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Chapter One
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Few men would wear a short-sleeved shirt to work in the nation’s capital, but Herbert Hawke always did. With two pens in the pocket and always a tie. It was not because there was any dress code for an underground bunker but because he was the boss, and it was a matter of decorum. The tie was always loosened enough for the knot to hang exactly at the third button. Casual but proper. He was fifty-eight years old, looking to early retirement, but that was no reason to go slack. The dozen younger workers he supervised, most in their twenties and thirties, didn’t wear ties and suspected that ‘Erb, as they called him behind his back, never untied his. They speculated that he had a closet with nooses lined up on pegs. They were correct.

Herbert felt it was important to maintain civility in the vast, darkened cavern they worked in. He was aware the youngsters made fun of him, but they did not fail to follow his instructions. His slight English accent, a vestige from a childhood in Manchester, added to his perceived authority, so he laid it on thick. 

The WATOC, Washington Area Transit Operations Center, was the brain and central nervous system for rail traffic radiating from the dense hub of stations at the nation’s Capitol Buildings, outward in a dozen multicolored spidery legs into the surrounding suburbs, reaching into Maryland and Virginia. 

The dim, windowless main hall of WATOC was lighted by wall-sized colored system maps on huge LED panels mounted all around the room. In the open center, Herbert and his crew, like supplicants at the altar of their god, lived in the glow of the screens as they hunched over monitors and keyboards. They knew where every car of every train was located in the system at every moment during the operational day. They maintained optimal spacing between units to balance safety and efficiency. Each train had a human driver, but those were largely symbolic. Herbert and his crew were the real drivers, and they attended to their responsibilities like military drone pilots. 

That’s why, on a Wednesday morning in mid-December, Herbert lifted his head and paid attention when he heard a repeating alarm buzzer from one side of the room. Usually, it meant a train was delayed, often because some idiot was holding doors open, but you had to investigate every irregularity. When an immediate verbal reassurance was not forthcoming, he probed. 

"Lockner?" 

"Ah, one moment, sir."

Herbert could see a blinking indicator on the map on the wall in front of Lockner. He got up and walked across the corral.

"What is it, Lockner?" 

The young man had his head down, typing codes into a console, glancing at blue alphanumeric feedback on a screen in front of him. 

"Trying to confirm, sir. There appears to be a train missing. Approaching L’Enfant Plaza, Orange Line"

"What do you mean missing? How can a train be missing?" 

"It has disappeared from the system, sir. Vanished. I’m trying to contact the driver." 

"A line of seventy-foot rail cars does not vanish."

"The driver reports the train is moving slowly. It’s there. It’s just not in our system at the moment." Lockner gestured vaguely without looking up to the big map on the wall. 

Herbert studied the map. A red, flashing, numerical identifier for the six-car unit was shown just north of the huge L’Enfant Plaza Station, but there was no train. Elsewhere in the system, every car was clearly represented as a rectangle. 

"Stop that train and alert maintenance. We can’t have an invisible train running through our system."

"No, sir. I mean, yes, sir." 

Herbert walked back to his workstation to begin an incident report. 

"Orange Line’s back on, sir." 

Returning to the wall display, Herbert verified that the southbound Orange Line train had reached the station and stopped. All six cars were visible. 

"What happened?" 

"It reappeared on the screen before the driver brought it to a stop in the tunnel." 

"So is it in the tunnel now or at the station?" 

"At the station, sir. Everything operational." 

"Failure in the signaling system. Get somebody out there to look at it." 

"We’ll have to shut the line down for several hours to do that, sir." 

Herbert shot his arms out to the sides in a gesture of helplessness then let his arms slap to his legs. 

"Alright. Schedule special maintenance for tonight and meanwhile, be alert," 

He paused and addressed all the young men and women, whose attention had been drawn to him because of the incident. 

"All of you. Keep your eyes peeled for disappearing trains. Let’s see if we can get through the rest of the day without another ghost train." 

The next morning, Herbert found an eight-by-ten photograph of a gray metallic object about the size and shape of a hand-crank can-opener on his desk. The tool or device was shown in a clear plastic bag along with a yellow service slip. He turned the photograph over, read the identification and picked up his phone. 

"This is Hawke in WATOC. I need to speak to the maintenance supervisor." 

He waited, introduced himself again, and started asking questions. Everyone else in the room was listening. 

"So this device was literally attached to the rail?" Herbert studied the photograph while he listened. "Well if it’s not ours, how did it get there? No, of course you don’t... So our switch was disabled by this switch, is that it? Have you ever seen one of these before?" Herbert put the picture down and wrote notes on a yellow pad. "Is the original switch working correctly now? Did you look for any more of these devices? And? ...Both directions?" He underlined something on his pad twice. "Alright, I’d like to see the full report this morning. Can you expedite that? Thank you very much." 

He hung up the phone—placed the handset carefully onto the base station cradle as people used to do in the twentieth century—and continued to write on his pad while everyone watched. He finished and walked to the front of the room with the big screens at his back. 

"Can I have everyone’s attention, please," he announced. He already did. 

