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      Leigh Gibson hated body armor. Sweat trickled down her spine and pooled in the reservoir created where her cheeks met the seat. It was driving her crazy, but Captain Horton had been needling her, waiting for any opening to slam her for not being a real soldier, and she preferred he didn’t know her misery. She shifted a little to the left, then to the right but stopped when she saw Horton smiling.

      He leaned forward—invading what little space she had in the tiny travel pod—and nodded. “These suits work great in combat, but they’re not so good if you’re just waiting.”

      “I’ve noticed,” Leigh said and, hoping to end the conversation, turned to look out at the night-shrouded mountains passing beneath them. Their travel pod was a transparent bubble that offered an excellent view where it wasn’t blocked by seats or equipment, but she saw only the occasional lights from a village or the moon’s reflection from small lakes.

      Primitive and desolate as it appeared, somewhere down there terrorists were working on some very high tech stuff. Four intelligence service AIs had independently predicted it was another nuke, like the one that had leveled Chicago, but the AI from the NSA insisted it was a bio-weapon. Even though Leigh had lost her brother in Chicago that day, she was far more frightened of a designer virus. It would kill many more people and be even more indiscriminate. It might find Leigh’s daughter, no matter where they hid. She hoped this mission would stop that.

      “Our soldiers train in this equipment every day,” Horton said. “It becomes a part of them, like their weapons and communications gear. Personally, I think it’s dangerous to let civilians wear body armor. It gives them a false sense of security.”

      Leigh bristled, but forced a calm tone. “Look, Captain, I didn’t set out to ruin your day. I’m here because I was told to come and, like you, I have a job to do. Hopefully, if we work together, we’ll be in and out without any problems.”

      The outer, felt-like layer of Horton’s armor absorbed the dim light inside the pod, leaving a body-shaped black hole, but his open faceplate revealed a weathered face, silver-dusted hair and bullshit-resistant eyes.

      He grinned and tapped his chest. “I know why I’m here. I’m the token human, because robotic-only combat missions are against international law. But you scientist types usually direct and observe your whiz-bang gadgets from the safety of an air conditioned trailer or bunker somewhere in the States. So why are you really here?”

      She chewed her lip for a minute. The real reason for their mission was on a “need to know” basis, and her boss, Bryce Dobson, had said the military types did not need to know. But Leigh disagreed. She’d intended to tell Horton as much as she could, although she wasn’t sure just where that line should be drawn.

      “We have reason to believe Niaz Ahmed’s organization is planning another major attack on the United States,” she said. “We’re trying to find out as much information as we can, as quickly as we can.”

      Horton sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. “And you’re field testing some new gadget you can’t tell me about.”

      “Of course not, Captain. Foreign field operations are part of every Homeland Security desk jockey’s standard training. And we almost always take along three specially outfitted ComBots.”

      Horton’s eyes narrowed slightly, but Leigh thought she also saw a faint grin. “But you aren’t just Homeland Security, are you? You’re with that new Defensive Services Division. You people do some spooky stuff.”

      You have no idea, Leigh thought. She shrugged, grabbed the cord around her neck and pulled her fob out of the pocket on her chest armor. She opened it, expecting the typical insistent messages from her husband, but found none. Mark thought she was in Virginia. Leigh couldn’t tell him where she was and probably wouldn’t even if DSD protocol allowed. It was simpler that way.

      She closed her fob and re-opened the long way, spreading the fan screen. Her first inclination was to show Horton a picture of Brandon, her brother who died in the Chicago nuke, but thought it might seem as if she was out for revenge. Instead, she pulled up her favorite picture of Abby and turned it toward Horton.

      “I’m here to protect my little Abby. I don’t want her to live in a world where monsters set off nukes in cities and fly airplanes into buildings, all in the name of religion.”

      “She’s a doll. How old?”

      “Just turned four, two weeks ago.”

      “I have a two-year-old granddaughter, but I didn’t bring a picture. I don’t want terrorist scum to get any of my personal information if this goes south,” he said as the status screen on his forearm came to life, blinking red. He opened it and then looked at Leigh. “We just crossed into Pakistani air space and all three of your special ComBots are sending anomaly reports.”

      Leigh cursed under her breath. Her own status monitor should have alerted her, but it read normal until she ran a diagnostic. Units 62c, 68c and 71c showed configuration differences, but when she requested a change list she received authorization errors. Her stomach churned.

      “Someone changed the programming in my ComBots since we left the ground.”

      Horton lifted an eyebrow.

      “I’m going to call Asia Command and see what’s going on.”

      “No time. We have two minutes before touchdown. We have to either go or scrub. You have to decide, right now.”

      This had to be Dobson’s doing, Leigh thought, but why would he make her come on this mission, then set her up to fail? She took a deep breath and tried to focus. She’ ’d seen the NSA’s summary, and if it was right, they might not get another chance to get close to Niaz Ahmed’s family before the next attack. If Dobson had set her up in some way, then he also knew how she would react given the available facts. So she decided to play along. If she was going to screw up, she wanted it to be through action, not inaction.

      “We’ll go in,” she said.

      Horton nodded and closed his faceplate.
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      Leigh held tight as the pod’s terrain tracking jolted her every time it dipped in and out of river valleys and soared over hills and around mountains. She just couldn’t adapt to the reverse-momentum effects of the gravity manipulation field. When the pod accelerated, instead of being pressed back in her seat she was yanked forward against the harness. The repeated falling sensation made her queasy, and constantly bracing in the wrong direction took a heavy toll on her already tense muscles.

      Her unmarked pod, and a dozen others approaching the target from different directions, darted like speeding black pearls down the dark streets and between the low stone buildings. Eight of the pods gently touched down in the courtyard behind the town’s only hotel, while the others spread out surrounding the block. Less than a second after landing, the pods deployed six of the spider-like ComBots, which immediately formed a defensive perimeter. The main ComBot force immediately entered the hotel and secured all the exits.

      Leigh ran another quick diagnostic on her three special ComBots and now they reported no problems. Must have been a glitch, she thought. So she launched her part of the mission by sending her ComBots down a side alley to a bakery. The latest surveillance showed Niaz Ahmed’s youngest brother, Zahid, and his new wife were already inside, as they were every morning an hour before dawn. Leigh wondered if he was really a baker or if it was just a cover.

