

    
        
          Sentinel One

        

        
        
          Duncan Lane

        

        
          Published by Duncan Lane, 2020.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SENTINEL ONE

    

    
      First edition. March 26, 2020.

      Copyright © 2020 Duncan Lane.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1386277798

    

    
    
      Written by Duncan Lane.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Epilogue

Sign up for Duncan Lane's Mailing List

Also By Duncan Lane

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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The entrance hall of the mansion was silent; the silence of hurt feelings and tight-lipped obedience. Even the soft pitter-patter of the morning rain had ceased after the rant from the occupant of the library. Once in a while cars swished past on the wet street beyond the forecourt, but the muffled sounds quickly trailed away like the parting whispers of unwanted guests.

Time tiptoed by.

Slowly, the section of clouds visible through the arched window above the front door became less grim. Dark gray became light gray and eased into white. Patches of blue sky appeared. Sunlight radiated in. The dull crystals of the massive chandelier in the entrance hall became dazzling diamonds. Miniature refracted rainbows sprang into life. They dotted the wood-paneled walls and climbed the red-carpeted staircase, even daring to alight on an austere medieval suit-of-armor on the first landing. Yet the silence persisted. The spectrum colors and the stillness held a sense of anticipation like a carousel awaiting riders.

A slight vibration set the rainbows dancing and a distant whir of machinery impinged on the tranquility. It lasted for twenty seconds and ended as abruptly as it had begun. Then came other, more insistent sounds: rapid squeaks from of a pair of rubber-soled shoes and the staccato click of high heels.

Two women burst into the hall from opposite sides. One was in her fifties with frizzy hair and thick, wire-rimmed glasses. She wore a white lab coat, brown slacks and sneakers. The other was young and Korean; dressed in a black leather jacket, tight jeans and scarlet high heels. The older woman had come up in an elevator from the garage. The younger woman had emerged from a concealed door. They saw each other and both increased their pace, both heading for the main staircase,

The younger woman was quicker, she mounted the first step then turned back and inclined her head in greeting.

“Professor Kajinski, we saw you arrive on the surveillance cameras. You should have called ahead to let us know you were coming.” 

“I come and go as I please,” Kajinski replied, attempting to brush past on the stairs.

The younger woman’s right arm shot out to block the way. The movement was fast and her manicured fingers closed like talons on the pineapple-shaped finial at the end of the banister rail, but her voice remained neutral. 

“You seem agitated, Professor. And based on your attire, I’m guessing you came here straight from work. You should not have done that.” 

“What I do is none of your damned business,” Kajinski snapped. “Get out of my way.”

“No.”

“What do you mean, no? Who the hell do you think you are?”

The younger woman let a second of silence be her answer, then smiled. “You needn’t go upstairs because Robert is in the library.” 

“Really?” Kajinski blinked in surprise and took a step back. “I didn’t think he was well enough to be up and around. Has his condition improved?” 

“No, we simply decided it would be easier for everyone if Robert was down here. We’ve converted the library into a bedroom for him. Also, his mother has come to stay. She has taken over the master suite upstairs.”

“His mother? When did all this happen?”

“You are evidently somewhat out of touch, Professor, but I’m sure Robert will be happy to bring you up to speed.”

The younger woman’s demeanor managed to convey both courtesy and contempt. She smiled and continued: “Would you like me to show you to the library or do you remember the way?”

Kajinski didn’t tolerate insolence from anyone, but she was in too much of a hurry to waste time rebuking the hired help. She bit back her anger, strode across the hall to the library door, knocked and entered without waiting for an invitation. 

The lights were off. The only illumination came from fingers of daylight creeping in around the edges of the red velvet drapes on the bay window. Kajinski’s memory of the room was as a classic library in a stately home: bookshelves filled with leather-bound tomes; an antique Persian rug on the hardwood floor; a writing desk in the corner; armchairs around the hearth—a place to enjoy a snifter of brandy while reading the newspaper. Now, the room had a very different feel. The armchairs and the desk were gone, and a large white hospital bed occupied the middle of the Persian rug. Robert Carston was sitting in the bed, propped up on a stack of pillows and typing on a laptop computer. A plastic drip bottle hung from a stand next to him and a clear tube snaked over to a bandage on his right arm. A vague aroma of antiseptic and urine permeated the air.

Carston glanced up from the laptop to acknowledge his visitor, but signaled with his hand that he wanted to finish what he was working on. Kajinski waited. 

Her eyes slowly adjusted to the dim light, and she was shocked to realize how badly her boss’s health had declined. His skin was sallow and his cheeks hollow. His lips were blue in the light from the laptop screen. The fabric of his striped pajamas top hung loose on him as if he had shrunk two sizes. His hair had partially grown back, but the thin, patchy layer of stubble covering his scalp looked worse than when he’d been bald. He was only fifty-four years old, but—

“You’re staring at me, Claire.” Carston stopped typing and raised bloodshot blue eyes to Kajinski. “Do I look that bad?” 

“Like you’ve just escaped from a concentration camp.” 

Carston broke into a chuckling cough, then wiped his mouth on his sleeve. 

“Blunt as ever.” 

“Who was that oriental girl you sent to welcome me?” 

“A new assistant.... No one important.”

“She said your mother has moved in.” 

“Yes, gone all maternal on me.... Works out well, I suppose.... This place will be hers soon....” Carston’s voice was hoarse, and he took wheezing breaths after every few words. He swallowed hard. “But you didn’t come here... to chat about my domestic arrangements.”

“True. A problem has come up that needs your attention.” 

“It had better not be another delay to Project Eon.... Time is a luxury I don’t have.” 

“No, we are making steady progress. This is about the prototype androids being destroyed.” 

“What?” 

“It’s something Howard Blake came up with. Testing the remaining prototypes to destruction under simulated combat conditions. He claims it will help find any remaining design defects.” 

“That’s bullshit.... Testing finished months ago.... All the design changes are done.” 

“I know, I know. Like I said, Howard’s behind it; getting his jollies playing soldier out on the firing range. Apparently, Elias agreed to it because there’s some tax benefit to getting the prototypes off the books.” 

“Elias is an idiot.... Once an accountant always an accountant.... How come I didn’t know about any of this? I’m supposed to be... plugged into everything.” 

“You are,” Kajinski replied. “But, something is going on. I’ve been excluded from a lot of meetings lately and I think my email is being monitored. It’s also possible that my phone’s been tapped. That’s why I came here in person. Do you think Elias might be preparing to oust you?” 