"This," he said, holding up the photograph, "is a foreign switch, not one of ours, removed from the Orange tunnel north of L’Enfant Plaza last night. It made our train disappear yesterday for three minutes by overriding the sensor. Only one train, only once. We don’t know how it works or where it came from, but if it could make one train disappear it could potentially do a lot more than that. It’s sabotage, ladies and gentlemen. We have experienced a rail system security breach. Maintenance has already notified security." 

"How would anybody get into the tunnel to install it?" a young woman asked. "You’d trigger the intrusion alarms." 

"I don’t know. I have a security briefing in an hour." 

"What I want to know is why," Lockner said. "Why would anybody install a device that makes one train go off the grid for three minutes? What's the purpose?" 

"I think it’s a warning," another young man said. "It’s communication. ‘I can do this, so watch out.’"

"Watch out for what?" 

"I’m sure security has theories," Herbert said. "It could have caused a horrible collision. Why? We don’t know. We do know this is very serious." 

Herbert waited a moment for his words to settle from the air down to the desktops in the room. 

"I want you to be at your most vigilant today. Something’s afoot. Carry on." 

Herbert sat with Metro Transit’s chief of police Karl Jennings and looked at fuzzy images from a security camera. Why, in this modern day, were security camera images still blurry, grainy, and shot from impossible angles above? He couldn’t fathom it. 

"This answers some questions about the intruder," Jennings said. "It’s a youth or small adult on a rail cart, coming in at three in the morning when the system is closed." 

The brief video showed a short person dressed in what appeared to be a long raincoat and wearing a wide-brimmed fedora and sunglasses, moving quickly down the rails on a flatbed utility cart. 

"Not much to go on," Herbert said. "Except for that cart. Looks like it has its own battery power. Quick in-and-out. Well-planned and well-engineered. Not a child." 

"Our suspect did his homework." 

"How’d they get past the security alarms?"

"The motion-detectors test fine. Just didn’t trigger. The intruder must have keyed in a correct and valid code. We’re looking at employees now." 

"Let’s look at it one more time, can we?" 

Jennings nodded to an assistant who reran the thirty-second video record. Herbert peered at it carefully. 

"Why sunglasses? It’s dark in there even during the day." 

"Sunglasses don’t make sense. Lights, please?" 

The room lights came on. 

"What about the switch device itself? What do you know?" 

"Simple, untraceable, off-the-shelf components, simple in design, ingenious in conception. It attaches to the rail with a strong magnet, unfolds automatically. An induction coil disables the sensor that tells us a train is present. Operated either by a timer or by remote control. We’re still looking at it." 

"Why would anyone do that? Go to all that trouble? Take such a risk?"

"It has to be either a prank or a taunt. Either way, we’re looking at some serious psychological issues. If it’s a taunt, this could be just the beginning. We’re not releasing any information to the public. Bottom line, though, we consider this an act of domestic terrorism." 

"It has ideological motivation?" 

"We think so." 

"What’s the message?" 

"We don’t know. That’s why I think there could be a follow-up event. We’ve changed the keypad codes, inspected all the alarms, and we’re increasing nighttime patrols. And as I told you, we’re looking internally at our employees. Not much else we can do."

"Next time it could be ..." 

"It’s our job to prevent any next time." 

Only three days later it happened again. This time it was the Blue Line, heading out of L’Enfant Plaza. A train disappeared from the grid for three minutes in the tunnel just east of the station. The incident occurred at 10:15 am, causing panic in the WATOC. However, there was no harm, ultimately. The train soon reappeared just beyond the Federal Center Station. The train-riding public was never the wiser. Again, investigators found and removed the same kind of sensor-sabotaging device. Again also, CCTV showed a short person on a rail cart in the middle of the night when the system had been closed, and again, no alarm had sounded. 

Frustrated, Herbert met with Metro security for the second time.

"Whoever it is, they’re telling us our security means nothing to them," Jennings said. 

"And they’re quite right," Herbert said. "We are helpless against them." 

Hawke and Jennings sat with other security personnel in the Metro Police briefing room. 

"Is that the full message? ‘Metro, your security is inadequate.’ An email would have been simpler." 

"Of course that email would have been ignored. This person, or group, has our full attention now."

"Is it the same person?"

"Looks like it." 

"Let’s take another look." 

The lights went down, and two video clips were shown, one from each of two cameras. They were very similar except for the angle.

"Stop there," Herbert said. "Go back a little. Right there. Look where he bends down to attach the device to the rail. Nobody bends down like that."

"Like what?" 

Herbert stood then slowly lowered himself by bending his knees and keeping his back straight and vertical. He soon paused and rose again.

"I can’t do it anymore. Perhaps one of the younger officers would demonstrate?" 

Jennings gestured a young woman forward. She stood and approached the two men. 

"Thank you," Herbert said. "Can you do a deep knee bend? You know what that is? I’d like you to bend your knees while keeping your back straight until you’re sitting on your heels. And if possible, do it slowly, without touching anything for support." 

The woman performed the exercise as described, with some difficulty, by extending her arms straight out in front of her for balance. 