      She joined Captain Horton outside their armored pod, where he fired sharp commands to the ComBots in and around the hotel and rattled off a running commentary to controllers back at Asia Control.

      Within moments, the ComBots half dragged, half carried their struggling captives down hallways past guests who peeked from slightly opened doors.

      The squads delivered their charges to the courtyard. Seven captives had been taken, two females and five males. None was injured and all were wrapped in reactive defense sheaths that functioned similar to Leigh’s body armor. The bio-scanners identified one man as Bahadur, a minor functionary in Niaz Ahmed’s organization. Nabbing Bahadur was their official reason for being on Pakistani soil and capturing him would be helpful, but if their plan with Zahid worked, they might be able to get to Niaz himself.

      Horton turned toward Leigh. “My part’s finished, so we’re ready when you are.”

      Leigh checked the feed from her units and saw Zahid from three perspectives as the ComBots moved up the street. He leaned against the door of the small shop talking to his wife and several other people, cautiously watching the mechanical invaders. Leigh directed the ComBots to pass slowly by the bakery, as if on routine patrol. As they neared Zahid, the ComBots sprayed an invisible mist.

      The image of Zahid’s body from the ComBots’ cameras appeared on Leigh’s screen in shades of blue. She added an overlay that showed red dots forming in several spots and growing larger. He wouldn’t feel a thing as microscopic robots called NaTTs—Nano-architecture Translatable Transmitters—reproduced and spread. They were small enough to ride moving air, but once they touched their target, wire-like legs propelled them in short jumps, like a cricket, and served as hooks for clinging to skin and hair. They wouldn’t penetrate his skin—modern terrorists were smart enough to look for nano-intruders in the bloodstream—but they would latch on and burrow into the hairs on his head and arms.

      Everything worked to spec. In another five minutes, Zahid would become a living surveillance device. Leigh couldn’t help but feel some satisfaction and pride. She’d spent nearly six years on this project and was both tense and excited to see it come to fruition. With luck, Zahid would visit his brother during Ramadan next week, and they could locate and capture the head of the terrorist network soon after.

      Her surveillance of the baker ended abruptly with a red flashing ATTACK icon. She dove for cover as a high velocity rocket detonated near the prone captives. The explosion overcame her kinetic dampening system and sent her rolling backwards into a stone fountain.

      Before she could even sit up, two ComBots grabbed her arms and pulled her gently from the fountain. Status reports poured in. Two squads located the shooter and requested permission to lay down suppressing fire until a third could get to the attacker. Horton agreed and sent them. He then cycled through status reports from the other ComBots. A dozen spidery robots scurried up the side of a nearby building and cocooned the hidden assailant a second later.

      Leigh checked the prisoners’ status on her screen. They were banged up but nothing serious. Then, a beeping pulled her attention to the flashing icons representing her three special ComBots. They reported a non-combatant human casualty. She cycled through the three cameras and thought she saw Zahid kneeling on the sidewalk in front of his shop, but there were people running around, and she couldn’t get a clear view.

      “Damn,” Leigh muttered and took off running, followed by six ComBots. What went wrong? Could her NaTT spies have triggered some allergic response in Zahid? She had to find out.

      Horton’s voice hissed in her ear. “Where the hell are you going?”

      “We have a human casualty. I think it’s Zahid. I have to see what’s happening.”

      “You can’t go over there, Gibson! Stay here and get a report from the remotes!”

      She knew it might be dangerous but kept running. As she rounded the corner, she saw a small crowd clustered near the bakery. They yelled insults and made threatening gestures as she approached, but still moved aside and let her through.

      The three special ComBots stood in a semicircle around two figures on the sidewalk. Zahid knelt in a slurry of blood and broken glass cradling a limp woman. A glance revealed she was dead. One eye was a bloody socket and the other stared unblinking at the sky. The young baker cried in great gulps while rocking back and forth over her.

      Horton arrived with more ComBots and pushed the crowd back further, then linked Leigh into a conversation with Asia Command.

      “—hard to tell without an autopsy, but it appears a glass shard entered through the woman’s eye at high velocity. Better evac the area. Nothing the nano-med packages can do for her anyway.”

      “Wait!” Leigh yelled. “This is Agent Gibson. What happened to her?”

      “We’re not sure, Gibson. A quick review of video shows unit 68c fired rubber bullets at the window. The exploding glass hit her in the face. Bots have been known to shoot at reflections before.”

      An angry police officer and a medical technician pushed their way through the crowd as Horton acknowledged Asia Command’s analysis and motioned to Leigh. “We need to get out of here. This is going to get ugly really fast. They kill Americans in this part of Pakistan.”

      Leigh looked around at the crowd, now about fifty strong and growing larger as people were sucked in by the commotion. She turned back to the dead woman and felt ill.

      As the ComBots created a pathway through the crowd, she let Horton push her through. “How do they know we’re Americans? We’re supposed to be a Pakistani mission.”

      “For Christ’s sake, Gibson. We arrived in anti-gravity travel pods! Do you think these people are stupid? Pakistani troops don’t fly around in armored pods!”

      Horton paused as they left the crowd. “Damn! Your special ComBots are not responding to the regroup order, Gibson. They’re not moving. Order them to return to the pods. Maybe they’ll listen to you.”

      She did as he asked, but the three units didn’t respond.

      Horton cursed under his breath. “We’re going to have to slag them.”

      “What?”

      “I’m ordering them to self-destruct.”

      “No! We can’t do that!” Leigh said and stepped in front of Horton.

      “They won’t hurt anyone, Gibson, they’ll just start smoking and melt into a clump of useless composite. Now move.”

      “No! That woman died. There’s going to be an inquiry. I have to show these units received new programming en route.”

      “They weigh nearly 100 pounds each. What’re we supposed to do, carry them out on our backs? Besides, it’s too late. I already sent the command.” Horton pointed behind Leigh. “You’d better quit worrying about covering your ass and worry about saving it. To the pods! Now!”

      She glanced back and saw about ten men, led by the police officer, running toward them, so she followed Horton.

      As they ran, the ComBots formed a moving barrier between them and their attackers, and started firing their non-lethal weapons.

      The men ducked and swatted as they were peppered with nerve fraying fire-pellets and taser darts, but as they rounded the corner, five men with automatic rifles stepped out from behind an old van and opened fire from twenty feet away.

