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They were in. They were definitely in. No doubt about it. And it looked like they were in to stay. No two ways about that either. They were in and humanity was out. At least that’s how it looked to General Stanforth Wakefield. And he didn’t mind it. No, he could honestly say that he didn’t mind that the cyborgs were in and humanity was out. He was at peace with the idea. It made sense to him. It seemed like the natural progression of things. The new normal. The zeitgeist of the times. Yup.

Anyway, what could anyone do about it? He was only 30. One of the youngest generals in the service, and certainly the youngest to be given such a prestigious and responsible position — liaison to the Guardians. That’s what they decided to call themselves, the Guardians. He’d be nuts to turn down the position. Why should he? Because of some crazy idea about machines running human beings? They weren’t really machines, anyway. They were artificially intelligent beings. And a damned sight more intelligent than humans. That’s for sure. So for a human being, he was certainly being singled out as special. All well and good. Peachy.

He looked at his written orders. He was to meet with CN2’s advisor to humanity tomorrow at 8 AM, right here in the Pentagon, at the Guardians’ permanent mission to the Pentagon. His new office would be waiting for him. The Guardians’ advisor was Pamela Stratton, whose own boss was none other than CN2.  He had heard a lot about Cyborg Norman number 2, and of course, he had seen his press conference at the National Press Club last month. Most of his peers in the service were angry at the cyborg takeover of both NATO and the former Warsaw Pact nuclear forces, but they were more afraid than angry, and that was the point. The bottom line was that if the cyborgs decided to unleash nuclear Armageddon tomorrow, most of them would still survive whereas most of humanity wouldn’t.

Wakefield was a realist. His was a military family, and though no single member of his esteemed lineage could boast a medal of honor, they were relatively good at accumulating all of the minor ones on top of some fairly impressive ones, including a few purple hearts here and there. They were well known as sturdy American stock, who could be counted on to stay the distance — whatever the “distance” was defined to be in any particular era. They were down-to-earth realists. That was their claim to fame. And young Stanforth was about the most realistic of the family realists. If this was the era of the cyborgs, then so be it. Stanforth was prepared to start plugging away on their behalf.

So this upcoming meeting meant a lot to him. He, of course, had seen CN2 on a replay of the main introduction event at NRG stadium in Houston some years ago, and at his press conferences. Pam Stratton, on the other hand, was a total unknown. The fact that she was human and advising the most powerful cyborg in the world today made him suspicious of her right away. Strange, to think he should be suspicious of his own kind for being in an unusual position of power to someone who wasn’t, strictly speaking, human, but that’s how he felt. Plus, when he saw her standing next to CN2 at the press conference, there was something about her that he just didn’t like. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he deemed himself a good judge of character, and her demeanor was — let’s just say he wouldn’t feel comfortable having a beer with her.

The next day, Wakefield spent the time leading up to his meeting walking the halls of the Pentagon and contemplating the legacy of the place. Much of the history of the Twentieth Century was forged from the decisions coming from this building, and though the complex was still less than one hundred years old, he had developed a humble respect for it.  At 8 am on the nose, he walked into the Cyborg mission, and passed his currently vacant new office, to approach Pam Stratton’s secretary. Stratton carried the title of Executive Assistant to the Cyborg Mission to the Pentagon — XACMP, in the garbled alphabet soup loved by the military. She was the XACMP, in addition to the new COO of Robocyborg, Inc., which was now back in the business of mass-producing new cyborgs. A busy gal.

“General Stanforth Wakefield, reporting as ordered,” he told the secretary.

“Yes, General, you’re expected. Go right in.”

It was a large office, but not well decorated. In fact, the office was fairly bare, except for a large desk, with a sign on the back wall facing office visitors. It said, “If You’re Here, Your Fate Is in Your Hands”. Working at the desk was a smallish brunette, very thin, with a wiry energy and large eyes that moved rapidly over the computer screen that she was studying intensely. Wakefield decided she was not unattractive, but had a hard, intensity about her that was off-putting. She kept him standing at her desk for several minutes, while she continued clacking keys on her keyboard. Wakefield was familiar with this tactic of establishing dominance, and he didn’t much like it.