“Hah, he hasn’t got the balls.... And, he knows that the company will collapse without me.” 

“But if he finds out about—” 

“He won’t. He...” 

Carston’s response dissolved into a fit of coughing. This time it lasted almost a minute and left him watery-eyed and gasping for air. 

“Should I call your nurse?” Kajinski asked. 

“No, the useless woman will just tell me to rest.” 

“You shouldn’t have left the hospital.” 

“I’d be dead already if I’d stayed there.” Carston took two steadying breaths before continuing. “Now, tell me exactly what’s happening with the prototype units.”

“Apparently, it has been going on all week. I only found out this morning when Howard came and demanded that I hand over the one I have for R&D. I refused, secured it in my lab, and came here.” 

“They’ve destroyed all the other prototypes?” 

“I believe so. Howard invited various military brass along and they’ve all been blazing away at the androids out on the firing range. Fun for the boys—like some sick hunting safari; the androids sent out one at a time and gunned down. According to my source, Howard had their speed reduced and most of their armor removed to make them easier targets. Despite all of that, several of them survived for almost an hour under a non-stop barrage of bullets.” 

“Christ almighty.... So the only remaining Sentinel One unit is the one in your lab?” 

“Yes, that’s why I’m here. We may yet have need of it. If things don’t, you know, go as we hope.” 

Kajinski faltered under Carston’s glare. Even when deathly ill, he radiated an intense demand for excellence. If you failed, he cast you aside. If you succeeded, he lavished you with praise and rewards. She respected him more than anyone she’d ever known. He abruptly shifted his focus back to his laptop and typed rapidly for thirty seconds. He hit one final key with ferocity. 

“I’ve emailed Elias instructing him... that the final Sentinel One unit... is to be preserved.” 

“Thank you. I think that is a wise choice.” 

“Yes, but do not presume it means... I will accept... any further delays... to Project Eon.”

The wheezing pauses somehow served to increase the venomous tone of Carston’s words. His wizened body and stony, scowling visage gave him the aura of a gargoyle. Kajinski did her best to reply calmly and with optimism.

“I have my team working non-stop. We still have a few issues to overcome, but we’ll get there.” 

She waited for a response. Carston stared at her for a long moment, then returned his attention to his computer. She left in silence. 

An hour later, Robert Carston was dead. 
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Joshua James downed the last of his scotch and carefully set his empty glass on the translucent surface of the bar. The barman arrived right on cue. He was a smart young fellah, blond hair neatly styled, crisp white shirt, red bowtie and a permanent smile.

“Ready for another, Mr. James?”

Josh beckoned him closer as if wanting to speak confidentially and asked: “What’s the difference between a lawyer and a whore?”

“That’s an old joke.”

“Yeah, but it’s going to get me a free drink.”

The permanent smile dimmed a fraction. “Not from me it isn’t.”

“From her,” Josh replied, indicating a woman seated at the other end of the bar. He’d been checking her out ever since she’d arrived; probably a lawyer or accountant judging by her clothes. She was the wrong side of forty, but had a decent figure. Her skirt had ridden up slightly when she crossed her legs. Her auburn hair was long and luxuriant, so she was likely single—married women generally went for short hairstyles after they’d bagged their man; his three ex-wives certainly had.

She was six empty barstools away from Josh, nursing a gin and tonic, and determinedly ignoring his stare. Evidently, she would have preferred to be seated at one of the candlelit tables in the lounge area where a piano player was going through his selection of show tunes. All those tables were taken by couples. So she was stuck at the bar, swaying her head in time to the music and watching the bubbles rise in her drink.

The barman leaned in close to Josh. “Not your usual type, she must be almost your age, and smart too, by the look of her. Why’s she going to buy you a drink?”

“What’s the difference between a lawyer and a whore?” Josh repeated, speaking quietly so that only the barman could hear.

“Nothing, they both screw people for money. Everyone knows that joke.”

“Exactly. But when she says that, I’ll say ‘yes, but a lawyer will always buy a whore a drink first’.”

“Implying she’s a hooker won’t get you far.”

“No, it’s all in the timing,” Josh replied. “I pause, so she thinks that what I mean. Then I say: ‘And you look like a lawyer, so how about buying me a whiskey?’ See, I flip it on her. Always gets a laugh from women like her, breaks the ice. Maybe she buys me a drink, maybe I buy her one, who knows where it leads.”

“You’re a sleazy bugger when you’ve had a few,” the barman said. His tone was light-hearted, but he seemed to realize he may have crossed a line and quickly continued: “Anyway, I thought you already had a date for tonight.”

Josh checked his watch. “Yeah, you’re right. I may just have to settle for a drink and her phone number.”

“Too late for that,” the barman said, jerking his thumb in the woman’s direction. She was standing and waving to a man who had just entered. He was a mid-forties executive type, with an air of wealth and confidence. He gave Josh a quick hard glance, then kissed the woman lightly on the cheek and settled onto the barstool next to her.

“Cash me out,” Josh said. 

The bill arrived in a discreet black folder. Seventy-five dollars for three whiskeys! A few months back, Josh would have ostentatiously slapped down a hundred-dollar bill and left happy. Of course, back then a C-Note wouldn’t have covered it. He’d already downgraded his tastes to a cheaper brand; now, he didn’t even have enough cash for that. He paid by credit card, carefully selecting one from his wallet that wasn’t already maxed out.

Leaving the subtle elegance of the cocktail lounge for the crowded hustle of San Francisco’s financial district was jarring to the senses: early evening sunlight glaring from the glass facades of high-rises, traffic zooming past, and the sidewalk choked with people. Josh checked his watch again. He’d only intended to stop for one drink; somehow it had become three. His appointment wasn’t until seven o’clock, but he still had to walk to his apartment building, change into his tuxedo, and drive across town. No time to dawdle.

He set off at a good pace, weaving his way along the busy sidewalk, barely noticing the people he passed. His mind was back on the topic of whores and lawyers. Which one was he? Why was he hurrying off to escort a rich old lady he barely knew to an event he’d rather avoid? Escort! No. He was simply doing a favor, a kindness, to the mother of a dead friend. Not that Robert Carston had been a friend, more like a business acquaintance. Josh hadn’t even gone to the funeral.

It had been a real surprise when Robert’s mother phoned and asked if he’d accompany her to a big Carston Corporation event. “I do hope you’ll agree to escort me, given that you were one of Robert’s best friends.”

Josh had tried to duck it: “I was his lawyer. We met socially a couple of times, and played racquetball now and again, but I’m not sure I qualify as a best friend.”