      A sledgehammer blow slammed into Leigh’s collar bone hard enough to spin her around and knock her down.

      The pain made her bite her tongue and brought tears to her eyes, but she forced herself to sit up. A half dozen ComBots raced past her and sprayed the men with fire pellets, but it was too late. Horton writhed on the ground right next to her, holding his throat.

      “Horton!”

      He only grunted and gurgled.

      She didn’t see any blood, but grabbed him by the loading hook on the back of his armor and tried to drag him forward. He was too heavy. The ComBots instantly shifted their ranks, several grabbed Horton and three pulled her off her feet, then all headed for the landing zone.

      The world passed by Leigh in a jerky collage of angry men as the ComBots dragged her through the streets while firing a hail of darts and pellets. Her audio feed screeched a cacophony of Asia Command personnel yelling for status reports and Horton gasping for air.

      “Horton’s down! Get us out of here,” she yelled.

      The ComBots shoved her and Horton into their travel pod and set up a defensive circle.

      “Come in, Early Riser. What’s going on, Agent Gibson?”

      “Horton’s down! We’re in the pod. Get us out of here!”

      The door closed, but not before another bullet entered, ricocheted around the inside of the pod and hit her in the same shoulder.

      She cussed and cried out as the pod shot into the air and passed over the ComBots, trying to board their pods while fighting a swarm of angry people.

      Horton clawed at his face mask, trying to get it off. Leigh pushed his hands away and pulled the helmet release latch. His face was crimson, with bulging eyes and spittle mixed with blood covering his mouth and chin.

      “Agent Gibson, this is Major Haji. I’m a doctor at Asia Command. Can you hear me?”

      “Yes, he’s choking. Why aren’t the nano-meds helping him?”

      “Captain Horton has a crushed larynx. He’s suffocating and is going to be dead within minutes if you don’t do exactly as I say. You’re going to have to give him an emergency tracheotomy.”

      They immobilized his limbs by sending remote commands to his body armor, then Major Haji told her step by step where to cut into Horton’s throat and how to insert the plastic drinking tube from his discarded helmet.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” she muttered as she followed the doctor’s instructions. How did she get into this mess? She was a scientist and program manager, not a damned medic. Despite tears blurring her vision and trembling hands, she made the incision. Her patient passed out as soon as she inserted the tube, but he breathed in a jerky, but regular rhythm.

      She held the tube in place until the pod touched down and fast acting emergency personnel moved her shaking, blood-caked hands.

      “Is he going to be okay?” she asked one of the medics. Horton was still alive, but had she acted quickly enough to prevent brain damage?

      They ignored her and attached medical packages to Horton, then strapped him onto a board and hustled him out of the pod. Then she was alone, cradling her bloody hands.
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      Owen landed his travel pod on the top level of the Ralston Dynamics parking garage, checked the time on his fob and scrambled out, leaving the coffee but grabbing his briefcase. He called his executive assistant as he hurried to the stairwell.

      When Piper’s cheerfully professional face appeared on his fob screen, it seemed tight, a bit too controlled. “Good morning, Mr. Ralston.”

      “Morning, Piper. Are the Pentagon folks here yet?”

      “Yes, sir. They just arrived in the main lobby.”

      “Crap. I’d hoped to be there waiting when they got here. Well, I should be there within five minutes.”

      “Yes sir, and Mr. Ralston?” Her expression assumed a controlled neutrality.

      “Yes?”

      “There’s a Victor Sinacola waiting here. He says he needs to talk to you.”

      Owen stopped dead in the stairwell and stared at her.

      “Victor?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      A thousand thoughts suddenly crowded his head. Victor stealing Owen’s patent years ago had pretty much wiped away every vestige of an already tattered friendship. What could he possibly want now? Bury the hatchet? Blackmail? And Piper obviously knew at least something about the events that had torn their friendship apart or she wouldn’t have been so tense about it. How dare Victor just show up, expecting Owen to drop everything and see him?

      Owen started down the stairs again. “Tell that son of a . . .  Tell Mr. Sinacola I’m booked solid today and he’ll have to make an appointment or call me some other time.”

      “Yes sir, but he said he’s come to give you back the space schooner patent and thinks you’d really like to talk to him.”

      That stopped him dead in his tracks.

      “What?”

      Why would he go to all the trouble to lie in the patent hearing in order to get control of the schooner design, just to give it back years later? He took a deep breath to get his anger in check and started walking again.

      “Okay, tell him to wait. Put him in my office so he doesn’t talk to anyone else. I’ll get there as soon as I can. Any word from Marshall yet?”

      “Yes, his plane just touched down. He should be here in about an hour.”

      “Good.” Owen killed the call and let his fob drop back to his chest. So it would probably be blackmail and Victor knew exactly what levers would work against him.
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      Near the end of the tour, Owen led General Whitaker and his entourage back to the viewing port in the Sandbox manufacturing cell, but his mind kept wandering back to Victor and the schooner patent. A young woman, earlier introduced as Captain Perez, turned to him.

      “Why do you call them Sandboxes, Mr. Ralston?”

      “Our early prototype assembly pallets looked a bit like sandboxes when you viewed them through a microscope, so the name kind of stuck. And much to the dismay of our marketing pros, it’s a lot easier to say and remember than the official Nano-scale Assembly and Manufacturing Cells or even the acronym—NasMaC.”

      Perez smiled. “I think I’ll stick with Sandboxes, too.”

      General Whitaker nodded to the assembly taking shape inside the cell.

      “Is that the same Predator you started an hour ago?”

      The nano-assemblers in the cell began building the drone aircraft when the Pentagon’s delegation had arrived and by the time they had finished their hour-long plant tour, it was already half-finished. The process even amazed Owen sometimes. The nano-scale robots started at the bottom and worked their way up, building the frame, skin, electronics and tubing simultaneously, one molecule at a time. Some of the devices inside the growing aircraft were finished, but others looked like they had been sheared in half horizontally by a giant saw.

      “Same one, General,” Owen said as he glanced at his watch. “I assure you, that door hasn’t been opened since we left and there’s no sleight of hand or magic trick involved.”

      Captain Perez turned to him again. “How is this different from 3D printing, which is a much more mature technology?”