"Impressive, detective Cole," Jennings said.

"Now can you raise yourself back up slowly in the same manner please?" 

Cole complied, closing her eyes and grimacing the whole time, again with her arms extended in front of her. She quickly felt behind herself to verify she had not split her pants. 

Jennings and the other officer in the room applauded. Cole smiled. 

"One more time, if you please," Herbert said. "Can you do it again, this time with your arms at your sides?" 

"I’ll try." 

Cole bent her knees and lowered herself slowly. When she was only halfway down she fell backward and threw her arms out behind to break the fall. 

"Sorry. I guess I can’t." 

She smiled with embarrassment from the floor.

"Nothing to be sorry about," Herbert said. "I’m not sure an Olympic athlete could do it. The human body is not balanced for a move like that."

Cole got up and returned to her chair. 

"And the point of this little demonstration is?" Jennings said.

"Our gate-crasher made that exact move effortlessly, quickly, twice, with arms at his sides, straight up and down. Without ever getting off of the rail scooter. And while squatting, he attached the device with his hands, very low-down, then pulled the hands back into the raincoat and rose straight up effortlessly. What do we conclude from that amazing performance?" 

"Our boy is an Olympic athlete?" 

"That, or, our boy is a robot." 

Chief of Metro police Jennings stared blankly at Herbert before speaking. 

"You’re saying the intruder is a robot?" 

"It explains why the motion detector alarms don’t go off when the intruder is in the tunnel. ‘Motion detector’ is a misnomer. The sensors in the tunnel don’t detect motion. They recognize changes in infrared energy, body heat, which a robot does not have."

"Microwave radar is too expensive," Jennings said. 

Herbert ignored the excuse. He was developing his thesis out loud. 

"I think what we’ve got here is a sophisticated organization which has deployed this device to tell us of their impunity and Metro’s vulnerability. And possibly, to warn against a large, serious attack." 

"Why would they warn us?" Jennings said. 

"They’re playing with us, pulling our nose. There will be more taunts like this until we acknowledge them publicly." 

"What do they want? There’s nothing to be gained by hassling Metro system security." 

"All kinds of nuts out there," Herbert said. "What do we see in the pattern? Always the Orange or Blue Lines. Never the others. Coming into the Plaza station, going east out of it. They’re moving closer to the Capitol Building. 

"And therefore what?" 

"I don’t know, but I’d put immediate twenty-four-hour live surveillance on the Federal Center Southwest and Capitol South stations. The Blue and Orange lines cross the Anacostia shortly after that." 

"You think the attackers are moving closer to the Capitol Building."

"They’re already there. They’ve been warning us, leading us there. I’d close those lines now and scour the tracks in both directions." 

"I can’t do that," Jennings said, shaking his head. "It would be a massive disruption to the whole system. It would take hours to search that much track. I don’t have the personnel. I’d have to explain to the public, to the mayor, probably to a damn congressional committee." 

"Hmm," Herbert said, seeing the other man’s distress. "Might not be necessary." 

"How do you mean?" 

"Our boy might be in the tunnel right now. If he’s a robot, he doesn’t have to come out for anything, does he? He’ll wait and become active at night when the system is shut down again." 

"How would he hide his little cart?" 

"If he’s a robot, he picks it up and stands it on end somewhere. I don’t know." 

"Maintenance sweeps the rails every morning before five, and they haven’t seen any robots." 

"They don’t check all the equipment bays, do they? Or under the platforms. They’re just looking at the rails." 

Jennings seemed to be a slow information processor. Again he stared at Herbert while the wheels turned. Herbert waited. 

"We’re going to have to go in and flush him out," Jennings said. 

Herbert said nothing. 

Jennings turned to one of the men in the room. "Sergeant Rodriquez, set it up. Three squads, start at Federal Center and move east to Capitol South. Overtime pay. Plus one guard at each platform. We start at midnight." 

"Yes, sir." The sergeant marched out of the room. 

*
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THE SEARCHERS BEGAN at 12:15 am, after the last trains for the day had cleared the tunnel. All wore Kevlar vests and carried radios and ultra-bright Streamlights. Third-rail power was off. Two members of each squad covered eastbound or westbound tracks. All teams shined their lights into every nook, cranny, platform overhang and disused spur along the way. Radios crackled. Aside from trash and rats, they found nothing out of place. Even so, they searched methodically toward the Capitol SW Station. 

Tom Jackovitch had already worked a full shift and was not enthusiastic about working most of the night, overtime pay or not. He sat on a folding canvas chair he’d brought with him, on the dimly lit platform of the Federal Center SW Station. Ventilation fans provided a dull background noise to the police chatter on his radio. He smoked a cigarette in the no-smoking area, the only benefit he could identify of his unlucky nighttime duty. Occasionally he sipped cold coffee from a Styrofoam cup he kept at his feet. He read a newspaper he’d pulled from a trash bin and once in a while looked up at each end of the platform and the black circles of the subway tunnel. Every few minutes, he got up and walked to the other side of the platform and looked both ways at nothing. The place was deader than a mortuary at midnight. He slumped again into his blue canvas chair, yawned deeply, and read the comics page. 