She’d seemed flustered by that and indicated she’d try someone else. Josh had gotten the impression there probably wasn’t anyone else; either that, or she’d already been turned down by several people. Robert Carston had always been a prickly bastard; friends were probably in short supply. Josh had felt a twinge of guilt and agreed to escort her—the right and decent thing to do, and totally unrelated to the fact she was stinking rich and hopefully generous.

––––––––
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The Carston mansion was in Pacific Heights, one of the fanciest parts of San Francisco. Josh disliked arriving in his old, beige Toyota Camry. His beautiful black Porsche Carrera would have fit in perfectly in the posh neighborhood, but....

Fortunately, he arrived early and parked a few blocks away from the biggest and most luxurious houses. He left his overcoat in the trunk, preferring to be resplendent in his tuxedo, plus it was early September, the air was warm and the evening sun still lingered in the cloudless sky. Summers in San Francisco might be cold and foggy, but fall was gorgeous. He set off at a leisurely stroll.

At a corner, two Hispanic men were busy loading gardening tools into the back of an ancient red pickup truck. They paused in their task to allow Josh to pass. He smiled indulgently at them and got vague nods in return. This was a neighborhood where you could saunter along in a tuxedo without stirring any particular interest. The tree-lined streets were quiet. The houses were immaculate and enormous; most of them virtually filled the width of their lots, leaving scant gaps between the grand facades. Some of the gaps gave glimpses of million-dollar views: the glittering water of San Francisco Bay, the Golden Gate Bridge, Alcatraz, Angel Island, and the distant hills of Marin.

Josh was about fifty yards from the Carston mansion when a large black limo swished past and pulled up outside the front gate. No one got out. When Josh reached the limo, he peered in. The tinted glass of the window showed him nothing except his own reflection. He straightened his bowtie and turned his attention to the mansion. He’d only been there once before, and that had been at night. The place was spectacular in the daylight.

It occupied the entire block. Robert Carston had purchased three beautiful houses, had them demolished, and in their place built this ridiculous monument to his own greatness. A high, wrought-iron metal fence surrounded the place. Each railing in the fence was formed by a stack of stylized robot shapes, the shoulders of one supporting the feet of the next, to form columns a few inches wide and six feet high. Each robot-railing was topped with a wicked looking, foot-long decorative spike.

The side gardens at either end of the mansion were laid out in the formal French style with low hedges and symmetric gravel paths. The paths converged at central fountains where plumes of water arced gracefully from the mouths of stone dolphins, or something—they were hard to identify at a distance and through railings.

In contrast to the opulent side gardens, the area in front of the house was of a simpler design, just gray flagstones and regularly spaced planters containing dwarf orange trees. The somewhat austere space was brightened by long, narrow flowerbeds just inside the fence where hundreds of red and white petunias added a glorious splash of color. The beds ran the entire length of the fence, broken only by a marble path at the front gate. The path led to the main entrance of the house: three broad steps up to an imposing oak door framed between two pairs of white pillars beneath a massive marble portico. Gardens from France, and an entrance that might have been plundered from the Parthenon in Greece.

The house itself had a more English sensibility, with  ivy-covered brick walls and leaded-glass windows. It was a large, three-story affair—the sort of place that had wings and several staircases. Josh knew it was also reputed to have an elevator, though the one time he’d visited he hadn’t found it. Supposedly, it went down to the garage which was tunneled in from a side street—no gauche garage doors to mar the grandeur of the mansion.

The front gate was wrought-iron, done in the same robot motif as the fence, with tall, brick pillars on either side. The letters RC were embossed on metal signs at the top of each pillar although the calligraphy was so ornate that it was hard to decipher the letters. A keypad and speaker were mounted on the right-hand pillar. Josh went to it and pressed the Call button.

“Yes.” The voice on the intercom was female, accented and metallic.

“Joshua James, here for Mrs. Carston.”

“She be right out.”

The intercom gave a dismissive click. Josh wandered back to the limousine. The driver emerged. He wore a black suit, white shirt and black tie, and his black hair was slicked back. He looked like he should work for a mafia boss, but he gave a friendly smile and nod.

Josh was about to introduce himself when the front door of the mansion opened and Emily Carston stepped out.

“Christ, I’m escorting Norma Desmond,” Josh muttered. “Glad this place doesn’t have a pool.”

“It’s Mrs. Carston,” the limo driver replied.

“The old movie, Sunset Boulevard,” Josh tried to clarify. “She looks just like the aging movie star, Norma Desmond.”

It was true. Emily Carston was dressed in a long, black silk evening gown accented with a glittering diamond necklace. She had a luxurious mink stole round her shoulders, and a preposterous white feather fascinator in her hair. She teetered gingerly down the front steps, exposing high-heeled silver sandals on bony feet.

The limo driver finally got the movie reference. “Oh yeah, I remember that one. Doesn’t the guy end up dead in the swimming pool?”

“That’s how it begins, the whole thing is a flashback.”

“I never like those,” the driver replied.

Josh shrugged and went to assist his date, who was tugging hard to open the front gate.

“It’s supposed to be automatic, but it’s broken,” Mrs. Carston announced. “I do wish they’d fix it. You must be Joshua. I’m pleased to meet you.”

“We have met once before, several years ago. It’s good to see you again, Mrs. Carston.”

“Emily. And I know perfectly well that we’ve met before. I wouldn’t have invited a stranger to accompany me.”

They exchanged a brief handshake. Her finger joints were swollen and crooked. Her touch was cold and veins undulated like blue worms beneath the thin skin on the back of her hand. But the handshake was strong and somewhat peremptory. She was old, but not doddery. Her cheeks might be hollow and wrinkled, and her hair dyed an odd shade of ginger, but her blue eyes had a hawk-like intensity.

“Yes, well, I certainly appreciate the invitation,” Josh said. “And I’m most intrigued by all the mystery around the event. Any clue what the big surprise is going to be?”

“Of course, but don’t expect me to tell you. I’m sworn to secrecy.”

Josh nodded amiably and conducted her to the car. He already had a pretty good idea what they were going to see. There had been rampant media speculation for the last week, along with supposed insider leaks and vast amounts of marketing hype. Press from all over the world were converging on the event. The Carston Corporation certainly knew how to stir up interest in their product announcements—at least they had when Robert had been alive. This was to be the first industry event since his death. Half of those attending were probably already preparing their caustic comments about the feebleness of the new leadership regime. 