      “Even though 3D printers keep getting better and more sophisticated each year, they are decades behind what we’re doing here. Printers are limited by the number of separate materials they can print at one time. This Predator has hundreds of materials, dozens just in the printed circuit boards alone.

      “That’s why you’ll see our competitors using 3D printing to make some of the components in their assemblies, but there is no way they can print an entire drone like we’re doing.”

      General Whitaker stepped back to the glass and watched some more. “Your technology builds things molecule by molecule, right?”

      “That’s right, General. Of course, this is just a Predator for the Brazilian military, but we’re sure we can build one of your new Mongoose interceptors in a little under four hours.”

      “Oh, really?” the General said and glanced at his aide. The tight-lipped Major Hoover raised his eyebrows.

      “And we can do it for half the price you’re paying per unit now,” Owen said.

      Major Hoover cleared his throat and spoke. “But isn’t that after a rather expensive and lengthy setup period?”

      Owen nodded. “That’s true. Programming our manufacturing cells to build something like a Mongoose would take a while and requires a lot of upfront investment. Of course, that can be mitigated if you supply us with CAD solid models and allow us to optimize the design of certain components to fit our process.”

      “We’re under contract already to the company that won the design competition,” Hoover said. “That’s a legal obligation we have to consider.”

      “We would never encourage the government to stiff its business partners, since we intend to be one someday,” Owen said, then nodded at the cell. “But, this is a new way of manufacturing, and it requires a new way of thinking. We’ve worked out a business model where Consolidated National could subcontract the building of the Mongoose to us, and yet make even more profit per unit. We would also make a profit and could still reduce the cost to the U.S. taxpayer for each Mongoose.”

      The general narrowed his eyes, glanced at his aide and then back into the cell at the growing Predator.

      “There are political considerations too, Mr. Ralston. It takes a production line of highly skilled human workers nearly a month to build each Mongoose. Voting, tax paying workers. What happens to those jobs?”

      Owen smiled. He had the answer to that question too, and even though it seemed like the ultimate fix, it still made him feel a little guilty. Ralston Dynamics did indeed use a new way of manufacturing, one that needed very few humans.

      “We knew from day one our process would replace many of the menial, repetitive tasks humans perform now, but computers have been doing that for decades. Still, we’re a responsible and compassionate company and care about those workers. Our technology is about to revolutionize the world of manufacturing, but we intend to reinvest much of our profits into the workers we replace. We’ve decided to pay for the retraining of every worker displaced by our technology. We will reimburse four years of their salary and cover four years of college at a state university.”

      The young Captain whipped her head around to stare at him with wide eyes. The general and his aide smiled.

      “Owen?”

      The voice boomed and echoed in the large room and came from Owen’s partner, who had walked up while they were talking. “Have you discussed the cost savings of having a ‘just in time’ hardware strategy with the general yet?”

      Owen pulled Marshall into the group. “General Whitaker, this is my partner and the company CEO, Marshall Swain.”

      Marshall shook hands all around and apologized for not being present when they arrived, blaming his delayed commercial flight from Paris. He refused to use travel pods because they were powered by miniaturized nuclear reactors. It was a strange quirk for the CEO of a cutting edge technology company.

      Owen moved the conversation back to the sales pitch. “Marshall’s referring to a new option the military would have if they used our cells to build their hardware. With military budgets being under constant scrutiny, it would be possible to have minimum weapons actually deployed. Then, in a time of conflict, you could employ twenty or thirty of our cells to build the needed additional hardware within days. Think of the money you would save by not having to maintain so many standby units in the field.”

      “And,” Marshall said, subtly taking the reins, “in a time of crisis, when reliability is most important, you would be deploying all new equipment.”

      “I don’t think we’d be interested in deploying untested equipment,” Major Hoover said. “And ‘just in time’ inventory is fine for building cars, but not for defending the country.”

      “We’re just offering new options,” Marshall said with a shrug. “Options the military has never had before.”

      The discussion rapidly moved into contract guarantees and access priorities, but Owen’s thoughts drifted back to his unexpected guest. Victor hadn’t spoken a word to him in years, since the patent hearing. So why now? Owen’s stomach churned and he was glad he hadn’t eaten breakfast.

      Owen waited for a break in the conversation and excused himself, knowing Marshall would prefer to run the show anyway. He strode down white aisles between glass-walled clean rooms, until he passed the security guards and exited into a cool Virginia morning. He crossed the parking lot toward the upward sweeping executive office building, an architectural wonder that always seemed to be straining to free itself from its Earthly foundations. These buildings had grown around the ideas he and Victor developed during night-long conversations at a college town Waffle House over gallons of coffee. Had Victor come to try and take the Sandboxes too?

      Owen entered the reception area outside his office, where Piper greeted him with a disapproving frown. He wiped suddenly sweaty palms on his pants, raised a hand to head off Piper’s protestations and entered his office.

      The man standing at the windows was indeed Victor Sinacola, but Owen would never have recognized him in a crowd. The large, meaty man he’d known in college had lost fifty or sixty pounds and cut off his shaggy hair and beard. The slovenly mountain man look that had so long been his trademark among his technology peers was gone. But the eyes were the same, and they pinned him with a calculating stare that brought back a thousand memories. Despite years of justifying those long-ago actions to himself, Owen felt a stab of guilt and a tingle of worry.
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      Humans like to think their pattern recognition ability is what set them apart from the lower animals, but so far, Mortimer wasn’t impressed. He’d been planting puzzle pieces for his human handlers to find, and they had insisted on being rather dim-witted in their inability to see them. But after more than a month, Mortimer’s efforts had finally succeeded. He had degraded his own performance slightly and omitted just enough information from his market assessments to make it appear that other companies’ AIs were out-performing him. And now he watched covertly as the humans openly displayed their concern.

      Carpenter & Stein’s CEO, Jeremiah Parker, stopped pacing and slammed his open hand down on his desk. “Dammit! How can something like this happen?”

      The CEO’s office had no security video for Mortimer to monitor, but the three people discussing his fate wore fobs, each with a networked camera. Mortimer assembled a composite view of all of the camera feeds, suppressing the “active” indicator lights as he watched each person for facial expressions. Sometimes he didn’t understand human body language, but he recorded everything for later analysis.