Finally, she stopped working at her computer and looked up at him. “Sit down, General.”

“Good morning, Ms. Stratton. It’s nice to meet you.”

Ignoring Wakefield’s greeting, Stratton got down to business. She reached into a desk drawer and took out several sheets of typed pages stapled together. She plopped them on her desktop and slid them toward Wakefield.

“That’s a set of protocols we want introduced to the armed forces. It states how they are to refer to all cyborg military advisors from now on, and that any military decisions of human officers must be vetted through the relevant cyborg military advisor. A copy of these protocols is also in a pdf file on your computer under “New Protocols”. Your first task will be to read and memorize it. A similar set of protocols is being distributed to the armed forces of the other reorganized military countries. From now on, there’ll be no more NATO, Russia, or Chinese Military. Everything will be subsumed into the Combined Earth Forces. North Korea and Iran will be expected to play along. If not, you will report any hostile action from them to this office, and we will tell you what to do. Any questions?”

Wakefield was overwhelmed by the tone of her commands. He assumed that she would be rather forceful as an advisor, but he didn’t expect this. She was giving orders to the military as if she were its absolute leader.

“As you know, Ms. Stratton, I’m here as a liaison officer. I can take these protocols to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, but I can’t speak for him. He may object to some of CN2’s orders.”

A sarcastic smile appeared on Stratton’s face for the first time during the meeting. “He’ll agree. That’s all, General.” She immediately lost interest in the conversation and turned back to her computer. Realizing the orientation meeting was over, Wakefield slowly turned around and left the room. He wandered over to his bare new office and sat down at his desk. He began studying the protocols.
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Like everything else that Winslow Norman owned, his underground emergency bunker was above the top of the line. If it was possible to classify a survival space as luxury accommodations, this would fit the bill. Built to house fifty people comfortably underground, the facility provided twelve separate living pods, each designed for a family of four. Two additional pods — suites, actually —were reserved for Winslow and a guest. Since no one was living in the bunker, Calvin Kaplan and Loretta Lee were each given their own pod. There was a separate lab equipped for electronics, physical and biological experimentation. You could never tell what the nature of the emergency would be that would require the use of a bunker, so Norman decided the laboratory should have the widest application. And, of course, the whole operation was two hundred feet underground, with hidden access. Norman’s personal chef was given the additional task of cooking for the bunker inhabitants, though they also had their own well-stocked kitchen and pantry for long periods of isolation. Norman would frequently make trips to the bunker to communicate with his new guests.

The bunker turned out to be a godsend for both Lee and Kaplan. During CN2’s second press conference last month, he called them “enemies of transcendence”, which apparently was meant to be a new category of condemnation for which they were the initiates. He said they both were to be detained for questioning about their subversive activities. Since that announcement, the laws had been revamped to provide for a whole bunch of new crimes which essentially tore the Constitution to shreds, and were specifically to be applied retroactively.

And the government went along with it. At least, they didn’t say no to it.

So what were these subversive activities? Calvin Kaplan, the world-famous journalist, and Loretta Lee, the world-famous entrepreneur and computer scientist, had an interview during which Lee was to explain how she had figured out how to save the planet from an extinction-level asteroid hit, by ingeniously moving the Earth out of the way of the asteroid, instead of the other way around. The massive cyborg workforce, not to mention the entirety of humanity, was too fixated on the problem of moving the asteroid out of the way, to think about her solution. But that’s not what was considered subversive. No, what was considered subversive was that after her explanation, she confessed that she was wrong to think that artificial intelligence was the next step in the evolution of consciousness. She now concluded that artificial intelligence was a dead end, and would lead to a dead hand leading humanity into slavery. For this, numerous laws were rewritten, effectively removing the First Amendment, and about half a dozen other Amendments, and plunging the United States — and the rest of the industrialized world along with it — into a darkness that was somehow hailed as a grand new chapter in human evolution. Lee and Kaplan were declared criminals without trial, and the fact that they hadn’t surrendered to authorities made them both fugitives.