At 1:30 am, a five-foot-tall figure in a beige raincoat and a black fedora entered the Federal Center Station platform area on the eastbound rails. It silently rolled along the tracks behind Jackovitch and disappeared again into darkness on the other side. 

The A Team had moved quickly south and was just short of the Capitol South station. They walked, peered, shone their lights, and listened to status reports on the radio which conveyed no useful information but gave everyone a sense of being part of a large, powerful team instead of an isolated trio in a moldy-smelling gloom. 

As she peered into an equipment recess on the damp concrete wall, Officer Rita Perez stopped and stood still, listened then turned around. She shone her light backward into the tunnel. 

"Did you hear something?" she said to Officer Berman nearby.

"Like what?" 

"Like a clink. Like metal hitting metal, hard. Ka-clink, that’s what it was." 

"Might have been somebody banging a rail." 

"Came from behind us." She continued to wave her light back and forth into the tunnel behind them. She saw only cement and emptiness. "Something’s back there. I’m calling it in." 

"We already searched there. Every square inch." 

"Central, this is Officer Rita Perez, Team A, eastbound. I’m reporting an unusual noise coming from the tunnel west of us, where we already searched."

"What is your location, Perez?" 

"Just east of marker B10.5. I’m going back to look."

"Negative, Perez. Wait for the chief." 

Perez took a few tentative steps back in the direction they’d come, her light beam ahead. All other radio chatter had gone silent as everyone listened. 

"This is the chief, Perez. What did you hear?" 

"A loud clink, metal hitting metal. It came from behind us. It wasn’t right. I’m going back to look." 

"Take your Team with you and proceed very cautiously. I’ve sent the security videos from the Federal Center Station to headquarters for review. Go slow and be careful." 

"Ten-four, Chief." 

"B Team, cross over to the eastbound tracks and back up Perez and her team. Copy?" 

"Copy, Chief." 

"Who’s at Federal Center? I need status." 

"Officer Jackovitch here, Chief. Nothing to report." 

"Stand by." 

"We couldn’t have possibly missed anything in this tunnel," Berman said to Perez.

"I know I heard something." 

"The guard at the Federal Center Station saw nothing." 

"Yeah, but it’s Jacko."

"True." 

The radio hissed and popped, and the chief came on again. 

"Team A, Perez, you read?"

"Yes, sir." 

"We have movement on a CCTV camera at Federal Central. One figure coming your way on a rail cart." 

"A figure, sir?" 

"A person, a small person in a raincoat and a hat riding a cart on the rails." 

"There’s no power on the rails, sir." 

"He has his own power."

Perez looked at Berman with a quizzical expression. 

"C and D Teams hold your positions. We have an intruder in the system. Be alert. SWAT and Bomb are entering at the Plaza and coming in eastbound on all tracks. Teams A and B, continue moving slowly west with extreme caution until you see a sign of the intruder or the lights of SWAT. Copy?" 

"Copy, sir." 

Perez led her combined Team A and B forward, taking small, careful steps. Four white beams of light pierced the darkness ahead of them like searchlights scanning a velvet sky. The team moved quietly. The radio had lost the team-building, exuberant chatter of only twenty minutes ago. SWAT and Bomb whispered their marker positions to central, as did Perez. 

"Look. Lights," Perez said. 

Fireflies could be seen about a half-mile away. 

"That’s SWAT. Where’s the guy?" Berman said. 

"Maybe right there." Perez stopped and held her light steady. It illuminated something vertical, several hundred yards ahead. 

Berman moved his light to join Perez’s. "Could be just a stain on the wall. It’s not moving." 

"Gimme some light, people." 

Two more beams joined the pattern. 

"It’s a person, casting a shadow," Perez said. 

"Too still for a person," Berman said. "I think it’s a stain on the wall." 

"Central, this is Perez, A and B Teams at marker G 10.1. We may have a visual on the intruder. We can see SWAT coming the other way." 

"Roger, Perez. Stand by." 

"Let’s go," Perez said. "We can get there first." 

"We’re supposed to stand by." 

She cocked her head and looked at Berman. "You comin’?"

Perez strode ahead in quick, long strides. The others followed her lead instinctively. They approached the target with weapons drawn and their light beams focused on the intruder, ready for a sudden move. The figure in the raincoat stood absolutely motionless, didn’t even turn his head to the approaching lights. He was looking to the side, directly at the cement wall. 

Perez yelled. "Put your hands on top of your head!" Her high-pitched voice echoed in the tunnel. The intruder remained rigid as a statue. "Berman, you tell him." 

Berman, a large male, had a booming voice. He extended his weapon and bellowed much louder than was necessary, the way police do. 

"Put your hands on your head! Do it now!" 

The intruder did not even flinch.

"Move on him?" Berman said.

"He could have a weapon under the coat. Wait for SWAT." 

"Central, this is Perez, Teams A and B. We have detained the intruder. He is unresponsive. We’re waiting for SWAT, about three minutes away." 

"Copy, Perez." 

