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      Andersen Air Force Base, Guam

      May 2052

      
      “Not again!”

      Alarms blared across Andersen Air Force Base, rousing Terre Hoffman from his bed. “We’ve got to get these proximity alarms fixed,” he grumbled. “I’m sick of being woken up in the middle of the night!”

      As he had been every night for the past two weeks.

      “You’re sick of it?” His wife, Cara, rolled over, pulling a pillow over her head as he turned on the light.

      Terre scrambled for his clothes across the now illuminated bedroom, digging through the pile of laundry he had collected together for the current day’s wash.

      “I thought that was why they brought that kid in?” Cara continued. “What’s his name?”

      “Kristopher, bae. And yes, that’s why he’s here. Supposedly.” Terre pulled a white t-shirt over his head before stepping into and pulling up his pair of designer slacks. Despite being required to dress professionally at the office, he’d ditch the tie and suit jacket for today. He could already feel the sweat on his back from the heat of the day. He looked at his watch again to make sure.

      Only 3 a.m. and it was already a hundred degrees; he wasn’t sure if the heat or the humidity bothered him more. Luckily, Terre spent most of his day in an air-conditioned technology center.

      “Do you have to go in? Can’t he take care of it?” Cara rolled over again, shielding her eyes against the light of the lamp. She grabbed the bedsheet and wrapped it around her body, as if cocooning herself against the glare. The white of the blanket contrasted with the dark brown skin of her back as she sat up, facing away from him.

      Cara was right: Kristopher probably could take care of the situation, but there was no point in Terre staying home. He might as well be doing something if he was awake anyway. Besides, his boss required him to go in, even if it was only to monitor K’s progress.

      Terre grabbed a white button-down shirt from the wardrobe, pulled his arms through its sleeves, and fumbled with the buttons. His hands trembled as adrenaline raced through him. How many times had the same alarm jolted him from his sleep? He wouldn’t get used to the way it clawed at his nerves.

      “K’s just a contractor, Cara. I’m the Senior IT Specialist. I’ve got to be there.” He threw his hands in the air when she looked unconvinced. “I’m the babysitter.”

      He took his role as supervisor seriously, and he wasn’t used to being completely useless in a situation. If he had been able to figure out how to stop the damn things to begin with, the kid would never have been brought in.

      After the alarms had gone off for the third night in a row, his boss had decided it was time to call in outside help. There was little room for error when you’re in charge of the network for a military base. Terre was lucky he still had a job, so he did his best not to feel emasculated by the call. And besides, although the kid wrote the software, they still didn’t have an answer as to what was behind the activations, a whole two weeks after Kristopher had shown up.

      “Kristopher wrote the stupid proximity detector program, and even he hasn’t been able to figure it out.”

      “Why is he here, then? Can’t you take care of it?” Cara sighed as she pulled the sheet off of her and grabbed a light blue t-shirt from her nightstand. She stood and pulled the shirt on over her naked torso. She was Terre’s biggest fan, but she didn’t understand the first thing about how these proximity detectors worked. Though, he wished he had a better understanding himself.

      Terre had transferred to Guam two years earlier, hoping to provide his new family with the luxury of island life for a few years. Living on a military base took some getting used to, but it sure was hard to beat the island weather. Surf and sand were worth the sacrifices they had made to be here, but Terre knew those consolations wouldn’t last forever. He hadn’t planned to be away from the mainland indefinitely. Their daughter Sarah had grown up without knowing her extended family, and both he and Cara had been on edge lately. It was all adding up to a situation he no longer wanted to be in.

      A smile overcame his lips as he watched Cara finish getting dressed enough to see him to the door. She insisted on seeing him out each time he left for work, even during late-night calls. She never wanted to miss saying goodbye, just in case the worst happened. Some saw it as a paranoid way of looking at life, but Terre didn’t see it that way. He and Cara appreciated the simple things and never wanted to take them for granted.

      After four years, it still hadn’t grown old.

      “It’s not like I haven’t tried,” he replied. “But thanks for believing in me. K wrote the program. We’ll discover the bug ten times faster with his help. Without him, I’m just shooting in the dark.”

      “He doesn’t seem to be doing much better.”

      “It’s not always easy to pinpoint a bug. It could be a problem with the program or with the signals. Hell, it could be a dirty sensor for all we know. There are a lot of diagnostics to run, and unless the army wants the alarm running nonstop until we find it, it’s going to take time.”

      At this point, if the fault was nothing more than a dirty sensor, Terre would be tempted to hand in his resignation. But as was often the case, it was usually something simple that was easy to overlook. Terre tried to convince himself they were close to solving the issue, but over the last couple of days, Kristopher—or ‘K,’ as Terre liked to call him—had been hitting dead end after dead end. Terre couldn’t see an issue with the system, and neither could K. It was all a little unsettling.

