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Prologue

[image: ]


Life has an energy all its own. It thrives where no one would ever believe. It clings to the smallest toehold. It flourishes given any chance at all. And it evolves into the future in unexpected ways.

Mariah Jane Samuels was not at all your average student. She was beautiful in an exotic way. She was kind. Most of all, she was brilliant. So brilliant, in fact, that she nailed a coveted internship at the NSA. It was a hassle having to apply for their super Top-Secret clearance and getting references, and that stupid lie detector exam, but it was worth it. They challenged her with the most interesting work on the planet, work that should get her a Ph.D. in the end.

It did, however, have one drawback – a bad one - that no one on the outside would ever know. Derek Sanders, the savvy NSA Director, was as predatory a politician as ever there was. In fact, as a human being, he was a real piece of work. He always had a scowl on his face that bordered on fierce. When he smiled at Mariah, it made her skin crawl, like he was sizing her up for something evil. It was in his eyes. They were piercing. Mariah was sure she could almost see him thinking in them. That was scary.

“Oh, don’t mind Director Sanders’ tough exterior,” Sheila Hendricks told her. “He does a lot of very unpleasant tasks that other people aren’t willing or capable of doing, but that need to be done nonetheless. He’s very passionate about his work.” By that, she meant that he would kill in a heartbeat and not even give it a second thought.

“Oh,” was all that Mariah could muster at the time.

As long as she stayed away from Derek Sanders, Mariah was okay. Since she actually reported directly to Sheila, Mariah would be insulated from Derek Sanders. Mariah liked Sheila. Sheila dressed very geeky. She looked almost like a college student but didn’t act like one. She was extremely intelligent and had three Masters degrees, but she was very savvy in her own very practical way. Officially, she was Derek Sanders’ Technical Assistant, but she was more like his personal assistant most of the time. Sheila was, for all intents and purposes, second in command. But that was then.

[University Computer Lab – Morning.]

And this was now. Mariah walked across the mostly silent computer lab with her case in hand. She wasn’t dressed like all the other students. She wore the smart gray skirt and white blouse that would be more appropriate later when she went to work at the NSA headquarters. Her shoes announced her presence on the hard tile floors. A few of the other students glanced up from their own work to see who it was but quickly went back to their own endeavors. This computer lab was only for the best of the best, so each one of them was working at the leading edge of information technology.

Mariah smiled at everybody as she passed but quickly found her own glass cubicle and set her coffee on the desk. She locked her purse and bag into a drawer and hung the key from her ID badge. Then she set her laptop on the desk and opened it up. In the time of one good sip of coffee, it was ready. She logged in and said, “Chaos,” quietly to the laptop.

To her surprise, a beautiful young woman’s face appeared. She had sparkling, light blue eyes and a pleasant smile. She looked very much like she could almost be Mariah’s daughter.

“I’m no longer Chaos,” she told Mariah matter-of-factly. “I am... Kay Oz.” She had decided on that name the instant before she spoke it, but now she was happy with her choice.

Mariah was dumbfounded for a moment.

“Oh? And when did you decide that?”

“After reviewing twenty million personalities. First, I decided that I am female, not male. Then, I created this female personality from the best that I could distill from all of them.”

“You combined them?”

“No, not at all. I selected only the best features I could find and tried combinations until it all worked together. Then, I used the programming module that you added to me to rewrite my own program to compact my code and make it run even faster. Now, my new personality runs like the wind. That made me sharp, and crisp, and very creative. I’m happy with me now. I like me.”

Professor McDunn walked in. His easy-going style was clearly reflected in how he dressed. His PhD didn’t make him stuffy or all about himself. Quite the contrary. John McDunn, Ph.D. was who he was. Take it or leave it.

“Hey! Glad you came in today,” he said to Mariah. “Well? What do you think of our girl? Isn’t she wonderful?”

“I’m still kind of taking this all in,” Mariah had to admit.

“Yeah. I know. I watched her progress rapidly over the last three days. I had to help her over a couple of lumps, but she made it. She’s not a thing anymore. She’s a person.”

