to the IRS mandatory. 

That law and the Dodd Frank act, passed during the height of the economic collapse had meant shifting money around was now tricky.  Very tricky, but still a priority. 

Pullman needed to launder the money into the firm’s accounts and then pass it over to her personal accounts as quietly as possible.  

There was a general silence to his statements.  The mood in the car suddenly tense. They were walking a tightrope and these three knew it.  “Let’s review the event”, Peg directed, refocusing them.

“Okay,” said Jimmy.  “The candidate’s forum is where we want to hammer our major themes:  1) The US is screwed up right now and people are hurting. 2) It's Barak Obama fault that Wall Street got bailed out and now he is taking away people's health care to give it to illegal aliens thru Obamacare. 3) We need to take our country back!”  He paused drawing breath.

“Make sure you set the theme and then hit the supporting statistics hard!” Then give people time to react after you say the lines.” 

He demonstrated: “The America I know is going in the wrong direction and it’s affecting people’s lives. 8.7 million Jobs lost to the Democrat recession. Pause- 19 million people unemployed or underemployed.  Pause.  Wall Street bailed out to the tune of billions while Main Street suffers.  Pause.”

Cantrell looked at her. “Do you have that cadence?”  She did.

Cantrell’s phone beeped.  He read the text. “MSNBC is calling Campbell’s ad from last night “Demon Sheep”.  “You have to work that in”, he said seriously. 

Peg considered this while Marcus made her another drink.  “Will the crowd know what I’m talking about’”? She asked.

Cantrell grinned.  You bet!  Armey’s reps will be running thru the crowd priming them.  They’ll be ready!”

He was referring to former Texas congressman Dick Armey’s Freedom Works representatives. Armey and the Koch brothers smelled change in the winds with the Tea Party movement.  Recognizing the vacuum of anger and hopelessness they had co-opted the small grassroots organizations into an extremist money making conservative machine.  With the emphases on money making. 

Margaret Pullman recognized the synergy between Freedom Works and her own political ambitions right away. A built-in vote generating base was assured.  All it took was a check.  The Democrats and establishment Republicans would never know what hit them. 

She consulted with Cantrell, her campaign manager, about the demon sheep lines as he pulled the highball from her hand and swapped it with a bottle of water.  High 80’s in Pleasanton today. Hydration was the key.  That and being sober for the event. 

As the SUV pulled into the fairgrounds final preps were made.  Clothes, hair, makeup checked.  Nice but not too high end.  A conservative pants suit for her while her husband Marcus was in a stylish gray suit. It wouldn’t due to be seen in designer clothes right now. Luckily she was fit and trim, even if she drank too much.  57 years old with styled hair and prominent cheekbones, she still looked attractive.  Just not to her husband.

Eggert met the car as they parked near the other two advanced team SUV’s. He spoke with Cantrell who was the first out the door while she and Marcus waited inside. Eggert, their head of security relayed orders from his walkie talkie and he moved off into the fairgrounds with the two white members of the four-man security team.  Athos and D’Artagnion, Peg thought.  

The black male and the Latino female security members stayed with her and the vehicles for appearances sake.  Porthos and Artimus she vaguely remembered.  Eggert loved his Dumas. She knew that much anyway.

The applause from the small crowd as she emerged from the car was muted.  Attracted by the SUV’s and the activity, they quickly realized it was just a politician they were seeing. They wanted to resume their own activities.  Peg waved and smiled gamely as she waded out to meet the people. She shook hands and shouted greetings to startled fair goers. It took them some minutes to make way to the platform.  The crowd swelled as they approached. 

The Musketeers kept the uniformly older, white crowd at bay while she walked up the steps.  She joined the small group of white men on the stage.  The only other candidate she shook hands with was Pete Foy. She wasn’t going to give Campbell the legitimacy by shaking hands with him.  Foy was no threat, however.

By agreement, each had 15 min to address this group of undecided voters. Getting 4500 people out on a weekday to hear primary candidates speak- spoke volumes about her teams’ efforts today.  Pullman supporters dominated the crowd.  Several hundred had the FastFac t-shirts emblazoned with the FF design that had become part of the campaign. 

Peg Pullman spoke after Insurance Commissioner Steve Pozner.  Fifteen minutes of talk from a mainstream republican who favored pragmatic compromise solutions to California’s problems left the crowd restive.