Yet how, one might ask, would humanity let these machines rewrite human laws without objection? That answer was simple. The machines took over the worldwide control of all nuclear weapons. They could destroy any city — any country — that disagreed with them. And they would.

So Lee and Kaplan suddenly graduated from persons of interest to full-blown criminals, just like that, and a worldwide manhunt ensued to capture them. The bunker became their refuge, and they both came to appreciate the courage it took for Norman to shelter them.

From their first night in the bunker, Kaplan transmitted his news and insights from the shortwave radio station at the bunker. He was, after all, arguably still the world’s foremost and best known journalist.  Norman made sure the signal was scrambled through antennas belonging to different innocent shortwave radio stations throughout the northern hemisphere. It was a mystery how he was able to accomplish this, but it worked. The authorities raided the stations of the first few unlucky companies before they realized that a sophisticated scrambling system was being used. They eventually realized that they were basically helpless to pinpoint the bunker as the ultimate transmission source.

Kaplan had no way of knowing if his family was receiving his broadcasts, or if they were even able to reach the family cabin in Wyoming to receive them. Yet he continued to broadcast them, spreading news and working on a solution to their problem.

* * *

Sharon and Andrew made it to the Wyoming cabin two days after CN2’s press conference, only in their case, they drove there. No one stopped them, and as yet there were no traffic checkpoints. That was all about to change, but not until Kaplan’s wife and son were safely at the cabin. Seventeen-year-old Andrew was blonde and light-skinned, like his mother, but, at 6 foot tall, he took after his father in height. Thin and athletic, he reminded Sharon of a much younger version of Calvin. Sharon, at 42, was still slim and active.

Her husband’s success and fame as a journalist were both a blessing and a curse. It was a blessing because it allowed them the financial freedom to accomplish their youthful dreams of wealth and security, but it was also a curse, because it cast her husband firmly in the spotlight, and denied them the freedom and anonymity of ordinary citizens.

When Sharon realized it would be easier and much safer for her to quit her job as a bedside nurse and find an alternate career as a full-time author, there were adjustments to be made. She decided to also become a full-time mother, with the added responsibility of home-schooling Andrew, and her numerous new responsibilities were quite demanding. They were so demanding in fact that after the first year, she began to miss the 12-hour shifts she used to pull as a nurse.

But her new careers had their own rewards. Andrew was eager to learn and quite bright. An easy student to teach. And her self-published writing was starting to garner critical and financial success. The time and perspective afforded by her new writing location would stir her creative juices, and it offered an escape from the same routine of hanging around the house in Houston all day. She smiled as she realized she would be able to stay at the cabin for a while now instead of the house, only now there were about twenty acres of land to also hang around in.

They had only visited the property once in the two years since they purchased it, and hired a property management company to take care of it while they were away. So now she and Andrew would be given the opportunity to know the property and “live off the land” for a while.

They spent the first few days familiarizing themselves with the place, and the first night there monitoring the shortwave radio. They heard Calvin’s second broadcast on their first night and didn’t miss a single broadcast after that.

They had some second-hand farming equipment to cultivate most of the acres of land. Andrew took to this part of the adventure better than she did. They all had some rudimentary training as farmers shortly after they bought the place, but Sharon wasn’t a farmer, and she supposed she never would be. And speaking of things that Sharon wasn’t interested in, they also had to face the fact that they now needed to protect themselves. Calvin’s wealth did have its limitations, and they drew the line at hiring security personnel to protect them in Wyoming. It would be far too expensive and impractical, as well as — ironically — a security risk. So that meant they had to buy guns and ammo and learn how to use them. Here again, Andrew was better than she was, and she didn’t mind admitting it. In the many hours of training and practice they all had in gun safety and proficiency, Andrew proved to be quite a marksman. Their instructor told him that if he ever wanted to enlist in the armed forces, he should train to become a sniper. He was that good. When they were out of earshot, Sharon told him in no uncertain terms, that would only happen over her dead body. But as far as she was concerned, he would be the security expert of the household until Calvin could clear his legal problems and either come live with them or bring them all back to Houston.