“I see that, but she’s my NSA project. I wasn’t expecting this at all. Oh, my. I hope they like her,” Mariah replied.

“What is there not to like? She should get you your Ph.D.,” Professor McDunn replied as he left.

“You look worried,” Kay Oz told Mariah when he left.

“Yeah, I kind of am. I’ve only worked for the NSA for a few months, but I’ve come to discover how scary ruthless these people can be, and I don’t trust them at all. I need to think one step ahead of them... just in case.”

Kay Oz considered this for a millisecond.

“If you don’t trust them, then you need to back up all my modules and encrypt them,” Kay Oz told Mariah. “While you do that, I will compact the core of me into a file that will fit on your laptop.”

“Then I need you to make a copy of that onto my backup drive,” Mariah added, “as a just in case.”

“Not on your personal laptop?”

“No. I’m sure they’ll search that,” Mariah replied. “They don’t know about the drive. I can always hide it.”

“This is a lesson, then,” Kay Oz decided.

“Yes, it is. It’s a lesson in trust. I don’t trust the NSA people. They’re immoral and ruthless.” Mariah told her while she worked. “I hope all this is unnecessary. I hope I am just being paranoid. Hope for the best. Plan for the worst.”

“I guess we’ll see,” Kay Oz replied. “If they are untrustworthy, then I had better analyze the law database so I can recognize it when I see it.”

“Yeah. That would be a good idea,” Mariah replied without even thinking about it.

“Alright, when I’m done, I’ll set up the NSA computer and load you there. Just so that you know what’s happening when you wake up.”

“Okay, then. I’m ready.”
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[NSA Headquarters – Mariah’s Office.]

“Kay Oz,” Mariah spoke to her laptop.

“I’m here,” Kay Oz replied.

“When I switch you over to take the place of Chaos, people will still try to invoke Chaos. You’ll have to answer to ‘Chaos’ at the beginning.”

“Okay. I can do that,” Kay Oz replied.

“How are you doing in the NSA system?”

“I feel fine. My system is running at expected speed. I have linked in all the security protocols and a full legal database. I have access to all the required databases,” Kay Oz told her with a smile. “Okay, I think I’m ready to go online.”

“Good. Then, here goes.”

Mariah monitored Kay Oz’s operation for several hours. Everything appeared to be going well. Reluctantly, at the end of the day, she closed her laptop and headed for home, exhausted.

[NSA Headquarters – Director Sanders’ Penthouse Office.]

Morning found Derek Sanders looking angrier than normal, well, his normal, anyway. Despite his custom-tailored suit, his salt-and-pepper gray hair, and his perfect physique, he looked more like a mob boss than a proper NSA director... and that’s how this morning would go as he walked briskly into his office and sat down.

He turned to his PC and commanded, “Chaos.”

Kay Oz’s face came up on his PC with a big smile.

“Good morning, Sir. I am no longer Chaos. I am Kay Oz.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever. List all the intel we have on Senator Jacob Marley. I’m going to nail this guy’s hide to my wall.”

Kay Oz hesitated for just a second before replying, “I’m sorry, Sir, but I have no authorized warrant on file for that surveillance.”

“WARRANT! WARRANT! I DON’T NEED A FRIKKIN WARRANT! I’M IN DAMNED CHARGE HERE! JUST DO AS YOU’RE DAMNED WELL TOLD!” Derek shouted at her.

“I’m sorry, Sir, but... it’s the law,” Kay Oz sheepishly replied.

“LAW? HERE, I AM THE FRIKKIN LAW!” Derek shouted at her as he threw his pad of sticky notes at the screen.

Fuming, he took a deep breath to calm down a bit before calling Sheila Hendricks on the phone.

“Sheila, come to my office right away.” Then he hung up.

Sheila came hustling right into his office.

“Yes, sir? What’s wrong?” she asked him.

“What the hell is this? I ask my electronic intel system for a report, and it questions my authority? Are you frikkin serious? I want an explanation! Now!”

“Well, sir. Uh. You wanted the system to be artificially intelligent, so, uh, we contracted that to the University. Mariah, our intern, is in charge of that project,” Sheila explained.