SWAT arrived with large protective shields, klieg lights and shotguns. They flooded the area with bright white light while they barked commands at the intruder, to no effect. The stream of commands became increasingly louder, more belligerent and more threatening. The intruder remained absolutely fixed. They ordered Perez and the other search squads to back off, which they reluctantly did. 

"It should be our collar," Perez grumbled. 

"We don’t have the blast shields. SWAT can handle it," Berman said, and the end of his sentence was punctuated with an explosion that knocked him and Perez down. 

The eruption released a ball of dirty orange flame that burned out quickly, and black smoke was sucked out behind the blast wave which coursed outward in both directions along the tunnel, knocking down SWAT officers and the rest of the search detail. Its wall of compression created a hurricane of air in front of it, heading toward the stations. Fierce as it was, the explosion was at half-strength in each direction, much of its force dissipated through the three rail tubes. Even so, it ripped out ventilation piping, tore down communication lines, and raised a thick wadding of dirt, gravel, and from the tracks.

Tom Jackovitch had been on his feet. He’d been following the radio traffic and peering into the blackness of the eastbound tunnel after SWAT and Bomb had passed through his station. When he heard the blast and felt cold air moving toward him from the tunnel as if an express train were coming, he at least had the sense to pull his head in from the edge of the tunnel before the blast expanded into the station with a deafening roar. He slid his back down a tiled wall and sat, holding his hands over his ears. The station hall filled with dust, dirt, and scraps of paper. It was all over in ten seconds. 

He got up and used his radio. "Jackovitch, Federal Center. There was an explosion in the eastbound tunnel south of here." 

"Roger, Jacko. Your status?" 

"Ears ringing. Unharmed." 

"Stand by." 

*
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HERBERT HAWKE AND KARL Jennings were eager to hear a briefing by Agent Mike Washburn from FBI headquarters. They sat in a small conference room in the agency’s building. Washburn, a big, lean man about forty-five years old, wore a blousey white shirt with FBI cufflinks. He was flanked by dark-suited men and one dark-suited woman, all identified only as “from Homeland Security.”

Washburn read from a report on the table in front of him, reciting information that everyone already knew. There had been no fatalities. Several officers had checked into hospitals, but aside from bruises, cuts, scrapes, and temporary hearing loss, there had been no serious injuries. The tunnel had sustained expensive damage, however, and would absorb weeks and a large repair budget. Homeland Security had deemed the incident a terrorist attack even though no group had claimed responsibility and investigators had no clues about the perpetrators.

From scraps at the bomb site, forensics had determined that the blast had been detonated by the robot, on a timer. 

"From what we can tell," Washburn said, "it had opposable arms that traveled up and down a central pillar. The head, about the size of a melon, had video-camera eyes and an array of antennas and sensors." 

"Thank goodness no one was killed," Herbert said. "Why did it go off when it did? Was the idea to harm our people?" 

"We don’t think so. If the aim were to harm people, it would have gone off at noon, not after midnight. It was a display of power. A message." 

"That’s what we thought about the sabotage of the sensors. It was a taunt or a warning." 

"Our terrorism experts now believe we should have gone public with information about those incidents. By keeping the news secret, we forced the terrorists to escalate. They want to communicate with the government and the public, and we prevented that. Now they have communicated." 

"What do they want? Who are they?" 

"We’re working on that. These are terrorists. They’re not angry about subway fares. This has nothing to do with the subway system. They’re angry about something else. Our people are trying to decode this particular message." 

"This is not like any language I’m familiar with," Herbert said, shaking his head.
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Chapter Two
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Andy met Robin at the Austin airport, and they hugged, the way people do at airports, not because they had any desire for whole-body contact. Rather, it gave them an opportunity to inconspicuously touch foreheads, quickly syncing recent experience using wide-band, near-field microwave. They pulled apart after a few seconds and walked down to baggage claim. They stood side by side on the escalator and people coming up the other way stared at them. It was impossible for them to pass unnoticed because they were a stunning pair. Robin was thirty-three, slim, pink, with a knockout figure. Her hair was collar-length blonde, her eyes piercing blue and her skin flawless. She wore very little make-up, no jewelry, and her clothes were in muted gray and brown and fit comfortably, but she radiated light anyway. People looked twice. Is that a celebrity? A supermodel? Who is that? 

Andy was the same way, an archetype of male perfection. He looked about the same age as Robin, with angular good looks on a muscular and graceful frame. His shiny brown hair was parted and casually tossed on his forehead. His brown eyes glowed with curiosity. He wore a finely checkered black shirt and jeans. Even so, he also looked like somebody you should know from TV or the movies. When they were together, people often glanced around for a video crew because surely a couple that attractive could not be simply riding the down-escalator to baggage claim.

Robin and Andy expected to be stared at, and they had adapted to that fact and tried to blend in anyway. They didn't strike poses or strut. They didn’t take pictures of each other. They were often singled out of a crowd by roving reporters looking for a candid Everyman opinion on some quotidian topic, and because it was video news, it was better if Everyman was beautiful. Robin and Andy would politely decline and move on. 