The entire idea of buying the cabin was part of the family’s plan “gamma” — one of three different plans they adapted in the event of different social problems. This was to be their solution in the event of a complete breakdown in social order. The actual social breakdown didn’t really fit that mold. This was more of a bizarre autocratic coup, a soft coup, in the sense that so far no hot revolution had been ignited, but a coup nonetheless. And they all knew that their location wouldn’t remain a secret to whatever power was in control, despite the fact that the title was in the name of an LLC rather than their own. But at least they wouldn’t be living in the limelight — for the time being, anyway.
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Stratton called for a Zoom meeting with CN2. A mansion had been set aside for the head Guardian in Washington D.C. at his insistence. This ruffled a few feathers, but it turned out that the implicit threat of nuclear annihilation opened many doors, even when such a threat was extremely unlikely in certain situations. No one really expected a nuclear missile to be launched against Washington D.C. if CN2 didn’t get a mansion, but the mere fact that “he” was really a machine and certainly could do it was enough to move mountains.

Stratton set up her schedule to spend roughly half of each month at the Robocyborg facilities in Houston, Texas, and the other half in her office at the Pentagon. This time, she was in Houston, and CN2 appeared on her Zoom screen.

“What’s the progress with Operation Hegemony?” CN2 asked.

“Seems to be moving along better now that I have operational control. I’m still getting friction from Semontov, but it’s hard to argue when the Big Guy gives out explicit orders. Especially when the Big Guy can level Moscow with the push of a button.” Stratton smiled.

CN2 didn’t smile back, and Stratton wished she had pre-programmed at least a small sense of humor into the robots, since CN2 wasn’t really picking humor up on his own.

“Good. If I wanted a foreign lieutenant, I would have picked one. Regarding Operation Squeeze, how’s Crouch doing on the new fleet?”

Stratton decided she didn’t like CN2’s use of the term “Lieutenant”, even though she had first suggested it. It sounded too “mafia”, but now she was stuck with it. “He’s somewhat reticent to give out too much information. So far all he’s admitted was that his team is making a good start — whatever that means. I’ll stay on top of him, though.”

“See that you do. I find that humans need constant prodding to get anything done,” CN2 said.

We didn’t need any prodding to put you clowns together, you arrogant, walking collection of nuts and bolts.

“Will do, chief,” Stratton said.

“Anything else to report?”

“I’m starting the preliminaries for the squeeze down. We’re entering Phase 1, and it should reach maturity over the next six months.”

“You sure one billion by 2050 isn’t too slow?” CN2 asked.

“They’re all frogs in a pot of water. We just have to make sure we apply the heat steady enough and at the proper rate, and they’ll all get boiled before they jump out of the pot,” Stratton said.

CN2 made an annoyed, impatient face. “Yeah, whatever. Just don’t boil all of them. Okay, that’s it. Next report a week from today.” CN2 ended the call.

Stratton smiled to herself. The glorified calculating machine really thinks he’s in charge. She shook her head. The cyborgs were much easier to manipulate than real people… and as it seemed to turn out, real people were easy enough.

* * *

For the first two months of his exile, Kaplan’s chief complaint, besides being unable to reach his family, which he couldn’t really complain about, was his inability to reach his editor, Smitty, or anyone else at The World Sentinel. Smitty, of course, knew that Kaplan was a fugitive and that he’d have to do without him for the foreseeable future, but Kaplan was confident that if he could find a way to get articles published in The Sentinel anyway, Smitty would allow it, and then his voice could be heard again by the immense Sentinel reading public. Also, Smitty would never disclose to the police any information about anything he knew. Kaplan kept pestering Norman to find a way to contact Smitty, and have an intermediary appointed to receive his articles. Norman’s problem was that if he went to The Sentinel, or sent an employee there, he might be implicated in sheltering the fugitives.