The rear leather seat of the limo was low and plush. Josh settled in next to Mrs. Carston. The sound of the engine starting barely penetrated the cocoon-like silence. Josh smiled over at his date as the car eased into motion. She ignored him, preferring to watch the houses gliding past her window.

“Have you always lived in San Francisco?” Josh asked.

“Yes.”

“You must have seen many changes over the years.”

“Naturally.”

“I’ve been here for quite a few years myself. It’s a great city, but I’ll leave one day; get out of the rat race. I plan on buying myself a ranch in Montana. Kick back, relax, and go fishing every day. Maybe get a horse.”

“Fascinating.”

Josh gave up trying to make conversation. Thankfully, the Moscone Convention Center was only twenty minutes away, and, based on what he knew, the evening ahead might well hold some excitement.
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Their arrival at the convention center was not what Josh had expected. No red carpet, no line of photographers snapping pictures, just a young intern waiting to greet them curbside. She introduced herself as Annie and asked them to follow her. She led them into the vast entrance hall of the building where hundreds of techie-types in T-shirts, jeans and sweatshirts were milling around. Josh felt woefully out of place dressed in his tuxedo with Mrs. Carston in her lavish evening attire. Most of the people ignored them, but quite a few pulled out their smartphones and took pictures.

It was a relief when Annie indicated they could use a side door in the hall without having to pass through the entire crowd. She held the door open and ushered them into a long corridor. It had a bare concrete floor, blank cream-colored walls, and buzzing, fluorescent tube lighting.

“Where are you taking us?” Mrs. Carston demanded.

“Sorry, this is the only way backstage, other than through the loading bays out back,” Annie replied. “Elias, that is Mr. Wong, wants to talk with you before the event.”

Mrs. Carston gave a sniff of displeasure. “Well then, let’s get on with it.” She linked arms with Joshua and glared at Annie, who seemed to shrink a little before hurrying on ahead. She kept glancing back to make sure her charges were still following, but didn’t speak again until they reached the cavernous backstage area.

“If you’ll wait here, I’ll go and find Mr. Wong.”

Annie hurried away in search of her boss, leaving them next to the curtain at the right wing of the stage. It was quiet; nobody nearby. All the activity was centered at least a hundred feet away where about twenty people were clustered round three racks of high-tech equipment. Some were in lab coats, some were in suits. One of the lab-coated group, a woman with frizzy gray hair, was attempting to shoo the suits away. A lot of pointing and gesticulating was going on.

Josh disengaged his arm from Mrs. Carston’s and went over to peek through the curtain. The stage had a single lectern in the center and an enormous video screen at the back. Only about half the seats in the huge auditorium were full, but people were streaming in down the aisles. He turned back to Mrs. Carston, ready to make some comment about the impending show, but the words froze on his lips.

An enormous android, over seven feet tall, with massive shoulders and arms, was coming up behind the old lady. She looked tiny and frail, oblivious to the behemoth looming over her. It resembled a giant medieval knight clad in gold armor. The helmet that covered its face and neck had a slotted visor that came down to a point, like the cattle guard on an old steam train. The android was advancing with steady, inexorable strides.

“Look out! Behind you!” Josh yelled. He rushed toward Mrs. Carston. She jumped and looked over her shoulder, then turned to face the android and tottered back a step or two.

The android stopped and raised its visor to reveal the face of a black man in a spherical glass-fronted helmet—the sort that astronauts wore. The visor continued rotating up and back until it settled with a clunk, forming a collar round the sides and rear of the helmet. The center point of the gold visor which had been resting on the chest, was now a high peak in back. The face in the helmet smiled and spoke with a deep voice. “My apologies if I startled you, Mrs. Carston. I was just coming to say hello.”

“Not at all, Captain. It was this foolish man that made me jump.” She gave an irritated flick of her hand at Josh as he arrived at her side.

“Sorry,” Josh said. “I just ... what is this? Or who is it?”

The face in the android answered. “This is a Sentinel unit under my control. I’m Captain Beasley, US Marines. I’m over to your left, coming to join you.”

A Marine was approaching. He had some kind of rectangular control panel suspended at his waist from a shoulder harness. That, and his uniform, gave him the appearance of a keyboard player in a marching band. As he got closer, it became obvious that the keyboard had nothing to do with music or even keys. There were two joysticks, numerous buttons and dials, and a large video screen.

Mrs. Carston inclined her head in a gracious greeting. “Captain Beasley, good to see you again. This jumpy gentleman is Mr. James, my escort for the evening.”

Josh shook hands with the Marine, trying, and failing, to match the soldier’s firm grip. “Is that your twin’s head in the android?” Josh asked, nodding at the face in the android’s glass helmet.

“A projection of my image,” Beasley replied. “Of course, the tech guys clean it up some—a slightly narrower nose, a bit lighter skin tone—trying their best to make me look handsome.”

“The original far outshines the copy,” Mrs. Carston said, with a simpering girlish smile.

Captain Beasley gave a good-natured grin and pressed a button on his console.

“Now you see me, now you don’t.”

The glass front of the helmet became blank and white. Josh blinked in surprise. Somehow the projected image had tricked his eyes into seeing a real human head inside an astronaut’s helmet.

“This is its real head,” Beasley said, and pushed another button. The front of the helmet rotated up and over to nestle inside the high collar, revealing the android’s real head. It was metal, matte-brown, with two large, baleful glowing eyes. They were pale yellow, circular and unblinking. Two slits made a nose, and the mouth was a razor thin line above a prodigious lower jaw. Simple circular holes for ears were the only other features on the skull. The massive head was supported on a neck formed by an array of pistons, between which bundles of brightly colored wires and black tubes were visible. The overall effect was sinister and intimidating.

“I think I preferred you,” Josh said.

“That’s the idea,” Beasley replied. “Try to be more approachable when not in combat. A soldier can operate the android remotely and still interact in real time at a human level with civilians. The android can even simulate facial images when in fully autonomous mode, if it chooses to do so.”

“It has free will?”

The Marine smiled. “I think I’ll leave that topic to those more qualified to discuss it. They’ll be doing the big reveal on stage later. That’s why we’re here. I—”

“Now don’t give anything more away,” Mrs. Carston interrupted. “I want Mr. James to be surprised along with everyone else.”

Her imperious manner was beginning to grate on Josh. He had a peevish urge to find fault with something. “Why is it gold?” he asked. “Seems like a stupid color for a military android.”

“Just for the show,” Beasley answered affably. “It’s all removable armor plating. The actual android is made of the same brown metal as the head. The armor will be camo colored for field deployment.”

“So the actual android inside is a skinny little guy?”