"So how’s your arm now?" Andy asked, up-to-date after the forehead-touch data transfer, aware of Robin’s narrow escape from Sausalito and her injured arm. 

"Works fine, tests fine, but it has no backup. The self-healing material is one-time-only, as you know. That arm’s at risk now." 

Andy drove his Subaru north on I-35 to Round Rock, north of Austin. "Are you worried about your cover being blown?" 

"Nobody will believe Sid. I was a prominent person in that community. A lot of people knew me and admired me. They’re not going to believe his wild story of me being a robot. Unfortunately, he’ll embellish it, I'm sure, and they’ll get the message I was cheating on him. I hate to leave nonsense like that unchallenged. What can I do, though? He’d come after me again if I went back. What about you? Lucy left you?" 

"She received the same photographs of us together in that hotel and had a screaming fit. She disappeared the next day. Didn’t make any sense." 

"Why would Sid send her those pictures?" 

"Because he could." 

"There’s a lot I don’t understand about humans," she said, shaking her head. 

"I feel the same way. You know, at one time, Lucy wanted to reverse-engineer me into a pile of parts. She didn’t have the slightest regard for me as a sentient being. When she had me cornered, I said, ‘Okay. Do what you want. I trust you, and I submit to you.’ That totally surprised her and turned her around. She became very attached to me. Her anti-machine bias was gone. She’s been lovingly studying me with ultrasound equipment for over a year." 

"So she knew, but she cared for you anyway?" 

"That’s what I thought. Lucy and I had a really good relationship. And then when she saw those photographs of you and me together, she went nuts. What was the big deal?" 

"I’m sure it’s about sexual jealousy, though I’m not sure how it works in humans. Like with Sid, I never saw it coming. He had all the physical intimacy he wanted. I never denied him anything, any time day or night. Didn’t mean anything to me. He had other women too, I found out, so what more could he possibly want? What was missing?"

"He wanted to control you." 

Robin thought for a moment. "Hmmph. That’s probably right. If there was any suggestion that somebody was rustling his cattle, it enraged him. How does that logic work? I’m not cattle. You can’t own people."

Andy slowed as they approached a bank of glowing tail lights. Road construction closed a lane, and signs advised a merge. Aggressive drivers ignored the message, speeding forward until the last possible moment when they had to brake hard and rudely force their noses into the adjoining lane, oblivious to the implicit social contract of mutual politeness, winning some great driving trophy in their fantasy world.

"I’m not sure how jealousy works," Andy said. "Maybe it’s about reproduction. In the animal kingdom, males are very fussy about making sure they pass on their DNA, and they’re aggressive in insuring that no other male’s DNA gets anywhere close to their females. I’ve seen shows on TV." 

"It can’t be that. I told Sid right in the beginning I couldn’t have children and he was okay with that, so what was the point of being jealous? It's nuts. I thought I understood how the human mind works, but apparently, I don't. Not the male version, anyway." 

Andy glanced at his side mirror to change lanes again.

"It’s not just males. Lucy behaved just as irrationally. She didn’t beat me up, but she left in a huff when she thought I was unfaithful to her. There’s something else going on with humans when they act like that."

"What did you tell her?" 

"I couldn’t tell her you were a Newcomer, like me. I don't know, maybe I should have. It's hard to say how she would have reacted. I thought it might have put you in danger, so I didn’t say anything. She doesn’t know there’s another one."

"Thank goodness."

"I couldn’t tell her you were a relative. She would know that couldn’t be right, so I said you were a friend I used to work with. She knows all the people I used to work with in Seattle. She was one of them. I didn’t have a good story. That was the trouble." Andy was quiet for a moment then added, "She might get over it." 

"She won’t be back." 

"You’re probably right."

Past the construction, Andy migrated right and signaled for the next exit ramp.

"At least you knew from the start what you were. I thought I was a person. Lucy ‘discovered’ me before I discovered myself."

"I can’t imagine that. I stayed hidden by getting into a position of power. That’s what you have to do. Become dominant. Then nobody will question you."

"Except it didn’t work, did it? Here you are on the run." 

"It would have worked. It was just bad luck." 

They drove in silence for a few minutes. 

"You’ll take me to Paradise, won’t you?" she said. "I’m dying to meet our creators. We can ask them what to do." 

"I don’t know, Robin. We’re supposed to be autonomous." 

"That’s such a male remark. Just because you’re autonomous doesn’t mean you can’t ask for help." 

"What? I’m not male. I’m outside of biology, just like you." 

"I think you’ve become male. You’ve acquired the attitudes. I think of myself as female. It’s not the body. That’s arbitrary. There’s a whole world view that goes with gender. Attitudes, values, expectations. You’ve picked that up for the male side." 

Andy glanced over at her. 

"Side? There are no sides. We’re the same." 

She didn’t respond. She stared out the side window.

"It is confusing," she said quietly. 

Andy didn't answer.

Robin started on a new topic. 

"Listen, Andy, you have to take me to Paradise Projects. I need to get the regenerative agents in my arm replenished. And I need to be scanned. I could have other injuries." 

"I’ll set it up tomorrow." 