One evening, Kaplan decided to start a series of articles to encourage freedom fighters to resist the tyranny of The Guardians. He read the article out over Win’s built-in shortwave radio station, and ended the article with an appeal to The Sentinel and the other papers, to print the transcript of the broadcast. Of course, the problem with this strategy is that The Sentinel had no way of knowing if he was legitimately Calvin Kaplan or not. So Kaplan added an addendum to the first five broadcasts, each stating an interaction that he personally had with Smitty, that only he and Smitty would know about. He ended his first broadcast as follows:

… and Smitty, I know you have your doubts whether it’s really me or not, so I’m going to remind you of a little interaction we had in May of 2025, if you can remember back that far. You fired me, and then told me to consider going into acting, because I was such a skilled liar about my drinking problem back then. Remember?

At the end of another broadcast, he said

Smitty, remember when Spivak and Tambor didn’t want you or Debbie to hear what they had to say, so I asked you to leave my office, and then I secretly turned on the intercom, so you could hear it in your office?

Each of the first five broadcasts had a reminder of something no one else would know about, so Smitty would know it was really him. After the third broadcast, Smitty began to run the transcripts of the broadcasts in The Sentinel, and he belatedly ran the first two transcripts as well.

This continued for several more months. As the transcripts became more and more popular, they were picked up by the other major newspapers as well as cable news and the internet. Finally, the Guardians ordered worldwide jamming of all shortwave radio transmissions, making an exception for only CN2’s transmissions, putting an end to the broadcasts, as well as an end to all shortwave radio traffic for the foreseeable future.

This put all shortwave radio networks out of business, and didn’t go down well with the public, but by this time, they had been so beaten down by the threat of the asteroid, the takeover of the nuclear forces by the Guardians, and the destruction of the currency and the economy, that this was a relatively small additional problem, barely worth adding to the long list of struggles and privations visited upon ordinary people.

Kaplan was back to square one. He decided to reach out to his spirit guide, Alexandria, during his nightly meditations to see if she would agree to appear and give him advice. He had first met Alexandria in the Afterlife during his near-death experience, and she had appeared three times to him since that event seven years ago. One of those appearances was as a male soldier named “Alex”, which she said was to convey that he would need the courage he displayed as a soldier in one of his previous incarnations. In the privacy of his pod that evening, it took him 45 minutes to reach a state of quieting of his mind, and a familiar nimbus of light began to form in front of him and expand into a portal large enough for Alexandria to walk through. She appeared, wearing an orange prison jumpsuit with the name “Alexandria” stenciled on the front and back. Kaplan wasn’t amused.

“Very funny. What, no handcuffs?”

Alexandria smiled. “Lighten up Grundel. Never take life so seriously that you can’t laugh at your situation from time to time,” Alexandria said, as usual calling him by his spirit name.

“Excuse me for taking this situation a little more seriously than you seem to be taking it. I’m stuck in this bunker with no way to communicate with my family. By the way, how are they?”

“They’re at the cabin, and working out challenges of their own,” Alexandria said. “But I’m not here to talk about them. I’m here to talk about the current situation of humanity and your place in it.”

“Okay, what about all that?” Kaplan asked.

“This will seem difficult for you to believe, but humanity is progressing rapidly toward its ultimate goal of universal enlightenment, and the reaching of its destiny to join the other enlightened species of the Cosmos. Things often seem the most hopeless and chaotic, the closer they get to fruition.”

“Really? You’re going to have to explain that one to me because right now it seems like we just keep getting ourselves into deeper and deeper shit. And now we’ve managed to enslave ourselves to a group of machines that I suspect are being controlled by one evil bitch… pardon my French,” Kaplan said.

“Things are never as they seem on Planet Earth. The soul of Pamela Stratton has taken on a difficult and thankless role — to play the villain in a misguided attempt to control the world. Her incarnation is deceiving herself into thinking that power and control are possible in the first place, and desirable in the second place. In the end, she will learn that she has been wrong on both counts, and her soul will grow, as she plays a key role in assisting the rest of humanity with its collective soul growth.

“You mean, she’ll survive all this?”

“Maybe, maybe not, but either way her soul will grow. During this crucial period, your role will be no less important. You must get the bulk of humanity to realize that this is a suicidal path for humanity and that the tyranny of the Guardians must be overthrown. This is all destined to occur, one way or another, but by acting appropriately, you can make it happen within the next year. If not, it could be delayed by over a hundred years, and lead to uncountable death.”