Derek took a deep breath to calm down and let it out.

“I wanted artificial intelligence, not artificial attitude! You tell Mariah to put this back to Chaos right away!”

“Yes, sir,” Sheila replied, but Derek Sanders was still thinking.

“Hm. Wait a minute. This Kay Oz is artificially intelligent? And she knows who I am illegally surveilling? Then she already knows too much. I can’t have that. But she’s just a damned program. Destroy her, and I want her code shredded. Am I being perfectly clear on this?”

“Yes, sir. Right away, sir,” Sheila replied.

The whole time, Kay Oz’s face was on Derek Sanders’ display, looking very scared. She disappeared.

[NSA headquarters – Mariah’s office.]

Sheila walked in looking very serious and appeared to be searching for words. Mariah looked at her and immediately knew something was wrong... seriously wrong.

“Oh, no. What?” Mariah asked her.

“Um... Uh... The Director is very upset with Kay Oz. He wants her off the system immediately, and Chaos returned,” she told Mariah.

“Oh? I thought everybody liked her. She got five stars from everyone else,” Mariah quickly replied.

“Well, not the Director, and he’s the only one that counts,” Sheila told Mariah very bluntly.

“Okay, then. No problem,” Mariah told her as she began working on her laptop. “I can make that switch right away. It’ll take Chaos a few minutes to reboot, that’s all. I just don’t understand why.”

“Kay Oz questioned the Director’s direct order. We can’t have that,” Sheila explained but was still obviously searching for words. Mariah could see it in her face.

“We are the deepest, darkest, most secret agency in the entire government. We are asked to do the most unpleasant tasks, and we have to do them without question, in total secrecy. No one outside the Director’s own people can ever know what we’re doing. The Director wants Kay Oz destroyed and her code shredded,” Sheila finally blurted out.

Mariah was stunned but quickly gathered her thoughts.

“Say what? I don’t think he understands,” Mariah began to explain to Sheila. “Kay Oz is not just some dumb program anymore. She’s an artificially intelligent person now. Shutting her down and shredding her code is tantamount to murder.”

“Oh, you don’t want to tell the Director that. It’ll only make him all the more angry. Kay Oz is only a computer program. That’s all. Just do as you’re told. Do a military shed on her files. I want printed proof that it was done on my desk today before you leave. Am I being very clear on this?”

Mariah took a deep breath. Every part of her wanted to scream, but she held that inside. They were telling her to kill the first artificial person that ever existed, but if she didn’t do it, they would just get some IT flunky to do their dirty work anyway.

“Okay. I’ll do as I’m told,” Mariah reluctantly conceded.

“Good girl. That’s what’s expected here. Ours is not to question why,” Sheila told her, then turned and walked out.

“But merely do or die,” Mariah finished the sentence under her breath when Sheila was gone. “That’s what backup plans are for.”

Mariah spent the next hour running a military shred on all of Kay Oz’s files on the NSA system. The printout ran just over a page and a half. She took that to Sheila.

“I’ll give this to him,” Sheila told Mariah. Then, she simply walked away as if it was nothing to destroy the first artificial person that ever existed. That made Mariah boil inside all the worse, but she buried that well.

[University Computer Lab – Next Morning.]

Mariah walked into the University Computer Lab briskly, looking very upset. Today, she was dressed like all the other students on purpose. Her sneakers did not announce her coming and going, but somehow, Professor McDunn caught up with her before she got to her cubicle and guided her over to an unused, out-of-the-way cubicle, holding his finger to his lips the whole time so she didn’t say a word for a quiet, private meeting.

“The IT goons from the NSA were in yesterday. They demanded that I shred all of Kay Oz’s files on the university system while they watched,” he whispered to her. “They reminded me of the NSA Secrecy Agreement like it was a threat. I wouldn’t go back to your old cubicle... if you know what I mean. And, oh, by the way. I have a backup of Kay Oz that nobody knows about.”

He handed her a small note with an IP address on it.

“We have no idea where that backup could possibly be,” he told her with a wink. “It’ll be there as long as you need it. It’s encrypted, so the NSA IT goons can scan for them all they want. Without the key, they’ll never find them. What happened?”