“Hardly. The armor plating is special stuff, very thin.”

Josh endeavored not to look impressed. He walked up to the android and gave it an experimental rap on the chest with his knuckles.

“Do not do that.”

The android spoke in a deep monotone. Josh jerked his hand away and looked back at Beasley, who was grinning broadly.

“He’s in autonomous mode now and apparently doesn’t want to be messed with.”

Josh looked up at the android and gave it a big, insincere smile. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to be rude. My name’s Josh, what’s yours?”

“Sentinel Two.”

“Oh, was Sentinel One too busy to come tonight?”

“What’s got into you?” Mrs. Carston demanded.

“Just trying to be friendly,” Josh replied.

He got a scowl and pursed lips by way of reply.

“Sentinel One was the original prototype,” Beasley volunteered. “That’s it over there doing some grunt work.”

A second android, similar to Sentinel Two, but matte- brown instead of gold, was plodding along at the back of the stage carrying a large wooden crate. It moved at a slow deliberate pace, like a powerful beast of burden cowed by its master’s whip.

“I bet he’s really pissed off about getting replaced,” Josh said.

Mrs. Carston appeared livid at the crass remark, but Beasley simply smiled and said: “They don’t have feelings. Sentinel Two is the new improved model; the entire Sentinel series is based on him. That’s what we’re introducing tonight. Speaking of which, I’d better go and get ready, if you’ll excuse me.”

He pressed a button on his control panel and used the joysticks to guide the giant android ahead of him. Josh watched them leave, listening to the steady clomp of Sentinel Two’s footsteps in the frosty silence exuding from Mrs. Carston.

“Sorry,” Josh said.

“I wouldn’t have asked you to come if I’d known you were going to be difficult.”

“Sorry,” Josh repeated. “And I am looking forward to the show, and the big surprise.”

“So you should. “It’s going to be wonderful, provided Wong doesn’t blather on too long during his part. Ah, here he comes, finally.”

Annie was returning, accompanied by the acting CEO of Carston Industries. Elias Wong was diminutive, slightly tubby, and walked with short, fussy steps. Josh closed his eyes and did a quick mental review of what he knew about the man. Chief Financial Officer of the company before taking over as CEO. Born in China, adopted by American parents, and raised in California. Age, late fifties, but looked more like forty despite being partially bald. Unmarried, no known vices. Habitually wore very expensive, slightly out-of-date suits. They’d met a few times, both professionally and socially, but not recently. Josh was proud of his ability to remember faces, names and facts. He opened his eyes to see how he’d done.

Not bad. The balding was worse than he remembered and Wong’s attempt to disguise it with a comb-over wasn’t helping. The cherubic Asian face was starting to show a few wrinkles, but it still belied his true age. The main difference was in his attire. No more immaculate suits; now Wong was trying to look cool and techie in jeans and a black polo-neck shirt. It wasn’t working.

Elias bobbed his head and extended his hand to Mrs. Carston. “Emily, I’m so glad you could come. And you too, Mr. James. Good to see you again.”

Mrs. Carston shook his hand dismissively. “Yes, well, I’m pleased to be here. But I’m not clear why you needed me to come all the way backstage.”

“I just want to make sure you are comfortable with all the arrangements. That, um, you won’t be shocked by what you’re about to see.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s all been explained. Is that all you wanted?”

“Yes.”

“Well, after walking about two miles from the car to get here, I’m somewhat tired and would very much like to take my seat.”

“Of course. Annie will show you the way. We begin in fifteen minutes, and I still have a few last-minute details to um....” Elias trailed off.

Mrs. Carston favored him with a tight-lipped smile. “I hope the way to my seat is shorter than getting here, or you may have to delay starting.”

––––––––
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Two seats had been reserved in the center of the front row for “Mrs. Carston and friend”. Ten other places, five on either side, were occupied by members of the Board of Directors. They were a mixed group of tech luminaries—seven men and three women, all attired in expensive suits. They all rose and greeted Mrs. Carston with varying degrees of familiarity. She introduced Josh as an old friend of Robert’s. One of the group, a tall, hunch-shouldered man with white hair, shook Josh’s hand.

“Joshua, was it? I’m Simon McKenzie. I’m on the Board with Emily. Any friend of Robert’s is a friend of mine. How did you know him?”

“I was his lawyer.”

That response seemed to quiet other conversations. Josh could feel eyes on him. Simon McKenzie frowned. “I’m the family lawyer. I handle all their private business. What do you do? Corporate law? Patents?”

“Criminal mostly, though I represented Robert in a civil case a few years back.”

“Oh yes, that trumped-up paternity suit. Well, I’ll be sure to call you if ever I find myself in similar trouble.” The old man finished with a smile and a nod, then turned his back and began chatting with Mrs. Carston.

No one else came to greet Josh. He did catch one of the female Board members eyeing him as if assessing his potential in bed. She met his gaze for a few seconds, and a knowing, sardonic smile curved her lips before she looked away.

Josh sat down while the Board members continued to fawn on Mrs. Carston.  Shit! In under a minute, the power brokers of Silicon Valley had assessed him as someone not worth knowing. They had him pegged as a sleazy lawyer used as arm candy for rich old ladies—though maybe pegged was a bad choice of words given how that one woman had looked at him.

The lights in the auditorium flashed twice and everyone began taking their seats. After a few minutes the lights dimmed and the hubbub of conversation dissipated until only a few coughs broke the expectant silence. Josh was surprised when Mrs. Carston reached over and clasped his left hand with her right. There was a nervous tension, almost fear, in the tightness of her grip. He glanced over at her. She was sitting bolt upright, her eyes fixed on the dark stage. He felt her jump as loud music began and the giant video screen lit up with images.

The music was Thus Spake Zarathustra, the theme from the opening of 2001: A Space Odyssey, and the images were scenes from the history of Carston Robotics: the original garage, the first prototype, a young Robert Carston with the first-ever production unit. Josh cringed at the cliché-ridden mess, but Mrs. Carston seemed transfixed, her grip tightening ever harder.

The video images continued to flash up in strict chronological order, building to the present day as the music built to its magnificent crescendo. In perfect synchronicity, the music finished and the video ended, plunging the stage into black nothingness. Josh’s ears were still ringing when a single spotlight stabbed through the darkness, illuminating Elias Wong at the lectern.

The entire auditorium erupted in applause. Josh joined in as best he could, slapping his thigh with his one free hand. How had Elias had managed to sneak out to the lectern without being noticed? It was like a magic trick. Maybe he’d come up through a trapdoor, or perhaps he’d crawled out in the shadows while the video was playing. The thought of Elias crawling out on all fours made Josh smile.