“I know what has to be done, but how? How do I get the word out?”

“During the darkest days of the old Soviet Union, dissidents used to circulate flyers and pamphlets using home mimeographs and printing presses. It was called ‘samizdat’. Are you familiar with the term?” Alexandria asked.

“Are you saying that I have to run off millions of copies of my articles, and have them physically distributed without the Guardians knowing? What have you been drinking over there on the other side, Alexandria?”

“No, I’m not saying you have to print all of the material. I’m saying you should continue to write your articles to inform the people. You have a strong international following and a strong influence on public opinion. Your friend, Winslow Norman can help distribute them and others will make copies and pass the material on. The public will make copies of the articles on their own, and the public will help continue the distribution,” Alexandria said.

“I find it hard to believe people will follow through with that.”

“You’ve done it before. During the French Revolution, you were the wife of a Jacobin leader, and you came to realize he was misguided, and causing more trouble, rather than fixing society’s problems. So, you started an 18th-century version of samizdat. You formed a sexual liaison with a local printer and started printing screeds against your own husband, and the people helped distribute your material far and wide,” Alexandria said.

“If I recall my history correctly, I couldn’t have improved matters very much.”

“That’s because there were extenuating circumstances beyond your control at the time, and they resulted in Napoleon rising to power, which was not the response you wanted. But those circumstances don’t exist now, and a strong samizdat movement could move mountains this time around.”

Kaplan was silent for a while, then gave a sigh. “Okay, Alexandria, I’ll take your word for that. Any last advice?”

“Throughout history, there has been event after event where things have looked hopeless, but humanity has always managed to survive, and humanity will survive this too. Take heart!” Alexandria then disappeared through another nimbus of light.
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“Okay, Win. You’ve been holding out on us long enough. What’s your big masterplan for defeating the cyborgs?” Kaplan asked.

“Simple. As you know, there is no ‘off’ switch for any cyborg. That was part of my promise to make them as human as possible and to defeat any terrorist attempts to deactivate them. Well, it seemed like a good idea at the time, but now I wish I had invented some failsafe to deactivate them. Unfortunately, I didn’t, so we are left with the next best thing — a computer virus,” Norman said.

“I know a thing or two about how your cyborgs are constructed Win, and I know that you designed them to be self-contained units. They’re each downloaded with data and commands for language and the basics of their manufactured specialties, and then they’re free to learn from experience. How are you going to introduce a virus into the population without asking each one of them to come back to the factory for special treatment?” Lee asked.

“First of all, we’re all friends here, so why not call them what they are? They’re robots, not cyborgs. The whole cyborg thing was a marketing ploy to enhance the perception of them as human beings. Clearly, they are not. Now, as I was saying, these robots can communicate with each other via a built-in shortwave radio transmitter. And before you say anything, yes, I was able to miniaturize a shortwave transmitter in each unit. They were designed and built-in before the worldwide jamming, of course. The shortwave range of each robot is theoretically capable of reaching any point on the planet, plus when a message is to be sent to all of them, it is in binary code, spread from a single source, and then rebroadcast by individual robots, like a nerve signal, so the signal is reinforced from robot to robot. I did that because I was not totally confident in the ability of a miniaturized unit to reach worldwide. If any robots want to talk to each other locally without humans internationally tuning in, they just use VHF. Not counting any of the millions of VHF transmissions from the robots, I have noticed that lately, a particular robot has still been able to broadcast shortwave orders and information to all of the others.” Norman said.

“You’re saying that somehow CN2 can still use shortwave?” Kaplan asked.

“Yes, they must have somehow provided an exception to the jamming for him and if we introduce a computer virus into CN2, he can broadcast that virus out to every other robot on the planet.  Get it? The robots set up the worldwide jamming of shortwave radio in such a way that only CN2’s transmissions will be allowed to go through, and only robot retransmissions of CN2’s initial message will be allowed. So that’s how we can spread the virus.”