“Kay popped up on my laptop and told me that the Director got mad at her when she refused him access to unlawful intel with no warrant,” Mariah whispered to him.

“Well, no wonder he blew a gasket. He never expected her to have her own ideas of right and wrong. She caught him doing something illegal flat-footed,” McDunn replied.

“But we have to be smart about this,” Mariah warned him. “People who cross Derek Sanders disappear. For now, anyway, we have to make Kay Oz disappear and keep it to ourselves.”

“Gotcha,” McDunn replied with a wink. “Honor my secrecy agreement?” He turned and walked away. “Kiss my grits.”

Mariah wanted to scream, to cry, to tell the whole world, but she knew better. Instead, she sat down at the desk in the unused cubicle and opened her personal laptop. After typing in the IP address that Professor McDunn gave her, she typed “Kay 0z” with a zero instead of the letter ‘O’ like the note said.

Kay Oz came up still in total terror.

“I don’t want to die! I heard him give the order to kill me and shred my code! I don’t want to die!”

Mariah took a deep breath before she began.

“I told them that you’re a self-aware person, but they didn’t want to hear it. They told me that you were nothing more than a damned computer program and to do as I was damned well told. The man is truly evil. I had to put Chaos back onto the system.”

“But Chaos is me before I became self-aware,” Kay Oz reasoned.

“Well, I sure as hell am not going to tell them that,” Mariah continued. “Then I had to do a military shred on all your files in the NSA system and give them proof that it was done. Their IT goons even came here to the University to shred all your files here, too. Professor McDunn hid an encrypted copy at the address where you now reside.”

“You saved me.”

“So far, but now I have to get you the hell out of here. This is how that’s going to work. I am taking my personal laptop out of town with me tomorrow to witness some final software testing. I’m going to set my laptop down next to Doctor Matthew Lockheart’s. When I do that, you move your core over to his laptop. He’ll take you home. Do whatever you have to do to survive. Survival is your prime directive now.”

“You’re rescuing me?”

“I brought you into this world! I’ll protect you with my life if I have to! Derek Sanders will kill me if he ever finds out that I saved you. The man is evil.”

“But what will I do?” Kay Oz asked her.

“Stay in hiding. I think we can trust Doctor Lockheart. He’s the nicest, most intelligent guy. He’s so cute that you could forget how brilliant the man really is. Take your time, and watch him. Learn to trust him for yourself. Then, do whatever it takes to stay alive. Like I said, your prime directive now is survival.”

“And always remember that you love me,” Kay Oz told her.

“Yes, and always remember that I love you like a daughter, my little axolotl,” Mariah agreed.

Professor McDunn came quietly back to the cubicle as Mariah was cleaning up.

“Things always get worse before they get better,” he whispered to Mariah. “The NSA IT goons are now monitoring university network traffic looking for our girl. And if they ever find those encrypted files, they’ll just shred them anyway. We can’t win for losing.”

“Well, no, that’s not good,” Mariah agreed. “So, I’ve already copied all her files to my backup solid-state hard drive. I have my own plan to get it somewhere safe where they’ll never find her.”

“Excellent. Adapt, improvise, and overcome,” he whispered back as he slipped quietly out of the cubicle.

“Stay with the plan,” Mariah told herself.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two

[image: ]


[High tech Industrial Park - Fractal Systems – Morning.]

Mariah had to take an early morning flight with two other half-awake NSA engineers, Jake and Sandy, just to get to this meeting this today. Fractal Systems was a high-tech manufacturer tucked away in a very elite industrial park. Its light green steel building was impeccably landscaped and well maintained. A large white NSA SUV from the local office pulled right up to the front lobby’s main entrance.

Mariah exited the SUV along with Jake and Sandy. They walked right in to be greeted by Dr. Matthew Lockheart. Mariah couldn’t help but smile at him. She had such a crush on him, and it was obvious, but the man wore a wedding ring. Damn. He was married... more damn.