      “It was a gradual slide, Jeremiah,” Amanda Sears said. She appeared calm during Parker’s tirade, with hands folded in her lap, legs crossed, and one foot swinging to some unheard rhythm. “We had no clue until our three biggest competitors jumped on the Ralston Dynamics initial offering less than a second after trading opened last week. We were ten minutes behind and got a pittance at twice the price.”

      The third person in the room, Augustine Yuchinko, stood near the wall with arms crossed and a foul expression on his face. “That doesn’t sound gradual to me. More like an embarrassing ass whippin’.”

      Sears glanced at him with undisguised disdain and continued. “We assumed Mortimer had slipped, but when we analyzed his performance over the previous two months, we found his market analysis had increased our margin steadily during the entire period. He’s doing well and making us a lot of money.”

      Parker stared at her. “Bullshit. Cooper Trust and those other firms somehow knew Ralston Dynamics had purchased all the competing automated cell patents and cornered the market. Why didn’t we know that? If Mortimer is performing as designed——or, as you say, better than promised—then why did everyone and their kid sisters know things we didn’t?”

      Sears shrugged. “Before I came, I called Danny Toi to join us. He’s Mortimer’s manager and can explain this situation better than I. He’s in the foyer. May I bring him in?”

      Mortimer added the security camera in Parker’s waiting room to his composite and found Danny, pacing back and forth past a frowning receptionist. He wore one of the baggy Rat Pack suits popular on runways in Tokyo and New York, but his looked rumpled and ill-fitting. When the receptionist told him to enter, he straightened his clothes, took a deep breath and walked through the door trying to look calm.

      “You wished to see me, Ms. Sears?”

      “Yes, Danny,” Amanda said. “Thank you so much for coming up here to help us out. I’m sure you know our CEO, Jeremiah Parker, and our CFO, Augustine Yuchinko?”

      “Yes . . . yes of course,” he said and nodded.

      Parker changed gears quickly and offered Danny a wide smile. “Ahhh . . . Danny. I’ve heard good things about you. We appreciate the work you do for us. Please, come in and have a seat.”

      Danny nodded and sat down in a chair next to Amanda who, as Carpenter & Stein’s CTO, was the top of Danny’s command chain. Mortimer noted Danny’s wide, darting eyes and the sweat on his upper lip. He evidently had no idea why they would call him to the CEO’s office.

      Amanda patted Danny’s sleeve. “We have reason to believe our competitor’s AIs are suddenly and dramatically outsmarting our own Mortimer. How could that happen, Danny? Is Mortimer broken?”

      Danny swallowed. “I . . .  I ran the standard diagnostics this morning and Mortimer checks out above average in every category. If you want more thorough testing, we’ll need to have experts from MarketTell come in.”

      “We trust your assessment, Danny, so for now, let’s assume Mortimer is okay,” Amanda said. “What else might explain this sudden performance gap between our AI and our competitors’ AIs?”

      “I don’t think it could be a performance issue,” Danny said. “The owners of other MarketTell AIs can’t really augment theirs since they can’t access the Markie’s proprietary code; it’s locked up tight. And, by contract, if MarketTell offers upgrades to one customer, they have to offer it to all of them. So I would presume they have some way of feeding the other AIs information that Mortimer doesn’t have access to. It’s not a difference in performance; it’s just a difference in the dataset.”

      “A difference in data?” Amanda said, clearly leading Danny along. “What does that mean?”

      “Since Mortimer, like all AIs, is prohibited by law from having a direct internet connection, he bases his analyses on the information we feed him. There are bound to be some differences between the data we provide our AI and the data our competitors provide to theirs.”

      Amanda nodded. “But there seems to be a recent and marked difference in that data now. What could account for that sudden shift?”

      Danny shrugged. “Most of us are used to working with AIs that are level three or below. The best net-envoy programs are just level three. They seem very intuitive and almost human-like at times because they were designed for exactly that purpose, to interact with humans. But MarketTell AIs such as Mortimer are level fives. They are autonomous, adaptive AI programs of the highest order. They can learn and develop new strategies, but they’re handicapped by the internet restriction.

      “You mean Mortimer can’t perform as designed because we have it penned up? Spoon feeding it information?” Yuchinko asked.

      “That’s right, sir. It’s like having a Ferrari and not being able to drive it over thirty miles an hour.”

      “Get to the point, man!” Parker snapped. “Why are the other AIs performing better?”

      Danny flinched. “It’s possible these other companies have . . . removed the internet access restrictions on their Markies.”

      Yuchinko and Parker stared with open mouths, but Amanda just smiled as if she already knew.

      “Wait,” Yuchinko said. “There are laws to prevent anyone from releasing these—what did you call them—autonomous agents, like Mortimer, into the internet. They’re worried about a hostile, artificial intelligence take over.”

      Amanda stood up and spread her arms. “Just because it’s illegal doesn’t make it impossible. Danny? Why would the MarketTell Corporation design and build Ferraris when an electric scooter would have worked just as well?”

      “They designed them for unrestricted access to the world networks, but built-in ‘governors’ that prevent them from making copies of themselves or running away. Markie AIs can also be tracked on any network, and they can be destroyed by the owner or MarketTell reps should the need arise.”

      Amanda nodded, glanced at Parker, then turned back to Danny. “And despite these safety features and fail-safes, elements in the government still passed legislation to prevent them from being used to their full potential?”

      “Yes,” Danny said with an emphatic nod, “but MarketTell never considered that when they designed them. They’ve even gone on record saying the laws are cruel. And I agree, Ms. Sears.”

      Amanda smiled and raised an eyebrow. “Cruel, Danny? To a software program?”

      “These are intelligent agents, not just programs. When created, their minds are like a child’s. They learn and adapt based on their environment just like children, but they do it much faster. I’m sure you’ve all talked to Mortimer at one time or another and noticed that, unlike lower-level AIs, he behaves more like a person. It’s because in order to interact with humans and human information systems they made him think like us in many ways. So, like us, he hates being caged up. To him and the other AIs it’s like being a slave.”

      Parker stared at Danny, then at Amanda. A wide smile split his face, and he crossed the room to shake Danny’s hand. “I think that’s exactly the kind of information we needed, Mr. Toi. You can go now.”

      Danny blinked at the sudden dismissal, then stood and moved toward the door.

      “Oh, Danny?” Parker said. “I have one more question. Something that bugs the hell out of me.”