      How many US Defense bases depended on these alarms for an early warning of an attack? K didn’t even seem to know a specific number, and neither specialist was given any definite answers when they asked, but the number was potentially high. More was riding on the two of them than Terre wanted to know. Once they’d patched this bug, they’d push the fix to the other bases. If it was a malfunctioning sensor, he’d hang his head and submit their test results up the chain of command.

      For whatever reason, the problem had first manifested itself on his base, under his watch. K couldn't access the code remotely because of its classified nature, so the military had flown him in. The contractor had needed complete access to ground zero.

      “I know. It’s just this entire thing makes me nervous,” Cara replied. “This post was supposed to be like a vacation. You remember? That’s what you told me. And even though the first year was great, this shit is getting tiring. And don’t think I haven’t noticed the pressure has been getting to you, too. You can be a network specialist anywhere, so why not somewhere near the beach? California has beaches, Terre! You could have worked for a tech company in Silicon Valley.”

      “We’ve gone through this, Cara. We could have, remember? But we wanted to get out and experience something new; live somewhere other than California before Sarah has to go to school. It’s only a temporary placement. Once I’ve completed the upgrades here, we’ll be back in San Francisco. Or wherever you want to go. I have unlimited options.”

      Cara sat back down on the edge of the bed, her head in her hands. She embedded her fingers into the curls of her hair and then rubbed her eyes as she stood, taking a deep breath.

      “I know. I’m sorry. These 3 a.m. alarms are getting to me, that’s all. I’m stressing out. I’m overtired. And it’s affecting Sarah, too. She’s falling asleep in the middle of playing.” Cara sighed.

      “Falling asleep while playing is what kids do.” Terre attempted to smile reassuringly. “These activations are just false alarms. Nothing has come of them.”

      “Yet.” Cara looked up at him, her dark brown eyes wet. He wasn’t sure if it was from being tired, or something more. She immediately looked apologetic. “I just worry,” she said.

      Terre nodded. He understood the sentiment, but he had signed a contract. Only a few more months and he could start entertaining other offers.

      He led them out of the bedroom, down the narrow hallway that connected their small home. It was cramped, but it more than served their needs. A photograph on the wall caught his eye as he passed: Cara and himself, hands clasped in a dance during their last New Year’s Eve party in San Francisco.

      Cara pulled him close and ran her hand across the stubble on his chin. He would probably get an earful about the dress code for not shaving, but if he had to go in at 3 a.m., he was going to cut some corners.

      “Two years is a hell of a temporary placement,” she continued. “Can you promise me, once you’ve finished these upgrades, you’ll start looking for something else? Something back on the mainland? Closer to home?”

      “I promise,” he relented. It might have been the sleep deprivation, but as of late, Terre had been thinking the same thing. This—living in Guam—had never been the long-term plan. He had enjoyed his time here, but it was time to build a more permanent home for his family.

      Terre kissed Cara on the forehead and ran his fingers across her cheek. “We’ll get this bug sorted out before you know it,” he said. “I know everyone’s on edge, but we’re safe here.”

      Safe here? Who was he kidding? China and the US had been at each other’s throats for the last five years, and Guam was the first line of defense. It had felt like the right thing to say, and she didn’t question him, but Terre wasn’t sure he fully believed it.

      They made their way through the house, toward the door. He tried to suppress a yawn and failed. Cara caught it, which made them both laugh.

      Terre bent over as his wife stood on her tiptoes to kiss him.

      “We’ll have the alarm silenced in an hour or so. Try to get some rest, and then take Sarah to the beach today. It’s supposed to be a nice one.”

      He turned toward the door, but the sound of little feet running through the hallway made him pause. His three-year-old daughter, Sarah, stuck her head around the corner, her face scrunched up in exaggerated disgust.

      “Daddy, why is the alarm going off again? I thought you said you’d fix it.”

      He shot his wife a ‘Don’t even’ glance.

      “Daddy’s still working on it, honey. My friend hasn’t figured out what’s wrong yet.”

      “Why can’t you figure it out?”

      “I’m trying, sweetheart. We’ll have it fixed soon, okay?”

      She put her hands up to her ears. “It’s too loud.”

      “I know, but it’s supposed to wake us up if we’re in danger.”

      Her eyes went wide. “Are we in danger?”

      “Not tonight, honey. It’s broken. That’s why we have to fix it: so it will only go off if there’s something wrong.”