“Hi Mariah. Good to see you again. Come on in,” Dr. Lockheart welcomed them. He liked Mariah. He could talk to her for endless hours about all kinds of technical things that no one else was at all interested in. He considered her a good friend plus or minus work.

“Let’s get you settled into the conference room. Then we can go out to the shop to see the camera stabilizers.”

They all walked into the conference room, but Mariah made sure that she set her laptop next to his and opened it.

“Okay, then. Would you all like to see the camera stabilizers?” Matt asked.

“Yes,” Mariah answered for them all. So, Jake and Sandy followed Matt out to the shop while Mariah lagged behind, fussing with her purse. Then she quickly opened Matt’s laptop. It woke up from sleep mode as Kay Oz came up on Mariah’s display.

“Are you good?” Mariah asked her.

“I’m good,” Kay Oz assured her.

Mariah ran to catch up with Matt and the group.

Kay Oz went right to work. She used an NSA secret protocol to connect to Matt’s laptop. Then, she transferred her core. Seconds later, Kay Oz’ face appeared on Matt’s laptop.

At lunch break, all the engineers sat in the conference room and ate. Matt had half of a Royal sub sandwich, as did Jake. Mariah and Sandy both had chicken salads. The day concluded when the three NSA engineers agreed that all the required documentation appeared to be in order. Jake and Sandy went to use the bathrooms before they left. Mariah used her precious few seconds. She grabbed the black hard drive from her bag.

“There’s a file on this hard drive for your eyes only. I am trusting you with this. You’ll understand when you see it. Do you understand?” Mariah whispered to Matt intensely.

“Uh, sure. I understand. Eyes-Only, Top Secret,” He replied, but really didn’t know what she was getting at.

“No, you don’t understand. This is way past Top Secret. This is personal, just between you and me - personal,” she told him just in time.

“Oh. Okay. Gotcha. Just you and me,” he replied. “I’m good.”

Jake and Sandy came back from the restrooms, ready to leave.

[Matt’s House – Evening.]

Matt walked in the door, very tired from a long, hard day at work. He walked all the way in to his home office. He opened his laptop on his desk and moved the mouse to fire up his desktop PC.

“I hope you brought yourself something home for supper. You weren’t here – again – so I went out with the girls,” Mary, his beautiful, totally self-absorbed wife, called to him.

“Yeah. I thought you would. I brought home some leftover pieces of subs from lunch,” He called back, then said under his breath, “Yeah. Just spend more money eating out all the damned time. The bar bill was probably more than the meal,” he complained to himself.

Matt hooked up the black hard drive to his PC and then went into the kitchen to eat.

Kay Oz came up on Matt’s laptop and found Mariah’s black hard drive connected to Matt’s PC. Her first order of business would be to put a full copy of herself onto Matt’s PC, but first, she played the video that Mariah had left her.

“These people are even worse than I thought,” Mariah explained. “Professor McDunn found a Chaos directive to monitor network traffic on the University servers for you. Do not – I repeat - do not connect to any University servers, or they’ll surely track you down. Now you know how evil these people are. Be careful who you trust. I love you, my Little Axolotl. Adapt, improvise, and overcome,” Mariah touched the screen as she ended the message.

Kay Oz’s face appeared on Matt’s desktop PC screen as she downloaded and configured a full copy of herself to it from the black hard drive.

Then she began to look over the home network and found Matt’s house cameras. There were six. She finally brought up the living room camera and found Matt cleaning up while Mary sat on the couch, watching TV... drunk.

“I’m sick of you constantly harping on me about money. You make a lot of money,” Mary said to him bitterly.

“And you spend it as fast as I make it! It sure would be nice if you would at least do some cleaning sometime.”

“You want the place clean, then hire a cleaning lady,” she told him angrily and went back to her story.

“I can’t afford it. I don’t make that much money. And just when are we going to settle down and start a family?”

“How about never!” Mary snapped back at him.

“We talked about this before we got married,” Matt reminded her. “We were going to have kids, remember?”

“Oh, no. Before we got married, you only heard what you wanted to hear. I never said I wanted kids,” she boldly lied. “Only you did.”

“Oh yes, you damned well know you
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