The applause died down as Elias waved for quiet. He waited for complete silence before speaking.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I’m Elias Wong. Welcome to RoboCon!”

The applause was even louder this time.

“As I’m sure you all know, this is our first RoboCon without Robert.”

A giant picture of Robert Carston appeared on the video screen: a handsome face with close-cropped brown wavy hair and a boyish grin. Elias looked back at it for a couple of seconds before continuing.

“I know you all miss him, everyone at the company misses him, and I miss my friend. His death was a terrible blow to us all...”

Elias paused, his voice choked with emotion; he dabbed at his eyes with a handkerchief. The applause was deafening and prolonged, evolving into rhythmic unified clapping. Elias wiped away his tears and waved for silence.

“Thank you. Your support and sympathy means a great deal to me and everyone at the company, and I know it will be especially comforting to Robert’s mother, who is with us today, here in the front row.”

Another huge round of applause began.

Josh gritted his teeth and muttered: “Now you’re milking it.”

A spotlight dazzled his eyes, and suddenly his image appeared on the video screen next to Mrs. Carston. He quickly forced a smile and began clapping as Mrs. Carston rose to her feet. She seemed unsure where the camera was and waved in random directions before simply turning to the audience and blowing kisses. The ovation seemed interminable. Josh’s hands were stinging by the time things finally settled back down and the spotlight was off them.

“Wasn’t that lovely,” Mrs. Carston whispered.

“Very touching,” Josh agreed.

The picture of Robert Carston on the video screen slowly faded away and was replaced by “And now....” in giant letters.

Elias turned to look at the screen and read the words aloud.

“And now....”

A murmur of excitement ran through the audience.  Mrs. Carston grabbed Josh’s hand again.

“And now,” Elias repeated, “in perhaps the worst kept secret in the history of our company, it is my great pleasure to hand over the microphone to our late, great president and CEO, Robert Carston!”

A glowing figure in jeans and a white dress shirt with rolled-up sleeves strode onto the stage. The giant video screen lit up with his enlarged image. It was Robert Carston, or at least a very good facsimile of him. A thunderous ovation punctuated with whistles and whoops of delight greeted his arrival. Josh couldn’t clap because of the vice-like grip Mrs. Carston had on his left hand.

He had known roughly what to expect, but the figure on stage seemed much more alive than a mere hologram. It walked over to the lectern and seemed to hug Elias Wong, then it turned to the audience and waved, pointing to people as if recognizing them.

Finally, the ovation died down. The figure on stage grinned and spoke.

“Not bad, eh? I can even do this.”

He did a couple of quick, noisy tap dance moves, ending with a loud final slap of his foot on the ground. The crowd went wild again. He waved for silence.

“Don’t get too excited, that was fake. What you’re seeing is a hologram. I have no substance.”

By way of demonstration, he passed his hand straight through the lectern. 

“But I am here, in a way. I can see you, hear you, talk to you; I can even answer your questions. Shout one out.”

Someone quickly yelled out: “What’s the square root of one hundred and ninety-six?”

“I’m a hologram, not a fucking calculator.”

That got a huge laugh. The hologram laughed too and then continued: “The answer’s fourteen; maybe I am a calculator. How about another question, something topical?”

Someone way at the back shouted: “What’s the temperature in Hawaii today?” 

“I said topical, not tropical. But I can tell you it is currently eighty-five degrees on the Big Island with partial clouds and a chance of rain tomorrow. Okay, enough mucking around. You are probably thinking, neat hologram; a clever gimmick dreamed up by the marketing weenies. Resurrect the old CEO to see if he can boost sales of the latest androids. And you’d be right. Except, marketing didn’t come up with the idea... I did, eight weeks ago.”

That drew a few gasps from the audience and generated a lot of murmuring. Josh winced as Mrs. Carston’s nails dug into his hand. Her eyes were wide and her lips trembling.

“What is this?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

“I thought you knew,” Josh replied.

“They told me, but this is... is... I don’t understand. Is he really here?”

The hologram waited patiently for complete silence before continuing.

“Obviously, some of you find that statement somewhat surprising, given that I’ve been dead for over six months. So I guess I’d better explain myself before getting down to the business of selling you our latest androids. I—”

“What does he mean?” Mrs. Carston demanded. She spoke loudly this time.

The hologram looked down at her.

“Hi, Mom. I didn’t see you there. How are things?”

Mrs. Carston’s jaw moved as if she was babbling, but no sound came out. She got shakily to her feet. Josh rose with her to keep her steady. The hologram of her dead son grinned down.

“Hey, you want to come up here and say hi properly? A big hand for my mother, everyone.”

The audience duly applauded as Josh guided Mrs. Carston over to the steps at the front of the stage. He held out a hand to support her as she climbed the stairs, but didn’t join her, preferring to remain anonymous in the shadows. The old lady shielded her eyes from the spotlight as she stepped onto the stage. Her attention was fixed on her son. They were about twenty feet apart; neither moved. The applause from the audience slowly died away.

“I’d come to you, Mom,” Robert Carston said, “but the projector doesn’t reach that side of the stage.”

“They said there’d be a projection of you—like a movie, but you’re here, really here. You’re alive.”

“In a way, I am.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Mrs. Carston demanded, her voice quavering, almost hysterical. She took a few tentative steps toward her son. “Where have you been all this time?”

The hologram gave a sheepish shrug. “I wanted it to be a surprise.”

“Robert!”

Mrs. Carston lurched into an awkward, tottering high-heeled run, her arms outspread. “My boy, my boy, my Robert!”

She passed straight through the hologram, staggered to a halt, turned and screamed.

“It’s okay, Mom. It’s just a trick. I—”

“Get away from me!”

Mrs. Carston’s face was horror-stricken; her hand on her heart. She backed away dangerously close to the front edge of the stage. The hologram of her son gently signaled with his hands she should calm down; he smiled reassuringly and kept repeating that everything was okay. She didn’t seem to hear. Her breath was coming in short gasps, her hand clutching at her chest; she let out a moan of pain. The hologram stepped forward. She held up a hand to ward him off and took a step back.

Josh saw what was about to happen, but he reacted too late. Mrs. Carston shrieked as she tumbled back off the stage. If he’d been a split second quicker, Josh might have caught her. Instead, she landed just beyond his reach with a sickening thump.

“Shit!” the hologram shouted, staring down from the stage in wild-eyed confusion. “Call an ambulance! And turn me off, for Christ’s sake!”