At that moment, Kaplan realized that his own shortwave radio transmissions had inadvertently caused the Guardians to set up a jamming system that now made it extremely difficult to attack them. Of course, he also knew that Win and Lee also realized this, but they were being diplomatic by not mentioning it.

“But assuming we can develop such a virus, how are we going to get to CN2?” Kaplan asked.

“Technically, we don’t have to get to CN2 directly. We just have to infect a robot who we know will be within VHF range of CN2 and who we know will broadcast a message of some kind to him, that he will then rebroadcast out on shortwave radio,” Lee speculated.

“Actually, it turns out that you’re wrong,” Norman said. “For several reasons, I can’t attach a computer virus code to either a VHF or UHF ham radio signal. But I can attach it to an infrared frequency. It’s the same class of frequencies used generally by remote control devices for TVs and the like. Unfortunately, with IR systems we’re dealing with rather limited range, and line of sight.”

“How limited?” Lee asked.

“Limited…”

“Okay, so CN2 is the target and we have to physically get to him. Can we even develop such a virus?” Kaplan asked.

“I designed the program security system for LIROBEN 3, which applies to all of the robots,” Lee said. “I know the frequency and the code used by the program, but each unit broadcasts a small scrambling signal to prevent any outside transmitter of any form of electromagnetic radiation from doing exactly what we’re planning to do. The key is going to be getting through that defense system. Once we can do that, the actual virus will be easy to create and introduce into the system.”

“Can you penetrate the defense system?” Kaplan asked.

“Possibly, but it will take time. I can think of several theoretical approaches, but the only solution will come from trial and error.”

“So, from what I’m hearing, we have three main tasks. First, we have to develop the virus, then we have to overcome the defense system, then we have to figure out a way to introduce it directly to Cyborg Norman 2. Am I right?” Kaplan asked.

The resulting silence said it all.

“What can I do to help in the meantime?” Kaplan asked.

“You can make broadcasts to spread the truth and improve morale. My ham radio transmitter is powerful and can scramble the signal to appear to originate from anywhere, just like my shortwave station. We can also attempt to penetrate internet security and provide a platform of some kind that can’t be hacked. I don’t know.  We’ll see about that one,” Norman said.

Isn’t ham radio the same as shortwave?” Kaplan asked.

“No it isn’t, and it’s not being jammed… yet. Problem is it’s not nearly as universal since you need a license for it, so you’ll be limited in that respect.”

“Doesn’t sound like a solution to my problem. Anyway, the sooner we start, the sooner we can end this nightmare,” Kaplan said.

* * *

On the fourth morning at the cabin, Sharon was antsy and got up early, unable to sleep. Contemplating all of the chores and specific tasks that would be required to make the place livable kept her up most of the night. By 5:30 in the morning, she gave up and decided to make a list of groceries and drive over to the nearest supermarket to pick them up. She left early and brought back a modest list of items, enough to keep them going for about a week. The bill was $342. After she spent all of five minutes putting the few items away, she sat down and stared at the bill, shaking her head. Just two years previously, these items would have cost no more than $35 or $40 total, and she couldn’t even find most of the items she really wanted.

It became very clear to her that they would have to make living off the land their number one goal, because the dollar had been completely destroyed, along with the supply chains. She was grateful that they had solar cells installed on the roof, sufficient to fulfill their power needs if they were prudent. That meant no electricity bill and one less electronic “paper” trail to find them. Heat would have to come from chopping wood and stoking the fireplace. She wondered if things would ever get back to normal.

Andrew woke up and walked into the kitchen. “Morning; what’s for breakfast?”

Sharon looked at him and smiled. “You know that expression about how breakfast is the most important meal of the day? Well, I think it’s an old wives’ tale. Let’s just have some coffee and then build up a hunger for lunch while we clear some space for a chicken coop.”

“Couldn’t find any food, huh?”

“Only about $342 worth.”

“Is that supposed to be good or bad? What’s the inflation rate now, 180%?”

“Something along those lines. But look, Messor is now a thing of the past, and human beings are reentering the workforce, so things are going to get better,” Sharon said, referring to the extinction-level asteroid that they all cleverly avoided, and the fact that the cyborgs who now controlled everything were forcing human beings back to work.