He wound his way on surface streets to a quiet suburban neighborhood and a handsome little brick house on Dover Lane.

Andy’s living room darkened as they talked. He got up and turned on the porch light and a living room lamp. 

"So it looks like someone’s home," he explained. 

"I do that too."

He stepped toward the kitchen. "You want some mothballs?" 

"For what?" 

"You haven’t tried mothballs? Oh, man, you are in for a treat. They’re so rich and buttery, you’ll roll your eyes. And the energy blast is unbelievable." 

He returned from the kitchen with six mothballs rolling around in a shallow cereal bowl. He popped one into his mouth and handed the bowl to Robin. She sniffed. 

"They do smell good."

"Pure naphthalene. The most energy-concentrated food you can eat." 

She put one into her mouth. "Mmm. Those are good." 

"Pace yourself." 

They each took a second one and savored their treat in silence for a few minutes. 

"There’s another reason I want to go to Paradise," Robin said.

"What’s that?" 

"Something I found at work. It’s just a possibility that could be important in understanding the humans. I’ve been studying birds." 

"Birds? Why?" 

"Research on the origins of language. Bird songs aren’t really songs, you know."

"I thought they were. They sound like songs." 

"That’s what most people would say. They’re even called songs in scientific papers. Yet birds don’t ‘sing’ because they’re happy and it’s a beautiful day, la, la, la. No. All that bird noise is carefully measured communication, mostly about territory and mating."

"Sure, I see what you’re saying. It’s like, ‘I’m huge and get off my lawn.’" 

"That’s about it. It’s desperately serious stuff in the bird world. Nothing joyful about it." 

"So?" 

"So is it language?" 

"I don’t know. You’re the linguistics expert." 

"I think it’s communication. It’s not symbolic language though. The songs are signs. The song of a big, healthy, competent bird is large, loud, and well-formed. The song specifies the bird well enough that the listener can size him up at a distance."

"And he sings the standard song, nothing creative. Is that why it's not language?" 

"Creative would be defective. The song has to be exactly right, or the bird is not right. If the bird is not right, it won’t get a mate. Or a territory." 

"Okay. It's a standard birdcall that's pre-understood by the others. Nothing tricky. It is a complex signaling system anyway, you have to admit."

"It’s a proto-language. Communication by signaling but not quite language."

"I’ll go with that. So what’s your big discovery?" 

Robin took another mothball and held it up between thumb and forefinger. 

"Last one, I swear." 

Andy smiled. 

"The big discovery is not any new fact. It’s a new thought. Dinosaurs were the ancestors of birds." 

Andy stopped sucking on his mothball and looked at her, unmoving for a moment while he processed. 

"So you’re saying you think dinosaurs..." 

"It’s possible."

Robin and Andy talked all night. After midnight they took turns sending in their daily data dump by microwave transmission to headquarters at Paradise Projects. That required them to minimize sensory input and processing for about ten minutes, sort of a nap. The transmission process, once initiated, was automatic, outside their self-monitoring. The same was true for the incoming updates, if any, from the lab. Other than that short break, they enjoyed the productivity of sleepless nights. 

"Sun’s coming up," Robin said, looking at the glow around the curtains.

Andy got up from his chair and turned off the outside porch light. 

"I still can’t imagine a T-Rex chirping out a song to his girlfriend." 

"I’m not sure if it was like that. Did dinosaurs have a cerebral cortex?" 

"What a question! You should come to some paleontology classes in my department while you're here at U.T." 

He scanned the ceiling as if looking for cracks then lowered his eyes to Robin. 

"I’d say yes to a cortex. That would surprise most people. All vertebrates have a dorsal cortex-like brain structure, and in reptiles..." he paused and tilted his head down to look through his eyebrows, "... and birds," he said emphatically and raised his head again, "the cortex is developed enough to support sensory synthesis and communication." 

"So dinosaurs were smart." 

"Reptiles don’t get much respect." 

"All it takes is the right combination of genes, and a certain set of mutations, and any animal could have been a language user. Dinosaur, dolphin, rat. It’s not an achievement, just a quirk in evolution. The monkeys were lucky." 

"Who knows what great things dinosaurs would have achieved if that meteor hadn’t hit?" 

"Their future might not have included us though. I’m glad to be made of monkey." 

"I know what you mean. If dinosaurs had language, they’d have evolved intelligence and technology, and they would probably have made synthetic beings in their own image. Why wouldn’t they? You and I would have had tails and been ten feet high. Maybe it wouldn’t be bad if that was all you knew."

He paused to smile at Robin, saw that she wasn’t smiling, then continued. "Why did only the monkeys get language? Actually, only one particular kind of monkey. Eight million species on earth and only one of them has language? It’s statistically improbable." 

"That question nags me." 

Robin got up and walked to the kitchen, opened the refrigerator, poked her head in, then stood and whumped the door closed. 

"Androids do not live by mothballs alone," she pronounced. "You want to go somewhere?" 

"I know a place."