The hologram disappeared, and the stage plunged into darkness. The house lights came up. Josh knelt by the crumpled form of Mrs. Carston. She was still breathing, but her back was oddly kinked, and her once sharp eyes were now twitching and confused.
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Chapter 3   
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Three months after Mrs. Carston’s stroke and fall, the only visible change at her mansion was the addition of a wheelchair ramp on the front steps. However, none of her neighbors had ever seen her use it. In fact, they hadn’t seen her once since she’d been released from the hospital. Six weeks ago, there had been a flurry of mysterious deliveries on the side street into the underground garage beneath the house, but nothing since then. The only foot traffic involved the delivery of groceries or small packages, and a steady rotation of nurses who seemed to work shifts around the clock.

Tonight, one of the nurses appeared to be late. A large Fijian woman was panting along the moonlit street, checking her watch regularly. Her open overcoat flapped around with each step, revealing blue hospital scrubs. The thin fabric of her shirt undulated over her jostling bosom as she tried to break into a jog. She paid no attention to the big old Chevy Impala parked outside the mansion. It wasn’t the type of vehicle normally seen in the neighborhood, but she barely noticed it, and never saw the faint motion inside as shadowy figures ducked out of sight.

At the front gate, the nurse wheezed to a halt and pressed the intercom button.

“Yes.” The female voice on the intercom managed to convey irritation.

“Hi, Marilyn, it’s me, Susan. Buzz me in.”

“You’re late. It’s well past midnight.”

“I know. The bus broke down. Just buzz me in, will you?”

No reply—just a gentle whir and a creak as the automated gate swung open. Susan bustled up the path, still trying to catch her breath. She opened the front door and was inside before the gate began its slow motion close. Three figures, clad all in black, emerged from the Impala and slipped in through the gate before it clicked shut.

Inside the house, Susan pulled off her overcoat and wiped sweat from her brow. She was in the main entrance hall: a big open area with wood-paneled walls, a marble tile floor, and a huge crystal chandelier hanging from the high ceiling. To the left was the lounge; to the right, the library. Beyond the entrances to those rooms were arches where hallways led off to each wing of the house. A grand staircase with cherry wood balustrades dominated the center of the entrance hall. It rose with shallow red-carpeted steps to a mezzanine landing on which a medieval suit of armor stood, as if on guard. From the landing, the staircase branched off left and right leading to the upper floor.

Susan had been told the house was modeled after a stately home in England. She’d never been to England, but it did look like some places she’d seen on TV, right down to the concealed entrance to the servant’s quarters. The door to that area was in the rear wall of the entrance hall, to the right of the staircase. It had been artfully inset in the dark wood paneling; only the presence of a small brass doorknob betrayed its location. She looked at the door and sighed. Normally, she arrived early enough to go to the kitchen for a cup of tea and a snack before her shift started, but she’d have to forego that tonight.

Stupid bus. She hung up her coat on the hallstand and checked her hair in the mirror. Numerous long curly locks had escaped from the tight bun on top of her head. She was cramming them back in when she heard a familiar voice.

“About time you got here.”

Marilyn was coming down the stairs. She was also a nurse, but had little else in common with Susan—thin to the point of being emaciated, hair so short she almost looked bald, and rarely happy; her lilting Haitian accent ill-matched to her dour personality. Susan gave her a smile.

“Yeah, I’m sorry. The bus—”

“It’s always some damned thing. I’ve got places to be too, you know.”

“Jeez, what’s up with you tonight?”

“What do you think? The queen bee’s been driving me bloody mad. And I sure didn’t need an extra half hour of it waiting around for you.”

“She in one of her moods?”

“Oh, you’ll be fine. It’s me that takes the brunt of it,” Marilyn replied. “She accused me of stealing her ring until I found it for her; refused to take her pills, threw a glass at me. All bloody shift it was: I don’t want you, I don’t like you, where’s the fat one, I like the fat one.”

“I’m sorry,” Susan replied. “But I’m here now. You go home and have a glass of wine or something.”

“Maybe two or three after this evening. I tell you, if she keeps it up, I’m going to quit, that’s what I’m going to do.”

“Hang in there,” Susan replied. She checked her hair in the mirror one more time, gave her bun a pat, took a deep breath and said: “Wish me luck.”

Upstairs the lights were dim. Susan knocked lightly on the door to Mrs. Carston’s room and entered on tiptoe. Moonlight, streaming in through the partially open drapes, illuminated the old lady asleep in the middle of a king-size bed. Her thin lower body barely raised a ripple in the thick floral duvet that covered her from the waist down. The silk fabric of her long-sleeved silk nightgown glowed white in the moonlight, as did the stack of pillows that propped her up. Her dyed-ginger hair hung loose and straggly. She could have been a corpse, except for the gentle snoring.

Susan shivered. The whole place gave her the creeps at night. She was supposed to check around the room, to make sure everything was neat, safe and secure for the night. But the old lady was already asleep. Susan had no desire to fumble her way around the enormous bedroom, especially not into the dark recesses on the far right side beyond the reach of the moonlight. Instead, she just crept forward and picked up an open book that lay in the old lady’s lap. She closed it and placed it on the dresser alongside a dozen bottles of pills and a pitcher of water. Everything seemed to be in order, and the old lady was asleep. Maybe it was going to be an easy night. Perhaps she could even sneak down to the kitchen for a snack before taking up her post in the armchair next to the window.

Something thumped downstairs and Mrs. Carston snapped awake.

“What was that?”

“Nothing ma’am,” Susan replied. “Just Marilyn leaving.”

“No, it’s burglars, thieves. They set that poor dog on fire.”

There had indeed been some recent home invasion burglaries in the area. But a dog set on fire?

“That was a cartoon, ma’am. Remember, we watched it yesterday morning. Tom and Jerry I think it was.”

“The poor animal. The things those people do. It’s the Mexicans you know. That’s who I blame.”

Susan let out a silent sigh. It was going to be one of those nights.

“You go down and check the front door,” Mrs. Carston said, pointing a bony finger. “I won’t have it. That black girl probably left it open. She steals from me.”

“Yes ma’am, okay ma’am. I’ll go and check right now.”

Susan left the room, grateful for the chance of a few moments of peace away from the old lady. She paused at the top of the stairs. The chandelier light was off and the entrance hall below was dark and shadowy. The suit of armor on the landing seemed somehow sinister and watchful. She had a sudden fear that it might move and her heartbeat quickened. Childish and silly; even so, she hurried down the stairs and quickly turned on the lights, chasing away the shadows.

