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      With only 1’s and 0’s to construct a program, Khalil couldn’t believe it was taking him this long to break into the system. Time and again, his attempts to hack into Global Com were met with “Access Denied” error messages flashing red across the processor screen. He muttered under his breath and stayed crouched behind the counter, the only location in the lab blind to the security camera and void of the heat-sensing tiles. Glancing at his watch, he cursed. He was two minutes behind.

      “Come on,” he said, typing in every configuration of a three-letter word that ended in “m.”

      K-I-M, his fingers pressed, then he smiled. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

      The hologram flashed, then coalesced into a head the size of a basketball void of hair, a face without eyebrows, though her expressions were easily read.

      “KIM, so nice to meet you,” Khalil said.

      She tilted her head and her eyes searched his face. “You are not Sam,” she said.

      Khalil felt a momentary panic. He should have predicted that KIM—an AI, the only one of her kind with abilities far beyond the known technological advances at the time she was created—would recognize the one who woke her wasn’t the same as the one who brought her into existence.

      “Sam couldn’t make it. He sent me instead.”

      KIM frowned. “‘He’? Sam is genetically female.” The disembodied head scowled, then backed away from Khalil.

      Shit, he thought. “She. I meant she. This is my first time meeting an AI of your caliber. Please forgive my misspoken pronoun.”

      KIM considered, then cautiously asked, “If Sam did send you, what is the code word?”

      Khalil felt his mouth fall open in surprise, his mind scrambling to say the correct term, then he recovered quickly. “Let me think. You see, a lot of shooting and explosions happened—”

      “Is Sam alright?” KIM leaned forward over Khalil, anxious concern lighting her eyes.

      Khalil glanced at the wall across the room through KIM. What the hell was the code word? “Yes. When I left, Sam was alive.”

      Khalil hoped that remained the truth. He didn’t know Sam, the tech genius with extra PhDs, only that the facility where KIM was created had been attacked by the military before his own soldiers arrived to gather the criminals both inside and outside the buildings. The mission of the Resistance shifted from a ceasefire in an effort to salvage who and what they could from the research facility to one of recovery after the military had nearly razed the entire compound. He made a mental note to search the database for the Sam KIM was concerned about.

      “Dog collar,” Khalil finally said.

      KIM stared a moment longer at the unknown human, then acquiesced. “Very well. Tell me what I can do for you.”

      An ear-piercing alarm sounded, timing itself with the flash of emergency lights over the door that opened to a pass-coded hallway. This lab was the only room on the corridor, the only one with security equal to the KfW Bank in Munich. Which was why Khalil, with his background in security and time in Germany, had been chosen for this mission. No need now to stay clear of the heat-sensing tiles or the security cameras.

      Khalil stood and pointed to the small hard drive—specially created with the most bytes possible to house the AI—still attached to the monitor. “Can you live in here?”

      Unfazed by the alarm, KIM narrowed her eyes at the two-inch device, then glanced at Khalil. “Why?”

      “Because we need to leave. Now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because some very unfriendly people are about to bust through that door.” He pointed at the obvious.

      KIM didn’t swivel around to peer at the portal. Instead, she asked, “Where will we go?” With a sudden flash of hope, she added, “To Sam?”

      Khalil considered lying to the AI. If he did, and she discovered his deception, she wouldn’t do the job he was kidnaping—er—rescuing her to do.

      Many booted feet in a quick staccato echoed from the hallway. “First, we need to leave here. Then yes, we track down Sam.”

      The AI beamed. Without another word, thank the tech gods, she disappeared into the device, leaving Khalil standing alone. Slipping the drive free from the monitor, he tucked KIM into his pants pocket and hoisted himself onto the counter. Above his head, the vent hung open. Khalil jumped, his fingers reaching the inner lip of the duct. With legs swinging and kicking, he pulled himself far enough in to brace his weight on his elbows, then he dragged himself inside. He took the time to pull the vent closed before the lab door was flung wide and small red dots danced over the desk where he stood just moments earlier. Not waiting for the military to fire into the ductwork, Khalil snatched the small device that allowed him to bypass the sensors in the utility lines and scrambled away.

      Realizing he couldn’t exit the building the same way he’d entered, he recalled the schematic of the structure’s utilities. Instead of leaving through the boiler room, he would walk out the side door.

      While the guards searched locked cabinets and small closets in the lab before spreading out to clear all the offices and floors, Khalil crawled through the ducts. Sliding down a vertical shaft, he used his fingers and toes to slow his descent. No longer continuing with his earlier stealth, he kicked at the vent. The screws broke loose, and the metal screen clattered across the wide corridor. Peeking out of the floor-level vent, he glanced both ways, shimmied from the duct, and headed straight to the double glass doors at a run.

      Grateful they weren’t locked, he slowed enough to push the door open, then hit his full stride across the mowed grass toward the perimeter fence in the shadow of the trees, and the hole he’d cut on his way in.