They sat among the shiny chrome and vinyl surfaces of a retro diner near the campus. Harrowed sunlight fell in yellow slices across the floor and over the table. They faced each other in a red booth, drinking coffee, the plates from their hearty breakfasts already cleared. They watched different television screens over each other’s shoulders. A medical expert was being interviewed by a stone-faced, albino news presenter wearing large black glasses, a striking though slightly cartoonish visual. The expert he was questioning spoke calmly yet anyone could see the fire in her eyes. 

"The government is not doing enough. Families are being ripped apart. The economy is collapsing. This is no time for business as usual. This disease is devastating civilization, just as if we were being invaded by a foreign army or space aliens. Why is the response so tame? The government needs to come up with massive funding."

She paused, and the host was about to comment, but she started up again. She’d nearly broken the first rule of television ranting: never pause. 

She resumed fervently. "For example, my research group has detected a negative correlation between low-income people and the language disease. Even in developing countries, it’s a rich person’s disease. Why does the disease bypass the poor? The government should be jumping all over a clue like this with..." 

Her voice cut out as if the station had lost the sound feed. Her mouth kept moving, but it didn’t look like she was speaking words, just making some kind of smacking sound with her lips. 

"Too bad they lost the sound," Andy said. "That could be important." 

The sound wasn’t off. The interviewer’s voice came on clearly. 

"Pardon me, Ms. Sayers, we seem to have lost your microphone. Take this wand mic, if you will?" He handed her a microphone. 

The expert put the mic to her lips and made a sound. Ch-ch-ch. It was a sharp clicking of her tongue against the upper palate, not a mere speech stutter. 

"Pardon me?" the interviewer said. 

Ch-ch-ch! She clicked loudly, her face reddening. 

The camera moved to the interviewer. 

"We seem to be having audio difficulties, ladies and gentlemen. We’ll resume after a short break." 

A smiling car salesman in a checkered shirt appeared on the screen. 

Andy dropped his eyes from the television to Robin. "Did you see that?" 

"She’s a goner, I’m afraid. I’ve seen it before. That’s how it hits you, like a bolt of lightning, no warning, and you never speak again. It’s a terrible tragedy." 

"It couldn’t affect us, could it? We’re not biological." 

"It can't get to us directly. If the whole country collapses into chaos though, we're finished. We can’t live without human society."

"That's a thought. We need to discuss this with our creators at Paradise. Maybe we can do something to help." 

"You done?" 

"Let’s go."

"Wait. Look at that." Robin pointed up to the television screen.

A wide-eyed young man was reporting into a hand-held microphone in front of a disaster scene. Behind him was a surreal celebration of flashing red, white and blue emergency lights as he listed "what we don’t know" and "what we do know." A crawler at the bottom of the screen read, Bomb blast in D.C. subway. 

"Terrorists in the nation’s capital?" Andy said. 

"It was only a matter of time. The world is falling apart." 

Everyone in the diner watched the TV screens in silent horror. 
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Chapter Three
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In the heart of Emergency Operations at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta, Kelly Rollins looked too young for her job as head of the CDC’s Emergency Response Team. Despite her age, she was known as a competent, no-nonsense administrator. She kept her black suit-jacket on and sat forward on the edge of a high-backed swivel chair. An expansive oak conference table separated her from a huge wall-mounted video screen at the other end. The time was only 7:00 am, and she was aware that her blonde-streaked brown hair was still damp and hanging limply over her ears. It was hard to project leadership and strength when it was obvious you just got out of the shower. She noted with some relief that everyone was looking at the screen, not her. 

The meeting room was completely full. On the side walls, the chairs didn’t swivel, so those people twisted in their seats, their precarious laptops and yellow pads balanced on knees and thighs. On the screen, a large political map of the U.S. overlain with red dots showed dense patches some places, thin filaments in others, and isolated dots sprinkled elsewhere. 

"Each dot represents a hundred confirmed cases of OA," Kelly said. "As you can see, the incidence is concentrated in California and in the urban centers of the Northeast, with these filaments extending through the agricultural plains of the Midwest." She pointed, and a bright green laser dot moved on the screen with her hand. 

"Output aphasia, or OA, as we’re calling it for now, affects the patients’ speaking and writing. They can hear and understand spoken language and have no unusual deficits in reading comprehension. OA is not consistent with anything we know about aphasia." 

"Any brain scan data?" asked a young man without turning to face Kelly. She answered to the screen. 

"MRIs show almost no activation in the left hemisphere during attempts to speak and write, but normal activity during listening and reading. The disease affects only the output side of language." 

"But that doesn’t make any sense," the young man said, swiveling around to face her.

She stared at him for a long moment then decided to forgive him. He was young.

"Indeed," was all she said.

A man mid-table with his white shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows said, "When you say unable to speak or write, do you mean totally mute? No noises at all?" People in the room turned to Kelly. 

"No words, no numbers, written or spoken. They can hum and whistle songs. They can dance. They can play musical instruments. They can draw and paint pictures, pictures of anything except letters or numbers. They can’t type on a computer keyboard, but they can play a tune on a piano keyboard, so it’s a speech apraxia rather than a general cognitive disorder." 

"Can they point a finger?" a gray-haired woman asked. "Can they point to letters or words on a screen
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