      That must have been a good enough explanation for her. Her hands still covering her ears, Sarah waddled down the hallway. Terre smiled after his daughter and wondered how, at one point not long ago, he had gotten by without her.

      “I’ll see you in a few hours,” he said to his wife, giving her another kiss. He was just dragging his feet now; he needed to get going.

      “Sounds good. Now go turn that thing off! Some of us would like to get some sleep.”

      “Wait! Dad!” Sarah came barreling back out of her room, arm outstretched, with something dangling from her wrist. “You almost fo’got your lucky charm!”

      He smiled. The ‘lucky charm’ was a chain with a robot pendant; a trinket she had picked out for his birthday a few months ago. Cara had taken her to the store to help pick out his present. The pendant had been on display at a store off-base, and Sarah had immediately fallen in love with it.

      Of course she had. Sarah: the kid that loved all things robots. It probably had something to do with her favorite cartoon, Milo the Robot.

      Just about everything she owned was robot themed. Even now, he smiled at her Milo the Robot pajamas. He hated the show, which naturally meant that Sarah loved it. And with those big brown eyes, it was impossible to say no.

      At least it was educational. Terre suspected that Artificial Intelligence might be the only career path available in twenty years. Hell, IT was nearly the only career path available already. He got little time to pay attention to the news, but when he did, the stories of protests from the exponentially increasing number of people losing their jobs to automation were hard to ignore.

      When Cara had given the pendant to him, he had improvised a splendid show of how much he loved the trinket. He had told her it was the perfect thing for him to wear at work; that it would be his lucky charm, and that it would keep him safe.

      Sarah had been so proud when she found out that her dad’s job involved working on real robots. In her eyes, it was the best job in the world. No doubt she imagined he was doing something much more interesting than sitting at a desk all day, staring at broken code. The only ‘robots’ he had any interaction with were unmanned drones, and the one that delivered coffee and snacks. Boy, did he love that robot.

      “Aw, thanks, Sarah! I did almost forget! Maybe this thing will help Daddy make the alarms stop ringing?”

      “Uh-huh!” She nodded dramatically, an enormous grin on her face.

      “Well”—he kissed her on the forehead and tousled her hair—“I best be off, then. Love you!”

      “Love you, too! Go fix the noises!”

      He laughed.

      “Have a good day.” Cara kissed him on the lips one more time before he could finally leave.
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        * * *

      

      “Why do you think I’m here?”

      Kristopher Klein was in a foul mood. Terre had met up with the young man as they’d both strolled out of their homes and down the breezeway from the residential area of the base into the active area toward Intelligence.

      Terre had made a comment about the need to quieten the alarms, which appeared to have agitated the young programmer.

      They wouldn't get anywhere beginning the day at each other's throats.

      “I just meant, I hope we can gain some headway today.” Terre tried to justify his comments, despite not believing he had a need to. “Not that you haven’t been trying.”

      “I’ve been in briefings and exercises since I stepped off the plane from California,” K continued. “They can’t expect a miracle if they won’t let me work.”

      K’s appearance was exactly how Terre imagined a lot of young computer programmers to look. A little disheveled; a little scrawny. His pale white skin hinted that he could have spent a few more hours at the beach. Even in the short time he had been on Guam, he must have had enough opportunity to hit the surf. He’d written K off as a gamer who didn’t enjoy the outdoors. But he wasn’t exactly out of shape—he must have kept active somehow. Though, he wouldn’t be running a marathon anytime soon.

      It bothered Terre that Kristopher didn't need to conform to the same military dress code as he did. For reasons never made clear to Terre, Andersen’s XO—the base’s Executive Officer—had granted K an exemption from policy for his term on base. K sported both a ridiculous goatee and a shaggy mop of hair, and it was likely his contract wouldn’t be long enough to make him shave either one. It shouldn't have, but it got under Terre’s skin. Especially when Terre knew he would get razzed for his morning stubble.

      He didn’t know why it bothered him, as he wouldn’t ever have worn his hair like that, anyway. He enjoyed being clean-cut and clean-shaven. His hand went to his face, feeling the roughness against his palm. Part of him enjoyed the feeling of making a small protest, but with the stubble being as rough as sandpaper, it made the rest of him itch. Terre would have taken the time to get rid of it if Fredricks hadn’t lost his shit about silencing the alarms as soon as possible. ‘No excuses,’ he’d said.

      He better not complain about a little chin hair, then, Terre thought.

      “I know,” Terre replied, “but we’ve got to do what we can. I’m sick of these early morning wake-up calls. Let’s see if we can figure this one out before oh-four-hundred.”

      “So much for getting a swim in.”

      “Would you really be going for a swim?”

      “Probably not, but now I have an excuse not to.”