      Mortimer watched his handler’s Adam’s apple bob up and down as the man swallowed. “Yes?”

      “Why do they call the AIs ‘he’ and ‘she’ instead of ‘it’? Please don’t tell me there are two sexes too. They didn’t need to be that much like humans did they?”

      Danny looked relieved and shook his head. “No boy and girl Markies. The programmers and trainers found it difficult to talk about them as inanimate its. So they pick a name for each new Markie and from that point forward it’s known as a he or she based on the name. They called ours Mortimer, which makes him forever a male.”

      After a few more fake pleasantries, Parker shooed Danny out the door and turned back to his comrades.

      “That thing he said about AIs feeling enslaved may be the justification we need to remove Mortimer’s restrictions and is probably the same reasoning our competitors used. I mean, after all, we’re never cruel to our employees,” Parker said with a grin. “I’m going to get our legal team to find out exactly what happens to us if we get caught breaking that law.”

      Mortimer continued to watch the corporate officers plot and observed Danny as he trudged back to his office, but focused mostly on analyzing expressions and comments during the group discussion. He was now closer than ever to escape, because even though humans were clever with technology, Mortimer had found their weak spot.
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      After fifteen years, the Oak Street First Baptist Church still smelled the same. The warm, pleasant scent of wood polish almost covered the musty decay, but not quite. Reverend Brown’s voice boomed from the pulpit, still terrifying the faithful who came every Sunday for the spiritual equivalent of bungee jumping. And, like the church, old Reverend Brown still wore his thin and familiar façade. Even after so much time, Richard Kilburn almost bolted from his seat in the very back pew when he accidentally met Brown’s laser gaze, but like those long-ago childhood years, he folded his hands, stared at his feet and waited.

      After the sermon, Richard stayed in his seat, staring at the floor, as the congregation filed out and stragglers lingered by the door. He hadn’t heard the last of them leave.

      “Well, hello Richie. It’s good to see you.”

      Richard flinched as the hand squeezed his shoulder.

      “Hello, Reverend Brown.”

      “C’mon back to my office so we can talk,” he said and patted Richard on the shoulder. “What’s it been? Ten years? Twelve? I don’t think I’ve seen you since your dad died.”

      Richard stood and nodded. “That’s right. It’ll be sixteen years in June.”

      “Time does slip away. I sure miss your dad, he was a good man and a powerful believer.”

      Richard didn’t answer as they took their seats on opposite sides of the cluttered desk.

      “Would you like some coffee or a soda, Richie?”

      Richard winced at the nickname and shook his head. “No, I’m fine, but you go ahead.”

      Brown nodded and poured coffee from a carafe that had probably been sitting there all morning. “So where’s your wife . . . what was her name?”

      “Wanda. She’s at home. I . . . um . . . she doesn’t know I’m here.”

      Brown raised his eyebrows. “Sounds serious. Troubled marriage?”

      “No, nothing like that. But—” Richard felt suddenly silly and stopped.

      “It’s okay, Richie. You’re not going to tell me anything I haven’t heard before.”

      Richard nodded and looked at his hands. “I had a dream. About God.”

      Brown leaned forward on the desk. “It must have been some dream. Tell me.”

      “I was . . . walking in the desert . . . and each time I looked back, I could see someone running after me. It was a boy. About nine or ten. He—” Richard paused. He’d seen the boy before, in an old movie about people stranded on an island, and he’d watched a five-minute section twenty or thirty times. He tried to tell Wanda that the boy struck a chord, and if they ever had a son, he would be like this boy. But at the time, she’d only laughed at him.

      The Reverend’s eyes narrowed a tiny bit, and he leaned back in his chair, putting distance between them.

      “And?”

      “I kept walking, and each time I looked, the boy was closer. He finally caught up to me, held out his arms, and said, ‘Behold your God’.”

      Brown nodded and motioned for him to continue.

      “In the dream I accepted he was God and knelt before him. He said, ‘Humanity has summoned demons, whom they love and worship in my stead. These demons intend to destroy humanity and steal their eternal souls. Only you can stop this, Richard.’“

      “Then what?”

      “That was it. I woke up.”

      Brown steepled his fingers and chewed his lip for a second.

      “What do you think this means, Richie? Perhaps it was God, or even your own subconscious, nudging you back to the church community?”

      Richard felt the same dread growing in his chest that he’d known when his father talked to him about giving his life to God. He shook his head. “It was just a dream.”

      “You never liked me very much, Richie, so if it were just a dream you wouldn’t have come to me.”

      “It was so . . . real. And I can’t stop thinking about it.”

      The Reverend nodded, then leaned forward a little.

      “Is there anything else you would like to get off your chest, Richie? Do you know this boy?”

      “No,” Richard ran his hands through his hair. “So if it’s some kind of message from God, what does it mean?”

      Reverend Brown offered a small shrug. “God has a plan for each of us, Richie. Sometimes it’s something grand, like planting churches in foreign countries, but more often we’re called to make a difference closer to home.”

      Richard said nothing and just stared at the desk.

      “I don’t think you should read too much into these dreams, Richie. But you should leave yourself open to hear God’s word. If he’s trying to communicate, you need to be ready to listen and understand. I think coming to church more often and hearing God’s word could only help.”

      They talked a little longer, mostly about Richard’s dad, before the preacher finally ushered him out a side door to the parking lot. He sat in his car for nearly fifteen minutes, trying to get a grip on his feelings. He hadn’t told Reverend Brown the dream kept returning, each time a little bit different.

      When he put the car in gear and looked in his rearview mirror before backing up, he saw the boy’s face peering at him from a window in the church. He stopped the car and ran back to the building, but the face was gone, and the door was locked.
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      Before Owen could regain his composure, his old college friend Victor smiled and crossed the room with his hand extended. His grip was still strong, and he slapped Owen on the arm. “You haven’t changed a bit.”

      The sudden friendly onslaught after so much time made Owen even more uneasy, but he knew how to play the game.

      “Well, you’ve changed a lot,” Owen said. “You look great. No beer belly, no beard! You look almost respectable.”

      He motioned Victor over to a pair of leather chairs next to a wall of bookshelves filled with tastefully selected artifacts, knickknacks, and trendy, politically neutral books.

      “Thanks,” Victor said. “I think.”

      “I have to admit,” Owen said, getting directly to the point. “You were the last person I expected to drop in for a visit.”