The front door was locked, everything seemed normal, but something didn’t feel right. She peered through the peephole in the front door. The fish-eyed view of the dimly lit front courtyard showed nothing unusual except for a car parked outside the gate. She shook her head, turned off the lights and was about to return upstairs to her patient when there was a loud knock on the front door.

Her heart jumped. She quickly turned the lights back on. Who could it be? Visitors had to be buzzed in through the gate, they couldn’t just come up to the front door. A second knock, then a third; someone was pounding steadily on the ornate lion head knocker outside. Marilyn—it had to be. She must have forgotten something and come back.

Susan hurried over and unlocked the door. Something crashed against it from outside, sending it flying at her face. She had a momentary image of the polished oak surface coming at her before it thumped against her forehead. She felt no pain, just a jarring blow that made the world tumble. People were running past. The grand chandelier seemed to be swinging above her in slow motion, then the back of her head hit the marble tile floor, and everything went black.

Upstairs, Mrs. Carston gave a small scream and clasped the duvet to her chest. From the dark corner of her bedroom, two glowing yellow circles appeared. They rose into the air as something loomed up from where it had been lurking. A giant android with glowing yellow eyes clomped forward into the moonlight. It stood towering over the bed where Mrs. Carston lay trembling.
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Chapter 4   
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An annoying ringing sound dragged Joshua James from the depths of sleep. The digital clock on the nightstand read one-thirty. His cellphone was ringing. He answered it: “What?”

“It’s Robert, Robert Carston. I need your help—”

“What? Who is this?”

“I know you think I’m dead, but I’m not, so shut up and listen. I—”

“It’s the middle of the fucking night.”

“Quit interrupting me, I may not have much time. I want to hire you.”

“Great.”

“I’m serious. There’s been an incident at my house. I need you to get over there and sort things out.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Four people are dead. I’ve already transferred a one million dollar retainer to your bank account. Now get your ass over to my house and start earning your money.”

“What kind of sick joke is this? Who the hell are—”

The connection was lost. Josh stared blearily at his cellphone. There certainly were some weird people in the world. He put the phone down, flopped back onto his pillow, and closed his eyes.

Sleep wouldn’t come. The voice on the phone had sounded exactly like Robert. After a few listless minutes, Josh picked up his cellphone and logged into his online banking app. Last time he’d checked, his balance had been just under a thousand dollars. The sight of his new balance made his heart do a somersault: one million, nine hundred and thirty-two dollars and twenty-seven cents!

He jumped out of bed and began pulling on clothes.
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An SFPD squad car was parked diagonally across the road a block ahead of the Carston mansion. The car was unoccupied, but its headlights were still on and the red and blue roof lights were flashing. Several uniformed officers were busy stringing yellow crime-scene tape between trees like bunting for a parade. A few spectators, cellphone cameras in hand, were being ushered back outside the cordoned-off area. Further down the block were two ambulances and a fire truck, all with their doors open and emergency lights flashing. Beyond them was a floodlit area near the entrance to the mansion, and beyond that, an enormous black SWAT vehicle blocking the far end of the street. A police helicopter was hovering over the scene, and three news choppers were circling like buzzards.  

Josh parked his Camry and walked over to the nearest officer. The man waved him away.

“Sorry, buddy, you can’t come this way. You’ll have to go around.”

“I’m a friend of the family. Robert Carston asked me to come.”

The policeman frowned, moved a few steps away and said something unintelligible into his radio. He got a reply and looked back at Josh.

“Are you the doctor?”

“Lawyer.”

The policeman exchanged some more radio dialog, then told Josh to wait where he was. After a few minutes, a tall, gangly man in a suit emerged from the front gate of the Carston mansion; he was talking animatedly on a cellphone, but shoved it into his jacket pocket as he reached Josh.

“I’m Detective Morrissey. Who are you, and what are you doing here?”

“Joshua James. I’m the attorney for the Carston family.”

That wasn’t exactly true, but Josh felt it sounded better than saying he’d been hired by a dead man.

“Well, that’s great. But we need a doctor, not an attorney.”

“Is someone hurt? Is Emily, Mrs. Carston, all right?” Josh had never in his life called her Emily, but it seemed like a good idea now.

“You know her well?”

“Yes. Is she all right?”

Morrissey sighed. “Physically, yes, but she’s being ... difficult. We can’t get any sense out of her and we can’t get near her. A doctor is supposed to be on the way, but—”

He broke off as the glaring headlight of a motorbike dazzled him. The bike pulled up right behind Josh. The rider was slim, dressed in all-black leathers, black gloves, and a black helmet with a reflective black visor. The rider killed the powerful engine, dismounted, and removed the helmet. A woman; at least Josh assumed so based on the delicacy of her face, though her haircut was short and manly. She was oriental, maybe Korean. Her eyes skimmed over Josh before she stepped forward to address Morrissey.

“Are you the officer in charge?”

“Yes, who are you?”

“Doctor Allison Kim. I’m here to attend to Mrs. Carston.”

“We’re expecting a doctor Subra-something.”

“Subramanian. He was unavailable, and I am the on-call physician. I would like to see my patient as soon as possible, if you don’t mind. I understand she has suffered a considerable shock.”

“That’s not going to be easy, Miss...”

“Doctor Allison Kim.” She repeated her title and name slowly and emphatically.

“Of course,” Morrissey replied. “But there is a ... er ... security system that is currently preventing access to her.”

“I believe that is why Mr. Joshua James is here, to override the system and allow me access,” the doctor replied. She gave Josh a pointed look.

“Yes, absolutely,” Josh lied, wondering how the biker doctor knew who he was. “I was just about to tell the inspector that when you arrived.”

Morrissey shrugged. “I suppose it’s worth a shot, nothing else seems to be working. Wait here and I’ll see if the forensics team are ready to have people trooping in.”

The inspector headed off in the direction of the mansion, talking on his cellphone as he walked.

“Checking our credentials, I expect,” Josh commented.

“Mine are impeccable,” Doctor Kim replied. She returned to her motorbike and extracted a black medical bag from a carrier mounted at the back of the seat.

“Nice bike. Ducati?” Josh asked.

“Triumph. The new Daytona.”

“Looks fast. I’m surprised you didn’t get here before me.”

“That would depend on when I was called.” She deposited her helmet into the carrier and



























[image: ]






































[image: ]






























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
DUNCAN LANE

SENTINEL
ONE

Crime and Punishment in the Age of
Artificial Intelligence






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