      As a contractor from NASA, and despite what he said, K wasn’t only on base to fix the proximity detectors. Terre suspected that there was an additional need for an AI specialist to help diagnose some of Andersen’s drone malfunctions. There were technological glitches happening throughout the base, many of which were never brought to Terre’s attention, irrespective of his posting as Senior IT Specialist. The juniors usually had more AI training, on account of being great at spotting errors and making sure everything ran smoothly. Because the US Military outsourced the AI, there was no need for the best to be on base. Terre had his own issues with the most advanced military machines being contracted to the private sector, but he kept those concerns to himself. He had no influence in budgeting and the assignment of projects; he just made sure the computer systems stayed up to date.

      But Terre knew something else was going on around the base; there had been whispers of an experimental program that was having its own difficulties. If Terre had to guess, K was here under a special program classified over his head, but it still would have been nice to have been brought up to speed. A little professional courtesy would have gone a long way.

      Although technically on staff with the Central Intelligence Agency, Terre was more of an operating systems and network guru, specializing in network connectivity and managing day-to-day issues throughout the base. This AI Cloud babble had never been his repertoire.

      Competition had been fierce for his position. The military wanted the best of the best, especially when war with a superpower was a possibility. And Terre was the best in his field. That wasn’t his ego; it was just the cold, hard truth. When the biggest tech firms in the country bent over backwards to make you offers, you knew where you stood.

      Only a few more months, and he would be ready to explore opportunities outside of government.

      The alarm droned on in the background, too loud to be tuned out. But when lives were at stake, not being able to tune it out was the alarm’s sole purpose.

      The first couple of times it had sounded, everyone had gone underground, fleeing into the bunkers meant to protect them from an actual attack. Once it became clear the detectors were malfunctioning, Command had ordered for the response to be scaled back to standard precautions. Complete evacuation into the tunnels wasn’t necessary. It was time-consuming and exhausting. Once or twice kept them well practiced; running away from specters in the night lost its appeal after that. They all had other things they needed to focus their attention on; other drills they had to run.

      “Are you any closer to figuring out the issue?” Terre asked.

      “I literally haven’t had a chance to look.”

      Given the alarm was more tedious than it was practical, they strolled leisurely, which felt ironic considering the alarm would have the casual observer believe the world was ending. The humid Pacific air was bearable, the sun still just below the horizon and the breeze offering a sense of cool compared to the heat of the day. Terre took a deep breath, the smell of ocean air thick as it came in. If the alarm hadn’t been drowning out all other noise, he’d likely have been able to hear waves crashing on the shore.

      The ocean smell mixing with the permanent floral scent of the island always made him smile. Well, almost always. Even that wasn’t enough to make Terre smile when the damned alarm started blaring at 3 a.m.

      The narrow breezeway and its eight-foot-high concrete walls abruptly ended as they reached the principal center of the base. Once inside, it was clear that men and women were reacting to the noise, but only half-heartedly.

      As the two technicians made their way to the Command Center, dozens of Airmen were, once again, getting into formation nearby. Their seamless march onto the Parade Square before the windowless buildings, keeping rhythm and formation even during these early morning hours, was formidable. It was a discipline Terre had never attempted to master. Even getting up for an early morning swim was an activity he’d never attempted to accomplish. Give him a late-night scotch on the rocks in a bar any day. The only good thing about mornings was a freshly brewed cup of coffee.

      The blaring sirens muted the soldiers’ marching footsteps, usually audibly pronounced during their early morning routine.

      The discipline of the men was no less impressive than a typical morning, but Terre could tell that their hearts were no longer in the exercise. A dozen late-night false alarms made it difficult for the troops to remain enthusiastic. Chasing ghosts in the middle of the night left their reactions hollow, and they must have been running on little to no sleep. They didn’t get enough on the best nights, but these sirens, every other day, were demoralizing.

      “We’re going to start getting used to going into work at 3 a.m.,” he joked.

      “I don’t even know what time it is anymore,” K replied. “I haven’t had a chance to get used to Guam time yet. My brain still thinks it’s nine o’clock in the evening.” As if to emphasize his point, he stifled a yawn. “Still, it’ll be fine. We’ll get this thing taken care of and hopefully into a normal routine. Then I can focus on the drone malfunctions.”

      Terre arched an eyebrow at the revelation. It was the first time K had let slip that he had been hired for an alternative purpose. The two specialists hadn’t exactly been close for the past couple of weeks. Their supervisors had K pulled away from his desk more often than Terre thought was necessary, and while K was at work, Terre mostly felt as if he were in the way.

      “What’s happening with the drones, anyway?”