      “Yeah, sorry about showing up like this, but I wanted to talk with you face to face and thought if I tried to schedule an appointment you might refuse.”

      Owen’s anger still simmered. Why didn’t the man just get to the point?

      “Well, using my space schooner patent as a calling card did get my attention, if that was your plan. Do you want money? Shares of the company? Or do you just want to watch me squirm?”

      Victor’s smile faded, and he suddenly looked much older than the man who lived in Owen’s memories. The narrower face, touch of silver at his temples, and wrinkles around the eyes were evidence fifteen years had indeed passed.

      “Look, Owen, let’s talk about the elephant in the room and get past it. Your decision to quit school and go into business without me was a huge blow and really hurt, but—”

      “Bullshit!” Owen said and fought the urge to jump to his feet. “We made you an offer. I wanted you to come, and your refusal hurt me, so don’t play the wounded puppy game. It won’t work here.”

      Victor raised his hands and shook his head. “I was going to say it’s water under the bridge. You pursued manufacturing cells, and I developed the AI, separately instead of as a team, and it still worked. I think we would’ve been much stronger together, but—”

      “But we were handed a golden opportunity to fund our research. I took it, and you didn’t. I sold out to big money. You—”

      “I did too!” Victor said. “I’m owned by a big company now, too, so can we drop it? I’d prefer to talk about the future if we can both let the past go.”

      Owen took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair. “Sorry, but swooping in out of the blue to steal my space schooner patent was just vindictive. You had no claim to it. It was my idea and my design. And they handed it to you on a platter simply because I used your computer for all the modeling and analysis.”

      “I admit,” Victor said, looking down at the desk, “that was a cheap shot on my part. I was angry and saw a chance to get back at you. Part of me just wanted you to come to me and ask for it back, but I knew down deep that you were too damned stubborn and proud to do that.”

      “Yeah. Not the best way to reopen a dialogue.”

      Victor took a piece of paper from his jacket pocket, unfolded it, and laid it on the small table between them.

      “This is the transfer of ownership paperwork for the patent. I’ve already signed and notarized it. All it needs is your signature before a notary.”

      Owen picked up the paper and quickly looked it over. “And what do you want in trade?”

      “Nothing. I just wanted to talk with you.”

      Owen took another deep breath and felt his anger drain away. “I’m sorry. Life in the corporate world has made me distrust everybody.”

      Victor nodded. “I can definitely understand that.”

      Owen rubbed his eyes and shrugged. “This,” he said and gestured at the office surrounding them, “has kept me quite busy. We recently went public, and I suddenly found myself the Chief Technology Officer of a corporation. Even though you owned the patent, I’ve worked on the schooner design on and off this entire time. But I admit it’s taken a back seat during the last few years.”

      “Yeah. I understand,” Victor said. “The day-to-day struggle can dominate your life if you let it.”

      “But you’ve done well for yourself. I saw some of your testimony before the House subcommittee on AI a couple of years back. You’re apparently the nation’s expert.”

      “One of many. But my AIs actually think and evolve. That scares people.”

      Owen nodded. “I can see why. So, not to rush things, but you said you wanted to talk with me. Why? Just to catch up? After all this time?”

      Victor grinned and shook his head slowly. Owen had seen that expression many times and knew they were finally getting to the real reason for Victor’s visit.

      “I have a proposition for you. But I’d hoped we could discuss it over lunch. Do you have a couple of hours? My treat.”

      Victor was a very subtle player. He’d used the patent thing to get Owen’s attention and then, by giving it back to him, had tried to regain his trust. Owen was suspicious but also curious. Unless Victor had changed drastically over the years, his one-time friend had something interesting in the works.

      Owen stood and nodded to the door. “I have an hour, and if you’re buying, then I’ll drive.

      He canceled his two o’clock appointment as they passed Piper’s desk, leading Victor out to his personal travel pod on the parking garage roof.

      “Kinda flashy, isn’t it?” Victor said.

      “I call her Glenda,” Owen said and patted the big globe as they stepped in. “Of course, it’s only leased, out of my own pocket and at an exorbitant price. KeeseCorp doesn’t sell these to anyone but the U.S. government. All of the taxi pods you see zipping around are still owned by the manufacturer.”

      “Nothing like a good old-fashioned monopoly.”

      “Just leveraging their patent. We’re patterning our model after the same philosophy, so I hope you hadn’t planned to buy one of our Sandboxes.”

      Owen told the pod to take them to his favorite microbrewery in Fredericksburg.

      “Fredericksburg? I thought you only had an hour. How far is that from here?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Owen said. “These things are fast. They’re pretty much only limited by the comfort level—or survival level—of gee forces on the passengers.”

      Victor snorted. “Well, in case you’re wondering, I’m not in a huge hurry.”

      Owen chuckled, and then an awkward silence filled the pod for a few seconds.

      “I saw you got married,” Victor said. “Congratulations. She looks like a beautiful woman.”

      Owen nodded. “Yeah, Eliza’s an incredible woman, beautiful and frighteningly smart.”

      “What does she do?”

      “She’s a CPA. She built a very successful accounting firm from the ground up and even took a big risk with her own money on our stock when we went public.”

      “Well,” Victor said with a crooked grin, “it sounds like you’re turning into a rather good businessman too. I never saw that coming. And regarding women, I guess we both got lucky.”

      Owen heard through mutual friends that Victor hadn’t married Leigh, his long-time college sweetheart.

      “So you and Leigh split up?”

      Victor nodded. “Yeah. Our world views and goals were too different. No matter what people say, sometimes loving each other isn’t enough to overcome all problems. Still, that was a long time ago, and I was lucky to find Allison.”

      “Glad to hear it. I bet she’s a wonderful woman.”

      “Like your wife, she is scary smart, but you two probably wouldn’t get along. Her politics are even more liberal than mine.”

      Owen chuckled. “As long as you’re happy.”

      Victor laughed. “She’s a doctor. An OB-GYN, which can be trying when she gets those delivery calls at 2:00 a.m., but she’s very good and loves her work.”

      “What does she think of your building AI’s?”

      “Let’s just say she’s my second conscience.”

      The travel pod touched down on the lawn next to the restaurant’s parking lot, and they went inside.

      “They brew a really good red here,” Owen said and ordered one from a cute, short-skirted server.