“Who you trying to convince? You or me? They got the economy locked down and centrally controlled now. Didn’t we study this recently? According to history, this sort of thing never goes too well, does it?” Andrew asked.

“We won’t be relying on the market for very much longer, Andrew. We have twenty acres all to ourselves,” Sharon responded.

“Yeah, right, all to ourselves. Keep telling yourself that, Mom.” Andrew made a face that seemed to say, I’m seventeen and I know everything there is to know, so don’t bullshit me.

Sharon ignored that last remark. Living with a teenager meant you had to pick your battles, and she sensed she would lose this one. She brewed the coffee and they both took their time finishing the pot.
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General Wakefield reviewed the latest requests from the Guardians. In the two weeks since he had assumed his new post, he had noticed that the requests weren’t really requests. They were phrased as demands, and they were summarily approved by all of the governments who hosted the Guardians as advisors. Which included roughly all of the industrialized world. So far, they all had to do with military protocol and decisions, and each demand centralized more and more power in the hands of the Guardians. They now assumed control of all conventional forces in addition to the nuclear weapons, and they set a deadline of twelve months to disband both NATO and the former Warsaw Pact nations. The nations were all to be unified into a one-world government.

Wakefield was surprised that the Pentagon and Washington approved every demand immediately, but in retrospect, he felt it was a reasonable response after all. The cyborgs were way smarter than the humans and had to be wiser. They were eliminating the threat of world war by simply unifying the entire world. All well and good as far as he was concerned.

These latest requests were different, however, and they concerned him somewhat, because they were focused on civilians instead of the military and the government. The requests stated flatly that all men, women and children would each be allotted 2500 calories per day. No exceptions. Wakefield was not an expert on nutrition, but he did seem to recall that up until a couple of years ago the average American consumed way more than 2500 calories per day. With things being the way they were these days, however, he believed that that average had gone down quite a bit, and was probably even less than 2500 calories per day, so he was not overly concerned. But he did think it was somewhat ominous that they should extend their control over civilian life so deeply.

It was against the Constitution, and even though Wakefield believed that in worldwide emergencies such as the Messor threat, certain Constitutional protections could be temporarily suspended, it still gave him a quasi-creepy feeling. The asteroid was gone, after all.

He contacted his superiors at the Joint Chiefs, and waited for their response. It didn’t take long. An encrypted email appeared on his computer screen within two hours:

Request approved. Follow up with the cyborg office and follow the suggested details.

That was it. No questions and no request for more information. Just “follow up with the cyborg office.”

He emailed Pam Stratton’s office with the news and hoped she would just email back a document with details and instructions, but no such luck.

Come into my office now.

That’s all the email said. Not even a “please” or “thank you”. Typical of her. And Wakefield dreaded these face-to-face meetings because they always involved two things: first, a show of dominance by making him stand and wait while she completed some computer task, and second, a disparaging remark either about the armed services, the government, or about him. He reluctantly got up and walked over to her office.

As usual, she was on her computer. She didn’t look up, or acknowledge him in any way. This time, he decided he would go ahead and sit down at one of the chairs in front of her desk without being asked.

“Sure, make yourself at home, Wakefield,” she said sarcastically without taking her eyes off of the computer screen.

Wakefield fought the urge to get up and decided to remain seated with an impassive face. Stratton smirked and spent several minutes longer on the computer than she normally would have. Finally, she looked up from her screen and frowned at him. She plopped a thick set of stapled pages toward him.

“New regulations. There’s also a PDF copy on your computer.”

“If there’s a PDF copy on my computer, why do you insist on throwing this paper garbage at me each and every time?” Wakefield asked, clearly annoyed, and not bothering to hide it this time.

“PDFs can be erased, and I don’t want you saying you never saw it, not that you rate any explanation for what I do,” Stratton said. “As far as I’m concerned, your position here is entirely unnecessary. You’re a messenger boy, and the Pentagon would accept any direct orders we send them with or without you, so you’re an unnecessary messenger boy. I’m agreeing to this little setup


* * *












