      K shrugged. “Some of them haven’t been responding to commands. Central thinks there are bugs in the program. Always a bug somewhere. You need to brush up on your AI programming so you can give me a hand. The logic is the same.”

      Terre wondered briefly what NASA was doing differently to make this guy the expert they needed to bring in to fix their malfunctioning AIs. Surely the company that built the machines would have had some insight into the malfunctions?

      “Not really my expertise, but I’m sure I’ll need to go in that direction at some point. Anything we need to be worried about?”

      The question was left unanswered as they stopped dead in their tracks. Terre nearly reached out to his companion for support as the earth abruptly shook. Two drones ripped overhead, a trail of smoke and light left in their wake.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked.

      All around them, soldiers had reached for their weapons, aiming blindly at the sky. They held their rifles at the ready, but there was no order to fire yet.

      “Air attack!” someone bellowed into the night.

      That sent the soldiers scrambling. Terre didn’t understand the defense procedures on the island—he was only there to keep the servers running—but he knew they couldn’t stay out in the open.

      He looked over at his companion. Frozen in place, K’s eyes were wide, looking to the sky, his mouth open. Terre grabbed him by the arm and dragged him forward. “Come on. Let’s get to Central.”

      The ground shook again as a fireball billowed ahead of them. Terre stopped in his tracks and braced himself. Two more drones flew overhead.

      “What the hell??”

      He broke out in a run; damn Kristopher if he couldn’t keep up. He called back to him. “Let’s go!”

      They were only IT staff; they had no way of defending themselves, although Terre doubted any hand-held weapons would do much good against an airstrike. Never mind that Terre had never fired a weapon in his life. They needed to get somewhere that would provide cover. Some form of defense had to be better than nothing.

      The command center was a few blocks away, but running straight for it would risk being caught in crossfire. Terre had no intention of allowing himself to be a target. Instead, they tried to stay as close as possible to the nearby buildings while still gaining some ground.

      Terre had always known an attack was a possibility, no matter how remote the odds. The pay he was receiving reflected that. But it was always one of those abstract concepts he had thought would never happen. Now, chaos surrounded them.

      Another explosion, somewhere Terre couldn’t see, sent men and women scrambling toward battle stations. A plume of flame erupted as a missile found its target—a little too close for comfort. The blast lit up the night sky as a wave of heat passed over the pair of technicians. Much too close.

      Lights soared overhead, the triangular shape of a drone, hovering far too low. Whoever was behind the assault, their intent was to destroy the base, or at least sow enough discord to render them inoperable.

      The acrid smell of burning metal and oil stung Terre’s nostrils. Whatever the missile’s target had been, it had held fuel. Sirens rang out across the base, adding to the surrounding disorder.

      “Move! Move!” a man’s voice shouted above the clamor.

      Additional men and women shouted in the distance, commanding orders in between alarms wailing in the night. The perimeter alarms offered a constant reminder of their own premonition, declaring I told you so.

      A couple weeks of malfunctioning alarms had had them believing the network was crying wolf. With laser fire and explosions now all around them, it looked like the wolf had shown up.

      Troops continued to aim their weapons at the night sky, some firing at phantoms. Then, as suddenly as the attack had begun, the sky grew quiet. Sirens faded into the abyss as men shouted at each other, trying to figure out where the targets of the attack were located, waiting for the next round of assault.

      The two technicians didn’t have far to go. Their brief run had closed the distance to their destination, and they hurriedly dipped through the doorway into the central command building.

      “Hoffman! Kristopher!” a voice barked at them. “It’s about time you showed up!”

      Harry Fredricks was the CIA Technology Supervisor stationed on the island. His team were responsible for monitoring the Chinese and North Korean drone and AI programs. Recently, the two countries had invested a considerable amount of resources in AI research, and the US was trying its best to keep up.

      “What the hell is going on, Fredricks?” Terre responded.

      “No clue. I’m hoping you boys can help us figure that out. Set up in the Operations Center!”

      “What’s Intel picking up? Who’s attacking us?”

      “It’s only been five minutes, Hoffman; the team are still scrambling for answers. Get inside!”

      The three men sped down the hall into a sizeable meeting room. Glass walls surrounded the large Operations Center, and computers and projectors filled the open workspace. High-definition displays showed the positions of the drones, and lights flashed to denote incoming intelligence. Displays throughout the room flashed alerts amidst a strange red glow. A dozen men and women were running from console to console, trying to get a handle on what was going on outside.

      Terre tried to read the updates flashing across the displays, but he couldn’t make anything out aside from their level of importance.

      “Status report!” Fredricks barked as they entered the room.

      Nobody looked up, but one man shouted back, “The signatures are Chinese
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