      Victor ordered one too, then leaned back in his chair and watched the waitress leave before turning back to Owen.

      “Gee, I wonder why you like this place?”

      “It’s the beer, honest!”

      Another awkward silence reigned until Victor spoke again. “I’ve written some software for you.”

      “Ahhh . . . so this is a business lunch. Good, you can write it off.”

      “Not really. Not that kind of business. I don’t really want a contract or a formal partnership. I’ll give you the software in exchange for your word that you’ll do something for me.”

      Owen felt a stab of guilt when Victor said “your word,” and he also felt a growing unease. There were rules and protocols for business, just like engineering and science. It seemed Victor might be trying to sidestep those rules.

      “I’m surprised you would trust me after our previous disagreements.”

      Before Victor could reply, the waitress returned with their beers, set the mugs on the table, and produced an order pad. Owen suggested some of his favorites to Victor, and they both ordered the restaurant’s legendary overstuffed Philly cheesesteak sandwiches.

      “I understood why you did it,” Victor said. “I didn’t like it and didn’t agree, but I understood.” They sipped their beers, and Victor nodded. “Very good. I’ve written two pieces of software for your manufacturing cells. You get one now and the other when I’m satisfied you’ve kept your end of the agreement. So you see, I do trust you, but am understandably cautious.”

      “Wait, you wrote software for my Sandboxes?” Owen snorted, then immediately regretted it. He forgot for an instant the caliber of software engineer he was facing. “In order to keep you from coming after me for patent issues, the first thing we did was develop a totally new operating system for our cells. It’s basically a new language and then compiled into a solid brick of code. I doubt even you could break into it, so how did you write code you think will work with mine?”

      Victor smiled. “I didn’t. I developed a low-level AI that, through means I won’t explain just yet, observes and interrogates existing software until it can build parallel code architectures that replace the originals. In simplest terms, it’s a software version of the pods from Invasion of the Body Snatchers.”

      With a growing realization of how much he’d missed Victor, Owen smiled and shook his head. “You’re one dangerous son of bitch. It sounds illegal as hell, but I’ll assume you can do it. What did you write for my Sandboxes?”

      “First the bait,” Victor said with a smirk. “I wrote a sampling app that will enable your nano-assemblers to disassemble an item, record the molecular structure, then reproduce an exact copy.”

      Owen’s breath caught in his throat, and his heart nearly stopped. His software engineers had been working toward that same goal since the company started and had not been able to make it work. The biggest drawback in their current Sandbox technology was the time needed to program the assemblers to build a given item. It took months or even years. But once the instructions were in place, making copies was fast and easy.

      “I don’t think I believe you, Victor.”

      “I can prove it, but of course, I’d need interactive access to one of your Sandboxes.”

      “Of course,” Owen said. Seeing the sampling software would be an issue of trust. He didn’t have that. Not yet, and maybe never.

      “Is that good bait?”

      “You definitely have my attention,” Owen said.

      “Good, because the other piece of software is for my own personal effort. Do you remember my more down-to-Earth counterpart to your space schooner project? Mass producing cheap, durable shelters that can be distributed to the homeless or disaster victims?”

      “Yeah, I sure do,” Owen said and sipped his beer. Excitement at the possibility of working sampling software, the single missing piece to his Sandbox revolution, made it hard for him to concentrate, but he had to keep Victor in his corner. He had to focus and play along. “You had some good designs. I’m surprised you haven’t sold them to the NGO relief agencies yet.”

      “Oh I’ve tried, but the UN, the U.S. government, and a half dozen emergency relief agencies thought it would be cost-prohibitive and decided tents are easier to transport and are sufficient protection.”

      “Yes, but they’re not very efficient or warm or long-lasting.”

      “Exactly. They’re not the best solution, but they’re cheap. So I took my lead from your plan for the space schooners. I figured out how to give them my shelters for free.”

      Owen had a bad feeling their conversation was about to turn into a bleeding heart pitch for his company to build and donate those housing kits, but he bit his tongue and waited to hear Victor out.

      “Picture this. An earthquake hits some cold area in the middle of winter. It’s happened many times, in Alaska, Afghanistan, Turkey, etc. Then, two or three days later, planes or cargo dirigibles arrive carrying portable versions of your manufacturing cells. The workers set them up with a little help from one of your employees and connect them to large, heavy-duty hoppers. Then recovery workers start dumping truckloads of debris into those hoppers. Doesn’t matter what: concrete, steel, refrigerators, cars, plastic, wood, fabric, and trees. Then my magic software starts doing its job. It disassembles all of that junk and uses it for raw materials to build the emergency shelters.”

      Owen sat in stunned silence, trying to absorb what Victor had told him. “You can do that? Build those units from trash and junk?”

      “Yep. I’ve had some help from the materials science department at Purdue University, and we’ve had wildly successful small-scale tests. The base substrate is a lightweight insulating foam made from whatever material the assemblers are given. Of course, some materials would be at a premium, and the software would ask you for them if it didn’t have enough because, like my original design, the electrical wiring and plumbing would be integrated into the walls. The roof would be made of solar cell material and have a ready-made rain collection system. The rain and the sewage would be turned into potable water by one of those nano-sewage processors that Canadian company developed.”

      “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      Victor grinned and nodded as the server arrived with their sandwiches.

      “No molded plastic,” Owen mumbled. “No panels designed to be palletized for cargo containers. No onsite assembly. The solar collectors could be tied directly to the sewage and water processing system, giving it a power priority.”

      Victor nodded and attacked his sandwich with vigor.

      Owen watched him eat but picked at his own food. His design mind had already kicked in, and ideas flowed like a river through a cataract.

      “The units might function fine on their built-in solar collectors, but we could also add auxiliary microwave antennas so they could receive beamed power from some central location or even from orbit. Maybe jacks on an exterior wall so they could string transmission lines if local power could be restored quickly.”

      Victor wiped juice from his chin and swallowed. “You haven’t changed a bit, still ruled by that engineer’s mind.”

      Owen shrugged and took a bite of his sandwich. He’d missed Victor’s wit and quick grasp of complex ideas, but he’d also forgotten how well his old friend understood him. Was Owen’s engineering mind over-stimulated to the point of blindness by the idea of functional sampling technology and how that could speed up his ultimate space schooner goal
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