      Minutes later, Khalil skidded around a corner and slowed to a fast walk as he lost himself among the people and cars and bicycles on the streets of Alameida. The small town supported airline employees and merchants who used the remote airport as a layover to larger cities.

      In this isolated location, Global Com thought to operate their questionable business below the government radar. For twenty years, they had been successful. Khalil didn’t give two wits if the company folded because of illegal activity, funds mismanagement, or exploded with demands for its tech gear. What he came for was safely stored in his pocket.

      Forcing down smug thoughts regarding the successful theft since he still needed air transpo back to base, he considered the quickest way to the airport. Once they arrived at headquarters, he would convince KIM to do what she was capable of. It was the only way to save humanity.

      Six months ago, Global Com announced at a media conference their newest development. KIM, Kinetic Interface Module, promised to bring each person or business who interacted with the AI success, since KIM could integrate with all systems. The AI could download, then make available, needed knowledge or create memories of experience required for accurate predictions of financial markets, lottery drawings, and the weapons cache of terrorists and foreign governments. Theft attempts began immediately. Global Com partnered with the government’s military to keep their buildings safe. Khalil smiled at his luck and skill that allowed him to gain access to the lab and retrieve KIM before she was used to instigate mass extinction on earth. His job wouldn’t be done until he returned to headquarters with the AI.

      Honking horns had Khalil cranking his head around. “Shit,” he said at the sight of two military trucks forced to slow down because of pedestrian and vehicular traffic that clogged the street.

      Taking advantage of the chaos, Khalil ducked into a café. Standing to the side of the door, he pretended interest in the shelved display of mugs and packaged coffee beans. Through the shouts from the weapon-toting soldiers in the truck's bed, he realized the quick response of the military just made his escape from Alameida more complicated. He watched through the dust-coated window as the trucks rumbled by, then as the soldiers evacuated the cargo areas like hornets after someone kicked their nest.

      Khalil glanced around the small café, the patrons adding to the cacophony of sound with their own increased interest and concern. Behind the counter hung a swatch of fabric. Sunlight leaked in the crack between the curtain and the edge of the wall. He smiled at the open rear exit and moved toward the counter. Two of the clerks, busy filling orders and attempting to keep customers calm, paid Khalil no attention as he skirted the end of the counter, slipped behind the curtain, and headed toward the open door.

      Pausing before stepping into the alleyway, Khalil heard the shouts and idling trucks from the front street, the clinking of cups and dishes from the café, and the bounce of a discarded can as the wind pushed it down the cracked concrete of the alley. Knowing the airport lay to his left, he strode quickly toward that end of the trash-strewn but otherwise empty back street. The long alley dumped him out three blocks from the café and Global Com’s private army.

      Zigzagging around people and food carts and parked vehicles, Khalil kept the air tower in sight. A direct route wasn’t possible. When he traveled on foot as far as he dared, he waved down a bicyclist with a small cart attached to the frame.

      “How far?” the young man asked, balancing the bike between braced feet on the road.

      “The airport,” Khalil answered.

      The man puffed out his cheeks as he exhaled. “It’ll cost ya, as the ’port’s a ride.”

      Khalil dug in his pocket and withdrew a wad of folded bills. “Will this cover it?”

      Eyes wide, the young man nodded, then tucked the cash away. “Have a seat,” he said and gestured to the cart behind him.

      Climbing onto the padded bench, Khalil settled himself and willed the peddler to use his well-honed muscles to get them to the airport before the military did.

      Slumping low in his seat, Khalil refrained from looking over his shoulder. The commotion of the trucks and the alarm at the facility, far behind him, could barely be heard. Because he didn’t know how long it would take to retrieve the AI, he hadn’t booked a return flight. Now, with Global Com alerted to the theft, he couldn’t take a direct flight to Las Vegas on a commercial airline. Any glimpse the security cameras caught of him would alert the military to search departing flights. A single male with a direct flight to Vegas, and KIM in his pocket, would be like leaving breadcrumbs the size of boulders that would lead them directly to the rebel stronghold.

      Since he traveled light, Khalil had only the clothes he wore. No luggage. When the peddler pulled parallel to a covered bench outside the terminal building, balanced the bike between his thick thighs, Khalil climbed down and thanked the man. Not spending any extra time on pleasantries or the noticing the beautifully landscaped airport, Khalil headed inside.

      Instead of turning right and asking for the next commercial flight to anywhere, he followed the signs to a side exit marked ‘Cargo Charters.’ Just outside the steel door sat a man lounging back in a metal folding chair, balanced on two legs. With his head resting against the metal side of the building, his arms crossed over his chest, and his captain’s hat pulled low over his eyes, Khalil wondered if the man was asleep. Glancing at the tarmac and the hangar a short distance from where he stood, Khalil considered waiting there for a
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