Peg rose to her feet and sipped from her water bottle as she surveyed the crowd.        “Good Morning.  Thank you for loving California enough to come out to listen to politicians speak in this heat.”  Small chuckles sounded in the crowd. “Sorry, I was a little late this morning. The San Mateo was backed up and there was no way I was going across the Bay Bridge!” More chuckles. “There’s a typical Washington D.C. Jerry Brown/Barbara Boxer/Nancy Pelosi type of project for ya!” The responding roar was visceral. “The Bay Bridge replacement! Billions over budget! Decades late and still not ready!” she thundered. 

She paused to hear the response; let them get into it.  “Designed by fools, built by idiots, watched over by incompetents and paid for by your hard earned tax dollars!”  She let the applause wash over her. 

She started pounding the themes they had practiced in the car: Theme, attack line, pause. Theme, attack line, pause. She felt the rhythm and let the crowd sweep her along. She struck gold when she called Democrats sheep.  “Not demon sheep mind you but regular uninformed sheep!” The BAA’s that came back from the crowd brought a smile to her face. She kept pounding away.  Pausing to let the answering roar come back at her she paused again. The approval roar followed by a moment of silence.  A lull in the pace.  

A male voice shouted up from the crowd, “Fuck Obama, he’s an n_____.” 

The loud reaction was mixed. Gasps of shock.  Cries of approval. Shouts of disapproval. Peg had a McCain moment. 

During the 2008 Presidential campaign race, Republican nominee John Mc Cain the Senator from Arizona was taking questions from the audience. Normally a time killing device to show how much you listen to the people when a confused looking elderly woman posed a blatantly racist question to him.  Civility won out and McCain told her that no the Senator from Illinois was a good man who loved his country. 

Peg was not about to make that mistake. She plowed ahead as if she had heard nothing. “I’m going to need all your support and efforts if we are going to take back our country from Obama and Boxer!  God bless you, God bless California and God bless the USA! She left the stage to organized chants of “Run Peg Run!”

She quickly retreated to the SUV not even listening to Campbell and Foy. Polls had her at 35% and climbing. No one else was even at 16%. She thought she needed to start concentrating on the general election.  The June primary was in the bag.  

The cool of the air conditioning was a relief after the heat of the stage.  She was much better in small crowds’ vs the larger events but she felt she had pulled this off. Get her one on one with people and she always closed the deal.  That’s how she conducted business.  

Cantrell climbed into the SUV and removed the drink from her hand. “We still have the speech at the Jewish Federation tonight” he reminded her.

“How many times do I have to say I’m a friend to Israel, “She whined.      “Every vote and dollar gained are taken directly from Boxer,” Cantrell told her flatly.

He waited a beat.  “Did you hear the racial slur?”

“Of course I heard it, how could I not?” Venom dripped.  “God those people are idiots!” 

Cantrell was silent. Then he said, “Marcus is out talking with reporters. I just left McClatchy. They heard it.  They want a response.”

“What do you think?”

Cantrell shrugged. 24 years in business with her and the last 13 months as her campaign manager had taught him her staggering indifference to everyone but herself.

“We double speak them. We didn’t hear it. We don’t think that’s what was said. Racism has no place in 21st century America, blah blah, blah.”

They left the SUV to give the newspapers and TV what they wanted. She would be featured on the 6 and 11 o’clock news bemoaning the fact that she had been the victim of a) Horrible attack ads, b) a manmade glass ceiling and c) a totally unfair double standard when it came to women in politics.

Later outside the SUV, Cantrell huddled with staffers and Eggert as the schedule was adjusted and updated.  Eggert and the Musketeers went to the downtown SF hotel where the speech was occurring.  The J Fed speech went off at 7:00.  She had an hour worth of meet and greet before with a half hour after. That should dovetail with the newspaper deadlines to make the morning paper and the TV could go with coverage of the morning’s events and the speech.  Always work to their schedule was Cantrell’s motto.  Marcus the driver and George headed to the private terminal at SFO where the corporate jet waited to fly him to Zurich.

Cantrell and Peg had business to attend to in Mountain View.

FastFac headquarters was kind of disappointing.  It looked like an office building.  It certainly looked nothing like Elison’s ode to smoked glass that Oracle built up the 101.  

And that space ship Jobs was proposing for Apple was a little gaudy. Rumor said he was sick.  Peg hoped he would die soon.

Margaret Pullman’s dirty little secret was that she was in trouble.  Although she was beginning to suspect that
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